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TANITH LEE

AUTHOR SNOTE

When | write, | go to live inside the book. By which | mean, mentally | can experience everything
I’mwriting about. | can seeit, hear its sounds, feel its heat or rain. The characters become better
known to me than the closest family or friends. This makes the writing-down part very simple
most of the time. | only need to describe what’ s already there in front of me. That said, it won't be
asurpriseif | add that the imagined worlds quickly become entangled with the so-called reality of
thisone.

Snce |l write almost every day, and | think (and dream) constantly about my work, it occursto me
| must spend more time in all those other places than here.
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THISBOOK

Yes

| stolethis. This book.

| don’t know why. It looked... nice, | suppose, and nothing has been nice for years. Well, not often.

It wasin her stationery chest, out of which she sometimes makes us—mostly me—get her apiece of silk
paper or thick parchment. Then she doodles afew stupid lines of awful “poetry.” Or afoul painting, like
used washing-water in the Maids Hall with something dropped in it—limejuice or jam. And then we dl
have to applaud. “ Oh! How clever you are, Lady Jade Leaf. What bright-shining genius!” Because she's
roya. And we are not. Oh no. We couldn’t ever do anything wonderful like that.

Frankly, I think | could spit in amore interesting pattern. Asfor the poems...
Hereisthelatest example:
| drift like a petal all upon the air And the roses bow.

Drift likeapetd... She'smore like ahippopotamusin theriver. | don't mean fat—Lady Irisisfat, but
she’ saso glamorous and graceful. Jade Leaf isdim. But the way she moves...

If the roses bowed, they did it because they fainted with fright, screaming: “Don’t | et that greet thing bash
intome!”

(Having said this, | fedl | should add that hippopotami are graceful, too, underwater. Besides, a
hippopotamus has never picked up itslittle ornamental cane and cracked me across the palms of my
hands so they bled. Which Jade Leaf has done so many times, | can’'t remember the number.)

If you found this, and are now reading it, need | ask you not to tell anyone? But hopefully you aren’t. I'm
justimagining you.

And there' s someone banging for real on the door, which means| have to go and do something so much
more important—that is, attend Jade L esf.

I'll write my name here. After that, you'll know it' sme.

Claidi.

Midnight. (I just heard the House clock.) Sky asort of thick, stirred-up black, milky with stars.

Vileday. Daisy broke avase, and Lady Jade dapped and dapped her till Daisy cowered on the floor.
Then Lady JL kicked Daisy with her silk-dippered foot. Daisy has bruises and is a so expected not to be
given any dinner intheMaids Hall for nine nights. Pattoo and | put some of our food in anapkin and
gaveit to Daisy when we went to bed. Pattoo and Daisy are deeping now.
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I’'m sotired | haveto stop, too.

Absolutely nothing to write. Its seven days since the last thing | wrote. But nothing ever happens here.

No, wrong. There was adust storm yesterday that blew in from the Waste, and the daves ran to work
the fans and pull up the datted roofs over the best parts of the Garden. In the House dll the windows and
doors were shut, and everybody was cooped up and bad-tempered.

LJL had atantrum. She screamed and yelled and threw things. Then shewasill and had to lie down, and
we put cloths soaked in cool scented water on her forehead. If it dripped in her eyes, she screamed
again. We dl had headaches, but no cool water-clothsfor us.

| hatethis place.

Nothing to write.

Except Pattoo and | were prevented by the Maids steward from putting aside food for Daisy. She cried
with frustration (and hunger), but now she’ sgone to deep.

Perhaps | should say, we sharethistiny room inthe Maids Hall and have three narrow mattresses and
one mirror and one chest. These are not our possessions, you understand, but things lent to us, like our
clothing, by Lady Jand her mother, the Princess Shimra.

Sometimes we steal two or three flowers from the Garden and put them in ajar in the narrow window.
But flowersdon’t last, do they?

There seemsno point, redly, | sternly say to myself now, in having thieved this book, so craftily and
unsengbly, if I'm not going to put anything init.

Any news?Well, today wasthe Ritud of the Feeding of the Red Birds.

Wewent to the Red Aviary, abirdhouse full of feathers and trills and tweets. They fly about fredy here,
between the trees that grow up through the floor into the glassroof. They look, the birds, like flying
flowers of crimson and scarlet, but the squeaks are sometimes piercingly loud, and also droppingsfal on
everyone, despite the parasols we dutifully hold over our ladies’, heads.

The birdstoday are fed specia grains and seeds, dyed to match or to coordinate with bird colors.
| likethe birdsalot, but the smell is pretty overpowering.

