Master of Many Treasures

Prologue

It wasadifficult journey.

Onceintheair he had thought the flight would be easy; after all, he would be flying higher than dl but
thelargest raptors. The thermals, currents of air, clouds, and winds provided his highways, hillsand vales,
and the skyscape freed him from the pedestrian pace of those on the earth beneath. In that other skin he
had once worn ten or fifteen miles aday had been enough, but now he could easily manage ahundred in
one gtint, though he usudly cut thisby haf. After dl, therewasno hurry.

No problemswith the route, ether. Like al of hiskind the ways of the air were etched into hisbrain
asabirthright, a primitive race memory he shared with birds, fishes and some of the foraging mammals.

At firgt the wind aided him on hisway and the sun shone kindly at dawning and dusk, for he
preferred to return to land during the day for food and re<t, ready for the guidance of the stars at night.
The deeping earth rolled away beneath his claws, and his reptilian hide adapted to the cold better than he
had expected, not dowing him down with his reduced heartbest as he had feared.

Riversglinted in serpentine curves beneath the moon, hills reared jagged teeth, tiny pinpoints of light
showed where those wed thy enough burned candles and tapersin castle or church, and he grew
complacent, so much so that when the Change came, he wasn't ready for it.

It was that comfortabl e time between moondown and sunrise and he was cruising at about a
thousand feet, ready to do along glide down in search of breakfast, when he suddenly became aware
that something was terribly wrong. Although hiswings were begting at the same rate, he waslosing height
rapidly and feding increasingly cold.

Glancing from side to side, he was horrified to see that hiswings were amogt transparent, were
ghrinking; his heartbeats were quickening, hislegs stretching in an agony of tendons and muscles, his
clawed forefeet turning into . . . hands?

Then he remembered.

She had kissed him, not once but three times, and so as part of those accepted Laws—L aws that
until now he had dismissed as mere myth, though he had jokingly told her of them as truth—he would
now have to spend part of hislife as ahuman, earthbound as any mortal.

All right, dl right, so he was going to be aman for aminute, two, five, but why no sort of warning?
Hewasfaling faster and faster, but al he could think about was there should be some way of delaying
the Change, or of controlling it—

He landed plump in the middle of avillage rubbish dump, al the breath knocked out of him but
otherwise unhurt. For amoment he lay dazed and winded, then the stench was enough to make him
stumbleto hisfeet and stagger drunkenly down the main (and only) street, shedding leaves, stalks, bones



and worse. Halfway down he redlized he was not aone.

A smdll boy, perhapsfive years old, clad only in atattered shirt, was watching him with solemn
brown eyesin the growing dawnlight. By hissdewas asmaller child, perhaps histwo- or three-year-old
ggter, inasmock far too short for her, thumb stuck firmly in her mouth.

Hethrust his hands out in auseless gesture of friendship. "Sorry, children: didn't mean to scare you.
Just passing through. . . ."

Fercely he concentrated on hisred self—though what was real anymore?—and to hisrdief he
began the awkward pain of changing back. In the midst of his discomfort he became aware of the
children still watching him, their eyes growing rounder and rounder with amazement, and the humor of the
gtuation struck him even as hetook arunning legp into the air, as clumsy as any heavy water fowl.

"Good-bye," he cdled, but it sounded just like the rumble of thunder, and he could see now the
terrified children beneath him rush for the nearest hut and safety. Never mind, they would have atdeto
tell that would keep the village buzzing for months.

After that the weather became more hostile, and not only was he battling against his" changes," which
took time to recognize and regularize, but aso strong essterlies, snow, and dest, so it waswell after the
turn of the year before he saw in the distance his objective, four thousand miles from the Place of Stones
of histransformation: asmdl conica hill set proud onaplain, ahill that shone softly blue againgt the
encircling mountains. . . .

Part One

Chapter One

Venice stank. For the loveliest city intheworld (so | had been told), center of Western trade, Queen
of the Adriatic, she certainly needed a bath. One would have thought with al that water around the smells
would have been washed away, but the reverse was true: it made it worse. The watersin the canals were
moved only by the water traffic, which stirred but did not disspate, and al the dops and garbage merely
settled afew feet further on.

The city was certainly busy with trade and teeming with merchants and dripping with gold, but she
was only beautiful at adiscreet distance. Pinch one's nose and one could admire the tall towers, fine
buildings, richly dressed gentry; one could fed the sun-warmed stone, listen to the sweet dissonance of
bells and the cdlls of the gondoliers; watch the bustle at the quays as the laden barques and caravelswere
rowed in the last few yards. . . but keep one's nostrils closed.

| moved restlessy from bed to window and back again: three paces and then another three. It was
hot and stuffy in thislittle attic room, but when | had opened the window some time back the stench had
made me gag, S0 it stayed shuttered. Consequently it was not only stifling but aso dark: | had trodden on
my dog twice, but couldn't keep ill.



Mind you, | was lucky to have aroom to mysdlf. Apart from Master Adolpho, the trading captain, all
the others—horse master, interpreter, accountant, guards, cooks and servants—had to share. And why
was | so privileged? Because | bore papersthat proved | was under the personal protection of the
wedlthy merchant who had financed the expedition, Master Matthew Spicer.

And | wasthe only one who knew the papers were forged. By me.

| had acouple of other secrets, too, and secrets they must remain, else thiswhole journey would be
jeopardized, and that mustn't happen. | had left too much behind, risked too much, hurt too many people
to fal now. Thiswasthe most important journey of my life, and to justify what | had done, it must
succeed.

A bad conscience and ared fear of pursuit had kept me glancing over my shoulder during our
journeying the last couple of months, but at least then we had been moving, whereasfor the last two
weeks we had been stuck in this stinking city. No wonder | couldn't keep ill. [—

Feet on the sairs, athumping on theill-fitting door.

"Hey, boy! Wake up there. . . . Cargo'sin, were going down to the quay. Coming?'

Action at last! Telling my dog, Growch, to "stay," | jammed my cap on my head, grabbed my taly
sticks and clattered down three flights of wooden stairsto the street below. Outside it was scarcely less
hot than my room, but at least there was shade and afaint breeze off the sea. Master Alphonso, the
interpreter, and haf adozen others were milling around, but as soon as | appeared we set off for the
quay, through the twists and turns of narrow streets, across the elegant curves of bridges, through the
busy thoroughfares, dl the while having to contend with the purposeful and the loiterers; carts, wagons,
riders, pedestrians, children, dogs and cats impeded our progress. Watch out for the overhead
dops—forbidden, but who was to see?—and be careful not to trip over that heap of rags, a sudden thin
hand snatching at your deeve for dms. Keep your hand on your purse and your feet from skidding in the
ordure. . . .

Matthew's ship was aready being unladen. Because of the press of the seatraffic she was anchored
someway out, rowing boats busy ferrying the cargo ashore. A couple of our guards stood over the
deepening piles of bales on the quayside, and our accountant started setting out paper, pensand ink on
his portable writing desk, ready to itemize the cargo.

| tugged at Master Alphonso's deeve. "How soon beforeit isall unladen? When can we go aboard?
When dowe sail?!

Hetwitched his deeve away impatiently. "How many times do you haveto betold, boy? When all
the cargo ison dry land and checked by description against the captain'slistings, thenitistakento a
warehouse, opened and itemized, piece by piece. Then, and only then, will it be distributed as Master
Spicer wishes. In the meantime the ship will take on afresh crew and fresh supplies, the new cargo will
be listed and loaded aboard. Then if the weather isfair, the ship sets sall. If nat, it waits. Satisfied?|
ghant tdl you agan.”

| nodded, but insde | wasin turmoil. Just how long would al thistake? A week, at least . . . | turned
away, but he stopped me.

"Just where do you think you're going? Y ou may be Master Spicer's protegeé, but that doesn't mean
you skip out every time theré's work to be done. Y ou're here to learn the business, that's what your
papers say, so stop farting around and go hel p the accountant.”

So | spent along, hot afternoon working my tally sticks at top speed againgt the accountant's vastly
superior abacus, then helped |oad the cargo for the warehouse. All my own fault; when | had forged
Matthew's signature on the carefully prepared papers, | had represented myself asaprivileged
apprentice, to learn amerchant's trade from the bottom up. Thiswas obvioudy the bottom. Up till now |
had been a supernumerary; now it appeared | was about to earn my keep.



Snatching ameat pie and amug of watered winefrom atal, | followed the cargo to awarehouse on
the outskirts of the city. There the baes were off-loaded, recounted againgt the existing listsand at last
opened to check the contents.

Thiswasthe exciting bit. Although Matthew was principaly a spice merchant, and some eighty
percent of the cargo was just this—mainly pepper, cloves, nutmeg, and mace—he aso traded in
whatever was out-of-the-way and unusual, sometimes to specia order. Thustherich, black furswould
be auctioned off in Venice, the jewery entrusted to another outlet; some rather phalic satueswere a
special order, aswere certain seeds of exotic plants. Thisleft drawings and sketches of strange animals,
two curioudy-shaped musicd instruments, and severd maps. These last were earmarked for Matthew
himself, together with acouple of rolls of slk so fineit ran through onesfingerslike weter.

And who wasin charge of these sortings and decisions? A tall thin man with ahawk nose,
conservatively dressed, who Master Alphonso whispered to me was Matthew's agent in Venice,
responsible not only for distribution and collection of cargo, but aso for hiring and firing.

It happened that he and | were the only ones left later: he because he was arranging for warehouse
guards, | because | was going back over one of my caculationswhich did not taly. By now | was amost
cross-eyed with fatigue, so was only too grateful when the soft-gpoken Signor Falcone came over and in
acouple of minutes traced my mistake and amended it.

"Only one error: tenths areimportant, youngster. Still, well done." Hisfingerswere long and well
manicured. Y ou are Master Summer, | believe?'

| nodded. Relief at having finished without too much blame made my tongue careless and impudent.
"Matthew must have great trust in you. | wouldn't—" and | stopped, blushing to the roots of my hair.

"Trust someone o greatly without supervison? Of course you should not, unless you know him
well." He regarded me gravely. "But then, you see, | owe him and hisfriend not only my livelihood, but
my education. And aso my life"

"Your life?'

He hesitated.

"I'msorry,” | said. "'l shouldn't be so inquisitive.”

"No matter. At your age | wasthe same." He hesitated again. "It isnot atae | recount easily. Still . .
" Hiseyes were bright and dark as doe berries. He took a bundle of keysfrom his belt and, beckoning

me to follow, locked up the warehouse, nodded to a couple of armed men lounging nearby, and started
back towards the center of the city. "Come, we shal walk together. . . ."

It was astrange enough tale, and | forgot my wearinessas| listened.

"When | waseight yearsold | was sold into davery by a parent burdened by too many children. It
wasin acountry far from here, and | was pretty enough to be auctioned as a bum-boy—you understand
what | mean?—but | waslucky. A stranger stopped to watch the bidding and among those who fancied
me was an old enemy of the stranger. So, to teach this man alesson, the stranger bid for metoo, and in
the course of time he won himself aboy he had no use for. The stranger's name was Suleiman, on his
way to vigt hisold friend Matthew Spicer—I seethat first name means something to you?'

| wasn't conscious of having betrayed mysdlf, but | nodded. "I met him while | was a Master
Spicer's” | didn't add that it was the gifted Suleiman whose doctoring had saved the life of my blind
knight, the man | had once fancied mysdlf in love with.

"Then you will know that he is both wise and kind. He left me with hisfriend, to care for and educate,
to learn to read, write and caculate. Therel also learned French, Italian and Latin, for my own language
was Arabic. At about the same age as yoursdlf | was sent abroad to learn the ways of trade, and after
some years Matthew appointed me his agent here. | have never regretted it, nor, | believe, hashe. Hisis
agenerous and trusting nature, and such aman'strust is not easily abused. Nor should it be: remember
that.”



How could | not? For in my own way | had betrayed histrust in worse ways than Signor Falcone
couldimagine.

We had reached the end of the street where | lodged.

"Y our journey startsin aday or two. | do not think you have the dightest idea how far it will take
you, nor are you mentally prepared as you should be. About that | can do little, but at least | can seeyou
are physicaly ready. Do not forget you will be representing Master Spicer, and you need anew outfit for
that." He fished in his purse and brought out a handful of coin. He saw my eyes widen with surprise a the
gold, and allowed himsdf awry grimace. "Cal thisthe Special Fund. For emergencies—and youngsters
who need smartening up. Choose good materid's, and something neat but not gaudy.” He put a couple of
coinsin my hand. "Y ou will aso need travelling gear: leather breeches and jacket; athick cloak; good,
strong boots, riding gloves." Another couple of coinsin my hand. "It can be cold at nights where you are
going, so awoollen cap, underwear and hose." A last coin. "And agood, sharp dagger. Go to Signor
Ermani intheViaOrsini and say | sent you." And he sivung away across the square. "And get your hair
cut! At the moment you look likeagirl!"

It was S0 late by now that the pie shop around the corner was closing as | went past, but | managed
to grab some leftovers and broken piecesfor my dog, who was amost crossing hisback legsin an effort
not to relieve himsdf by thetime | reached my room. So pressured was he that he forwent his supper
until he had christened every post and arch within aconsiderable distance. | trailed after him without fear
of marauders, for he had apiercing bark, an aggressive manner, and extremely sharp teeth.

And, after al, when one has bitten adragon and got away with it, what €l se has adog to fear?

That evening, what was|eft of it, | brought my journa up to date. Thiswas Part Two of my life. Part
One was dready finished the day | |eft Matthew's for the second time. It was abulky volume, bound with
awooden cover, and as | weighed it in my hands | realized how much of an extraburden it would beto
carry it any further. It would be better to leave it with someone | could trust.

Part Two wasfar lessbulky. | had already devised aform of shortened words and wrote smaller, so
could justify taking it with me. Pen and inks would have to go with me as part of my job, and a couple of
extrarollsor so of vellum were neither here nor there.

Next morning | went out in search of new clothes. Neat but not gaudy, Signor Falcone had said, but
although hose, breeches and boots were easy enough in shades of brown, the jacket was an entirely
different matter. Finding agood, plain one was practicaly impossible. They dl seemed to be
embroidered with vine leaves, pomegranates, artichokes, red and white flowers and even starsand
moons, but then Venice catered mainly to therich and fickle. The materids, too—silks and satins—were
too finefor prolonged wear, but at least after a search | tracked down afawn-colored jerkin with the
minimum of decoration, and a green surcoat of fine wool, without the usua scalops, fringesand frills.

The afternoon | spent in mending my existing hose and underwear, achore | detested, but just as|
had decided it was candle time, there was arush of feet on the stair and a hammering at the door.

"Master Summer? Y ou there?"

"Yes..." | waspractically naked, so the door stayed shut.

"Master Alphonso saysyou'reto beready at dawn.”

"So soon?”!

"Outbreak of plague reported in the south. Report to the quayside at firgt light." The feet sumbled
back down the sairs.

Plague? Perhaps the greatest fear man had, far more threatening than battle or sege. Against ahuman
enemy there were wegpons, but the plague recognized no armies but—deadlier than sword, spear or
arrowhead, unseen, unheard, unfet—could decimate the largest army in the world within days. Either
great pustules broke out on the skin and the victim died screaming, else it was the drowning sickness,



when the chet filled with phlegm and a choking degth came in less than aday—

| shivered in spite of the heet, fear closing my throat and opening my pores. No timeto waste. | must
cal down for water to wash in, then collect my cloak from the laundry down the road. Once my father's,
then my mother's, it was practically indestructible, being of a particularly fine and thick weave, though
light and soft, with adeep hood. Much mended and much worn, it was neverthel ess better than many
new ones | had seen, but | had thought to have the mire and mud of the journey to Venice dispersed by a
good soak.

S0, that to collect, agood scrub for myself—and the dog, if possible—then everything to be packed
astight as could be. Something to eat, and lastly a safe place to leave Part One of my journd.

| hurried aswell as| could, but the last streaks of gold and crimson were staining the skiesto the
west when | knocked at Signor Falcone's door, praying that he had not gone out to dine.

| was shown by aliveried servant to an upstairs room and gasped in wonder at the fine furniture,
glowing tapestries, delicate glass and silken drapes. My host smiled at my expression.

"Without Suleiman and Matthew amere dave could never have afforded dl this. . . . What do you
want of me, youngster?'

| started to explain about the plague and our early departure, but he cut me short.

"I know dl this. We have worked throughout the day to get everything loaded and ready. What is
that package under your aram?"

Straight to the point, Signor Falcone! | had rehearsed my story on the way.

"It containsajourna | have been keeping. Before [—before Master Spicer sponsored me | had
some amusing adventures, which | have written down plain. If—if anything should happen to me on my
travels| should wish Master Spicer to haveit. A sort of thanks. . . It might dso explain some of my
actionsmoreclearly.” | wasfloundering, and | knew it. "Besides, it istoo heavy to carry. Please?"

"o, if anything should happen to you on the way—Allah forbid!—thisisto be forwarded to
Matthew? Otherwise | hold it until your return; isthat it? Very well. The packageif you please.” Going
over to his ornate desk he extracted seding wax and, rolling the stick in a candle flame, dropped the
pungent-smelling stuff onto the knotsin my package. He maotioned to quill and ink. "Write Master
Spicer's name there clearly. So. Now come with me.”

Taking up acandle followed him down ashort passage into asmal locked back room, windowless,
full of shelves and nose-tickly with dust. Boxes, scrolls, books, smal paintings and other packageslined
the shelves, dl negtly labdlled. He placed my parce high up on the nearest shelf.

"There, it will be safetill you return. And, should anything happen to me, my servants ordersareto
forward everything in here to the name on the label. And now, if thereis nothing eseyou wish to tell me,
| think | shall take to my bed, and | would advise you to do the same." Ushering me downgtairs, he
opened the door on anight of stars, with athin vell of mist cregping up from the east. "Hmmm. Don't like
the look of the weether."

"There's no moon, no land breeze either, but the sky is clear enough.”
"Exactly. Moon change and aseamigt. Still . . . off you go, deep well." He turned to re-enter, then
turned back. "I thought | told you to get your hair cut!"

Dear Lord, | had completely forgotten! Surely it would betoo late at night now. Taverns, brothels,
gaming houses, eating places would be open for business, but barbers. . . Collecting Growch from some
odorous rubbish bin, | set out to look.

| waslucky, dthough it looked very expensive.
A gilded sign above the door hung motionless, announcing to those who could read that Signor
Leporello was hairdresser and barber to the greatest in the land. On the door was tacked alist of prices,

atrim didn't look too expengve. Telling Growch to wait, | lifted the latch and peered within. A little bell
on adiring gave amelodioustinkle.



"Hallo? Anyonethere?' A couple of candles burned on aside table, otherwise the room was empty.
| cdled again.

A moment's pause, then a bead curtain swung back and a creature teeter-tottered forward on those
ghastly wooden-platformed shoes that the fashionable al seemed to be wearing these days. This man—if
it was a man—had mismatched hose, red and blue, dashed deeves and a surcoat flapping with pink and
gold embroidery. Topping it dl off was a huge green turban with alarge purple stone set in the center.
Probably real, which madeit &l worse. Gaudy, but not nest . . .

A waft of ail of violets, the glint of rings as helit acouple more candles. "And what have we here? A
late customer, | do believe. Come in dear boy, comein! A shave perhaps? No, not ashave, definitely
not. A trim?Yes, atrim | think. A trim and awash. Pretty hair like yours should dways be clean and
dust-free. .. ."

"Pretty hair?' | squeaked. Thiswas obvioudy the sort of place and proprietor young boys were
warned about. "I'm sorry, thereis some mistake: | have no money, and—"

"Nonsense! You need atrim and | am in agood mood. Come, it shall be on the house," and before |
knew what was happening he had plonked me down on atal stool, and swiftly plucked afew hairsfrom
my head, holding them to the candlelight. " See these? All different colors. Two shades of red, two of
brown, blonde and black.” It wastrue. "All together they areindividuadly responsiveto light and shade,
like those clear eyes of yours. Now, bend over that basin and well begin!™

If there was to be a dangerous moment, thiswould beit, but my worries soon vanished as he
washed, rinsed, rubbed, combed, brushed and clipped. At last he brought me amirror, and even with its
uncertain depths and the flicker of candles | was gazing at a different me. Gone was the tangle of jagged
ends and unruly curls. The hair waslayered and waved negtly to my head—

"Is he someone | would know? How long ago did you run away from your family—or the convent,
perhaps? Come, I've seen dl thisbefore, many times. A young girl imprisoned against the unsuitability of
her beloved, dresses asaboy, runsaway tofind him. . . ."

"A—qirl!" | sammered, and | must have been asred asfire.

"Why, yest Oh come!" and he leant forward and lightly brushed hisfingers acrossmy chest. "'l have
been leaning over you for near an hour . . . | happen to have some stretch webbing that will hide those
breasts much more discreetly, young lady, and only asilver pieceayard. . . ."

Chapter Two

The morning was gray, dull, misty, chill. A sulky red sun lurked behind the mist and | was shivering,
both from cold and anticipation. Strange to think the Shortest Day was but aweek padt: it felt morelike
November.

Dirty water dap-dapped against the piles of the Piazetta as the rowboats came and went, ferrying the
last of the cargo aboard. Behind us the square was deserted, or so | thought, but at the last moment a
figure came scurrying across carrying atray of freshly baked rolls and pagties. They were ddlicious, the



meset sending little pipes of geam into the air from the crumbling pastry. The baker was an enterprising
fellow baking so early—»but then his prices were enterprising too, as | discovered after Growch and | had
burnt our tongues.

"Fedl better?’ asked afamiliar voice. | turned to see Signor Falcone, well wrapped against the cold.
"Much!"

"Wadl try and keep it down. | fill don't like thelook of the weether; red sSky a morning, sailor's
warning . . . Still you're safer away from the plague, and the captain has done this run many times.”

"Aren't you afraid of catching the sickness?’

Hegamiled. "ItisasAllahwills. If it comestoo close | haveasmal villain the hillsto the north. |
usudly spend August there anyway: it is pleasantly cool, and Matthew curtails histrade during the hottest
months. In fact, the stuffs now in the warehouse are the last but one Master Alphonso will escort back till
fdl."

| glanced over to where the trade captain was talking to his accountant. "But—but | thought they
were coming with us. . . . With me." | should be aone, no oneto ask questions of , to depend on. A little
fist of panic curled up in my stomach, and | could taste the pagties a second time around.

Fal cone patted my shoulder. " Stop worrying. Master Scipio takes over on the other side, and heisa
competent man, one of the best. Y ou'll be safe enough with him. Matthew's papers and listings are on
board, and mention has been made of you. . . . Have | said how much better you look with your hair
cut?' He smiled. "Now, | must bid you farewdll, but first | have acommission to execute.” He pulled a
small, tightly wrapped package from an inner pocket. "This arrived some time back, but | had to be sure
it was going to the right person.”

| took the package and turned it over. No name, no superscription. "Who'sit from? How do you
know it'sfor me?'

"The sender isamutua friend. And how do | know it isfor you? Just answer me one question: what
isthe name of your dog?'

"My dog?Why, Growch.. . ."

"Exactly! That wasthe password, just in case | was not convinced by my own observations. Y ou
make a handsome enough lad, but I'm sure the woman undernegath is even more attractive." Helaughed a
little at my stricken face. ™Y our secret is safe. Our—friend—believes he knows the purpose of your
journey and its detination. Y ou are abrave lass. may Allah be with you. Now go: you don't want to miss
the boat."

Asthe rowers pulled away from the quay, my mind wasin turmoil. Disguisng myself asaboy had
seemed agood idea at the time, but in less than twenty-four hours two men had discovered at least one
of my secrets. Did anyone el se suspect? | fdt asthough my face was burning as| tried to flatten my
chest, pull my long legsin under my surcoat.

Of course even twelve months ago it would have been impossible to think of posing asaboy. At that
time | had still been decidedly plump, decidedly femae. It had been that last, impossible journey back to
the haven of Matthew's home that had fined me down to the weight | now carried, that and the pain of
losing the onelovel could never replace, the love | had found too late by the Place of Stones. . . .

| had tried, of course | had, to be satisfied with asubstitute, but even the kindest of men—and
Matthew was certainly that—could not compensate for that searing moment when | discovered what true
loveredly meant.

And that waswhy | was here, in thisrackety little rowboat, heading for—for what? Even | wasn't
aure. All | knew was that somehow | must find my love again, see him just once more, for the touch that
had fired my blood with an indescribable hunger could never be satisfied by another.

Perhaps | would never find him, perhapsif | did he would spurn me, or be so changed | would
matter lessthan aleaf on atree but at least | had to try! Nothing esein the world mattered.



The rowboat bumped againgt the towering hull above, arope ladder dangling just out of reach. Only
the most agile of monkeys could have scaled that, what with the overhang and the duggish dip and sway
of the ship, but luckily there was one more bale to be hauled up by hand, and Growch and | went the
undignified way, bumped and banged againgt the ship's sides on what felt like abed of nalls.

If | had expected afanfare of trumpetsto greet me once on board | was to be disappointed. In fact
no onetook the dightest notice of us at al. We weretipped unceremonioudy off the bae, which was
then lashed to others on the deck. The whole ship was boiling with activity, and gradudly we were
pushed into an obscure corner as sailors scurried around getting us ready for sea. Up came the anchor,
down camethe sails, two men unlashed thetiller and swung it across, and everyone seemed to be
shouting commands and countercommands. What with that and the cresk of chain, snap of sail, hiss of
rope and scream of the gulls overhead, | doubt if anyone would have noticed if | had set fire to mysdif.

But dl thisfrantic activity didn't seem to be getting us anywhere at dl. The ship wallowed uneasily
from sdeto Sde, the sallsflapped listlesdy, everything creaked, but we weren't moving. After half an
hour or so, aflag was run up on the forward mast, and eventualy arowing barge came astern, took aline
and ponderoudy towed us, tail first, outside of the shipping roads and into clear water.

Peering over the Side, | could see how, even here, the contamination of the city behind us reached its
dirty fingersinto the main. The water was till brown and scummy and | could see flotsam from the
sewersfloat past, plus abroken packing case and the bloated carcass of agoat. | glanced back at the
city and now, at last, she resembled the lady | had heard about. She looked to float well above the
water, the pale sun gilding her towers and cupolastill she seemed crowned like any queen.

The sals above mefilled at |last, thetiller was pushed over to starboard, and &t first dowly, then with
gathering speed, we headed northeast into the open sea. Immediately | had to grab at the sde to keep
myself from dipping: it was probably only a cant of afoot or so, but it was most disconcerting for me and
worse for Growch, for his claws dipped and he dithered straight into the scuppers. We would have to
find aplaceto cal our own.

The ship was quieter now, athough everyone seemed to have ajob to do: trimming sails, coiling
rope, swilling down the deck, and | could see an extremely large lady was shaking out bedding and
punching energetically at what seemed to be afeather mattress. Probably the captain'swife: | had heard
they often accompanied their husbandsto sea. | had correctly identified the captain as the man who
shouted the loudest and longest, and decided now was the time to introduce mysdlf. Hewasa
self-important looking man, stout and short, with abristling beard and lots of hair in hisears. He stared at
me as | approached.

"Who'sthis, then?'

| introduced myself, but had to explain who and what | was before his brow cleared and he nodded
his head. Yes, yes, held heard | was coming aboard, but it had dipped his mind, and now he was too
busy to ded with me persondly. | would haveto seethe mate, find mysdlf quarters, settle mysdlf in. And
keep that blasted dog from under everyone'sfest. . . .

The mate, when | found him, had even lesstime for me. | was handed over to one of the crew, who
showed me round in adesultory manner, and had me peering down the bilges—sick-making—and trying
to climb in and out of a string bag he called ahammock; needlessto say | fell out either one side or the
other immediately. Apparently al the crew dept in these because @) they took up little space and b) they
aways stayed level, however the ship swayed. | went down into the hold, where everything was stacked
away nestly, and into the galley, where it wasn't. Pots and pans, jugs, bottles, a side of ham, bags of
flour, jars of ail, dried beans, strings of onions and garlic, sultanas and raisins, boxes of eggs, dl
hugger-mugger on shelves and floor. Outside, a couple of barrelsrolled from sdeto Side, and acouple
of crates of scrawny chickens were stacked next to a bleating nanny goat. The cook was snoring it off in
acorner.

But where was | to degp? There were eighteen crew, split into three watches, so that at any onetime
therewould be six on duty, six adeep and six relaxing, and | wasn't going to fal out of hammocks dl day



and night. Besides, there was no locker in which to stow my gear. | asked if there was any other space,
but apparently not. The captain and his wife had quarters aft, the mate atiny cubicle next to the rope
locker and the cook dept inthe gdley.

The sailor had one ussful suggestion. | could either doss down in the hold, athough the hatchway was
normally battened down, or find myself aniche topside, among the deck cargo.

| didn't fancy being shut away, so | inspected the bales on deck and, sure enough, they were so
stacked that there was acozy sort of cave to one side, which | thought would do. Even with my gear
dragged in aswdll, there wasroom to lie down or sit up quite comfortably, and the smell of tarred string
and sea salt wasfar pleasanter than bilge water.

| had about got mysdlf settled down when bellsrang for noon and food. | never quite got the hang of
those bells; | knew they signaled change of watches, time passing, but the number of chimes never
seemed to fit the hours, striking asthey did in couples.

By thetime | had unpacked my wooden bowl and horn mug | was dmost too late; therewasonly a
scrape of gristly stew |eft and ahed of yesterday's bread, plus some watered wine, but | wasn't
particularly hungry so Growch benefitted. The bread and wine doshed around uncomfortably in my
stomach, for the ship was definitely rolling more heavily now. Beforelong, too, there came the pressing
need to relieve mysdlf. | had watched at first with embarrassment, then in increasing awareness of my
own problems, asthe crew relieved themsalves when necessary over the Sde, and had seen the captain's
wife empty acouple of chamber pots the sameway. | couldn't do the first and hadn't got the second.
Then | remembered there were some buckets and line in the rope locker. | pinched the smdlest of the
former and fastened it to alength of ropelong enough to drop over the Side and rinse in the seawater as|
had seen the crew do when they needed water for swilling anything down.

Temporarily more comfortable, | did my knife under the seals and string of the packet Signor
Facone had given me and drew out aletter. | might have known: it was from Suleiman.

"I believe thiswill reach you before you sail. Do not fear pursuit for there will be none. Matthew was
mogt distressed to find you gone, and hopes for your return, but | know better, | think. Something
changed you before you came back to us; | have seen that restless hunger in other eyes. So, go find your
dragon-man—yes, you talked a great deal in your delirium, but | was the one who nursed you, so it is
our secret. In case you did not copy al the right maps before you left, | enclose onethat isthe farthest
east that | have.

"Usethe gold wisdly: you will need as much asyou can, theway you go. May dl the gods be with
you, and may you find your dream.”

There weretearsin my eyesas | unfolded the map and found the gold coins he had enclosed. His
understanding touched me deeply.

Sitting back | recdled the time Suleiman had taken the handful of coins my father had left me and
arranged them across amap of the trade routes, showing how each one—copper, silver or gold—Iled
inexorably towards the east and the unknown, the very way a certain dragon had gone, that night when
he had |eft the Place of Stones—

Andme.

Towards evening the weether steadily worsened. Thewind blew in gudts, first from one quarter, then
ancther, thelullsleaving the ship rolling uneasily on anincreasingly oily swell. Dusk came down early,
showing the thinnest crescent moon dicing in and out of the clouds; the cheese | had for supper was
causing me great discomfort. At lagt it and | just had to part company, and | rushed for therail, only to be
jerked back at the last moment by the brawny arm of the mate.

"No puking into thewind!" he hissed. "Else you'll spend dl night swilling down both the decks and
yoursdf!"



| madeit to leeward just in time, and spent the rest of that miserable night rushing back and forth to
therall. Sometime in the smal hours al hands were cdled to shorten sail, and now | was pushed and
cursed at and stumbled over, until in the end someone tied arope around my waist and wrapped the
other end round the after mast, leaving just enough room and no more for me to move between therail
and my improvised quarters.

In the end there was nothing more to come up and | curled up miserably in my cloak, dry-retching
every now and again, asympathetic Growch curled against my hip. In the morning | was no better; |
staggered along the now alarmingly tilted deck to fetch food—cheese once more—but it was for my dog.
| took asip or two of wine, but up it came again, and as | was leaning over therail ahuge wave came
aboard, near dragging me away back with it, and soaking me to the skin.

Somehow | just couldn't get dry again; rain came lashing down, and the ship was running
bare-masted before awind that had decided to blow us asfar off course as possible. The whole vessel
creaked and groaned under the ondaught of the waves, and it took three men to hold the ship steedy, the
tiller threatening to wrest itsdlf from their grasp. | lay haf in, haf out of my shelter, too wesk now to move
either way, conscious of Growch's urgent bark in my ears, but lost in alethargy of cold and darkness of
soul and body. Soaked by the rain, tossed to and fro by the motion of the ship, stomach, ribsand
shoulders sore and aching, | dipped into asort of unconsciousness, aware only that | was probably
dying. And theworst of it was, | didn't care, even though the ring on my finger was stabbing like a
needle.

Suddenly an extralurch of the ship rolled meright into the scuppers. Thisisit, | thought. Good-bye
world. I'm sorry—

Someone grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, hauled meto my feet and shook me likethe
drowned rat | so nearly was. A couple of discarded chamber pots skittered past my feet and avoice
boomed in my earsin alanguage | couldn't understand. | shook my head helplessly, muttered something
in my own tongue and tried to be sick again.

"Ah, itisso? You comewithme. . ." and | wastossed over abrawny shoulder and carried off ina
crabwise dant across the deck. A foot shoved hard, adoor crashed open and | was spilled onto the
floor of aroom full of fug, wildly dancing lantern light and blessed warmth.

Dimly | realized that the stout boots and swishing skirts that now stood over me were those of the
captain's lady, and that it was her strong arms and broad shoulders that had brought me to the haven of
their quarters. Squinting alittle through the salt water that till stung my eyes, | saw the captain and mate
seated at a center table screwed to the floor, studying what looked to be maps. They had obvioudy been
discussing how far we had been blown off course, but the captain's wife wasn't interested.

| was hauled to my feet again.

"What isthis poor boy doing out there? Who is he? Where he come from?' She was speaking my
language, dthough with astrong guttura accent.

The captain rose to hisfeet. "Ah—an apprentice, my dear, to be ddivered to Master Scipio—"

"Then what he do dying out there in sorm? No good to ddliver dead boy! What you thinking? Get
out, both of you! | take charge now—"

"But my dear, we were just—"
"Out! Thisisnow sick bay. Find elsawhere. | take care now. Y ou go sail ship, storm dack soon.”

There was a scuffle of feet, adoor openedto let in agust of tempest, shriek of wind. "And you find
chamber pots and bring back clean. . . ." The door shut.

| was picked up again, more gently thistime, and placed on abunk in the corner. A large hand felt
my forehead, brushed the sdt-gticky hair from my brow.

"There, poor boy! Y ou stay still and Helgawill care for you, make you well again. Now, out of those
wet thingsand we givewash . . ." and fingers were at the fastenings of my clothes.



| tried to Sit up, to protest, but my voice was gone, my hands too feeble to pull my jacket tight across
my chest.

"Now, boy, no modestness! | have born and raised six strong boys, and know what bodiesislike!
Liedill! Oncel have. .. Ahhh!" There wasamoment's pause. "What do we have here, then?' Rapidly
therest of my clothes were peeled off and | lay naked and exposed, in agonies of shame.

| think | expected dmost anything but what | got: agrest roar of laughter.

"Thisiswhat you call ajoke, yes?| fed sorry for skinny lad, and what do | get? A young lady
ingtead . . ." But the voice wasn't unkind, and even as| tried to explain in my cracked voice | was
enveloped in abone-breaking hug. "No talking, that come later. We get you warm and dry first."

A knock at thedoor. "You wait. . . ." Hastily she flung ablanket over me. "What isit?’

Apparently the return of the chamber pots. "Good. Now you fetch two buckets fresh water. Where
areyour things?' to me. | whispered. "And boy'sthingsin bales on deck. He stay here. Hurry! What
devil isthis?'

"This' was Growch, asmall, wet, filthy bundle that hurled itself across the cabin and onto my bunk,
sitting on my chest and growling at everyone and everything, teeth bared.

| found my voice. "My dog. Very devoted. Please don't throw him out. Heand | aredoneinthe
world." Week tearsfilled my eyes.

"Poor little orphang™ Another hug, for us both thistime. "He can stay, but on thefloor. Is filthy!"
Asusud.

The water arrived plus my cloak and bundle. Ten minutes later | wasin cold water, being scrubbed
clean, my dirty clothes were handed out for washing, and then | was rubbed warm and dry, donned
someone's clean shirt and drawers, and was thrust back into bed. A moment later and Growch wasin
the tub aswell, too shocked to protest, and five minutes later he was shaking himsdlf dry in acorner,
thoroughly huffy.

Out went the dirty water, in came food, a sort of broth and some real bread. | went green at the
thought of anything to est, but the captain'swife ingsted.

"If you going to be sick, better you be sick with something to be sick on. Dip bread into soup, suck
juices, nibble bread. Count to ten tens—you can count?—then do again. And again. Try .. ."

| did, and it worked. After afew queasy moments| kept the first two pieces of bread down, and the
rest was easy. The last few pieces of bread and broth | indicated were for Growch.

A hammering on the door again, and that loud-voiced martinet who strode the deck of hisship likea
small but determined Colossus and ruled his crew with the threat of arope's end, was heard asking his
wife in the meekest way possible if he might have some more maps?

"Take them and be quick abouit it! Take adso ablanket and your eating things. Y ou will bunk with the
mate. Now, be off with you! | havework todo. . . ."

| suppose my mouth must have been hanging open, because as he left she turned and winked at me.
"Never let them get away with nothing, my chick," she said comfortably. "Out there—" she gestured to
the seg, the storm, the tossing deck, "—heisboss. In here, | am, and he don't forget it."

| looked around the cabin. Comfortable, yes, but not luxurious. Not the sort of place one could call
home.

"Doyou sail with him dl thetime? | mean, haven't you got a place ashore? And aren't you ever
arad?'

She laughed. "No, yes, and yes. | sail when | want achange, go to new places. | have ahome far
from here, near youngest son, not yet married. Afraid? Of course. But this not bad storm, only little
Levante who blow us off course forty-fifty mile. Rest of voyage routine. My man know this: he only want
maps to make him look important.” She bustled about, tidying the dready tidy. "Now you get somerest.



Tell medl about yoursalf when you wake up.” She held up one of the chamber pots. ™Y ou or dog want
pee-pee?!

| dept al through the rest of that day and the night, and when | awoke at last the storm was of f away
somewhere ese, my sickness had gone, | was hungry for thefirst timein daysand al | had to do was
concoct aromantic enough story to satisfy my indulgent hostess. It wasn't too difficult: | remembered my
beautiful blind knight, invented parents who didn't understand my love, relived parts of my earlier
journeys, including anear rape, and finaly sent my betrothed off on a pilgrimage from which he had not
yet returned, thus my escapade.

Tears of sympathy poured from her eyes. She sighed, she sobbed as my tears—of hunger: where
was my breskfagt?>—mingled with hers.

"My dearest chick! How often | wish for adaughter! Now my prayerswill al bewithyou. . . ." She
dried her eyes, glanced a me. "Y ou are sure you are set on this knight of yours? My youngest son, heis
not the brightest boy in theworld, but . . ."

| was amost sorry to disappoint her.

One fine evening we sailed between two jaws of land into the mouth of abay made bloodred by the
setting sun. Climbing the hill behind was abeautiful city, with gold cupolas, pierced minarets, paaces and
tree-lined streets. Even aswe nudged in towards the quay, lights appeared in windows, aong Streets,
moving with carriages or hand-held, until the whole city resembled arosy hive dive with sparkling bees.

Matthew's ships had a permanently alotted landing stage, so we were rowed in and tied up right on
the quayside. Immediately aboard was the Master Scipio | waswaiting to meet. Of medium height, with
aforked beard, he exuded authority. After abrief courtesy to mysdlf, he took Falcone's papers from the
captain and started the unloading with his own team, disregarding the svarm of itinerants who crowded
the quay touting for work.

The cargo was checked by mysalf, now fully recovered, and Master Scipio's assistant, adark man
caled Justus, then it was borne away to awarehouse for storage. It was wdl into the night by the time
we finished and we ate where we stood, highly flavored mesats on skewers with asort of pancake bread.
At last we went back to the ship for what remained of the night. It was strange to lie down and not be
rocked from side to Side, and it took awhile, tired as| was, to get to deep.

Added to the lack of motion there was the noise from ashore. Used as | wasto the creaking of the
ship, the noise of wind and sea, my ears were now assailed by the sounds of humanity at large,
determined to wine and carouse the night away. The ship was moored right up against the "entertainment”
part of the harbor, and the night was dive with snging, wailing and shouting, whedls, hooves, and musical
instruments. | learned later that the captain's wife had stood guard for the rest of the night on the
gangplank, armed with an ancient sword, turning back not only those members of the crew who wished
to creep ashore, but aso any enterprising whore who attempted to board.

Before we went ashore findly she drew me aside and pressed asmall packet into my hand.

"Isanothings," she said. "But pretty enough perhaps. Y ou take it for present. My husband he bring it
back as gift when he sail done. Say it come from wise man down on hisluck. . . ." Shelaughed. "Only
truthis, | get gift means he has another woman somewhere. Guilty conscience. Better you haveit for
dowry," and she gave me another of her bear hugs, which dmost had my eyes popping out. "Take care,
chick; | so hope you find your man!™

On shore Magter Scipio was waiting with his second-in-command, half a dozen guards and a horse
master. After briefly introducing me, we went off for breskfast & asmal tavern some half-mile from the
port. We ate athick fish stew, more of the pancakelike bread, olives, abland cheese, and drank the local
wine. A street and ahaf further on were our lodgings; athree-story housein anarrow twisting aley, that
amost touched its neighbor across the Street at roof level.



Our rooms were little more than cubicles, overlooking a centrd courtyard where asmall fountain
tinkled pleasantly amid vine-covered walls. | waslucky enough to have asmall spaceto mysdf: aclean
pallet and astool, and it was rdlatively cool.

Masgter Scipio spoketo usfrom the airs. "'l have thingsto arrange. We shal meet again tonight at
the same tavern. To those of you who are new to the city, aword or two of advice. Don't venture far and
keep your hand on your purse. Don't get involved in arguments on religion or over women, because |
won't bail you out. Watch both the food and the drink; if you areill you are left behind. Onelast thing: do
not discuss our cargo or our destination.”

"How long are we here for?' asked one of the guards.

"We dtart out at dawn tomorrow. Anyone not packed and ready will be left behind,” and off he
clattered down the stairs. Not agentle man, but at least one knew where one was with him.

Two of the guards set off dmost immediately, to "seethe Sghts,” asthey puit it, but the others
lingered. Eventually one, aloca man, went off to visit some relative or other, and the others decided to
go out Sghtseeing.

"Y ou coming, youngster?'

| would dearly have loved to explore the city, but after last night's degplessness the pallet was more
inviting. | took off my jacket and lay back, promising mysdlf agood wash later. My eyesclosed. . . .

At the foot of the pallet Growch made agreat to-do of hoofing out his ears and nipping busily for
fless.

"Can't you do that on the floor?' | asked deepily.

"More comfortable up 'ere.” He was quiet for amoment or two, and | began to drift off. " "Ow long
you goin' to kip, then?"

"An hour or s0. Why?"

"I'm ‘ungry!"

"Youredwayshungry. . . ."

"Can you remember thelast thing | ate? No, and neither can1.”

"Jugt give me an hour,” | said between my teeth. "Onehour . . ."

Chapter Three

Actualy helet me deep for two and | woke gently and naturdly, lying back in aluxury of lasstude. |
could hear him out on the landing, snapping at flies. He was quite good at it, usudly; having such short
legs hetried to compensate in other ways, and quickness of paw, mouth, and eye were three of them.

And of course it was Growch who had aerted me to the other of my secrets: the power of thering |
wore on my right hand. One could hardly guessit wasthere, | thought, lifting my finger to gaze a it. As
thin asapiece of skin it nestled on my middle finger asif it wereapart of it. | couldn't removeit, ether.



According to what | had heard, the ring choseits wearer and stayed there, until either the wearer had no
further usefor it or grew unworthy to wesr it.

This latter must have been what happened to my father, who had |eft the ring, some coins and his
cloak asthe only legaciesto my mother and myself. He had been hunted down and killed on afdse
accusation before | had ever been born, but my mothe—who was the village whore and no worse for it
either—had kept the few pieces he left as mementos. She had worn the cloak | now possessed, had
spent al the current moneys he had left, but was unable to change the curious coins | inherited, that had
o fitted the maps Suleiman and | had studied. Coincidence perhaps, but intuition told me my father had
once come thisway, too. A good omen.

Astothering | had dipped on my finger so thoughtlesdy the night my mother died, it had been the
most magicd thing in my life. According to Growch, thefirst cresture | had met after fleeing the village
wherel wasborn, it was aprecious diver of horn from the head of afabulous Unicorn, and as such
enabled me to communicate with other creatures and aso, as | discovered later, warned of impending
danger.

| wondered what sin my father had committed for it to leave hisfinger; my mother had not been able
tofit it to hers either, whereasit had dipped onto mine like bear grease and stuck like glue.

| couldn't have managed without it. Nor, | thought with awry smile, would | have once encumbered
mysdlf with not only ablind knight, but dso adog, Mistra the horse, Traveler the pigeon, Basher the
tortoise, and my beloved little pig. . . . No, | mustn't think about the pig.

Bethat asit may, the ring had completely changed my life. My mother had had ambitionsfor me.
With the help of her "clients,” | had been educated far beyond avillage girl's station. | could read, write,
figure, cook, sew, carpenter, cure, fish, hunt, brew, farm, spin and weave. She had plansfor meto
become the sort of woman who could choose her own husband and take a place in society, but the
queer paradox had been that she couldn't bear to part with me, so had, knowingly or not, fed me with
sweet cakes and honeyed fruits until | was the fattest, most unattractive girl in the province and no one
would have me. | hadn't realized it until after she died, and it took awhile to become reconciled to her
duplicity, conscious or not.

But, as| said, thering had changed dl that. By thetime | had learned to communicate properly with
al the crestures | met and who needed my help, the origina intent of seeking thefirst husband | could
find had disappeared under other considerations.

Not that understanding the animals had been easy. Only one-tenth of animal speechisin
sound—barks, neighs, bleats, etc.—and another three-tenths are in body movement, position of head,
legs, ears, and fed of coat and fur. The other, and greater part, isthought-talk. Thislast was the most
difficult for me, even with the help of the Unicorn'sring. Animasthink in sorts of pictures, colored only
by their own thoughts and seen from their own angles, so abird didn't send back the same images as,
say, adog or ahorse. Eventudly, though, it became easier, and Growch and | spoke to each other
amog entirely by thought.

Dear dog: dl he had wanted in the beginning was areal home, awarm fireto curl up by inthe winter,
regular food and apat or two, but he had l€ft dl that behind to follow meinto an uncertain future. He had
pretended that hisrea reason wasto find more of those "fluffy bum™ bitches he had fallen for in our
earlier travels, pampered creatures from Cathay with legs as short as his and no moras whatsoever, but |
knew better. He had decided that hisred rolein life wasto kegp an eye on me: he was convinced |
couldn't manage on my own.

Hetrotted in now, one ear up, one down, asusudl.
"Awake now, are we?'Ow's about some food, then?”

We assembled in asmall square behind our lodgingsin shivering dawn. The sun would soon rise
above the rearing mountains, but now the sky was a pale greenish-blue, and the mist lay knee-highin the



streets. Breakfast was pancake bread and honey, and as the church bells called out six and amuezzin
sang from histower, the convoy got under way.

A sring of heavily laden mules, two wagons, eight mounted guards and horses for Master Scipio,
interpreter Justus, horse master Antonius and our guide, askinny fellow cdled Ibrahim. Nothing for me;
Magter Scipio explained that | either walked or hitched alift in one of the wagons.

"Do you good, boy," he said robustly. "Half day walk, haf ride. And you can aternate the wagons.
One driver doubles as the cook—you can give him a hand, helll teach you what foods are best for
travelling. T'other wagon is driven by thefarrier: knows dl thereisto know about horses. Right?”

So we were off, all yawning, for we had none of us had much deep at the lodgings. The guards had
straggled back at al hours, full of theloca wine and boasting of their winnings and/or conquests.

| reached up to pull at Master Scipio's deeve.

"Where are we bound?’

"For thetrading town of Kim."

"How long will it take?"

"Over thetrailswefallow, four or five days."

So long! Now that we were finally on our way proper | was eager to complete my journey east as
fast as| could. It seemed | would have to be patient.

Our way lay to the northeast, and once we left the city behind the travelling was frustratingly dow.
Wetwisted and turned dong trails that followed the lowest contours of the land; the tracks had been
there for time immemoria, the easiest for man and beast, and for the most part were within easy reach of
water, but were also rutted and broken by the years of travel.

At firgt the surrounding countryside was rel atively well wooded and we were hemmed by low hills,
but the farther we travelled the wilder became the terrain. The hills grew higher and crowded closer, the
trees gave way to low scrub and the sun burned usin the breezeless valeys. It was cooler at night, but
we dways built afire, both to cook the evening mea and to deter any wild animal; every evening we
heard mountain dogs howling at the moon, sometimes near, sometimesfar.

We had brought our own provisonswith us, to avoid paying high pricesin the smal villageswe
passed through, and this proved our undoing.

On the third night the cook prepared a stew, and in order to disguise the (by now) high smell and
taste of the mest, threw some very pungent herbs and spicesinto the pot. | watched him take various
packets from his pockets, but after asking the names of afew, all unknown to me, | lost interest; besides,
he said my watching him made him fedl nervous. He was ataciturn man a best, and poor company if |
rode in hiswagon. He wasn't avery good cook, either.

| took aportion of the stew over to Growch and sat down beside him to eat mine, but two very
disconcerting things happened. One, my precious ring gave alittle warning stab, and two, Growch took
one sniff and flatly refused to eat any.

Now, my dog doesn't refuse food. Ever. He can devour stuff that turns my stomach even to look at.

"What'sthe matter? It smdlsal right. A little spicy, perhaps, but you've eaten worse” | lifted my
spoon to my mouth but histail got in the way, and at the same timemy ring prickled again.

"Don'’ touch it! Snot good to eet. Don' know why, but somethin' in there ain't right.”

"Areyou suggesting it's poisoned?” | tried to laugh it off. | was hungry.

"Not poison. Told you, don' know what'swrong; al | know is, I'm not havin' any, and you shouldn'
neither.”

Thering stabbed again. "All right,” | said crosdy, asmuch to it asto Growch. "Cheese and dates.”

"Skipthedates. .. ."

As| went to return our untouched food to the stew pot, | noticed others doing the same. Not al, by



any means. About half the men were eating heartily, otherswere just picking. If | had needed any
confirmation that it wasn't entirdly paatable, | would have had it in the fact that the cook himself wasn't
egting hisown food: he had just handed the guide Ibrahim aplate of dried fruit and cut himsdlf ahed of
cheese, dthough he scowled when | asked for the same.

It wasn't until we had been on the road for a couple of hours the next day that the wisdom of
avoiding the stew became apparent. One by one men groaned, clutched their somachs and disappeared
into the brush to be violently ill. By noon about half were incapacitated, unable to ride, and had to be
hauled up onto the wagons, their horsestied behind.

Master Scipio called me over, hisface gray and swesating.

"Here, boy: take my horse. I'm going to rest for awhile," and off he disappeared into the bushes, to
reemerge some moments later to help me up on the horse and then climb himself onto the nearest wagon.

At firg it wasjust fineto be riding up so high, feding well and fit while al around were groaning and
moaning, but Growch was grumbling that he was wearing hislegs down to their sumpstrying to keep up
with meas| rode from one end of the line to the other, as Master Scipio did, and after awhile the high
wooden saddle began to chafe and the bottom of my spinefelt bruised. | checked up and down once
more: half the mule drivers and half the guards were riding the wagons and the guide, Ibrahim, was
driving thefarrier's cart.

| brought the horse to an amble beside Master Scipio.
"Liketo ride again? Or shall we hdt and have arest, water the horses?"
Helooked better, but not much.

"Not yet. We won't sop, because if we do well never get going again. Keep riding; theres agood
camping place afew milesfurther on. Well stop there overnight.”
The trouble was, we had had to travel so dowly with the overladen wagons that we had made very

little progress by the time the sun did behind the hills and the valley we travelled became gloomy and full
of shadows. Once again | implored Master Scipio to take to his horse but once again he refused.

"A mile or so more, that's al, then we can rest, | promise. Ride up to the head of the line and seeif
you can hurry up those mules. . . ."

| was so sorry for myself and my saddle sores as | rode to the front, noting the weariness of the
animas asthey plodded on, heads hanging, puffing and blowing, that it wasn't for amoment or two that
the growing noise behind me made any sense. It seemed that the hubbub and the prickling of my ring
coincided, which meant danger, so | wheeled the horse as quickly as | could (not easy because the track
had narrowed to a defile) and pushed him back towards the wagons and Master Scipio.

Our whole caravan stretched back now over aquarter-mile or thereabouts, because of the growing
dusk, genera weariness, lack of Scipio'sincisive leadership and, most of dl, the narrowness of thetrall.
Asl| kicked my reluctant jade to afaster pace, Growch panting at our hedls, the noise—shouts, yells,
neighing of horses, clash of swords—made no sense, until | rounded a curve and saw the horde of
ragged men armed with spears, swords, clubs, and knivesthat were creeping out of the bush and
attacking the wagons.

Ambugh!

My heart gave a thump of terror, and the hand that fumbled at my belt for the dagger | kept there
was dick with the sweat of fear. My horse had caught the scent of blood and reared suddenly, so that |
lost the reins and had to hang on to his mane with both hands as he turned away from the battle. | tried
my damnedest to pull his head round, find thereins again, but dl of asudden afigurelegpt from the
undergrowth, aknife between histeeth, aspear in his hand.

The ring was burning on my finger but | could do nothing but freeze in horror asthe spear was lifted
in my direction and the man's mouth opened in ahowl of exultation. Death Stared at me, and | couldn't
even pray—



There wasagrowl, ayelp, acry of pain, and the spear missed me by afraction and struck my
horse's rump. It reared with ascream of pain, itsflailing hooves downed my would-be attacker, luckily
missing Growch, then it plunged off again down the track and away from the fighting.

Oncemoreitwasdl | could do to hang on as | was bounced and jounced like a sack of medl on that
horrid hard saddle. | bumped both nose and chin on the high pommel, banged my leg on arock asthe
horse swerved at the last moment, and scratched my arm on some branch or scrub that scraped our
Sdes.

Tears of pain squeezed past my closed eydids. would this never sop? We must have galloped at
least—

The animal cameto an abrupt hat, forelegs quivering, and the sudden lack of motion did what the
flight couldnt. | fell off onto the ground and lay there with my head spinning and everything €lse hurting,
while the wretched anima cropped the grass next to my ear with asound like tearing linen.

I'm dead, | thought. | must be. No one could have survived that headlong gdlop. I'll just lie hereand
wait for the golden trumpets. . . . Washed in the blood of the Lamb—

Nothing so sacred. | was being washed, but by adoppy, anxious dog. | sat up gingerly.
"Go away, Growch! I'mdl right. . . ."
"Then get up and tdll 'em! 'Bout the ambush!™

| opened my eyes. Wewerein aclearing full of people running towards us. Over to one sde ahuge
firewasflickering. For adesperate moment | thought | had stumbled into the ambushers camp, but a
closer look showed these were respectable travellers. In amoment | was surrounded and a babel of
tongues wasflinging questions at metill my head hurt worse than ever. | explained in my own tongue,
market Latin, alittle Italian and a couple of words of Arabic | had picked up (I think these last were
profanities, remembering where | had heard them, but no one seemed to mind) and amoment or two
later armed men were clattering away back theway | had come.

Someone led me over to the fire and smeared an evil-smelling grease on the more obvious bumps
and bruises, and gave me amug of spiced wine which | downed gratefully. | accepted another and a
bowl of rice and chicken. Something nudged my arm, and half the contents of the bowl were on the
ground.

"Tal" sad Growch pleasantly, licking up thelast grains. "That wasfun, wasn' it? Thet felladin' ‘df yel
when | nipped 'im! Quiteabattle. . ."

Of course! | remembered now. He had doubtless saved my life when he bit my attacker's ankle,
though | didn't know whether heredlized it. | tipped the rest of therice out.

"Here: I'm not hungry. . . . Thanks."
"Nothing to it. 'Ere: why don't you ask for another bowlful ?*

It appeared the ambush had been well planned. The stew had been dosed with a powerful emetic,
and both the guide Ibrahim and the cook had made good their escape. We had lost two guards and a
mule driver and there were severd wounded, including Master Scipio, who findly rodein with hisarmin
ading. But | washailed asahero for riding to seek help and feted with choicetitbits and a handful of
hastily gathered coin, awhip-round from the survivors.

| fet atrifle guilty as | accepted the coins and blushed when they called me ahero, but as Growch
remarked, now was not the time to tell them my horse had bolted from a superficid spear wound and
heroism had nothing to do with it.

Master Scipio accepted the offer of our new friendsto travel under the protection of their bigger
caravan—afriendship cemented in gold | noticed—asfar asthe trading city. Being alarger party, and
with wounded to care for, our progress was of necessity dow, so it was on the third afternoon after our
rescue that we topped the find ridge and | gazed down on the city of Kim.



Chapter Four

“But that's not atown," | said, bitterly disappointed. "It's just—just a collection of tents!”
Scipio drew his horse dongside the wagon | wasriding in.

"Tents maybe, but ill the largest trading center for hundreds of miles." He gestured below. "A plain
some three mileswide, the same long, with ariver to the east. Mountains al around, yes, but with
age-old trailsthat lead in from Cathay, India, the Middle Sea, the Bdltic, the Western Ides. . ." Heleant
back, let the reins lie dack, as we waited for the wagon ahead to start the narrow trail down. "Looksfine
now, doesn't it? But in the autumn when the rains come the river down thereisaraging torrent; in the
winter the bitter winds blow in from the north, the river freezes over and the sands below are as sharp as
hailstones asthey whirl acrossthe plain. In the spring the rain and the meting snows from the hillsflood
the plateau, but when the waters recede and the sun comes out, the grass and flowers grow thick and
fast. Then the advance parties come, those who cut and dry the grasses for forage; after them comethe
men with tentsfor hire, the cooks, the laundrymen, the farriers, and the men who dig the cesspits. Loca
villagers bring in fresh fruit, vegetables, chickens, sheep, and goats, and there is a committee of those
concerned who ensure everything runs smoothly for when thefirgt of the traders arrive in mid-June. From
then until mid-September the placeis seething. | truly believe one can find anything in the world down
thereif needed. . . ." And off he spurred down the hill.

| turned to Nod, my driver. "Have you been thisway before?"

"Oh, aye: wouldn't missit for the world. Just as Master Scipio says: theworld and his mate meet
here. Nice rest for ustoo. We can just it back and enjoy ourselves while the bosses natter and bicker
and blather and dicker over every blessed piece of barter." He was chewing on aroot of liquorice and
spat a brown stream over the edge of the wagon as we began the descent. "I seen stuff there asyou
couldn't imagine: furs, silks, wools, dyes, carpets, rugs, 'broideries,; copper pots, clay pots, glass, ching;
daggers, swords, spears; paintings and manuscripts, pens and brushes; dl the spices you could think of
and dried herbs; wines, dried fruits, rice, and tea. There's even bars of gold and silver, precious jewels,
children'stoys—Whoa, there!" He was slent for amoment or two as we negotiated a difficult turn. He
gpat out morejuice. "Then theréstheanimds. . . ."

"Lionsand tigers?"

"Sometimes. They're mostly to specia order. | seen a panther and a spotted cat with jewelled callars,
tame as you please, and even once, a heefant, with anose longer than itstall. . . . No, mostly they's more
portable. Monkeys, 'xotic birds, snakes asthick asyour arm, queer littledogs. . ."

Oh, no! | thought. Not Growch's "fluffy bums'; kegping an eye on himin that place would be difficult.

"Then there's the daves. Mostly men, ‘cos women and children don't travel well, but you see the
occasiond two or three. All colors, too: mostly black or brown, but there's some yellows and

near-whites. Dwarfs, sometimes, they fetch agood price.” He spoke asindifferently asif they were bales
of doth.



We were on easier ground now, and the town beneath seemed to be taking on a pattern. The tents
appeared to be arranged in rows rather than haphazardly, and athough the number of people running
around made it seem chaotic, there a so seemed to be apurposein al they did.

Nod pointed out the various vantage points with hiswhip.

"To theright there, by theriver, isthe laundries, below 'em the cesspits, above stables and forage. In
the center the living accommodation, to the left the cooking areas. Below us are the money-changers.
Top |eft the brothels. Clear space in the middle, the market, held daily. Doubles up for specid
entertainment & night.”

"What sort of specid entertainment?”

"Oh, dancing girls, snake charmers, acrobats—whatever's going. One year there were those belly
dancersfrom Afriky: sght for sore eyesthey were. . . ."

It seemed Master Scipio wasright: everyone was catered for.

Rent-a-tent came first. We hired four. Scipio, interpreter Justus, horse master Antoniusand | shared
one, the remaining guards and mule drivers another, larger, and our goods took up the last two.

The degping tents were circular, those for the goods rectangular. The poles were bamboo, the
canvasthin and light, for no rain was expected at thistime of year. Other traders had brought their own,
more luxurious, with hangingsto divide theinteriorsinto smaller sectionsfor deegping or entertaining.
Some had orienta rugs and silken cushionsto st upon, smal brass or inlaid wooden tables, oil lampsand
fine crockery, but we had grass matting, stools and wood-frame beds strung with rope, which were
highly uncomfortable. | stated my intention of deeping on the floor, but Scipio pointed silently to adouble
column of ants, in one side of the tent, out of the other. He then handed me some small clay cups.

"Fill these with water, then put the feet of the bedsin them, otherwise well have dl sorts climbing up.
Bad enough with the mosquitoes.”

Hewasn' joking; | spent amost uncomfortable night, listening with dread for the sudden silence
which meant they had found their target. The next night | was given ajar of evil-smelling grease, which
helped, but that first day | was as spotty as any adolescent lad.

Even without the mosguitoes, that first night would have kept me wakeful. | had not yet learnt how to
fold my blanket s0 asto even out the rope ding | was suspended upon, the moon shone with relentless
brightness through the thin walls of the tent, and the night was full of unaccustomed noise. There were
snores from my companions, barking from scores of dogs—including Growch, who was absent without
leave—the flap-flap of canvas asit responded to the night breeze, shouts and yellsin the distance, and
somewhere someone was singing what sounded like an endless dirge full of quarter tones that scraped at
my senshilitieslike the squesks of an unoiled axle,

That first day—and many afterwards—was spent visiting tent after tent with the attendant
interminable bargaining that seemed so much a part of any sort of trade out here. No price was ever
fixed, not even for the food we ate, and even less so for the goods we bought and sold. A great dedl of
exchange and barter took the place of coin: we exchanged al our wool, for instance, for what seemed to
me aminute quantity of saffron and somelily bulbs, but Scipio was more than satisfied.

| had to attend asit was part of my (supposed) training, and if it hadn't been for the endless
hospitality—sherbet, yoghurt or mint tea, smal sweet cakes or wafers—I should have dropped off long
before the sun was high. Nearly everything had to be done through our interpreter, Justus, and one had to
go through al the politenesses of enquiry about trave, friends, relatives, weather and hedth long before
one revedled oné's true objectives. It seemed such awaste of time, but Master Scipio was insstent that |
redize it wasthe only way to get things done, and was less than sympathetic when | begged off the last
vigt with anill-conceded yawn.

"I'msorry: | didn't deep very wdll last night. I'll be better tomorrow, | promise.”

"And so you better had; you're here to work, to learn, to become atrader, and anight or two's lost



deep isneather here nor there. A young lad like you should party the night away and then be fresh as new
milk in the morning. | don't know what the world is coming to: why at your age. . ." and so on.

They went off on their last vist, | smeared mysdlf with grease, fell on the bed and must have dept for
hours, for when | awoke, hungry and refreshed, they were al abed and snoring and it must have been
around an hour past midnight. It was Growch's cold nose that had woken me: he was hungry too.

As he had been absent most of the day | wasn't sympathetic, would probably have turned over and
tried to deep again, except that my own stomach was grumbling likewise. | was dso sweaty and sticky
and needed a good wash. By the sounds outside, the food stalls would probably still be open, so | swung
my legs off the bed and we crept out through the tent flap into the moony night.

It was as near light as day, and there was no problem in finding our way towards the cooking stals. |
found one of our guards seated on along bench by alarge barbecue and heinvited meto joinhimina
dish of chicken, lentilsand herbs. | sneaked some to Growch, then repaid the guard by buying the wine.
While wetravelled food and lodgings were paid for out of the travelling purse, so a aplacelikethiswe
were given afood alowance every day, the samefor dl. The guards and drivers were either paid their
wages at the end of the journey or re-engaged to be paid at the other end on their return, which wasthe
case with our guards and drivers, so they would have little enough to spare. | Ieft him a couple of coins
for more wine, then strolled in the direction of theriver, hoping it would be deserted enough for awash.

It seemed, though, that some people worked throughout the night. The forage-and-horse lineswere
relaively quiet, but the laundererswere hard a work, washing and rinsing, beeting out the dirt on grest
flat stones and draping the clothes out on rocks to catch the early sun. Here the river was scummy with
dirt, which flowed on down towards the cesspits, where | could hear the noise of digging.

| turned north, past the great tumps of hay and straw to where the land grew rockier and the river
flowed faster, and was lucky enough to find atiny sandy bay which curved round a pool where the water
was quieter.

| gazed about me but could see no one, and al the activity seemed to be away south.

"Keep watch,” | said to Growch. "I fancy aquick dip—"

"Youremad!" he snorted. "Wouldn' catch me bathin' in that! Un'edlthy, dl thiswashin'. . ."

| stripped right down and plunged into the water, stifling ayell as the freezing mountain water al but
numbed me. Summer it might be, but the water didn't know that. After the first shock, however, |
luxuriated in the fast-flowing water asit washed away the sinks and grime of the last few days. Even my
bruises from the bolting horse had started to fade, | noted. My underwear and shirt joined mein the
water: they could dry out on my body, for the night seemed positively hot after theicy water.

My last act before getting clothed again wasto pick up afurious, scratching, nipping Growch, and
dump himin the degpest pool | could find. . . .

He cursed for afull fluid minute without repesting himsdf when he reached dry land, but | had a
couple of raisin biscuitsin my pouch which mollified him somewhat, though he did trest meto an
exhibition of the hollow cough he had suddenly picked up, and shivered most convincingly.

"Don'’ ever do that again! 'Nough to give me my desth, that was!"

| suggested awalk, to dry us both off.

"Quickest way to the food tentsis straight across,” he said, so that was the way we went, though |
doubted they would still be serving. Luckily for him we found a couple of stdls still open and | bargained
for some skewers of meat, which we chewed as we wandered back towards the deeping tents.

Growch stopped in midstride. "Ligten.. . ."

At first | could hear nothing, then the wind picked up the sound. A soft whimpering, moaning,
keening, like the sound a child will make when it has been punished and sent to bed, but dare not make
too much noise unlessit invites more punishment. The breeze changed direction and the noise died away,
then | heard it again.



Growch's nose was working overtime. "Back there,” he said tersaly. His nose was pointing way
beyond the rest of the encampment. "Not nice. . ."

My ring was warm on my finger, so there was no danger, and there was something in the sound that
called out to me, like the despair of atrapped animal. Almost without conscious thought | started to walk
towardsthe crying. At fird, in spite of the moonlight, I could see nothing unusua, but as| rounded an
outcrop of rock | saw what looked like ahuge cage, or series of cages, like those in which they kept the
exotic animalson offer.

But animasdidn't sound likethis, or smdl likethiseather.

| wrinkled my nose with distaste and beside me Growch was growling, not in anger but rather ina
mixture of bewilderment and disgust, asif thiswas a Situation he did not know how to cope with. |
moved closer till the moonlight threw the shadow of the bars across me like cold fingers, and | could see
the full horror of what lay behind them.

The cages were crowded with human beings, men, women and children, al shackled, and dl
ganding, sitting, or lying in their own foulnesses. Even in the stews of large towns | had smdt nothing like
this, and it was not only the excrement but a sort of miasma of despair and fear that came from the
unwashed captives that made me recoil in disgust.

Hands were stretched out between the bars towards me, the keening rose in volume and now there
werewords | could not understand, except that they were pleasfor help. Against my will | moved closer
and now the chains were clanking, the babble of words grew louder and fingers clutched at my deeve
with astrength | would not have thought possible.

"l can't do anything,” | said urgently, although | knew they would not understand. "Let mego. . . ."

But their seeking hands found more and more of me, until there was a prickle from my ring and
amogt at once a shout and running feet. At once | was released and, looking back, | saw a couple of
men with lanterns bobbing in their hands running towards the cages.

"Cmon," barked Growch urgently. "We don't want to be caught by that lot. They'll think we've been
tryin' to help 'em escape. . . ."

Dodging in and out of whatever shadow | could find, | ran back to the safety of the lines of tents, my
heart beating uncomfortably fast, my mind churning. It was not that | didn't know davery exised—why,
inthe very villagein which I had grown up, we were less than animasto the lord of the manor, who held
the power of life and death, imprisonment or mutilation, as he chose. But there at |east we had known the
rules and abided by them, and life was comfortable enough if we paid our dues. Besides we knew no
other existence; those poor captives back there had been snatched away from homes and families against
their will—and what sort of future could they expect?

That they would be exploited there was no doubt. If you paid for something you expected your
money'sworth. Physical [abor, progtitution, degradation, these were the least they could look forward to.
Perhaps | should not have minded so much if | hadn't remembered Signor Falcone's far kinder fate—but
where were the Suleimans of thisworld to rescue this batch? And the thousands of others, both now and
in the future? How many of these would still be divein, say, ayear'stime?

| was saddened and frustrated, and said extra prayers for those poor creatures before seeking what |
thought would be adeepless bed, but | must have been more exhausted than | thought, for | dept likea
child.

The following days were spent in more trading. It seemed that you could exchange what you had for
something of equa value, and the next day swap that for something you considered to be more valuable,
sl haf that, find acustomer for the rest, use the money for another purchase and so on. In thisway our
tents of goods were emptied and filled at least three times to my knowledge. Master Scipio did not
appear to lose by these dedlsfor he went about with less than his usual degree of taciturnity, though
whether this had anything to do with the nightly entertainments he went to, | do not know. Sufficient to



note that he, Justus and Antonius s8ldom cameto bed before the small hours.

The pattern of barter and trade soon became easier for meto follow, athough I still found the whole
process tedious and redlized | would never have either the patience of Matthew nor the acumen of
Suleiman. But this apprenticeship was the only way to my goa, so | tried my hardest to learn and even
earned compliments from Scipio for my diligence. Of course there were till the language barriers, but |
was picking up aword or phrase or two of Arabic every day and could refer to our interpreter, Justus, if
| had need.

On thefifth day | asked Scipio how much longer we should be at Kim, to receive the answer that
we awaited one particular trader to conclude our business.

"We shall do no moretrading until he arrives," continued Scipio, "so why don't you take the
afternoon off and see the sights? Here, go buy yourself atrinket or two," and he tossed me a couple of
coins

Glad enough not to be shut up in astuffy tent for hours, Growch and | wandered off into the
sunshine. For many thiswas the afternoon time, which meant we could roam at will without being
trampled underfoot, so we stopped for sherbet and barbecued meat on sticks, then watched a basket
weaver for afew minutes. Growch decided he was going to investigate what sounded like one of the
interminable dogfights that went on day and night, so | just walked where my feet took me, refusing a
sweet sdler here, arug sdler there, until | found mysdf at the western end of the camp, beyond the tents.

Here on the edge of the encampment lived those too poor to hire tents, or nomads who preferred to
wander the fringes with their flocks, deeping under the stars. Among the former were the fearsome men
from the far north who had brought their shaggy ponies laden with furs, carvings of wood and bone and
meta ornamentsin the shape of dragons and strange sea creatures. | had learned from the horse magter,
Antonius, that they found no troublein digposing of their wares, exchanging them for sdlt, dried fruits,
linen and presents for their women: combs, polished metd mirrors, needles and colored threads, but that
asitwasdl grictly barter they were always short of cash for food and amusements, and often went to
unorthodox methods to obtain it. Of course they could go straight home once the goods were exchanged,
but it seemed they stayed aslong asthey could, loath to return to their cold and barren lands.

They were wild enough to look at, these northerners. Dressed in their outlandish gear of iron
skullcaps (some with horns affixed), fur capes and short leather trews, their faces scarred with ritud knife
cuts and adorned with straggling moustaches, they would have been fearsome enough even without the
assortment of knives and axesthey stuck in their belts.

If truth would have it though, they were probably no more fearsome than the adol escent town louts of
any large town, swaggering the streets with boasts of their conquests on thefield and in bed, swearing
that they could drink anyone under the bench. All mouth and cock, as my mother used to say.

They appeared to have arranged some sort of wrestling match and had shouted up areasonable
audiencefor it, one man busy taking bets on the outcome. It was to be ano-holds-barred free-for-al,
with kicking, gouging, biting, hair-pulling and balls-grabbing part of the fun, as abystander explained to
me; he seemed to think al the fights were fixed, but watching the first, in which the loser ended up with
half an ear torn off and hisface ground into the dirt till helost consciousness, | wasn't convinced.

Someone came round with an upended skullcap and | tossed in the smallest coin | could find.
Another bout was just starting—promising, from the look of the combatants, to be even bloodier than the
firs—but by now more people, Sestaover, had arrived to watch, and being dighter and smaller than
most | found myself elbowed out to the fringes, where | could see but little. | had just decided to look for
amusement e sewhere when there was a nudge on the back of my leg and Growch, absent till now, said
quietly: "Look at thet feller over there; pickin' their purses, heis. .. ."

Nearby was a stack of bales, ready for loading onto the shaggy ponies when these warriors decided
enough was enough and | moved behind it to watch the thief unobserved. He was younger than
most—around seventeen | should guess—and dim, stedlthy and quick. | could not help but admire the



way he circled the back of the crowd, picking his next victim, then holding back till the people surged
forward at a particularly vicious moment in the wrestling to yell encouragement to one or other
contestant, then taking advantage of the press of bodiesto lift apurseto hishand, weigh its
possibilities—I saw him rgject two in this way—and then use his sharp knife to detach pouch and
contents from its owner. Judging from the bulge at the back of histrews he had been busy for quitea
while

| was s0 busy admiring his expertise that it wasn't until he had lifted three more pursesthat | redized
that | should do something about it. But what? Shout " Stop thief!"? Thieving wasasin, but did | owethe
gullible crowd anything? Besdes hewas an ati<t, in hisown way, and nearly everyone would sted if the
need was great—Stop it, Summer! | told mysdlf severely. Never mind the ethics, just prevent him from
further robbery.

| had aword with Growch, then stepped from behind my hiding place and tapped the young man on
the shoulder. He jumped about afoot in the air and was abouit to bolt, but Growch's teeth were now
fixed lovingly in hisright ankle, and he had no dternative than to follow meto my hiding place behind the
bales.

Perspiration was pouring off hisforehead and | could smell the acrid swest of fear. We knew not a
word of each other's language but | mimed my disgust at his actions and threatened to trumpet his thefts
to dl within earshot.

He crumpled a my feet; purses and bags came tumbling from histrews. One by one he offered them
to me, his hands shaking, but thiswas not what | had meant at al. He was obvioudy terrified, so the
purpose of my intervention had worked: there would probably be no more stealing today.

| shook my head vigoroudy at the pile of purses a my feet and backed away, but he must have
thought | wanted more, something specid, for he offered me a blue amulet that hung round his neck, then
anironring set with ared stone, and the more | shook my head, waved him away, the worse he got. |
suddenly redlized the reason for hisfear; thieves could be hung, or at the least their hands cut off—

Something was thrust into my hands, a hard object wrapped in soft leather, and from the look of the
thief'sface it was his prize possession, the ultimate gift. | unwrapped it, curioudy, but al it waswasa
piece of stone or rock or meta pointed at one end, about two fingers long and onewide. Therewasa
small groove around the middle and wound round this was a piece of gut with aloop at the end so that it
could be hung from one'sfinger. What wasit? A wegpon? A child'stoy?

My puzzlement must have shown, for the thief took it from my hand, gestured to the north and held
the stone so that it pointed in that direction. He looked at me, then turned the pointed end to the south, let
it go—and it swung back to the north again. He handed it back to me and it worked once again. Sure
that there was sometrickery | twisted the gut round and round and let the stone twirl—still it ended up
pointing north. Light dawned: this was afabulous navigating instrument that would work even if the sun
was hidden or the night without stars. Just think how wonderful it would be at sea, with no landmarksto
steer by!

But apparently this stone had other properties, for he held out theiron ring on hisfinger and the stone
swung towardsit, then to hisiron dagger and it did the same. He shook his head, indicating that it would
only work away from iron.

Asthe sounds of the fight—which | had completely forgotten—raose to ared hubbub of yellsand
counteryells, | tried the stone mysalf on an iron spear, a discarded buckle, then back to the north again,
thinking with wonderment as | did so that there must be the biggest mountain of iron in the whole world
up therein the frozen wastes—

"'E'sorfl" barked Growch. "Want me to chase im?"

| shook my head. Thethief was gone with hisgains, but he had | eft behind something far more
precious to me: amagic stone!

When | returned to our tent and showed it to the others, | could not missthe look of envy on their



faces.
"That thereisaWaystone," said Antonius at last. "Heard of ‘em but never seen one before.”
"L ook after it well, boy," said Scipio. "It could fetch a penny or two. Want to sdll it?!
| shook my head.
"Wheredid you get it?" asked Justus.
| decided to tell them half the truth: the rest was too complicated. "I had it from one of the
northerners. He wanted cash to spend before he left for home."

Luckily they didn't ask me how much | had spent, but apparently they, too, had asurprise for me.
Sayid ben Hassan, the trader they had been expecting, had turned up at last, and we wereto go to his
tent at sundown for the usua courtesies.

"So, spruce yoursdlf, boy; put on something more appropriate. And we don't take dogs.”

Obeying Master Scipio'singructions| scared up a clean shirt and the clothes | had bought in Venice,
sending the rest down to the laundry via one of the guards. Buying abucket of water from one of the
water sdllers| made myself ook as presentable as | could, and bribed Growch to be good in my
absence with apie from the stal nearest the tents.

Sayid ben Hassan'stent was at the end of aline. He had obvioudy brought his own, athough the
three next to it, full of goods, were hired. It was huge, to my eyes, eadly rivaling any others| had seen.
Fashioned of some dark-blue materid, thicker than the usual canvas, it was layered like some
extravagant fancy, the lowest being a sort of corridor, then the next, rising higher, compartmented into
small rooms and the third and highest a spacious circle full of rugs, smal tables and embroidered
cushions.

Incense smoked on one of the tables—a sickly sort of smell, like powder—and water was bubbling
inalittle burner. A servant camein and made mint tea and remained to serve small dishes of nutsand
rasins. Elaborate courtesies followed, meaning nothing but essentid to Eastern hospitality. Then out came
the cargo manifests from both sides and the haggling began. For once | didn't mind, for there was plenty
to look at.

Sayid himsdf was atal, dim Arab with alarge hooked nose and piercing black eyes. Hewas
dressed smply enough in white robes, but on hiswrists were severa gold bangles and the dagger at his
belt had ajewdled hilt. The servant and the guards outside were al young, handsome men, dressed in
short blue jackets and voluminous baggy trews, and the rugs, hangings, cushions, shawls, tables, lanterns
and pottery were of the highest qudity. I wouldn't mind living in such sybaritic luxury, | thought, but there
was something perhaps alittle too soft, too cloying, for it to be enjoyed forever.

| dragged my mind back to the haggling and Justus whispered trandations. It seemed that we had
raw ivory from Africaand cotton from the same source and he had amix of spicesand silk carpeting of
anincredible lightness and color. | let my mind drift again, only to be brought up short by the mention of
my name.

"Master Scipio just said that you will be travelling with Sayid to—"

"With him?Why not with you?"' | interrupted. Surely | wasn't going to be shuffled off to someone
drangeyet again?

"| thought you understood that," said Scipio. "Weadl go only so far, you know. We each have our
own territory and our own contacts. | go no further than this." He saw me open my mouth and snapped:
"Don't argue! Asan apprentice you do asyou aretold! If you don't wish to continue your journey now
you may come back with me for the winter but you will have to sart over again next year. Or, if you
wish, you can surrender your papersright now and cancel your apprenticeship. It's up to you.”

Out of the corner of my eyel could see Sayid listening to what was said, and from the expression on
hisface | believed he understood much more than people imagined. For some reason | began to blush,
and | thought | saw a spark of amusement in the Arab's eyes. He murmured something to Scipio, who



looked annoyed.

"What did he say?" | whispered to Justus.

"Hesad. .. Hesad hedidn't know Master Scipio wasin the habit of hiring children to do aman's
job!"

All of asudden | hated this supercilious Arab with hisfine tent and expensive accoutrements and
would have given anything not to be travelling with him. But what choice did | have? | had comethisfar
in pursuit of adream, far, far further than | had ever been before. How big was thisworld of ours,
anyway? If | went back now | would bewasting dl | had planned and saved for. And it would al be
worthit inthe end, it had to be!

"I shal be honored to travel with you," | said and bowed to Sayid.

"Good, good," said Scipio. "And now, if the businessis concluded | believe Sayid wishesto visit the
dave market?"

The Arab nodded.
"Then we shdl join you. Come dong, boy: it should be an interesting experience for you."

Chapter Five

We made our way to the open marketplace, cleared now of stallsand lit with flares and torches. A
temporary platform had been erected in the middle and there, huddled together asif for mutua
protection, were the captives | had seen in the cages.

They had al been washed down, for there was less smell, and now the shackles had been removed
and they were roped loosaly between the ankles. They |ooked reasonably well fed; most were
dark-skinned, but one or two were lighter. An overseer stood on the platform with them, running the
thongs of awhip through hisfingers.

Many of those crowded round had merely come to watch, but there was a scattering of genuine
traderslike Sayid, who had their servants clear away close to the platform.

The dave magter, afat Arab wearing rich robes, had athin, drooping moustache and great dark
pouches under his eyes. He waited until he reckoned al prospective buyers had arrived, then stepped up
onto the platform and the sale began.

But first he had to extol the worth of hiswares, the exotic locations they had come from, the
distances travelled, the hardships he had had in transporting them, al to bump up the price as master
Justus explained as he trandated for me. "He doesn't say how many he lost on the way, though,” he
added.

| shivered, dthough it was awarm night.

One by one the daves were paraded around the platform. Bids were caled in aleisurely fashion, and
betweentimes woul d-be buyers went up on the platform and examined the daves as casudly asthey
would choose fruit in amarket. Mouths were wrenched open for teeth to be counted, heads inspected



for ringworm or lice, joints tapped, eyelidslifted and—embarrassing to me at least—genitalswere
scrutinized for disease and, in the case of the men, testicles weighed in cupped hands.

"Egtimating whether they will be good breeders,” said Scipio. "Bit of ahit-and-missway to doit, |
should have thought. | remember .. ."

Heturned to Antonius and | missed the rest.

The dave master could have earned hisliving on the stage. He had arather high-pitched, whiny
voice, but he wiggled and postured across the platform in spite of hisbulk, all the while beseeching,
cgjoling, exhorting. He begged for bids, he pretended horror at their paucity and near wept with gratitude
when his price was reached.

Sayid ben Hassan went up to examine four men of much the same height and age. He bid for three
and settled for two, having them led off by four of his guards. Once again Justus explained to me.

"He had an order for two good-looking blacks for awidow in Persa. Got fancy tastes, apparently.
Told to look for sweet breath and large, er, you-know-whats."

"Why didn't he bid for the fourth one?’
"Foul teeth and aleery left eye”

We were coming to the end; now there were only somefour or five scrawny children left. These
were going a much lower prices.

"Might survive, might not,” said Scipio. "Not everyone wants to take a chance on a child. The next
one, though, he's different: fetch the highest price of the night, | shouldn't wonder," and he pointed to a
dight, exceptiondly beautiful black boy of perhapstwelve or thirteen with huge, lusirous eyes.

IIWM

He gave me aquick, dmost contemptuous glance. "Whereve you been, lad? Maybe you missed out
on dl that, but he'sripefor it. Bum-boyslike that will be pampered petsfor years, then go to train others.
Wait for the bidding. . . ."

And indeed the boy fetched an astronomica sum, sold after brisk bidding to athin Arab with long
dimfingersthat could not forbear from caressing his purchase even as heled him away. Another two
children went for smal sums, and now there was only onefigureleft. At first | thought it must be adwarf,
so much smaller and squatter he was than the rest. The other boys had been either brown or black, this
onewas asort of yelowish color. His hair was as black asthe others had been, but unlike theirsit was
draight asapony'stail, hanging over hiseyesin aragged fringe. His body was muscular enough, but his
legswere dightly bandy and he scowled horribly.

For thefirgt time the auctioneer seemed less than confident.

"What does he say?' | asked Justus.

"He saysthe boy is specid. He comes from the east, was captured by brigands, nearly drowned
trying to escape, was sold to someone or other who lost him in agame of chance. He speaks an
unknown tongue, but isfit and healthy and good with horses.” He yawned. "That's as may be, but thelad
looks like trouble to me. Probably a pickpocket and thiefF—Ah!™

This exclamation was prompted by the said smal boy suddenly bending down and freeing himself
from the ropes around his ankles, butting the overseer in the somach and jumping off the platform into
the crowd. Although he seemed as dippery asan ed as he successfully eluded one pursuer after another,
he redlly had no chancein that audience, and was finally hauled back onto the platform, kicking and
biting. The overseer grabbed him by hishair, lifted him off the ground and hit him so hard acrossthe face
that he at last hung limp and shuddering.

My ring was suddenly warm on my finger, throbbing with my heartbest.

The auctioneer stepped forward and spoke, but hiswords were lost in ahowl of derison from the
crowd.



"He saysdl the boy wantsisabit of correction and lot of understanding,” trandated Justus, without
me asking. He snorted. "The only thing that child would understand isaropesend. . . ."

The davemaster made alast apped ; the overseer lowered the boy to hisfeet and gave him a shake.
The boy turned his head and spat, accurately.

The audience clapped and jeered, but in agood-natured way, the overseer lifted hishand to
adminigter another blow—and the ring on my finger throbbed harder than ever.

Without quite redlizing what was happening, | found | was on my fest.

"| offer—ten Slver pieces,” | caled out, astounded to hear my own voice. Now why on earth had |
donethat? | sat down again in confusion, conscious of the incredulous looks of those around me. Never
mind: perhaps the auctioneer hadn't understood, for | was speaking in my own tongue.

But dave-trading auctioneers don't get rich without learning more than one language. He understood
al right. He gesticul ated, cupped his ear, pretended he had misheard my paltry bid. Then camethe
higtrionics. The very ideathat anyone could have the gall, the impertinence to offer amere ten pieces of
slver for thistreasure of aboy! High spirited he might be, yes, but with alittlejudicious discipline. . .

He apped ed to the audience: he would be generous. Asagreat favor he wouldn't ask for twenty-five
dlver pieces, though even that was amockery: just this once he would settle for fifteen, dthough that in
itself was sheer robbery . . . the bargain of the day! Now, what about it?

The audience laughed, they jeered, they clapped their hands together, they pointed at me.
"What arethey saying?'
"That yoursisthe best offer hewill get!"

Asif to underline this the boy tried to kick the overseer whereit would hurt the most and amost
succeeded, to be rewarded by another blow to the head. My ring throbbed again and | leapt to my feet.

"Stop that! | said | offer ten Slver pieces—"

Scipio reached up to pull me down. " Steady on, boy: if you're not careful you redly will buy him, and
you dont want . . ."

But | was pushing mysdif to the front. | stepped up on the platform, fumbled in my purse and took
out the ten coins.

"My find offer! Takeit or leaveit!"

The davetrader stared &t me. "Twelve?’

| knew enough Arabic to count and shook my head.

Behind usthe audience were whistling and jeering. The auctioneer must have redlized he was making
anidiot of himsdlf by trying to force up the price, because his face darkened and he snatched the coins
from my hand, grabbed the boy and thrust him towards me.

"Take the son of Shaitan then,”" he hissed between histeeth in a sort of market-Latin. "And may Allah
deliver me from such again. Y ou deserve each other!”

The boy had sunk to the ground. | touched him on the shoulder and he flinched. Reaching for his
hand, | pulled him to hisfedt.

"Come with me. There's nothing to fear.”

| knew he would not understand, but hoped the tone of my voice was enough. The ring on my finger
had quietened down, so | was obvioudy doing the right thing. Not according to Scipio, Justus and
Antonius. They wereloud in condemnétion.

"Complete waste of time and money . . . be off as soon asyou look away . . . watch your purse, etc.

Luckily Sayid ben Hassan had dready left, so | didn't have to undergo hisscorn aswell. Asit was|
fdt like amother who has been |eft with her newborn for the first time: | hadn't a clue what to do next.



| needn't have worried. "What you goin' to do with that?*

Him aswell! But that was the spur | needed. "We're going to feed him, wash him and clothe him,
Growch: in that order. And you can come aong to see he doesn't run off. Right?"

"Right!" If | hadn't named our choresin that particular order he probably wouldn't have been so
cooperétive.

Keeping afirm hold on the boy's hand we made our way over to thefood. | let him choose. He
pointed to rice, curd cheese, and yoghurt, mixing it together in the bowl and eating hungrily with his
fingers, while Growch and | chose something more paatable. | et him have asecond helping, then
dragged him towardstheriver.

All a once he twisted away and was gone, running across the sand like a young deer.

"Growch . .." But hewasaready in pursuit, his short legs ablur of determination. They both
disappeared behind some rocks, therewas ayell, a cry and then Growch's bark.

"Comeand get 'im!"
When | reached them the boy was sitting on the ground rubbing hisleft ankle, where aneat row of
dents, aready turning blue, showed how my dog had floored him.

| kndlt by his side and mimed a dap, upon which heimmediately cowered, but | shook my head.
"No," | said dowly. "But you must be good,” and | made soothing gestures. "And now—" | mimed again
"—down totheriver towash. . ."

Half an hour later we were al soaked, for it was obvious the boy and water were virtua strangers,
but a least he didn't smell anymore. We found the tailors and menders next to the launderers, which
should have been obvious. Now what clothesto fit him with? 1 looked at his naked body and could see
faint marks which were paler than the rest. It seemed that once he had worn short trews of some sort and
adeeveessjacket. | asked thetailor in market-Latin and sign language for what | wanted, adding
underdrawers and a short smock, remembering what Signor Fal cone had said about the cold to come.
We bargained, the tailor fetched ardative to help with the sewing, and the clothes were promised within
the hour.

What next? | looked at the scowling littleface: | could hardly see hiseyes. At the barbers he
panicked again once he saw the knives and shears, but thistime | had afirmer grip. Patiently | mimed and
he consented to Sit on astoal, his eyestight shut, shivering like a cold monkey as the barber snipped and
cut hishair into abasin cut, so that at least his eyes, ears, and nape of the neck were free of thewild
tangle that had obscured them before,

The barber brushed away the cut hair from the boy's face, neck, and shoulders, then proffered a
polished silver mirror. The boy stared at hisreflection, his narrow eyes dowly widening, until at last he
flung the mirror away before bolting again.

"Probably never seen hisself afore” said Growch resignedly, before taking off in pursuit. Thistime he
didn't get sofar, and | led him back to thetailor's. The clothes were ready, and now, washed, barbered
and decently dressed, heredlly looked quite presentable.

But how to keep him from running off? He looked quite capable of taking care of himsdlf, but
supposing another dave trader found him? Or if he was caught stealing and had his hands chopped of ?
Or gtarved to death because of not knowing the routes? No, | had bought him and he was my
responghility.

But how to convince him of that? How to explain that he would travel with usuntil he was near
enough to hishome and peopleto travel done? How had things been explained to me asachild, when
words were not enough?

Of course! 1 led him back out beyond the tents until | found a smooth stretch of sand. | motioned him
to St besde me, then pointed at mysdlf, repeating my name dowly and clearly. Then | pointed a him and
raised my eyebrowsin enquiry. Hejust grinned asif it were some sort of entertainment, but &t least it was



thefirst timel had seen him amile. | tried again.
"Summer. Summer. Summer .. "
A grunt, then"Umma.. . ."

"Good, very good!" | clapped my hands. Did | have one of those sdlted nuts left in my pouch? 1 did,
and popped it in his mouth.

"Summer. Summer . ..
"Zumma. Summa. . ."

| clapped my hands again, gave him another nut, then pointed to him. He said nothing, so | cupped
oneear asif | waslistening and jabbed him in the chest.

A dow smile spread over hisface, making his eyes crease up more than ever. He pointed to himsalf
and out came adtring of clicks and whines and grunts that sounded something like: " Xytilckhihijyckntug.”
| tried it out—hopeless! Hisblack eyes crinkled up more than ever. He repeated the word more Sowly
and again | made afool of mysdf, waving my handsin frustration. Again. And again. The only bit | could
remember wasthe last syllable: tug.

| pointed to him. "Tug?"
He grinned again, then nodded. He pointed to me. " Summa’ then to himsdlf "Tug," clapped his hands
as | had done and held his out for anut.

So far so good, but now he had become withdrawn again, the scowl was back, and he kept glancing
from sdeto sdeasif gauging his chances of escape.

Right, if wordswouldn't do, it would have to be pictures. | smoothed out the sand, took out my
dagger and drew acircle in the sand. The risng moon cast our images long across the ground, so |
moved round until what | drew was clear of shadows. Insdethecirclel drew arudimentary tent, then
pointed back at the encampment. Then cametwo little stick figures. | pointed to him and to me and the
tent. He nodded his head. Now camethetricky bit. Moving alittle way to the west | drew another circle,
another tent, another stick figure, then pointed to mysdf. Then | "waked" my fingersdowly to thefirst
circle. And stopped, pointing at him and then to the east. He took the dagger dowly from my hand, and |
had a moment's panic, then he moved away to the path of the risng moon and drew awavery circle. A
tent ingdethecircle, alinewith alittle head atop, and hisfingers walked back to thefirst circle the way
mine had done. But had he understood so far? | hoped so, for the next bit was the important one.

Taking hishand, dagger safely back in my belt, | walked our fingersto thewest, to my circle, then
shook my head, making sure he was watching. Back in the center circle| pointed first to him then to me
and used our fingersto reach hiscircle. | looked at him; his brow was creased in thought. At last he took
my hand and we went through the same performance, only thistime he did the finger-waking and it was
he who shook hishead a my circle. When we cameto his he nodded his head vigoroudy, pointed at
both of us and clapped his hands. | shared out the last of the nuts.

"'E'sgot it," said Growch wearily. "The thickest pup in the world wouldn' ‘ave taken that long. . . .
Now do the bit about you 'avin' the cash an' buyin' thefood and dl that. . . ."

That night Tug dept at the foot of my bed, ants or no ants, with awatchful Growch stretched across
the tent flap in case he did arunner.

The next morning Scipio and company were keen to be on their way. They were travelling back with
another trader for extra safety, and | spent most of the day helping them load up, after making a careful
inventory of the goods they carried. They set off midafternoon, with just enough timeto maketherr first
scheduled camp stop. Tug had stayed near my side dl day, helping with the loading and carrying. He was
even more anxious than | wasto be on our way, and every now and again hewould pull a my deeve and
point towards the east. | had no ideahow much longer Sayid wished to stay, so | pointed at the sun,
mimed it risng and setting twice, and luckily for Tug'sfaith in me, was exactly right.



That night | had presented mysdlf at Sayid's tent, and one of the guards pointed mein the direction of
the tents packed with goods, which suited usfine. It ssemed we were not invited to eat with the rest of
them, and | felt alittle anxious about this, asfood and lodging were normally included, but reasoned that
once we were on the road things would be different. So we made pigs of ourselves on chicken and rice
and dept comfortably on the baes of woal in the tent.

Tucked insde my jacket were my apprentice papers and a note from Master Scipio to the merchant
at our next destination; they had been entrusted to me rather than to Sayid, and for this| was both
apprehensive and grateful; apprehensive because it seemed that Scipio trusted Sayid about as much as|
did, grateful because it meant that even if | was abandoned | had the means, and the money—for Scipio
had given me an advance—to make my own way.

The next day, and the next, Sayid did more trading, we dept in the same tent and bought our own
food. On the third morning, however, things were different. At dawn the tent was pulled down around
our ears, astring of men carried the goods away and we found oursalves on the edge of the camp,
shivering in the cool morning air, while a haf-dozen grumbling, spitting camels and the same amount of
mules were loaded up.

It wasthefirgt timel had been near one of these fabled camdls, with the floppy humps, long legs and
disagreeable manners. Growch had warned me about them: apparently he had been near enough to just
escape being badly bitten. From what | had heard, however, they were theided beasts of burden over
long journeys, being strong, swift, and needing little water: every three days was enough, Antonius had
sad.

Water: | had seen two or three large containers being loaded onto one camdl. Did that mean we
should bring our own? | turned tail and ran back to the water carriers, purchased two flasks and afill
from the yawning vendor. Why didn't anyonetell me? As| arrived back | saw my pack being loaded
onto an already overloaded mule; hadtily | strapped on my flasks.

It seemed we were ready. The camels were loaded, so were the mules, on two of which perched the
cook and Sayid's personal servant. The two daves the Arab had purchased were manacled in the space
between camels and mules. The guards and Sayid were mounted on magnificent Arabs, but where was
our transportation?

It seemed we wereto walk. (Later it transpired that we were to share the mules, but it was an
uneven swap: the servant and the cook were |oath to set foot on the ground.)

Tug had given amoan of terror when he saw the chained daves, but | quieted him. During the last
couple of days | had spent an hour or two teaching him simple words and phrases, and he had
responded remarkably well. Now was the time for another lesson.

| pointed to the manacled daves. "Tug bad, chains. Tug good, no chains. . ."

"Tug good," he said perfectly clearly, and held out hishand for areward.



Chapter Six

Thus began the most arduous part of my journey so far. Our destination, atown caled Beleth, was
some three hundred miles away, and it took four weeksto reach it. Of those three hundred miles, |
reckon Tug, Growch and | must have walked two-thirds. Growch | carried when he was too exhausted
to go further. Tug's feet were tough and horny, but after the first day my soft lesther boots were the
worse for wear and my feet werekilling me.

At thefirst village we stopped at, Tug—Yes, Tug of al peoplel—persuaded me with sgnsand afew
wordsto buy apair of the ubiquitous sandals worn there, and after that it became easier. It was Tug, too,
who made the first contact with the rest of the caravan that eventually made our presence more welcome.
Every night he helped with unloading the camels and mules, assi sted with setting up Sayid'stent, brought
wood for the cook and led the horses down to drink. He was amarve with the horses, and before long
the guards allowed him to ride their mounts for an hour or two each day. He was even dlowed to groom
Sayid's own mount, a magnificent white Arab, whose mane and tail nearly reached the ground.

Thusit waswe found oursalves welcome in the big tent at night, albeit in the outer corridor with the
daves, and shared the somewhat monotonous food: couscous or rice with whatever mesat or vegetables
the cook had been able to buy.

Wetravelled awdl-worn trail from village to village, though there were days when we camped out at
night. A largefirewas aways built and the guards would spend the eveningsin wrestling with each other
or playing endless games of chance. | took these opportunitiesto teach Tug more of my language; in the
meantime he was aso picking up agood deal of Arabic. One day | noticed he wore abrand-new knife
at hisbdt; | decided not to ask him where he got it, although | suspected he could gamble with the best.

For the most part the weather was fair, dthough it became progressively colder, not only because the
nightswere drawing in, but aso because we were climbing, gradualy but surely, into the foothills of the
mountains that loomed ever nearer. Those nearest were green with thick vegetation; behind, somefifty
miles farther away, they assumed amore jagged and unfriendly look, while those on the farthest horizon
reared S0 high they seemed to touch the very sky, their sdes white with snow.

Wasit there, among those unimaginable heights, that my love, my dragon-man, had his home?

The terrain around us changed in character, too. From sun-baked earth, scrub, and tumbled rocks,
with scant water trickling down deep canyons, we then travelled grass-covered dopes, with herdsmen
tending their goats along thetrail, and through deciduous woods and windswept valleys. Aswe trekked
even higher we were among pines and spruce, seemingly brushed by the wings of greet eagles soaring on
the thermal s that sometimes took them benesth us, to dive on some prey unseen. It seemed the lesswe
saw other human beings, the more vigilant Sayid became, and the guards closed up every timewe
traversed any place likely for ambush, and were doubled at night.

Asthere were now four guards around the campfires at night, that meant Tug, Growch, and | moved
into one of the smaller cubiclesthat led off the main room of the tent. It was so nippy after dark that |
wished | had more blankets, and | envied Sayid the brazier that burned so warm in hisinner sanctum. |
envied, too, those guards he chose to share hisluxury: asort of reward, | supposed, for their devotion.



Sometimes it was one, sometimes two or three. His method of choosing was dways the same; he would
tap the privileged one on the shoulder and offer him a sweetmest, upon which they would disappear to
the cosiness of cushions and warmth, and the silken drapes would be drawn to.

Onenight I, too, had my chance to deep soft.

| had rolled mysdlf up in my blanket and was drifting off to deep when there was atouch on my
head, more of astroke really, and | opened my eyesto see Sayid squatting by my side. As| sat up,
struggling free of the blanket, he popped a sugared fruit in my mouth and then another. Taking my hand
he pulled me to my feet, nodding towards the inner tent as he did so.

| had taken no more than one step forward when there was a sudden commotion and somehow or
other there was afierce little Tug standing between us, knife in hand. Shoving me back he hissed: "No!
No! Bad . . ." and then followed somewordsin Arabic | didn't understand.

But Sayid obvioudy did, for he backed away, ascowl on hisface, after amoment choosing one of
his guards to accompany him, who gave me abig grin and an obscene gesture before following his
maser.

"What intheworld. . . ?' | turned furioudy to Tug. "Why did you do that?'
"| shouldn't ask, | redly shouldn't,” said Growch.

But Tug was not inhibited, and after aminute or two of afew words and plenty of bodily gestures|
redlized what | had escaped.

"Yes, yes, thanks!" | said, to save further embarrassment. "Very good, Tug!"

| learned later that it was common practice among the Arabs to seek out their own sex for relaxation
when away from women for any length of time and no one thought twice about it but, unprepared as|
was at thetime, | was both scared and disgusted. L uckily there was dso asmdl bubble of amusement
lurking around: whatever would have happened if Sayid had found out | wasagirl? It would dmost have
been worth it to see hisface. . . .

After that he was very cool towards me, and | also earned the derision of the guards, so it was
perhaps just aswell that we had our first Sght of the city of Beleth lessthan aweek later.

It lay like achild'stoy extravaganza at the foot of a steep valley, probably some three thousand feet
straight down from us. | could make out what looked like alarge square with streetsradiating from it, a
palace, big and smdll buildings, twisty aleysand the smoke of amyriad housefires. | wanted to run down
thetrack straightaway, but Sayid camped where we were for the night and | saw why in the daylight, for
it took haf aday to bring usal down safe, the precipitoustrail winding like the coils of asnakein order
to use the safest ground.

Everyone had spruced themselves up that morning, and there was alot of combing, plucking and
twisting of hair, oiling of skin and use of ablackened stick to enhance the eyes, but | decided to leave
well aone, except for aclean shirt and the donning of my boots once again.

At noon, or alittle past, we clattered across the wooden bridge that spanned the narrow river flowing
to thewest of the city. We had aready passed through neeat and obvioudy fertilefields, the soil dark and
friable. At the town side of the bridge we passed under a splendid carved arch st in battlemented walls,
and onto abroad street, paved with river cobbles, that led after ahalf-mileto the large square that
dominated the center of the city. All the way aong the route we were flanked by laughing children and
saluted by well-dressed citizens. 1t seemed awell organized, wedlthy city, and my spiritsrose. A proper
bed—

"A proper meal," said Growch.
And no morewaking, at least for awhile.

Everyone dismounted, and | was glad enough to squat down and rest in the sunshine as the unloading
began and men rushed in dl directions, presumably to herald our arrival. The square must have been a



quarter-mile across,; at the moment it was full of market stals, but these looked about ready to pack up
for the day. Tal houses, many set back in courtyards, ringed the perimeter, and facing uswasthe
imposing facade of the palace, with—as | learned |ater—one hundred marble steps leading up to the
columned portico, built in the Greek style. Some twenty or thirty soldiers|ounged on the steps, and
otherswere tossing aball about in acorner of the square. All very relaxed and comforting: obvioudy they
were more for show than use.

| glanced up at the houses. They werein different styles, although most were white with flat roofs,
and the windows were either tightly shuttered or barred with afancy fretwork. Smoke rose lazily into the
ar and there were tantalizing snatches of music, pipes and strings and atabor. Growch's nose lifted.

"Food..." hesad.

Just then one of Sayid's guards returned, accompanied by afat, waddling creaturein purple silks and
alarge turban. He was perspiring fredly and mopping his brow with along scarf, whose color matched
his red leather shoes with curved toes. He and Sayid embraced conventionally and exchanged courtesies,
then Sayid produced papers, the fat man did the same; another thin man in white started checking the
bales and porters appeared from nowhere and started to carry off the items as soon asthey were
unloaded and checked on both manifests. Inno time at al it seemed al that was|eft to be dedt with were
two loaded mules, three loaded camels, the daves, and oursalves.

Sayid sgned to his guards and drivers and the animaswere led away. He assigned two guardsto the
daves and these dso were led away, but in adifferent direction. Sayid remounted and svung hishorsein
along curvette before bowing hisfarewellsto the fat man.

"Hey! What about us?" | ran forward to clutch a hisbridle.

He spat on the ground just in front of my boots.

"Y ou go with him," and he nodded in the direction of the fat man, who had sat down on one of the
bales, mopping his brow again. He shouted something which sounded nasty, indicated us, then reared his
galion so sharply the bridle was snatched from my hand and | tumbled back in the dirt, then rode away
out of the square.

| got up, dusted myself down, and walked over to the fat man who had relinquished the last bale to
one of hisporters.

| looked a him, he looked at me.

| bowed, he did the same. We spoke together.
"My nameisMagter . . ."

"Andwhomdol have..."

He had a sense of humor, thisfat man, because he grinned when | did. | handed him the sheaf of
papers Master Scipio had given me and introduced myself. He read through the scrolls rapidly, then
handed them back to me, and bowed again.

"Welcome, Master Summer. | am Karim Bey, accredited agent to Master Spicer, and have been
these past fifteen years." He bowed again. "I am happy to welcome you to our city, and hope to make
your stay as pleasant as possible.”

He spoke my tongue very well, dbeit in adightly archaic manner.

"l am happy to be here," | said. "Tell me, what did Sayid say to you about us?'

"Something to the effect that | had inherited excessbaggage . . . Do not mind him. Heisavery proud
man, he likes hisown way. But he istrustworthy, and guards his goodswell. And now, if you and—your
friends—would pleaseto follow me?"

Heled usto a pleasant house down aside street, set in a courtyard draped with bougainvilleaand
with afountain tinkling away in the center. He indicated a stone bench covered with aPersan rug. Tug
and Growch perched themsdlves on ether sde of me. Karim Bey looked a me interrogetively.



"My friend Tug,” | said, indicating the boy. "I rescued him from a dave market and am trying to find
his people. The dog's name is Growch, and he has been with me on dl my travels"

"Where does the boy come from?"
"I don't rightly know. He speaks alanguage no one seemsto understand.”

"From his looks he comes from farther north and east. Let mehaveaword. . . ." Hetried various
diaects, but Tug shook his head, speaking in his strange clicks and hisses. Karim shook his head, too.
"No, the language is unfamiliar to me, and he does not appear to understand any Italian, French, Spanish,
Arabic, Turkish, Hindi, or Persian, dl languages familiar to me. | will make further enquiries.” He clapped
hishands. "And now | think we shdll eat."

Five minutes later we were tucking into kebabs of meat and red peppers, boiled and fried rice, pastry
casesfull of beans, peas and bamboo shoots, with a dessert of stuffed dates, peaches, cheese, and
yoghurt. Therewas a chilled red wine, sherbet or goat's milk to quench our thirst.

After dining we were invited to bathe and rest, while Karim Bey made arrangementsfor our lodgings.
We were led to aroom in which stood two tubs of warm, scented water, towels, and various ails. Tug
needed persuading to the water, but not the ointments: he smdlt like abunch of mixed out-of-season
flowerswhen he had finished. In the next room there were paletsfor our sesta, and | persuaded him to
takeanap so | could bathein private, unafraid my true sex would be discovered. | luxuriated in the
chance to have aproper soak and wash my hair, thefirst time since | couldn't remember when.

Around dusk Karim sent one of his servants to wake us up, and announced that we were to lodge
with another of his"regulars'—whatever that meant—and that the servant would escort us. He added
that he would be seeking my help the next day in the warehouses. Moretalying, | thought dismaly.

The servant shouldered my pack with ease and led us through amaze of streetsand dleysuntil we
arrived at athick double gate. We found oursalvesin acourtyard with awell in the center, stablesto the
left, living quartersto theright, and alow arch, on either side of which was awashhouse and akitchen,
leading through into what |ooked like a vegetable garden. Stone steps led up to agdleried upper floor,
with half adozen closed doors.

The servant put down my pack, saluted and left, just as aman emerged from the downgtairsliving
quarters and hurried towards us. He was dark-skinned, black-haired, small and thin, clad in awhite
jacket, cap and asort of skirt looped between hislegs and tucked into his belt. On hisfingers were many
ringsand ajewe dangled from one ear, though both metal and gemslooked too large for real worth.

He was already gabbling as he came towards us, and his speech was the most amazing | had ever
heard. He used words from every language | had ever heard, and some | hadn't, though when he found
where| camefrom it settled into amixture of Arabic, French, Itaian, market-Latin, Greek and what |
learned later was his native tongue, Hindi. Whatever it was, his sentences had a quaintness that kept me
constantly amused.

"Vely welcome, isn't it? Chippi Patdl at your service, young Sir! Jolly damn glad see you. Room you
aretaking. Up this, pliss," and he led the way up to the verandah. Stopping at one of the doors he flung it
open and ushered usinto asmall whitewashed room contai ning two pallets, two stools, two wooden
chegts, agrass mat, arow of hooks on the wal and asmall, shuttered window at the back.

"Habitation of other young sir, Ricardus, happy to share. Boy deep on mat. Dog too, yes?'

"Y ou are most kind, Master Patel, but—"

"No, no, no! My name Chippi! Mix marriage, Daddy name Chippi, Mummy Patel. Many Patdl, few
Chippis."

"Very wdl, Master Chippi—"

"No mater-pater here! Just Chippi . . ."

"Wl then, Chippi, my nameis Summer, and—"

Hetook my arm and clasped it fervently, then clapped me on the back. "Happy you meet, Zumal



Y ou happy here. Nice room, nice mateto share.. . ."

"No, Chippi," | said firmly, disengaging mysdlf from hisclasp (he did smdl awfully garlicky) and
knowing that if | did not stop this garrulouslittle man right now | never should get my own way. "We
need another. Just for us. For me, my friend Tug, my friend Growch." | indicated usin turn.

"Not friend with dirty pi-dog . . . 7'

"Not pi-dog . . ." | found to my exasperation that | was speaking just like him. "Dog isgood friend
for many miles. Long pedigree: much money. Not see another like him."

He looked askance at my filthy, tatty animdl.

"Youright there . . . Now, thisroom most commodious, and—"

"Karim Bey assured me we should have our own room," | said mendacioudly.

That did it. At the mention of the agent's name Chippi scuttled away down the verandah and showed
usinto another room two doors down, the twin of thefirst. Hehad aninjured air, but | learned later it
was common practice to try to make newcomers share and collect for two separate rooms. Corruption
became morerrife the farther east we came, but it was al good-humored, played as a sort of game: you
won some, you lost some, and within aminute or two Chippi was dl smiles again, showing usthe
washhouse and taking away our dirty laundry, to be returned spotless within hours.

For the next few days| worked busily for Karim, first in the warehouseswhere | asssted histaly
man as goods moved day by day; one morning we would exchange silks from Cathay for pottery from
Greece, and in the afternoon check in rice or rugs or rich tapestries. Perishables were usudly targeted to
the market, but in the main office, full of scrolls, clerks and comings and goings, the rest of the goods
were assigned to various caravans, north, south, east or west; orders were taken, part consignments
made up, other traders contacted for out-of-the-way requirements. Karim a so had an army of scouts
distributed throughout the town and outlying villages, ready to report the unusud, and if he thought it
worth hiswhile he would send an expert to bargain for whatever it was. He dso did hisown trading,
short journeys only, mainly in small goods and local pottery.

Besides the warehouses, and the office, | was aso sent to the market to oversee thetrading in the
perishables, and by the end of that first week | earned a commendation for my hard work.

"And now we must concentrate on the language. Magter Ricardus, he must be much of an agewith
you, and he was fluent in basic Arabic within weeks, could add and subtract faster than most and bargain
with the best. An old head on young shoulders.”

"And whereisthisyoung paragon now?' | asked, masking my irritation with asmile. | could just
imagine this pompous, unbearable young man strutting around dispensing wisdom | didn't want at all
hours of the day and night.

"He has accompanied asmall caravan some seventy miles south, to act as my agent. It isthe second
such journey he has undertaken; he made me agood profit the last time. | expect him back within a
couple of days."

But in fact he came back that very afternoon. When | returned to our room at sunset, after making a
couple of deliveries of ordersfor ribbons and sewing materialsto some smdl shops down the dleys,
Chippi met me at the gate to the courtyard with a conspiratoriad smile on hislips.

"Y our new friend is back being with us. He hasjust had abig bath. . . ." Heindicated the bathhouse.
"At suppertimeyou will s

| hurried up the steps, Tug and Growch close behind. | had better have awash mysdlf, find aclean
shirt and comb my hair before | met Wonder Boy. But there was someone in my room aready, bending
over the wooden chest at the foot of my bed, just about to lift thelid.

"What thehdl ... !"

He straightened up guiltily, then just stared and stared.



"When | heard the name. . . Y ou've come along way, haven't you, Mistress Summer!”
The recognition was mutud.
"My God!" | said,"You..."

Chapter Seven

Instantly my mind was whirled back to a stretch of forest in a country hundreds of milesaway. It
must have been some elghteen months ago but it seemed like ahundred years. So much had happened in
between that | didn't even fed like the same girl. Now the scene came back with sudden clarity, and |
could see the dirty-faced stable lad who had helped me and my previous friends escape imprisonment
and torture, been well paid for his trouble—and then robbed me of the rest of my moneys.

Even then | had somewhat admired his cheek and, remembering he was only stedling to help his
widowed mother and sisters, | had told him to seek out Master Spicer, fedling sure that the kind man
would give him abetter-paid job in his own stables. | recalled Matthew had said the lad had been sent
somewherefor "training,” but until this moment had thought no more abot it.

But the young man standing in front of me now, with hisfreshly coiffed hair, fine clothes and added
inches of height—he must be at least astall asl—»bore little resemblance to the scruffy boy | had thought
to be only about fourteen. Amazing what good food and an easier life could do; he must be about
seventeen, | guessed, and the only familiar festures were the thatch of fair hair—till untidy in spite of the
fashionable basin cut with the curled fringe—the intensely blue eyeswith their look of sharp intelligence,
and the rather greedy mouth.

"What in the world are you doing here, Dickon??"

"Not Dickon anymore: Ricardus. I'm working for Matthew Spicer as atrainee trader and have done
pretty well for mysdf—"

"Sol'veheard..."

"—and Dickon isacommon, peasant name. Latinized it sounds far more impressive, don't you
think?'

To me hewastill Dickon. "How are your mother and ssters?'

A hint of ascowl. "Well enough. Master Spicer secretly sendsthem apart of my wages. My edest
gster hasgot married. . . . But what about you? Why are you here? And why dressed as alad? What
happened to the rest of the ragtag you carted round with you?'

"Part of itisdill here” | said, pointing to Growch, who was growling softly. "Quiet, boy; you've met
him before." | nodded at Tug. "He travelswith usto find his people; he was stolen as adave sometime
back." Tug was scowling. "Friend, Tug. Ricardus. Say it . . ." But hewouldn't, and, till scowling, spat
over hisshoulder, which is neither easy nor asign of approva.

"Looksabit of adimwit to me,” commented Dickon. "What of the others?"

"Theknight went back to hislady—"



"Thought you were sweet on him?"

"—and the mare, the tortoise and the pigeon found their own kind."

"What about the pig? The one | saw fly. What of him?"

"Nothing," | said defensively. | il didn't want to think about him. *He—went back to his
beginnings." Which was true enough, but light on the full detalls.

"Thought you might have got some money out of it by selling him to afreak show. Pigsdont fly." His
eyeswere too sharp, too inquisitive.

"Hiswingswere only temporary things. . . ."

"Oh, fel off did they?'Y ou should have sewed them on morefirmly. . . . Still haven't told me why
you're here, though. Must say you've got nice long legs, Mistress Summer!™

| pulled my jerkin down. "Master Summer, if you please!™ | had had just about enough time to think.
"I'm here for the same reason you are; to learn the business. Matthew—Master Spicer—thought | would
be safer dressed thisway." Why was| blushing?

He grinned, winked. "Way he talked about you, took me in without question on your word, thought
he was keen onyou. . . . Fact remains, dressed asalad or not, thisisno job for afemae. Surprised he
let you come.”

"It wasn't aquestion of letting me—" | stopped. Better not tell him too much. Somehow | didn't fed |
could trust him. Apart from that brief meeting ayear and ahaf ago, what esedid | know about him
except that he was a thief, made the most of his opportunities and had become abit of asnob?

His eyes were narrowed, considering me. "And no one knows of this change of sex, ‘cept me?"

"Apart from Matthew, Suleiman—and Signor Falconein Venice." Two of the three, anyway.

He seemed satisfied. "Must admit you don't look too bad. Bet you don't walk right, though; women
walk from the hips, men from the knee."

"Y ou haven't seen mewalk," | objected.

"Not yet, but I'll betyou. . ."

"Just wait and see,”" | snapped. "At least | don't suppose you have ever been propositioned asa
bum-boy!"

Hiseyeswidened. "My, you have been living it up! How did you get out of that one?"

| shrugged. "A knife and afew words, carefully chosen. . ."

" till can't believe Master Spicer sent you all theway out herejust to learn the business.” He
narrowed his eyes again. "Are you sure you weren't sent out on aspecia misson? Asaspy, perhaps?”

"Don't beridiculous. | just wanted to see abit of theworld, that'sal. | haven't the money to travel as
apampered femae and [—we—thought thiswas agood way to do it." What had he been searching for
in the wooden chest? Why was he afraid of someone spying? After al, he hadn't known | would turn up
until he saw me.

Chippi came bustling up the gairs to announce that the evening med was ready.

"Ah, the grest friends they have met! Two such pretty young fellows, by damn! Much good paswill
be. Wife has prepared specia dish. Coming down for same, isn't it?"

Tableswere sat out in the courtyard as usud, but tonight Chippi deigned to sit with us at the table of
honor nearest the kitchen. Mistress Chippi wouldn't join us, of course: women were generdly of lower
status than the menfolk out here. As dark as her husband, but much fatter, she bustled about setting out
ddicaciesfor sarters. crisply fried savory biscuits, bean shoots, mesat bals. Then came the specid dish, a
steaming heap of mesat and vegetables on abed of boiled rice. | watched how Dickon would cope; he
took up one of the soft pancakes Chippi called chapatis, folded it round amouthful of food, conveyed it
to his mouth without so much as spilling agrain of rice and chewed appreciatively.

"Excdlent!" He spoke with his mouth full: he hadn't learned everything yet.



It looked easy enough, and | managed quite nicely but, as| leant forward to scoop up another
mouthful, aterrible delayed reaction setin.

My tongue, my mouth, my throat, my ssomach—they were dl onfire! | had been poisoned! My eyes
were streaming, | couldn't bresthe. . . . Struggling to my feet, choking and gasping, | sgnaled frantically
for adrink—water, wine, sherbet, anything!

Surping down whatever was offered—it could have been anything for dl the effect it had on the
terrible taste in my mouth—I could fed agradua lessening of the burning heat. Perhaps | hadn't been
poisoned after dl.

At last | could breathe normaly again. | mopped my streaming eyes and looked across at Dickon
and Chippi—they were doubled over with laughter!

"It'snot funny! What on earth wasit?'

"Oh, dearie, dearieme!” Chippi blew hisnose on hisdeeve. "We arelarkshaving, isn'tit . . . First
timeyou est curry, yes?'

"What?"

"Curry. Very hot being. Wife cook it good, yes, Ricardus?’

"Very good,” said the objectionable Dickon, tucking in heartily. "Y ou'll soon get used to it, Master
Summer.”

" will not!" And | kept my word.

For the next few days Dickon initiated me further into the mysteries of merchanting, and | took care
not to show him how bored | became, trying to appear interested and attentive. He of course knew
nothing of my true reason for taking on the guise of gpprentice; my only worry was Tug, who was
growing increasingly restless at being confined to the town.

| had aword with Karim Bey on the subject of moving on as soon as possible, pretending eagerness
to travel further. He looked shocked.

"But it isentirely the wrong time of year to venture further, Master Summer; everything closes down
shortly because the higher routes will soon become impassable. | had thought you would be content to
over-winter here, and learn as much as possible for the spring journeys." He must have seen the
disappointment on my face. "I mysdf shal not be sending out any more caravans. However, asyou seem
s0 keen, | will try and get you a place with an eastbound trader, if | can find one. Y ou may well find that
you end up &t the back of beyond, forced to stay until the snow melts, and find it difficult to return.
However, that isup to you."

And with that | had to be content. | told Tug we were waiting for a special trader to take us further
eadt, and | think he believed me.

Our daily work had to finish sometime, and in the evenings after supper Dickon, Tug, Growch, and |
took to wandering down the myriad side streets and aleys that radiated from the square right through to
the edges of town, as haphazardly asthetiny veins on theinsde of one's elbow.

Herelay thered life of the city, a place where the great and wedlthy never came. During the day one
might see town officials bustling about in the city proper, respectable citizens about their business,
soldiers exercisgng, merchants fingering the goods on offer in the market, discreetly veiled ladiestaking
theair, either on foot or in gilded palanquins, and al around were the workers, those who catered to their
whims. servants, both male and femae, stdl holders, farriers, cooks, children running errands, water
carriers, weavers, tailors, hairdressers, beauticians, fortune-tellers, launderers, beggars, refuse gatherers,
cleaners, night-soil collectors, rope makers, jewdlers, wine sdlers, oil vendors—in fact adl those
unregarded people without whom the city could not function at al.

At night, though, it was asif a soft blanket came down on dl thisbustle and the little Sde streets and
dleyscameinto their own, for thiswas where the workerslived. Here they had their homes; here they



were born, grew up, loved, hated, becameiill, died. Here was al manner of meaner housing; tenements,
small one-roomed hoves, stables, tents, holesin the ground or in the walls, shacks and even the bare
ground.

Here dso werethelittle family restaurants, minor businesses, brothels, stallsthat sold items not
availablein the open market: strange drugs, stolen goods, information; here there wastrade in quack
medicines and human beings, much gossip and entertainment; and lastly were the stdlsthat sold those
small, largely useless objects that might just fetch enough to buy the daily bowl of rice.

These dleywayswere only dimly lit and the town guard generdly gave them awide berth. It was not
wise for astranger to walk there aone, but | had dwaysfelt safe with Tug and Growch, though we didn't
go far. However when Dickon heard of our expeditions he inssted on accompanying us, ostensibly as
guard, but | suspected he had never dared go alone before and we were merely an excuse. Asit was he
strutted and postured like ayoung lord, especialy when there was a pretty girl about. He wastrying to
grow amoustache, none too successfully, and he fancied himself asaladykiller. In fact on the third
evening he thoroughly embarrased me, suggesting avidt to one of the many little brothels.

"I'm not going to one of those! How could 17"

"You'redressed asalad. Y ou don't have to—participate. Y ou can just watch, can't you?'
"Certainly not! Y ou can do what you like, but I'm staying outside.”

"Suit yoursdf! Just don't get lost: | may be sometime. .. "

Which |eft the rest of uswandering up and down the street, pretending to examine the goods at one
or another of the gals, fending off too persistent vendors and generally feding conspicuous. | had amost
made up my mind to trust Growch's sense of direction to get us back to our lodgings, when Dickon
regppeared with asmirk on hisface and ostentatioudy adjusting his clothing.

"I hopeit wasworthit," | said nadtily.

"Of course. | dwaysensurethat | get value for money. Pity in somewaysyou ain't alad: | could
show you athing or two in thistown."

"If I were, | doubt if I'd take advantage of your offer. | wouldn't want to risk catching something

nady.
"l know what I'm doing—"

"Good for you. Can we go now?"

He didn't repesat the experiment, if that was what it was. After dl he certainly hadn't been in there
more than aquarter hour, however long it had seemed outside. But perhaps that was the way they did
thingsin those places. | wasn't going to ask.

Two nights later something very strange happened.

We had wandered farther than usual and came at last to anarrow street that twisted and turned like a
snake amost under the tdl battlementsthat protected the city. Here were more stalls than usual, some set
out on the ground on scraps of cloth, others digplayed on stools or tables, yet morein tiny cupboardlike
nichesin thewalls. There was less noise than usua and those who passed by seemedtodo so asif ina
dream. Even the bargaining sounded muted, the examination of objects dow and unhurried. At one
corner the street seemed aslight as afairground, at another full of shadows, much asacandleflameina
draught will flare one moment and be down to amere flicker the next.

| found mysdf infected with the same strange lethargy, yet my mind seemed as sharp asaneedle. |
found I, too, was taking my time at each gdl, examining everything minutely, yet no one was pressng me
to buy. | looked at small prayer mats, embroidery silks, combs and brushes, painted scarves, brooches
and bangles; | picked up alength of slk here, aphia of perfumethere. | waved afly whisk, tried ona
pair of felt dippers, tapped abrasstray, turned over some table mats, flicked my finger a atray of pearls
that rolled about like a handful of dry white pess; | bought and ate a couple of sticky, green sweetmests,
passed by painting brushes, colored inks, charcoal, dyes, spices, pelets of opium. . . .



Between aholein the wall occupied by aman sdlling sachets of sweet-smelling dried flowersand a
conventional stal laden with pots and pans, an old man squatted behind asmdl folding table on which
was displayed a heterogenous collection of what looked like secondhand curios. | bent down to seea
small, blue brush jar with a chip, adented brass bowl, apiece of dirty amber, apaperweight dull with
use, some scraps of embroidery, ayellowed piece of carvedivory. . . .

| straightened up, ready to pass on, when the old man lifted his head and looked Straight into my
eyes. Hewas nearly bald, what was | eft of his hair hanging white on either side of hisface to minglewith
awispy beard. There were laugh lines at the corners of his eyes, and hiswhole expression radiated a
warmth and good humor, athough if you asked me to describe him feature by feature | could not have
done so.

He nodded at me asif we were old friends, said something | didn't understand, then indicated the
tray in front of him. Obvioudy an invitation to look closer. | glanced around for the others. Tug was
bargaining for some sweetmesatsin sSign language with some coins| had given him. Growch wasflushing
out imaginary rats from some rubbish hegp, Dickon was chatting up the girl sdling ricewineintiny cups.

Why not indulge the old man while | waited for the others? He seemed pleasant enough, dthough |
had seen nothing that attracted me on the tray, except perhapsthat little ivory carving—

Strange. The goodslooked different. A pearl, discolored; a chipped blue and white cup; a carved
bamboo flute the worse for wear; an old inkpot—surely those had not been there before? Ah, there was
something | recognized: thelittleivory figure. I couldn't quite make out what it was meant to represent.
The old man said something, and as | looked up he nodded, wreathed in smiles.

| smiled back and squatted down in front of thetray.