Later therewas an ordinary storm. Colossal bangs of thunder asif gigantic trayswere being dropped in



the sky. Lady JL isloudly afraid of the thunder and the lightning, but | ran off and watched from an upper
window. Next, summoned back to her, she asked where | had been, told me where—she was
wrong—then that | was alazy dut, and predictably cracked me over the hand with her cane. Only one
hand, though, the left one, so | can gtill writethis.

Oh, and Daisy, who has been eating so much at dinner every night, making up for the nine missed ones,
was violently sck al over theMaids Hall floor, which had just been cleaned.

| ask mysdif, if you arereading this (and aren’t bored with it dl, asbored as| get with it dl, and flung it
on the rubbish dump or in afire), | ask mysdf what you might find interesting to have metell you.

Because perhaps you don't live in the House or the Garden but have somehow come from somewhere
else Thisseemsunlikely, but then you aren't redl, are you? Just some wonderful intriguing imaginary
person I’ ve made up. My fantasy.

So, I'll pretend you' re keen to know... Shal 1?

Or not.

I’'m sort of an orphan. My parents aren’t dead—although | suppose they might be, in fact, by now.
That’sagrim thought. But | can’t even redlly fed much about it, because | never knew them. Thereare
so many Rituas. The House and the Garden live by them. What elseisthereto do? But the Ritudsare
taken entirely and stonily serioudly. They’ reimmovable. And if you profane a Ritua—if you bresk one of
theidiotic rules of this place—you’ re punished.

Sometimesthey’ re only dight mistakes and the punishments aren’t too bad. (Lets say you misslighting
every snglecandlein the Lighting of the Candles Ritud, or do it in the wrong order. Then you might only
haveto stand in the Black Marble Corridor for afew hours, something like that—though your lady would
probably beat you, too.) But for profaning some of the most important Rituals and rules, the punishments
arefierce. The worst punishment, of course, isto be exiled to the Waste.

Its adesth sentence. At best, if you do survive, aliving nightmare. Hell-on-earth.
The Waste isthe worst thing in the world.
Thisiswhat they tell you.

It isaways stressed how grateful we should be that we were born here, the House, the Garden, this
earthly paradise, and not out there in the Waste. | can recdl them drumming thisinto mewhen | wasa
child, ababy, and crying for my mother and father. To be an orphan, and the maid of a(crud) lady in
paradise, was better than exigting in the Waste.

The wesather thereis unthinkable. White-hot hegts, freezings, rains of stones, galesthat tear up the dry
sarving landscape. There are terrible mountains of black rock, and the dust storms that sometimes pass
over the Garden come from there. In the Waste you go hungry dways, and thirsty. Water is poisoned.
Nothing grows, or if it does, its horrible to look at and disgusting to edt.

No wonder the people and things that survive out there are peculiar and dangerous. Madmen,
murderers, and monsters roam.



From a couple of the highest towers of the House, if you' rewilling to climb hundreds and hundreds of
stairs—I have—you can just glimpse something beyond the edges of the fortressed Garden walls. That
must be the Waste. But you can't see much—only asort of threatening, shimmering vagueness. A pae
shadow.

Oncealion got into the Garden. A mongter lion from the Waste. Thiswasin the year before | was born.
It was an ugly and lethd beest, foaming flame, they say, from the mouth. So they killed it.

But why have | gone on so about dl that, the outsde world, which I’ ve never even seen?

Because my parents profaned one of the greatest Rituals. (I don’t know which one.) They were promptly
exiled to the Wagte.

Now | can't deep. There are clusters of huge, blistering blue-white stars.
Tomorrow isthe Ritud of the Planting of the Two Thousandth Rose.
We haveto be up extraearly, before dawn.

| fed strangely guilty, Sncel think I’'m going to stop writing in this book. Which makes me aware that
I’ve migtreated it—the book, | mean—taking it and then spailing it with my writing. And then worse,

sopping.
But what isthereto say?1’m sorry, if you' ve read thisfar. But then you haven't.

Something INCREDIBLE. Something unthought of and impossible has occurred.

| have to organize my mind, which fedsasif itswhirling about, and my heart is bird-flying and flapping
around indde me. | keep laughing out loud.

I’'m not in our room. I’ ve climbed up to another place. I’ m Sitting here, but insde me everything is
jumping and spinning. How can | dart to tell you?

L et me go back, back to the morning, and begin again.

EXCITEMENT BY AIR
The Garden stretchesfor many milesin dl directions away from the House.

Wewalked dowly down the green, closely cut lawns, Pat-too, Daisy, and I. And then down lots of
mossy steps, with mossy statues standing by them.

The Gardeners keep everything perfect, and the daves attend to al the cunning mechanismsthat keep the
Garden watered and nourished. The Garden is even kept warm, when the weether turns cold, by a
system of underground furnaces and hot-water pipes, quite like those used in the House.