Now thetray wasfull, and every object, cracked, chipped, dented, worn or just old, al were carved
or decorated with representations of living things. The blue brush jar had alively dragon wrapped around
its base, the brass bow! had raised figures of mice chasing each other'stails; insde the amber, carved as
afish'smouth, atiny fly awaited itsfate. Embroidery covered with lotus blossoms, a paperweight with a
grasshopper for ahandle, acarved bee on the side of the flute looking aive enough to fly away, a pearl
etched with chrysanthemums, a blue and white cup painted with butterflies, and an inkpot decorated with
aflock of smal birds. broken they dl might be, but these objects had an exquisiteliving grace. And
around them dl, lively asakitten, cavorted theivory carving.

Some part of me, the sengible part, told me there was something very amiss here. Half adozen
pieces, lessthan interesting, then others, and now both lots together, and al worth a second look. But the
sensible side of Summer stayed quiet and the credulous Summer just accepted what she saw.

Or thought shesaw . . .

The old man stretched out hisright hand and took mine; in hisleft he held agreen bowl of water thet
danced itsreflectionsin the lamplight as the ring on my finger tingled, but not unpleasantly. He nodded at
me again, indicating that | should look into the liquid. I leaned forward and found mysdlf gazing into a
swirl of colors. Figures passed through the water; | saw awhite horse with ahorn on its forehead, afrog
or toad, acat, ablack bird, afish. . .. Then something | thought | recognized: another horse galloping
across the sands, a scrabbling tortoise, apink pigeon, asmall elongated dog with short legs, apig . . .
Ah, thepig!

A pigwithwings. A pig | had kissed three times. A pig that turned into adragon.

And the girl in the picture kissed the pig-that-was-a-dark-dragon for the third time, and he turned
into aman. A dark man called Jasper, Master of Many Treasures, and my heart broke as he turned back
into adragon again and flew away from the Place of Stones—

Leaping to my feet, | dashed the bowl from the old man's hands. | could fed the stupid tearswelling
up.

"How could you know? Dickon?' | called over my shoulder. "Come and trandate for me, please. |
want to ask this old man a couple of questions.”



He, too, had risen to hisfeet, dthough he ill had hold of my hand. He was speaking again, but
thanks to Dickon who must have been standing behind me, | now had atrandation.

"I mean no harm, young traveller.”
"Thepicturesinthebowl . . ." | stopped. | didn't want Dickon to know what | had seen.

"Before you there was another who wore aring,” said the old man, and now the trand ation was
amost smultaneous. "Many, many years ago. She, too, adventured with animals she was wise enough to
cal her friends. The rest you saw was what you wanted to see.”

"No! | never wanted . . ."

"Then the head denies the heart it would seem. Y ou travel far, girl, to find what you do not want,
then?' Therewas agentle, teasing quadity in hisvoice, which | now seemed to hear clearer than Dickon's.
"It will bealong journey for the saven of you. . . ."

"Seven? Three, you mean." Me, Tug and Growch.

"Threeisalucky number, | agree, but seven is better. She who first wore the ring knew that.”

"It'sjust three" | repeated firmly.

"Life doesnot dwaysturn out the way you want it. | think you will need help with your journey, extra
hdp."

"Y ou—know where we are bound?"

"l know everything." He picked up the bowl again, and miraculoudly it was till full of colored water.
"Look again. Closer .. ."

Forgetting Dickon, | gazed once more into the bowl. The colors paled, faded, and now there was
just amilky haze. The haze steadied, snow wasfaling and | wasinit, flying like abird between high
mountain peaks. But the snow Started to drag at my wings, at the same time destroying my perspective of
the land beneeth, the familiar landscape | should know so well. Mountain after mountain, peak after
peak, they all looked alike. The snow grew heavier and now | was weary, blinking away the flakes of
snow that threatened to blind me. Each beat of my wings seemed to wrench them from their sockets; if |
couldn't find what | waslooking for soon | should haveto land, but it was unlikely | would find shelter in
unknown terrain.

Then, suddenly, | saw it.

A momentary lessening in the blur of snow, and the three fangs of the Mighty One, gateway to my
god, loomed up ahead. A turn to theleft and | steered between the first two of the three rock teeth that
were o steep that even now they gloomed blackly in the snow that could not rest againgt their Sides.

Over at last and down, down, down into the valey beyond. There was the monastery oniitshill,
where the saffron-robed monks rang their gongs, sounded their queer, cracked bells and said their
prayersto an endlessy smiling, fat god. Findly aswitch to the right, away from the Hill of Constant
Prayer and the village beneath, and along dow glide to the Blue Mountain and the cave entrance hidden
on the northern face.

Wearily | braked back, my lesthern wings as clumsy asthe landing gear of ayoungling. Wobbling a
little, I shoved forward my dragon claws and—

"Jasper!" | cried out, and smashed the green bowl into athousand pieces. "Jasper! | was him!"

The old man stooped down and picked up one of the tiny shards of glass. One piece? No, for now
all the others seemed to fly into his hand and the bowl waswhole again. He tucked it away in hisrobe.

"And so you now know the way to go," hesaid. "It isadwaysthelast part of the journey that isthe
hardest."

My mind wasin such turmoil that | could think of nothing to say—except thank him.

He bowed. "It is nothing; abreath of wind across adeeping face, bringing with it adream of the
poppies over whichit hastravelled. . . . And now, young traveller, you were thinking of bearing



something away frommy tray."

| was? Y es, perhaps | was. That must be why | was bending over the tray again, and now al the
creatures and flowerswerered, aive. A butterfly perched on my finger, then flew to the old man's beard,
atiny fly cleaned itswings of the amber that had imprisoned it; afish swam in the brass bow! that the old
man tucked away in hisrobe; astring of mice disappeared up his deeve; atiny blue dragon flew to his
shoulder then vanished down his collar; agrasshopper legpt to hishead, aflock of tiny birdscircled the
gl and abee, heavy with pollen, rested for amoment on my deeve, before crawling up afold of the old
man's robe, whose lap now held amass of flowers. . . .

Now al that was|eft on the tray wasthelittleivory figure. It was ill difficult to make out exactly
what it was meant to represent—he looked like a mixture of dog, horse, dragon, deer—but he did have
avery intdligent expresson.

"How much?*

"Heisnot for sale. He goes where he wishes." He spoke as though the creature had awill of itsown,
but then nothing would have surprised me now.

"May | pick him up?'

"If hewill letyou.. . ."

What did he do then? Bite? Disgppear in a puff of smoke?

Gingerly | bent forward, picked him up between finger and thumb and put him on my pam.
Exquidtely carved, he had the body of adeer, hooves of ahorse, awater buffao'stail with ahuge plume
on the end, astubby little face with aminihorn in hisforehead and what looked like fine filaments or
antennae sweeping back from his mouth. Funny that | hadn't been able to see him clearly before,
especidly ashewasthe only perfect piece. He sat quite comfortably on my hand.

"What isit—he?"

"Tha isfor himtotell you. If hewishes."

| waited for something to happen, but nothing did, so with astrange reluctance | put him back on the
tray. My ring waswarm on my finger.

"Areyou coming? The young lass over there says her dad has an eating house round the corner.”
Dickon spoke over my shoulder. "I'm hungry even if you're not.”

All the lights were suddenly brighter, and | could smell sawers.

He nudged my arm impatiently. ™Y ou've been staring at that tray for hours. Looks like alot of junk to
r],E.ll

| looked down. An old man squatted in front of atray of secondhand objects, none of which | had
seen before. Theivory figure | thought | remembered seeing wasn't there.

| shook my head, as much to clear it asaform of negation. "I can't seeanything | want,”" | said
dowly. "Thanksfor trandating just the same." | bowed to the old man, and we moved away down the
dreet. | felt dl jangled insgde asif someone had jumped me out of a dream too soon.

We werefinishing off an indifferent dish of vegetables and rice when Dickon said suddenly: "What
did you mean: 'thanksfor trandating? | wasn't anywhere near you."

"Yesyou were! | caled you over because | couldn't understand what the old man was saying. You
werejust behind me."

"Was never!"

"Yourekidding. .. ."

“I'mnot!"

And the more | indgsted, the more adamant he became. Had | imagined it dl, then? The whole

episode was becoming less clear by the minute, but ill | clung to animage, afeding: adragon—me,
him?—flying in the face of astorm to the Blue Mountain.



Jasper . . . lover-dragon, dragon-lover.

Hewaswhat thisjourney was al about, of course. Once upon atime | had rescued alittle pig with
vedtigiad wingsfrom acruel showman. The pig had grown and grown until one day when we found the
place where he had hatched out, the pig's skin had been cast away and there was a beautiful, dark,
fearsome dragon in the place of my pig.

But why fdl inlove with adragon? Because | had loved the pig and the dragon wasn't adragon al
thetime. And that was my fault. Threetimes| had kissed the pig, out of affection and gratitude, and
because he was adragon ingde that pig skin | had broken alaw of the equilibrium of the universe, and
for each kiss the dragon was forced to spend amonth ayear in human form.

That's how he had explained it to me as he kissed me, made love to me as Jasper the man, just
before he changed back into what he called histrue self and flew away to the east, where dl dragons
come from, leaving me sick at heart beside the Place of Stones.

The blind knight had offered me love of a sort, Matthew Spicer had proposed marriage, but it had
only been in the arms of Jasper, the Master of Many Treasures, that | had found that overwhelming joy
that truelove brings.

And that waswhy | was here, in this strange town many hundreds—nay, thousands—of milesfrom
my home. | would find him, I had sworn | would. | would sacrifice anything for just one more embrace—

"Your tun."

"l beg your pardon?"'

"Wake up, Summer!" said Dickon. "I said it was your turn to pay.”

| fished among the smal change | kept in my pouch (the greater coins | kept next to my skin) and al
of asudden | drew out an extraneous object and placed it on the table.

"What the hell's that?"

"Theold man had it on histray. . . . Quick, | must takeit back,” and | picked up theivory figure and
hurried out, leaving Dickon to settle up. Search as| would, however, there was no sgn of the old man.

Even the street seemed different, better lighted, lesstwisty, and when | found astall holder | thought |
recognized he said he had seen me standing in acorner talking to mysdf. Which was ridiculous!

In the end we returned to our lodgings, though | promised myself | would go back the next day and
try and find the old man. In the meantime | put the figurine on the chest at the foot of my bed and curled
up in bed seeking a deep that seemed strangely elusive. | tossed and turned, flickered in and out of
brightly colored dreams | could not recall, but was at last sinking into deeper dumber when dl at once
therewasavoicein my ears, atiny, shrill voice that snapped me back into consciousness at once.

"Stop thief! Stop thief!”

Chapter Eight

| sat up at once, my deepy eyesjust making out a shadowy form dipping through the open doorway



into the near darkness outside. Stumbling off the bed | made my way over to the door, shut and bolted it.
Normally | didn't bother with the bolt, as Dickon and | were the only occupants of the verandah at the
moment. Feeling my way back to the chest, | discovered that the lid was open, meaning flint, tinder and
candle stub must be on the floor somewhere. | found thefirst two and was fumbling for the third when
that squeaky voice came again.

"Toyour right alittle. . . That'sit!"

Needlessto say | nearly dropped thelot.

"Who'sthere?'

Nothing, save Tug's soft breathing and a snore from Growch. Fingerstrembling, | a last managed a
light and held the candle high. Plenty of shadows but no intruder. Tug rolled up on thefloor in his
blanket—he still wouldn't use the bed—and Growch curled up at the foot of mine. No one else—

"I'm here. On thefloor by your feet. Pleasedonttreeadonme. . . ."
| stared down at the ivory figure. Surely not! | must be dreaming.

"Yes, it'sme. You can pick me up, if you don't mind. Quite uncomfortable sanding on one's head.
Thanks"

| found I had picked it—him—up and put him on the chest, right way up. | stared down; no damage
from histumble asfar as| could see. But the voice! Surely that would have woken the others, or one of
them would have heard the intruder. If there was one. Suddenly | wasn't sure of anything anymore.

"If you could just touch me with your ring for amoment—that'sit—then | shal find the trangtion
much esser. .. ."

| did as he said: my ring thrummed with energy for amoment, but there was nothing but good here.

"Dearie, dearie me!" said the squeaky voice. "It'sbeen such along time! Ivory is pretty to look at but
it hasn't the warmth of amber or the manipulation of wood. But with wood there's always the threst of
woodworm of course. . . ."

| sank to my kneesin front of the chest; thiswasn't happening! That little figure wasn't talking to me, it
wasn't, it couldn't!

"Oh, yes| am! | suppose it must be rather disconcerting for you, but if you will bear with meI'll try
and make the changeto living asquickly as| can. . . ." Hethought for amoment. "If you could just hold
mein your hands for amoment, warm me up. That'sfine. Don't worry about your friends: they can't hear
LB"

| put him down on the chest again and sat back on my hedlsto watch one of the most amazing things
| had ever seen. It was dmost like a chicken breaking from an egg, acrumpled poppy unfurling its petals
from the bud; you wondered how on earth it ever fitted insde. Of course this creature's task was
different: it had to turn from inanimate to living, but the process seemed about the same.

Firg | saw the nodtrils dilate asthe first breaths of air were inhded, then the nostrils became pinkish
and the antennae at the side of his mouth flexed back and forth. Like achick'sfeathers, dry little hairs
released themselves from the ivory and fluffed up around hisface; dark brown eyes blinked and
moistened. Then camethe ears and throat, the former twitching back and forth till they were set ashe
wanted. A forked tongue tested the air.

"A little rest: thisistougher than | thought. It's been along time. Please excusethedday. .. "

He curled back hislips, panting alittle, and | could see atiny row of chewing teeth. Now the process
speeded up; tiny hooves stamped, ribs expanded, a rump gave an experimenta wiggle and lastly a short
tall with an outsized plume gave an exultant wave.

"There! That's better. How do | look?"

"Er...veryimpressve. | didn't redly know what to say. The whole process was mind-bending, but
as| didn't know what he was supposed to look like, | couldn't redly quaify my statement.



He seemed to be reading my mind. "Y ou're quiteright! I've forgotten the colors, haven't 1? Just
watch. .. ."

Inaway thiswasthe most impressive of dl histricks. From being adullish creamy yelow, herapidly
developed auniquely tinted body that glowed like ajewel on thelid of the chest. First cameabright
yellow belly, then the fur on his back developed shades of blue, purple, violet, brown and rose, hislegs
and tail darkened to gray and lastly the plume on histail fanned out into crimson, gold and green. For a
brief moment it seemed that hiswhole body was lapped by flame, but then he was as before.

"Not bad, not bad at dl. I'm particularly proud of thetail: not exactly conventiond, but we are
alowed acertain latitude. . . . Just amoment. I'd fed more comfortable with abit more space.”

And something that had been beetle-sized rapidly expanded to the dimensions of amouse.

"Er...areyougoing to get any bigger?' | asked nervoudly, asthe growth seemed to be accelerating.

"Sorry! Not for the moment. Would you liketo seejust how big | can grow?"

"Not a the moment,” | said hadtily. " Some other time."

"Very wdl. | supposeit hastaken it out of mealittle. . . . Let meintroduce mysdf. My nameis
Ky-Lin." Hisvoice was |ess squesky.

"Ky-Lin," | repeated like adummy. | found it difficult to cope with what was happening.

"Yes, and you?"'

"My nameis Summer. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

"A mutud honor."

A littlesilence, then | plucked up courage. "I'm sorry, but I'm afraid I'm not quite sureto what | owe

the pleasure of your company? | found you in my pouch last night, and | was going to try and find the old
man tomorrow to return you—"

"Didn't he say that | went where | wanted? Where | thought | was needed?”

"Y es, but—"

"So, | am here. You need me, | think. Y ou have along journey ahead of you and | believe | might
prove useful. Thetrip soundsinteresting and if | comport mysdf well | shal have earned myself more
points.”

"Points? For what?" This conversation was very confusing.

"For my Magter."

"Theold man?'

"No, no!" He looked scandaized. "He is one of the Old Ones, aMaster of Illusion, but quite
earthbound | assure you. No, | speak of my Lord." He settled back on hishaunches. "A long, long time
ago therelived agreat and good man caled Siddhartha, later known as the Buddha. He was so wise and
50 loving that he gave up al worldly distractions. He had to walk about the world in poverty, preaching
of the Divine Way to Eternd Life. He saw life asagreat whed that eventually led to Paradise, whichisa
way of becoming part of the Eternd. But thisway can only be redlized by living a perfect life, and as man
isnot perfect heis given many chances. These take the form of various anima lives or incarnations,
accompanied by rewards and punishments—points, if you like. Y ou may be agood horsein one
incarnation, and be rewarded by being aman in the next. Or you may be abad man, and find yoursdlf a
lowly insect in another. Do you see?!

| thought so, though it was anovel idea, these many chancesto be good. Like al peoplein my
country | had been brought up a Catholic, but since then on my travels had come across many other
religions: Judaism, Hinduism, Mohammedanism. It seemed there was more than one road to God. A
clever God would understand that just as different countries, different climates, different cultures
produced different ideas, so He could tailor these to men's beliefs so that their worship was comfortable
to them.



"You are partly following my Lord'steachings,”" he continued, " because you care about animals. We
aretaught to go even further; we bdieve that we must not damage any living thing, because we might be
hurting one of our fellows, temporarily on alower path or incarnation.”

"But you—you are not like any creature | have ever seen.”
"Because |, and my many companions, were created especiadly by my Lord Himself to epitomize
how many cregtures may be one, aharmonious whole. We traveled with Him, as His guards and friends."

"Y our Lord, whom you said lived many years ago, has presumably found His Eternd Life: why are
you gill here, and not with Him?"

There was alonger silence. I hoped you wouldn't ask. . . ."

"Sorry, | didn't mean—"

"It'sdl right. Y ou should know." Another silence. "Thefact is, | should be perfect, and I'm not.
Wasnt."

"Waan't?'

The words came out in arush. "l-was-carel ess-and-trod-on-the-grass.
|-was-a so-greedy-and-lazy-and-rebellious." He paused. "But the worst
was—I-said-l-didn't-want-Eternity. . . . | thought it would be boring. There! Now you know. That's why

I'm here. | can't change my shape, but | have to work off my badnesses by hel ping others, until my Lord
Buddhadecides| amfit tojoin Him."

It seemed so unfair to me. Poor little creature! How on earth could you remember not to tread on
grass? | reached out afinger without thought and stroked his head, and there was alittle grumbling purr,
likeacat, but suddenly he twitched hishead aside.

"Y ou mustn't indulge me; thet is pure pleasure, and | am forbidden anything like that. 1've lost a point
dready, being proud of my plumed tail amoment ago.”

"All right." | had made amistake with my pig-dragon. "And how many points have you got now?"

"I don't know. Thetroubleis, my last choice was purdly sdlfish, and my Lord recognized it as such. |
came across an old man—he was nearly elghty—who wanted help trandating Greek and Roman texts. |
reckoned he might last another five years or so, but my Lord saw through my deception, and the old man
lived to ahundred and ten. It was hard work, too," he added, and sighed.

| found mysdlf trying not to smile. Theideaof thisvibrant little creasture being tied to dusty scrollsfor
thirty years. . . | had another idea.

"Y ou speak, or understand, other languages, too?"

"Most. My Lord arranged it so we have an inbuilt trandator in our heads.”

An extrabonus: perhaps he would be able to make sense of Tug's click-clicks, and find out where he
camefrom.

Ky-Linyawned, hisforked tongue curling back on itsdf till I could see the ridged roof of his mouth.
"And now, itistimefor deep. | shall, with your permission, curl up insde the chest, if you would open it
up? Thanks."

A last wave of histail and | found I couldn't keep my eyes open nor my brain fit to think over what |
had just seen and heard. As| pulled the blanket up round my ears, | redlized that | hadn't asked him who
had been the potentia thief he had disturbed.

And in the morning there wasn't time.

Karim Bey sent for both Dickon and | shortly after dawn. He had found a caravan that had comein
the previous day and intended to leave at midday for points further east, with aspecid order of furs,

perfume and German glass. When Karim told Dickon | had asked to accompany it, he at once
volunteered to go too. "Just to keep an eye on atraineg," asheput it.

| was surprised: | thought the distractions of the town would have been more enticing. | wasn't sure



whether to be glad or sorry; Dickon was a passable lad, agood linguist, knew far more than | did about
merchandising and had always been hepful. But there was something, just something | couldn't put a
nameto, that made me uneasy in his company. It wasn't hiswomanizing, though that was annoying
enough, nor wasit his vanity—how many lads of seventeen or so wouldn't take advantage of good
wagesto dresswdl?If | were back in my girl's guise wouldn't | want ribbons and fal-lals? No, there was
something else, something sneaky about him.

We were hurriedly introduced to the caravan owner, asmall and undistinguished character called Al
Qased, then Karim paid out moneysfor our food and lodgings and the hire of a couple of mules, making
surewe realized that the latter would be deducted from our commissions.

| hurried back to our lodgings for aquick breskfast, an even quicker packing—adeepy Ky-Lin
tucked surreptitioudy in the lining of my jacket—and a prolonged and forma farewell to Chippi and his
wife, with much head bobbing and wringing of hands from them both.

The sun was high in the sky when we set off, winding away from the city and up again into the hills,
thistimeto the east. Tug was beside himself with happinessthat we were a last on the move, and sang
tunelesdy as hetrotted aong beside us, disdaining the offer of aride.

| didn't find things so easy. For somereason | felt out of sorts, with agrumbling stomach, a sort of
warning that things might get worse. | was sngppy with the others, critica of the journey, couldn't
degp—in fact it reminded me of nothing so much as those times before my monthly loss. It was a shock
to redlize too that these had not manifested themselves for nearly ayesar, afact | had initially put down to
theterrible journey | undertook to return to Matthew, after my dragon had flown away and left me.

The lack of amonthly flow had been aboon in my travelsasaboy, and | had completely forgotten
about it until now. Perhaps| should be worried, | thought; perhaps there was something permanently
wrong. Surreptitioudy | felt my stomach: alittle swollen, but nothing ese. If it was pregnancy | was
worried about, then there was nothing to fear, of course, for Jagper was the only man to touch mein that
way and the nine months needed to make a baby had long gone. Just in case | checked my pack to make
sure the cloths | had packed were il there if needed.

It grew rapidly much colder the farther east and north we travelled, with an intermittent icy wind
diding down the ever-nearing mountains, and it was with relief that we mostly found smal villagesin
which to spend the lengthening nights; tentsin the open were no substitute for four walls and aroof,
however basic. Tug wasthe only onewho didn't fed the cold, merely wrapping himself up tighter in his
blanket.

| kept Ky-Lin hidden, as we mostly shared quarters with Dickon, and for some reason | was
reluctant to share him. | fed him scraps of rice or dried fruit, because of histaboo on eating or killing
anythinglive.

One night we were on our own, Dickon and Tug foraging for wood for the communal fire and
Growech off on an expedition of hisown. | set out someraisinsand afew nutsin front of Ky-Lin,
watching his pleasure as he nibbled at the latter.

"Youlikethem?'

"Mmm. One of my favorites. Y ou know whét | like best of al?

"No."

"Flaked almonds coated with honey, or anice pod or two of carob. Very bad for the teeth, but quite
ddicious”

| made amental note to seek out either or both as soon as| could.

As| watched him | suddenly remembered something | had meant to ask along time ago.

"Ky-Lin, that first night you cametous. . ."

"Mmm?”

"Y ou woke me up caling out 'Stop thief!" "



He nodded.

"Didyou seehim?'

He nodded again, mouth full of nut.

"Did you seewhoit was?"

Another nod.

"Who?'

It seemed ages before he answered. "Got sticky fingersthat one.”
"Who has?'

"Y our friend Dickon, of course! Who did you think it would be?"

Chapter Nine

“I don't bedieveit!" | shook my heed. "Therée's nothing there he would want."

"Have you anything in your baggage he desires?’

| thought through al my belongings: clothes, writing materials and journd, now written in aform of
shortened hand and difficult to decipher; taly sticks, afew herbs and smples, my forged papersfrom
Matthew, Suleiman's letter—had Dickon made something that wasn't out of that>—mug, bowl and
spoon, plusthe lump of glassthe captain's wife had given me. This had proved rather disgppointing:
beautifully shaped and cut, it nevertheess had |ooked nothing other than dull when | had looked at it one
gray evening when we had been on our way to the tent city of Kim. My other treasure from that city, the
Waystone, | kept in a pouch about my neck, together with some little scraps of discarded skin that had
comefrom acertain little pig; just akegpsake, | kept telling mysaif.

But there must be something. Think . . . | went through the list again in my mind. No, there was
nothing else—nothing except the maps | had copied, and the one Suleiman had enclosed with his letter.
Could it be these he had been looking for?

Ky-Linwasreading my mind. "Could be," he said. "Especialy if he hasthe sort of suspiciousmind
that believes you are doing something other than just being an apprentice.”

| remembered Dickon's accusations of being aspy, or on asecret misson for Matthew. "Let'stakea
look," | said. | peeked past the hanging leather that served asadoor in this poor place; Tug was
squetting by thefire, Dickon wastaking to one of the village girls.

"All clear.” | pulled out the two maps | had duplicated at Matthew's and spread them out on the dirt
floor usng ebows and kneesto keep them flat. Ky-Lin trotted over to Sit on the fourth corner.

| pointed to thefirgt, larger map. "Here'swhere | come from, and that's the route, marked out, that
wetook to Venice. . . . Heré's the seawe crossed to the Golden Horn, and this could be the way we
took to KUm. But there are lots of trailsleading from there, so we must have used the most eaterly. |
suppose we could be just about here, now. . . ."



Ky-Lin squinted horribly and shook his head from side to side which he explained helped him
concentrate. "The trouble with mapsis that they are never used by people who know the routes and
know theterrain, so thereis no one to update them. Most of them are hopelesdy inaccurate, and at best
are mostly guesswork. Distances, too, can be very mideading, for who counts his paces or even hisdays
to mark his passage? Ask one caravan master how long it takes from this city to that and he will tell you
ten, twenty days, depending on the westher. Another will take a different trail over easier ground and
shorten thetime by half, yet asthe bird flies the mileage would be the same."

"It's marked with mountains and things,” | said defensively. An erupting volcano graced part of Itdia,
acouple of small ships on the seas; there was what |ooked like alion and atriangular temple on the coast
of Africa, and Cathay was shown with snaky rivers and high mountains. In the corner where Ky-Lin was
sitting was agreat empty space and the legend: "Here be Dragons." That was one of the reasons | had
been keen to have a copy.

"Fictures of them, yes, but are they where it showsthem?1 think you have aclue here," and he
tapped his hoof right in front of where he was sitting. " To theignorant layman, when you see the word
‘dragons,’ what would you immediately think of ? Yes," he added, crossing my thoughts. " Treasure.
Maybe your young friend believes you are on atreasure hunt, with or without Master Spicer's assistance
or knowledge. Let me seetheothers. .. ."

The second of Matthew's maps he pronounced as better, but not much. 1 produced the one Suleiman
had sent.

"Ah, thisismorelikeit. The man who made this actudly travelled these routes. | recognize this, and
this, and this. . . ." He shook his head, crossed his eyes darmingly, waved his plumed tail.

"But | can't read these squiggles. . . ."

"Those 'squiggles arein Cantonese, but even without them | can see places| have visited. See, the
Land of the Lotus, the Singing Gardens, the Desert of Desth, the City of Golden Towers (not true, they
areonly gilded), and there are others | have heard of. The country of Snakes, the town of the
Three-legged Men (named after an annua race they hold), the Blue Mountain, the—"

"Did you—did you say the Blue Mountain?"

"Yes. Hereitis, just beyond the Three Fangs of the Mighty One. This means something specia to
you?'

All a oncedl | could think about was the vision the old man had shown mein that magica bowl of
colored water, where | had been for abrief moment or two adragon, steering my way through the Fangs
and down to the valley beneath and the Blue Mountain with the hidden cave.

| jabbed my finger down on the map. "It'sthere, it'strue, it'srea! That's wherel must go!” | was
amog shouting with joy.

There was asudden silence. Theivory figurine that had been holding down the map rolled off into the
shadows. | looked up, and there was Dickon framed in the doorway .

| don't know how much he had heard or seen, but of course he pretended there was nothing amiss,
merely saying that he had cometo ask whether | would prefer rice or pancakes for our evening medl, but
al thetime he was speaking his eyes were darting suspicioudy around the hut, glancing at themap | had
immediately released so that it had scrolled itself and rolled into acorner.

Poor Ky-Lin, | thought: hewill haveto start al over again. Even while | wasthinking thisl was
gathering up the maps and stuffing them back in my pack, and dl the while chattering away like a
demented monkey.

"Hello, Dickon, | didn't see you there! How nice of you to come and ask what | wanted. . . . Let me
see, now. We had pancakes yesterday, didn't we? Or wasit beans. . . On the other hand I'm abit tired
of rice. My stomach hasn't been all that good, as you know, so perhapsit had better be pancakes. Or do
you think they will be too greasy? What do you suggest?'



| continued to rummage around for my writing things.

"| thought | would catch up with my diary of our travels, so | checked the mapsto make sure | have
the route dl planned out correctly. They're not very accurate, though; what's this place called, do you
know? Never mind, I'll just mark it asavillage. . . ."

And so on, trying to cover my confusion and making it worse.
But he couldn't contain his curiogity for long. "I heard—I thought you were talking to someone. . . 7

"Me? Now who could | betaking to: there'sno one else here. The placeisempty. . . ." Think of
something quick, Summer! "Oh that! Y ou heard me talking to mysdlf, | suppose. Haven't you ever done
that? It dways hdpsif you're trying to work something out in your mind, makesit dl much clearer. . . "

| could see he wasn't satisfied, kept looking around the room, but there was nothing to see. "I'll order
you rice then. It'll be ready soon.”

As soon as he was gone, | rushed over to Ky-Lin and picked him up.

"I'm terribly sorry. | hopeit isn't too difficult to come dive agan?'

Almost at once out popped aliving nose and mouth. "Easer each time. Give me afew minutes. Go
and get your food; if you wouldn't mind bringing me afew grains of rice? | dways get particularly hungry
after achange. .. ."

The meal was an uneasy one. Dickon put himsdlf out to be charming and entertaining, but | till
worried about what he might have seen and overheard. Besides which, my stomach had started aching
again and | definitely felt queasy. | couldn't finish dl the rice and vegetables and excused mysdlf before
the others had finished, longing to just wrap myself in ablanket, lie down on my palet and try to forget
thepaininmy gutsin deep. It wasn't particularly cold, but | was shivering.

"Did you remember . . . ? 1t doesn't matter. You look ill. . . ."

"Oh, hdll! Sorry Ky-Lin. Yes. It does matter.” | went to the door and caled Tug over and explained
what | wanted. He had been playing five-stones with the village boys, but he was aways cheerful and
willing these days. Two minutes later he was back with some rice and vegetableswrapped in avine ledf.

"Youdill hungry, Summa?'

| made up my mind. "Tug come with me. New friend to meet.”

Tug'seyeswereaswideas | had ever seen them asKy-Lin fluffed out histail in welcome. But
instead of dropping the rice or running off in horror, heinstead gave a tiff little bow, then walked over to
the creature and placed the food in front of him, standing back to watch him est.

"Tug, thisisa—"

"Chi-Lin," said Tug, and gave that jerky little bow again. " Very good. Go with Lord Buddha."

"Heknows. . .."

"My Lord'swisdom hastravelled to many places, likethewind," said Ky-Lin, chasing the last pieces
of ricewith hisforked tongue. "If I am not mistaken, this child comes from the Northern Plains.”

"Can you spesk histongue?' Perhaps at last we should be better able to help him.

"I will try. .. ." And for the next few moments there was an incomprehensible (to me) seriesand
exchange of clicks and hisses, at the end of which Ky-Lin's eyeswere crossed and Tug had abroad grin
on hisface.

"l wasright," said Ky-Lin. "The boy is one of the Plainsmen, the greaet Horsemen. They are nomadic
herdsmen, livein tents, and travel many hundreds of milesin ayear.”

"And how far away ishishomedand?' | asked, my heart dready sinking in anticipation of hisreply.
"Perhaps a thousand milesto the north, perhaps alittle more.”

It wasas| had feared. | had promised Tug, in sSign language if not in words, that | would take him
back to hishomeland, and | couldn't break apromise, even if it meant | went hundreds of miles out of my



way. | looked at the hopein hisface, and knew | couldn't let him down. How should | have fet if | had
been snatched away from home and family at ten or eeven years old, transported hundreds of miles, only
to be sold like an animal to the highest bidder? After al, my dragon would wait, wouldn't he?

"Do you know the way there, Ky-Lin?'

"l can guideyou intheright direction, if that iswhat you wish; theway is quite clearly shown on that
last map of yours. But | warn you that the country itsalf, besides being many milesaway, isaso far vaster
than anything you have come across so far. Another thing; it will take many monthsto reach, and this
caravan wetravel with istaking ustoo far to the east.”

Which meant we should have to abandon the safety of the caravan and strike out on our own. For a
terrible moment | thought | hadn't got the courage; feding as |1 did now, | would have been thankful to
have just curled up for the winter and hibernated like the red-leaf squirrels near my old home. My ring
gavealittle throb, and | remembered we had Ky-Lin with us, and we hadn't failed up to now, had we?
And we wouldn't: not with the help of God's good grace—and alittle luck.

But we should have to be careful not to rouse Dickon's suspicions. He wasthe last person | wanted
to accompany us, but if he got the dightest hint we were to be away on our own he would be sureto
follow, especidly if, as Ky-Lin had suggested, he believed we were after treasure. And, knowing
Dickon, hewould stick like aleech.

Thefollowing morning I made enquiriesthat all could hear asto when wewould reach the next town,
explaining that | needed the services of acompetent purveyor of pillsfor my stomach pains. The answer
was three days, once there | would plead indisposition and stay behind. Of course once | announced my
indisposition, it miraculoudy cured itsdlf, as an aching tooth will while queuing for the tooth puller, but |
dtill pretended it was worsening, and this was aided by the fact that apparently | ill looked pale and
drawn.

In the meantime | introduced Growch to Ky-Lin, only to beinformed that he had "known all thetime,
and just how many more spare partswas | going to invite dlong on what was, after al, supposed to bea
specid journey just for thetwo of us. . ." etc.

| realized that he was jealous, only had been too caught up in my own plansto recognize it, so from
then on | made aspecid fuss over him, even going to the extreme of treating him to abath and comb. He
whined like hell, of course, but secretly | believe he thought any attention was better than none, and we
were soon back to our old footing.

The journey that should have taken three days took five, dueto torrentid rains, but thisworked to
my advantage in the end, because Ali Qased, the caravan master, was eager to press on immediately
before any more autumnal downpours held him up, and asfar as he was concerned one sick apprentice
more or lesswould only hold him up.

Using Dickon as my interpreter, he was quite willing | should stay behind until he returned—a guess
of amonth or more—but he dso inssted that | consult the loca gpothecary, a shabby little man with an
obsequious manner and asatchd full of phialsof crushed insects, dried bats wings, unidentified blood,
powder of tiger claw, bitter herbs and pellets of opium. He prodded my stomach, shook his head, and
went away to make up somepills.

To add color to my "illness," | took to my bed in the smal attic room Dickon had found for me. He
returned with powder in atwist of rice paper and haf adozen pills, inssting that | take them at once.

"Y ou owe metwo slver coins—"

"Hesexpensve!”

"Yes, but if you take these at once you may be better in the morning and ready to continue the
journey. We don't leavertill ten.”

| fished out the money, then groaned. "1 don't think | shdll. . . . Now, leave me aloneto get some
res.”



"When you've taken your medicine. The powder isto be dissolved in water and the—"

"l haven't got any."

"Whet?'

"Water "

He nodded at Tug, who was arranging some stones on the floor in a complicated game. " Send your
daveboy."

| wastired of his attitude towards Tug.

"Onceand for dl, hesnot adave. | bought him and gave him hisfreedom. And no, I'm not sending
him: he couldn't make himsdf understood. Go yourself.”

"He'sacretin. .. ."
"He's not that either. Y ou just don't understand him.”

| might add that Tug was perfectly well aware of Dickon'sdidike and played up to it, acting likea
villageidiot when he was near, so Dickon's remark wasn't entirely unjustified. Now the boy stuck out his
tongue and waggled hisfingersin hisears.

"Tug..." | said reprovingly, wanting to giggle.

"Told you," said Dickon. "All right, I'll fetch you some water. Just stay heretill | get back.”

What did he think | was going to do? Fly out the window?

As soon as he had gone | scooped Ky-Lin out of my deeve.

"Quick!" | sad. "The medicines. Arethey fit to take?"

He sniffed delicately at the twists of paper.

"Mmmm.. . . the powder is harmless. Crushed pearl, apinch of gentian for color, cinnamon for taste.
The pills? Sweetener for coating, alittle clay for setting; inside rat's blood, burnt feasthers and agood
dose of opium.”

"Yeauk!"

"Y ou've eaten worse, certainly from my point of view! At least there is nothing to harm you
permanently. Try and get away with just drinking the powder: the opium in apill will make you deep
heavily, and if you want to be away tomorrow as soon asthey leave. . . pit it out as soon as he'sgone.”

But the trouble was he wouldn't go. He watched me tip some of the powder into my mug and add
water, girring it with my finger till it was purple. | drank it down with an expression of disgus, though the
taste was not unpl easant.

"l think I'll tekearest now. . . ."

"Alisfirg.”

"Inaminute! I'l just seeif thedrink will—"

"The pillsare to be taken at the sametime. Go on. Two."

"l am not taking two! Suppose they don't agree with me? Do you want to spend the night nursing
me?"

"One, then. Now!"

| put it in my mouth, and tucked it quickly under my tongue, making exaggerated swallowing motions.
"Therel Now you can go and leave me done.”

He still wouldn't leave; instead he paced the floor, small though the room was:. three steps one way,
two back.

"How can | leave you on your own? Master Spicer would never forgive meif you worsened. . . .
Y ou said yoursdlf that hesthen boy can't make himself understood. No, my duty isto stay here with you.
The caravan can manage without me."



The pill was gradualy melting in my mouth. | could taste the bitterness through the coating.

"And Matthew would never forgive meif you broke your agpprenticeship just to look after me! I'll be
finein acouple of days. I've enough money to stay here until you come back, and | can spend thetime
bringing my journd up to date and learning a bit more of the language. | wouldn't dream of you staying
behind"

"Don't tel mewhat | ought or ought not to do!" Thenin agentler tone: "I consider it my duty to ook
after you. Don't forget | am the only one who knowsyou areagirl . . ."

Wasthisan implied threet?

" ... and you wouldn't want anyone e se to find out, would you?'

Yes, it was.

"What harm can it do for meto stay and—you to go?' The pill must be taking effect. | mustin't goto
deep, | mustnt! "After dl, | can't go anywhere, can 1? Ali Qased said hiswas the last caravan expected
thisyear. .. ." | yawned uncontrollably.

At last heleft, promising to look in again, and the next thing was Ky-Lin hissng in my ear: " Spit it out!
Spit it out!"

Thepill, what little was | &ft of it, dropped to thefloor. | struggled up on my ebow. "Musint deep. ..
lotsto do. Got to find out—find out—how to get away. Transport . . . food. Can't . . . can't deep.”

"Do-not-worry," said Ky-Lin, closeto my ear. "We-will-see-to-it. Leave-it-to-us. Sleep-in-peace. .

| didn't hear or see them leave, knew nothing esein fact until abright light flashed across my eydids.
| tried to open my mouth, my eyes, but nothing happened. It was asif | wasfrozen to my bed. Thelight
flashed again.

"Perhaps you were tlling the truth after all, little witch,” said avoice | should recognize. Then more
sharply: "Wake up, Summer! Timeto get up,” and someone shook me, none too gently. | moaned and
rolled over, but could respond no further, dipping back down into avelvety darkness.

Then something triggered a thought. Of course | recognized the voice: it had to be Dickon. With a
supreme effort | opened my eyes. There was alantern on the floor, and by itslight | could see Dickon
going through my papers, my pack open at hisside. He held up first one map and then another, frowning
and muttering to himsdlf. "Can't see much there. . . . Possble, possible. Werreway off track, though. . . ."

Herolled the maps, turned his attention to my journa but, as| had anticipated, he could make little of
my scrawl, especialy asit had been only recently that the former stable lad had learned to know his
letters. "Still, | heard her say there was somewhere shehadto go . . . but where, where?'

He glanced across a me, but luckily my face wasin shadow and | closed my eyes quickly.
"Still, there's nowhere to go from here. Safe enough, | reckon.”
At that moment there was a bark on the stone steps that led up to my room; the others were back.

With a speed that obviously owed much to practice, maps and papers were stuffed back in my pack
and it wasrapidly refastened. A moment later and he was standing over the bed, lantern held high.

Growch rushed in growling, closdly followed by Tug. Dickon straightened up.

"Just checking on the patient, for the benefit of acretin and a scruffy hound,” said Dickon. "'l know
you can't understand, stupid bastards both, but I'll be back to check in the morning.”

| heard his steps on the stair and tried to keep awake long enough to tell Ky-Lin, emerging from
Tug's jacket, just what had happened, but he shushed me.

"Go to degp. Don't worry about athing. We have got it adl organized. By thistime tomorrow we shdl
be spending our first night afloat. . . ."

| could have sworn he said "afloat." But we weren't anywhere near the sea. | must have been
dreaming.



And two minutes later | redly was.

|nterlude

Hewas bored. Restless. Unhappy.

Hetold himsdf not to be Stupid, that he had everything he needed, that dragons did not admit to
boredom, or restlessness. And, most of al, not to unhappiness. Y et how e se could he explain why he felt
ashe did? Dragons usudly were only affected by purely physical things: heat and cold, hunger and thirt;
and by the pure pleasure, endless delight, of jewels and gems, and the retelling of tales of travel.

But then he wasn't adragon al the time, was he? Like now. Now he was a man sitting on a deserted
beach somewhere, chucking stonesinto the sea and suffering from indigestion.

And that was another thing: aman ate what aman ate, dragons were different. If one had afirein
one's belly, used regularly or not, one could digest anything, bonesand dl, but aman's ssomach churned
on theremains of adragon dinner.

He gave asnort of disgust. Thisjust shouldn't be happening to him. He had reported back, been
welcomed and initiated into the proper rituas, then dlowed the treat of ingpecting the Hoard. He had
been obliged, however, to disclose his Affliction, as he termed it, and been rewarded with consternation
and dishdief. Spells had been cagt, charms used, lore memory consulted, but dl to no avail. Nothing like
this had ever happened before; of course it was known that it could, but what morta maid in her right
mind had ever kissed adragon?

At fird, of course, they hadn't believed him, until he had done an involuntary change and back right
therein front of them. It was the most exciting thing that had happened to the community since the Blue
Dragon had returned hundreds of years back with hisjewe s and the tales of the witch who had stolen
them, and the knight and the girl and the animalswho had returned them.

His Affliction had had a mixed reception. Some of them thought it added to his powers, othersthat it
must inevitably detract from the purity of linethey had preserved.

Five minutes, ten, of thought, and he was il bored, restless and unhappy, and the seaa hundred
sonesfuller. He might aswell admit it; he still hankered after that lass with the long legs who had rescued
him from desth in hisfirgt incarnation asapig, cared for him, loved him and finaly—irony of
ironiesl—given him the three kisses he would remember forever. That, and the moment of passion when
he was caught between man and dragon—Aiyee! That experience had been enough to make anyone's
toes curl!

Fireand icel He must see her again—if only to convince himsdlf that hedidn't need to. . . .

It was late spring when he started his journey. Back first to the Place of Stones, where his
transformation had taken place, then retracing her route back to that fat merchant she would probably



marry. Asaman he came down to earth to ask questions, see if she had passed that way, but to no avail.
By midsummer he had even dared the servants at the merchant's house, only to find she had disappeared
afew weeks before with her dog to parts unknown, and that the merchant, heartbroken, had gone on
pilgrimageto Spain.

So, where was she, the girl whose memory till tormented him? North, south, east, west? He tried
haphazardly: northern fjords, southern deserts, western ides, eastern mountains—but surely even she
wouldn't travel that far. Why run away from a perfectly good marriage anyway? What was she looking
for now? What worm was egting her brain thistime, silly girl?

He grew crosser and crosser; what right had she to haunt him so? Time he pulled himself together;
what he needed was a break, afew months, ayear perhaps, time, anyway, that he sought some gifts for
the Hoard, part of hisdragon duty. Perhaps by then he would be free of what was rapidly becoming an
obsession.

So, which way? Somewhere warm for the winter. Africa, India, theides of the Southern Seas? It
didn't redly matter. . ..

Part Two

Chapter Ten

| had never thought it would be so wonderful to be one's own mistress again, to be free of caravans,
merchants, warehouses, tally sticks, accounts, invoices, bales and bargaining. Most of dl it was
wonderful to berid of Dickon. More and more he had constricted my every move and his suspicions had
haunted me so much | found myself glancing over my shoulder even now to make sure he wasn't
following.

Of course being free was acomparative term. | had the othersto think about and care for, Tug to
return to his people and my own journey to complete, but at least we could proceed at our own pace.

It was blissto just lie back againgt the thwarts of the boat, even hemmed in as we were by peasants,
farmers, children, sacks of grain, rolls of cloth, strings of dried fish and crates of chickens. Above uswas
acloudless ky, rice fields and stands of bamboo did past with alazy regularity, and the smooth water of
the Y elow Snake River gurgled and dapped against the hull, accompanied by the flap of sail and cresk
of rudder.

Ky-Lin, Tug and Growch had done well while | lay deadened by the opium. Ky-Lin had
remembered from the map that the river looped briefly towards the town some five miles away and had
ascertained that boats travelled regularly both north and south, and in fact we had picked up onethis
midafternoon. Theriver eventualy turned to the east and Cathay, but by thisway, though dower, we
should be some two hundred miles farther towards our god, with little effort on our part. Just aslong as



the money held out: we should have to be careful and economize where we could. Luckily nobody would
charge for Growch, and Ky-Lin was tucked up in the hood of my cloak, both for safety and so he could
whisper trandationsiif necessary.

| patted Tug'sknee. "Not bad, en?' He shivered and snuggled nearer, hiseyesrolling in fright. "It'sall
right,” | sad dowly, hoping he would understand. "Ky-Lin: tell him therés nothing to be afraid of "

But though the magic creature did hisbest Tug refused to be comforted, and | recaled my own
experience with water. Thefirg time | had beenin afrail rowing boat carrying me away from marauding
soldiers, the second | had nearly been drowned when | was cut off by an incoming tide and the third had
been that dreadful storm when we had left VVenice, so perhaps Tug wasto be pitied. | stretched out my
hand but he had bolted to the side and heaved up into theriver.

| moved over to rub hisback, athing my mother had done when | was a child in some sick situation,
and | had aways found it comforting. Remembering my ring had many powers, | drew that gently down
his spine too, and wasn't surprised when he turned to me with aweak smile and announced he was.
"Better with no tum!" He added: "Like ride horse. Fal off two threetime. Learn quick.” And after that he
wasdl right.

Wetravelled from one stopover to another, at each one discharging cargo and passengers and taking
on others. | had no word of the native tongue, even having to bargain for our fare with sign language and
Ky-Lin'swhispers, but the people were kind and cheerful, inviting usto share their meagre provisons.
These were usualy cooked on abrazier in the well of the boat, although occasiondly wetied up for the
night by some village or other and dined there in one of the tiny eating houses. In thisway we travelled
some seventy or eighty miles north, then the boat in which we were travel ling turned back and we took
another, smaller, which tied up every night. In order to eat | had to buy asmall cooking pot, food on the
way and have Tug forage for the wood for afire. Thistook us another fifty miles, and then we swapped
to astring of barges carrying cattle—not an experience to be repeated.

The weather gradually changed as autumn and the approaching north brought colder winds, rain,
faling leaves, and cranes winging south. By now we were some hundred and fifty miles further on, but the
river narrowed into a series of gorges through which water raced in atorrent, and only the hardiest and
most reckless boatman would venture the rapids. It seemed this terrain was unchanged for fifty milesor
50, and we decided to findly leave the river and start walking.

We hadn't gone more than a couple of milesor sowhen |, at least, was regretting it. | had gone soft,
what with mule and river travel, and dthough Tug carried hisfair share of the baggage, minefdt to weigh
aton, and we were dl hot, sticky, and tired by the time we had walked ten milesthat first day. A village
gave us shlter for the night, we had alift on abullock cart the following day, which was abit like
travelling snail-back, but at least it gave my feet arest. My stomach, too, had begun to play up again, but
only intermittently. For the next three daysit rained continuoudy and we were holed up in amiserable
hovel with adripping roof and | began to wonder if we had offended some local god.

On thefifth day our luck changed for the better. The sun shone warm, we dried out, and | reckoned
we could risk anight in the open if we could find some bushes or convenient trees. During the day we
had managed to gather some nuts and berries to supplement our diet, and aswe were now in sight of a
good-sized village, | decided to go in and buy rice or beans. Travelling on theriver, the money had
trickled away asfast asthe water ran, and | had no idea how much farther we had to go.

We had just found alikely camping spot and set down our baggage, dusk wasfaling and Tug was
about to forage for wood, when we heard the sound of pipes and firecrackers from the village. | never
got used to the haf and quarter tones of eastern music and firecrackers dways made me jump, but Tug
loved both, so we picked up our packs again and set off towards the celebrations. At the very worst
there would be some scraps of food dropping from the tables for Growch to scrounge, and at best we
might be invited to share with some hospitable villager.

Although the outer streets were deserted there had obvioudly been a procession of sorts earlier, for
the ground was littered with scraps of colored paper and burned-out firecrackers, but the noise now



came from the center of the village, as did ahedthy smell of cooking meet and rice. We followed our
ears and our noses and found ourselvesin the village square.

In one corner acouple of spitswere turning vigoroudy and large pans were Smmering over atrench
fire; while they waited for the food, the villagers were clapping an entertainment. Asusua at these
functions, like any other villagein the world, certain unwritten rules for socia behavior were observed.
The ederly were comfortably seated around the perimeter, some with smaller children and babies on
their [gps, the young men congregated in one corner, the girlsin the opposite, parents and middle-aged
bustled from one group to another exchanging gossip, and the older children played tag and got under
everyone'sfedt.

But for now al wasrdatively quiet asthey watched the performers. A trio of children, some younger
even than Tug, were working acrobatic tricks with aman who was obvioudy their father, while an older
boy twisted himsdf into knots and did cartwhedls round them; in another space a pair of jugglerstossed
balls, rings and torchesinto the air and at each other, while on the fringes waited agreat brown bear with
aring through its nose, shifting restlessly from paw to paw. Its owner, athickset man with apipein his
hand ready to play the music for the creature to dance to, suddenly jerked at the chain that ran through
the ring in the bear's nose, which bit into the soft part of the nostril and made the poor thing squeal with
pain. Smultaneoudy, it seemed, my heart jumped in sympathy and the ring on my finger gave a sudden
stab.

Thering stabbed again, and dl at once | had abrilliant idea. In what seemed another life my beautiful
blind knight with his clear singing voice and the anima s with me then had given performances such as
these to pay our way. Why not try it again? True, the only origind members of our troupe were Growch
and mysdlf, and dl he had ever done was beg, turn somersaults, and lie down and "die," but surely we
could concoct something between us. | asked Tug if he knew any tricks, through Ky-Lin.

"He says," trandated the latter, "give him ahorse and heisthe best in the world. He also says he can
turn cartwhedls, do leaping somersaults and walk on his hands as well as the children over there. Oh, and
he says he dances and plays the pipe dso."

| had left my old pipe and tabor behind at Matthew's, but | supposed one could be bought
somewhere here. In the meantime.. . .

"Growch darling, come over here." But he had found some scraps under atable and was discussing
their ownership vigoroudy with acouple of village curs. | dragged him away.

"What d'yer wannado that for? Got ‘em on therun, | 'ad—"

"Listen to meamoment! I'll buy you all the supper you want if you'll do measmal favor. Do you
remember .. ." and | reminded him of our past performances, and tried to get him interested in some
moreimmediate ones.

"Not on yer lifel Right twit | used ter look, al ponced up in ribbonsan' fings! Said then 'never again' |
sd...."

"You never did!"
"Said it to meself. Never break apromiseto yersalf." And he scratched until the fur flew.

"Right. Haveit your own way. But the only way we can buy supper—dices of juicy mesat with lots of
crackly skin, nice crunchy bonesfilled with marrow—is by earning some money performing here and
now."

He hoofed out his|eft ear, looked at his paw and licked it. "Well, what you goin' ter do, then?”’
What indeed. | didn't Sing or play their music and couldn't stand on my heed.

Ky-Lin spoke softly in my ear. "How about alittle magic?'

"Red magic? How?'

"What they will believeis magic. How about ataking dog?'

"Growch?'



"Who dse?Ligen . . ." and he outlined ascheme so beautiful initssmplicity that | felt at once
optimistic. We crept around a corner to rehearse.

| thought | foresaw adifficulty.
"How can | announce us and aso name the objects when | don't speak aword of their language?'

"Simple!” said Ky-Lin. "Mime. I'll speak the words and you just open and shut your mouth and wave
your ams about. Listen!" and al a oncein my ear came my own voice, echoing my persuasionsto
Growch awhile back. Thiswas followed by arapid speech in the language of the country. Ashewas
Stting on my shoulder it was like having an echo to the earlier part. "Convinced?"

With alittle more practice it might just work. After al, they could only boo and jeer and turn us out
of thevillageif they didn't like us, and we'd be no worse off. . . .

"Well," | said, patting my stomach, "I haven't eaten so well for weeks!"
"Very paatable,” said Ky-Lin, licking the remains of the honey from his antennae.

"Good, good, good!" grinned a greasy-faced Tug, and belched—a habit which seemed to be the
polite way to express appreciation in his country. "Do again, more money, morefood . . ." He belched
agan.

"Growch? Are you satisfied?’

But asnore wasthe only answer. His ssomach was so distended with rice, pork, beans and pancakes
that it shone like a pink-gray bladder through the thinner hair of hisbelly. A couple of fleas scurried
through the curls quite clearly. Oh, Growch! Still he had done agreat job this evening: so had they all.

| curled up on my pallet in the smal back room we had hired for the night and let the images of our
performance dance behind my closed eyelids, secure in the comfortable discomfort of ajust-too-full
stomach and the consciousness of apouch full of smal coins. . .

"llludtrious villagers, fathers of industry, mothers of many, older folk with the wisdom of the years,
youngsters who will grow strong and tall astheir ancestors. . ."

"Move your mouth abit more,” whispered Ky-Lin. "It looks more authentic.”
We should have to practice thismore; till in the torchlight it probably didn't ook too bad.

"Tonight we bring you, from the far corners of the world, an entertainment to delight and mystify. You
will see marve s of agility from aprince of his people, feats of intelligence from adog who learnt his
wisdom from the Great Masters of the East, and findly an act so mind-bending that you will betelling
your children's children of it for yearsto come. . . ."

It was strange to hear my voice ringing strong and confident, trandating thewords| gave Ky-Linina
whisper into the loca language. It was the showman's spidl, of course, used throughout the world with
only locd variations. Grab the attention of your audience, flatter them, then give them an inflated idea of
the acts they were about to see, and provide the performers with exotic backgrounds for greater wonder
and appreciation.

Puff the acts as they appear and keep the best till last, for that is how your audience will remember
you when the bowl comes round for the coins. In thisway Tug did his acrobatics, Growch histricks.
Then camethe part | was dreading: if it failed we would be laughed out of town.

But it hadn't, the dear Lord be praised! In fact it had gone better than expected. After an
introduction, explaining what we intended to do, Tug had moved among the audience borrowing an
object here, another there. These he showed to Growch one by one, and the dog had then trotted over
to where | sat with my back turned and "told" me what each object was with barks and yips, Ky-Lin,
tucked up in my hood, correctly identifying the objects as Tug showed them to Growch. | then made a
great thing of rising to my feet and pretending to consder what the dog had "told" me, Ky-Lin eventually
announcing it in my voice. To add verisimilitude | had once or twice pretended that | hadn't understood,
and made Growch repesat hisnoiseswith alittle variation, till he had informed me hewas giving himsdlf a



headache. . ..

Seepily | began to plan ahead. If we could polish up the act allittle, were sure of finding enough
audiences, then we should not only not have to worry about money, but could afford some costumes: the
more profitable you looked, the more likely you were to attract more money and greater respect.

It may have been the unaccustomed feast that lay uneasy on my stomach, but when | findly did fall
adeep it wasn't of our better fortunesthat | dreamt: it was of a poor tormented bear, dancing an eterna
jig to ascreech of pipes, his nose bleeding and hisfeet sore. . . .

From then on the travelling, though not perfect, became moretolerable. Our first “take" lasted until
our next, more polished performancein alarger village. That one not only filled my pouch, but provided a
bright costume for Tug (he wanted to weer it al the time) and ribbons for Growch (who never wanted
them at all). Now we could afford alift to the next villages and if, when we got there, they were too poor
to pay usin anything except abowl of rice and aroom for the night, then that was dl right too. We were
moving in the right direction as Suleiman’'s map showed and my Waystone confirmed.

The only drawback was that the wegather was worsening; it was now late fal and we weretravelling
towards the northerly cold aswell. Every now and again aflurry of deet bore down on thewinds, and a
chill breath lay over the early mornings. In the countryside the harvests of rice and grain were safely
gathered, fodder for the wintering beasts stacked and fruits dried, cheeses stored. The peasants knew
that their food had to last until spring so there was little enough to spare for travellers, even if they could
pay. One could not eat coin, but two handfuls of rice saved meant another day's bellyful.

Aswetravelled farther, rumors began to trickle back about a great celebration to be held in one of
the principal cities of the province. Ky-Lin (who listened to everything about him) reported that the
second and favorite son of the ruler was to be married amid great pomp and ceremony.

"They say it will be asight no man should miss. There will be enough food and drink to feed the
whole city freefor aweek, and entertainments are to be held day and night. It isalso said that those who
have such entertainmentsto offer will be doubly welcome and paid accordingly.”

"It might be just arumor. Y ou know how these things get exaggerated by hearsay.”

Hewaved his plumed tail. "True, but judging by the consstency of thetales, | think we can safely say
that thereisto be amarriage, there will be celebrations and possibly entertainerswould find it worth their
whileto attend.”

"Isit far out of our way?"

"A little perhaps, but that should be outweighed by the fact that as we go towards the city morellifts
will be available. The same &fter the celébrations, for everyone will disperseto their homes again, and
that will include those who travel our way. It should bring us nearer Tug's people.”

"Canwewait for aday or so more? ustincase. . ."

But it seemed that Ky-Lin was right. The roads became suddenly more crowded; not only with the
usual traffic but with other entertainers and even amore prosperous traveller or two, ableto afford his
own trangport, and they were dl moving in the same direction. Now we were joined by caravans
carrying goods and provisions, and it became more difficult to find food along the way, so wetook to
carrying and cooking our own, it having been tacitly decided that we would take our chances with the
rest travelling to the celebrations.

Along the way we met other entertainers we had come across before—the father with his acrobatic
children, two or three jugglers, asword swallower. Also on the road were cages of exotic animals: | saw
two lions, large apes, astriped horse and huge, comatose snakes. And then, in alargish village some
seventy miles short of our destination, we came across the dancing bear again.

For once | had managed to secure aroom for usin aramshackle house on the edge of town, but at
least it was shelter from the cold. The proprietor had also provided areasonable meal of rice and



vegetables, with even abit of meat thrown in. It had been amiserably wet, windy day'stravelling, but the
rain let up in the evening, and we decided to take astrall, having no intention of wasting a show on such
an inclement night, but wanting to seeif anyone el se was desperate enough to try it.

As| thought, most houses were aready tight-shuttered for the night, just achink of light from their
lamp wicksfloating in saucers of oil to show they were occupied, and even these would soon be dowsed
to save the preciousfud. It wasn't till we came to the ubiquitous square that we saw others had braved
the wesather. This village boasted the equivalent of atown hall, and on its stepslounged a couple of the
village law enforcers, stout cudgelsin their hands. In the square itsdf were half adozen men, two women
and about twenty children, watching the antics of a second-classjuggler and amagician whose tricks
were of the smplest. Thejuggler, athin man with long, yellowed teeth, dropped hislast few sticks,
grimaced, and, picking up the single coin that had been dropped, disappeared down aside Street. The
magician continued to pull his colored scarves, open and shut his"magic” boxes, but now al eyeswent to
another attraction: the bear had emerged with his keeper, the latter obvioudy well away on ricewine.

The creature |ooked worse for wear than ever; he was shabbier and thinner than when | had seen
him last, and hisfur now stuck up in spikes from the soaking he must have got earlier that day. His owner
wasin afoul mood aswell as being too drunk even to play his pipes properly. The worse he played, the
more he jerked on the chain that ended at the bear's nose as it refused to respond, even kicking it with
his heavy bootstill it grunted in pain. A couple of the village curs decided to join in, nipping a the bear's
hedstill it roared in pain; the owner struck it on the nose with his pipe, the crowd jeered and the
bewildered creature dropped to all fours.

The ring on my finger was throbbing, and | could bear the cruelty no longer. | started forward, but
Ky-Linhissed in my ear: "Wait! oh impatient one, wait alittlelonger."

"Wemugt do something!™

"Wewill. Just bedill. . . ."

Eventualy the torture sopped. No coins were forthcoming, the dogs found something elseto distract
them and the bear owner gave alast cruel twist to the chain and led the beast off.

"Now wefollow," said Ky-Lin, "if you ill wishto hdp.”

"Of coursel" But how, | wondered.

Wefollowed them at adiscreet distance right to the outskirts of the village, where there wasfifty
yards or so of open land till thick wood crowded in. The bear and his keeper disappeared into the trees.
With open ground to cover we were threatened with discovery.

"I'll go," said Growch. "Seewhat '€sup to. You wait 'ere.”

Five minutes later he was back. "Anchored the bear to arock in aclearin'," hereported. " 'E'son'is
way back. Better clear out.”

We made our way back to our lodgings, but | couldn't settle.

"Can't we take him some food or something? The poor thing was starving.” In acorner of our room,
also used as a storeroom, there was a pile of root vegetables. | picked out two or three. "These'd do; I'll
pay for theminthemorning.”

Ky-Lin thought for amoment. "We need aclear field," he said at last. "No interruptions. | think | can
arrange that. Follow me. . . ."

At alittle smoky eating house we found the bear keeper, seated on astool, arguing with the two law
keepers we had seen earlier. They were not inclined to argue back, | could see that, but Ky-Lin had a
littlemagic a hisdisposd. | heard him chuntering away to himsdlf, and amoment later the stool on which
the bear keeper sat collapsed under him, he grabbed at one of the law keepers for support and the pair
of them crashed to thefloor, fists flying. In amoment the other man had joined in, and the upshot of it al
was one rebellious bear keeper dragged away to the village's small lockup to spend the night.

"How did you do that?" | asked Ky-Lin, aswe hurried off to feed the bear.



"All matter hasits own composition; it just needed disarranging alittle” he said, which | didn't
understand at dl.

Growch led us across the waste ground, littered with rubbish and odds and ends, and through the
scrub to a path between the trees, now faintly illuminated by a quarter moon.

"Down 'ereabit. You'll 'ear 'im afore you sees 'im, moren like."

| had thought it was the moaning of the wind in the trees, but it was a voice, made clear and stark by
the ring on my finger, throbbing once morein timewith my heart.

"Oh me, oh my, how miserable| bel How | hurts, how | stings! How dark isthe world, how drear . .
. I behungry, | bewet, | be cold! | long to be dead, dead or back in the land that gave me birth. My hills
and forests, they cdll outtome. . . ."

"'E'smad!" breathed Growch. "Stark, gtarin’ . . . Don’ go too near 'im, girl!"
In the clearing, chained to arock, the bear was weaving his own kind of dance. Moonlight dappled

his shabby fur as he swayed from front to back, his paws leaving the ground one after the other and back
again, his head swinging from sideto side, his eyes crazed and red.

Strangely | felt no fear, and my ring was comforting. | stepped forward and placed the roots on the
ground in front of him, then stepped back again. "Food for you, Bear," | said dowly and clearly.

But the anima ill swung back and forth, hiseyes glazed, hisjaw dripping spittle. | went forward
again, and thistime, in spite of an anguished squed from Growech, | gripped the dripping muzzlefirmly in
my hands. "Stop it! We are friends. We have cometo freeyou. . . ."

Gradudly he stilled, and apair of small black eyeslooked straight up a me.

"Who areyou?'

"A friend." | brought thering closeto his eyes. "We have cometo help you."

"How? But how?' The head started swinging again. "1 am chained, chained forever! Nose hurts, but
keepsmechained . . ."

| hadn't thought about the chain. "Ky-Lin?"

A tiny sigh. "If | thought what | thought just then it would put me back another twenty points. . . . But
I'm not going to think it. | am hereto help. Now, listen: it istime for alittle more magic. Thistime both
yoursand mine."

"How?| have no magic. .. ."

A patient Sgh. "Of asort. Just do as| say." Heleaned over my shoulder and atiny puff of smoke
escaped his nostrils and drifted towards the bear. A moment later the beast's eyes closed, its head
drooped. "He's adeep. Take out your Waystone and stroke it round and round the nose ring—no
questions, just do as| ask. That'sit: one hundred times, no more, no less. Are you counting?'

A minute, two, three. "Ninety-nine, one hundred. Now what?'

"Hold me closeto the nosering. . . ." Therewasating of metal and the ring snapped. "Twist it out of
hisnose." The chain fell to the ground, the bear opened his eyes and blinked. " Alteration of matter twice
inone night: amazing! Just pass your Unicorn'sring across hisnose: it'll ease the pain.”

The bear was free: groggy, but free. | stepped back and breathed more easily. "Eat the food and then
get yoursdlf back to your hillsor forests," | said. "Good luck, Bear!"

| wasjust going to ask Ky-Lin how on earth the Waystone had anything to do with snapping thering
in the animal's nose when | tripped over Growch who had stopped suddenly on the path back to the
village. He growled menacingly.

| gazed ahead: nothing unusud. "One of these days you'll give me heart falure” | said. "Move
over—"

It wasthen | screamed. Without any warning a heavy hand clamped down on my shoulder, avoice
hissedin my ear.



"Got you! Thought you'd escaped me, didn't you? Wdl, you canthink again. . . ."

Chapter Eleven

It wasjust aswell | had no pressing need to relieve mysdif. | legpt away, Growch growling, Tug
cursing, but it was amoment longer before | recognized the shabbily dressed figure.

"Dickon!"

"The same, my girl! I've had the devil's own job finding you, dthough at the end you left enough clues
with your playacting—"

"But why? Why did you follow us?1 told you—"

"A pack of liesl | know where you're bound, and why! I'm just not going to let you get away with it,
that'sal! | don't know whether you're in league with Matthew Spicer, or that darkie fellow Suleiman, or
whether you're working on your own, but either way I'm going to be apart of it."

"Part of what? Oh Dickon! Y ou're not thinking we're after treasure, are you? | tell you, theré's no
suchthing!"

"Y ou have maps. On it isthe legend 'Here be Dragons.’ And where there are dragons thereis
treasure. Everyone knows that!"

"Oh, you slly boy!" | said wearily. "If you could read abit more you would know that al mapmakers
put that when the terrain is unknown. It'stheir excuse, don't you see?"

"Then why are you headed that way? What'sin it for you? What would drag you hafway round the
world unless it was afabulous treasure?’

"That'smy business" | said. "Now why don't you leave us adl aone and go back where you came
from?" | was so utterly fed up with his sudden appearance that had | had a magic wand | would have
waved him away to perdition. "I'm leaving, and | don't want to see you again.”

His hand snapped down on my wrist. "Not so fast! I'm not letting you— Ow! Let go! Summer .. ."

"Y ou want meto kill?" asked the bear, whom | had completely forgotten. On his hind legs he was
taller than any man | knew, and he held Dickon against his chest as easily as| would hug adoall. I thought
he had eaten his roots and disappeared, but it seemed he wastrying to repay mefor hisfreedom.

"No, no!" | said hastily. "Y ou can let him go. Thank you just the same. He is no threat, just abloody
nuisance.”

"Y ou sure?' He sounded disappointed.

"I'msure.” | went forward to help Dickon to hisfeet, for the bear had dropped him pretty hard on his
rear. "Get up, Dickon, and be on your way."

He scrambled to hisfeet. "Y ou can communicate with that—that beast? | redlized when | saw you dl

that time ago that you had some sort of rgpport with the other animal's, especidly that flying pig of yours,
but | thought it was just good training. But that—that Thing," and he nodded in the direction of the besr,



now busy polishing off theroots | had brought him, "He's new to you, surely?"

"Best I've ever tasted,” mumbled the bear. "Best I've ever tasted. My, oh my, oh my!"

| suppose | hadn't thought about it. My ring could give me access to animal communication, but this
time| had just "talked" to the creature without prior reasoning. Well, it had worked.

"Yes" | said. "We can understand one another.”

"Well, tell him to disgppear,” said Dickon, brushing hims=lf down. "Y ou've set him free, | saw you
unlock hischain, but that's that, isn't it? Come on, let's get back to that room you've hired. I've got to talk
to you. It'simportant.”

Towhom?1 wondered. It meant that | couldn't get rid of him immediately, not if he had been
following us so close he even knew where we lodged. | supposed the least | could do was explain once
more and give him afew coinsto speed him on hisway. Thetrouble was, he had a very persuasive
tongue. . . .

"Very wdl. Y ou go ahead, you obvioudy know whereitis. I'll just seethis creature on hisway.
Growch, you go with him." | didn't want him searching my baggage again.

| turned to the bear, now cleaning his mouth with his paw of any residue of root.

"All better now? Good. Now you are free, free to go wherever you please. Y our master islocked up
for the night, but you had better get going so he doesn't catch you again. Why don't you go back home?'

The bear turned puzzled eyes towards me. "Home? Home many, many, many treks away. Not sure
whereto find. You help.”

"Oh dear!" said Ky-Lin. "I should have guessed as much. Sorry, girl."
"What that?' said Bear, his scarred nose questing the air. "Demon?’
Ky-Lin showed himself and Bear seemed suitably impressed. " Good demon.”

"I'm afraid heisof limited intelligence," said Ky-Linfor my ears only. "Probably taken too soon from
his parents, and the treatment he has suffered would make it worse.”

| felt that at any moment | should have a headache.

"Don't you have any ideawhich way ishome?' | asked wesrily.

He settled down on his haunches, closed his eyes and began to recite.

"Long times ago, cub with sster. Hunters come, kill mother, take cubs." He stopped, and his head
began to sway from sideto sSide again. "Firgt treat good, feed well. Then hot stones to burn feet, make
dance. Tie up with chain to stand high. Pipe make squeak, dance, dance. . ." and now hiswhole body
was swaying, his paws leaving the ground rhythmically, one after the other. "Ring through nose, much
pain. Sigter liedown, not get up any more. Aieee, aieee!" and he lifted hismuzzle and roared in pain and
anger.

"Hush, now!" | was scared we were making too much noise. "No more pain. Y ou'l find home soon. .

"How? Bears not see good longways. Know from that way," and he nodded west. "Mountains.
Trees. Streams. Caves. Honey, roots, grubs. Mother, warm, milk, play, sster, love. . ."

That did it. Loveis so many things.

"If we show you theway to go?'

"Loseway without help. Y ou help, Bear help. Show you whereis honey, roots." He smacked his
lips. "Bear find cavesto deep. Bear protect. Bear come with you."

| saw it was hopeless. "Very well. Bear come with us. First we find home for boy—" | nodded at
Tug, who was keeping his distance, "—then we find your home. But we havelittle. . ." | hesitated, then
drew some coinsfrom my pocket. "We have little of these. They buy usfood and lodging. Y ou will have
to forage for food."



"Is same as man get for dance—you want more? | dancefor you. All eat well.”

It was an idea, but we should have to movefast if we wereto get away from hisformer magter. If he
wasn't chained we couldn't be accused of stealing him, | reckoned. | led the way back to our lodgings
without meeting anyone. Perhaps the better for Dickon's peace of mind, Bear ected to deep outside by
the woodpile. | warned him to keep out of sight.

"If Bear want no seg, no see.”

Inside, Dickon had made up thefirein the brazier and was Sitting on a stool nervoudly regarding
Growch, who was perched like ahairy statue on top of the baggage. Part of hisleft lip was snagged back
on atooth, showing he had had occasion to snarl.

"Not very trusting, ishe?' said Dickon, sucking the knuckles of hisright hand.

"Depends. He takes his duties very serioudy.”

"l wasjudt trying to be friendly. . . ." There were acouple of neat blue puncture marks on his hand.

"Friendly isasfriendly does,”" said Growch. "Don' call it friendly when 'e puts'is paw where'e
shouldn'”

| sat on the other stool, asullen Tug crouched a my feet.

"Now, Dickon, what was it you wanted to say?"

He shifted uncomfortably. "It'sabit difficult. Y ou see, when | |ft the caravan, I—I sort of resgned.”

"Youwhat?'

"Chucked it in, said | wasn't going back. Y ou see, | thought that when | found you—"

"Not that stupid business of atreasure again! If I'vetold you once, I've—"

"I know you have! | just don't believe you. | thought it wasworth therisk."

"Wadl it wasn't! It wasjust plain stupid of you to throw dl that awvay. Just ook at you: where aredl
your fine clothes, your fancy haircut?' There must beaway out of this. "If | give you sometravelling
money and a note to Matthew, I'm sure held take you back.”

"Why?Y ou two got something specia going? Hell take me back just to keep my mouth shut? Isthat
it?'

"| assure you, once and for all," | said through gritted teeth, "what I'm doing here has absolutely
nothing whatsoever to do with Matthew Spicer. Quitethe reverse, in fact.”

"Wadll, | can't afford to go back, not now. | used dl the cash | had in tracing you." He gestured at his
rags. "Even had to sal my clothes. Got anything to est? I'm starving! I'm aso broke, and cold. Didn't
reckon you'd usetheriver: clever, that." He stood up. "Thanks for offering some travel money, but how
far do you think I'd get before winter caught up?' His tone changed; now it held awheedling note.
"Look, I'll accept al you say about not going after treasure, but you must see that you need me. You're
going somewhere, that's plain, and presumably aso coming back. So why can't | go with you? If it'sno
secret, then how can you possibly object? After dl, you're only agirl, and you need aman to look after
you...."

"l seem to have managed dl right so far with Tug and Growch. And now the bear has volunteered to
joinus" | good up. "Going somewhere? Y es. I'm taking Tug back to his people, then finding Bear his
home; after that, who knows? So, thereés nothing in it for you except alot of travelling with companions
you have aready found—unfriendly. What's more, we just can't afford you. Back there you spoke the
language, you had experience of the routes; here, you're less than we are. We have to work our passage
and we have enough mouths to feed already.”

"l canwork!"

"Doing what? Standing on your head, waking on your hands, turning cartwhedls? Or would you
fancy abit of mind reading? Oh, come on, Dickon!"

"No, no, no! Don't be silly, I've seen your act twice—just waiting agood moment to approach



you—and | think you could do with someone more polished to choose the objects from the audience.
We could establish acode, you and I; if | said ‘what have we here? it could mean ascarf; ‘what isthis?
apiece of jewery—"

"Don't beslly! If you spokein our language folk would believe you were telling me straight out what
wasin your hand, and you don't speak their tongue. Besides, | don't need your code; Growch manages
quite well to tel mewhat Tug hasin hishand. If you've seen us perform you'll know how it works."

"Stuff and nonsense! That cur wouldn't know how to describe—a spectacle case, for instance, or an
embroidered purse, whatever primitive language you have going between you. I've seen you identify
things like that, so, how do you do it? Mirrors? And where did you learn the language? They seem to
understand you."

So he didn't know our secrets, didn't know about Ky-Lin.

"I don't need mirrors; | am told exactly what Tug holds up—by magic.”

"Rubbish! No such thing. You can't kid me. It'sdl atrick, albeit adamned clever one."
| shrugged. "Think what you like. . . . So, what €l se could you do?’

"Manage the bear. With abit moretraining, itd—"

"He"

"He, then. I'm not in the business of sexing bears. He could learn afew more tricks, and we'd—"
"He doent likeyou."

"A bear on achain doesn't havetolikeyou. . . ."

"He's not on achain, and he's never going to wear one again.”

"Then how are you going to control him? He's vicious, you know."

"He's as gentle as—alamb. Just abit bigger, that'sal.”

"And therest! That crestureisn't safe! Y ou can't control it with—"

"Him!"

"—a softly, softly approach. Now if you'd just let me have ago—"

"No!"

"Why not? We'd increase our profits, buy new clothes, even could hire awagon to trave in; you'd
likethat, wouldn't you?'

All of asudden he had become a part of the"we". . ..

"Of course | would," | said. "But I've freed Bear and in return for trying to find his homeland, he has

aready agreed to work with us. | don't know yet just what form thiswill take, but no way will | have a
chain put back on him, or try and coerce him into something he doesn't want to do. He's suffered

enough.”
Helooked at mefor along moment, but | couldn't read his expression. Then he looked away and
shrugged his shoulders.

"Haveit your way. | till think | could be an asst. Let me travel with you for, say, acouple of days:
after that, if | don't prove my worth, well say farewell. Fair enough?”'

"Andif | don't agree?’
"I'd follow you anyway. And you wouldn't like any disruption to your plans, would you?'

That sounded like aveiled threst. WWelcome me into the bosom of your little family, otherwise I'll
throw firecrackers a the bear, interrupt your mind-reading sessions and tell everyoneyoureagirl. . . .

If I'd had more time to think, had considered how Ky-Lin could perhaps have come up with a better
solution, | probably wouldn't have caved in so easily. Asit was| wastoo tired to argue.

"Two days, then. We're off at dawn. Walking—until of course your grandiose schemes cometo
pass,” | added nadtily.



He had never been one to recognize sarcasm. Instead he beamed, giving me aglimpse of the
handsome lad he had become, in spite of therags.

"Thanks. | sort of thought you might seeit my way eventudly. Well make agreet team, you and |,
Summer. Y ou want to get ahead in the world, make some money, then I'm your man. Y ou'reredly quite
an atractivegirl in your own fashion and if you let your hair grow and—"

"Have you eaten?’ | wasfurious at his condescension. "Hereyou arel” | flung acouple of coinsin his
direction. "Don't disturb us when you come back. I'm sorry thereisn't another blanket, but you could
aways go outside to the woodpile and curl up with Bear!"

But asit happened he did wake us, and that long before dawn.

| heard someone stumbling around, knocking over astool, treading on my foot, groaning. It must
have been around four in the morning, and | reckoned he must have spent most of hismoney on ricewine
and was too drunk to keep quiet. Sitting up, | unwrapped mysdlf and lit one of the oil lamps.

"Can't you keep quiet?" | hissed. "Some of us are—why, whatever's the matter? Are you sick?”'

Even by the scanty light | could see hisface had a greenish cast, and he was swaying from sideto
side, wringing his hands.

He shook his head, lessin negation than in what seemed an effort to clear it of some awful memory.

"No, no, it'snothing likethat. . . ." Even hisvoice was different: he sounded like achild afraid of the
dark.

"Then, what? Here, st down before you fal down. I've got some water—"

Hewaved it away. "No thanks. It'sjust that . . . I've never seen . .. Oh, Summer, it wasterrible!
Y ou wouldn't believe—" and to my complete consternation he broke down and wept noisly. "We must
get away, now!"

All animosity forgotten, | went over and laid ahand on his shoulder.
"Tell me. Take your time, but | want to know. . . ."

| held my lantern high over the form of the deeping bear, curled into aball like any domestic cat,
paws over hisnose and snoring alittle.

"Wake up, Bear," | said. "Timeto go."

He opened hissmall black eyes, blinked, yawned and stretched. "Why go in dark? Walt till sun.”

"No, Bear; we move now. Village not safe anymore. There are—there are men who seek to hurt
you. Come, quick: we are reedy."

"You say go, we go." He lumbered to hisfeet and had a good scratch, hisloose skin moving up and
down asif it were an extra coat. "Why men want to hurt Bear? Bear not dowrong. . . ."

No, Bear, | thought: you wouldn't think it wrong. To you it wasthe law by which you had been
taught to live.

Dickon had told me how aman had come stumbling into the eating house where he had been Sitting,
ydling and shouting, pointing down the street towards the thatched hut where the bear owner had been
imprisoned overnight. The clientele had al streamed out and followed the man to aterrible sght. The
flimsy thatch on the low roof had been torn away, and inside lay the prisoner, the skin flayed from his
back, histhroat chewed open.

No, Bear, | said to mysdlf again, you didn't do wrong. But | watched with asqueeze of horror in my
heart asthe animal completed histoilet by licking the last of the dried blood from his claws.



Chapter Twelve

We made the best speed we could that day and the next, but to my gresat relief no one seemed to
have followed us. There was no reason why they should, of course; they would assume that the bear had
killed his master and then fled into the wilderness. All the same, | didn't want anyone to see the anima
until I had changed his appearance alittle. To that end he had a thorough wash and brush and, at
Ky-Lin'ssuggestion, | used some wood dye to darken his mask and paint abroad stripe down his back,
like abadger's. In truth though, washing and brushing and good food made more dteration than anything
else after afew days| doubt anyone—even his old master—would have recognized him.

The thought of what he had done gtill gave me shivers, but once again it was Ky-Lin, the creature
who could not even bend a blade of grass, who understood better than |.

"Heisachild," hesaid. "In hislast incarnation he was probably aneglected baby never taught right
from wrong and died before he learnt. The Great-One-Who-Understands-All would not blame him. He
has a chance now to learn from usthat we al owe each other something and that includesliving together
inasocid harmony. Hewasjust removing something that had hurt him—like you humansthink nothing of
swatting awasp."

| managed aweak smile. "Waspsdon't sting you," | said. "They wouldn't darel™

Hefluffed out his plumed tail. "The colors put them off," he said, perfectly serious. "Besides" he
added: "Like your Son-of-God, we are taught to turn the other cheek. One good thing has come out of
this"

"What?'

"The bear's owner has been sent away before he can compound his crimes. Perhaps the Great One
will bring him back as abear, so that next time he will have learnt and will be redeemed to ahigher
plane”

| didn't fed | was competent to enter into ardligious discusson with Ky-Lin; dl | was grateful for
was that Bear was gentle and sweet-tempered with us, and willingly cooperated in perfecting our act.

Tug did his acrobaticsfirst, then Bear ambled in, wearing a soft red collar | had made for him,
decorated with little bells. Tug coaxed aweird tune or two out of the pipe | had bought for him, the bear
danced and when he had finished dropped to al fours. Tug climbed on his back with ashivering,
gyes-tight-shut-all-the-time Growch in hisarms. Bear rose to his hind legs as Tug climbed up his back
and, having perfect balance, the boy stood on the bear's shoulders, holding Growch aoft as Bear dowly
clapped his pawstogether. Needless to say, the only one who needed persuasion, bribes and petting,
was Growch.

"Snot dignified," he said, "for the star performer, thetalkin' dog, to be 'ung up inthe air like so much
washin'. 'Sides, makesmeadl dizzy!"

"But just listen to the gpplause,” | said dyly. "How many of your kind do you know that could be as
brave? And just ook at dl the fine mealswe're having, and al because of you. . . ."

After that he didn't grumble as much, but he ill kept his eyestightly shut.



| kept Ky-Lin asecret from Dickon still, and athough the latter now took over the job of sdlecting
trinkets from the audience for me, dressed in amulticolored costume | had sewn from scraps of colored
dlksand cottons | had bargained for, he was till mystified at my "guesses,” as he called them.

For themost part Ky-Lin lived ether in thelining of my jacket or in the hood of my cloak, though if
we had aroom to oursaves at night, he would come out and prance around like atiny pony, al fluffed up
and full of energy. Separate rooms were becoming an increasing problem, though, aswe neared the city.
At mogt, with the increasing traffic, we were making only afew milesaday, and accommodation in the
villages we rested a was becoming difficult to find, bespoke by those who came first. Sometimeswe
were lucky, sometimes not.

On one of the luckier occasionswe were only twenty miles short of the city: we tried the houses on
the edges of the village first and, just asit started to rain—arain that would last for two, soaking
days—we found awidow woman willing to rent us her house.

Through Ky-Lin | learned that her daughter-in-law was expecting her first and had taken to her bed,
s0 the woman was going to keep house for her son till the baby appeared. It wasless costly to hirethan |
thought, and | asked Ky-Lin (who had done the bargaining in my voice) just why.

"| told her that on the third day from now she would be nursing afine, hedlthy grandson on her knee."

"Wasn't that chancing it abit? Supposing it arrivestomorrow and it'sagirl ?*

"It won't and it won't be."

| opened my mouth and shut it again. By now | waslearning not to question Ky-Lin: he was dways
right.

We spent arestful night. The house, if you could call it that, had alargish room, partitioned off by a
screen to make aliving and deeping area. Outside was awoodshed, where Bear was comfortable
enough. | lit the small brazier and cooked ameal | had sent Dickon out for: ubiquitousrice, beans, and
some vegetables. Out of respect for Ky-Lin | kept our consumption of meat to aminimum (except for
Growch). Him | kept content with a huge ham bone | had been saving, and Bear was perfectly happy
with beans and some pancakes | made.

Inthe morning it was dtill raining, so | decided to do some sewing. | thought that my cloak, warm and
comfortable asit was, needed tarting up alittle for our performances, so had sketched adesign of ablue
dragon | had seen on a broken-down temple, bought a piece of sky-blue silk and now settled down to
cut it out.

Suddenly | felt acold breath touch my cheek, as though deet had been chucked in my face. At the
sametime my ring stabbed like a pinprick and my stomach throbbed in sympathy. | had avision of grest
mountains, like those that marched alongside our daily travels, but these were much nearer, rearing up
until they filled the sky, the snow glittering on their Sides, their tops clouded by the spinning of
wind-driven flakes like a permanent vell. | saw ablue dragon, | saw ablack dragon—

"Whassa matter?' said Growch. "L ook likeyou seenaghost. . . . Hey, you dl right? That ol’
summick again? Too many of those black beans; been fartin' mesdf dl mornin'.”

"Nothing to do with the beans,” | said, by now doubled over in pain, "I'll be better inamoment. .. ."
But | wasn't. It was worse by the minute, like | used to get with my monthly show, only sharper.

Ky-Lin whispered urgently in my ear. " Send Dickon out for adrink. Tell him you have woman's
trouble and wish to be done for awhile. Hell go if you give him some coin: the rain's eased off abit.”

| gave him enough to get drunk twice over, and dragged myself off to my pallet in the partitioned part
of the room. | heard Ky-Lin speak to Tug, and amoment later the boy had brought in both the little oil
lamp and our own stronger lantern.

"Liedown," said Ky-Lin. "Take your clothes off and lie under the blanket—"
"Tlg?'

"He has known dl adong you wereagirl. Y ou washed him oncein ariver, so he says, and you al got



S0 wet your outline was unmistakable. HE's never questioned it: | need him now to help me. Don't worry:
it means nothing to him at hisage."

"It hurts" | whimpered likeachild.

"Not for long," and he spoke to Tug, and amoment or two later one of the opium pills| had kept in
my pouch, just in case, was pushed into my mouth, followed by adraught of cool water.

| undressed with difficulty and lay on my back, asingtructed by Ky-Lin. Then | wastold to rub my
ring in acircular movement round my navel, and whether it wasthe pill or that, or both, the pain
diminished and | felt deepy and relaxed. | began to fantasize. | saw again the cottage where | was born,
theforest and river where | played asachild; | could taste the honey cakes my mother gave me,
remembered the little church where the mura of the Last Judgment faded gently on ether sde of the
dtar. A knight rode by, a handsome knight; awhite horse gambolled in surf no whiter than she; | heard a
tortoise rustle away into the undergrowth and the clap of apigeon'swings; | wasflying, and then
suddenly the dream changed. A castle whose stones were stained with the sins before committed, athin,
wheedling voice: "Tel meadory...."

"Gently, gently," said avoicein my ear. "Nearly over . . ."

| dreamt again. A dog was barking, his voice ringing through woodland; | flew once more, then
crashed to the ground, bruised and breathless; waves dragged at my clothes, | was so cold, so cold—

No, it was only my stomach that was cold, numbing the pain. . . .

"Red, regt, lie fill. Remember the Place of Stones and what happened there ayear ago today?"

Yes, yes, of course | remembered! | waslooking for apig, alarge pig, who had disappeared. It was
All Halows Eve, exactly ayear sncel had left home, and the air about crackled with mystery and
magic. And then | had found my pig, my dearest pig, and had kissed him and suddenly therewas a
stranger in hisplace, adark stranger—but no! it was a dragon, ablack dragon with clawsthat could rend
meintwan—

"Jugt aminutemore. . ."

And the dragon was the stranger, no stranger, again. And he had enfolded mein hisarms. He had
kissed me, lain with me, and ahot flood of feding had filled melike an empty skin waiting to befilled and
the pain had been so exquiste that | had cried out—

"Aaghhh..."

But when | opened my eyes he was adragon again and had flown away into the eest, his shadow
passing across the moon, and | wasaone. . . .

A warm tongue caressed my cheek and my nose wasfilled with the smell of warm, hacky bregth.
"Better, Summer dear?"'

But | wasn't Summer: | was Tditha. He had called me Talitha, and hewas. . . he was Jasper, Master
of Many Treasures.

"Wake up!" barked Growch.

"All over," sad Ky-Lin. "No morepan."

| tried to St up, but there was a sort of fitchy feding in my stomach. Tug's hands raised my head,
propped something behind it and fed me some welcome, warming broth. Then | waslying down again, a
blanket tucked under my chin.

"Y ou can deep now,” said Ky-Lin. "No morepain.”

"But | don't want—"

"Y es, you do. In the morning you will fee wonderful. Just breathe deeply and | will give you some
Seepy Dust. . . "

My mouth and nose were filled with the scent and taste of fresh spring flowers, summer leaves,
autumn fires, winter snow. . . . | breathed it dl in greedily until | wasfloating way up, up, up till I could



touch the damp edges of the clouds and twist and turn with the screaming swifts. Ghostlike, | flew on
slent wings with the owls, hung on the tip of a crescent moon, fell back into abed of thistledown, anest
lined with the bellyfur of rabbit, abed with down pillows—ahard palet with acouple of blankets and
someone shaking me awake.

"Hey! You going to deep dl day aswell?’

"Oh, pissoff, Dickon!" | said irritably. "1 was having awonderful dream. .. ."

"Well, you can't degp dl day! Weredl hungry, and you've got the money. . . ."

And will haveto cook it too, | thought. "How long have | dept?"

"Y ou were adeep when | came back yesterday, you've snored dl night, and it's around noon now."

Nearly twenty-four hours! Still, it wasas Ky-Lin had promised: | felt wonderful, relaxed,
happy—and now | came to think about it: very hungry.

"Isit dill raining?" A nod. "Wl give me afew minutesto get dressed and welll go to the eating
house. My treat.”

It waswhile | was dressing that | discovered something wrong.

"Ky-Lin," | hissed. "What's this around my waist?'

"Just something to keep you warm,” camethe small voice from under my pillow. "Leaveit there for
the time being, therésagood girl." He must have sensed my indecision. "Have | ever given you bad
advice?'

So | left it whereit was. It didn't discommode meat al, but | wasalittle disconcerted to find out |
hed started my monthly flow again, which was annoying after so long without.

It stopped raining on the afternoon of the third day, and with the weak sun came the widow woman,
amost crying with joy, the rent money held out for meto take.

"Itisas| said," whispered Ky-Lin. "Now, open and shut your mouth asyou do in our performances.
| have somethingto tell her. . . ."

And to the openmouthed astonishment of Dickon, out came asoft stream of words from my lipsand,
for amoment hidden from dl but the woman, Ky-Lin showed himself.

She fdl to the floor and gabbled, the tears of joy streaming down her face, then bowed her way out
of the door. Dickon picked the coins up and tucked them in his pouch.

"What was dl that gibberish about?'

Luckily Ky-Lin had briefed me.

"It was a prophesy; her grandson will become one of the great sages of the country."

"Still don't know how you doiit," he muttered. “"However, anice way of conning her out of the rent.”
| bit back an angry retort. Ky-Lin whispered in my ear.

"Right, everyone,” | said. "Timeto go. Well stedl amarch on the rest who have stopped over. With
the roads empty we can make good time. Oh, Dickon: leave that money on the stool. Call it a present for
the baby. . . ."

We made reasonabl e progress during the next couple of days, and on the second night, Dickon
having gone out scouting the prospects for a performance, Ky-Lin made melie down on the bed.

"I want to take the bandage off." He seemed uncharacteristically nervous, he had gone a shaky sort
of bluecolor dl over. "Let'shavealook. . . ."

He spoke to Tug, who dowly and carefully unwound the cloth.

"Mmmm. . ."

"What'sthe matter?” | tried to St up; my stomach felt cold.

"Nothing. Nothing at dl." His color had returned to normd. "Take alook. . . ."



Sitting up, | gazed down at my stomach; &t first | could see nothing and then—
"Hey, Summer! Weve got a performance!”

Damn and blast and perdition! Hastily pulling my shirt down and my breeches up, | staggered over to
the bolted door. Dickon burstin.

"Theresarich caravan just pulled in and they were enquiring about entertainment; Arabs and Greeks
mostly, so you'll haveto 'Magic' some of their language. . . ." He sniggered. Little did he know Ky-Lin!

"But it'sfull dark; must be near nineat night."

"They're camping in the square, ‘cos there's no other accommodation. Plenty of light, torches,
lanterns. They're being fed now, so we'd better hurry before they decide to kip down for the night.”

It was past midnight before we returned to our quarters, but my pouch wasfull of coins. It had been
atreat to have areatively sophisticated audience, for it was arich caravan, and they had inssted on us
performing twice over. They had travelled from the south, with a specid order for the wedding: gold and
slver platters, slver-handled daggers and filigree jewdry, and were near two weekslate. Tonight would
be their last stop, for with horses and camelsthey could make the city easily by the next day.

So they were relaxed and generous, and Ky-Lin's Arabic, Greek and alittle Persian wasimpeccable.
When we packed up Dickon obvioudy had ayen to go farther afield, so | gave him agenerous advance,
knowing full well he had aso gathered tips on the way from the audience, and he disappeared for awhile
in search of his own entertainment.

Growch was on ahigh; one of the objects held up for my "discovery” had been one of his"fluffy
bum" pups, and he had nearly let usall down at this point, completely forgetting to concentrate, even
running over to the puppy and investigating.

"Keep your mind on the job!" | hissed at him when at last he reached me.

"Thought | 'ad—my job. Why | came, an’ dl. Boy pup: pity."

| was so tired when we returned that al | wanted to do was flop down on my pallet and deep, but
there was one other thing to do: look once more at my stomach. | thought | had seen—but no, it couldn't
be. | lay down, lifted my shirt and peered down, aware out of the corner of my eyethat Ky-Linwas
watching anxioudy. At firgt nothing, then—

What looked like a pearl nestled in my belly button. | touched it gingerly: it gave alittleto my touch. |
tried to prize it out—

"No! Don't touch it yet; it hasn't quite hardened.” Ky-Lin had gone quite pale again, and was peering
anxioudy over my shoulder. "Giveit aday or twomore. .. ."

"But what isit?" It resembled nothing so much asajewe one might stick in abelly dancer's navel.
"And how in heaven'snamedid it get there?"

"Er...| putit there. For safekeeping. Nicdly insulated. Warm . . ."
"What isit?"
"Actudly—well, it'squitesmpleredly. It'sadragon'segg.”



Chapter Thirteen

“A...what?' | wasaready adeep; | must be.

"Egg. Dragon's. Not yet s&t," said Growch succinctly. "L eastways, that's what | thought 'e said." He
didn't seem the least surprised or darmed—but then it wasn't happening to him.

| attempted to laugh it off, al the time nursng ahorriblefeding it wasn't alaughing matter. "If thisisal
ajoke, it'snot in very good taste. Now be agood creature and take it away, Ky-Lin, and I'll forget dl
about it."

"l can't 'takeit away, just likethat," said Ky-Lin unhappily. "It'syours. Y ours and—his."

| knew immediately who he meant, but wasn't going to accept what he said. It wasimpossible! That
sort of thing just didn't happen,; it couldn't.

"That was what was hurting you, giving you the somachache. It was ready to come out for the
second stage of its development,” said Ky-Lin. "Don't ask me how, or why; I'm no expert in this sort of
thing, and indeed | doubt it has ever happened before just like this. Humans don't mate with dragons.
Normally dragons are bisexud: they can reproduce themsalves. Theoretically so can Ky-Lins; that's what
my name means. maeffemae. We never have, though.”

| remembered the pain of that embrace by the Place of Stones: the pain and the ecstasy. Had we
bypassed the natural laws, my man-dragon and 1? Wasthis, thistiny pearl, sill semisoft and shining, a
product of alove that had never been seen before, just because | had kissed a creature and made him
mean, however temporarily?

| gazed down at my navel and, gently, so gently touched the shining pearl. Justincase. . .

"Butit'ssotiny!"

"Oh, it grows. A fully developed egg, ready to hatch, will be at least as big as a human baby. But, |
warn you, this one could take many, many years—longer than you have—to grow and mature. Y ou will
never seewhat it contains. You arejust its guardian, for alittle while. So, don't get fond of it. Your jobis
to keep it warm, giveit itsfirst few weeks of incubation.” Hesighed. "Y ou are very privileged.”

| didn't feel theleast bit "privileged": quite the reverse, in fact. | felt confused, hurt, bewildered, used,
somehow dirty.

Ky-Lin read part of what | wasthinking. "Y ou truly are privileged, dear girl. Y ou may not redizeit
now but that egg, however it got there, has been apart of you for ayear, you nourished it in your body,
and whatever happensto it in the future, you will dways be a part of it. Also remember, it was created in
love"

| looked down again; right now it wastiny, soft, vulnerable. Anyone could squash it, crush it, snuff
thelittlelifethat lay indde. . . . Without conscious thought my hands curled protectively over my nave,
and emotion took over from ingtinct, realizing ruefully that once more | had conned mysdif into caring for
yet one more burden. Once before they had al been maimed in their separate ways, thistime they were
al moreor lessnorma, even if they till had their particular needs—except Ky-Lin, of course, though



even he wastrying to gain extra points towards his redemption.

"And so we are lucky seven," said Ky-Lin happily. "You and I, Growch and Tug, Dickon, Bear and
the Egg. Just asthe Old Oneforetold.”

| shivered and crossed myself; the Good L ord protect usal and bring usto asafe haven. . . .

Two days later we topped arise and there lay the Golden City benegath us. They called it golden
because the stone used was awarm, yellow sandstone, quarried from goodness knew where, because
the surrounding hills and mountains were dark and forbidding. Right now, at midday, the sun made the
whole place glow, picking out the various towers and steeples that were gilded with red gold, till the
whole scene shimmered with warmth and welcome.

We had a steep descent, but beneath us awide river curled around the east of the city, ariver so
wide| could see the boats, like beetles at this distance, scurrying about on the water. To the south the
plain widened out, and | could see awide field, with men drilling and horses being exercised.

It looked like aplace full of promise, but it took al of three hoursto reach the city gates, the road
ahead being crowded to suffocation with caravans, carts, wagons, cattle, horses and travellers on foot
like ourselves. Past experience made us head for the side streets once we had passed through the west
gate; the city would be crowded aready, and the best chance of accommodation was out of the
mainstream. We were lucky; entertainers were at a premium, and although | had to pay morethan | had
reckoned, we found two ground-floor rooms with accommodation in ashed for Bear, breakfast and
midday med included.

After aplain but satisfying med of rice, chicken, and fruit, we left Bear behind and decided to
explorethe city. By now it was dusk, and evening fires hazed the rooftops. There was dready achill to
the air but it made no difference to those who, like us, were determined to make the most of dl the city
had to offer. The main streets were paved and bordered with fine buildings, but the streets radiating from
the main square were full of bustle, crowd, and character.

The stallswere crammed with al the goodsin the world, or so it seemed. Over glowing braziers
mest, fish, glazed chicken wings, and nuts sizzled and popped and every available space wasfilled with
begoars, jugglers, fortune-tellers (bones, water, sand, and stones), and pretty ladies plying their charms,
which ishow welost Dickon.

Therest of usfound oursalvesin the huge main square, deserted now except for afew gawperslike
us. Ahead of uslay the paace, a heterogenous mass of gilded roofs, towers, tilted eaves, and balconies,
approached by wide steps guarded by soldiersin green and gold. FHares, torches and lanterns kept the
whole facade brightly lit, and through the screened and fretted windows could be glimpsed figures
scurrying to and fro.

"Thissquare iswhere the main celebrations for the wedding will take place,”" said Ky-Lin, who as
usua had been ligtening to everything going on around him. " During the next few days, paace scoutswill
seek out the best entertainers and they will be invited to perform herein front of the prince and his
prospective bride."

" 'Ow they goin' to choose us, then?" asked Growch.

"They go around the streets and smaller squares, list those they prefer, then send others for a second
opinion.”

We had dready come across some half-dozen of these smaler squares.

"Do we keep to one or try as many aswe can?' | wondered.

"Morethe better," said Ky-Lin. "That way we reach awider audience and have a better chance of
being noticed. Even if we aren't picked, we can at least earn some money. There are many very good
acts here dready, so we need to polish up our performances, make some new costumes, and | will
provide some powdersto burn that will give you a better light, sprinkled on torches. Can you walk on



your hind legs, dog?'
"'Course| can! Well, sometimes. A bit. | could try. .. ."

Hislegswere so short and his body so long, | sometimes wondered how his messages got from one
end to the other. "That would be very nice" | said enthusiastically. "Worth an extra bone or two."

And hetried, heredly did; at the end of two days he could stagger at least two yards. . . .

We made—I made—new costumes, we played the small squares and larger Side streetsfrom one
end of the city to the other, and at the end of four days both Dickon and Ky-Lin recognized the same
nonpaying faces at our performances.

Ky-Lin nodded hishead in satisfaction. "Definitely scouts,”" he said.

In the meantime we had been making more money than in dl our journey so far and | was perplexed
asto whereto keep it—by now a small sackful—safe. | daren't leave it in our rooms: quite apart from
thieves| couldn't trust Dickon's sticky fingers, and it was Growch who suggested the solution. " ‘Oo's the
onethey'redl scared of ? That great bear. 'E can guard it daytimes, and when we give performances, ‘e
can 'aveit tucked under ‘isarm or sumfin."

Which solved the problem.

With only twenty-four hoursto go before the grand entertainment we were visited in our lodgings by
two paace officids, smartly dressed in gold jackets and green trews, who informed me (through Ky-Lin)
that we had been picked to perform in the Palace Square the following evening. It was agreat honor, as
the acts were limited to thirteen, the Moons of the Y ear. We were alowed a half-hour only, to givetime
for dl the other acts, so we practiced curtailing Tug and Bear and it made for a crisper performance,
which we took round the streets that night, able to boast that we were one of the chosen onesfor the
following night. Our pursewas heavier than ever that day.

Our actual performance seemed to be over before it began. We had to wait through performing
ponies, acrobats, contortionists, a magician, and awoman who climbed aladder of swordsand lay ona
bed of nailswith aman standing on her chest, but eventudly the large hourglass was set down againinthe
sand and it was our turn. By now | had worked myself into such alather of expectation that | was
trembling in every limb, my mouth was as dry asthe sands of the desert and | desperately needed to
relievemysdf.

Once we gtarted, however, | was as cool as adraught of cold water, even remembering to direct our
act towards the bal cony where the prince had his seat. They said afterwards that the prince, a
sophisticated man, was bored by much he saw, but that his prospective bride, an ingenuous girl, clapped
enthusiastically the whole way through. Be that asit may, each performance was rewarded by a bag of
slver coins, good, bad or indifferent, and was cheered impartialy by the large crowd penned behind
rope barriers a the perimeter of the square.

There were many acts after ours, but | fell adeep through exhaustion, tucked up against Bear, and
only woke when Dickon nudged me. The square was emptying, torches guttering and a.chill wind blew
away the detritus of the evening.

"Bed," said Dickon. "There are three daystill the wedding and after tonight the audiences will pay
even better. . . ."

But the morning wasto bring afurther surprise. Before thefirst cock had even cleared histhroat,
another officid from the paace, this one with gold braid and tassdls, presented uswith an invitation to
perform that evening within the palace confines themselves. Apparently the prince and his bride-to-be
wished a closer look at some of the acts they had enjoyed the night before.

"Weve cracked it!" exulted Dickon. "Can't you just seeit? We can advertise ourselves as by roya
commeand!"

It was an attractive idea, but | could see it would only complicate matters. Asfar as| was concerned
| had places to go, people and animals to answer to, and that was enough. | didn't want more than would



carry usto our next destination, but Dickon wanted it dl: gold, prestige, fame.
"Areyou coming, then?" asked Dickon.
"Coming? Where?'
"I'vejust been telling you. Outside the city, on the parade ground, they're having races,

entertainments, wild animas. It'saday out. It'sa free day out. All you want is money for somefood. Or,
take our own. Hurry up, or al the best vantage points will be taken."

We left Bear in the shed; as the winter advanced, athough he had never been dlowed his naturd
hibernation since he was a cub, he nevertheless became more lethargic, and was quite happy to be left
guarding the money and snoozing the day away. | hoped that when, and if, we ever found his homeland,
he would find a convenient cave in which to deep every winter till spring.

The races and entertainment were held in the amphithester to the south | had noticed on first looking
down on the city. Cordoned off and edged with alow wall of stones, it was an ova, sandy space
perhaps three-quarters of amilein length and haf that distance wide. Roughly marked out were four
staggered lanesfor foot or horse racing, and in the center araised circle for wrestling. Seatsthere were
none, but plenty of boulders and banked sand, so we made ourselves comfortable behind the ropes,
knotted with colored cloths, that kept us from the tracks.

Heats of the footraces had already been run, and the findists rested while the children of the city had
their turn. All kinds were represented, from the silk-kilted privileged to the haf-naked urchins, and it was
one of the latter | was glad to see that won the junior race, two laps of the track, to bear a purse back to
his delighted parents.

| could seethat Tug, too, would have liked to participate, but we didn't know the rules, so | consoled
him with sticky sweetmesats from a peddler'stray. There was plenty to eat—if you could afford it—for
behind the crowd there were braziers frying and roasting all sorts of delights, and trays of cheeses, cakes,
boiled rice, and fruit. The poorer people had brought their own food, but we were in afestive mood and
nibbled away al afternoon, fortified by drinks of water, wine, or goat's milk from the skins of the sellers.

The day wore on. We watched the wrestling—which seemed to be a near-killing exercise of arms,
feet, hands, teeth and nails—and applauded the finds of the footraces. Then came the chariot races; light,
wicker-framed two-whedled carts with two horses. There were plenty of thrills and spills, and specia
applause when the prince's charioteer won the top prize. Next was an exhibition of kite flying, great
mongters of birds, flowers, giants, and dragons, but there wasllittle or no wind, so thesewerea
disappointment. We were about to pack up and go back to our lodgingsto ready oursalvesfor tonight's
performance, when there was a clamor from far acrossthe field.

A distant thunder of hooves, amurmur from the crowd: "The Riders of the Plaind" and into the arena
galloped atroop of wild-looking horsemen, riding even wilder horses. They circled the arenaat an even
fagter pace, churning the sand into swirls of smoke, manes and tailsflying, the horsemen uttering wild yells
of encouragement until suddenly, with no gpparent sgnd, they crashed to arearing halt in the center,
shouting what sounded like a battle cry to my untrained ears.

Therewas an eruption at my side and Tug sprang to hisfeet, hisface dight with joy, hisfistsraised
over hishead in sdute.

"My people, my people! They come. .. ." and he was gone, scrambling over rocks and people with
abandon, to disappear into the amphitheater amid the melee of men, horses, sand and dust.

| called after him, but it was no use: he couldn't, or wouldn't, hear.

"Leave him be," whispered Ky-Lin. "He will be back. Just watch."

And watch we did, an unparalleled exhibition of horsemanship. Horses raced, apparently riderless, till
their riderstwisted up from under their bellies; one horseman bal anced on the backs of two, three, four
mounts at agalop; they threw spears at targets as they raced padt, hitting them every time; they leapt to
the ground first one side, then the other, rode with their heads towards the horse'stail; they fought mock



battles; they jumped—one, two, three men—onto the back of a galoping horse until we were exhausted
just watching.
The crowd was as stupified as we were, then on their feet yelling for more.

And Tug?Hewasinthe midst of it dl. Running, riding, vaulting, balancing; handstands, yells, two
hands, one hand, no hands. . . On the ground he was arather avkward boy with bandy legsand a
usually sullen expression; put him on ahorse and he was transformed. | could see now that those bandy
legs had been used to riding from the time he could toddle and saw from his face how much being back
with hisown kind meant to him. | didn't need the confirmation of hiswordswhen hefindly climbed back
to us, tattered, sweaty, and utterly happy.

"Found them! They mine. .. Go home!" He started to speak in the few words of my tongue | had
taught him, but soon lapsed into his own language, and | was glad to have Ky-Lin's whispered
trandation. Dickon stood by, hisface a picture of bewilderment, but Growch'stail was wagging furioudy:
he at least understood what was going on.

"My people come for prince's wedding: specid invitation. Princerideswith us, indisguise. . . ." He
pointed to atdler man, dressed as the rest, who was snegking off thefield. "Histreat . . ." Hewaved his
hand at the rest of the horsemen. "They are of my people, but not of my tribe, although they know of my
father. Heis chieftain. They return to our lands tomorrow, next day, before snows comeand | will travel
with them.”

"If your father is chieftain, thenyou. . . ?' | asked through Ky-Lin.
"l am my father'sfirgt son, and will be chieftain when he dies”

So, | had rescued a prince among his people, this shabby boy who now squatted before me, took
one of my handsin hisand pressed it to hisforehead.

"| shall dwaysbeinyour debt,” he said smply. ™Y ou bought my freedom, fed me and clothed me,
treated me with kindness. | shall never forget you. And you, Great One," and he bowed in the hidden
direction of Ky-Lin.

"Rubbish!" | said gruffly, consciousthat | had difficulty in spesking. | ruffled hishair, just asif hewere
the young boy who had aready shared our adventures, and not a young prince.

Dickon had finally picked up the drift of what was happening. "He's not going, is he? Not before the
performance tonight, surely! In the palace, by specid request, remember?Y ou don't turn up only with
half your act!" He looked scandalized. "Out here they could cut your head off for athing like that—or at
least chuck you in adungeon and throw away the key. . . . Besides, just think of the money!"

In the excitement | had completely forgotten; dthough | did not believe we should be punished for
turning up without Tug, it would certainly mean arevison of our act. | asked Ky-Lin to explain asbest he
could.

Aswe had been talking, we had gradually become surrounded by Tug's fellow countrymen, smelling
strongly of horses and sweat. Smaller in stature than most, they were till afearsome-looking lot, with
their yellowish faces, high cheekbones, long hair, fierce eyebrows and drooping moustaches. Like Tug,
they had black eyes and bandy legs. They shuffled closer, and | had the distinct impression that they were
quite ready to kidnap Tug and carry him away if we had any intention of trying to keep him.

But Tug listened to what Ky-Lin had to say, shrugged his shoulders and nodded. Turning to his
people he made alittle speech, indicating us, then bowed quite regdly in dismissal. The men glanced at
each other, then, thankfully, bowed also and moved away.

"I havetold them,” said Tug formally, "that | have an obligation to fulfill, but shal join them later
tonight. All right, Summer-Lady-Boy?' And he grinned, once more the boy | would aways remember.

Returning to our lodgings, we washed and dressed in our costumes and made our way as previoudy
directed to the side door of the palace, giving onto the kitchens, armory, stores, laundries, etc. We



crossed the large, cobblestoned courtyard and were shown into an anteroom. Like the largest houses|
had seen, this part of the building was gtrictly utilitarian. No fancy clothes, no elaborate decoration,
everything meant for use. In the anteroom the other three acts were dready waiting, obvioudy as nervous
aswe were ourselves. They became positively agitated when they saw Bear, however, and that coupled
with the thought of bear droppings on the carpets, made me ask through Ky-Lin if we might wait in the
courtyard.

It was chilly out there, so | walked over to one of the braziersto warm mysdlf up. There were some
half-dozen of these, crowded by off-duty soldiers, kitchen porters, and itinerants waiting for the scraps of
the feast now taking place. Obvioudy they were ill egting, for enticing smells were coming from the
kitchens: behind the bland scents of rice and vegetables came the aromas of fish and meat, sharpened to
afine edge by the pungency of spices such asginger and coriander. My stomach started to rumble,
athough we had al eaten before we came out. A couple of trays of saffron-colored rice full of niblets of
dried fish were thrust out into the courtyard; you ate, if you were lucky, with your fingers. the beggars had
brought their own bowils.

| managed ahandful for Bear and Growch; one of the better-dressed beggars shouted a me,
gedticulating to hisfriends

"What doeshe say?" | asked Ky-Lin, passing him agrain or two of rice.

"Not to waste good food on animas. Just ignore him."

"It'sjust that—I'm sure I've seen him somewhere before. . . "

"Where?'

| racked my brains, but came up with nothing; here, there, somewhere, | wassure of it. "I don't
know. . .."

"Well, don't worry about it: it's our turn next.”

It must have been near midnight when we came out into the courtyard again, still dazed by the lights,
music, dancing, gold, embroideries, costumes, decorations, plate, jewdry, and sheer opulence of dl we
had seen, touched, heard, smelled, in thelast couple of hours. Theinner redlity of the paace waslike
something from alegend; pointless to wonder where the money had come from to create such luxury: to
marve and enjoy was enough.

In the vast banqueting hall in which we had been caled upon to perform there were patterned marble
floors, thick colored rugs, gilded pillars, painted walls and ceilings, embroidered cushions, long carved
tables, aslver throne, and men and women guests wearing robes of silk and fine wools, heavily sewn
with gold and silver thread and studded with jewels. The whole areawas lighted to brilliance with ol
lamps, torches and flares, the light reflected from vast sheets of brass, placed the best for catching the
flames

Behind painted screens musicians Sighed and wailed on strings and woodwind, with the ing stent
drubbing of atabor; there was aheavy scent of incense, sweet ails, of opium and hashish, both cloying
and exciting at the sametime.

The prince, on asilver throne, had been gracious enough to lead the applause for our act, but asan
audience the rich guests could not have been more different from our credulous village spectators. There
was a background murmur of conversation al the while, the gpplause was polite and it seemed there was
more attention paid to eating and drinking than to the performance. It was not just us though: dl the other
actswere received in the same way, arestrained appreciation for something far beneath such a
sophisticated guest list.

Still, the coins we were paid with thistime were of gold. . ..

Aswe came out into the courtyard we all breathed in the clean, cold night air with relief. All but a
couple of the braziers had been extinguished and someone was unfastening the heavy gatesfor us, just as



ashout came from away to our |eft, and afigure ran at us, followed by a haf-dozen others. | stopped,
bewildered; it was the man | thought | had seen somewhere before, but now he was yeling out something
over and over again. Ky-Lin hissed urgently in my ear: "Run, girl, run! Tell themal torunand hide. .. ."

"But why? What's he saying?'
"That's the man you thought you recognized; he comes from the village where Bear's former master
was found dead. They are going to arrest you and Dickon on a charge of murder!”

Chapter Fourteen

| opened my eyes. nothing.
| shut them tight again, screwed them up, rubbed them with my knuckles, opened them again.
Nothing. Black as pitch.

If I wasn't so cold and it didn't hurt when | pinched mysdlf, I might have thought | was still adeep and
dreaming, or in that muddled haf-awake situation children find themseal ves in sometimes when nothing
makes sense. Once—I think | was Sx or seven at the time—I found mysdlf trying to pull up the earthen
floor of the hut in which my mother and | lived, in the mistaken belief that it was ablanket. | had fallen out
of bed but thefdl had only half woken me, so | thought | was il there. | remembered crying with the
cold and frustration, then Mama had leaned over and plucked meto her sde again, scolding me heartily
for waking her. . ..

| wanted my Mamaagain, right now, scolding or no. | wouldn't have cared if she had thrashed
me—the physica blows wouldn't have counted againgt the warmth of contact with another human—but
shewaslong dead and | was aone, totaly aone, in amind-numbing darkness that froze my mind and
madeiciclesround my heart.

| hadn't even got the comforting presence of Ky-Lin: he had disappeared together with the others.

In the confusion of that sudden attack in the courtyard we had al become separated. The gate was
half-open, | had shouted awarning, and awhite-faced Dickon had been first away, followed by a
bewildered Bear. | felt Ky-Lin legp from my shoulder, heard Growch growling and barking at my feet
and was conscious of Tug trying to fend off my attackers. Somebody had grabbed the boy by his jacket,
but he twisted free and punched someone €l se on the nose. Growch had another aggressor by the ankle
and was being shaken like arat, and aguard tried to catch me by the hair.

"Run, you idiots, run!" | ydled. "Watch the gate!" Which was dready being closed again. | sarted off
for the narrow gap that remained; ten fegt, five, four. My hands touched the thick oak, | pushed with all
my might, Growch sgueezed through, then suddenly | tripped, fell flat on my face and wasimmediately
pinned to the ground by half adozen men. Fighting to keep my head clear, | saw the gate clang to,
followed by aflying leap from Tug, who seemed to run up the ten feet or so like acat scading awall, to
disappear over the top.

So at least Tug, Growch, Bear and Dickon had a chance of escape, although | had no idea of



Ky-Lin'swhereabouts. Knowing how violence of any kind was anathemato him, | wondered if he had
hidden himsdf away somewhere; wherever hewas, | could certainly have done with his help during the
next hour or so.

| had been hauled into the palace again, but thistime to asmall windowless antechamber, in which |
was ruthlessdy questioned, my accuser and hisfriends pointing the finger of guilt; asenior palace officid
tried to get astatement out of me. Impossible, of course: without a trandator we couldn't understand
each other at dl. In any case | was so bruised, battered and confused by now, that | doubt | could have
sad anything sengblein any language.

My brain seemed to have goneto sleep, and after three hours we had gotten nowhere. For the
moment it seemed it was one person's accusation against my silence, for my accuser was treated no
better than I; finally we were both marched a ong endless corridors, down steps, across awinding
walkway and findly into what could only be the dungeons. Then we were separated: my accuser went
oneway, | went the other, to end up in front of alow, barred door. The bolts were drawn, the door
creaked open and | was flung headlong onto a pile of filthy straw; the door clanged shut and the bolts
were drawn with adull finaity. Something was shouted from outside, and the footsteps marched away,
their sound to be smothered dl too soon in the darkness of the thick walls.

The stench of the cdll wasterrible. At first after | got to my feet | wasted my bregth calling and
shouting, but the air was so thick my voicelogt itsdlf in the gloom, and there was no answer. Next | felt
my way al around the cell—with, strangely enough, my eyes shut: it seemed easier that way—only to find
it wasempty of al but arusty ring on onewadl with achain dangling fromit and asmal drainin thefloor,
presumably for excreta. | must have spent an hour trying to find away out, but in the end had sunk to my
kneesinthefilth, asmiserable as| had ever beeninmy life.

And what of the others? Dickon had got awvay and was capable of looking after himsdlf, but Bear
wastoo large and clumsy to hide. Tug and Growch would probably come looking for me, but what could
aboy and adog do on their own? And what had happened to Ky-Lin? | had not seen him at al and he
was s0 smal that someone might have trodden on him—But | could not bear to think of that.

| had no idea of time, for in that fetid darkness my inside body-clock seemed to have stopped; |
found I could no more judge either time or distance.

My ears caught asound: atiny, scratching, rustling noise. My God—rats! No, | couldn't stand rats, |
couldn't! Thereit wasagain. . . .

Rising to my feet | shuffled backwards until my trembling hands touched the damp wall. | listened:
nothing, except adistant irregular drip of water. | must have imagined it. | took a deep breath, tried to
relax. | counted to ahundred dowly under my breath. No sound—Scratch, scritch . . . thump!

| screamed: | couldn't help it. The sound bounced back off the wallsin a dead, muffled tone. No one
could hear me—I opened my mouth again—

"Steady there, girl," cameasmall voice. "It'sonly me. Quite ajump down—"

"Ky-Lin!"

"The same. Now, stand ill, and I'll find you. . . ."

There were further rustlings and amoment later something touched my ankle. | bent down and found
aplumedtail.

"Youvegrown!"

He was now puppy-sized.

"It seemed like agood idea. Better for getting around. There was alot to do before we could get to
you."

"W

"Tug, Growch, and mysdlf. Bear waswilling to help, but we left him guarding the money and
baggage. All safe. Now, just listen; in another hour or so—"



"How did you get in?" | interrupted. The door was solid and | hadn't found the smallest space
anything could crawl through. "How did you find the others? Where are they? Where's Dickon?"

"Inwhat order am | supposed to answer these questions? Perhaps in reverse. The young man has
disappeared: | smelled hisfright as he ran—"

Typicd Dickon, | thought. Keen for gold, coward for danger.

"The bear went back to your lodgings. | had climbed onto the boy's shoulder when | l€ft you; we had
to persuade the dog to follow us: hewasdl for staying by the gate.”

Typica of Growch too: loyal and devoted, whatever the danger.

"We packed your belongings and moved them to a safe place. The boy went away to arrange certain
matters and is less than two hundred yards away with the dog. Asto how | got in? Through the window."

"What window?" | stared around once more. "I can't see any window!"
"Perhaps because you are not looking in the right place. Besides, thereis no moon.”
"Where?'

"Look to your right . . . no, much higher, to twice your height. Keep looking; let your eyes get
accustomed to the dark. There now: do you seeit?

Yes, now | did. A grayish sort of oblong. Like dl things, obvious once you knew where they were, |
wondered how | could have missed it earlier. | stared and stared, with growing hope, until 1 got dancing
specksin front of my eyes. Specks. . . and lines.

"But—there are bars across! Y ou might be able to squeeze through those, but | couldn't. Besides, it's
milestoo high to reach!”

"Don't exaggerate! We've thought about al that."
"You'resure?'

"Sure" He hesitated. "At least . . "

"At least—what?' Hope received a dent.

"If everything goes according to plan. Don't worry! If plan apha doesn't work, we can dways go to
plan beta”

"If | don't get away from here before morning they'll probably haul me up for questioning again, and
I'll need you to trandate. And you can't hidein my cloak if you're asbig as—"

"Thereisanother hour until the false dawn, and now is the time when everyone deeps deepest. That's
why we choseit." Heinterrupted. "And now, if you will excuse me?"

"Don't go!" | wasgoing to panic again, | knew it.

"Courage, girl! We havethingsto do. Firgtly, put the Waystone in my mouth—that'sit. Now lift me
to your shoulders and bring me under thewindow. . . ."

He was much heavier now, and the spring he took from my shoulder nearly knocked meto the floor.
| stared upwards, and could make out a darker shape against the outline of the window. He appeared to
be doing the same he did with the bear's nose ring: stroking theiron barsin one direction. It seemed to
take an age.

"Ky-Lin?'

"Shhh..."

| shushed, for what seemed alifetime. At last the scraping noise stopped. " That should doit: catch!™
The Waystone dropped into my cupped hands. "Can you climb arope?’

"I don't know. .. ." | never had.

"Wéll, now'sthetimeto find out!"

Something touched my face and reaching out ahand | found | was clutching a knotted rope. Looking
up, | thought | detected movement, a muffled whisper, but till eight bars stood between me and



freedom. It must be getting lighter, because now | could make them out quite clearly.
"Wait for amoment,” bresthed Ky-Lin. "But when | say ‘'move!’ you move!”

A moment's pause, astraining noise, amuffled thud of hooves, and the first bar snapped cleanly
away from the window. Two minutes later another, then athird. The fourth broke only at the top.

"Now!" said Ky-Lin urgently. | grabbed the rope tight, wrapped my legs around it and tried to pull
mysdf up. The rope siwung wildly, | made perhaps a couple of feet, banged hard against thewall, let go
and dropped heavily to thefloor of the cell. | didn't even manage afoot of climbing before banging my
knuckles againgt the dime of the wals and faling down again.

"It won't work. . . ." | was desperate.
"Wait. .. ."

What seemed like amuttered conversation took place above, then Ky-Lin called down: "Wrap the
rope around your waist, hold it tight in your hands, and hang on!"

| swung out and in againgt the wdl, amost fainting a one stage from the pain of a bruised ebow, but
gradudly | was being hauled higher and higher. At last, when | thought the strain wastoo great and |
would haveto let go, apair of hands gripped my wrists and pulled me up the last few inchestill my
shoulderswerelevel with the window.

"Tug...!"

With hishandsto help me | tried to wriggle through the space | eft by the missing bars. At firdt it was
easy, and | was hafway through and could just make out, in the grayness that preceded the false dawn, a
courtyard and a couple of the Plainsmen's small horses, ropes around their necks. At last | was breathing
fresh air again, and Growch's eager tongue lapped at my cheek. Another pull, | was nearly there—and
then | stuck.

That last bar, the one that had only broken halfway, was lodged against my hip, and | couldn't move.
Tug tried to maneuver me past it, but it was hopeless. At last Ky-Lin dipped in beside me and pushed
Sdewaysas Tug pulled, and with afinal jerk | was free, minus some trouser cloth and skin.

But there was no time to fed sorry for myself. | was shoved onto one of the horses. Tug led both out
of the gates, then went back to bolt the gates on the inside, climbing back out when he had finished.

"That courtyard iswhere prisoners friends are allowed to bring thefood,” explained Ky-Lin. "They
arefed through the bars. For most that isal they get. The boy has bolted the gates so they will think you
escaped by magic—or flew away with the dragons—and nothing will be traced back to his people.”

The sky was lightening perceptibly aswe moved slently through the deserted sireets, the horses
hooves muffled with straw, to one of the smaler gatesin the city wall. A few early fires smudged the
clear, predawn air, a child whimpered somewhere, adog howled, but that was dl.

A smadler gateit might be, but it was till some twenty feet high, bolted, barred and with an enormous
keyhole that could only encompass an equally enormous key. | knew these gates were not opened until
the dawn cdl from the muezzin, and feared that if we lingered here my escape might be discovered.
Besdes which, we were amotley enough collection that any guards would remember, for at that moment
two of Tug's people cameto join us on horseback, Bear ambling amiably behind. Our packs were
fastened on the horses.

| gazed fearfully at the gate house, expecting the guards to emerge any moment and tell usto be
about our business; instead, Tug dismounted, went over, opened the door and aminute later reappeared
with akey amogt haf hissize. Over his shoulder | could see the two guards lying in ahuddle on thefloor.
"Seepy Dugt,” said Ky-Lin, histail fluffed out. "Good for another hour at leest. . . ."

With astruggle Tug and hisfellows managed to dide back the bolts and bars and manipulate the key;
we dipped through the gate and there was a straight road |eading north. Tug stayed behind to close up
again and return the key, before scaling the gate and rgjoining us on the road.

"Right!" said Tug, in my tongue. "Now ride. Sow firg, then fagter.”



Oncethe city was out of sight behind a curvein the dusty road we quickened our pace; as we rode
we shared rice cakes and aflask of water but there was no dackening until the sun was & its zenith,
when Tug led us off theroad into astand of trees.

Behind the trees was a tumbledown, deserted hut, and Bear collapsed into the shade, closdly
followed by Growch. Tug dismounted and helped me down, bumped and bruised from the ride, my hip
aching from the scrape againgt the broken bar in the cdll. Tug's friends dismounted, took the mufflesfrom
all four horses hooves and led them over to anearby stream to drink. Our baggage they put in the shade.
| drank deep of the clear, cold water then lay down in the winter sun, glad of the transient warmth. | felt |
could deep for aweek. . . .

"Anyfin' to est?'

| don't think | could have roused myself even for Growch's plaintive plea, but luckily Tug and his
friends had lit adiscreet fire and we were soon eating cheese, strips of dried meat and pancakes.

Tug pointed to the road ahead. "Bear'sway," he said. "Keep to trail during day, not roads. Bear will
soon sniff way. We go now." He bent and put hisforehead to my hands. "My freedom—your freedom. It
isright. When | man, | travel much. Good for learn better things my people.”

| didn't kisshim good-bye, dthough | wanted to; | just ruffled his hair, waved, and listened to the
sound of hooves as he and his followers rode away out of my life.

Just before | fell adeep, Growch aready snoring a my sde, Ky-Lin a my feet, | asked the latter a
question that had been bothering me.

"Ky-Lin. . .if plan dphahad faled, what was plan beta?'
"Planwhat?'
"Beta. You told me—"

"Ohthat. | haven't the faintest idea, but we would have thought of something. Alpha, beta, gamma,
ddta. .. Now that redly would have been atest. . . ."

Chapter Fifteen

Asfar as| knew, we were never followed. It would have been difficult for the townspeopleto trace
our route, even if they had bothered. Probably it was as Ky-Lin had surmised: they would think | had
had magic to help me escape, and you can't chase magic.

| dept—we dl dept—rfor the rest of the day and the ensuing night, waking cold, hungry, but
thoroughly rested. Tug had left us provisions, so we broke our fast with gruel and honey, cheese and
dried fruit.

Bear was eager to be away, declaring in his dow way that we were on the right road for his
homeland. He sniffed the air, sneezed, then shook himself like adog just out of water, his pelt rippling like
aloosefurry robe.

"Not far," he said, and sneezed again. "Air smellsgood. Woods, rivers, mountains.”



Fine. The sooner the better asfar as | was concerned, then we could take the more northern route to
where | hoped | would find the Blue Mountain. Right at this moment, though, | couldn't see how we were
going to move an inch further. | had repacked our baggage and rescued our money—including the gold
from the pal ace performance—from Bear and tucked it away. | thought | could just about manage my
pack, though how far | could carry it in one day was doubtful, but there was another problem. Tug had
left us provisions, obvioudy bdieving we would find villagesfew and far between the farther we travelled,
but now | looked with dismay at the sack of rice, the smaler ones of beans and oats, the pack of dried
fruit, another of dried meat, a half of cheese and the threejars of sdlt, oil and honey.

Now there was no Tug or Dickon to share the burdens. | thought of Bear: he was big enough and
strong enough to carry the burdens, but he was too unpredictable in hismode of travel. Sometimes he
was content to lope dong by my side, but he would often go off on his own for long periods of time,
searching for grubs, roots, and honey. During one of these foragings he would be quite capable of
forgetting his burdens, or dropping them, or just leaving them behind.

| scratched my nose; perhaps | could fashion alitter, or aform of deigh, but they would haveto be
pretty tough to withstand the terrain. Perhaps Ky-Lin could think of something congtructive.

But once again, he had read my mind and was now shaking hishead from sdeto sdein
sef-reproach. "Aieee! What afool | am! If only we could dll exist onfreshair .. ." He pulled himself
together. "But we don't and can't, so thereisthelittle matter of carrying the provisonsisthere not?'

"Not exactly a'little' matter,” | said. "Theré's enough there for asmall pony!"

"Of course! Exactly what | had calculated. And | must now work twice as hard for not having
anticipated dl this, otherwise my Lord will be displeased. . . . Y ou will excuse mefor ten minutes,
please?' and he disappeared into the undergrowth. Perhaps he had gone to look for some wood to build
alitter, | thought; in any case, he had no need to reproach himsdf for anything; he had organized our
escape, designed our performances and been a cheerful companion in al our journeying. And even now,
running off like that, he had moved from stone to rock, in order not to even bend ablade of grass. His
Lord was surdly ahard taskmaster. On the other hand, theidea of not harming anything living if one could
help it appealed to my soft heart. | should—

" 'Elp! "Elp! Go ‘way! Geroff!" and Growch burgt into the clearing, barking wildly, closely pursued by
what |ooked like arunning rainbow, about four timeshissize.

| legpt to my feet and snatched up the cooking pot, now fortunately attached to the other implements,
but at least it made a satisfactory clanging noise. Both Growch and the gpparition stopped dead. Pulling
out my little knife and wondering where the hell Bear had disappeared to, | walked dowly nearer.

"Now then, what do you—my God! Ky-Lin!—»but you've grown . . . ! Growch, it'sdl right: just turn
around and look!"

Instead of the puppy-sized Ky-L.in, there stood a creature the size of asmall pony, perhaps as high at
the withersas my waist. He looked extremdly diffident, in spite of hisnew size, for parts of him hadn't
grown as quickly asthe others. No longer neat and petite, he was now large and untidy. The only
completely perfect part of him was his plumed tail, with aspread now like that of a peacock.

He looked down and around a himsdif.

"It'salongtimesncel did this" he said gpologeticaly. "Unfortunately it would seem that not
everything changes at the samerate. Perhapsagrain or two of rice, or alittledried fruit . . . Thank you."

Almogt immediately the shortest leg at the back grew to theright size.

"A littlemore?" | asked.

Ten minutes later and he was more or less al of a piece, except for asmaler left ear, abare patch on
his chest and extremely small antennae.

"A couple of daysand everything will be asit should,” hesaid. "I hope. . . ." He glanced at the packs
of food. "And now, if you would load me up please? If you would put the spare blanket on first, | would



find it more comfortable, and | could manage the cooking thingsaswell.”
| tried to balance the load as evenly as| could.
"Haveyou...?Canyou. .. ?Doyou do this often?’

"Bigger and smdler? Let methink. . . ." | could dmost hear the sound of the menta tally sticksflying.
"Thiswill be the seventy-ninth time bigger. Three timeswith you: figurine to mouse-size, then puppy-sze
and now what you want, pony-sze. Smdler? Fifty-threetimes. | think that'sright.”

"Try notchin’ yer 'ooves," said Growch. Hewas gtill behaving in asurly way, just because he'd
alowed himself to be panicked, and had let me seeit.

"l couldn't do that," said Ky-Lin serioudy. "They areliving tissue and | mustn't harm anything living,
you know that.”

"Funny way o' thinkin'. . ."

"Wl then, what isyour philosophy of life, dog?"

"Filly—what? Oh, you meanswhat lifeis? Lifeislivin' the best way you can for thelongest time you

can manage. Grab what you can while you can, is me motto. An' that includes nosh. Catch me egtin' rice
an' leaves when there'srats and rabbits! Anyways, it don' make no difference when you're gone.”

What a contrast! One striving for (to me) an impossible state of perfection, the other living only for
theday. And | suppose | was somewherein between. But even | was having rebellious thoughts about
what | had been taught. After all | had experienced | couldn't imagine a happy Heaven without my animal
friends somewhere around. And think how gterile it would be without trees and flowers, streams and
lakes, sun and rain? Hold it, | told mysdlf, crossng mysdlf guiltily. God knowswhat He's doing. Would
the Jesus who considered the beauty of thelilies, who knew where to cast afisherman's net and admired
the whiteness of adog's teeth expect usto live without natura beauty in our find reward?

Bear made no comment when he saw Ky-Lin's change of size. As| said, he was avery phlegmatic
bear.

We st off west by north, using the Waystone and afixed point every morning. We used mostly
trails, but aso the occasiond road, though these were few and far between, only existing between
villages, which aso became scarcer. Money meant little out herein the wilds, so if we cameto avillage
Bear danced for our supper, Ky-Lin keeping well out of sight to save scaring the children.

It was Bear dso who was adept at finding shelter for our nightsin the open: acave, an overhang of
rock, adeserted hut—we usualy stayed warm and dry. Without redlizing it, the turning of the year
passed us by, and it grew imperceptibly lighter each day.

Careful as| waswith our food, our stores diminished rapidly, for the villagers had little to spare and
had no use for our money, relying on the barter system. Hens don't lay in winter, and their stores of grain,
beans, cheeses, and fruit were al calculated to anicety for their own needs. Now of course, Ky-Linwas
eating as befitted his size and work load, so | sent Bear foraging. He seemed to find a sufficiency for
himself, so | hoped for something to supplement our diet. Ninetimes out of ten | was disappointed
because he either hadn't found anything extra, or had eaten it or just plain forgotten, but occasiondly he
returned with adice of old honeycomb, a pawful of withered berries or some succulent rootswhich |
baked or boiled.

There was one thing he was excellent at, however, and which helped our diet considerably, but we
only found that out by accident.

One morning we cameto asmall river swollen by melted snows. It wasn't deep, perhaps three or
four feet at mogt, but it waswide, probably a hundred feet across, rushing busily over sones around
rocks, forming swirling pools and mini-rapids. | turned downstream to find an easier place to cross, no
point in getting the baggage wet.

" 'Ey-oop! Just look at that!" Growch's voice wasfull of genuinewonder. | turned, just intimeto see
Bear flipping afat fish from the shalows and swalowing it whole. "That'sthe second one. . . ." Hewas



divaing.
| ran back adong the bank;, just in time to see Bear miss number three. He growled with
disappointment and turned away .

"Can you do that again?'

He stared a me, hislittle eyes bright as doe berries. "If | want fish.”

"Well, want!" | said. "Did it never occur to you that we should like some, to0?"
He stared & me. "Y ou not like grubs and beetles | bring. Should ask.”

"You eat our grud and rice: welikefish. | ask now, to try."

He caught two more and | cleaned and grilled them over asmal firefor our midday medl. They were
delicious. After that, whenever we came across a stretch of water we encouraged him to go fishing. All
he caught didn't look edible to me, but he wasn't fussy and ate the rgectionsaswell. A couple of times
we even had enough to barter for salted mesat or beans, and we ate tolerably well.

The mountains came nearer to the north and west of us, the terrain was rougher and the air colder.
Growch and | tired more easly, though Ky-Lin seemed unaffected, and Bear was positively rgjuvenated.
He bounced ahead of usmost days, sniffing, grubbing, rolling in the undergrowth, snatching at leaveslike
an errant cub, splashing noisily through any water we came across, esting like apig and snoring like one
at night, too.

| reckoned we must have covered near three hundred miles since we left the Golden City when we
stood on awide ridge and looked down on alimitlessland of forests, rivers, lakes and crags. Not a
village or hamlet to be seen, no sign of human habitation for miles.

Bear sniffed deep, then reared up on his hind legs, to tower over al of us.
"My land," he said. "Start here, go on forever."
| smiled a his enthusiagtic certainty. " Then we can leave you here?!

He sank down on his haunches. "Be with me until | find cave to deep for rest of the cold, and | find
you food to take with you. My country; | find fish and honey."

Near though the woodland had seemed, it took us two days to reach the forest proper, and aswe
cameto the more thickly carpeted ground it was adifficult time for poor Ky-Lin, sworn as he was not to
tread on anything living. Once under thetreesit was easier for him; they were mostly pine and fir, and the
dead needles made a nice carpet for hishooves.

Three dayslater Bear found his cave. Entered through anarrow cleft that widened out into a cozy
chamber behind, it had not been occupied for years, judging by the thick drift of leavesthat had piled up.
The cave was Stuated at the foot of abluff; in front the land stretched down to athick stand of conifers
and astream trickled away to theright. An idedl hibernation place for awinter-weary bear.

He grunted with satisfaction. "' Stay heretill spring. Y ou need fish. Go get, you light fire. Stay here
tonight.”

And off hetrotted. Trueto hisearlier word he had found us honeycombs and half a sack of nuts. He
had obvioudy spied or smelled some water, so we could stock up with fish aswell, God willing.

| dithered over lighting afireingde the cave or out, but decided on the |l atter, reckoning that lingering
smoke might disturb our night's deep. There was plenty of wood and | filled the cooking pot from the
stream and set it on to boil with sdlt, herbs, and some wild garlic | found growing nearby. It al depended
on what Bear brought back, but if the worst came to theworst | could chuck in somerice and dried
mest.

Just as| sat back on my hedls, enjoying the warmth of thefire, and Growch had cometo lean againgt
me, there came anoise, and smultaneously my ring gave a sharp stab. Growch stiffened, Ky-Lin's
antennae shot out in the direction of theforest and | sprang to my feet. It wasn't Bear, it was men'svoices
| had heard.



Thereit was again: voices, crackle of twigs, alaugh.

"Quick! Back inthe cave, Ky-Lin. Growch, stay with me." Therewasno point in usall retresting to
the cave; the fire was sending up athin plume of smoke and whoever was out there would soon be
coming to investigate. | didn't fancy being trapped in aconfined space, but they might missKy-Linif we
hid him away. If wewere lucky it might just be a couple of hunters, but my ring was till sending out
warning sgns and the hair had risen on Growch's back.

Hegrowled. "Therethey are. . . ."

There was ashout, another, and three figures stood at the edge of the pine trees and gazed up the
short dopetowards us. | ignored them, putting more kindling on the fire and stirring the pot, dthough my
hands were trembling.

"They look bad 'unsto me," muttered Growch. "Rough. Got wesgpons, too. Better run . . ."
Where to? The bluff was too steep to climb, the cave atrap.
"Just don't get into trouble,” 1 urged. "Low profile. . ."

The strangers moved up the dope towards us, and now | could see them more closdly my heart
sank. They were ragged, dirty and unshaven with straggling moustaches and their hair tied up in
bandannas. As Growch had said, they were armed; arusty, curved sword, a couple of daggers, aclub
spiked with nails. They were used to this: asthey moved up the dope they spread out, so they were
approaching me from three sides, their dark eyes darting from side to side in case of ambush.

They cameto ahat someten yardsaway and | could smell the rank stench of sweet, excitement and
fear. The onein the middle stepped forward. He spoke, but my heart was hammering so hard | couldn't
hear him, eveniif | had been able to understand. Perhaps Ky-Lin was sending atrandation from hishiding
placein the cave, but | couldn't hear thet, either. | could fed my knees knocking together.

"What—what do you want?' | asked in my own tongue, but my voice came out high and very
unladlike. They glanced at each other, and the one in the middle muttered out of the corner of his mouth.
He addressed me again. Thistime | heard Ky-Lin'strandation.

"They are asking if you aredone.”

| nodded my head foolishly, then could have kicked mysdf. Why, oh why couldn't | have indicated
four, five othersin the forest?

They grinned, shuffled closer, their hands resting on their weapons. The midd e one squatted down in
front of the fire, warmed his hands, pointed at the pot and asked a question.

"Heasksif thereisenough for dl, and whereisthe meet,” trandated Ky-Lin.

| tried to smile, but my face seemed frozen. | shrugged my shoulders and waved at the pot, then at
them. If you want mest, then go get it yoursalves. . . . Theleader leered a me, plucked adagger from his
belt and made dicing motionsin the direction of Growch, who was growling vdiantly. The man's meaning
was plain: no ready mest, then the dog would do.

| backed away, pushing Growch behind me, gtill trying to smile asthough it was al some huge
joke—but | knew it wasnt. | thought even | might not be safeif they were especialy hungry; | knew that
in certain parts of the world human flesh was consdered addicacy.

"No," | said. "Pleaseno! Let usaone. .. ." and | could hear mysdlf whimpering like achild as|
retreated with Growch until my shoulders were hard againgt the bluff behind me.

The bandits were laughing asthey closed in for the kill, but suddenly there was acal from the forest
behind, then another and another, asif the forest were suddenly full of strangers. My attackers drew
back uncertainly, and at that moment Ky-Lin legpt from the cave, histail seeming aflamewith color. |
snatched my knife from my belt and Growch attacked the legs of the man on the right. For amoment |
hoped we could scare them away, but then | redlized that Ky-Lin couldn't attack any of them: he could
only frighten. Growch's teeth were sharp but not killers, and | had never used aknife on anyonein my
life



| saw Ky-Lin dodge a sword thrust and then be clubbed over the head and crumple into a heap and
liedill; Growch was il snarling and growling and snapping and had done some bloody damageto one
of our attackers; then aboot caught him on the side of the jaw, he shrieked with pain and somersaulted
through the air, to land with asickening crack against one of the rocks. At the sametime | was caught
from behind, my arm was twisted behind my back and the knife clattered harmlesdy from my grasp to
the ground. | screamed, but the sound was choked off by the hand at my throat.

| could fed the blood thumping in my ears as the hand squeezed tighter. | couldn't draw bresath, felt
consciousness dipping avay—

So thiswaswhat it wasliketo dig, | thought: strange but it doesn't hurt that much, it'sjust
uncomfortable. | was dready rushing away down adark tunnel, along tube with atiny light at the other
end, when suddenly everything changed.

The pressure went from my throat, my bresthing eased, but | could fed cold air on my body. As
conscious thought returned | redlized they must have been searching me for hidden moneys, but their
rough handling had torn my clothes and reveded my true sex. Now their handling of me changedin
character; they were eager for something other than my immediate desth, they wanted to enjoy my body
fird.

| struggled now, really struggled, for the threat of rape seemed far more terrible than the certainty of
death. | could fed the obscenity of their hands on my private parts, their hot breath on my face,
something hard and thrusting againgt my thigh, and the more | fought them, the morethey liked it.
Despairingly | clenched my free hand, the right, and aimed for one of the faces above me. | missed, but
felt another stab from my ring, my magic ring.

"Help me" | breathed, "pleasehdpme. .. ."

The hands still probed, my back was naked to the sharp stones on the ground, a mouth reached for
mine, excited voices were laughing and urging each other on, then the whole world seemed to eruptina
world-shaking sound: an ear-splitting roar like avolcano.

Suddenly | was free. My attackers no longer threatened. The air was cold on my bruised flesh as|
staggered to my feet, striving to cover my nakedness with the torn remnants of my clothes.

That dreadful roar came again, loud enough to make me cover my ears. | looked down towards the
forest and there, coming up the dope towards us, was Bear!

But it wasaBear | had never seen before. . . .

Chapter Sixteen

Even | wasfrightened.

Bear stood on hishind legs, his great arms spread wide, the five oval pads set in arow on hisfront
paws each sprouting awickedly curved claw. The mane on his shoulders stood up like an extrafur cape,
but the greatest change was in his head. Usually the fur framed hisface rather like the feathers on an owl,



his round ears pricked forward: now his ears were dicked back to his head, the ruff of fur was gone and
instead there was a pointed snout with lips curled back in asnarl over adouble row of pointed teeth.
Sdlivadripped down onto his chest and the little eyes were red with anger.

Heroared again, and the sound seemed to reverberate from the rocks of the bluff behind me, then he
dropped to al fours and bounded up the s ope towards us.

Suddenly | was done. The bandits were running helter-skelter towards the trees, their weapons
scattered, the air full of their cries of terror. As one passed too close to the bear | saw a paw flash out
and ribbons of cloth and skin flew from the gashed shoulder of one of my attackers. He shrieked and
clasped hisarm, blood dripping through hisfingers, but he didn't stop running, though he stumbled now
and againin hisflight.

Bear reached me and reared up, his snakelike head twisting down till he nearly touched me. He
sniffed, and dmost too late | remembered how shortsighted he was.

"It'sme, Bear. . . ."

He siffed again. "Soit is. Smdl of them. Heard you call. All right? The others, then,” and he
whipped round and shambled off towards the forest, where the crashing sounds of the escaping bandits
were growing fainter.

| pulled my clothes together asbest | could, though needle and thread were urgently needed, found
the pouch that had been ripped from my neck lying close by, then hurried over to where Growch lay,
moaning alittle. Hewagged histail however as| lifed hishead to my Iap.

"Youdl right?' Asl spoke | wasfedling him dl over for breaks or wounds, but although he winced
now and again there didn't seem to be anything broken, until—

"Ouch! Them'smeribgl"

"Dothey hurt?

"Reckon | cracked acouple.” He struggled to hisfeet, shook himsalf, groaned, and spat out acouple
of teeth, luckily not essentid ones. ™Y ou dl right? What about im?" He nodded towards the motionless
figureof Ky-Lin.

Helay where he had falen, utterly still. My heart kicked against my breastbone. No, not dear
Ky-Lin! Not after al he had donefor us. He had existed for so many hundreds of years, he couldn't
suddenly end likethis. I bent over him, the tears dripping off the end of my nose.

"Y ourewetting my fur,” came amuiffled voice.

"Ky-Lin! Youredivel"

"Of course I'm dive! Take more than aknock on the head to finish me off!" and amoment or two
later he was up on his hooves again, shaking out his crumpled tail and straightening his twisted antennae.

"You dl right?1 heard your ring call the bear, and | presume he has chased them off. Oh dear . . ."
and he sat down suddenly on his haunches, looking puzzled.

"What's the matter?' | asked anxioudly, for his colors had a so faded.

"Long years, lots of changes, body materia not what it was. . . Would you be kind enough to
examine the dent in my head? It feds quite deep.”

It was, acleft running from where hisleft eyebrow would have been to the opening of hisright ear.
The skin, or hide, didn't appear to be broken, but | wasn't happy about the bone benegth. Recalling the
hedling properties of thering | drew it dowly and gently aong the indentation.

"That's better; a Unicorn has great healing powers. Dog would benefit too, | believe."

And so hedid. | found some Self-Hea growing nearby, mashed it into a paste, bound up Growch's

ribsand Ky-Lin's head, and they both declared themsal ves much recovered, though Growch said the
healing process would be accelerated by a spot of somethingtoedt. . . .



| remade the fire, got the pot boiling again, and threw in rice and some rather dessicated vegetablesin
deferenceto Ky-Lin'stastes, Growch getting a strip of dried meat to chew.

Where was Bear? There was neither Sight nor sound of him, and the sky was darkening into twilight.

"Hell bedl right,” said Ky-Lin. "Why not get out your needle and thread while you wait? 'Y our
clothesarefdling to pieced”

By theflicker of the flames | was able to cobble together my jerkin, rebind my breasts and renew the
lacesin my trews, my shirt wasin ribbons, and | used it for binding up the animas, but | had one morein
my pack. First, however, | scrubbed myself with cold water, determined to rid myself of any lingering
taint from my attackers.

It was now full dark, and the dancing flames threw our shadows on the rocks behind, making them
prance like demons. A larger shadow overtopped us dl: Bear was back.

| hadn't heard him approach, but suddenly there he was, fur smooth once more, his face round and
innocent, in hisjaws a couple of trout.

He dropped them at my feet. "Took long timeto catch.”

| looked at him. He seemed as unconcerned asif he had been out for a stroll. Skewering the trout |
laid them acrossthe fireto brail.

"Haveyou eaten?'
"Trout. Roots. Full.”

| turned the trout. "What happened?" | was dying to know how far he had chased them, but knew |
would have to be patient.

"Long walk to lake. Taketimeto catch.”

"No, not that! The men—the bad ones. Did they all go away?'

He looked puzzled, licked his paw.

"| called you: you chased them. . . ."

"Oh, them. Yes™"

"They won't come back?'

"Not ever. Gone."

| breathed more easily. He seemed very sure.

"All dead. Livesfor life. You help me, | help you. Will have some honey. . . ."
| carved him off achunk, athough | thought he had said he wasfull.
"But how ... ?" | didn't know how to put it, was afraid of the answer.

"Men?' He thought for amoment. "In ravine. Long way down to rocks. All till." Heturned to the
pot. "Smellsgood. Smdl portion . . ."

And that wasdll |, or anyone elsefor that matter, ever got out of him, for the following morning he
was so deep in his hibernating deep that we couldn't rouse him even to say good-bye.

His deep, rumbling snores kept me awake that night—that and the various aches and bruises |
nursed. | kept thinking about the complexity of the cresture, if one could cal one so smple complicated.
The problem lay inme, | findly decided; | just couldn't comprehend amind that thought in such straight
lines. All that concerned him wasfood, deep, and play. Like dl simple souls he could only hold one
thought at atime: once fixed, though, the ideawas carried out ruthlessy, whether it wasto catch afish,
scoop out grubs from adead log, sniff out a honeycomb, chase a butterfly—or kill aman. And someone
as Imple asthat would have no conscience, wouldn't know what one meant.

When we stepped out of the cave the following morning, we redlized that Bear had the best of it,

snoring away the winter in hisdrift of leaves, because the weather had changed for theworse. A nasty,
nippy wind churned the ashes of last night'sfire, whipping thetal grassinto afrenzy and driving thetops



of the distant pinesinto uneasy circles. The sky was gray, flat and oppressive, and looked asthough it
might hold snow.

We packed up quickly, then had to decide in which direction to go. | pulled out Suleiman's map and
unscrolled it on arock. Ky-Lin bent over it, doing his disconcerting bit of shaking hishead from sdeto
sde with his eyes crossed.

"Wearetoo far west," hesad findly. "If we could dl fly over the mountains for athousand miles, it
would be easy. But not even adragon would go that way in thisweather." His sendtive antennae traced a
lineto the northeast. "We need to turn east and find the Silk River, then follow it north to the headwaters.
Then when the wesather is better we find the Desert of Death, crossthat, and we are within afew
miles—say, ahundred—of our destination.”

"Yes" | said. It sounded simple, and also rather daunting. | didn't like the sound of that desert, and a
thousand milesin astraight line meant many more afoot.

Ky-Lin glanced at me. "Don't be disheartened; think how far we've come aready! The next few
days, till we reach theriver, will be tough; but once we get there, there will be plenty of villages.”

Hewasright: it was tough. It took over aweek of hard dog to reach any sort of civilization, and by
that time we had run out of provisions and were footsore and cold and weary to the bone. The snow held
off, but the winds were fierce and hiting, shelter hard to find and our faces burned from severd sharp
showers of dest. It might be February, but the winter's hold was tightening rather than otherwise. Once
we cameto theriver it was eesier.

Apparently it connected farther south with another, larger, which initsturn coincided with the
caravan routes, so the boatmen were used enough to taking paying passengers up to the headwaters,
especidly with theriversbeing so low at thistime of year.

Thetown at the head of the river was one that concerned itself with the weaving of plain silks, ready
for trangport in great flat barges to the caravan routes. During the winter months the river was too low for
large-scale transport, so the townspeople used thistime to spin the Silks, dye some of the hanks and bale
eveything up for the first barges to come through once the meting snows made the river navigable. We
made our way to thistown by leisurdly stages from village to village, with alift here, aboet trip there.
Everywhere there were mulberry trees, the harsh winter making theiciclesthat hung from their branches
tinklelikewind chimes

The headwaters of the river were a disappointment. No waters gushing from aspring, rather a
seeping from ahuge bog that stretched for milesto the north. Thiswasasmely place, and | was not
surprised to learn that it had been the custom, years back, to execute thair criminals by tying them up with
ahood over their faces and chucking them into the marsh. But the bog got its own back. Eventudly the
bodies were spewed forth again in the spring rains, to float away down theriver, providing their own
curiogity, for their long immersion in the bog had preserved their bodies like tanned lesther. | saw one
once; the clothes were gtiff and shrunken, but the whole effect was rather that of an amateur wood
carving. This practice of execution had been discontinued some fifty years back, but the odd corpse
resurfaced now and again.

Thetown itself was a prosperous one with everyone, from children to grandparents, al engaged in
work connected with the silk trade. At one end were the weaving sheds, a another the huge barns where
the slkwormswerereared, in artificia hesat if necessary. In between were the huge vats for the dyes, the
boiling rooms, and the sheds of drying racks. Nearer the docks were the baling sheds.

We rented one of the ubiquitous summer workers houses; it was like athatched clay beehive, one
large room with shelves built into thewallsfor food and utensils, adegping platform, acentrd brazier and
smoke hole, and nichesin thewallsfor lamps. The floor was covered with rush matting and there were a
couple of functional stoolsand alow table. Clothes were hung from a pole above the deeping platform.
No windows, and the door was like a heavy sheep hurdle, to be placed as one desired.

Once we reached civilization again Ky-Lin had decided to revert to asmaller sizeto avoid



embarrassing questions, and now he travelled once more on my shoulder, ready to interpret if necessary.
Coin was acceptable once more so there was no problem with food, nor with the warmer padded
clothing | bought, the kind the localswore. My hair had grown quite long, too, asit hadn't been trimmed
since we were in the Golden City, and | adopted the locd custom, used by men and women alike, of
platingitinto apigtal.

For six weeks the weather pressed in on us; rain, deet, snow, gaes, frost and ice. Thelittle house
however waswarm and dry, raised asthey al were from the streets to prevent flooding, and there was
plenty to keep me busy. Mending and repairing, bringing my journa up to date, going to the market,
cooking and cleaning, buying off-cuts of sk for underwear— uxury!—and yet | yearned for action. To
be so near and yet till so far from my objective kept me in a permanent fret for the better wesather.

Growech, however, wasin hisdement.

Fortunately for him, unfortunatdly for me, he had at last found his"fluffy bums" The town wasfull of
them. It seemed that every family had one as a pet, and at the rate Growch was carrying on, there would
soon be the same amount of half-breeds.

After thefirst complaint from anirate owner Ky-Lin and | put our heads together and decided
Growch was one of the rarest dogsin the world:
"He-whose-stomach-is-of -two-dogs-and-whose-legs-are-the-shortest-in-the-world.” With atitle like
that, who could res st seeing what the puppies would be like? The bitches were soon literdly queuing up
and Growch wastotaly exhausted.

He camein oneday, even filthier than usud, hisfur matted and muddy, his ssomach dragging on the
ground, histall and ears a half-mast, his eyes—what you could see of them—half-closed and histongue
hanging out like aforgotten piece of washing.

"Servesyouright,” | said unsympatheticaly. "It'swhat you wanted, isn't it? The reason you came dl
thisway with me?' | jabbed my needleinto the sandd | wasfinishing off, trying hard not to laugh.
"Unlimited sex, that'swhat you wanted, isn't it? Well now you've got it, so don't complain!”

" 'Oose complainin?| ain't. It'sjust—just | think I've gorracold or somefin'. . . ."

"Dogsdon' catch colds."

"Well, achill, then. Think I'll stay infer acoupladays. Haveares."

"All right,” | said placatingly. "I'll give you adose of herbs, and if you have afever well haveto cut
down on meat. Slops and grud for you, my boy," and | bent over my sewing again and coughed to hide

my giggles.

The trangtion from winter to pring, when it finaly came, seemed to take place over acouple of days
only. One moment agrim wind blew from the north and the ground was hard with frog, the next the sun
shone, the ice melted and caged canaries were Singing outside every door. It seemed thousands of little
streams from the bog emptied into the river, which awoke from its duggish deep and ran merrily between
its banks once more. Bales of silk were loaded onto flat-bottomed boats and set off southward, but the
fird trading boats didn't come upriver until the end of April, Struggling againgt the swollen waters.

The whole town turned out to welcome the first string of barges, bearing |ong-needed suppliesand
thefirgt of the seasonal workers, many of whom had relativesin thetown. Ky-Lin and | had decided to
gart our journey north again within the week, so it was with holiday mood on methat | joined the rest of
the town to watch the boats comein. | noted with satisfaction that the cargoes included dried fruits, grain,
strips of meat and fish and cheeses, dl goods that had been in short supply for the last month and that we
would need for our journey.

Goods hauled ashore, passengers politely clapped and welcomed, bales of silk waiting to be loaded,
we turned for our lodgings, content that the world had started awake again. In afew dayswe should be
on our way.



"Got you!"

A hooded stranger, one of the passengers, had stepped from behind one of the warehouses and
grabbed me by thewrist, so tightly | fancied | could hear the crunch of bone.

"Let mego! Youre hurting me!" With my free hand | attempted to strike out at him, but he dodged
the blow, holding me even tighter.

Growch growled warningly, and the stranger kicked out a him.

"Y ou want to keep that cur of yours under control, Summer," came the voice again, but thistime
recognized it, and my heart sank.

Dickon had found us again.

Chapter Seventeen

His explanation of what had happened to him since he ran away when | was arrested was very
plausble | think that after al the rehearsa it must have gone through he even believed it himself.

After | had fed him—and | admit he needed food; he looked half-starved—and had gone out for a
jar of heady rice wine to loosen histongue, he settled down on astool by the brazier, a second mug of
winein hishand.

" just didn't know what way to turn,”" he confessed. "I went chasing the bear, but he escaped
me—where did he go, by the way? Never saw him again. Good riddance, | say. If it hadn't been for him
murdering his master you would never have been arrested in the first place.

As| remember it, he had been running in adifferent direction from the animal; as for the reason for
my arrest, how could | blame Bear? | had never had my feet scorched to make me dance. | didn't think it
necessary to explain we had returned him to his own land.

"I couldn't find your dog, either, but | see you got him back. | saw that heathen boy and hisfriends
carrying off your baggage, but there were too many for meto tackle. Once athief dwaysathief, | say; |
never trusted him."

Hetook another swig of thewine.

"After that | went back to the palace and demanded an interview, late though it was" Unlikely evena
minor palace official would have bothered to get out of bed; besides, they were looking for him, too. "
begged, | pleaded to be dlowed to see you; | even offered abribe'—asfar as| knew he had no money
at dl—"but they said | would haveto wait until morning.

" walked the streetsdl night, my mind in turmoail, turning over in my mind the options opento us. |
had little money, no influence, and my command of the language was not as good asit should be. |
thought of you, al aone and helplessin some underground dungeon—" he leant forward and patted my
knee"—and | wept to think of your suffering.”

I'll bet: he probably spent the night in abrothd. But now he was getting into his stride, aided by the
wine



"I went back to the paace at crack of dawn, to find everything in complete turmail! | found that you
had disappeared into thin ar—flown up into the clouds was the way they put it—but of course | knew
that was rubbish, even with your magic bits and pieces and talking animals, so | reckoned that you'd had
some kind of help. | thought, too, that they might recognize me as having been with you, so | decided to
lielow for awnhiletill things settled down; found a nice young lady who let me stay rent freefor awhile. . .
" Hisface grew dreamy, and hefinished the mug of wine. "That'swhy | didn't immediately comelooking
for you. How did you escape, by the way? Bribe the guards? Pick the lock?"

"Asamatter of fact,” | said fiffly, "that 'little thief* as you caled him, and hisfriends, pulled the bars
from my cell and saw me safe on the road, together with my baggage, money, and extraprovisons. He
cdled it an exchangefor the davery | rescued him from.”

"Oh...wedl, you never cantel, | suppose. Any more of that wine?'

"It'squitestrong,” | said, refilling hismug for the third time,

"I've got a strong enough head to take pisswater likethis. . . . Now, wherewas|?'

"Hiding," | said.

"Not for long, my dear, not for long! | found it very difficult to pick up your trail, though; no one had
Seen you go, though | realized you must have used one of the gates. After having questioned everyone |
knew, and some | didn', | remembered those maps of yours. Y ou know the ones. 'Here be Dragons?" |
wondered whether he redized he had given himself away by confirming he had seen them. "I recalled the
direction was north, but where? Here | was lucky." He tapped hisnose. "1 came across a mapmaker
and—for a consideration—was allowed to take a peek and managed to copy acouple. Here!" He
reached into histattered clothes and brought out a couple of pieces of rice paper, the folds marked with
the swest from his body.

Gingerly | unfolded the scraps, still warm from hisbody. Thefirst onewas very likethe ones| had
copied at Matthew's house athough with more detail: a couple more rivers and towns, more routes. The
other wasfar more precise and Ky-Lin, viewing them from his hiding place on my shoulder, gave alittle
hisswhen he saw it. | looked more closely. The Silk River was marked quite clearly, athough in the
unintelligible (to me) picture scribble they used. Here was our town, mountains to the north and west, and
what looked like a plateau to the northwest.

Dickon was now nodding, his eyes closed, hisbody swaying on the stool.

"Keep that one," whispered Ky-Lin. "That isone we could use. If hewon't part with it, well copy it
whilehedeegps.”

But even as| prepared to tuck it away in my jerkin the mug fell from hislax fingers, his eyes snapped
open and he reached and took the map from my hand.

"Oh, no you don't! I'm not having you running off on your own again. | have the maps, and we go for
the treasure together! "

"Thereisn't any treasure! There never was!”

"Rubbish! What kept you going al thislong time? Weve been dl through this before, and | know
yourelying."

Therewas no point in arguing.

"If you redly believe that, then go and look for it on your own. Asfor me, | am on aprivate
pilgrimage to find afriend and thereis no, repesat no, money at theend of it." | roseto my feet. "Thereisa

spare blanket over there but you'll have to deep on thefloor. If you wish to relieve yoursdlf thereisa
commundl latrine at the end of the street.”

Later | peered down from the deeping platform; he was muffled up in the blanket on one of the grass
mats, snoring gently. Slipping to the floor | made up the brazier and brewed mysdlf amug of camomile
tea, an excuse in case he woke, though | usualy had one before | went to bed anyway.

"What's so specia about the map?' | whispered to Ky-Lin.



He sipped at thetea. "Nice. . . The map showsthat we are on the right track. It so indicatesthe
way we must take once we cross the Desert of Death.”

| shivered. "We must go that way?"

He nodded. "If you can study that map you will seeit isthe most direct route. The only other way lies
through the mountains, which are notorious bandit country.”

| had had enough of bandits.
"Then we had better pinch the map and copy it. Is he fast enough adeep, do you think?"

"l shal makesure. . . ." Hetrotted acrossthe floor. | saw him touch Dickon's face with one of his
hooves, there was atiny puff of what looked like pinkish smoke, and he trotted back, nodding his head.
"Y ou can tekeit now; | gave him alittle Slegpy Dug.”

Together we studied the map. He pointed to where the town was marked: "We are here." With his
ddlicate antennae he traced away around the bog, shook his head and marked a path across the middle.
"Quicker; as| remember there are markers.”

| didn't ask how long it was since he had been thisway. "What if they are no longer there?’

"Well check first. After the bog the trail winds aong that valey bottom to the desert. The Desert of
Death," he repeated.

"Isit—isit that bad?'

He hestated. "I have only been there once, and | was with my master and the others of my kind.
Then it was not too bad, but you must redlize that my brethren can manage on little water and food if
necessary, and my Lord had reached such an exalted plane of consciousness that he could, | believe,
have existed on ar done." He was perfectly serious. "Besides which, there was atown and temple
hafway across”

"lsnt it very hot?"

"Yes, during the day. At night it can be equdly cold. Theterrainisdifficult too. It isabare, arid
place, littered with small stones and rocks. It is necessary to carry al one'sfood and water; it isnot
called the Desert of Death for nothing. However if we take care and prepare ourselves properly it
shouldn't betoo difficult. | am surel can find the temple again, and there we can stay for awhile and
stock up with fresh provisions; it ison the only oasiswe shdl come across.”

He paused and his antennae flicked across the map.

"Once across the mountains we are in the foothills of the find range of mountains. Over them, just
there, marked by acircle, isaBuddhist monastery. It looks over adeep valey, and in the center of that
valley thereisaconica hill—they say it could be the core of along-extinct volcano—and because of the
way thelight fallsand its distance, they call it the Blue Mountain. In the margin of the map iswritten: 'This
isbdieved to be the home of Dragons.' This, by the way, and whatever your friend says, isan origina
map, not a.copy.”

"Then hemust have stolenit. . . ." But | was not redlly concerned with that; al | could do was
concentrate on that little hill on the map. It looked so near, but dso, if the truth were told, so insgnificant
athing to hold dl my dreams.

"I saw it onceinthedisgtance,” said Ky-Lin, "and it did look blue, but I did not know then that it was
rumored adragon lair. Come, you should make a copy before he wakes."

My hands were shaking so much both with anticipation and the discovery that my mountain did exi<,
that it took me longer than | had anticipated to complete the copy, but we managed to get the origina
back in Dickon's clothing without him waking.

"Ky-Lin," | whispered. "How soon can we go?"

He considered. "The wesether is set fair, new provisions have come into the town, we have the
confirmation of themap . . . two days, perhaps.”



"Why not tomorrow?" | couldn't wait to leave.

"Provisonsto buy and pack for astart; you need to make a proper list. Then we shal need a
half-dozen water skins, more blankets, alength of rope and you could do with anew pair of strong
boots. In order to carry dl the baggage, | shal haveto grow again, and you will haveto dert your friend
to my exisence.”

| glanced over a Dickon. "But he's not coming!”

"Y ou don't want him to accompany us?'

"Certainly not! We've managed finewithout him so far."

"He could be useful carrying the baggage. . . ."

"|—I just don't want him dong, that'sdl." | couldn't explainit. It wasn't the sort of thing you could
put into words. | could quote his cowardice, his obsession with the thought of treasure, his searching of
my belongings, theway he literdly seemed to haunt my every move, but it wasn't just that; it was
something deeper and more frightening. Inside of me there was an unspoken dread of him: not what he
was but what he might become. He posed a threat to my future happiness, of that | was sure, but how or
why | had no idea. It was like waking to aday of brilliant sunshine and being convinced that it would rain
before nightfall, but far more snister than that. All | was sure of wasthat | couldn't explainit.

"Very wdl; if you can manage the purchasing tomorrow, and the packing, then well makeit the day
after. I'll tell you again what we need in the morning.”

"Can you give him some more Slegpy Dust?'

Ky-Lin hestated. "It isnot good for humans to give them too much. Ideally there should be a

twelve-month between each dose. But he did not take much tonight; perhapsasmall dosewill do no
harm."

From the moment he awvoke in the morning Dickon did his unintentiond best to hamper dl my
attempts to organize our departure; he was a positive pain, following me round the town as | made my
purchases.

"Why are you buying that? We've got a couple aready. What do we need those for? When arewe
setting out? Where are you supposed to be going on your pilgrimage? How are we getting there? | hope
you don't think I'm going to carry that. Are we going to hire some sort of trangport? How much money
have you left? Are we going to do another performance?’ Etc., etc., etc.,, till | could have screamed.

But | knew | had to behave in acam and rationd manner, asif the last thought on my mind wasto
escape from him that very night, so | made up answersto those questions | couldn't answer truthfully,
telling aheap of lieswith asmile on my face and my fingers mentaly crossed. Fifteen Hall Maryslater . . .

By late afternoon | think | had persuaded him we would not be leaving for afew days time, and |
tried to make my frantic packing that evening look like routine tidying up. He eyed the sacks, packsand
pannierswith distrugt.

"WEell never carry dl that!"

"It's not more than we can manage; you carry your share, I'll carry mine.”

"l shdl just look likeadonkey. . . ."

"No morethan usud,” | said briskly. "Now, what would you like for supper?

We dined well, as Growch and | would be snacking until we had crossed the bog, and we didn't
know how long that would take, so it was chicken soup with chopped hard-boiled eggs, fried pastry rolls
filled with bean shoots and herbs, and chopped chicken liversin abean and lentil pudding. | had
camomiletea, Dickon had ricewine. | thought to dlay further suspicion by begging for afurther look at
his maps, knowing what his reponse would be.

"Oh, no you don't! I'm not having you learn them by heart and then steal amarch on me! Once we're



on the road together you can take another look."

| yawned. "Haveit your own way. There's no hurry. I'mfor bed. The clearing-up can wait till the
morning. Blow out the lamp before you go to bed, pleese. . . ."

| watched Ky-Lin scuttle out of the door to effect his"change,”" and lay down, convinced that |
wouldn't degp awink, but my eyeskept closing in spite of it: must have been that heavy med. Still,
Ky-Lin would wake me as soon as hereturned. . . .

| woke to broad daylight, Growch still snoring at my side and Dickon returning with apitcher of
water for washing.

"Wake up, deepyheads!" he called out chesily.

What intheworld . . . Where was Ky-Lin?

The answer came from beneath my blanket. "1 spend dl evening changing to a suitable size, then find
when | return that your ridiculous friend has so jammed the door tight shut that | can't gain entrance! So, |
have to spend more time changing to be small enough to get back in again!" Hewasn't at al happy.

"Sorry," | whispered. "WEIl manage it better tonight, | promise.”

But the matter was taken out of my hands by Dickon himself. That evening | |eft astew of vegetables
smmering on the brazier, and suggested we take awalk. | was hoping thiswould give Ky-Lin the chance
for his change, since we had discovered that the house next door was empty, and he could hidein there
whilel ateless and didn't fall adeep before Dickon, so | could ensure the door was | eft open.

Dickon, however, had other ideas. We were wandering through the bazaar examining the goods
without any intention of buying, when | straightened up in front of agtal sdlling dippers and found he had
disappeared.

Not into thin air and not forever. On the other side of the road was alighted doorway, screened by a
beaded curtain ill gently swaying as though someone had just entered. | crossed over and peeped
ingde. A waft of perfume, smoke from incense sticks, rustle of silks, amutter of femininevoices. It was
obvious what sort of placeit was. | knew Dickon had no money, so wandered dowly off towards our
lodgings, fairly sure he would seek me out. | wasright; | had only gone ahundred yards when he caught
me up.

"l say, Summer: got abit of change on you?'

"No. It's suppertime. Come on, beforeit spoils.”

"It'sjust that—that | saw there was to be an entertainment tonight and | thought | might take alook. .
.. Theré's an entrance fee, of course, and I'd need afew coinsfor drinks. Come on, Summer! Life's
short enough without missing out on al thefun! Y ou're ared sobersides, you know: getting just likean
oldmad!"

Old maid, indeed! | should like to see anyone of that ilk who had travelled asfar as| had, faced as
many dangers, had two proposals of marriage and adragon-lover! But | mustn't lose my temper.

| thought quickly. If he went to a brothel—place of entertainment as he preferred me to think of
it—then he would roll home hungry at midnight and keep usall awake. On the other hand, if | could drag
out supper till around nine, then give him extramoneys, he might well stay out dl night, which would be
perfect for our plans.

"Supper firg," | said. "Then I'll seeif | have afew coinsto spare. Er . . . do you think it'sthe sort of
entertainment | should enjoy?"

"Certainly not!" he said, and added hurriedly: "Y ou might attract unwelcome attentions. It would bea
shameif | had to escort you back just when it sarted to get interesting. . . ."

| made sure he had extra helpings of the meal, much to Growch's disgust, watched him finish off the
rice wine and gave him more than enough coin to buy his choice for the night.

"Don't wake uswhen you return. . . ."



| waited until he had turned the corner, then went to the empty house next door to see how Ky-Lin
was managing. Very well, heinformed me, but was there abowl of rice to spare? It helped the
changeover.

| was too nervousto go to bed; | reckoned if Dickon was going to roll home before dawn it would
be around two o'clock. At three he till hadn't arrived, so | went for Ky-Lin.

"Any reason why we can't leaveright now?"

"We should wait for alittle more light, but | expect we can manage. Light alantern, and load me up.”

Lessthan ten minutes later we were creeping through the deserted streets and, following Ky-Lin's
lead, found ourselvesin the poorer section of town. | kept the lantern aswell shaded as | could, but in
this part of town the streets were ill-kept, and we stumbled over rubbish and filth, so we needed the
lantern on full beam. Ky-Lin was uneasy that someone would see us, but to me the streets were as quiet
asthegrave.

The ground beneath our feet became soft and spongy aswe I eft the last straggle behind, and | was
glad that my new boots had been thoroughly oiled.

"How much further?' We were splashing through pools of water now, and in the east thefirgt graying
of the sky announced the false dawn.

"Nearly at the causeway," said Ky-Lin, alarge shadow ahead of me. "From there, about amileto the
first of themarkers.”

"Can't cometoo soon for me," grumbled Growch. "Me stummick iswet asaduck's arse and me
pawsfull of gunge. When do we eat?"

Sometime later we stood on ardatively dry pebbled causeway. Ahead of uslay aflat, seamy
expanse of what looked like avast, waterlogged plain, tinged pink by the just-rising sun. Tufts of grasses,
the odd bush, a stunted tree or two, a couple of hummockswere dl that interrupted the horizon, fringed
in the distance by the ever-present and distant mountains.

Ky-Lin was concentrating: eyes crossed, head weaving from sideto side.

"Well, thisisit. | can seethefirst marker. Shall we go?'

Chapter Eighteen

| was soaked to the skin. No, | hadn't falen in the water, nor had it been raining; it wasjust the
al-pervading miasmaof damp that rose from the bog that drenched us all asthoroughly asif we had
jumped in. Ky-Lin's coat shone with droplets of moisture, like a spider's web heavy with dew, and poor
Growch's hair was plastered down to his body asif it had been soaked in oil. | was not only wet, | was
cold. Although there was asun of sorts, it had to fight its way through the steamy mistsit sucked up from
the stagnant poolsal around us.

The ground benegth our feet was solid enough, thanksto Ky-Lin'singtinct; how hedid it | couldn't
even guess, for | had seen nothing to guide us. Around us the bog bubbled, seethed, durped, belched



and burped, an ever-present reminder of the dangers we faced if we stepped off theinvisible path we
followed.

No animals, no birds. Plenty of insects, though; whining mosquitoes, hugeflies, buzzing gnats, al of
whom wel comed the chance to land on my face and hands, and Growch's nose, eyes and bum. Ky-Lin
they left lone, asif he were composed of other than flesh and blood.

We seemed to have been walking al day but the sun was at lessthan its zenith when Ky-Lin cadled a
halt. Therewas asmall, knee-high cairn to our |eft, and we shed our loads, sat down and | unpacked
some cheese and dried fruit. Growch had aknuckle of ham which he chewed on disconsolately,
deliberately dropping it into the muck every now and again to emphasize how hardly used hewas.

Ky-Liningsted we continue our journey as soon as we had eaten.
"To the next marker, and then perhaps another ret,” he explained.
| Sghed as| packed up again. "I haven't seen amarker yet! How do you know where they are?'

"You'redtting on one," he said. "Or were. The last one we passed was that pile of peded sticks, and
the firgt was that moss-covered rock."

"And the next?'

"The skeleton of abird with onewing missing.”

"But how can you seefrom dl that way off?"

"Because my antennae give me enhanced sensibilities—Ilike extra eyes, noses and ears; two are
arranged so they see further ahead; two tell me what goes on at the side; two what happens behind.”

| was busy counting. "Y ou've got four pairs. . . ."

"The last ones are for seeing beneath the ground for afew inches, so | don't damage anything
growing out of Sght; agerminating seed, aworm, an incubating chrysalis: my master thought of
evaything."

"Then you could see where asquirrel hoarded its nuts?”

"Or adog abone," said Growch, interested in spite of himself in what he had considered up to now
to be avery boring conversation. "Or aburrow of nice, fat little rabbits?’

"If I could, | shouldn't tell you," said Ky-Lin. "The egting of flesh—"

"All right, you two," | said soothingly. There could never be true accord between one who believed
al killing was wrong, and another whose greatest pleasure was eating red mest.

We had walked perhaps ahaf hour more when we cameto adivision of theways. To our |eft the
track had obvioudy been repaired, and was negtly outlined with stones; the track we had been following
continued ahead, but was now rutted and pocked, with pools of standing water asfar as one could see.
Ky-Lin was plodding along the old path, head down, so | stepped onto the new one and called him
back.

"Hey! Y ou're going the wrong way!"

Heturned hishead. "No. I'm not. That way may look to be the right road but it is a deception.
Especialy constructed to trap the unwary. Go down that road and you step straight into aquagmire
which will suck you down into an underground river that would carry you to a subterranean tomb."

But | wastired of him aways being right, tired of the seemingly endless bog, tired of playing
follow-my-leader! "I don't believe you! Theroad you are taking isthe onethat lookslikeit endsin
disagter; why, even now you are nearly hock-deep in water!™

He splashed back to my side. "Very well, have it your own way. We will take thisroad. But | warn
you, you are wasting our time."

| felt exuberant, glad that | had shown an obvioudy tiring creature the correct route, and for awhile,

as the ground beneath us remained firm and dry, my spiritsrose il further, especidly asit ssemed a
more direct route to the mountains ahead, and although my ring had started to itch intolerably, | ignored



it, telling mysdlf it was just another mosguito bite.

| turned to Ky-Lin who was some ten yards behind. "I told you this was the right—Ow!" Walking
backwards, my feet suddenly found the path had disappeared and, scrabbling at the air for balance, |
toppled back into the dimy, sucking mess, dragged down still further by the weight of my pack.

A moment later | felt Ky-Lin'steeth in my jerkin and | was dragged back onto the path, a sticky
mess amelling like amidden.

| looked back: the open maw | had so nearly been sucked down into was closing up again, and in
lessthan aminute the path gave theillusion of being asit was before.

"Better get cleaned up,” said Ky-Lin. "Therésasmall spring alittleway back. . . . You're not crying,
areyou? Anyone can make amistake."

"But you knew | waswrong: why didn't you shout & me?"
"Ky-Linsdon't shout.”

"Wl they should!" | sniffed and wiped my eyeswith my filthy hand. "Were friends arent we? Well
then: don't be sweet and gentle and kind and forgiving dl thetime. Next time | do or say or suggest
something stupid or Slly, say so! Loudly . . ."

"Y ou shouts a me—" grumbled Growch.

"If | shout at you, then you deserveit!”

"Not dways! | remember—"

"All right, you two," said Ky-Lin, in such aperfect mimicry of my earlier attemptsto soothe him and
Growch, that | couldn't help laughing.

"Sorry, Ky-Lin! And thanksfor pulling me out. From now on you lead theway." And next timel
would heed thering, | promised mysdlf.

After that interruption it was ared dog to reach the spot Ky-Lin had decided would be our night
stop. Severa times, when we reached acomparatively dry spot, | begged him to stop, but he was
adamant.

"Therewe will be safe. The ground isdry, but moreimportant isour safety.”

"But there's nothing to threaten us—except mosquitoes,” | added, dapping at my face and neck.
"Y ou're not going to tell me there are monsters down therel™

"l do not know precisely what isdown there. But | do know that the place | seek will keep us safe
from whatever could thresten.”

So we trudged on. The sun sank below the horizon, the mist thickened and it grew more chill. All at
once the air above uswas darkened by clouds of great bats, obvioudy seeking the insects who had so
plagued us during the day. They weaved and ducked and swerved only inches above my head, and |
found mysalf wrapping my hands about my head, unessy at their proximity.

"They will neither touch you nor biteyou,” said Ky-Lin peacesbly. "Those are not the bloodsuckers.”

Then as quickly asthey had come, they were gone.

Everything was quiet; now the whine of insects was gone there was nothing to break the silence
except the sound of our steps and an occasional suck or blow from the bog itsdlf. It was eerie.

"Y ou'd better light the lantern,” said Ky-L.in, hisvoiceloud in the gloom. "It's getting dark, and we
gill have acouple of milesto go.”

Easer said than done. The air was damp, so was |, and when | opened my tinderbox | couldn't raise
aspark. More and more frantic, my fingers now bruised, my breath dampening the dried moss, | was
ready to cry with frustration.

"Here" said Ky-Lin. "Let metry." He bresthed over the box, and miraculoudy everything was
suddenly dry, and my lantern lighted us over the last stretch.



When we reached the marker it was not in the least what | had expected, although it was a place that
was recognizable. There was the skeleton of abird, hanging upside down on aroughly fashioned wooden
cross, and the whole area, a paved rough circle some eight feet across, was surrounded by araised rim
of stones a couple of inches high. Within the circle were a couple of stunted shrubs, one with sharp,
prickly leaveslike holly, the other bearing hairy leaves with a sharp, bitter smell. Inthemiddlewasa
symbol picked out in white stones, but | couldn't make out exactly what it was meant to represent.

"Right," said Ky-Lin. "We can have afire now, dry ourselves out. The dry kindling and charcod are
intheleft-hand pannier.”

In afew minutes the fire shut out the dark, creating acozy circlelike aroom. | reheated somerice left
over from the day before, adding herbs, and aso ate some cheese and a couple of sweet cakes. The
food, though dull, put new heart into me. | waswarm for thefirst time that day, and we were drying out
nicely. Even Growch had stopped grumbling.

"How much further?" | asked Ky-Lin.
"If we make good progress tomorrow, then we should be across by nightfall.”

"Can't be soon enough,” said Growch. "Never bin so cold or wet in melife, | ain't. 'Cept for now," he
added, gtretching his speckled ssomach to the glow of thefire.

"Throw on the last of the charcod,” said Ky-Lin. "And deep. If you wake, or think you do, pay no
attention to what you see, or think you see.”

"Why?" How could you see something that wasn't there?

"ThisisaPlace of Power," he said. "And as such attracts both good and evil. But we are safe aslong
aswe stay within the circle." Searching the ground he found a couple of discarded leaves from the bushes
and threw them on the fire, where they blazed brightly for amoment then smoldered, giving off an
unpleasant smell. "Liedown, closeyour eyes. .. ."

| scarcely had timeto wrap mysdlf in my blanket before | was adegp and dipping from one fragment
of dream to another. | played in the dirt in front of my mother's house, drawing pictures on the ground
with agtick; | struggled through a storm to reach shelter; once, for astartling moment | saw the father
who was dead before | was born: | knew the tal smiling stranger was my father because | could see him
fromwhere| lay in my mother's womb. He had stretched out his hand to rest it on her belly and through
hisfingers| heard the resonance of the name he then gave me, that my mother later denied me: Talitha,
the graceful one. My dragon had known that name. . . .

Another dream—no, thistime anightmare. | was shut in, enclosed, chained up in the dark, and
something was there beside me, something with scrabbly sounding claws like a crab, something with fetid
breath, something that was crawling nearer and nearer, something that had grabbed at my arm and was
drawing meinto its mouth—I| screamed.

And woke,

And it wasred, not anightmare. Something had gripped my arm, something | couldn't see, and it
was dragging me over the edge of the rim of stones, down into the stinking depths of the bog. | screamed
again, Growch barked wildly and suddenly there was light, aflashing light, my jerkin was grippedin
strong teeth and | was dragged back to safety beside afire blazing up ashower of colored sparks,
nursing abruised arm.

"What—what happened?'

"Y ou tossed about in your deep and your arm went over the edge,” said Ky-Lin. "Whatever you
dreamt about awakened one of the cresturesin the bog."

"But—what wasit?'

"Look." And there, in the extended light thrown by the still-sparking fire, | saw the waters of the mere
surrounding us stir and shift as strange creatures broke the surface. Just a claw, aspiny back, an evil eye,
the glimpse of awhipliketail, then they disappeared again in bubbles of foul-smelling gas.



"Some of these creatures are blind, some deaf, but dl are hungry. They are not necessarily evil—evil
needs an active determination—and that isaconcept dien to them. They will eat you or their felow
crestures, even each other, but they lack discrimination. Y ou should be afraid of them, but also fed pity.
Human beings have choice, most animastoo. They have none."

| shivered. They werefoul, distorted creatures and they made me fed sick. If | had been dragged a
little further | should now be benegth that dime with mud in my lungs, being chewed into fragments. How
could | possibly show pity for such? | wasn't asaint like Ky-Lin, full of hisMaster's all-forgiveness, | was
just afrightened human being.

The rest of the night Growch and | huddled together, both for warmth and for company. | dept but
little, for the creature who had grabbed me seemed to have woken dl the rest, and the waters around us
seethed and gurgled, every now and again throwing up a grest gout of water. | heard the wicked
snapping of teeth, splash of tails, queer gruntings and groans. Even worse werethelights. Livid yellow,
sickly green, lurid purple, they shone both above and bel ow the surface. | couldn't tell whether they were
animal or plant or some other manifestation, al | knew was some of them hovered, some zipped through
theair, others hopped in and out of water like frogs, with a strange whistling sound.

| must have dozed off eventudly, because when Ky-Lin woke meit was light again and, apart from
the migt, insects and unhealthy-looking surroundings, al was asit had been the day before.

"Let'sget going,” | said. | couldn't stand the thought of another moment in that place. We ae
breakfast as we walked, stale pancakes and dried fruit, and made good progress, athough the path, if
you could call it that, was amost covered with water most of theway. At noon we halted briefly at the
last of the markers, so Ky-Lintold us, though to meit looked just like abundle of dried rushes. There
waslittle left that didn't need cooking, but even Growch didn't grumble at the rice cakes and cheese.

But Ky-Lin ate very sparingly, and kept glancing back the way he had come.

"What isit?"

"Not sure. We were followed earlie—men and horses, but they have gone back. But thereis ill
someone back there, | am sure.”

"Can't you see anything?'

"No. The land where we rested last night is on a sort of hummock, and that is between me and our
pursuer, if thereis one. No one from the village comes further than the circle, where they used to hold
sacrifices and ritual executions—"

"Y ou never told methat!"

"Would you havefdt any easier?’

"Worsal"

"Sodl | canthink is—"

Hewasinterrupted by a scream, ahowl of pureterror. In that misty desolation it was difficult to tell
what direction it came from, but asit was repeated Ky-Lin's antennae got busy, swivelling thisway and
that and findly pointing firmly back the way he had come.

Therewas afurther shriek: "Help me! Oh God, helpme. . . ."

"It's Dickon!"

| felt asudden violent jolt of revalt. If hewerein trouble, then let him get out of it himself. | didnt
want him with us, he had no right to follow, and more and more | felt hewas athreet to usall. | wanted
to run away, put my hands over my ears and escape asfast as| could, leave him to die, but even as|
wished it my reluctant feet were carrying me back aong the path we had come.

Hewas sinking fast. He had obvioudy stepped off the path, tried to cut a corner where the trail
twisted back on itsdf after ahalf mile and had been caught in amorass. Already the green dimewas
bubbling up around his hips, and the more he struggled, the faster he sank.



Hewas crying, tears of pureterror, choking on my name.

| pulled the rope from Ky-Lin's pack, put one end between histeeth and threw the other towards
Dickon; it fell short, and | drew it back, aready dick with green dime. He started to flail hisarms, and
sank down further till.

"Say dill, you fool!"

Thistime he caught the end of the rope and Ky-Lin and | started to drag him out, but it was hard
work, as at least half hisbody was now out of sight. We at last were making headway when the rope
suddenly refused to move; we tugged again with al our strength and found we were not hauling & one
body, but two: tangled up with Dickon was a corpse, one of the criminals executed ages ago. The face
had been eaten away, and as Dickon caught sight of the grinning skeleton skull he gave another scream
and let go the rope.

| threw it again and thistime we managed to pull him free, the corpse releasing its hold and sinking
back beneath the dime, throwing up itsarms asit disappeared in an obscene gesture of farewell.

Dickon at last lay on the path, gasping and groaning, covered in stinking mud and dime. He staggered
to hisfeet, attempted to thank me, but | had had enough.

| walked away from him and didn't look back.

Chapter Nineteen

And what ismore | didn't even speak to him until we had finaly crossed the bog by last light and
reached firm ground. | let Ky-Lin lead the way and followed close behind with Growch, paying no
attention to the plodding footsteps behind, the whimpers and groans.

Thebog finaly petered out into a series of dank poals, bulrushes, bog grass and squelchy mud. The
land then rose sharply into astand of conifers and we moved thankfully into the shelter of the treesand
wereimmediately enclosed in an entirdly different atmosphere. The needles underfoot cushioned our
tread, the air was soft and full of the clean sméll of resin, and the evening breeze soughed gently in the
branches above.

| could hear astream off to our right, so, after unloading Ky-Lin, | brushed aside the needlestill |
found some stones, then built afire from pine cones and dead wood, before unpacking the cooking pot
and going in search of the water.

The stream dropped into a series of little pools and, after filling the pot, | stripped off and stepped
into thelargest one, enjoying the shock of cold water, and scrubbed myself asbest | could with my shirt
and drawers, which | washed aswell. Ky-Lin had followed me and drank deep, then stepped into the
water and managed to surround himsalf with afine cloud of spray, coming out as clean and fresh asever.

| was about to don my clothes again, wet asthey were, when he remarked: "The egg isready to find
another resting place: put it in your pouch for safety. Wrapitin alittle moss.”

| glanced down: it had certainly grown, and looked ready to pop out of my belly button any minute. |



picked it up between finger and thumb expecting it to il give alittle, but no. It was set hard and came
away eadly. | wrapped it in some dry moss, promising myself to make a proper pursefor it assoon as|
could. The pearly sheen had gone, and it now held a sort of stony sparkle, like granite in the sunshine.

A nose nudged my knee. "Where'sthe dinner then? Firesgoin' atreat, and dl it wantsis—"

"Cleandiners" | said, picking him up and dropping him into the pool, leaving him scrabbling to get
out and curang me fluently.

Back at thefire, which | noticed had been replenished by a cowed Dickon, | put the pot on to boil,
added dried vegetables, sdlt, herbs, dried fish and rice, and mixed some rice flour to make pancakeson a
heated stone. A livid Growch came back in the midst of al this preparation and shook himself al over
everything and everyone, so that thefire spat and sizzled and God knows what ended up in the cooking
pot.

Dickon till cowered on the other side of thefire, atruly sorry sight, his clothes tattered and torn and
covered with drying mud and dime, hisface greenish under dl the muck. | enjoyed my first wordsto him.

"Y ou'd better go over to the stream and wash yoursdlf. Y ou stink! Wash your clothes out aswell:
you're not sitting down to eet like that. They'll soon dry out by thefire.” Then, as he hesitated, glancing
nervoudy at Ky-Lin, who was resting alittle way away: "Go on; he wont bite you!"

"What . . . what isit?" he whispered.

"'It' isamythical creature called Ky-Lin. He and his brethren were guardians of the Lord Buddha
Heismy friend."

Hislip curled in afamiliar sneer, obvious even through the layer of dirt on hisface. "Oh, another of
your only-talks-to-me cregturesis he? Like the cur, the mad bear and the flying pig you once had—"

"Not at dl!" | said sharply. "He understands you perfectly and talks aswell as anyone. Hesworth his
weight in gold, and has been a perfect guide. If it hadn't been for him | could never have pulled you out of
that morass, so mind your manners. Now, go wash!"

Hetold melater that the reason he had been able to find us was that someone from the seedy edge
of town had seen us go, and he had persuaded a couple of horsemen to follow us asfar asthe Place of
Power. But no further.

"I should have thought that by now you would have got the message,” | said. "We don't need you; we
can manage without your ceasd ess suspicions and innuendos. The only reason you followed thistimeis
because of your obsession with treasure, atreasure | have told you again and again doesn't exist. | anon
aprivate pilgrimage to find afriend of mine and Growch has come aong to keep me company.”

"And—him?' Hejerked hishead in Ky-Lin'sdirection.
"I'vetold you that too. Heismy guide and my friend, and I am hismission, if you like."

"Mission, suspicion.. . . All aload of shit if you ask me. Anyway, who'sthis‘'friend' you're looking
for?'

"None of your business. And thereis no place for you wherel must go. | have alittle money saved: |
shan't need it where | am going, and I'm willing that you should haveit if you will go back.” | redized as
soon as| opened my mouth that it was the wrong thing to say. By implying that | was unlikely to need
money, it would only make him more convinced than ever that | was in expectation of finding more. |
think my next remark made it worse, if possible. "I can give you ten gold pieces.”

| still had the money Suleiman gave me, together with the coins my father had left me—but he wasn't
having those.

| saw hiseyebrowsraise, but he was fill staring into the fire, avoiding my eyes. The other two were
aready adeep, but | had stayed awake in order to have it out with him.

"If itisasyou say," he said dowly, "then it matterslittle to either of uswhether | go now or stay and
seeyou safe. If | do the latter, then at least | can bear a message back to Matthew Spicer that | have left
you safe and well. | can il be useful in fetching and carrying and | wouldn't fed | was doing my duty



after al weve been through together if | didn't offer you my protection while | could.”

Oh, very clever! | thought. Showing merely friendship and concern for my safety, but ensuring he
kept his eye on me—and my money—right to the end. If | hadn't still had thisindefinable feding that only
harm could come from his accompanying us, then | probably wouldn't have hesitated—but if | didn't
know exactly what | was afraid of, how could | ingst on leaving him behind?

"Very well," | said. "But | expect you to share al the chores and portage. And don't,” | added,
"grumble. Wherever you find yoursdlf, or however toughit gets. | il think you're wasting your time.”

"WEIl see," he said, and by the next morning he was dmost his usud cocky, arrogant sdif, just asif
he had donned a new suit of clothes.

In fact more clothes were the first things we bought when we came across a decent-sized village. Our
winter things had suffered badly in the bog, and besi des the warmer westher was here and we needed
thinner coverings. | bought us both |oose cotton jackets and short breeches, reaching to the knees, and
on Ky-Lin's recommendation, straw hats against the sun. | was going to buy sandasaswell, but he
advised meto keep my boots until we had crossed the desert.

Asthe villages we passad through were scattered, it didn't seem worthwhile Ky-Lin changing his
shape or trying to hide, so we met agreat deal of superdtitiousterror, but were better ableto bargain: in
many cases| believe they were only too glad to get rid of udl

Asweworked our way through the foothills of the mountains towards our next objective, the Desert
of Death, my spirits rose with each day that dawned, each mile we walked, each hour that passed. This
was the last barrier to surmount, the last real test of our endurance. And with Ky-Lin to lead the way,
what could possibly go wrong?

Suddenly, one day, there it was, stretching to the horizon asfar asthe eye could see. Eventhe
mountainsto the north seemed farther away than ever, misty blue in the haze that hung over the sand.
Therewas no gradua approach; it seemed that one stepped off civilization into the wildernesslike
crossing athreshold. One pace and there you were.

We spent the night at the last village marked on the map, atiny place squashed between two rearing
crags, like apiece of stringy meat caught between two teeth. We were curiosities; very few travellers
cametheir way, but even their awe at seeing Ky-Lin could not overcome their horror at the redization
that we wereintending to crossthe desert.

At firg Ky-Lin wasreluctant to trandate what they said, seated with usin the headman's hut that
night, privileged guests, but | ingsted, and he was honest enough to interpret literaly.

Did we understand that it was called the Desert of Degth?
Yes, wedid.

Did we understand why it was cdled thus?

We thought so.

Did we know that no one returned from such ajourney?
Therewasno cdl to, if they were traveling further on.
Then it was our turn to ask some questions.

Did the villagers ever venture out there?

Sometimes.

Why did they go?

To hunt desert foxes and hares.

Then there must be food for them, and water?

A shrug wasthe only answer.

How far did the hunters go into the desert?



Wl provisioned they could last for aweek, over atwenty-five-mile radius. After that there are no
more animalsto hunt.

What about other settlements?
Another shrug, then someone ventured that there were legends of afabulous city, agreat temple, but

But what?

More shrugs. A long time ago, many lifetimes. No one came back to tell. Maybe it got lost under the
Sand Mountains.

Wheat are those?

Great hills of sand that march across the desert, eating everything they come across.
"Areyou sure we're going in the right direction?' muttered Dickon.

"Y ou can awaysturn around and go back," | whispered in return.

All thevillage turned out the next morning to see us off, and it didn't help one bit that they were
burning incense, chanting prayers, and aready looked at us asif we were ghodts.

"Don't worry too much,” said Ky-Lin. "I assure you that out there, thereisahuge templeand a
thriving town: I've been there. It's Situated on an underground river, but there is plenty of water. It wasa
while ago since | wasthere, but bricks and mortar and bronze and gold don't just disappear.”

Comforted by his assurance we made our way to aline of scrub that, the villagers had informed us,
marked the course of anow dried-up riverbed. Ky-Lin frowned alittle as he gazed down at theriver
pebbles that lined the bottom.

"l remember ariver running here. . . . Perhaps | was mistaken. Still it goes the way we want to, so
let'sfollow it."

Asthe sun got higher in the sky the swest started to trickle down my face, back and from under my
arms. Five minutes later | saw Dickon drop behind and take a surreptitious swig from one of the water
bottles he was carrying. He and | both carried four, and Ky-Lin another two, and these were meant to
last us until we reached the temple: Ky-Lin'swere for cooking and washing, oursfor drinking. | was
sorely tempted to copy him but decided to wait until Ky-Lin called a hdt.

By my reckoning this must have been near noon, and we were now in ashimmering landscape,
strewn with rocks under abaking sun. | blinked gritty eyes, but the shimmering persisted, like some
curtain of gauze billowing out over ascene at best only guessed .

"Right," said Ky-Lin. "Unload me, please, and then start digging.”

| had wondered why we bought two mattocks some days past: now it seemed | wasto find out.

"Digging?' Dickon and | queried in unison.

"Digging," said Ky-Lin firmly. "Every midmorning and every night you will dig ahole, or atrench, or
whatever you prefer, to hide us from the worst heet of the day, and the extremes of cold at night. During
the journey wewill trave till noon, then rest until sunset. Then we shal march againttill it getstoo cold,

and rest till dawn. That way we shdl escape the worst extremes of temperature. First, adrink for
everyone—only a mugful—and after the hole is dug we can est.”

Growch was so exhausted he just lay on hisside, panting, histongue flgpping in and out like asnake
tagting theair, s0 | served him firg, letting him lgp the lukewarm water from the cooking pot. He was so
grateful that he showed usthe best place to dig, and even helped for awhile, the sand flying out between
his hind legsfar faster than we could dig. Once we had dug areasonable trench we settled down in it and
shared out the rice cakes, dried fruit, and cheese that was to be our midday meal from now on. At night
we should have something cooked, and | would make enough rice cakesto eat cold at the next medl.

Propping a blanket across the trench, supported on the upended mattocks, | settled back to deep for
awhilein sticky shade, but saw Dickon once again helping himsdlf from one of hiswater skins, and was



aarmed to see that he had dmost finished one. Well, held get none of mine: | had to share with Growch.

| noticed that Ky-Lin had egten but little and drank less; when the same thing happened that evening,
| questioned him.

"I can manage for afew days, then | shal need rice, water, and sdt in quantity.”
"SAt?Inthisheat? It will only makeyou thirdier!”

"Not at dl. Everyone needs salt, and you humans sweet it away in the hot sun. Without it you will
become week and dizzy, and your arms and legs will ache. That iswhy | insisted you bring salted meat
with you: at least you will receive somethat way."

We moved on again as the sun sank, ared bdl, into the western sky, and kept the same routine day
by night by day. It was very hard to reconcile the grest extremes of temperature; at midday | would have
given anything to be naked and blanketless, at night | could have welcomed two layers of everything.
Once the shimmer of hest |eft the land at night, the stars were incredible; they seemed to be so much
nearer, asif one could reach up and snatch them from the sky. It seemed some little compensation for the
sting of swest in one's eyes at midday, and the chattering of on€'steeth twelve hourslater.

Have you ever heard a dog's teeth chatter?

By the third day the mountains we had |eft had disappeared into haze, those we were moving
towards seemed no nearer, those to the west invisible. The desert makes you fed very smdl: thereistoo
much sky. Thereis nothing to mark your progress, no trees or bushes or other landmarks, so you might
just aswell be standing till, or be an ant endlesdy circling ahuge bowl.

When | woke on the fourth morning and reached for the last of my water flasks, | found it was
missing. | had been careful to follow Ky-Lin'singtructions; it would be on the fifth day that we would
reach the temple, and the water must last that long. Therewas afull day to go, and there wasn't adrop
left! Frantically | shook the other skins: dl empty. | couldn't have dropped the full one, surely! No, |
remembered clearly the night before shaking it to make sure none had evaporated.

Springing to my feet | wasjust in time to see Dickon emptying the last of the water down histhroat
and sprinkling afew drops over his head and face. He started guiiltily as he saw me.

"Sorry! | wasjust sothirsty. . . . Anyway, it'snot far now. We can managefor aday. . . ."

| struck him hard across the mouth. "Y ou sdlfish bastard! Y ou had four skinsal to yourself, and
Growch and | had to share! | wish you had never come, | wish you were dead!™

"Hush, child!" said Ky-Lin. "Bring Dog over to me and close your eyes. | will give you some of
mysdf. . . ." and he breathed gently down his nogtrils onto our faces. "There! Y ou will not fed thirsty for
awhile"

And it wastrue. Both Growch and | managed that day without needing water; somehow Ky-Lin had
transferred liquid, precious water from hisbody to ours: | only hoped that it would not hurt him. Magic
only goessofar.

That day we travelled faster and further than any day before, and the following morning Ky-Lin woke
usealy.

"By midday we should bethere," said Ky-Lin encouragingly. "Just over that little ridge ahead and you
will seethetemple. And then water, food, ret, shelter . . ."

The struggle up that ridge was anightmare. The swest near blinded me, | ached, my limbswouldn't
obey me, my throat hurt, | wastoo dry to swallow. At last we topped the incline and, full of anticipation,
gazed down on Ky-Lin'sfabled city.

Only it wasnt there.

Nothing, except a heap of tumbled stones.



Chapter Twenty

| gazed around wildly, thinking for one stupid moment that we were in the wrong place, but one look
a Ky-Lin's stricken face told me the truth.

It was Dickon who voiced al our thoughts.

"Wdll, where isit then? Where's your town, temple, water, food, shelter, and rest?’

| had never seen Ky-Lin look so dejected. For an eye-deceiving moment helost al color and almost
appeared transparent, his beautiful plumed tail dragging in the dust. But even as| blinked heregained his
color, and histail itsoptimism. The only sign of disquiet was afurrowing of hissilky brow.

"We|?" Dickon was panicking, hisvoice hystericd. "What do we do now?"

"What happened, Ky-Lin? There was something hereonce. . . ."

Heturned to me. "I don't know. | wish | did. I told you it wasalong time since | was here. Let'sgo
down and see. There must be something we can salvage from dl this"

At my feet Growch waswhimpering. "Sod meif | can go no further. Me bleedin’ paws hurt, me legs
issawn off, me summick tells me me throat's cut and | could murder astraight bowl of water. . . ."

| picked him up, though my body told me | ached as much and was twice asthirsty, and we al
stumbled like drunkards down the dope to the first of the tumbled wrecks of stones. When we reached
them we found they were not stones but mud bricks, and as| looked around | could see thiswas the
remains of what had once been a street of shopsor small dwelling places, and asthey fell they had
crumbled and broken.

Ky-Lin prowled down the street, looking here, there, everywhere. "No sign of war or pestilence.
This place has been empty for many, many years, but it looks asif they went peaceably. Everything has
been cleared away, no artifacts|eft about, no evidence of fire. . . . Let'stake alook at the temple, or
what'sleft of it."

Not much. We threaded our way through other deserted, tumbledown streets until we reached what
must have been a courtyard. It surrounded a partly stone-waled temple, with now-roofless cells behind,
which would have housed the monks. Sand had drifted deep on the templefloor, the roof had falenin
and the stone dtar was empty. No idols, no incense, no prayer whedls, no bells. Only the wind,
shush-shushing the sand back and forth across the stone floor in little patterns. On either side of the dtar
were a couple of stone lumps, now so eroded by sand, sun and wind that they were unrecognizable.

Unrecognizableto dl but Ky-Lin, that was.

"Here, girl: come seewhat isleft of my brothers. . . "

Nearer | could see what must have once been their heads, their tails.

"Werethey Ky-Linstoo?'

He nuzzled the stones lovingly. "Once. But these two attained Paradise along time ago, and the
monks carved them to remind them of my Magter'svist." Hesghed. "At least it shows onething, dl this.
the soul outlasts the strongest stone.™



"How about getting your prioritiesright?' came Dickon's voice over my shoulder. " Souls belong to
the dead: werreliving. But we won't be much longer unless you find us something to eat and drink."

Without cooking | had a couple of rice cakes, some dried fruit, alittle cheese.

"If you will unload me please" said Ky-Lin, "you will find one small water skin under the blankets.
One mug of water each, no more; the rice cakes and cheese will be enough for now."

Strange: | had never noticed that particular water skin before, but then hewas Magic. . . .

| shared my cheese and water with Growch, and dthough his share of the liquid was gonein hdf a
dozen quick laps, | Spped mineasdowly as| could, running it over my parched tongue before
swallowing, to get the maximum benefit; behind me | heard Dickon'swater gonein acouple of quick
gulps. | went over to Ky-Lin with some dried raisins and gpricots.

"Come, you must eat something too; we depend on you to keep us going.”

Hisforked tongue, ever so soft, 1apped the fruit from my pam. "Now get somerest. Go into the
shade of that wall. | am going to reconnoiter. | shdl return assoon as | can.”

| settled back with my back againgt the stone. Just five minutes nap, and then.. . .

And then it was dawn. Someone had tucked a blanket round Growch and me, and further away
Dickon was snoring softly. | was neither hot nor cold, hungry nor thirsty, and | felt rested and refreshed.
Beside me was a hegp of wood, smooth, bleached wood that had obvioudy been around for awhile.
Beyond, Ky-Linwas curled around, fast adeep, only therise and fal of his chest showing that he was il
dive

A surprisingly wet and cold nose was shoved in my face. "What's for breskfast, then?”

| used half the water that was | eft to boil up rice, beans, dried vegetables and herbs, on Ky-Lin's
advice adding the rest of the salted mest, and some rather dessicated roots he had found. They smelt
oniony, and looked like water lily suckers. The wood burned brightly and too fast, with asort of bluish
flame, and | kept it down as much as| could, for now the sun was high and extra heat was unwel come.
Just before it was cooked | took the pot off the fire and clamped on thelid tight, then buried it in the sand
S0 it would retain heat and absorb the last of theliquid, as| had seen it donein this country to ensure
both tenderness and conservation of fuel.

"And now," said Ky-Lin, "we must find somewhereto shelter. | can smdl wind, and that here will
mean asandstorm.” He led us through the remains of asmal archway to the left of the dtar. Behind was
part of awall and domed roof, and aset of steps leading down into the darkness. There was remarkably
little of the ubiquitous drifted sand.

"The way the wind blows here," explained Ky-Lin, "the sand merdly piles up on the other sde of the
wall. Now, we shall go down the stepsto better shelter. Once at the bottom, if we spread out the
blankets, we shdl be snug enough.”

Something scuttled past my feet and | gave a stifled scream.

"Scorpion,” said Dickon. "I'm not going down there, and that's flat!"

He kicked out at the creature, who raised its stinging tail threateningly and disappeared through a
crack inthewall.

"The ultimate survivors" said Ky-Lin. "When everything €l se has disgppeared from the earth, the
ants, the scorpions, and the cockroacheswill haveit dl to themselves. Don't worry," he added. "There
are no more down there. Follow me," and he disappeared down the flight of stone steps.

"Y ou're on your own," said Dickon, as| prepared to follow. "I'm not going down."

| fumbled my way down steps worn smooth by generations of monks. Once at the bottom the air
was pleasantly cool, with only afinelayer of sand underfoot. The light from above was enough for meto
seethat thiswas alittle cul-de-sac, but large enough to hold us all comfortably.

"Come on down!"



"Not on your life," came Dickon'svoice, oddly distorted by the turnin the stairs, although Growch
had aready joined me quite happily.

"Inthat case" | ydled back, "you can go out and fetch in dl the baggage. And the cooking pot,” |
added.

| knew he wouldn't, and it took the three of usto transfer everything to safety, Dickon grumbling al
the while. By thetime dl was stowed away safely the wind had risen enough for usto hear even at the
bottom of the gairs, and when | went out to retrieve the cooking pot it was redly nasty up top. The wind
waswhining like a caged dog, gusting every now and again into ashriek, and with it the sand was
spiraling astall asaman, blasting into any unprotected skin like the rasp of afile. The very hegps of sand
in the courtyard had changed position so much that it took me several minutesto locate where | had
buried the cooking pot; it was ill hot, and | had to take off my shirt and wrap it in that to carry it safely,
the driving sand stinging my bare skin unmercifully.

| served out half the contents of the pot; abowl each, my mest ration for Growch, and half amug of
water, and as| scoured out the bowls with the ubiquitous sand | wondered which of uswas till the
hungriest and thirstiest. Settling down on my blanket, | asked the questions that would probably mean the
difference between life and death to us. Somebody had to ask; | didn't want to, but it was obvious
Dickon wanted to hear the answers even lessthan | did.

"What did you find out, Ky-Lin?"
"| searched the whole of the ruinswhile you were adeep. | gaveyou dl alittle Seepy Dust to ensure
you dept for aday and ahaf—" Heraised hisleft front hoof aswe protested. "Yes, yes, | know; but you

needed the rest, and | wanted time without your worries burdening me. | needed to let my sensesroam
free.

"This place was abandoned some eighty years ago. What drove them out was probably the threat of
famine. From what | could determine, the wells on which the town depended for its water started to dry
up, dueto theriver deep benesth the desert floor changing course. There may till have been enough for
drinking, but certainly not enough for irrigating their crops.

"Added to this, there was the unprecedented advance of the Sand Mountains, a phenomenon
peculiar to this desert. The villagers mentioned them, remember? They are formed by a combination of
wind and sand, and move to any place they are driven. They may not be seen for a hundred years, but
given specid conditionsthey can build up within days, and overwhdm anything in their path. Such a
disaster overtook thistown. They had enough notice to move out in an orderly fashion, so everything
portable was taken with them. The monks werethelast to leave."

"And where are the Sand Mountains now?'

He shrugged. "Who knows? They were not here long, but time enough to destroy the fabric of the
buildings, asyou saw."

"Where did the people go?'

He shrugged again. "Probably west and north. Theway wego. .. ."

Hereit was, the question | had so been dreading. "Any—any sign of water?"

Helooked a me with compassion, then shook his head. "No, | found no trace of water. Not yet,
anyway. That doesn't mean thereisn't any."

Dickon legpt to hisfeet. "No water, no food—wheat the hell do we do now?"

"Wewould do well to pray. Now, together. Each to our own God or gods.” He bowed his head. "In
any case it will concentrate our mindsif we are quiet for afew minutes. Prayer aways helps. Focus on
our predicament and ask for guidance. . . ."

| wanted to pray as my mother had taught me: speak to God direct, she had aways said. But she had
sent meto the priest to learn my letters and the Catechism, and it was these familiar formulas, as
comforting asachild's rhymes, that | now found filled my mind; the priest had taught me that God could



only be approached through Hisintermediaries, those like Himself. My mother, on the other hand, had
never been afraid to speak her mind, and she told me God was there to be taked to, just like anyone
else, person to person.

| don't know whether she believed in Him; | think she only believed in hersdlf. | recited threerapid
Aves under my breath, not thinking of anything redly, except the comfort of the formula. | glanced at the
others; Ky-Linwas obvioudy in communication with hisLord, but Dickon's handsweretwisting asif he
waswringing out acloth, hiseydidsflickering. No point in looking at Growch; hisgod, Pan, wasa
heathen.

But it was Growch who saved us.

| wasin the middle of my third Paternoster when a sacrilegiousinterruption destroyed al thought of
prayer.

"Bloody 'dI! Effin' little bastardd"

"Growch!"

"Sorree! But what d'you say if'n you'd just been bit on yer privates by abunch o' ravenin' ants?*

"Ants? But—"

Ky-Linand I had the same thought at the same time. Antsin atown deserted for many yearsand
surrounded by an arid desert could mean only one thing: ants, to exist, need both food and water,
however minimal. So, somewhere there was water!

"Move, dog!" sad Ky-Lin. "Sowly and carefully. The lantern, girl!"

At first the flamesflickered wildly al over the stone floor because my hand was shaking so much, but
asit steadied we dl saw what had so rudely interrupted whatever Growch had been thinking about. A
doubleline of ants, both coming and going, the ones advancing towards us laden with what |ooked like
grains, the others empty-legged. | swung the lantern to the I eft; the laden ants were disappearing into a
large crack in the masonry, obvioudy behind which they had their nest. The outgoing ones, where did
they go?

| swung the light the other way, but obvioudy too far: no ants.

"Gently doesit," bresthed Ky-Lin. "Back alittle. . ."

And thereit was. Therewas along, straight crack in the floor, and down this the ants were appearing
and disappearing without hindrance. | brushed away some of the sand, and there was another crack in
the stone, thisone at right anglesto thefirst. Ky-Lin used histall on the sand aswdll, and between uswe
uncovered afull square, sometwo and ahalf feet dong each side. It was obvioudy an entrance of some
sort to an underground storage area, but how did it work? | scraped away at the center: nothing! | blew
at thesand, | scrabbled with my fingers, still nothing.

Ky-Lin's delicate antennae were probing the surface. "Try here," he said, indicating the corner
farthest away. | brushed away the sand and there, recessed into the stone, was arusty iron ring.

"That'sit! That'sit!" | wasnow in afever of excitement. "There must be something down there, there
must!" and bending down | tugged at thering, but dl | got wasred, flaky dust on my fingers; the square
had not budged.

Dickon had findly worked out what all the fuss was about, and exercised adl his strength, again to no
purpose except for rusty fingers.

"Let'stry thisscientifically,” said Ky-Lin. "Nether of you is powerful enough to shift the trapdoor on
your own and | cannot get agrip. Think, my children; how can weraiseit?'

| knew he had something in mind, but Dickon and | could only gaze at each other in perplexity. It
was Growch, puffed up with his successin finding the stone trapdoor, who provided us with the smple
answer.

"Wadl, you are a coupladummies! Rope, that's what you want: rope.”



Of course! And whiletheincreasing wind raged outside and the sand trickled itsway in little drifts
down the steps, we found the rope in the baggage, looped it through the ring in the floor and, one end
tied round Ky-Lin's neck, the other held by Dickon and mysdlf, we tried once more to heave the square
of sonefromitsbed.

"One, two, three, heave! One, two, three, heavel" We heaved, we pulled, we jerked, we struggled,
but the damned thing wouldn't shift. Wetried again and again, and findly therewas afant grating noise
and it seemed the trapdoor shifted just afraction.

"Wevegot it!" yeled Dickon. "Just one more heave. All together now—nheave!"

Another minuscule shift in the sone, then it settled back into its square with alittle puff of dust. The
ants had disappeared, not surprisingly.

"Oncemore," exhorted Dickon. "Pull up and back thistime. Now!"

We heaved as hard as we could, there was a sudden snap and we all three landed in atangled
bruised hegp in the corner, the rope coiling itsalf round our legs. | pulled the length through my fingers,
conscious of abruised shoulder. "Buit it hasn't broken. . . ."

"No," said Ky-Lin. "It wasthe ring that snapped; it had rusted right through.”

| burgt into tears: | couldn't help it. "It'snot fair! I'm sothirgty. .. ."

Ky-Lin nuzzled my neck comfortingly. "Courage. We haven't lost yet." He inspected the broken ring.
"It was week at this one point. Perhapsit could be repaired. Remember the barsin your prison, girl?
Well thistimewe shdl haveto try the processin reverse. Give me some space; | shall haveto think about
this"

Obediently we moved back, and one look at Dickon's stricken face told me what | must be looking
liketoo. True, we didn't know what we would find down there, but hope had been rekindled, only to be
dashed again by afew flakes of rust. | had never fdt so thirsty in al my life, not even asachildinahigh
fever when | had cried and begged my mother for the cool spring water she had trickled down my throat
from awet cloth.

"Shut your eyes, children, you too, dog!"

Suddenly | felt the hair curl on my head, and even behind closed eydids | was near blinded by a
brilliant light. Therewasasmell of ozone, of snow, of wet iron. | opened my eyesto see Ky-Lin
momentarily surrounded by a haze of colorlessflame. | shut my eyes again, and when | opened them the
ring was whole again, though consderably smdler.

| stretched forward to touch it, but Ky-Lin stopped me. "Not yet; it isnot yet cool enough. . . ." He
looked tired, diminished.

| put my arms about his neck. "Rest awhile; we can wait."

But it ssemed an age before the ring cooled enough to try; up above it wasfull dark, and thewind
dtill howled.

At last Ky-Lin nodded his head. "Thistime just keep pulling: no sudden jerks."

Once more | looped the rope around his neck, once more Dickon and | took up the dack at the
other end. Thiswasit.

"Now," said Ky-Lin softly. "Pull as hard asyou can—and pray. . . ."



Chapter Twenty.One

Thistimel didn't pray; | swore.

It made mefed better as| once more took the strain of the rope, endured the achesin my shoulders
and arms, the rasp in my throat, the grit between my teeth—oh yes, | redlly enjoyed that swear, and |
used dl the bad words | had ever heard, whether | knew their meaning or not, and included the sort of
things one seeswritten on walls. In fact | was concentrating so hard on remembering dl the words, with
my eyes shut, that | didn't see the stone begin to shift.

Thefirst | knew was Dickon's mutter: "It'scoming, it'scoming. . . ."

There was a sudden dither, agrinding of stone against sand, and the rope burnt through my fingers. |
collided once again with the other two, but thistimeit didn't hurt, and | found | was staring down at a
black holein thefloor, reveding atriangular gap and the glimpse of more stone steps leading downward.

With the opening came asudden breath of stdeair, thick with the tink of rancid oil, dust, decaying
med—

"l can smell water," said Growch. "There's some down there somewheres. Faint, but it's there. Shall
wego?'

A gap that would admit adog wasn't large enough for two adults and a pony-sized mythica cregture,
s0 we had to push the stone trapdoor right away to one side before we could descend, Ky-Linin the
lead and Dickon and | with the two lanterns. Growch in his eagerness near tripped me up. | sat down
hurriedly on one of the steps, noticing that even here the sand had penetrated, the only clear spaces being
the lines where the ants had trailed up and back over the years. | had a sudden idea, which got shoved to
the back of my mind immediately | reached the chamber.

It was a huge cdlar in which we found ourselves, the stone roof supported by arow of pillars
marching away into dark corners our lanterns didn't reach. The floor was flagged, and on ether side
stone shelveslined thewals. Empty shelves, no sign of containersto hold the water Growch il insisted
he could smdll. Sowly we waked the full length of the cdllar, the lantern light sending our shadowsinto
black giantsthat climbed Startled pillars, crept along stonewalls, trailed our footsteps like devoted pets.

To theleft and right of usthere were only empty shelves, dust and ancient cobwebs like dirty,
disintegrating lace. The atmosphere was dry and choking and | sneezed involuntarily, expecting the noise
to echo and reverberate, but the cellar had a peculiar deadening effect and the sneeze seemed to die at
my feet. It waslike being stuck behind the heavy curtains of afour-poster.

We reached the far end and there, ranged against the walls, were severa tdl clay pots, seemingly
sedled with wax stoppers. My heart gave abound of anticipation and | rushed forward, lantern bobbing
wildly, my knife cutting hastily through the sedls. | stepped backward, covering my nostrils as a dreadful
stench seeped out.

"It'sfermenting grain,” said Ky-Lin. "Not fit to touch. Except for the ants,” he added. "Thisiswhat
has kept them going over the years. With luck it will last for many years more. They are sensible
creatures and will not overbreed, so perhaps—"



"But whereisthewater?" shouted Dickon, coughing and choking, al control gone. "Don't you redlize,
you stupid creature, that we will die without it? Who cares about bloody ants? Fuck the ants!”

"| care about them," said Ky-Lin severdly. "And so should you. | carefor dl living crestures, and if
you would just redlize that those little crestures can point the way to your savation—"

"Fuck sdvation!" ydled Dickon. "And fuck you too!" and flung hislantern full into Ky-Lin'sface.
Therewas aburst of colored light—red, green, purple, orange, blue, yelow—then nothing.
Darkness. Even my lantern had gone out.

A brief moment of panic, angry sobsfrom Dickon, then acomforting nudge at my ankle.

"You day 'ere, nicean’ quiet, an' I'll nip up top an' get your lightin' things. Don" move now," and
Growch's claws click-clacked away over the stonefloor. A faint light came from the opening above, and
| saw him disappear over the last step. A moment or two later he was back, and thrust the box into my
free hand with hismuzzle,

"Nicehit o' light, an’ thingsll look different . . ."

My hands were shaking so much it took two or three goes before | could light my lantern. I swung it
over my head and saw Dickon, hisface al blubbery with angry tears, the other lantern shattered at his
feet.

"l didn't mean to hurt him," he whined. "It wasn't my fault! He shouldn't haveriled me! Whereshe
gone, anyway?"

Whereindeed? | rushed from one end of the cellar to the other, my lantern swinging wildly, but there
was no sign of Ky-Lin. Perhaps he had gone up the steps?

Growch shook hishead. " 'E's not up there. 'E ain't nowhere as| can see. Can't smell ‘im neither.”

| sumbled and fell to my knees, the lantern nearly dipping from my fingers. | had falen over
something, a stone, a pebble—

No, not astone, not apebble. A tiny littleimage, looking as old as the stone from which it had been
fashioned. Tears stung my eyesas| recognized the pudgy little features, the plumed tall.

"Heshere" | said. "What's left of him."

The sonewas cold in my hand. Therewas no life here, no flicker of movement. Just the small shell of
what had been avibrant, loving, colorful cresture. Even my ring was cold and dead, like Ky-Lin.

| felt anger risng in me inescapably, like the sudden jet of blue flame from aburning, sappy log. |
thrust the stone figure under Dickon's nose.

"You killed him! 'Y ou destroyed him with your evil temper! | hateyou! | hateyou! | hate you!" |
sobbed, and swung my lantern at his head as he ducked.

"Steady on there," said Growch mildly. " 'E wouldn't ‘ave wanted no ‘istrionics. What's done is done.
Nuffin'sever truly lost. 'E may bejust abit of sonein yer ‘and right now, but what 'e wasis till ‘ere.
What ‘e taught you. Well then, try and think like 'e would 'ave wanted you to. Pretend '€s still "ere. If you
concentrate 'ard enough it'll be like'es il speakin’ to us."

| could fed my ring warming up again; looking down it had apearly glow. Growch wasright,
wherever his doggy wisdom had suddenly come from. My anger evaporated. | kissed the little stone
figure and tucked it in my pouch, promising it a better resting place when | found one.

What would he have done now? | shut my eyes and concentrated. Looked for water, of course. Just
before we came down here, when | was sitting on the step, | had had an idea, agood one, | was sure.
But what wasit? Something to dowith . . . Stone? Tracks? Ants? Yes, that wasit. But how could it
help? Think, girl, think! Ants, sand-covered stone, tracks, Ky-Lin saying they had to have water—That
wasit!

Rushing back to the steps | held the lantern high, searching for ant trails, but our comings and goings
had made a complete mess of anything | was looking for, and the ants themsdaves were milling around in



amlesscircles. Haf-shuttering the lantern, | settled down to wait.

"What the hell are you doing?' asked Dickonirritably. "We're wasting time. We should be searching
for water."

“lam.”

"What? Sitting on your arse?’

"Just shut up, keep ill, and be patient.”

"I know, | know, | know!" said Growch triumphantly. "Clever lady."

Which left Dickon in the dark, especidly as he couldn't understand Growch, but seeing us both
concentrating he lapsed into silence. The ants settled down and began their marching from the nest
above. Down the stepsin adouble line, then—yes, my theory was correct. The line split into two, one
st of ants going off to the darkness at the rear end for food, the other half turning left, and—

"Under the stepd” | called out. "We never looked therel”

Behind the steps was a man-sized space and three shallow steps leading down to asmall cistern
and—athousand candles to Saint Whoever when | could afford them!—it was ill athird full.

Thewater was clear, but littered with unwary ant bodies and with alayer of silt benegth, but nothing
had ever tasted so good. We scooped it with our mugs into the cooking pot, then al of us drank till we
werefull and | for onefdt dightly sick.

Growch rolled over with agrunt and a distended belly. "Near as good as a beef bone. . ."

A drink seemed to bring Dickon back to sense once more and cooled histemper for daysto come.
"We musin't stir up the water too much,” he said. "We need to fill the water skinswith clean.”

Looking at the cistern more carefully, wondering how the water hadn't dried up long since, | noticed
adarker patch at the back which felt damp to the touch, so there was obviously seepage from some
long-forgotten spring or rivulet behind. Not enough to keep the templein water, just enough for the
ants—and us. Praise bel

By now it wasfull dark above and the wind still whined and shrieked unabated, so we moved
everything down into the cellar and | used what fuel we had left to cook up enough rice to keep usgoing
that night and the following morning.

Wefdl adeep over themedl, but | had had sense enough to remove everything eatable from the ants
though, remembering Ky-Lin, | sprinkled afew grains on the floor near their trail. Ky-Lin would have
done the sameif he had been with us, of that | was sure, making some gentle remark about it being a
"change of diet" for theinsects. Anyway, they deserved it: they had shown the way to the water.

The following morning the wind was gone as though it had never been and the sun shone brilliantly
from aclear sky. We al wanted to get going as soon as possble, but now there was no Ky-Lin to help
with advice and porterage, we were faced with real problems. The mythica cresture had told usthat the
temple was "hdfway," which meant there were at |east five more days of travel to endure. He had
consulted the maps and shown me the route we should follow, and with my Waystone | thought | could
manage that. Burdened as we were, though, we should probably have to expect at least one more day's
trave, bringing it to sx, which would be over the limit for even the stretching of what food we had.

Wéll, we could go hungry, but not thirsty. | spread out everything from our baggage, hoping we could
leave at least haf behind to lighten our load, while Dickon carefully filled the ten water skins. | knew how
heavy these were from bitter experience, but they were essentid. But what to leave behind? The
remaining food, blankets againgt the cold, and mattocks, these must come aswell. Money in abdlt
around my waist, persona possessions (and the egg) in apouch a my neck. Cooking pot, spoons and
mugs (I had dismissed the idea of boiling everything up before we went: in the desert heat it would be
uneatable in twenty-four hours); honey and st were heavy to carry, but both were necessary. Likewise
my few packs of herbs, the maps, sewing kit and ail: al had their uses.

In the end al we could reasonably do without was everything we were not actualy weearing, the



broken lantern, one blanket out of three, my writing thingsand my journal. Thislast went with me, | was
determined on that; at worst if our skeletons were found in the desert, it would explain everything. |
hefted the bundle we could leave: | could lift it on one finger. Well, two. So that wasn't going to make
much difference.

"Dickon,” | cdled out. "WEell never carry dl thid"

He emerged with the last two water skins. "I've been thinking about that. The water is covered with a
small grid the monks must have stood on to bucket up the water, and if you recdl, there was ameta
cover lying to one sde. We could use both as dedges, why carry if you can pull? Both are metd, so they
shouldn't wear away. The grid isno problem, and the metal cover has holes whereit fitted over the
cigern, 0 if we cut theropein half you can pull the grid asit'ssmaller, and I'll take the cover. Right?'

So it was decided. We then ate, packed up and waited for the worst of the day's heat to dissipate,
deciding to keep to Ky-Lin's order of march: early evening and dawn. While we were waiting | soaked
some beans and dried vegetables for the following day, ready to cook. Fuel was going to be aproblem,
but | persuaded Growch to pick up everything we could burn during the march. Before we left we drank
as much aswe could take from the cistern, and | even took the luxury of aquick wash, soaking my
clothesaswell for acool gart to thetrek. The water was al cloudy by thetime | had finished, but it
would soon settle back for the antsand | 1eft them afew more grains and adollop of honey as
compenstion.

We left the trapdoor open, in case other travellers came that way, and | took a soft stone and drew
the universally recognized symbol of an arrow on the cdllar floor to indicate the position of the cigtern.

And so we | eft the temple to the ants and set off across the desert towards the dying sun.

At first our progress was dow but steady. The management of the improvised dedgeswas difficult to
master. The metal cover travelled easier, but was more unstable. Aswe travelled the dedges became
lighter each day, and now we took turns with each. The weather stayed clear, my directions appeared to
be correct, for each day we persuaded ourselves the mountai ns we were headed for came fractionaly
nearer.

Then on the fourth day we ran into trouble.

The night had been overcast, for once, and we had overdept after ahard day's trek the previous day.
When we awoke the eastern sky was bright and we cast long shadows ahead of us. We ate ahurried
breakfast—not as much as any of us wanted, but rations were short by now—and set off at agood pace
for asteep risejust ahead. We hauled the dedges up the rise, looking forward to the incline beyond
and—

"What thehdl ... !" If hehadn't said it, | would. Ahead of us, about amile distant, reared a sudden
and unexpected range of mountains.
Sand Mountains.

These were the ones Ky-Lin and the villagers had warned us about, the giants who could stay in one
place for years and then, given the right conditions, move across the desert floor at aterrifying speed,
destroying everything in their path. And here they were, sraight across our path, barring our way to the
mountains. At the moment they were quiet, arange of sandhills somefifty to ahundred feet high &t their
lowest. And they stretched for miles. Aswe moved close an errant wind agitated sand on the topsinto
whirlsand curlslike smoke, and every now and again miniavaanches of sand fell down the steeper
dopes.

For the rest of the morning we tried to climb those restless, shifting mountains, but for every stride up,
we tumbled back two. The dedges became bogged down in the sand and we sank to our kneesiniit, like
fdling into quicksand, and twice we nearly lost Growch. Eventudly wetried to find away between, but
the sand blew in our faces and filled our footsteps within seconds.



Therewas only onething for it: we should have to take the long trek round them; the worst of that
was we had no idea whether the way east or west was shorter, as they stretched as far asthe eye could
seein both directions.

Three days later we struggled round the western end and tried to pick up our bearings. We had
wasted three daysto find oursalvesin virtualy the same spot we had started out from and the redl
mountains seemed asfar away as ever. On we tramped, our travelling time curtailed by our increasing
weariness from lack of proper nourishment. Two days later thelast of our food and water was gone and
we piled adl our goods onto the smoother dedge, pulling it in tandem to conserve our strength.

| began to see things that weren't there—houses, lakes, trees, camels, people—shimmering in the
distance some feet above the desert floor, and bes de me Dickon was hallucinating too. On the tenth day
we put Growch on the dedge because he could move no further and lay there with histongue hanging out
like one dead.

Dickon and | now fell every dozen yards or so and our throats were so parched we couldn't even
curse each other. At last we both tripped and fell together and | just wanted to lie there forever and
forget everything. | was conscious it was high noon aready and | knew if we didn't get up and seek
shelter we should surely be dead before nightfall.

| roseto my knees and peered ahead, but al | could see was one of those fevered images again: a
train of camels seeming to stride six feet above the sand and some haf mile away. | collgpsed, without
even the energy to rouse Dickon, to offer alast prayer, and drifted off into unconsciousness.

But somewhere, somehow, | could swear | heard adog barking. . ..

Chapter Twenty. Two

...A dog barking. Cautioudy | opened my eyes. Normally in the desert Dickon and | dept within feet
of each other, but now al my hands encountered was a blanket. There was adim light over to my right, it
must be the moon. No stars. And where was Growch? | was sure | had heard him amoment ago. |
struggled to sit up, and there was acold, wet nose against my cheek.

" 'Ad anicekip, then? Thought we'd lost you at one stage. Fedl abit better?’

"l don't understand. . . . What's happened? I—" And then, suddenly, it all came back to me. The
desert, the vagt, terrible, unforgiving desert. Sun, heat, thirgt, hunger, halucinations, death aready rattling
in my throat, the last thing adog barking . . .

| sat up dowly, stretched, wiggled my fingers and toes. | seemed to bedl in one piece, but | was
dreadfully tiff, my throat was sore and my head ached.

"Wannadrink? On yer right. On thetable. That'sit. Careful now, don' spill it."

Blessed, beautiful, clear cold water. The most wonderful liquid in theworld. | drank it al, then
burped luxurioudy. | looked around me. | was obvioudy insde ahouse or hut, and the light | had thought
the moon was a saucer oil lamp. | wason apallet of sortsand it must be sometime at night. So, we had



been rescued, but how and when? Where were we? And where was Dickon?

More than one question at atime flummoxed Growch. "I'll tell yer, I'll tell yer, but one a atime!
Dickon?'Islordship is around and about in the town somewheres, and—"

"Which town? What'sit caled? Whereisit?'

" 'Ow the'dl does| know? A town'satown ain't it? Same as al towns. 'Ouses, streets, people,
dogs, food . . . Were dtill in the desert, but they got plenty o' water. Goats, chickens, camels. It wastheir
camelsashbrought usin. | barked till | was'oarse, managed to get over to the caravan, and they came
back and picked you up.”

"Oh, Growch! Y ou saved our lived" and | hugged him till he swore he couldn't breathe and why did |
have to be so soppy? All the while histail waswagging like mad, so | knew he was secretly as pleased
ascould be.

"An' aforeyou ask, dl yer belongingsis snug aswell.”
| felt for my money belt and neck pouch: dl safe.

"Short and long of it is, they brought usin—gave you camd's milk out there, they did, an' you sicked
ital up—" 1 wasnot surprised: the very thought of camd's milk made meill again. "—then they gave you
water an' things an’ brought us 'ere. Got two rooms, an' | kep' islordship away from dl what is ours."

| stretched again, felt my headache lessening. "What timeisit?”

"Middle evenin'. Sun down, moon not yet up.”

"I must have been adeep for—nine or ten hours, then?”’

"An' therest! Four days ago it was when they brought usin. There's awoman been feedin' you dops
an' thingswith aspoon.”

"Four days!" | swung my legs over the edge of the bed, tried to stand up and fell back again. "By our
Lady! | fed sowesk!"

"Not surprised. Slops never did no one no good. Y er wants some good red meat inside of yer, like
what | have." He smacked his chops. "Nuffin' likeit. Trested merea well they 'as. Caled mea'ero. . ."

"And soyou are" | sad, giving him another hug. "Be adear and go and find Dickon for me?”

Two dayslater | was up and about again, with an urge to get going as soon aswe could. It was now
wdll past Middle Y ear, we had been travelling for over fifteen months, and now | had recovered from my
orded | felt arenewa of hope and energy. But it seemed we should have to wait alittle longer. The
nearest town, at the foothills of the mountains we were seeking, was agood four-day journey away by
camel train—the same one that had rescued us—and they were not due to leave for another two and a
half weeks, and strongly advised us not to try it on our own.

They were a hospitable people, and their town was clean and prosperous. Everywhere we went we
were greeted with bows and smiles and clapping of hands, and though we couldn't speak aword of their
language, we managed very well with sign language and the occasiondl drawing. Asthey existed solely on
the barter system, our money meant nothing to them, and they insisted on treating us as honored guests.
Which waslucky, seeing we had nothing to barter with.

Under thetown was ariver system that kept their cisternsfull, with enough aso for their crops of fruit
and vegetables and the watering of their stock: goats, chickens, ducks, camels. They even kept ponds
stocked with fish that looked rather like carp. The only goods they needed from outside wererice, clay
for pots, and cotton cloth, and these they traded for with their own produce, which included pickled
eggs, aspecia spiced pancake and other ddlicacies, desert fox furs, and exquisite carvings fashioned
from the soft stone they found roundabouts. Once a month they journeyed to do their bargaining, and we
agreed to await the next caravan.

Therewas plenty for usto do, however—for me at least, that is. Our clothes, what was | eft of them,



were adisgrace, and | had spent four or five days doing the best | could with my sewing kit, when we
had an unexpected bonus. Growch, investigating atempting little bitch—what e se?—had chased her into
astore where cotton cloth awaited making up into the loose clothes the inhabitants preferred, and had
been diverted by finding ahuge nest of rats. He had set about them in true Growch fashion, and the
grateful owner of the store had come to me, counting out at least twenty on hisfingers, bearing dso arall
of cloth sufficient to clothe both Dickon and mysdlf.

Only when al my tasks were done, which included tedious things like washing blankets and mending
panniers, did | keep apromise | had made to myself some weeks past. We had found out that the monks
who had fled the destruction of the templein the desert had found thistown in time for surviva, and had
built asmal temple to give thanksfor their ddiverance. Thistemple was now in the custody of one of the
origind monks, then aboy, now ablind old man of near ahundred. One of the village boyswas his
apprentice, and led him about the village with their begging bowls—aways full—and asssted in leading
the prayers.

One evening, when | knew the old monk and his acolyte would be dining, the sun tipping over therim
of theworld had led to the lighting of the dried came-dung firesfor cooking and the last of the workers
and herd's boys came tramping home, | made my way down the deserted streets towards the temple, the
sad stone remnant of what had been Ky-Lin clutched in my hands.

It was only asmdll edifice, thistemple, built from desert stone and mud bricks, but inside the floor
was flagged, the air smdlt of incense and oil saucers burned in front of the stone dtar. Someone had left a
garland of wildflowers by the crossed knees of the little smiling Buddha

| had thought | would fed like an interloper, not knowing the language ether, but it felt entirdy naturdl
to stand in front of the idol and speak in my own tongue.

| looked up at the statue, who stared above my head the while with empty, danted eyes and an
eterna smile, then | knelt down, as | would in one of my own churches, shut my eyes, and folded my
hands around the remains of Ky-Lin.

"Measeforgive mefor not knowing your customs and language, Sir, but | have aspeciad request. In
my hands are the remains of atrue friend, counsdllor and guide, whom Y ou lent to usto help us on our
journey. He no longer haslife, as'Y ou can see, but his death was atragic accident, and he would have
been thefirs to forgive.

"Hewasone of Yours, aKy-Lin, who was|eft on earth to work off sometrifling sins he had
committed. Well | thought they weretrifling. . . . Whatever they were, | assure Y ou they must have been
more than cancelled out by his care of us. So, will Y ou please take him back? He spoke of aplace
where all was perfect and at peace: we would cal it Heaven. Please allow himin Y ours. Amen. Oh, and
thanksfor lending himto us Amen again.”

The Buddha had one gilded hand on his knee; the other was cupped on his chest. Reaching up asfar
as| could, | kissed thetiny stone that had been Ky-Lin and placed him gently in the cupped hand.

There: it was done. Ky-Lin could rest in peace.

| roseto my feet, bowed to the Buddha and backed out of thelittle temple. Theidol seemed to be
smiling more broadly than ever.

| had never ridden acame before. It was extremely difficult to adjust to the rocking, swaying
movement so far above the ground, and there was more than one moment when | definitely felt
came-sck. However, even the lap-held Growch agreed that it was better than walking, and in four days
wewerein avillagein thefoothills of the mountains where we said good-bye to our kind hosts,
replenished our stores and set off in adirection of north by west.

At first we had an easy time of it; the tracks we followed led to other villages and smdl towns, where
our money was accepted. Wetravelled easly into autumn, through reddening leaves, ripening fruit and
the migration of smal animals and birds: pint-size deer, foxes, squirrels; duck, swalows, swifts; thelarge



butterfliesflirting their just-before-hibernating wings on clumps of pink and purple fleshy-leaved plants.
Peasants brought in the last of their harvest, stored their fruits, pickled and salted their mesats, and the
bats were coming out earlier and earlier to catch the last of the midges that stung us so heartily during the
day. So, were the bats eating us, | wondered?

Aswe climbed higher the air became more exhilarating, and the streesms were ice cold from the
snowy heights above. All this, and the plain but adequate fare we ate satisfied me well enough, but
Dickon was aways grumbling, comparing our food with the comparative luxury he had enjoyed on the
caravan routes.

"Nobody asked you to come,” | said crosdy one day, when he had been whining al day about not
being alowed extramoney to buy some morericewine. "Y ou're here because you wanted to be,
remember?’

"And you're not being reasonable," he said, dodging theissue. "A man needs a bit of relaxation now
and again, asip or two of wine."

"You'veaready had asip or four,” | said. "And you said not yesterday that it was piss water, rotgut.”
"Dependson thevintage. . ."

"This stuff doesn't have any vintage. They makeit dl the year round.”

"l only want anip. Set me up for the evening.”

| flung him acoin. "Buy yoursdf ameasure then. But only asmall one, otherwise you won't befit to

goon."
| was right. That afternoon's trek was a complete waste of time. He swayed from sde to side of the
road, fell over twice, and when | went to help him up he made agrab at me.

"C'mon Summer: gi'eusakissl”

| kicked him where it hurt, and when he doubled up pushed him into aditch and marched on for a
half mile without him. By then, as | could see he wasn't following, | retrieved my steps, my temper neer at
boiling point, especialy when | found him till in the ditch, snoring his head off. | was strongly tempted to
leave him where he was and travel on aone, but common sensetold me | couldn't manage the baggage
on my own.

We climbed higher and higher, but the mountains we were aiming for, our last barrier, caled on the
maps Ky-Lin had explained to methe " Seegping Giants," still seemed many milesaway. Traveling during
the day was il pleasant, but the nights were increasingly chill and we needed extraclothes plusthe
blanketsto keep warm, especidly if we spent nightsin the open. A couple of timeswe dept under both
blankets together, Dickon and I, but his behavior on these occasions worried and annoyed me. On both
these times after | had dozed off, | awoke to find his hands where they shouldn't be.

At firg | thought he was searching my person for money, but the intimate movement of hishandson
my breasts and thighs persuaded me otherwise. | could not believe it was a personad thing, rather that he
had been robbed of hisusua visitsto houses of pleasure, but in any case | found it highly embarrassing.

After dl we had travelled together in enforced intimacy for many months, and in dl that time,
especidly with al our differences, there had never been any hint of sexua familiarity. Asit was, on both
occasions | had turned away asif in my deep, wrapping mysdf up tight so there was no way he could
attempt anything further.

| tried to enlist Growch's help, but his views on sex being what they were—the more the merrier,
whoever or whatever it was—I received little encouragement, until | danted my argument towardsthe
money | was carrying.

"I don't like him searching me like that when I'm adegp. Just think what would happen if he ran off
with al our money!"

Growch knew what money meant: it meant food.

"Right, then. I'll see e don' touch you nowheres from now on. Seep between you both, | will."



Which worked much better, especidly as my dog by now smelt so high that Dickon and | dept
back-to-back by choice. It was either that or holding our noses all night.

We cameto the last village before the snow line of the mountains we planned to crossto our god. |
consulted the best of the maps. It showed aroute that wandered away in the lee of the mountainsto the
east for what looked like aweek'sjourney, before finding agap into the valley beyond. There was
another trail, however. Thisled amost due north from where we were now and, looking up, | could see,
or believed | could see, past athick stand of coniferousforest, the gap | was seeking, thefirst in the
three-peaked range. Thisreminded me of the illus on/dream the old man in the market had engendered in
me, when | had imagined | was adragon flying through that very gap.

But when the villagersredized our intent there was an indrawing of breeth, alowering of lids, a
shaking of heads.

"What's the matter with them? Theres atrail that starts off that way. | can seeit leading up to the
fores."

Dickon shook hishead. "They seem to be afraid of something up there.”
"Wha?'

"How the hell do | know? Look at that old fool in the corner: he's been jabbering away for five
minutes now, but | can't understand aword he's saying. Can you?"

"N ... no. Not exactly. But hesmaking sgnsaswell." | felt uneasy, not least because the ring on my
finger felt uncomfortable, asif it wastoo tight. | went over to the villager and squatted in front of him
watching hisdirt-ingrained hands expressing darm and dismay. Making signsthat | didn't
understand—oh, what | wouldn't have done for Ky-Lin's comforting presencel—I motioned him to dow
down, hoping thiswould make him moreintdligible. It didn't, but one of the brighter of hisfriends
understood what | wanted and cameto join us.

It went something like this—all in Sign language, whether with hands, eyes, expression, body
language, or sheer acting and mime,

Why can't we go that way?

Huge men up there. Giants.

No giants now.

Yes. They also eat people.

Cannibas?

They eat anything. Prefer mest.

Have you seen them?

Heard them howling.

Wolves?

No. Human voice.

How do you know they are human?
When they howl we leave them food at the edge of the forest.
How do you know they aren't animals?
Footprints.

What sort of print?

In snow.

Show me.

And that was the most puzzling of al. They drew in the dirt the outline of afoot, but it was no
ordinary one. In generd it followed the shape of ahuman foot, but it wastwo or threetimes aslarge. |
drew one smaller, but they rubbed that out and drew an even larger one. What was worse, thisfoot had



eight toes, with sharp long nails, if their drawings wereto be believed.
| looked at Dickon. " Superdtition?"
"Could be. They've never seen one of these creatures.”

"Exactly. And if they've seen some printsin the snow—well, when snow melts so do the prints.
Outwards. So asmdl print would look bigger after an hour or so. Right?'

"Could well bewolves, asyou suggested.”

"Wrong time of the year for them to be hungry. Shall we chanceit? It'd save three or four days
trave...."

"Why not?I'm gameif you are.”
"Of course!” At least | would haveif my ring hadn't kept on ingsting that somewhere aheed lay the
possibility of danger. But thisway would save so many days, and if wewere careful . . .

In order to try and reach the gap before nightfall, we set off before dawn. None of the villagers came
to seeus off. At first it was easy, aclear track leading up towards the forest, which we hoped to skirt to
the east. On the fringes we could see where the villagers below had started to clear the wood for fue, for
we came across chippings, a discarded and broken axe, a couple of dedsthey used for transporting the
wood.

Dickon pointed to one of these. "Why shouldn't we borrow one? It would make carrying dl this stuff
much essier. Quicker, too. The runners on the underside are obviousy meant for snow.”

Growch cocked hisleg, then thought better of it. "Good for alift, too, for those poor critturs as ‘as
short legs. . ."

"Wecantjust ged it. . . ."

"l said 'borrow," " said Dickon quickly. "Once we get to the top we can send it back down. The
dopell carry it back."

"All right, well haul it unladen till we get to the snow line, to preserve the runners, then welll load it
up.”

When we stopped to eat the sun was already high in the ky, and | reckoned we were nearly halfway
to the summit. For some reason, athough nothing stirred except a couple of eagles taking advantage of
the thermas high above, we dl fdt irritable and uneasy. Dickon kept glancing over his shoulder in the
direction of the forest we were skirting, my ring was getting more uncomfortable by the minute, athough |
reckoned any threat would come from the trees and we were giving them awide berth. Growch said his
mind fdt "itchy." | knew exactly what he mearnt.

We carried on climbing. The forest thinned out to the left of us, and we came across the firgt patches
of snow astheair grew colder. To our left the sun began itswestern descent and | redlized it would be a
race for the gap between us and the dark. We stopped briefly for food again, and this time we loaded the
ded with everything portable, including Growch.

| looked up. Another couple of hours should do it, and there would be the valey | had dreamed of
for solong, the valey that cushioned the fabled Blue Mountain. "Here be Dragons. . . ."

"Let'sgo,” | said. "Let'sgo!”

Now we were crunching our way through real snow, unmelted al the way through summer, not the
dush we had encountered on the lower dopes. The ded did easily in our wake; we had attached the
rope so that we could both pull it. The dope however grew steeper, and now we were bending forward,
me at least wishing | had stouter boots:. the cold was dready striking through the solesand | had hardly
any grip, but at least we were nearly there. The thinning forest was behind us and the gap was only some
half mile away. The last bit looked the worgt; the incline became so steep that it looked as though we
should have to crawl on hands and knees.

Wetook afind breather; lessthan ahdf hour should do it. The breath plumed from our nostrilslike



smoke. Growch's eyebrows, such asthey were, were rimed with frost. The sun was near gone, ared ball
waliting to dide down the western mountains.

"Right," | said. "One more push should do it. . . . What'sthe matter?' Dickon was staring a
something in the snow just ahead of us. With asudden look of horror he backed away, his hands held
out in front as though he was pushing the sght away from him.

"Look, Summer,” he said. "Look there! It wastrue what they said!™
And there, clear as crystd in hitherto untrodden snow, was the print of an enormous eight-toed foot.

Chapter Twenty.Three

| clapped my hands to my mouth and stepped back in unconscious repudiation, but there was no
denying what | had seen. It was asclear astheicethat lined it, reflecting the last of thered sun so it
looked as though the giant that made the print had bled into the snow. Dickon pointed out another print,
another and another. They came from just above us and then went away down towards the forest.

| swalowed, hard. Those footprints were just aslarge and terrifying asthe villagers had indicated,
and | couldn't begin to imagine the height and breadth of a creature who boasted feet that big. And eight
toes. .

Suddenly the sun was gone, like blowing out haf the candlesin aroom at once, and acold chill of
terror gripped us al. Without redizing it Dickon and | were holding hands and atrembling Growch was
actudly gtting on my feet, his hacklesraised, moaning softly.

"We—wed better get going.” | found | was whispering, dthough there seemed to be nothing moving
inthe snow. "It's clear Sraight up to the gap, and if we. . ."

My voice died away as ahideous ululating howl split the quiet around us, followed by another and
another. With one accord we ran, ded forgotten, scrambling on all foursto find agrip. | could fed the
hairsrising a the back of my neck and my heart was bounding like aMarch hare.

The howl came again, and thistime it was answered by another—from ahead of us.

We came to a sudden, skidding hdlt.

"What the devil—!"

And Dickon's prophetic exclamation was answered by a horrific gpparition that rose from behind a
huge rock to our right. Nearly twice the size of aman, it was covered in fur—brown, black, gray—and
itsface was atwisted mask of hate, with huge fangs sprouting fromitsjaw. Sowly, lumberingly, it left the
shelter of the rock and, with arms raised, came down the dope towards us, uttering that hideous howl! we
had heard before.

Asonewe fled down the dope towards the shelter of the forest, dipping, ssumbling, faling, rolling, al
thought gone save the urgency of escape, athough something deep inside seemed to tell meto stop, not
to run, but it was such atiny voice that my fear drowned it.

Not looking where | was going | crashed into the trunk of atree, knocking all the breath from my



body, and I whooped and coughed with the effort to draw air into my lungs. | was aware of Growch
gasping and panting beside me, and the inert form of Dickon afew yards away.

| struggled to my feet to see what had happened to him.
"Come on, Growch, we must get—"
"Too late!" hewhimpered. "L ook behind you!"

| turned, and found we were surrounded. Not by giants, but by strange, hairy humans holding stone
axes and primitive spears. They were no tadler than 1, dightly hunched, and the hair on their bodies, thick
on back and arms, was a reddish-black. Prominent brows and jaws, small eyes and noses, wide mouths
with yellow teeth and long, tangled hair were common to al and they were mostly naked, though some of
the women had bound their babiesto their backs with strips of fur.

These creatures looked at us and chattered to themsalvesin a series of grunts, sibilants and clicks,
and amoment later a couple of them dragged the half-conscious body of Dickon forward and dumped
him without ceremony at my feet. He had a bruise the Size of an egg on histemple. As| looked down he
dtirred, put his hand to his head and sat up, opening his eyes.

"Holy Mary, Mother of God!"

But he wasn't looking at the strange creatures who now crowded closer till | could smell the rank
odor of their bodies; he was staring back up the hill the way we had come. | followed his pointing finger
and gasped. Down the hill came gtriding the giant we had fled from, swaying from sdeto side, ams
spread—Arms? What beast had four arms? | sank to my knees despairingly, clutching Growch for
comfort, for surely the hairy people would have no defense against this hideous gpparition.

From the giant came that dreadful wolflike howl again, and to my amazement it was answered with
like from the hairy people around us, waving their wegponsin the air in greeting with what could only be
described as grins on their faces.

| scrambled to my feet, pulled Dickon to his. What the hell was happening? Surely the giant and the
hairy people weren't in league with one another? Why didn't they—

Dickon and | gasped together. The giant careening down the hill towards us had been gathering
speed in amore and more wild manner and now, suddenly, it broke intwo! No, no, dl in bits. Two
pieces camerolling towards us, another sheared off to the left, one dithered to astop againgt atree—

And the hairy people were laughing, dancing, waving their speard!

"Laughtoo," cameatiny voice from somewhere. "It'sdl abig joke to them. Y ou've been had.”

And | only realized just how much when two of the "pieces’ cameto astop, unrolled, and became
two more of the hairy people, one of them still wearing the misshapen boots that had made such a
convincing giant's footstep. The other man went back and retrieved the mask that had so horrified us,
plusthelong cloak that had so convincingly covered one man riding on another's shoulders.

My heart sank even further as our captors, asthey must be thought of now, closed in, pointing at the
boots, the mask, the cloak, laughing and jeering and miming our terror, confusion and fear when faced
with the"giant."

"Laugh with them,” camethat tiny voice again. "It's your only chanceto get away. . . ."

But | couldntt. | tried; | forced the muscles of my faceinto what | knew was a hideousrictus, but |
knew it only looked threatening, like that of a chattering monkey. | nudged Dickon, tried to make him
smile, laugh, speak, do anything, but it was hopeless: he was amost rigid with fear.

One by one our captorsfell slent, glanced a each other, a us, scowled: we weren't enjoying their
joke. They muttered again, then gestured that we should follow them into the forest. Dickon fell to his
knees again. Growch whimpered in my arms, and my ring felt ascold asice.

"Do asthey want," said the little voicein my head. "Don't despair!”

So ontop of everything dse, | was hearing voices. It must be dl my terrified imagination, but the



voice sounded so much like my dead-and-gone Ky-Lin that | could have cried. Perhapsit was hisvoice,
perhaps his ghost had come back to comfort me. | could fed the tears, warm on my frozen cheeks.

"Help us,”" | whispered. "Wherever you are. . "

Our captors hauled Dickon roughly to hisfeet and jostled us both aong anarrow track through the
trees. Too soon the last of the light was gone, forest gloom descended, and | had to hold one hand in
front of my face to push aside the whippy branches| could hardly see. It was|ess cold under the trees,
and the only sounds were the shush-shush of pine needles under our feet and an occasiona grunt or snort
from our captors, just like a sounder of swine.

After what seemed like hours, but can only have been minutes, we ssumbled into aclearing. Other
hairy people came out from the trees: the old ones and young children. About fifty or sixty surrounded us
now, pointing, grimacing and, what was much worse, touching us; pulling at our clothes and hair, pinching
our cheeks and arms, treating us as though we were strange animalsinstead of human beings.

| wanted so much to hear that ghosty voice of Ky-Lin'sagain, but, try as| could, the noise around us
drowned dl else. The sound of wood being dragged to the glowing pit in the center of the clearing, the
hissing of thelogs, the snorting grunts of those around us—I should have liked to cover my ears, but
daren't put Growch down.

The women arranged aframework of sticks acrossthefire, and on these were spitted several small
animals. squirrels, what looked like rats, a small snake. In baskets at the Sde were pine nuts, roots, wild
herbs and afungus of some sort. The smell of the cooking meat was hardly appetizing, nor was the sight
of thefilthy fingersthat turned the sticks, poking the flesh now and again to seeif it was cooked through.

Hands on our shoulders forced us down to Sit alittle away from the fire while the men went into a
huddle, glancing over at us every now and again and then having some sort of discussion.

| poked Dickon, arigid figure of fear. "It doesn't look too good, doesit? Got any ideas?'

He shook his head, probably not trusting himself to speak, and | remembered what the villagers had
intimated: these people were cannibas. | shivered, in spite of the heat from the fire, but the ring on my
finger, though cold, didn't convey any threat of imminent danger; for the moment we were safe.

By my sidelay one of the"giant's' boots, shifting Growch alittle, | picked it up to have acloser look.
It redlly was rather ingenious. The sole was made of two bear pads, sewn together, just four clawson
each, making eight in all; the top was ordinary |egther, the whole sewn over awickerwork frame and
padded, so there wasjust enough room for a human foot: it must have taken some practice to walk
properly, especialy with someone else perched on one's back.

One of the hairy ones saw me examining the boot, scowled for amoment, then nudged hisfellows
and brought over the other with agrin, miming their walk. He aso brought over the mask for meto
examineaswdll.

Near to it was quite crudely carved, | guessed from the hollowed stump of atree, so that it fitted
loosely over the head. The nose was a natural hooked beak of wood, stained red by some sort of dye,
the eyes had been burnt out and were outlined in yellow. Thetop of the mask was covered with hair, real
hair, and with ashock | redized it was human. Of courseit could have been cut from someone's hair
within thetribe but | had the terrible feding that it came from some more reluctant source. They showed
me the robe aswell, and my suspicions were proved right: these were human scal ps sewn together.

| pushed everything away with a sudden surge of revulsion, and they laughed asif it were the best
jokein theworld. Seeing them then one would have thought them a happy and harmless people, until one
redlized that their secretswould not have been shared if they had any intention of |etting us go.

Therewas adiversion: gpparently the meal was ready. Flat pieces of bark and large leaves were
produced and filled with nuts, roots and fungi. Sticks were snatched from the fire and fought over, the
meet on them charred on one side, raw on the other.

No one offered us anything.



They ate noisly, licking their fingers before wiping them on their somachs, hair, each other, and the
women spat out half-chewed bits to feed to the smallest of their scrawny brats. Too soon for us the medl
was ended; they finished with the last of the unwashed pine nuts, crammed into their mouths so that the
black, powdery stain covered their faces and hair, the grease on their skins spreading it till further.

Now they were looking for entertainment—or was it more food? Severa of the women were rubbing
their somachs, looking at the men, looking at us. My ring was throbbing again, so cold it fet asthough it
would burn straight through my finger. | looked around desperately, but we wereringed in on al sdes.
Suddenly two of the men separated from the rest and came towards us; Dickon and | scrambled to our
feet and backed away, atrembling Growch hugged close to my chest.

Dickon was pushed unceremonioudy aside and they approached me, great grins on their faces; inthe
sudden clarity that terror can bring, | noticed how stained their teeth were: fangs for tearing at the front,
grinding molars at the back—

One of the men leaned forward, jabbering excitedly—and tried to pluck the terrified Growch from
my arms. | had thought they came for me, and was quite prepared to take out my knife and hurt them as
much as| could before | was overpowered. But Growch? No, never! Not my little dog spitted over a
firetill hishair snged and the blood and fat ran pattering into thefire! | had rather dit histhroat mysdlf to
spare him the pain and betrayd.

"Get away! Get your filthy hands off!" | was shouting hysterically. "'Dickon, for God's sake do
something! Hpme. .. ." Now my knifewasin my right hand, Growch still held with my left, and asone
man advanced gtill further | connected with alucky dash across hisarm and he retreated with agrunt,
sucking at the blood.

Dickon's voice cameto me. "Give them the wretched animal, for Chrigt's sake! It's him they want.
Giveustimeto escape. . . ."

| couldn't believe my ears! Give up Growch! In sudden anger | turned on Dickon and dashed out at
him also, and saw the bright beads of blood spring from acut across his cheek. Turning, | hit out again a
my two attackers, and had the satisfaction of seeing them spring back from the arc of my knife. But now
the others behind were closinginand | couldn't deal with them al—

"Help me! Help me!” | didn't redlize | was screaming, or to whom, but al of a sudden everything
changed.
"Leavethisto me!" boomed avoice, and with aburst of firecrackersthat would have done justice to

atown ceebration, into the clearing came bounding a huge creature, an apparition surrounded with light
and noise and color and fire.

The hairy tribe scattered in dl directions, sparks from the unguarded fire catching at their hair and
stinging their bodies. For amoment | thought we had exchanged one horror for another, then | suddenly
recognized the creature for who he was, larger now than | had ever seen him—

"Ky-Lin! But how . .. What did—"
"Follow me! No questions, just hurry!™

| can't remember much of that frantic dash through the trees, out into the snow and up towards the
gap. | do remember finding the ded, Ky-Lin taking the rope between histeeth and dragging usdl ashard
as he could towards safety. | remember, too, the chill of terror when we heard the howls of pursuit
behind us, asthetriberedized Ky-Lin provided no threat and they werelosing a source of easy food.
Their noise came nearer and nearer, a couple of ill-thrown spears skimmed past our heads, and we were
therel

A gap aswide asadoor, no more, aglimpse of avaley, more hills and we were through. Ky-Lin
loosed the rope and the ded careened faster and faster down a dope of snow towardsthe valley below.

Now the moon was up, and through the tears of cold in my eyes and the wind whipping my cheeksa
scene of beauty spread itsalf beneath, and therein the midst of it al was a coldly blue shape on the



horizon.

"Look, look!" | cried out to Ky-Linwho had been left behind. "It's there, we've found the Blue
Mountain—"

The ded veered, skidded, struck something hard and | waslifted into the air. Suddenly everything
was upside down, and then my head hit something, lights buzzed through my brain, and everything went
black.

Part Three

Chapter Twenty.Four

Thefirst thing | was conscious of was a pleasant smell: sasndawood, beeswax, pine, cedarwood. It
reminded me of Ky-Lin. Then, what must have woken me, adissonance, not unpleasant, of tinkling bells,
and afaraway chanting, a degp resonance of agong. For amoment longer | savored the light warmth of
blankets tucked under my chin, then | became aware of adull throbbing in my head and an unpleasant
tastein my mouth.

| opened my eyes and sat up, immediately wishing | hadn't done either.

| closed my eyesand lay down again, but must have groaned, because at once there was arustle of
clothing and awoman was chattering away quietly by my side. Her hands were cool on my forehead; my
head was raised and afeeding cup pressed to my lips. The drink was warm and fragrant, tasted of mint
and honey and camomile and took away the nasty taste in my mouth. | wasn't about to open my eyesor
St up again, but there was a sort of puzzle that wouldn't go away: wherewas |, and indeed who was 1?1
couldn't remember athing, so decided to think about it later. . . .

When | opened my eyes again the room was full of soft lamplight and shadows and | remembered
who and what | was, what had happened before, but | had no ideawhere | lay. My head till hurt, but
the pain was lessening. Putting up alanguid hand | found a cloth wound tight about my forehead, therag
cool and damp to my touch. Thelast thing | recalled wasriding at a giddy speed on the ded down the
mountain, of hitting some obstruction and flying through the air to hit my head on something—it must have
been quite abump for meto fed likethis.

Something moved up from the foot of the bed, and a doppy tongue and hacky breath announced the
arriva of my dog.

"Fedin’ better? Thought we'd lost you again we did; glad we didn'. Gawd, what aplacethisis! All
corridors, steps, passages . . . ‘Nuff to turn adog dizzy! Don't think much of the nosh, neither. All pap,
no gristle, nuffin' to get yer teeth into. Still, most "portant thing isyou're back with us. | said to mesdlf
yesterday, | said, if'n she don’ wake up soon, I'm—"

"Growch!"



IIYS?I
"Can | spesk? Can | ask you a couple of questions?”’

" 'Course. Ain't stoppin' you am 1?7 Now then, what d'you wanna know? Don' tell me, let me guess. .
.. Whereiswe? Well, | ain't ezackly sure. It'sasort o' temple, high up in the mountains. Took us near a
week to get 'ere, what with you bein" unconscious an' dl, but that big beast, ‘e pulled the ded wiv you on
it adl theway. 'Islordship fancy pants weren't much use, 'ewasdl for stayin' in thefirst village we come
to but Ky-Lin'e said no, you needed specia treatment and the best nursin'. Must say, though—"

"Growch?'
IIYS?I
"Where are Ky-Lin and Dickon?"

"Wéll, islordship's next door, snorin' ‘is ‘ead orf, an' the lady what was tendin’ you ‘as gone fer a
nap. Ain't seen much o' Ky-Lin, seein' 'e's specid ‘ere. 'E comes an' checks on you, then back ‘e goesto
them monks. They seemto think alot o' 'im. 'E'sthe only one dlowed insde their temple.” He settled
down on the pillow next to me, had agood scratch, licked my ear and continued.

"Thisplace, bein' "arfway up a'ill, issorta built in layers. The temple and the monks part, they's at the
top. Thishit, the guests, is next down, then at the bottom is a'uge courtyard, with goats 'n chickens'n
bees'n things. All around is workshops—they weave these blankets down there; must say they're the
softest | ever come acrost. Come from agoat wiv long hair what they combs. Cooking is done down
there, too, an' thewashin'. . . . Well, then: look ‘oose 'erel" and he jJumped off the bed to greet Ky-Lin.

He seemed to have grown larger and more splendid than ever. His hide and hooves shone with
hedth, hiseyeswere bright, his colors clear and vibrant. His plumed tail wastruly magnificent and his
antennae curled and waved like weedsin astream. Bending over the bed he touched these | atter to my
head and immediately the dull ache lessened. | flung my arms about his neck in greeting.

"| thought it was you out there in the forest speaking to me—but then | believed | must have been
hearing thingsl How did you come back to us? When | left you on that dtar | was convinced you
were—you were dead. Areyou sureyou arerea ?'

"Of courseI'mred, slly onel | never redlly went away. | was hurt, yes, but we soon hedl. A little
rest, aword or two from my Master, and | waswell enough to follow you. | was sitting in the lining of
your jacket most of thetime, staying quiet until you needed me."

| hugged him again. "Thank you amillion, million timed Thank you for saving us, for bringing me here,
for everything. Without you . . ." Wordsfailed me. "But thereisjust onething | don't understand.”

"Andthat is?'

"When—when | thought you weredead . . ." | hesitated.

"Yes?' he prompted.

"| said aprayer for you. | said to the Buddhathat | thought you had aready done enough to go to
your Heaven. Why didn't helisten?'

For thefirst time he looked embarrassed. He looked away, he looked back, his eyes crossed, he
shook his head from side to side. Findly he mumbled something | couldn't catch.

"Whet did you say?'

"l sad. ..sad | wasgiven achoice. My Lord waswilling for meto go to rest with Him, or—go
back and seeit through. I'm afraid that for me there waslittle choice.”

"How wonderful of you to choose the hard way!"

He raised a hoof, |ooked even more abashed. "No, no, no praise! It was partly sdlfish. | told you
once beforethat | didn't think | would enjoy eternal peace and rest. Besides, | have grown used to this
whole big, imperfect world. | actudly enjoy being init. | shouldn't, you know; it should be renounced,
like anything imperfect.” His head bobbed again. "My Lord said | wasachild still, putting off the moment



to go to bed."

The awkward slence was luckily broken by the entrance of Dickon, rubbing deep from hiseyes.

"What's al the noise about? Oh, you're awake a last, Summer. Fedling better? What's the matter?
Why areyou laughing?'

"What in theworld are you wearing?'

"A nightshirt. What's so funny? Y ou're wearing onetoo. . . ."

| had never seen him look so ridiculous. The high-necked gray garment had short deeves and was dit
down the sides, to end just below his knees, so that histhin, hairy shanks poked out below it, and if he
moved incautioudy, one caught a glimpse of dimpled backside.

Before| disgraced mysdlf by laughing too much and gave myself a second headache the nursing
woman bustled in, dismissing everyone except Growch—who retrested growling under the bed—gave
me a bitter draught, blew out al the lamps bar one, tucked me up tight, and | had no aternative but to
sink back again into adrugged deep.

Three dayslater | waswdl on the road to recovery. My headache was gone, the cloth on my head
had been removed, no more bitter draughts, and | was allowed out of bed to Sit by thefire. Therewasa
washroom down the corridor and at last | could have atub of hot water to bathe in, although | had been
sponged down while | wasin bed.

Without asking, both Dickon and | had been provided with new clothes, the sort the peasants wore:
padded jackets and trousers, with cotton drawers and undershirt and felt dippers.

Thefirg thing | did, after aredly good wash, wasto check that al my belongings were safe, dthough
Growch assured me that he had "guarded 'em with melife!™ All was as he said, though | was surprised to
see how much the egg had grown. One evening when Ky-Lin paid avist, | asked about this.

"All theeggs| have ever seen say their laying size: it'sthe chick inside that grows, not the shell. Why
isthisdifferent?"

"The ample answer isthat | don't know, but then I've never had to deal with adragon's egg before.
Obvioudy they don't behave like other eggs, but | can assure you that there are live cellsin thereand |
can hear them growing.”

It was exciting, awvesome, and although | knew | should never see what wasinside, | desperately
wanted to. "' Can your antennae seeindde?’

"If they could—and I'm not going to try it—I wouldn't tell you. Some things are best left done. And
with that answer | had to be content.

However he did reved something to me | hadn't suspected, perhaps to take my mind off the question
of theegg.

"Have you looked &t that piece of crysta lately?"

"The one the captain's wife gave me? No, not recently.”

"Then perhaps you should take another 1ook."

"Now?'

"Why not?'

| unwrapped it carefully and laid it on the bed. "There's nothing specia about it—oh!™ Ky-Lin had
rolled it to the end where it caught the light, and now it was as though arainbow had entered the room.
The lamps caught the glassin a hundred, a thousand bands, strips and rays; red, crimson, scarlet, orange,
ydlow, green, viridian, pine, cobdlt, ultramarine, mauve, purple, violet—and colorsin between one could
only guess at.

"Hold it up,” said Ky-Lin. "Let it find thelight it has been denied solong. . . ."
| was blinded by color; it was the most wonderful jewel | had ever seenin my life. Asl swung it



between my fingersthe light flashed around the room ever faster, creating agem within agem, and we
were d| patterned with color like strange anima s—even Ky-Lin'stail was dimmed.

"What isit?'

"Whatever itis, turnit orf!" said Growch. "Y ou talk about your 'ead achin'. . . ."

"Itisonly acrystd,” said Ky-Lin. "But beautifully cut. I've never seen a better. Anyone would be
ddighted to own that."

| was reluctant to put it away, like achild with atoy. | must try it again tomorrow. . . . Tomorrow?
Why was| wadting time like this?

"Ky-Lin...aeweintheright place? Isthe Blue Mountain near? Isthat redly the place of
dragons?’

"Legend hasit that thisis one of the few places on earth where dragons can still be found. The Blue
Mountain isahaf-day'sjourney away."

"Then | must go there. Now. Tomorrow." But if this was the place where my dragon-man had
headed for, why wasit | had no sense of him being near? Surely my love was strong enough to sense his
presence, even over ahalf-day'sjourney. | couldn't comethisfar to find | was wasting my time!
"Tomorrow," | repeated firmly.

"You may go," said Ky-Lin, "when you are completely recovered. Not before. A week or so."

"But—but | want to go now!"

" At the moment you couldn't walk up aflight of steps, let done climb amountain. Come now, be
sensible! It hastaken monthsto get so far: surely afew days more won't change the world!"

"| shal be perfectly recoveredin far lesstime than that,” | said firmly, dthough | wasfighting a
rearguard action, and knew it.

"Weshdl see" wasdl he said, but three dayslater he came for me. Not to climb any mountains, but
to speak to one of the monks, the Chief Historian and Keeper of the Scralls.

| followed him down anarrow, twisting corridor, following the curve of the hill on which the
monastery was Situated, narrow dit windows giving hair-raising glimpses of the sheer drop below. Oncel
thought | caught sight of the Blue Mountain itsdf, but couldn't be sure. Down some steps, up alot more
and then we found oursalvesin asmall chamber, scarce six feet by six.

Facing uswas an intricately carved grille, decorated with red enamel and gold paint. Besidethe grille
wasasmall brass gong and a shalow wooden bowl with ared lesther handle. The silence lay asthick as
last year'sdust.

"Strike the gong once,” whispered Ky-L.in. (It was aroom for whispering). "Wait a count of five and
drikeit twice, then once again.”

"What isthis—some sort of secret society?”

"Each monk hashisown call; if you do it any differently you may get the Chief Architect, the Cloth
Master, the Master of Intercession or even the Reader of the Wesether. Every monk istrained to be an
expert in onething or another.”

| wondered if there was a Master of Sewersand Latrines. . . .

"Goon!"

| tiptoed to the gong—there was no need; the stone muffled even our whispers—struck it once, then
stepped back hadtily; it was far louder than | had expected.

"It won't bite," said Ky-Lin.

| struck the gong twice more, for amoment waited and struck it once again. Asthe last echoes died
away, the sllence seemed thicker than ever. Then came afaint creak, the distant sound of chanting,

another creak, and the chant dying away. Another, more comforting sound; the flap, flap of sandals, a
wheezy bregth, acough. Almost immediately ashadow formed behind the grille, amere shift of light and



shadow, and athin high voice asked a question.

Ky-Lin answered, then turned to me. "'If anyone knows of the dragons, he will. He has consented to
speak to you through me. Heis not alowed to speak to awoman directly. | will trandate for you both.
What isit you wish meto ask him?"

"Ask him how recently there were dragons here?"

Apparently the answer took sometime, but eventudly Ky-Lin trandated. "He saysit isunclear.
There has been certain activity reported around the Blue Mountain during the last fifteen months, but
these reports have not yet been substantiated.”

"Whét sort of activity?'
"Strange lights, odd noises, asmdll of cinders, an unexplained grassfire," hetrandated.
"And hasit always been atradition that dragonslived here?'

Apparently the records of the monastery only went back the three hundred years since itsinception.
At that time there was no direct mention of dragons, only a passing reference to the fact that the locals
believed the Blue Mountain was "haunted.” One hundred years later, when the monks had consolidated
and had time on their hands, there were severa referencesto a"Blue Mongter," which had been reported
many years back ravaging the cropsin aparticularly bad year for harvest. This particular monster
agpparently flew in the sky and breathed flame and smoke. There were no other sightings until another
year of drought, when the creature was gpparently spotted "drinking ariver dry." Another timeit was
seen a night circling the valley, beating wingsthat " caused agreat draught to blow the roofs off severd
houses, and the popul ace to take their children and hide them." Further sightings were reported over the
years, but nothing recent.

"|s there nothing about dragons over the past two years?'
"Hesaysnot."
"Nothing a dl out of the ordinary? However unlikdy it might seem?"

"The Master has much patience, girl, but even | can seeitiswearing alittlethin. . . . However, | am
sure hewill give usarecital of every unusua or unexplained event that has come to his attention over the
last couple of years, if | ask him."

Triplets, dl of whom survived; atwo-headed calf that didn't; afish caught in the river with another
fishinitsbely; aplague of red ants, an dbino child; another born with afull set of teeth; aroguetiger
carrying off villagersin thefoothills to the north; rumors of agreat bettle to the east; the sudden
appearance and disappearance of a stranger borne on agreat wind; death of the oldest monk at the age
of one hundred and twenty—

"Wait!" | said. "The stranger: does he know any more?’
Ky-Lin made his query, received hisanswer.
"Wdl?' | asked, for atiny hope had started to flutter in my breast and Ky-Lin was looking puzzled.

"It seems. . ." Hehesitated. "It seemsal this happened in avillage to the north of here, many miles
away, and areport was brought in by visiting monks. Thereis doubt asto its authenticity asthe only
witnesses were children, yet there is no doubt that some unnatural phenomenon took place, for damage
was done to buildings and many heard a strange noise. The children, asix-year-old boy and his
three-year-old sster, went out early one morning to relieve themsalves and suddenly there was a greeat
wind and aman in ablack cloak was standing by them. The children said he looked angry with himself,
but then he laughed and spoke to them, but they don't remember what he said. They saw him run off
down the Street, then came the fierce wind again and they thought they saw a grest bird in the sky.”

| remembered adark man in ablack cloak, a man with ahawk nose, piercing yellow eyesand a
mouth that could be either cruel or tender—

"That must have been Jasper!” | said excitedly. "He had to spend part of hislifein human guise
because | kissed him! Ask him—"



"Whoever—or whatever—it was, it won't be there now,” said Ky-Lin firmly. "And you may have
one more question and that'sit. Y ou are here on sufferance, remember? Now, what do you want to
ak?'

| thought for amoment. "Ask him how long ago thistook place.”

"Do you havethe coins| asked you to bring?' | nodded. "Then when we receive our answer, bow
once, place the coinsin that bowl and push it under the grille. Then step back and bow again. The monks
need the money, you needed the information, and the bows are common courtesy here."

"What did he say?' | pestered Ky-Lin aswe waked back down the winding passage.

"He said that al thistook place sometime during the winter before lagt, but the exact month is not
known."

"But that meansit could have been my dragon-man! He left me at the Place of Stones at the
beginning of November and 'during the winter' could be anytime in the next four monthg™

"Patience! Thereisabsolutely nothing to indicate that heis here”

"But I'vegot to find out! And if you won't take me to the Blue Mountain, I'll go done!™

Chapter Twenty.Five

“The onething Ky-Linscan't do," said Ky-Linfirmly, "isfly. Ky-Lins can changetheir Sze, their
substance, their colors. They can run like the wind, go without food and drink, speak any language. They
can produce Sleepy Dugt, firecrackers and colored smoke. They aso possess certain heaing properties,
but fly they don't!"

We were standing at the foot of the so-called Blue Mountain. So-called because closeto it didn't
look blueat dl. It wasa sort of blackish cindery gray, rising steeply from the valey floor. Conicd in
shape, it was almost entirely bare of vegetation, and | was quite ready to believe it was the core of an
extinct volcano. It smelled rather like the puff of air you sometimes get from along-dead fireplace.

Ky-Lin had explained not once but twice why it looked blue at a distance, but | had become more
than allittle confused with the principles of distance, air, refraction (whatever that was), and vapor.

"Well," said Growch. "It's as plain as me nuts as we can't climb that. We ain't ruddy spiders.”

Now Growch wasn't supposed to be here at al. Three days after Ky-Lin had questioned the monk,
he had come to me suggesting we visit the Blue Mountain the very next day. "I can carry you," he had
said, "but even with what speed | can make it will take several hours. | suggest, therefore, that we set of f

before light, in order to be back before nightfall. | shall wake you when | am ready, and shall ask one of
the cooks to make you up a parcel of rice cakes and honey, and askin of water."

"Don’ eat 'unny,” said Growch. "Y ou knows| don'. Bit o' cheesell do. An' abone.”

"Yourenot coming,” | said firmly. "Thisismy journey. After dl,” | added placatingly, as his shaggy
brows drew down in adreadful frown, "thisis only areconnaissance. | just want to know what's there."

"Never!" hesaid. "Not never no-how. Y ou ain't goin' nowhere without you take me. Y ou'd never



‘ave got thisfar without me, and you knowsit. Why d'you think | left the comfort o' that merchant's'ouse
to go with you? Not to be left behin', and that'sflat! | bin with you since the day after yer Madied an'
you left ‘'ome, ain't I? An'if'n you even triesto go without me I'll bark the place down, that | will!"

Blackmail, that waswhat it had come down to, so he had come too, and to my secret satisfaction
had hated every moment of Ky-Lin's erratic bounding from stone to rock to pebble, as he had borne us
on hisback acrossthevalley.

So had |, if it cameto that, but there's nothing like sharing oneswoes, isthere?

We had |eft well before dawn, Dickon unaware and adeep, and were let out through the gates of the
courtyard by a half-awake porter. We had followed the twisting track down to the village below, and
onceon level ground | had climbed on Ky-Lin's back, taken Growch up in front of me and started the
long journey acrossthe valey floor.

At firgt, dong theleve baretracks, it was easy, Ky-Lin skimming smooth and steady with scarce a
jolt to disturb us, but when the trail petered out we had a much more adventurous journey. At first |
couldn't understand why Ky-Lin was bounding about like an overgrown and demented grasshopper, but
then | remembered his devotion to not even spoiling ablade of grass or errant ant. Obvioudy there must
have been many such in our path, for we jigged and jagged our way acrossthe plaintill the bresth was
near knocked out of me.

"Sorry," said Ky-Lin a one point. "It'snot al (bounce) that easy (leap) by the last light (swerve) of
the (crunch) moon, but once the sun comes up (hop) it should be better." Bump.

| sure hoped so.

It was ardief to usal when wefindly arrived at the foot of the mountain. Sliding off Ky-Lin'sback |
collapsed on the ground, dropping Growch as| did so, and we spent the next couple of minutes shaking
ourselves together. We looked up at the mountain; smooth rock al the way to the top, no bushes,
shrubs, trees, grass or foot- or hand-holds that | could see. Far, far above uswaswhat could be aledge
of some sort and ahole in therock, but it was too high up to see clearly.

"Now what?'

"Breskfagt," said Ky-Lin, "and then | will scout around the base of the mountain.”
He was gone about an hour, and appeared from the opposite direction.

"What did you find?"

"Better news, | think. Around the other side, to the south where the sun shines strong, there has been
acertain amount of erosion over the years. The rocks are porous, and | think thereisaway up, anarrow
way that follows acrack in the rock. Up you get, and welll take alook."

Perhaps becauise he had been thisway before, our ride thistime was easier, and the other side of the
mountain provided asurprise. As Ky-Lin had said this side faced due south, and perhaps because of this
the lower dopes were covered with vegetation—young pines and firs at the foot, and bushes, grass and
scrub to about athird of the way up before it reverted back to bare rock. There were a so numerous
cracks, fissures and gulliesworn away by rain, wind and sun.

| saw what | thought were severa promising paths, but Ky-Linignored al these and led us about
halfway round the southern side before stopping.

"Herewe are: take alook."
| couldn't see anything, but Growch's eyes were sharper than mine.

"| seesit. Bit of ascramble, then thereésacrack asgoesroun' likeapig'stail an' outasight roun’ the
other sde."

"Doesit go dl the way up to that ledge we saw?*
"Seemsto,” said Ky-Lin. "WEell haveto try it. It'sthe only way | can seeto get usthere.”
After thefirgt "scramble’ as Growch had put it, which was a hands and knees job, the first part of the



narrow path seemed easy enough. We were gradually working our way round to the westward, and
when | looked down the firgt time the plain still looked only ajump away, but by the time we were facing
northwest it looked a giddy mile away, athough we could only have been athousand feet up. Now the
path became more difficult. It narrowed, and some of the footholds were crumbling away; at one point,
when | paused for amoment'srest and gazed down again, | felt so dizzy | had to shut my eyesand cling
to the rock, too paralyzed to move another step.

"C'mon, fraidy cat!" It was Growch's ultimateinsult. "1f'n | can do it, so can you!™

| chanced one open eye, and there he was, perched on arock some three feet above me. Asl
watched he legpt down beside me and then up again.

"Up you comes"

Then Ky-Lin was beside me. "I told you not to look down. Come on, I'll give you alift up to the next
bit. Don't let us down now, girl: thereé's only a short way to go.”

And, incredibly, he was right. With alegp of anticipation | saw the ledge we were heading for not a
hundred yards away, and five minutes |ater we were there.

It was obvious that the ledge was part naturd, part engineered. The natural rock jutted out like a
platform, perhaps six feet, but itsinner side had been painstakingly excavated to a depth of about ten feet
further and smoothed down, making anatural stage some fifteen feet deep and the same wide. Stage?
What about alanding strip for adragon? Especidly as, at the back, leading into the heart of the mountain
was adark, yawning passage.

Suddenly the strange, cindery smell was much stronger and | wanted to gag, so much so that | turned
away and looked across the plain to where the faraway mountains raised their snowcapped heads. And
with the Sght came a scent from the distance, ahint of snow, thyme, ice, pine, aperfumeto dispel the
onethat had so disturbed me.

Ky-Lin lay down with asigh, hoovestucked under. "Well, were here. Areyou going in?"

| gared & him. "Aren't you coming?"

He shook his head. " Dragons are not—not within my commitments. It'slike. . ." He struggled for an

explanation. "It'slike two different eements. The difference between afish and abird. Our boundaries
just don't cross. | have my magic, they havetheirs.”

| thought of flying fish, of sea-diving eagles, for amoment &t least they tried different e ements. But
Ky-Lin was adamant.

"Thisisyour adventure, girl. | brought you here, | can take you back, but in there | cannot help you.”

For amoment | hesitated. The passage looked dark and forbidding. | wished | had had the
forethought to bring some form of illumination. | looked a Growch.

"Y ou coming?'

His earswere down, histail between hislegs. " '‘Course. . ." Not very convincing.

"Come on then: thisiswhet | camefor.”

"Wha you camefor! Orl right. Lead on. .. ."

But | didn't want to either. | closed my eyes, just to remind mysdlf why | was here. The maps had
shown aBlue Mountain, and | had no other lead to where my dragon-man had gone; he was the reason |

had travelled so many miles, to try and find the one who had so roused my body and my heart to the
realization that no one else but he would do. A dragon-kiss, that waswhy | was here.

| tried to recdl the magic of that moment; the fear, the joy, the exhilaration of that moment nearly two
years ago, when | had tasted what love really meant—nbut like al memories and the best dreamsthe
edges were blunted by time, the sharpness rubbed off by recollection. However, thiswaswhy | was
here, so how could | fail at the last moment, just because | was scared of a dark passage?

"Youll wait, Ky-Lin?"



"Of course. Just teke it dow and easy. | don't believe there will be anything to fear except
yoursaves"

| peered down thetunndl. "It'svery dark. . . ."

"Y ou want alight?'Y ou should have reminded me humans cannot seein the dark like us. Here, pluck
some hairsfrom thetip of my tail. Go on, it won't hurt you."

It might hurt him, though. | choseasmall handful and gave agentletug; it sayed whereit was.
"It won't hurt me either,” said Ky-Lin. "As| say, I'm not a human.”

| tugged harder and pop!—out they came, immediately fusing together into aminitorch that burned
with abrilliant white light. | nearly dropped it.

"That won't hurt you either,” said Ky-Lin. ™Y ou can even put your finger in theflame. It'sredly an
illuson, likemy firecrackers.”

"How long will it last?"

"Aslong asyou need it. Now, off you go: you're wasting time again."

Holding the torch high | stepped into the tunnel, Growch's wet nose nudging my ankles. Now that we
had alight he didn't seem o reluctant. Step by step, my free hand against the tunnel wall to keep me
steady, | sumbled aong—stumbled because the way was littered with small stones, and even aswe
walked other stones and pebbles detached themselves from the roof and walls to complicate our
passage.

At firg the tunnel—some six feet wide—went straight, and if | glanced behind | could seethe
comforting daylight behind me. Then it kinked sharply to theleft, to the right and to the | eft again, till the
only light we had | held in my hand, except for afaint illumination | could not trace to its source. It was
very dill; theair smdled of rotten eggs and cinders, and it was strangely warm.

We seemed to have been travelling into the heart of the mountain for what seemed ages but could
only have been a cautious five minutes, when suddenly the tunndl widened into a huge cavern. It was so
wide and high that, even with the brilliance of Ky-Lin'storch, we couldn't see the roof or the far walls.

Two things| noticed at once: both the smell and the heat were suddenly increased, and asfar asthe
latter was concerned it was like walking from winter into spring. The heat seemed to be coming from
somewhere benegath our feet, as ahearthstone will keep the warmth long after the fireitsalf isout. It
increased as we advanced further into the cavern, until we were hdted by a great fissure that stretched
from one side to the other, effectively blocking our way to the other side. It was from this great crack that
the heat and the smell came.

Cautioudly | peered over the edge, down into darkness so deep it was almost a color on itsown. Up
came awalft of hot air; Ky-Lin had said thiswas the cone of an extinct volcano, but there was certainly
something down there still. No noise, however; no grumbling and bubbling, so perhaps | was mistaken.

| stepped back and held the torch as high as | could once more. It waslike being in a huge cathedral,
ribs and buttresses of rock rearing up into shadow. On the other side of the fissure, to add to the illusion,
huge lumps of stone could well be mistaken for effigies of long-dead knights. But giant knightsthese, in
fact the shadows thrown by the torch gave these effigies of stone less than human characteristics: heads
and claws and scaly backs.

"Thereés asorta bridge here,” Growch grumbled. It wasn't the sort of place to be too audible.

A thin arch of stone spanned the chasm; perhaps a couple of feet wide, it looked both daunting and
insubstantia, and the thought of what might lie below was more than enough to make me decide not to
chanceit. Besides, | persuaded mysdif, there was nothing over thereto look at, only misshapen lumps of
rock and, now | noticed for thefirst time, some irregularly spaced hegps of pebbles, the sort of heapsa
child might makewhile playing.

| fdt terribly let down. All that travelling, the building up of anticipation, the hard times, the dangerous
ones. wasit dl tolead to an empty, hot cavern scattered with stones and smelling of cinders? And where,



oh where was Jasper? Where was my wonderful man-dragon? How could the maps, the legends, my
own intuition, al be so wrong?

In sudden frustration and anguish | called out his name. " Jasper! Jasper! Where are you?' but the
echoes engendered by my voice magnified hisnameinto afrightening "Boom! boom! boom!" that
bounced off the rocks, hissing on the sihilant, popping on the plosive, till | fet asif | had been hurled
headlong into a thunderstorm.

Terrified, | clapped my handsto my ears, dropping the torch, but to add to the din Growch started
yelping in fear and the noise was so dreadful it dmost seemed asif the stones themselves were adding to
the clamor. To add to the confusion the fallen torch was now pointing directly across at the misshapen
rocksand | definitely saw one move—

That didit. | snatched up the torch, and with one accord Growch and | headed for the tunnel and
fled asif the Devil himsdf were after us, never mind stones and stumbles, emerging out onto the ledge
again with a speed that nearly had us over the edge.

"Well," asked Ky-Lin, comfortingly matter-of-fact. "Wasit worth the climb?’

Out it al came, my disappointment, the way we had almost scared ourselves to degath, the sheer
empty futility of it al.

"I had thought it would be so different,” | finished miserably. "Just great big rocks and hegps of

pebbles”

"What did you expect?' he asked mildly. "A welcoming committee? Besides, rocks are rocks are
rocks, you know. . . ."

| could have done without his homespun philosophy right then, especidly as | didn't understand what
he was getting at, and nearly told him so. Instead we wended our way down the mountain again and
endured another bumpy ride, and it was well past dark when we arrived back at the monastery.

And the last person in the world | wanted to face was Dickon, but there he was, near hysterical.

"Wherethe hell do you think you've been?Y ou've been missing dl day! What on earth timeisthisto
return?'

"Oh shut up, Dickon,” | said wearily. | was exhausted, bumped, bruised, fed up and near to tears.
"I'mtired. | want abath and | want to go to bed. I'll tell you al about it in the morning.”

"I know what it is. you went off on your own to find the treasure!”

"How many timesdo | haveto tell you?' | yelled back. " There is no bloody treasure! There never
wad"

"Oh, yes?' he sneered. "That'swhat you keep on saying, isntit? Well, let metdl you this; nothing
you say will ever convince methat you dragged usal thisway for nothing—"

"Us?Y ou mean you! Who dragged you? You ingsted on coming. Each time wetried to go on aone,
you ingsted on following. You left the caravan to follow us, you travelled up the Silk River to find us, you
tracked us across the bog—"

He evaded that. "But where did you go today, then?'

"Look," | sad."If youwill leave mein peaceright now, | have dready told you I'll explainit dl inthe
morning."”

"Promise?'

"l ssid s0."

"l cantrugt you?'

"It'syour only choice." | shrugged. "If you believel am goingtolie, | cando it aswell now as
tomorrow. Think about it. Goodnight.”

But even after awelcome soak and abowl of chicken and egg soup, and a bed that welcomed like



coming home, | could not deep. | nodded off for an hour or so, then woke to toss and turn. | wastoo
hot, too cold, itchy, uncomfortable. Thelonger | tried to deep, the worse it became. | dozed again, with
dream-gtarts that melted one into another. One moment the once-fat Summer fled an imagined horror,
the next a huge moon was shining too bright on my face; now great bats chased acrossthe sky, their
wings obscuring the same moon. | woke fretful and pushed atoo-heavy Growch away. | rolled down a
steep mountain to escape the pursuing flames, asudden wind rattled the shuttersand | opened my eyes
to seethe oil lamp guttering. It must have been about three in the morning.

Growch gretched and yawned. "Y ou goin' ter tell ‘im where we went?!
"What choice have 1? And what does it matter anyway?"
And | burst into usdlesstears.

Chapter Twenty.Six

About two hourslater | had had enough. Although it was till full dark | disturbed Growch again as|
flung aside the blankets, donned my father's cloak and stepped outside onto the narrow bal cony that
served both my room and Dickon's.

Although it was October, the night was till comparatively warm and the stone of the balustrade
under my fingers was no colder than the air. Below was a set of stepsleading down to asmall,
ornamental garden, no bigger than ten feet by ten, facing south. | had sat there during the day a couple of
times, on one of the two stone benches, amid pots of exotic plants, ivies, and those tiny stunted trees so
bel oved by the people of thisland. Pines, firs, even cherry trees were bound and twisted into grotesque
shapes no higher than my hand, yet it is said that they were as much as one hundred years old!

| wondered vagudly if it hurt them to be twisted so unnaturally, and whether it would be akindnessto
dig them dl up secretly and replant them in the freedom of unrestricted soil many milesaway. Or were
they so used to their pot-bound existence that they would perish without specia nurturing?

The starshad nearly al goneto bed, those | eft pale with tiredness, but the waxing moon till held a
sullen glow asit balanced on the tips of the faraway mountains. It was the color of watered blood, the
warts and scars of itsface showing up like plague spots. A faint breeze touched my cheek; false dawn
would come with the going down of the moon. As | watched | could dmost imagine it starting to dide
down out of sight. My bresthing dowed: | wasin tune with the speed of the heavens.

Then, just asthe jaws of the mountains gaped to swallow the moon, there came alightening of the
sky in the east. False dawn had turned everything dark gray, and somewhere adeepy bird woke for an
ingtant, tried atrill and fell silent once more.

And suddenly, like atifling blanket being pulled off my head, came alifting of both mind and spirit. |
fet so different | could have cried out with the rdlief. But what had brought dl this about? | gazed around
at thefading stars, the sinking moon, alightening in the sky to the east—no, it was none of these.

Then | looked back &t the nearly gone moon and redlized there was something different about the
marks onitsface. It was there, then it disappeared. | rubbed my eyes, but when | 1ooked again the moon



had did away and so had the strange mark | thought—I imagined?—I had seen.
| wouldn't, couldn't allow hope to rise once more, only to be dashed. And yet . . .
| went back to bed and dept until midday.

And S0, in the afternoon when Dickon again tried to question me about yesterday's activities| told
him what we had done dmost indifferently, asthough it didn't really matter anymore. And at that moment
it didnt.

"So you see we just went to look at the place the legends say the dragonslivein, but after al that
there was nothing there; nothing except an extinct volcano and hegps of rocks and stones, that is."

"Why didn't you let me come?'
"Ky-Lin carried us. he couldn't have managed you aswell."
"I should like to have seen it. There might have been something you missed.”

"Go seefor yoursdlf, then," | said recklesdy, and described how he could climb up to the cavern.
"But | tell you, it'sawagte of time!™

"Then if there was nothing, and you didn't find this friend you told me about, why don't you just pack
up now and go back to your tame merchant boyfriend?’

"Here's as good a place as any to overwinter."
"What about money?'

| shrugged. "1 offered you some once. | gill haveit. | might even do alittle trading myself. And you:
what are you going to do with yoursalf now your journey isover?'

He looked aghast. "But—I understood we were together in this! | haven't come all thisway just to be
cast aside like an odd glove. I've got no capitd! If you decide to trade, we trade together. What do you
redlly know about buying and sdling? Why, you can't even communi cate with these people without that
colored freak at your hedls. . . ." He had always been jeslous of Ky-Lin. "At least | have been learning
the language in my spare time. Y ou wouldn't last five minutes without me and you know it!"

"Well | shdl havetotry, shan't I? Don't worry, | shal manage. | shal stay around here for awhile,
and | shdl stay done. Apart from Growch, of course.”

| felt mean, but somehow knew | had to shed him. | knew | had to be on my own, that whatever
pass| had cometoin my life, whatever awaited me, | had to meet it lone, free of the threat that
someone like Dickon posed. No, not "someone like': it was the person himsdlf | had to be free of. He
had always made me fed uneasy, that waswhy | had tried so hard so many times to go ahead without
him. And had failed. He was not evil, most people would just see him as anuisance, and wonder why |
had tried so hard to berid of him. | couldn't explain it, even now: it was just something that was part of
him that one day would do me grest hurt, of that | was sure. It was nothing of which he was aware either,
just asa straight man will not glance back to see he has a crooked shadow. . . .

| madeonelast try.
"My offer of the money Hill ands." I'd manage somehow.

"Y ou can keep your ten pieces of gold—or were they thirty pieces of silver?' And he dammed out;
asaparting shot it wasn't bad at all.

For the next hour | made afull inventory of my possessions. It wastime | moved from the monastery,
now | wasfully recovered. | would try to rent a couple of roomsin the village below, rather than presume
too much on the hospitality of the monks.

There wasn't much to take with me. A few well-worn clothes, sewing kit, leather for patching,
monthly cloths, comb; my journal, writing materials and maps; a cooking pot, spoons, mug, and sharp
knife; abag or two of herbs. With ablanket to wrap it dl in and my father's cloak, that was about it.



Except, of course, for my money belt, inwhich | ill had alittle coinage from our performing days,
Suleiman’'s gold, and the assorted coins from my father's dowry to me.

Lagtly there were my specia treasures. the Waystone, the beautiful crystal gem and, last but first as
well, thedragon'segg. | took it out now and looked at it: even sincethelast time | had donethisit
seemed to have grown. | cradled it in my hands, marvelling at its perfect symmetry and the way thelight
caught the specklesthat glinted like granite on its surface. | remembered what both my long-ago
Wimperling and Ky-Lin had said about the hundred years or so of incubation it needed before hatching,
and was sad | should never see what it contained; | should haveto find asuitable placeto leave it soon,
for it needed quiet and rest, to develop asit should.

There were three or four hoursto go until dark, so Growch and | hitched aride taking woollen cloth
from the monastery down to the village, but we hadn't gone far down the narrow, twisty track when
Growch announced that we were being followed.

"Whoisit?' | asked, peering back up the track. | could see nothing.

"'Islordship. 'Oo else?"

"Hell and damnation! Why can't he leave us done?’

"Wannaloe'im?'

"Of course.”

"Then when we getsto thefirst 'ouses, jJump off quick an’ follow me, sharpish.”

Onceon foat, | redized just how well Growch had used histime when he was off "exploring,” ashe
put it. No doubt he had been in search of his"fluffy bums™" but he had learnt the village like a
cartographer.

Heled me aswift left turn down aside dley, turned right into a courtyard and straight out again
through someone's (luckily unoccupied) kitchen, across another street, into alaundry and out again,

ducking under wet clothes; two sharp lefts, three rights and then helter-skelter up some steps, down
others and into astuffy little room, greasy with the smell of frying pork and chicken.

Growch trotted up to the cook, who had obvioudy met him before, because he aimed a hafhearted
blow with his skillet, then fished out a pig's foot.

"C'mon," said Growch through the gristle. "Out the back.”

Thisled out onto a street where the unoccupied ladies of the town held their nightly "entertainments.”
Everything was now closed, shuttered and barred, and backed out onto some unattractive garbage
heaps, but | could hear awakening chatter behind the closed doors. Growch went over to inspect the
rubbish, but | called him sharply back.

"That'senough! Youll besck...."

" 'Ow often you seen me sick?' It was arhetorical question, and he knew it.

"Where now?" | asked, changing the subject.

"'E'saead 0' usnow. Let's see what 'e's up to. I'll scout, you follow close.”

So we crept dong theirregular Streets, stepping in and out of afternoon-going-on-evening shadows,
passing the elderly taking patches of sun, children playing primitive games with colored squares of baked
clay, or chasing each other in the eternal game of tag. | ducked under lines of washing, stepped around
rubbish, avoided the throwing out of dops. There seemed no system or plan to the village; it had just
grown. Every now and then we passed through little squares, apparently there just because the houses
had been built facing one another. Severd lanesled nowhere.

Suddenly | heard Dickon's voice. He seemed to beinvolved in some sort of atercation and, rounding
acorner, there he was, arguing with a couple of villagers over atatty-looking horse. From the look of it
he wanted to "borrow" the horse againgt future payment, but they were having none of it.

| ducked back into the shadows, but he had seen me. All that rushing around with Growch for



nothing, but perhaps after al it had only been an excuse on the dog's part to pick up a snack or two. He
wouldn't admit it if it was.

"Hey, Summer! Come hereaminute. . . ." Dickon led me aside. "L ook here. I've been thinking about
what you said earlier: the parting of theways and dl that stuff. Well, I've decided to do something about
it." He stood back and folded hisarms. "I think it would be best if | took off for afew days, before the
winter setsin. | could travel between the villages, see what opportunitiesthere are for trade, check on
what goods they are short of, that sort of thing. What do they import now? Rice, sdit, ail, metds; those
are taken care of, but there must be other commodities they could do with. Why, if | sat down and
worked it dl out | bet | could do substantia undercutting of the other traders.”

"Very commendable,” | said. Why wasit | didn't believe him?

"Well, what do you say? | wasjust bargaining with these fellows for the loan of their horsefor afew
days, but they obvioudy want cash down. Now, if you want me to make alife of my own—if you till
ingst you don't want to comein with me, which isthe most sensible thing to do, let'sface it—then you
can't deny methischance. | just need afew coinsto hire the horse and kit mysalf out—"

"How much?' At least it meant he would be out from under my feet for afew days.

He named asum, but | shook my head. “Too much. I'll talk to them, or try to. . . ."

"No, no, no. No need. I'll do my own bargaining. Probably bring them down by half . . ."

Which meant he had been trying to con me out of some extrafor himself. Apparently the men were
satisfied with hisrevised offer, and | paid out afew coinsfrom my money belt after they had shown us
where the horse was stabled and included the hire of saddle and bridle.

We started back up the steep track to the monastery together, hoping for alift on the way, but quite
prepared to walk, though Growch would grumble long before the top.

"| supposeyou werein the village looking for lodgings,” said Dickon carelessy, when we had walked
for about five minutes. "Any luck?'

"Not yet," | answered, equaly cardesdy. "Plenty of time."

"Oh. Yes, of course. Well you might aswell wait now until | get back and | can give you ahand
shifting your gear."

"Theres not much to carry. Anyway, Ky-Lin can help me."

"How?"

"He can do the bargaining. Don't worry, just take your time. I'll befine.”

He hegitated. "In that case—I'll need abit more money. For provisons.”

| gave him a couple of coins. "That should be enough for some cooked rice and dried fruit.”

Heinspected the coins. "Not very generous, are you?"

"Weve managed on less.”

Just then we heard the rattle of the little wagon that carried goat milk down from the monastery twice
aday coming up behind us, so we rode the rest of the way.

That he was determined on going somewhere there was no doubt; that night he was packed up well
before bedtime, and had dready arranged alift down to the village before cockcrow.

Onceagain | couldn't deep. Once again | went out onto the bal cony, once again gazed out at the
waxing moon. Had it been just my imagination that had showed me afleeting shadow acrossthat glowing
surface? Was my sudden change of spirits due to no more than anilluson? And then, just asthe moon
touched thetip of the mountains| saw it again! No bigger than adistant leaf in autumn, it drifted across
the face of the moon. | was amost certain now. Almost . . .

My heart thudding, not even bothering to throw acloak over the nightshirt | wore, | ran down to the
little garden bel ow, my hands grasping the ba ustrade so hard they hurt. But there was nothing there,



nothing.

Nothing other than the whisper of air across my cheek as though great wings were beating far above.

| waited and waited, but it seemed that was that. Despondently | trailed back to bed, and was just
dozing off when there came a sudden rattling crash. It seemed to come from the direction of Dickon's
room. He wasn't degpwalking, was he? Or perhaps he had decided to get up extraearly so as not to
miss hislift to the village. Once again | hurried out onto the bal cony; now the noise appeared to be
coming from thelittle garden. The stupid boy hadn't fallen down the steps, had he?

"What the devil do you think you are doing, Dickon? Some of usaretrying to deep. . . ."

"Some of uscan't deep,” came avoice from below. "And who the hell is Dickon? Not that stupid
boy who stole your money dl that long time ago, surdy?"

Chapter Twenty.Seven

“Wimperling!" | called out joyoudly.

But no, it wasn't my little winged pig, the one who had flown meto safety dl that long time ago,
because hewasn't apig at al, was he? He had almost broken my heart when he had burst to smithereens
at my third kissand left only atiny piece of shrivelled hide that even now | wore in the pouch around my
neck.

"Summer? Somerda . . . my Talitha Come here, my dear. Let me seeyou!"

A man, atal man dressed in the colors of the night, was|eaning on the balustrade in the little garden.
| knew who it was athough | couldn't see hisface, of coursel did, but was| till adegp and dreaming?

"Comeondown! It'sheenalongtime. .. ."

And many, many wearisome miles. Heet, cold, exhaustion, near starvation, danger; and my
imaginings of it had not been at dl likethis, a hidden-faced stranger who lolled against abaustrade and
caled my name as though we had only parted yesterday. The memory that had sustained me had been of
asnatched embrace, aburning kiss, awrenching away. Quick, violent, fraught with emotion for both of
us

"Do | haveto come up there and fetch you?' It wasn't a soft, warm voice like my blind knight had
used in his seducing mood, nor the comfortable town-burr of the merchant, Matthew Spicer; it had a
harsh, nasal quality, asort of scraping reluctance for the wordsto form. A disturbing voice, acompelling
one, but not necessarily avery nice one.

"No," | said. "I'm coming down."

And dowly, dmost reluctantly, | moved down the stepstill | stood on the bottom one, clutching the
neck of my nightshirt asif it could be the one gesture that kept me from being stripped naked.

"You'rethinner,” said thevoice. "And your hair is shorter. But your eyes are just the same; greet big
wondering eyes, mirrors of your soul. Why don't you come nearer? Are you afraid?'

"l—I don't know. | don't remember . . . | didn't think—"



"If you don't know, remember, think—then why are you here?' The voice was gentler now, asif it
was getting more used to human speech, and there was even ahint of amused tenderness. "And why
don't you use my human name?"'

Jasper. Master of Many Treasures. The dragon-man, man-dragon | had travelled half the known
world to find. And yet | couldn't even use his name. Why? | was frightened, shy, now uncertain of those
fedings| had been so certain of before. Or thought | had. Even while | cursed mysdlf for my stupidity |
could fed thetearswelling up in my eyes, spilling down my cheeks, blurring my vison, till thefigure
before me wavered and dissolved.

Something touched my face, and the corner of a cloak caught the tears as they fell, absorbed them as
they coursed down my cheeks, wiped my nose.

"Blow . .. That'sbetter! Am | so terrifying? Why you're trembling. . . . Here, wrap my cloak around
you. There, isn't that better?"

Ashewas gtill wearing the cloak himsalf—yes, it was. Suddenly, very much better. But he didn't
pressit; he had one arm round my shoulders now and with the other hand he lifted my chin, but we were
gtill inches away from aproper embrace. Physicaly, that is; emotionaly, asfar as he was concerned, |
could seeit was miles.

"Open your eyes: look a me! | don't bite."

"Dragonsdo,” | sad, sill feebly resisting the temptations of his sudden nearness.

"I'm not adragon al thetime. I've learnt alot in the time we've been apart, including how to keep my
two selves separate—usualy. | make mistakes, of course—and | il find it difficult to land on narrow
bal conies at night, as no doubt you heard. . . ."

"Have you been adragon dl thetimetill now?"

"Mostly, but not dl. So now | am owed alittle man-time."

"Three monthsin every year," | said, remembering.

"And al because you kissed arather ugly little pig three times—"

"Y ou weren't ugly! | mean the Wimperling wasn't! Y ou—he—wasn't exactly beautiful, | suppose, but
very endearing.”

"More than me, | suppose! Perhaps I'd better reverse the process.”

"Y ou can't, can you?"' Forgetting to be shy | opened my eyes properly and looked up at him.

It wasn't fair: | had forgotten just how handsome hewas. The dim light threw half hisfaceinto
darkness, but the dark, frowning brows, yellow eyes set dightly adant, strong, hooked nose and the wide
mouth that could express both harshness or humor, strength or tenderness, they were quite clear.
Tentatively | raised my fingersto the hand that cradled my chin; two years ago it had been cold, with the
traces of scales il evident, but now it was warm and smooth.

"Remember me?' Hewasteasing.

"Of course| do, but—" I lifted afinger to trace the thin line of moustache, the short hairsaong his
jawline. "Y ou're not quite the same.”

"Neither are you, my dear. Y ou've grown up." Hetipped my chin higher. "There are great shadows
under your eyes, your mouth isfirmer, you are much dimmer. . . . Wasit bad, your journey? No, don't
tell me now," and his mouth brushed mine so gently it was come and gone like the touch of amoth'swing.
"We have plenty of timeto talk.” Hislips met mine again, lingering therelonger, exerted a stronger
pressure. "'l can't tell you how niceit isto see you again. And what asurprise!” The next kiss till teased,
though it was more like a proper one. "Y ou know something, my little Taitha? Y ou are practicaly
irresgtible! Tell me something; how did you manage to end up here, of dl placesin the world to choose
from?'

For amoment the meaning of what he had said didn't aink in, but when it did | pushed away from him



and stood there, bewildered. His question meant that he didn't redlize that | had come dl thisway just to
seek him out; he didn't know how much | loved him. How could | now betray my foolish hopes, my
enduring love, to someone who obvioudy thought of mejust asatemporary plaything?

The hot blood rushed to my cheeks and | was about to cover my shame and confusion by muttering
something utterly inane like "looking for treasure,” when | was saved from making afool of mysdf by
glimpsing asudden flash of white on the ba cony above.

| tugged at Jasper's deeve. "Quick, you must go! Dickon—yes, the same one—is up there on the
bal cony, and he mustn't see you!"

"Then| shdl come again tomorrow night. Earlier.”
"He'saway thismorning for afew days—"

"Good." Helegpt up on the balustrade. "Tomorrow. Midnight . . ." He paused for amoment, then
plunged over the edge.

My genuine cry of fright was echoed by ayell from Dickon above. | rushed over to the void,
terror-gtricken, my heart in my mouth, then | heard the crack! of opening wings and saw my man-dragon
soar away into the darkness.

Dickon, who had seen nothing of this, joined me at the balustrade. "Who was it? What happened?
Wheredid he go?'

| was till trembling, though he didn't notice this, and | tried to keep the shakes from my voice as|
answered.

"I'venoidea. A thief, avoyeur?| heard anoise, got up and came down here. | tried to talk to him,
find out what he was doing—" how long had he been listening? "—but when he saw you he jumped
down to the rocks below.” | leant over the edge. "There'sno sign of him now."

"Y ou must be more careful! Are you sure that money of yoursis safe? Bar your door and your
windows. Get that lazy dog of yoursto stand guard out here at night.” He seemed genuinely worried,
though whether it was me or my money he was more bothered about it was difficult to say. "Promise me
you won't do anything—foolish—while | am away?'

No, | wouldn't do anything foolish. | had done enough of that aready, including coming herein the
first place, following animpossible dream.

"l promise” | said. "'l shdl be here when you return, safe and sound. And—" the thought coming to
me unbidden and forcing itsalf into gpeech "—and | may change my mind about staying here after dl.”

"You mean. . . go back to the merchant?' He sounded incredul ous. Then, suddenly, suspicious.
"Y ou have found what you seek, then?' | could dmost see the picture of aheap of treasure in hismind,
followed by the thought: where has she hidden it?

"Why not? There | was safe and secure. A good marriage . . ." | shrugged. "Or | could still go into
trade somewhere e se. It's not entirely aman's world, you know; there are women physicians, builders,
painters, herbalists, farmers, meta workers, writers. . . . And now I'm going back to bed. Have agood

journey.”

It wasardief to berid of him, but unfortunately this aso gave me too much timeto think. Over and
over again | reviewed in my mind Jasper's visit, what he had looked like, what he said, and, more
important, what he didn't. | had been stupid, shy, tearful, but he had been—different. | supposeit was
ridiculous of me to suppose we could pick up just where we had |eft off over two years ago, for that had
been amoment of such high intengity it could not be repeated, but | had expected him to understand why
| had travelled dl thisway to see him again.

Instead he was treating me with an amused tenderness, just as you would a particular pet, indulging
my tears and stupid behavior. But hadn't he said | was now grown-up, too? And did he truly not know
why | was here? Long, long ago he had warned me against loving him: was this because he knew hewas



incgpable of such emotion? Or wasit that he no longer found me attractive?

Had my journey beeninvain, then?

I'd be damned if it had! My pride wouldn't let mejust creep away without afight. | hadn't comeall
thisway to be brushed asde. Asfor being attractive—wadll, just let him wait and see!

Off 1 went down to the village and when | returned spent the rest of the day with scissors, needle and
thread, warm water, the opening of thisjar, that bottle.

Ky-Linvidsted meat around six. | hadn't seen him for days, but it seemed he knew, somehow, of
Jasper'svisit.

"Wasit how you imagined it, girl? Wasit worth dl the journeying?' He looked around & my
preparations. Y ou know, | remember something my Master used to say to hisdisciples: ‘Be careful on
what you set your heart, for it may just be you achieve your desire.' "

| didn't understand; surely to get what you wanted was the ultimate goal.

Helooked a me steedily, his plumed tail swishing gently from sideto side. "Y ou will understand
someday, | think." | had never seen him look so sad. "Do not forget | am till hereto help you, if you
need me"

At last | heard the monks chanting their evening prayers, the dissonance of their softly struck bells.
Soon it would be midnight. | dipped the green silk gown | had made that afternoon over my head. There
was no mirror of course, but it felt good, the dress swirling round me in soft, loose folds, asit did so
catching the perfume of sandalwood oil | had used in my bathing water. On my feet were apair of green
felt dippers| had hagtily cobbled once the dresswas finished, and | had a green ribbon in my hair.

| had told Growch whom | was expecting and asked him to please not interrupt our meeting.

"Din' lagt night, did 1?'Y ou goin' to do naughties tonight, like thefirst time you met?'

Ridiculoudy | felt mysdf blushing: fancy being embarrassed by adog! "None of your businesswhat
I'm going to do!™

"Youlooksnice" he said unexpectedly. "Quitethelady . . ."

Probably | was now wearing the most beautiful dress | had ever possessed, and after what Growch
had said, | wished, | wished | had amirror. It would be nice to see abeautiful Summer, just for once,
especialy as| had spent so much of my lifeasaplain, fat girl nobody looked at twice.

| left alamp burning in my room, took the lantern from Dickon's room and set it on the bal cony.
Tonight was overcast, the moon hidden behind ascud of cloud. There was a sudden sound behind me:
only amoth, banging helplesdy against the oiled paper of the lantern. | brushed it aside, dthough the
flamewaswell shielded.

Suddenly it was cold; achill wind came rushing from the snowcapped mountainsto the north and
whirled around me: my skin shivered into goosebumps and the breeze lifted the hair on my head into
tangles. Winter was giving its warning—or wasit something else that made me think of adying end?

The wind ceased as suddenly asit had risen, the clouds parted and the moon shone clear and bright.
| twisted the ring on my finger—strange, it seemed much looser; perhaps | was losing too much
weight—but it was warm and comforting, and | pushed any dark thoughts from my mind as a shadow
flicked across the edge of my sight and swooped away beneath.

| ran down the steps to the little garden and there, just climbing over the edge, was my man-dragon,
his cloak flapping behind him like wings. He stopped when he saw me, onefoot still on the balustrade.

"My, what have we here, then? A strangefair lady!"

"Wha—what do you mean?'

"Towhat do | owe this honor, beauteous maid?' Stepping down, he gave me abow, hishand on his
heart. "l swear you arethevery vison of loveliness. . . ."

For amoment | truly believed he didn't recognize me, then he laughed, came forward, and took my



hands.

"Y ou look absolutely wonderful, Tdithal | wouldn't have believed it possiblel™ Did it depend so much
on the clothes | wore, | wondered? " Of course you are beautiful anyway, dways were, but that dress
framesyour lovdiness perfectly! Did you makeit especidly for me?’

"Of coursenot!" | lied too quickly. (Never let aman think you've tarted yoursalf up just for him,
Mamaused to say. They are big-headed enough asit is. A little disarray is perfectly acceptable) "It'sjust
something | had put by."

Heturned over my right hand, brushing his thumb across my index finger. "With fresh needle marks?
Y ou're not agood liar, my dear—no, don't be angry. | am deeply honored, believe me," and he sang a
little song | used to be familiar with in my own country.

"Slver ribbonsin your hair, lady;,
"Golden shoon upon your feet.

"Crimson silk to clothe you, lady:
"And a kiss your knight to greet!"

Only he changed dl the colorsto "green,” and | got akiss at the end of it, a proper onethistime.

In an instant my arms went around his neck and my body curved into his, so you couldn't have
passed asilken thread between us. | felt asthough | was mdting, fusing with him until we were metal of
the same mold. | couldn't breathe or think, dl | could do wasfed.

Then at once everything changed. Suddenly | was standing aone, scarcely able to keep my feet for
the trembling in my limbs, shaking with afrustration | had no wordsfor, an ache that came from the

deepest parts of my body.
All I could say was. "Why?" and | didn't even redlize | had spoken out loud.

"No," hesaid. "No, my very dear one, no."
| didn't understand. "What'swrong? What have | done?

"Done? Nothing, nothing at al. But we can't |t this happen again. It was bad enough last time,
againg al thelaws of nature, and | was the onewho let it happen. No, now don't cry. . . ." He came
forward and held my hands again. "Remember this. we are different, you and I. Y ou are human, through
and through, and nothing but. | am three-quarters, nay more, of acompletely different creature. Normally
| have adifferent form, different mords, different view of life, different future. Thereis no way, absolutely
none, in which we could ever have afuture together, even for afew days, and anything lesswouldn't be
fair to you. Don't you understand?’

"What about the quarter that isn't dragon? What about the times when you are 'He who Scrapesthe
Clouds or whatever isyour dragon name? What about the man who stands before me now? What
happens to Jasper?"'

"Jasper," he said, "may be the Master of Many Treasures, but not of his own soul—if he has one,
that is. Heisruled by hislarger part and that is dragon; heis subject to dragon rule and dragon law. He
may make no important decisions contrary to those that are dready laid down, unlessit isfirs referred to
the Council for consideration. And unlessthis Jasper isaMaster Dragon, which heis not, then thereisno
hope of changing the laws or of making any appeal againgt them. . . ." Hewas speaking in adull,
monotonous way, like a priest bored with the service,

| tried to humor him. "What is the difference between an ordinary dragon and amaster?'

"Treasure. The gathering of enough to satisfy the Council. The last master brought five greeat jewels,
gill much admired. An emerdd from arainforest on the other side of the world, a sapphire from anidand
in the warm seas, adiamond from the mines of the southern desert, aruby from atemple of theinfidd,
and a pricelessfreshwater pearl from the Idands of Mist."



"How long ago was that?*
"Some five hundred years.”
| gagped. So long ago! "Then how long can adragon live? And what isthe Council ?*

"A fit dragon can live for athousand years, perhaps more. Once there were hundreds, al over the
world, together with other smilar creatures of al sorts, shapes and sizes. Now their bones lie scattered,
for our legends say that a disaster came from the sky, agreat ball of fire that brought with it a breath of
death that destroyed millions of crestures, the dragons among them. Some survived, but very few, and
those only in the high mountains, where the contamination couldn't reach them. Other pockets of safety
conserved other creatures, mainly smal ones: lizards, tortoises, lemurs. Then the world gradually
changed, mammals growing strong at the expense of the dragon.” He glanced at my indignant face. "That
iswhat our legends say; yours are probably rather different.”

"God created theworld," | said stiffly. "And Adam and Eve came before dragons. | think. If He ever
created them; some say they come from the Devil."

"Who'she?'

Hedidn't know?"And in any case | don't think Noah would have been able to cope with a pair of
dragonsin his Ark. It must have been difficult enough putting lions and sheep with ratsand camels. . . ."

He waslaughing now. "Oh Summer-Tditha, you take things so serioudy, o literdly!"

| was s0 happy to see him back to normal, asit were, that | couldn't take offense. | knew what was
right, so what the dragons believed in didn't matter. "And the Council?' | prompted.

"All the Magter Dragonswho survive, deveninal.”

"And whereisthe Council ?'

"Y ou've seen them."

"l have?'

"Of course!” He amiled again. "L et us say they saw you, and the dog. They told me s0."
"The BlueMountain?'

"y es"

"But there was nothing there—except rocks and stones and pebbles and dust and anasty smell.”
"Rocks and pebbles? Are you sure?!

| remembered something Ky-Lin had said: "Rocks are rocks are rocks, you know. . . ."
"Y ou mean—the cavern was full of dragons? Therocks. . ."

"y es"

"And the pebbles?’

"Treasure. Hegps of it."

So Dickon had beenright after al! There had been afabulous treasure waiting at the end of our
journey. ...

| was sillent for amoment. "How do they hide— ook like rocks?"
"A mig of illuson. Easy Suff.”
"But don't you think it's an awful waste having dl that treasure just Stting there doing nothing?”

"It'svery preity. A ddight to run between one's claws, to taste with one'stongue. Did you know all
jewelstaste different? Like bonbons do to humans.. . . Mysdlf, | prefer the tang of afireopa.”

| thought he might be joking, but a glance told me he wasn't.
"l fill think it'sawaste.”

"Why?What about al those kings and princes, merchants and misers who do precisdly the same
thing? They have roomsfull of treasure that never seethe light of day. What about those who bury



treasure so it islost forever? What about those vandals that actualy destroy what you would call
treasure, just for the joy of it? Why should afew ageing dragons be denied their smple pleasures? Which
isworse: to steal ajewe every now and again, or to take livesin the name of religion, or whatever?’

"But dragons ezt people, too!" | remembered the tales of my childhood; beautiful damsals chained to
rocks, children offered up, young men stripped naked to fight with awooden sword a battle they could
not hopeto win.

"Perhaps some did, once. There were many more of us then. Now we eat seldom, and then only to
fuel our fires, speed our wings. And there are not many of usleft who undertake journeys of any
digance”

IIWI,.M?I

"Most of them are too old, somewell over the thousand-year norm. All they want isalittle heet, a

little deep, and their memories. They are great tale-tellers. To them the puny adventures and battles and
wars of humankind are like a breath, soon expended.”

| wondered. Sometimes he spoke of "us," sometimes of "them." Wasthis because of thelife he was
forced to lead? A quarter man, three-quarters dragon? | must try and keep him thinking of dragons as
"them," and concentrate on making him fed likeaman.

"Well, waste or no, | didn't comedl thisway for treasure,” | said, choosing my words carefully.
"Why, then?' He released my hands and dipped an arm about my waist. "Adventure? Curiosity?"

No, Love, you greet idiot! | thought, but of course didn't say it. A little of both, | suppose,” | said.
"All that travelling we did, while you were gill the Wimperling, gave me ataste for it. Besdeswhich, |
have had a chance of earning my own living. Real money . . ."

"And where did you pick up that little thief, Dickon, again?"

| explained. "I kept trying to leave him behind, but he persisted in bdlieving that | was after treasure,
dragon treasure. Thank God he has given up that idea and gone off for a couple of dayslooking for
trading opportunities.”

"Oh, | don't think he has given up. Did you tdl him about your vist to the Blue Mountain?'

"Y es, but—"

"| flew over hisencampment earlier, frightened his horse off into the bush. Take him the best part of a
day to catch up with it again.”

"Youdontmean..."

"| do mean. He's camped at the foot of the Blue Mountain, and tomorrow, if I'm not much mistaken,
hell be climbing the path you took, looking for the treasure!™

Chapter Twenty.Eight

The crafty devil! Telling me he waslooking for new opportunities, and making me pay for yet another



treasure hunt! | should never have told him about the Blue M ountain; it was obvious he hadn't bdieved
me

"Hewon' find anything, will he?'

"No morethanyou did.”

"Well, | hope hefdlsoff the path!" | said crosdy. "He's been nothing but trouble ever since we met
up agan."

"Tel me..." and he spread out his cloak on the stone flags of the little garden, sat cross-legged and
pulled me down beside him. "I want to hear everything that's happened to you since the Place of Stones.”

| glossed over that dreadful journey back to Matthew's, for after dl it wasn't hisfault | had near
gtarved to desth; | told him of my decision to turn down Matthew's offer (but not the real reason), made
him smile over my forgeries of the merchant's signature and running off dressed as aboy to seek my
fortune. | made my adventuresasamusing as| could: storm at sea, ambush, imprisonment, the bog,
bandits, the Desert of Death and the hairy people.

When | had finished he ruffled my hair, leant forward and kissed my cheek.

"l reckon it was agood job you had your friend Ky-Lin with you. | have heard of them, but never
seen one. Y ou could have easly died adozen timeswithout him. . . ." Hefrowned. "But al this doesn't
explain why you |eft the caravan traills and came thisway."

Ah, Jasper, my love, thiswasthe difficult part. . ..

"l wanted to seeyou again,” | said lightly. "Man-dragons are alittle out of my experience, you see.
Added to that, the coins my father left me led me dl the way across every country to thisone. And on
Matthew's maps this part was marked: 'Here be Dragons.' Smple asthat.”

"Wasit? Wasit redly?' He dipped hisarm about my waist again. Y ou know something? | went
back to look for you after | made my initid journey here. | worried that you would find it difficult to find
your merchant's house again. But you had vanished from the face of the earth! Nice to know you were all
right." He cuddlied me closer. "Wdll, now that you've found your man-dragon again, what do you want of
him?'

"A couple of kisses," | said promptly. "Proper ones. Not
no-commitment-it's-dangerous-you-mustn't-get-entangled-with-a-dragon-man. Neither should it be
let's-have-a-laugh-and-a-kiss-and-say-good-bye! | want you to pretend,” | snuggled up closer, "just for
amoment, that | am the most desirable woman intheworld. . . ." My hand stroked hischeek. "l ana
princess under aspell, and only you can break theice about her heart." Had | gonetoo far?"It's not alot
to ask, it can't threaten your life! Y ou're not going to change back into apig, or anything like that—"

"I should hope not!"

He was chuckling; that was encouraging. At least there was no outright rejection.

"Well, then?' Now for it; my heart was beating uncomfortably fast and loud. "Or can't you pretend?”
"I don't need to pretend,” he said, and gathered mein hisarms.

At first hejust held me close, his hands stroking my hair, my cheeks, my hands. Every time he
touched me my inside tangled itself up into knotsand | feared he would hear my heart, but he hummed a
gentlelittle droning song, as soothing as the sound of a hive or the turning of aspinning whed. Gradualy
the tune and his gentle touch calmed my mind, but not my body.

| was aware of my skin, my blood, my bones. | could see his shadowy face bent over mine; | could
hear his soft voice, with the dight grating tone in the lower notes; in the air was the pungency of the
rough-headed autumn plantsin potsin the garden, the night-wind smell of Jasper's clothes, and acertain
dightly musky scent that seemed to come from his skin. My whole body was stimulated to apoint | had
not thought possible, and now camethe taste of hislips.

| thought of the tang of burnt sugar, the bitter black heart of an opium poppy, the smoke from autumn
bonfires, the cold, iron smell of ice and snow, newly washed linen sun-dried, the sharp bite of ajuicy



apple, asnuffed candle—then | didn't think at dl.

At first he was experimenting with my lips and tongue, but gradualy as he pulled me closer | knew
thet at last it was me, me, me! that he wanted. | didn't careif it waslust without love, desire without
commitment, | just kissed him back with all my heart. His hands found my breasts, hisbody wasfull of a
hard urgency that found aresponsein my yielding form.

"Summer Tditha" he murmured. "My littlelove. . ."

For answer | pulled him down so we rested together on his cloak, our bodiesinhibited only by the
clotheswewore. For abrief ingtant it seemed he might think better of it, but then | took over the
caressing, my fingers moving on his chest and ssomach, untying the laces of histrews, my mouth thrust up
hungrily to his. . ...

And then it wastoo late for either of us.

| remember therip of slk asmy dress parted company with its stitches; | remember thefed of his
crisp, dark hair under my fingers, the rasp of his beard against my cheek; | remember gtifling my criesin
the soft skin where his neck met his shoulder; | remember, oh | remember the hard thrusts | welcomed
with fierce ripostes of my own; | remember—but there are no words to describe the cascades of ddlight
that followed, never will be. No words, no music, no painting: nothing can adequately portray raw
emotion likethat. Until you havefdt it you will never know, and if you have you will redizeit isbeyond
description.

Afterwards we lay in each other'sarms. Only now did my cheeks sting where his beard had rubbed
them; only now was| conscious of the uncomfortable rucks of the cloak beneath us; only now did my
ingdes ache with an inward tenson as though they pulled against acat's cradle of tiny indde ftitches. |
was sticky and swesty, but so was he, and it didn't matter.

He stirred, sighed, stroked my hair. "Y ou are awitch, girl: you know that?' He leant up on one elbow
and gazed down a me. "Y ou redlize | had no intention of that happening?’

"I know." | put up afinger and traced the line of hisnose. "But | did." | sat up. "And you wanted it

too.
"Maybe. But it waswrong, wrong! We shouldn't have doneit."
"Why not?Who are we hurting?"

"Ourselves." Hisvoice was hitter. "Intime | could have forgotten you and, whatever you think now,
you would have forgotten metoo. But now | shal awayswant you. Y ou will dwayswant me. If we
looked for love elsewhere, or tried to do without, we should both think only of each other. We have
forged alink that can never be broken."

"But that wastheway | wanted it—"

"Y ou didn't understand what you were getting yoursdlf into. We can never be together, don't you
understand? And you will suffer morethan I. In my dragon form | can forget you for three-quarters of the
year, but you—you will never forget!”

"Then | shdl wait for the quarter-year you areaman,” | said obstinatdly. "Wherever itis. That will be
enough for me. Three monthswith you is better than none at dl.”

Heroseto hisfeet in one swift movement and crossed to the balustrade. His whole posture was tiff,
his hands clenched on the stone, his shoulders raised, his head bent.

"It'simpossble”

| went to stand at hisside, clutching at my torn gown, aware dl at once of achill wind that blew from
the north, making the stars shiver in sympathy. The moon was down, but apaelight had followed her
descent, atrace of slver on the permanent snows.

"Why isit impossible? Don't you want to see me again?”'

He glanced a me, but | couldn't see his expression. "Of course | want to be with you, as often as|



can—Dbut that isjust the point. It's not possible!™
"But why, if you want to? What'sto stop you?"

He turned, gripped my shoulders. "It's not as Smple as you seem to think! If | could know for sure,
say to you: dl right, my dear, my love, | am yours from November until January. Find us ahouse where
we can be one for those three months of theyear. . .. Or if | could say: | can be with you in March, May
and September, find me that house etc.”

He released me, leant over the balustrade again. "But it doesn't work that way: | wishit did. | just
don't have those certainties. These—" he gestured at himself "—these remissions, if you can call them
that, give me very littlewarning. At first, they gave menone at al and it was dangerous. Then | had no
ideahow long they would last ether: five minutes, five hours, fivedays. . . ."

Hetraced theline of my jaw with hisfinger. "That was one of the reasons | gave up looking for you;
it was too unpredictable, thetime | could spend asking questions, and twice | nearly got killed." He
sighed. "It has become easier, like changing to come and see you. | can control it for acouple of hours or
50, and if it isgoing to be longer, aweek or so, | get awarning beforehand, a sort of painless headache.
But | till don't know how long it will last.”

| was devastated. " But—"

"No," hesaid firmly. "I couldn't live with you dl thetime. My dragon sdeistoo unpredictable. Nor
could you keep mein ashed a the bottom of the garden betweenwhiles, just waiting for my nicer sdeto
come out. | think the neighbors might object,” he added, with asmile. "Oh, come on darling: well think of
something!”

"But what?' | was closeto tears.

He shrugged. "Right now | have noidea. | shall consult the Council, though | warn you they are
finding it difficult to accept that | am not completely dragon. No precedent, you see. Plenty of legends,
but no firm records. At the moment | am something of a celebrity, but there are those who wish to cast
meout." He shook hishead. "I should have a better caseto argueif | could bring them the jewelsthey so
desire—my permit to become aMaster Dragon. But that, of course, will taketime."

"Soitisjust somejewdsthey need?'

"To become aMaster Dragon and not amere Apprentice—as | am now—I| haveto be ableto
perform the usud flying tricks: spirds, hovering, steep dives, flying backwards, backspins, and | dso
have to contribute something of value to the Hoard. It can be of gold or silver, but they prefer the
eas er-to-handle glitter of jewels, cut or uncut.”

"Do there have to be a certain number of these?"

He shook his head. "Recently—uwithin the last thousand years or so that is—it has become traditiona
to bring in asdection, but the foremost criterion isthat of color. Sometimes one stone is enough; we
possess, | believe, the largest uncut emerad the world has yet seen. Asbig asyour fist, Talitha, but too
fragileto cut.”

Anideawasforming in my mind. "Do they havelight in that cave of theirs?'

"Of course. There are anumber of small openingsthat let in both sun- and moonlight, and with ablast
or two of firethey can light semipermanent torches. Why?"

"Just wait amoment. . . ." Running up the steps | found what | wanted in my room, disturbing a
deepy Growch, then went back out again, picking up the lantern as| rejoined Jasper in the garden.
Setting the light on one of the benches| opened my fist and dowly twisted the crystal the captain'swife
had given mein front of the flame. Even with that rdaively dim illumination the crystd threw athousand
rainbow lights across the garden, the bal cony, our faces and clothes, the wall above, the rocks benesath,
and we were amost blinded by reds and greens, yellows and purples, blues and oranges.

Jasper took it from my fingers. "By the stardl Thisisthe most beautiful . . . Where did you get it?"
| explained.



"Do you know what it is?" He sounded excited.

"A cryga. Nicdly cut, but—"

"But nothing! This has been cut by amaster! In fact—" Helooked at it more closdly. "Infact |
believe this may be one of the thirteen lost many hundreds of years ago when pagan hordes overran the
city of the Hundred Towers. . . . So far six have been traced of the thirteen that were made by the
Master of Cut Glass—onefor each lunar month, you see—and this might well be the seventh." Hewas
handling it asreverently as| would asplinter of the True Cross. "We—the Council that is—aready
possess one of these, but to have apair . . . Do you redlize what this means? If you let me take it to them,
that will mean automatic Dragon Magtership!" He wrapped his arms about me. "And that would mean |
would be equd to any, and they would be bound to consider any request | made!™

"They could agree to—regularize your changes?'
"Yesl | can dso ask to spend my man-time with you.”

Hewasfairly dancing around the small space of the garden, holding me up high againgt his chest.
"We can find somewhere. . . . Why, I'vejust remembered the very place! Thereisanidand setinthe
bluest of seas, miles away from the trade routes, where the sun shineswarm year round and theland is
peopled by the gentlest of natives, who would welcome us both. Everything you planted would grow,
and therearefishin the sea—"

"It soundslike Paradise,”" | sad wistfully. | could seeit now. Y ellow sands running up to the greenery
of aforest, cool streams running between moss-covered stones, hills blue in the distance, huge butterflies
feeding from the trumpets of exatic lilies, trees adive with the chatter of multicolored birds. A little hut set
inaclearing, not too far from the sea, lines set out for fish, anet for the collection of shellfish; a patch of
ground for the vegetables, another for afew chickens and a goat; a hammock dung between the trees,
and Growch for company when Jasper had to beaway . . .

Hiskiss prevented any further daydreaming.

"And now | must go, and quickly; I can fed achange coming over me dready. Forgive me, my dear:
| shall hope to see you tomorrow.” He kissed me again. "And | shal keep an eye on your Dickon. . . ."

"Not my Dickon!" | protested, but Jasper had disappeared. Instead a black dragon hung on to the
balustrade: scaly body, gaping jaws, huge leathery wings outspreed, yellow eyes burning in abony skull. |
was afraid, but not so frightened as | would have been two hours or so earlier if Jasper had suddenly
gppeared in his dragon shape without warning.

Theintdligence in those yellow eyeswas benign, | was sure of that, so | had no hesitation in picking
up the crystal and placing it in one outstretched claw.

"Godspeed, my love," | said, then stepped back hurriedly asthewind of hiswings blew hair, dress,
leaves, petals around me like awhirlwind.

All that long day | wasin afever of impatience. | mended my green silk dress, sorted out my
bel ongings for the umpteenth time, brought my journa up to date, couldn't est; snapped at Growch, then
hugged him; washed my hair and st it; didn't like the result and washed it again to hang loose, and
sun-dried it.

Ky-Lin paid avisit around midmorning, looked at al my preparations, fluffed thetip of histail up like
apeacock and retired, remarking: "'l hope you know what you are doing. . . ."

Of coursel did! | was getting ready for my love, shedding what | did not need, preparing for thetime
when we would both be together forever, even if only for part of each year. Nothing was more important
than this, yet the day seemed to crawl by, the sun standing till in the sky on purpose, the hours marked
only by gongs, dissonant bells, and the soft, monotonous chant of the monks.

Severd times| went out onto the balcony and looked in the direction of the Blue Mountain,
wondering how Jasper was presenting his case to the Council; | wondered, too, if Dickon, that



handsome treacherous boy, had reached the cave, only to be as disappointed as | had been.

At last the sun redlly did start to dide down the sky to the west. | supped some broth and bread,
tasting nothing in my impatience, took awarm bath, did into my mended dress, combed my hair until it
sparked out from my head like a halo, then sat down by the door to the balcony to wait.

And wait.

The moon came up, near full now, and flooded the countryside with light, the tars pricked through
their cover; a midnight asmall wind blew up; a oneit died down again, and | was yawning; by two |
was half-adegp and must have drifted into adream, because | thought | wastalking to my old friends
Basher, Traveler, Migtrd, and the Wimperling, when suddenly the latter took wing, swung around in the
sky and came back to land at my side, only thistime he was aman.

"Jasper!" | started up, suddenly wide awake once more. "What did they say?'

"l am now aMaster Dragon, thanksto your gift!" Glintslike raindrops or tiny diamonds seemed to
surround him. "But . . ."

"But what? Will they let you go?' | raninto hisarms.

He kissed me, but there was a congtraint in his manner. "They are considering it, yes. But they want
to see you: face-to-face.”

Chapter Twenty.Nine

| drew back, shocked and horrified. "B—but | can't! They might eat me!™

Hedrew me close again. "Nonsense! They are o pleased with the Dragon Stone that awhole village
full of desirable maidens could paradein front of them and they would never notice! They were so
euphoric they gave me the accolade of Master Dragon at once, without asking to assess my flying kills.
Just aswell: | think | would have failed on the backspins. . . ." He kissed my brow. "Then | asked for
leave of absence from my dragon form for afixed term each year. They wanted to know why, of
course." Hefrowned. "It was very difficult for them to understand. To them, fair maidenswere for dining
on, not living with—in the legends, of course" he amended hadtily.

"There must belady dragons,” | said. "Couldn't you have explained it that way?*

"There are no 'lady dragons asyou call them. There may have been once, | suppose, but now many
of those |eft are hermaphroditic. There are others, like mysdlf, who are totally male, who can fertilize the
hermaphrodites, though most of them manage on their own. It'sabit difficult to explain, becauseit
just—just happens. Y ou don't think about it."

Hewasright: | didn't understand at al. Except the bit about him being totally mae. | wouldn't liketo
think I had been making love with a hermaphrodite. Then | suddenly remembered something so important
| couldn't get the words out straight.

"Supposing ... ifitsasyousay . . . thedragon'seggs. . . your beingamde. . . itisn't possible, isit?
| meanyouandme. .. Ky-Linwasso surel”



"What in the world are you talking about?"

But | had second thoughts, my ring had given awarning tingle. Don't tell him yet: wait and see.
"Nothing. When were you thinking of taking meto see them?”’

"When?Right now."

"Now? But I'm not ready, |'ve nothing suitable to wear, how do we get there, | don't want to—"
"Now!" hesaid firmly. "The sooner the better. Trust me—you do trust me, don't you?'Y ou would

have trusted the Wimperling, as you caled him, with your life, wouldn't you? Good. Go get your cloak
and wrap yoursdf up tight: you're going to be dragon-borne tonight! "

And it al happened so quickly | had no chance to argue. One moment | was standing therein my
slken dress, terrified at the whole idea, the next | was back on the same spot, swathed and hooded in
my father's cloak.

Jasper held me close.

"Y ou are not used to riding on the back of adragon, and now is not the time to teach you properly.”
| could fed him laughing alittle. "So well do it the easy way. | shdl carry you—no, don't panic! Y ou
won't know much about it. Close your eyes and relax. | am going to make you go to deep for alittle
while, long enough to get you safe to the mountain. | don't want you struggling at the wrong moment.”

Hislips came down on mine and | surrendered to his embrace as hisfingers came up to my neck. A
little pressure—in my mind or my body | wasn't sure—and | dipped into asort of waking
unconsciousness. | didn't dream, or anything like that, but the sensation of flying was curioudy dimmed,
though | could sense wind, the clgpping of wings, acindery smell. . ..

My stomach gave asudden jolt, like the lesp of a stranded fish.

"Sorry about that: | came down abit sharply and changed early. Y ou can open your eyes now, my
love"

It was lucky hisarm was around my waist, otherwise I might have tumbled to the ground. | was
shaking and cold and my hair, in spite of the hood of my cloak, felt asthough it had been attacked by a
flying thornbush. | thought my eyeswere open, but everything seemed as black as pitch. | blinked rapidly
acouple of timesand tried again. Looking up now | could see the stars and the moon illuminating the
ledge on which we stood, but | had been staring straight at the entrance to the passageway that led to the
cavern, and this till remained ominoudy dark. How could we possbly negotiate that without a light?

"Come," said Jasper. "Take my hand."

| pulled back. "It'sso dark. . . ."

"I know theway, just as easily asyou would in the dark of your own home without acandle.
Besdes, thereis somelight. Wait and see”

| dlowed him to draw meinto the passage, but closed my eyeslike achild, only to betold to open
them once we had passed thefirst turning.

"If you don't | shall let go your hand!"

Promptly they were open, to be faced with afaint silver glow from the rocks around us, like a seam
of precious meta running through the stones. It was not so much alight as an emanation, and only
extended afew feet in front and, glancing back, the same behind. Aswe paced it kept step with us.

"What isit? Dragon-magic?' | whispered.

He pressed my fingers. "No, it'sanatural phenomenon; akind of phosphorescence that is activated
by the heat of our bodies as we pass.”

Thering on my finger wastingling gently; no immediate harm, but awarning to go carefully; |
wondered for the second or third time why it seemed to be getting so much looser.

Thelast time | had been in this passage | had cursed at the twists and turns, eager to reach the end;
now | wished it would go on forever.



It didn't, of course. In lesstimethan it takesto tell we had rounded the last corner and there wasthe
cavern, lighted now by abroad spear of moonlight that shafted down from an opening in the roof of the
cave and lit apile of rocks—or werethey? | gripped Jasper's hand more tightly.

Gently heloosed himsdf and stepped forward. ™Y ou are spesking with animals, so your ring will
trandate," he said to me. "Pay careful attention to what is said, and remember your manners. These are
creatures as old and venerable asany in theland.”

Then he spoke again, but thistime it wasin aseries of creaks, groans, hisses, sighs, and rumbles.
"I have brought her. . . ."

| could understand what he said, the ring trandating in my mind as he spoke. | had been staring
straight ahead at the rocks, expecting some movement, but as he spoke | glanced to my side, and was
horrified to see it was no man who stood at my side but afull-grown dragon! My heart gave agredt jerk,
then steadied. Didn't | say | would trust him? In spite of this| had backed away alittle, but my ring,
though il throbbing, had not increased itswarnings.

The dragon & my sde—black, with tiny pinpoints of light illuminating hiswing tips—turned his bony
face towards me, the ydlow eyes till surprisingly kind. The rumble of dragon talk started again, but
thanksto my ring, Jasper's own voice came through, warm and comforting.

"Don't be afraid: it's better that | appear to them thisway. Come, stand by my side. And tossaside
that cloak. | want them to seeyou asyou redly are."

| was quite glad to throw the cloak aside. It was very warm in the cavern. Thefissure that divided us
from the other side was throwing out asummer's night heat, and | found | was perspiring. | stepped to
Jasper-dragon's Side, aware once again of the cindery smell and the roughness of the stones beneath my
feet. And now came a sound, asort of tirring, dithery scrape—

"Whdt isit?"

"Watch. .. ."

Across the chasm something stirred, agenera sort of shifting; rocks dtered their shape—round,
square, oblong, irregular, jagged—and aso changed their position relative to each other. A few pebbles
rattled against each other. | could fed the hair rising at the back of my neck, athough Jasper-dragon
stood calm and quiet beside me. My ring gave awarning twinge, but no more.

| thought | saw aclaw, abony head, awing, decided | must be mistaken, then al at once everything
seemed to shimmer, like the sun on along road on ahot day. No, not quite like that; perhaps more like
glancing down into a swift-flowing stream, trying to make out what lay on the bottom through the
uncontrollable shift of the water.

"Here be Dragons,” | thought stupidly, and suddenly they were there.

Stll half-velled, distorted, shimmery, around a dozen of the huge creatures bestirred themselves,
yawning, stretching, unwinding long snewy tails, opening dark eyes, extending claws and wings. With
them came color and light; it seemed they emanated their own illumination, for now | saw gleamsand
sparkles at their feet. The piles of pebbles, so dull and uninteresting before, now started to glow and
sparkle with an unquiet riot of colors as the dragons stirred them with their claws. Ruby, beryl, garnet,
fireopd, cora, rose quartz, topaz, peridot, emerald, sapphire, amethyst, aquamarine, agate, jet,
bloodstone, jasper, opal, pearl, diamond—they were dl there, plus gold and silver. Then | saw that the
light that shone over dl did not come from the hegps of gems, nor from the dragons, but rather from the
shaft of moonlight catching the facets of ajewd that hung inthe air above dl: the crystd | had given
Jasper.

He stepped forward and then came that confusing rumble of speech again that my ring sorted out for
me.

"I have brought the girl, the giver of thisgift that now shinesabove usdl." A soft hissfrom acrossthe
chaam.



"Bring her forward."
| was nudged forward by one of hiswings. "Don't be afraid. . . ."

| went forward hesitatingly till | stood at thelip of the chasm and felt aswell as saw the flickers of
light that flashed acrass from the moonlit crystal; now everything | looked a had a strange unredlity.

"I'm here," | said ungteadily. "What do you want of me?”

For amoment there was silence and | thought perhaps they had not understood my human speech,
athough the ring should be trandating to them aswell, but then came alow, grumbling growl, like
Growch magnified ten times. | thought about turning and running, right away back and out to safety, but
in spite of an involuntary step backwards, | otherwise stood firm.

Thering on my finger was till throbbing, but it was an encouraging fedling rather than awarning. |
repeated my question.

"What do you want of me?"

When the answer came, it was not what | had expected. "Y ou gave this Dragon Stone as a gift to our
colleague. He-whose-wings-scrape-the-clouds?’

They must mean Jasper. "l did.”
"And what do you hope for in exchange, daughter of man?”'

| squared my shoulders, dl or nothing. "When your new Master Dragon wasin hisfirst incarnation, |
saved hislife; | ask you now for the price of that life. Let him spend his man-life time with me, aquarter
of each year that we may have together.”

Another growling roar, louder thistime. "Y ou are impertinent!"

"I do not meanto be. If | had not been in that place, at that time, assuredly the growing creature that
was to become your splendid He-whose-wings-scrape-the-clouds would never be standing herein front
of you, an addition to your—your . . ." (what on earth was a collection of dragons? A flock? A
gathering? Thering gave methe answer) " . . . your doom of dragons. | admit that | kissed the cresture
he was then three times, causing this—this, to you, mafunction in his makeup, but that was ahuman
manifestation of what you would recognize askinship. . . ." Where were the words coming from? This
wasn't metalking! Thank you, ring! "Asit s, if you agreeto my proposa, for nine months of the year you
will have his company and his services, those of aMaster Dragon. Can you afford to lose these? If you
refuse our request—and it ishisaswell as mine—he will merely be sulky and uncooperative and absent
himsdlf from your meetings.

"There are few enough of you left: your distinguished race has been declining noticeably during the
last thousand years. Do you want thisto go on happening? | rescued one for you: surely you can grant
meaquarter of histime?'

Therewas sllence. And sllence. Theair in front of me shimmered and the lights went out, one by one,
as the moon passed beyond the opening high in the cavern. The dragons disappeared and so did their
jewdstill only the rocks and pebbles remained.

| blinked back the tears. "Why didn't they listen to me?”

"But they did." Helooked across the chasm. "They just haven't made up their minds, that'sal. Y ou
were magnificent, by theway. . . ." If he had been in his human form, I'm sure he would have been
smiling. "What'saday or two to adragon, who measures your years asten to hisone? Give them time,
my love, givethemtime. . .. And now | must take you back. Put on your cloak and wrap it tight. Close
your eyes. .. ."

Onceagain | felt the pressure on my neck, his bresth on my face and then | was adegp with thewind
on my face, theflap of wingsin my ears, the smdll of cindersin my nogtrils, the dizzy descent—

| waslying in my own bed and a voice whispered in my ear: " See you tomorrow."



"Y ou gonnadeep the'ole day away?' said Growch peevishly. "Slong after my breskfast .. ."

| sat up, blinking, to find the sun fingering its way through the shutters and the sound of chanting.

"What timeisit?"

"Dunno. Near enough noon, | reckons.”

| looked down. | was still wearing my green silk dress, my father's cloak. | remembered what had
happened during the night, and | sighed. There must be something | could do to persuade them. . . .

"Enjoy yer trip?’

S0 he had been watching. "What? Oh, yes. | suppose so. . . Sorry, Growch, I've been neglecting
you, but I've got alot on my mind.”

"That wouldn' include food, would it?’

| sghed again, but | loved him, grotty foulmouth that he was, and his devotion deserved some
reward.

"| think that would do us both good. L et's go down to the market in the village and see what they've
got.”

And over honeyed and spiced roast ribs, egg noodles and sweet-berry tart | made find plansfor the
gtrategy | had been planning for the last couple of days. Asfar as| could see there was only one sure
way of granting that which | wished for both Jasper and mysdif.

Tonight | would tell him my plan.

Firgt, though, there was plenty to do. Practica things like hanging my dressfree of wrinkles, taking
my sheets down to the laundry woman in the courtyard, washing my hair free of wind tangles, warm
water for abath, bringing my journa up to date with last night's happenings. Certain thingsto be specidly
packaged, two lettersto write. The firt, to Matthew Spicer, was finished quickly. The other, to his agent
inVenice, Signor Falcone, took longer. And | must have atalk with Ky-Lin.

And what if it dl went wrong? The letters were easily torn up, but the rest? | wouldn't think about
thet.

Something ese had been niggling mefor days: | had been neglecting my prayers. Of course therewas
no Christian church within a thousand miles but God was God, wherever worshipped, so at the next call
to prayer in the monastery | knelt and closed my eyes, offering up my heartfelt thanks for al that had
gone before, and my various ddiverances from evil. | prayed for those dead, my mother and my father,
and for those | hoped till lived: the no-longer blind knight, Matthew and Suleiman, Signor Facone, the
sea captain and hisbig wife, little prince Tug, even Dickon. Then there were the animals. Jesus had been
ashepherd to his people, so surely He would understand the prayersto those creatures | had loved and
lost to their new lives: Migtrd, Traveler, Basher, Ky-lin, of course, even Bear, and my darling Growch.
Last of al there was Jasper, my one and only love, Master of Many Treasures. Easy enough to pour out
my prayersfor the man, but how did one pray for adragon? | supposeif one owned alizard that grew
out of al proportion, turned nasty, started to fly around al over the place and charred dl it ate, then one
could pray for adragon.

| tried my best, but even the patience of God must have been tried by my ramblings.

| took out the egg. It had grown even larger. | placed it on the clothes chest against the wall and
covered it with my shift. | looked around the room: all seemed ready. Bed freshly made with clean
sheets, my dressfree of creases, askin of honeyed rice wine and two mugs on the side table—

" 'Spectin’ 'im in 'ere, then? Where does you want me to go?"

Oh, poor Growch! But | had thought about him earlier. A large bone awaited him in Dickon's empty
room next door.

"Y ou goin' to do naughties again?"

| nearly cancelled the bone.



Chapter Thirty

Therest of the day dragged by on leaden feet, and two or threetimes | found mysalf pacing restlessy
around and around my room like a caged animal, chewing my nails, until Growch planted histail under
my foot and | had to spend a quarter-hour apologizing.

The sun went down and | tried to stay relaxed, knowing that Jasper would not cometill moonrise, for
dragonsdon't like flying in full dark, and the few starswere till lie-abeds, reuctant to leave their day's
deep.

The night was chill: no wind, no clouds. | took to twisting my ring about my finger; it was definitely
looser today, and with apang | thought | knew the reason why. Thiswas one of my possessions | had
not taken into account on settling my affairs. | must see Ky-Lin. There was dso an addition | must make
to Signor Falcone's | etter.

| could leave it until tomorrow—no, | would do it right now. So it was with pen in hand, paper in
front of me, legs curled up benesth, and my tongue between my teeth (normal position when | was
writing) that Jasper found me. | had my back to the balcony door, which was open, in order to St as near
as| could to the candles, and thefirst | knew was when he dropped alight kiss on the nape of my neck.

| jumped up, scattering paper, pen and ink; there was a huge blot on the paper which no amount of
sand would soak up.

"Jasper! How did you manage to be so quiet?’

"Y ou were busy!" He kissed me again, thistime properly. " Catching up on your correspondence?”
Hewas only joking, but it wastoo near the mark for me. | gathered up the papers, turned them
facedown.

"Something likethat . . . oh, | an glad to seeyou! | thought the moon would never rise.”

He drew me out onto the balcony. "Well there sheis, near full. Whatever they cal the daysand
months here, do you redlize that tomorrow night it will be two years since we returned to the place where
| was hatched at that farm by the Place of Stones? All Hallows Eve. . . Remember?

Asif | could ever forget. That was the night when my beloved Wimperling had turned into an even
more bel oved man-dragon. Fiercer, more unpredictable, someoneto fear aswell aslove, an unknown
quantity in many ways, he had till captured both my imagination and my heart. | had watched him fly
away that night knowing he had taken part of mewith him.

And that feding of loss had never grown less. Thiswaswhy | had travelled so far to find him,
knowing that no other man would do for me. My thoughts scurried back to another All Halows Eve: the
night I had found my mother dead and had left my home forever to seek my fortune. That had been three
years ago, but it seemed more like ten. So much had happened to that naive, ingenuous, then-plump girl
who had believed that al she had to do was travel to the nearest town to find a husband! So proud | was
then, | remembered, of my book Iearning and housekeeping skills. The ability to reaed, write and figure
had been useful, especidly when travelling as Matthew's apprentice, but asfor my skillsin cheese



making, embroidery, rose-hip syrup, possets, headache pills, smocking, elderflower wine, besom
making, green poultices, patchwork, face packs, spinning and weaving—none of these had ever been
exercised.

The fine sewing had descended to plain sewing and mending, the cookery to tossing whatever there
was into the pot on an outside fire, and the fat girl had dimmed down dramatically and waslithe asaboy.

So here came another All Hallows. | fdt atiny prick of foreboding—whether it came from thering or
not | wasn't sure—but after all, the saints had seen me through so far, and there was no need for the
supergtitions of a hag-ridden night to disturb me now.

"Yes, | remember,” | said, in answer to hisquestion. "1 reckon they are lucky for me, those dates.”

"Metoo!" He hugged metight. "Don't you want to know what the Council said?"

No, | had been too frightened to ask. "Yes, of course | do! Tell me?

"Wl it'snot bad, and it's not good. They are ill ddiberating, but dthough it seemsthey will
probably agree to my spending my man-time with you, they are il divided on whether | can have three
months at atime. Most of them would prefer one, | think."

| pretended to consider, al the while knowing that | had something priceless with which to negotiate.
"Yes, | supposethat would be better than nothing. April, August, December? Then | would have you for
late spring, full summer and the snows of winter."

"Good." He was kissng my throat and shoulders now, and it was difficult to concentrate. " They want
to see you again, tomorrow night, to hear their decison. That's good, because | don't think they would
wadte their time seeing you once more if they intended to refuse.”

"Perhaps they mean to serve me up for supper,” | said lightly.

My dressfell to my ankles, those shoulder ribbons were too easy.

"| told you, sweetheart, they don't eat damsals anymore—if they ever did."

"| believeyou," | said obediently. My hands went to his head, fedling with pleasure the strong bones
under my fingers as he bent to my breasts, the exquisite reactions this engendered amost unbearable. The
rest of my body was shivering with anticipation—that or the night wind, | had no idea, nor did | care, for
amoment later he had swept me up in hisarms and carried meto the bed. As| felt hisweight press
down on me, his mouth on mine, his hands busy €l sewhere, the rapture | felt surpassed anything | had
ever known. But even as| lost mysdf in hisembrace | thought | felt afaint tinglein my ring, and
somewhere adog barking—

But amoment later al was forgotten with hisbody in me, with me, by me, part of me. . . .

Later, much later, we lay in each other'sarms, at peace. It must have been near dawn, for thelast,
low bars of moonlight lay adant the floor and the candles were burning low. | snuggled closer, feding his
body gir in sympathy.

"Josper?'

"Mmmmm?*

"Doyou—doyou. . ." But no, | couldn't ask him. Women aways wanted the answer to "that"

question, if it hadn't been volunteered before: men dwaystried to avoid committing themsalves. That
much my mother had taught me.

"Dol—dol . .." hemimicked gently. "Of course | do! Why do you think | am here? But you want
to hear me say it, don't you my love?!

"It doesn't matter, truly it doesn't—" Liar!

"It mattersto both of us," he said gently. "Y ou see when | saw you again and redlized just how far
you had travelled to see me—I know you pretended otherwise but it didn't work—I felt guilty. Then my

conscience took over; my man-conscience, because dragons don't have one you would recognize. That
conscience told me you would be far better off without me, so | tried to play it casud. | wanted you to



think | no longer cared for you, because | knew | could never give you the sort of life you deserve—"

"But you have! [—"

"Hush! Let mefinish. Thissort of life we hope to wrest from the Council isn't anywhere near perfect.
Y ou could do much better: go back to your merchant. At least there you will be safe, secure and loved
for twelve months of the year."

"l don't love him, | never did!"

"I know, | know! Asthe Wimperling I knew; as mysdlf | know. But my conscience—that damnable
thing that a certain young woman encouraged in apig once upon atime—won't let me capture and keep
you without astruggle. Dragons are totaly selfish: sometimes men are not. | love you so much | want
what isbest for you."

There. Hehad said it. "And | love you, asyou know. All | want isto bewith you, evenif it'sonly for
aday ayear, so don't let's have any more trouble from your conscience. Go ahead: be sdfish!™

He amiled wryly. "I knew it wouldn't work. . . ."

"But | have something that might. . . ." | dipped from his sde and, naked, crossed to the clothes
chest, peded back my shift from the egg, picked it up asif it were the finest porcelain and carried it back
to the bed. "There! What do you think of that?"

He sat up, dowly at first, then suddenly, as though he had sat on apin.

"What'sthis?' He answered his own question. "It'sadragon’'s egg, or I'm—I'm apig again! Where
did you find it? How long have you had it?"

"I've had it for about ayear. But it was hidden for ayear before that, and it has grown agood deal
gnceit first saw thelight. When | first saw it, it was about the size and color of afreshwater pearl, but it
was quite soft to the touch. So | kept it safe and warm until it hardened. Since then, until now, | have
kept it in a pouch round my neck. Pretty, isn't it? Somehow | never thought a dragon’s egg would look
likethis...."

"Where did it come from?'

"Guess”

He scowled. "I don't want to guess: | want to know! Thisisimportant, don't you redize that?"

"Of course| do! It isour bargaining power: it'sthe most va uable thing we have!”

Heleant forward, took it in hishands. "Thisisincredible! The Council can surely refuse us nothing
now. But | must know whereyou found it."

"Oh, it has an impeccable pedigree.” | was enjoying this. "Like amug of ricewine?' He shook his
head impatiently. "It isaMaster Dragon'segg, no less.”

"How do you know that? How could you know . . ."

"Becauseit'syours, that'swhy!"

"Mine!" | watched the various expressions chase their way across hisface: amazement, disbdlief,

doubt, hope, puzzlement and, finally, a sort of bewildered joy. "But—how do you know? How can it
ml?l

"That time at the Place of Stones. Remember? Y ou held mein your arms, you kissed me, you
changed back and forth from dragon to man, man to dragon, and al the while you were—you were. . .
Y ou madeloveto me.”

"But—it couldn't happen that way! It'simpossible!™

"Y ou told me dragons could sdlf-procreate and that's difficult for meto believe. If that can happen
why couldn't you have produced alife of your own for meto hold?" | leant forward and kissed him. "All |
am sure about isthat it isyours, and that | held it within mefor ayear. | had no usua monthly flow during

that time, and it was Ky-L.in, the creature | told you about, who helped me with the pain of producing it.
Sincethen | have been norma. So, | truly believe we shareit.”



"Mine—and yours," he said wonderingly. "They say thereis nothing new under the skies. . . . What
dowedowithit?'

"It belongs to those who are | eft: the Council, to guard and nurture until it istime for the hatching.
Many yearstoo late for me, my love. . . But surely, with agift such asthis, you can persuade them to
give meyour lifetime as aman to spend with me? Not aweek, ayear, our time as man and woman
together. When | am—gone—then you can be theirs again. In return for the egg, another dragon for
them.”

He rose from the bed and took mein hisarms.

"My dearest dear, my little love, there is nothing would please me more! I'm sure they will
agree—and that idand | promised you still waitsfor ugl”

He drew metight and showed me just exactly what | had to look forward to.

It was nearly dawn; thefirgt flush of light was graying the outlines of the shutters as| opened my
deepy eyes. Jagper had left me asthe last rays of the moon danted acrossthe valey, promising to put
our request to the Council. He had |eft the egg with me.

"Tomorrow night we shal go together with the egg, and exchangeit for our freedoms—don't worry:
they will want our egg more than any jewe intheworld: itistheir promise of continued life. After
tomorrow night, theworld is ours! We can be an ordinary couple—even go to one of your churches and
become man and wife. Would you like that?"

So, there were—how many hours? Perhaps sixteen. And everything to do. And nothing. | stretched
luxurioudy and turned over on my back. | would have just five minutes more, then get up and go down to
the market and buy something specia for Growch, to make up for sequestering him in Dickon'sroom all
night.

It can only have been a couple of minutes doze when | heard the door to the bal cony creak open
and soft footfals on the matting. A moment later a hand stroked my shoulder. Jasper must have come
back. | turned over to face him, my eyes still closed, my arms outstretched in welcome, disregarding the
sudden prickle of my ring.

"Forgotten something, my love?!

A breath on my cheek, afumbling hand and then aweight, an aien weight on top of me, astrange
mouth grinding down on mine and an ingstent knee pushing my thighs apart. | sruggled violently, but an
armwas across my throat, a hand pinioning my hands above my head. His sweat wasrank in my nostrils,
his knee grinding my thighs, his mouth and tongue a-dobber al over my face. | jerked my head aside,
took agulp of air and yelled asloud as| could.

Instantly the arm across my throat pressed down harder and now | was choking. My earswere full
of aroaring sound, my eyesfelt as though they were popping out, | couldn't breathe, but | knew |
couldn't resst much longer—

Therewasayell of surprise, afrantic growling and dl at oncel wasfree, gasping for welcome
breath, and my assailant wasrolling in agony on thefloor, flailing and kicking ineffectudly a asmal dog,
whose sharp teeth were fastened firmly in his|eft buttock.

| couldn't believe my eyes. "Dickon!" | croaked. "How could you! What in the world were you
thinking about?"

"Get the bugger off me, damn you, get him off!"

| took my time, pulling down my green dress, wiping my face with the hem, spitting histaste from my
mouth. "All right, Growch, let him go. He doesn't deserveit, but thanks anyway. Where were you?'

"Shut mein ‘isroom. Came out through the winder. 'E's bin askin' for that ‘e 'as! Pretty boy won' be

ableto st down for aday or two. Let 'im try showin' that to the ladies! Now if'n I'd got 'im at the
front—"



"That's enough, Growch,” | said hastily. Standing up, hands on hips, | glared down at Dickon, who
was trying to examine his bites, a near-impossible task without amirror. | was glad to note that al other
pretensions had withered into inggnificance.

"Now then," | said. "Why?What have | ever said or done to make you think you would be welcome
inmy bed?'

Dickon roseto hisfet, rather unsteadily, but his chin wasjutting out dangeroudly. "It's rather what
you haven't done! All the time we've been together you've been playing thelittle virgin,
Mistress-Hard-to-Get, and at the same time you've been giving me those come-hither looks, little
enticements, haf-promises—"

| was astounded. After doing my utmost to discourage anything like that! ™Y ou must bemad,” | said
findly. "Utterly mad.”

"Don't kid me! I've seen you—it'sbeen dl | could do to keep my hands off you! Touching me,
making suggestive remarks, al but stripping off and asking for it . . ." Heranted on, whilel tried
desperatdy to remember if | had ever given him the dightest encouragement, knowing dl thewhile had
not. But the more | heard him, the more | redlized that he truly believed what he was saying. In some part
of histwisted mind his sexud psyche had convinced him that hewasirresigtible, so if | didn't fling myself
a himit wasmy fault, dl my refusals merely simulating his desire il further.

"Why do you think | kept on going to those brothels? Because if | hadn't | wouldn't have been able
to keep my hands off you!" Hisvoice wasrising, he was on the verge of hysteria.

"Dickon, I never meant you to believe—"

But he was past listening to anything except his own twisted logic.

"I worshipped you! | believed that one day, if | waited long enough, you would come to me, say you
loved me, ask meto be with you while we worked together. That'swhy | followed you! Not for any

treasure that doesn't exist: You were my treasure, my unspoilt, virgin bride!" Hewas so far out of control
by now that his hands were tearing at the loose robe he wore.

"And then | come back unexpectedly and what do | find? Y ou in the arms of astranger as soon as
my back isturned, al decency and decorum forgot! What do you think | felt, seeing your abandoned
behavior?Y ou, whom | thought above reproach behaving like astrumpet! Why, you're nothing but a
whore, abloody whore!" Salivawastrickling from the right corner of his mouth, and his eyeswere
glazed.

It took only a couple of stepsand | had dapped him hard on both cheeks.

"Don't you dare speak to melikethat! Y ou don't deserve an explanation, but | think you'd better
know that the man you saw is my betrothed. Heisthe one | have been seeking al thislong time, the
friend' | told you | sought. My journeyings have al been towards this end and have never, ever, had
anything to do with treasure! And now we have found each other again, we are going to spend the rest of
our livestogether.” | paused. He had redled back when | struck him, and now he was regarding me with
abemused expression on hisface. But at least now he looked sane. "Now, isn' it time you apol ogized?'

l—l—.. "
"l—I—I!" I mocked. "And you are supposed to have the gift of tongues! Y ou'll have to do better
than that.”

Hetried to pull himsdlf together; it wasavisble effort. "Of course, | didn't redize. . . but now you've
explained . . ." He seemed to draw into himsdlf; his eyes hooded any expression, hislips drew back into
athinline. "l am sorry," he said formdly. "1 was obvioudy mistaken. What are your plans now?"

| was surprised by how quickly he was back to normal. "'l was going to see you later today if you
were back," | said. "Or leave amessage with Ky-Lin. But if you like we can talk now."

"Let'sget onwithit. Tell me." He sat down on the stool, drawing his confidence around him again,
like histattered clothes.



So | told him | wasleaving that night with Jasper for another life in another place, where no one could
follow us. | explained that | had not forgotten him. Hewasto have dl the moneys | had left (excluding my
father's coins, which were to go to the monks) on condition he took a package of letters and my journa
and ddivered them to Signor Falconein Venice. Thisgentleman, | explained, would reward him
handsomely for his efforts, but only if the packet was ddlivered intact.

"Youwill doasl ask?'
He stood up. "1 have no dternative.”

"Then | will leaveit on my bed, together with my blanket, the cooking things and anything else| don't
need. Do with them what you will." | held out my hand. "Thanksfor your help. No bad fedings?'

Ignoring my hand he suddenly embraced and kissed me, then as quickly stepped back, so abruptly |
nearly fl.

"No bad fedings" he said. "But you can't blame mefor trying."
And that wasthelast | saw of him.

Ky-Linvisited me at midday. He knew without the telling what | was planning to do. He looked at
me gravely, asked me once moreif | truly knew what | was doing. Of course | reassured him, told him of
my happiness, our hopesfor the future. He looked so down, not like his usua ebullient self, thet | feared
hemight beill.

"Ky-Linsare neverill."
"Then what isit, my dear? Y ou don't ook at al happy.”
"I cannot answer that. Ky-Lins are aways supposed to be happy.”

"I know—it's because your task isfinished, isn't it? Y ou've seen me through, done al you had to
[:lc n

"No. | havenot. But | am not allowed to interfere.”
"l don't understand. . . ."

He must have seen my distress for he came forward and laid his head against me. | bent and kissed
him, stroked hisdeek hide.

"l wish you could come with us."

He drew back. "I told you: we do not deal with dragons. Thereisarule. Itislike your Waystone;
there are laws that repel, othersthat attract.”

Although | didn't understand what he was saying, that reminded meto tell him what | had done with
Dickon, and how | had enclosed the Waystone in my package to Signor Falcone, asking him to deliver it
to the captain's wife, telling her that the crystdl she had given me had been a gift to my betrothed'skin.
"Rather neet that, don't you think? After dl, it has gone to Jasper's dragon rel atives!™

But hedidn't amile.

Later he took the pouch into which | had placed my father's coins, promising to deliver the money to
the monks. | asked him if hewould give Growch atiny pinch of Seepy Dugt later, to make hisflight to
the Blue Mountain easier, and this he promised to do around suppertime.

The cloak | shdl leave behind. Its color, weave and texture are the same as the cloth of the monks
robes, and now | am sure that the father | never knew once lived here. He probably committed some sin
and had to leave; thiswould explain why the Unicorn's ring would no longer fit him and also why the
coinsof my "dowry" led me acrossthe world to this place. So it isfitting that it remain here with the
coins.

Thisisthelast | shdl write. Haf an hour ago Ky-Lin left me, having given Growch his"dose" My
dear dog isfast adegp on the bed now, snoring gently. | have told him nothing except that we are going



on atrip, but havefed him al the things he likes best, in caseitisalong journey.

Mysdlf, | cannot eat. Surprisingly, | fed depressed. Perhapsit is something to do with my ring. It had
been apart of mefor solong that | felt ared sense of losswheniit just dipped from my finger when
Ky-Linwas here.

Atfirst | couldn't beieveit. | just stared at it, then picked it up between finger and thumb. It was so
light, so thin, just adiver of horn so delicate | could crush it between my fingers. . . . | tried to put it on
again, but somehow it had curled around itsalf so that now it wastoo small.

"Y ou have no need of it anymore,” said Ky-Lin gently. "It cannot go where you go. Let metake care
of it. | shdl keep it safe until there is another who needsit.”

"But aren't you due to go to your heaven?'

"My task isnot finished. Y ou have your future, but others.. . . Thereisanother who will need mefor
awhile. And afterwards?' He shrugged. "Timeisarddtivething.”

"Dont tak inriddles! So, wherewill you keep my—thering?"

He bent hishead. "It will have ahome on the horn of my forehead. Liketo like."

Again hewas being abstruse, but | placed the ring as he had said, and it fitted at once asif it werea
part of him.

"And now, good-bye. It has been an interesting time. | shal missyou, girl, but | shall pray for you.
Now if you cry likethat, you will get my hide al wet, and Ky-Linsdon't likethedamp. .. ."

* * %

ItisAll Hallows Eve, not far from midnight, and the moon, abloodred full moon, hasjust risen. The
piece of paper on which I am writing this| will tuck away into the package at the last moment.

Itisstrange, writing like thisin the present; | have been used for so long to write in the past, catching
up on my journa, which I hope will explain to Signor Falcone—and Matthew if he passesit on—exactly
what has happened to me. | hope they will understand how all my life for the past two years hasled to
this moment, how thisisthe culmination of al my dreams.

How do | fed? Frightened alittle, yes, but once Jasper ishere dl fear will go. Theegg isby my side;
| have sawn it into the scrap of skin that was once the Wimperling, the outer self of Jasper. Two years
ago, to the day, we created this egg; ayear earlier | started on thistravelling, and now that | was about to
loseit | had a sudden flood of maternd fedling for the egg and had to tell mysdlf it was only a stone, even
though within it lay hidden atiny creature that was certainly a part of Jasper and perhaps of metoo. But
evenif | keptit | would never seeit hatch. ..

It has been along, long journey. God keep al those | have loved.

Moonlight floods the room: out with the candle. The light that isthe love of Jasper and myself will
illuminatetherest of my life.

A last prayer . ..
Away with this. Heisherel



Epilogue

Totheillustrious Signor Falcone: greetings. This by the hand of Brother
Boniface of the Abbey of the same name in Normandy.

Sr, | introduce myself as the Infirmar of the Abbey. Recently | took under my care a traveller
by the name of Ricardus. When he was admitted to the Infirmary it was obvious he suffered from
alow fever, with much coughing and spitting of blood. We kept him close, administered plasters
to his chest, doses for the ill humors and bled him, but a practiced eye could see that the Good
Lord was the only one who could intervenein a terminal illness.

Alas, thiswas not to be, our prayers being unavailing, and the Lord moving in mysterious
ways.

Two days before the patient died, fortified by the rites of Holy Church, confessed and given
the Last Rites, he asked to make a deposition that was to be forwarded to yourself. He had given
usthe last of hissilver for Holy Church and was currently in a Sate of Grace, so | placed a young
novice who writes in the shortened form by his bedside. He took down the words of Ricardus, later
transcribing theminto proper form, the result of which is here to your hand.

A great deal of what the patient said was not under stood, and towards the end he rambled a
great deal, but the words are his and will doubtless mean more to yoursalf, illustrious Sgnor.

| am dying: they told me so. They don't mince words, these monks. All that chanting; remindsme of a
monastery where—

Tobefair, | asked them, but then | think | knew, anyway.
| am accursed. . . .

At firg, after | delivered Summer's package to you, and went on with the | etter to Master Spicer,
everything wasfine. With the moneys you both gave me | set up in businessfor mysdlf. For thefirst ten
years| travelled the Western World and had ample compensation for my outlay. And yet . . .

Someyears ago | caught adiseasein abrothel in Genoa—God curse it'—which no medicines,
poultices or prayers could assuage. Another infection caused my hair to fall out and great boils appeared
on my body. Then, to add to al this, | contracted the Great I1tch on my arms and legs and great soresin
my groin that caused me much discomfort. Because of these afflictions| remain covered a dl times, and
have had to confine my business to the colder northern clime where such garb is accepted dl year round.

Yet «ill did | progper, enough to buy me those pleasures not readily available to thosein my
unfortunate condition, but during the last couple of years, due to unwise investment in cargoes that
foundered, al my fortune has dwindled away, and now | only possessthe silver in my pocket and a
certain object which | shall ask to be forwarded to you. Of that, more later.

| lied to you, you know. When | brought Summer's journd, fifteen years ago, | made it sound so



romantic, didn't 1? And you have probably believed dl these yearsthat she flew off into the sunset with
her man-dragon and lived happily ever fter.

But it wasnt like that. That night didn't go asany of us expected, least of dl her. Why didn't | tell you
the truth? Because | thought you and Master Spicer would pay more for good news than for bad, that's
why.

| fancied her mysdlf, did you know that? When she turned up in that boy's gear, with those long legs
anddl . .. Respected her, too. All that reading and writing, the way she trained those animals of hers, the
ladylike way she spoke. She never paid any attention to the men, either; aways kept herself to hersdlf,
never flirted. She behaved like avirgin and | treated her like one. | mean, | never redly tried it on. Not
redly. Not until the end, that is, when | saw her with that fellow of hers—

No more now, I'mtired. Leave meacandle. It'll be full dark erelong.

The patient worsened overnight, with much coughing up of blood and loss of breath, and was
not well enough to dictate in the forenoon. In the afternoon we wer e afflicted with sudden gales,
which stripped the last of the fruits in the orchard and loosened the roof on the guest house. These
strong winds seemed to stimulate the patient, who indicated he wished to continue his deposition,
albeit in a more digointed and rambling way. . . .

Where was |? Oh, yes.
| fancied her, yes, but | doubt | would have left the caravansto follow her unless | was sure she was
after treasure. There were the maps, you see—and who was right in the end?

She told me there was nothing, and | know now she believed that, but | thought she wastrying to con
me, wanted it al for herself. The thought of treasure can do strange thingsto your mind. . . . Radix
malorum est cupiditas. . .

She taked your monk tongue, learnt it from an old priest. . . . But you met her, you know what she
waslike. No, not you, him. ..

God, I'm thirsty, give mewine! Gnat'spiss. . .
Of course | didn't know about him then, her pig-man-dragon, did I”? How could she prefer aman like

that? All dark, with yellow eyeslike awolf! The girlshave dways said | was handsome, well
endowed—still am, and know how to useit too—

Heard them that night, saw them aswell. Disgusting, from one | had thought so pure! Tried it on after
he'd gone, but she wasn't having any; set the dog on me, she did. Hated that dog!

But | knew what | knew then, didn't I? Knew that what 1'd seen wasn't what it seemed. Heard
enough to know where to go that night—
Moon was red as blood, bats flying like witches. Alone. . .

For Chrigt's sake, can't you stop that wind? I'm fucking dying, and | want some peace! Ahhh. . .

The patient being in obvious distress he was dosed heavily with poppy juicetill he quieted and
enjoyed an uneasy sleep. He continued late that night, when he awoke, although his testimony
became increasingly digointed.

| was there before them, knew where to hide, they didn't sese my horse. They came down on the
ledge and she had that blasted dog in her arms. One moment he was a dragon—near shit mysalf—then
just the fellow she dept with. Followed ‘em down the passage, not too close. . .

Got to the cavern. Hid in the entrance. They walked to the chasm, he said something and the whole
place lighted up. Talk about fucking rainbows! Therewasthislight. . . .



Thirsty: any more of that wine? God, how you drink it, I don't know! Now if you were me, travelled
al over the world, tasted the wines of—What was that? Bells, bells, bellsl Same in that monastery.
Bloody monks. . .

Thejewds Never seen anything like thosejewe sl Filed up like mountains they were. Forgot to be
afraid of the dragons. Gold, too. Enough to buy you and your trading empire out athousand times.
Dazzled . . .

Therewasalot of growling and hissing and roaring and from what | had heard last night they were
going to try and exchange that obscene thing she called adragon's egg for him, her fellow, to stay human.
WEél, she brought it out from behind her back, held it up for them to see, then laid it on the ground
together with her degping dog. It dl went quiet, | tdl you!

Then Summer and her boyfriend walked over akind of bridge and there was a sort of ceremony, lots
of spitting and hissing and roaring, and then they started to walk back, with smiles on their faceslike they
got what they wanted. It wastheir own fault, | tell you! They stopped in the middle of the bridge and
started kissng and cuddling and | couldn't stand it no more!

Couldn't get near thejewds, but if that egg thing was that important, why shouldn't | have a piece of
the action? Never meant no real harm, just abit of athrest; hold it over the chasm, they'd give me enough
of the loot to keep me going.

Crept forward, had my hands on the thing, when that bloody dog woke up and started barking—

How was | to know they thought it was a plot? How was | to know they thought she and himwasin
it too? | didn't mean no harm, honest! No one can say | haven't suffered for it neither. Hewastrying to
shout something and she was clinging to him likeivy when it happened—

Oh, God, Jesu, | can seeit, hear it, smdll it, now!

| swear | didn't meanto. . .. Thefiresof Hdl, | can fed them now! I'm burning, burning! Christ
Jesus, | never meant to hurt her! | loved her, God curseit, | loved her. All right, so | was jedlous; that
too. But you don't hurt those you love, do you?

What timeisit? Time for meto go. Creep into adark corner, likean animal. Like the bloody dog . . .
The rainbow creature came for him afterwards, al bloody and singed as he was, took him away and
healed him. But you can't heal amind, can you? Sheloved them both, more than she ever cared for me. .
.. Hated them!

Thefires, thefires Have you ever smdled singeing flesh? She screamed, so loud it burst somethingin
my heart. Couldn't fed anything for anyone after that.

It seemed the top of the world blew off. They werein the middle of the bridge when it collapsed, he
had her in hisarms and the flames came up and caught their hair. | saw him change man-dragon,
dragon-man, so quick you couldn't blink and he wrapped hiswings about her and then they were gone as
though they'd never been!

That scream . . . she knew it was me. Shelooked at me. Just once. Oh, Summer, it wasn't my fault, it
wasnt, | swear it!

Dak, it'sdark; why don't you light the candles?

The patient became delirious, then relapsed into a coma; he awoke for the last time just
before midnight. He was given wine, but was unable to drink it. He asked the time, day and date.

All Halows Eve? | might have known it. She had her revenge after dll. Fifteenyears. . . Oh, Lord:
wasitworthit al?

Ricardus lapsed again into a coma, the storm returned to harass us, and then, just before



midnight, he woke once more, sat bolt upright in bed and uttered his last words.

But I did get something out of it! And now those dragons can search till Doomsday, God curse them
and curseyou dl! Do with it what you will—

Thisis the testimony the man Ricardus asked us to forward to you. If you feel so disposed, our
messenger will willingly bring moneys back to us for Masses to be said for the deceased's soul, for
| fear he did not diein a State of Grace.

In fact any donation towards the upkeep of the Abbey would be most welcome. . . .

| also send with Brother Benedict whatever poor possessions Ricardus carried with him: his
few clothes were distributed to the poor, as was his staff and mug and plate. There was, however,
a certain object hereferred to in his disposition and kept in a pouch around his neck; a round
pebble wrapped in hide, and a scrap of paper. Although the object appears to be worthless, no
doubt it will prove of sentimental interest to yourself. Asyou can see, the piece of paper bearsthe
misspelt legend: "This be Dragonnes Eg."

POSTSCRIPT

In the Indian Ocean thereisasmal idand, situated well off the trade routes. It was charted in the
eighteen thirties by the Portuguese, who mapped it as Discovery Ide. Many yearslater the missionaries
arrived and once they understood the native language, found that the inhabitants had dways called it
"Dragon Ide." When questioned, the idanders related the legend that accompanied the name.

There were two points of cons stency, otherwise the tale had obvioudy changed with the years and
recollection. The points of agreement were that one day in the distant past agreat black dragon, sore
wounded, had arrived in the skies from the northeast bearing a burden. It had circled theidand three
times before dighting somewhere in the hillsto the north. The other point of agreement wastheat the
cresture eventudly left in the same direction, after circling theidand in the same fashion.

Between these two "facts," there were two different versions of events. Thefirst had it that the
dragon laid waste to the forests of theidand till the air was black with the fires, then he buried whatever
he carried in acave high in the mountains before flying away again.

The other verson had the dragon again alighting in the hillswith his burden and three dayslater aman
and awoman, both badly injured, coming down to dwell among theidanders. This story would have it
that the pair recovered and lived for many years at peace, the woman communing with the beasts of the
fidd, the man amaster of wesather. In the fullness of time the woman died, and the man bore her body up
into the hillsand buried it, then the great dragon appeared again and flew away, sorrowing. . . .