Asde from maintenance, the Garden isaso very artistic, to please the royaty. Here and there, areas may
even look alittle overgrown, or there might be apavilion abit ruined. But the overgrowings are dways
carefully clipped to just the right amount of wildness, and the ruin will be clean and gleaming, with ivy
trained up on wires. Even decay is planned here, and controlled.



The House, which isthe center of the Garden, showed from the steps every time wetook aleft turn. I'll
describeit quickly. Itsaterraced building with columns, white and pink, and with doping roofs scaled in
dark green and gold.

Above, through the leaves, the sky was that breathtaking blue that sngs. The sort of sky that makesyou
fed something astonishing and marvelousis about to happen—only it never does.

“Oh, come on, comeon,” panted Pattoo. She's aways nervous. She likesto please. Which issensible
redly. She' s seldom beaten.

But Daisy snapped, “I can't go any fagter. I’ ve dready spilled some of thisfilthy stuff. Do you think
they’ 1l notice? she added to me.

“Umm.”

Perhaps they wouldn’t. There are twenty or so Ritud oilsthat have to be brought to any specid planting
in the Garden, each of them highly scented and sticky.

Daisysflagon of oil was noticeably low, and besides you could see the mark on her dresswhere most of
it had gone.

(We were wearing melon green today, to coordinate with Jade L eaf’ s degper green dress. And our hair
was powdered paler green. Theladies generdly ingst their maids complement their own choice of
colors. An order arrives before every function. The dresses weren't comfortable, either. For the past
month or so, the fashion has been for stiff-bodiced, ankle-length silk tubes, whichisdl right inaway if
you're not big, though Pattoo israther. But when it comesto walking, you haveto take mincing little tiny
steps, or you [d] rip the dress, or [b] fall over flat.)

Pattoo and | scrubbed Daisys dress-tube with our decorative gauze scarves. This made thingsworse.
“Stand behind us,” | said. “ She may not see.”

But Jade Leaf amost certainly would.

We teetered on.

The sun was hot, but beautiful fragrances throbbed from the flowers. Sculpted woods and thickets
poured down toward the river, which sparkled.

It' salovely place, to be honest. | mean, itisto look at. And for royal people I’ m sureit’slovely
atogether.

At the bottom of the mossy steps, the lion house runs behind gilded bars. Thelion houseislarge,
complicated-looking, and their whole enclosure is enormous. But the lions are normally on view. They
seem to put themsalves where they can be admired. They play and deep and sun themsavesand are
very peaceful. Sometimesthey’ re even brought out on ajeweled lead, and royal ladies and gentlemen
walk about with them and feed them sweets.

The lions seem contented, like the House hippopotami and all the other animals here. They never haveto
hunt or fight—everything’ s given to them. They’ re even groomed by daves. But every year thereareless.
They can't even be bothered to have families.

| used to wonder, when | was achild, if these creatures missed something? Of course they do.



Another terrace went down in steps of marble, and there were fountains, and pools with golden fish, and
lilies

Then, the Rose Walk.

The smdl isastounding; it makes you dizzy. Rosesrise on every Sde, in arches and tiers and cushiony
banks. They’re every shade of red and purple, yellow and white.

Wicked thorns like claws scratched at us as we wended through, and Daisy amost spilled the rest of her
ail.

In the center of the Rose Wak isabig oval of grass and a statue of arose carved out of some shiny
stone.

Thisiswhere the Two Thousandth Rose was to be viewed before planting.

It was apparently avery startling and specia rose. Oneisaways bred by the Gardenersfor this Ritud,
which takes place every three years.

Y ou may wonder how there was ever room for anew rosein this dense chaos of roses. But obviously
other roses die or are weeded out mercilessdy when the princes and princesses get irritated with them.

Not that many of the royaty had cometo the Ritua (alesser one). It was ahot day, even though the sun
had been up lessthan an hour.

We went and took our stations behind Lady J. No maids are alowed to arrive until this moment, and
otherswere coming in from dl sides of the Rose Walk, but Lady J seemed to think we were late.

“Why are you dways dawdling?’ she snapped. We bowed our heads, looking properly ashamed. Daisy
edged in close behind me to hide the spill-gtain. “Y ou’ re moronic,” decided LJL.

She has a pointy face, rouged all rosy, and now her hair was powdered akind of cabbage color.
Her mouth sneered over her sharp little teeth.
“You deserveadap,” shesaidto me.

| lifted my head and looked at her. She doesn't like that. But then she hates me anyway, even if she
would never admit to hating something aslow asamaid.

“Don’'t you stare at me,” sherasped. But I’ d dready bowed my head again. “I’'m so tired of you, Claidi.
| can’'t even begt any senseinto you. I’ ve asked Mummy, and she says she'll have you properly whipped
if you wont pull yoursef together.”

Then her little eyeswent over me and fixed on Daisy.

Indl her green, Jade Leaf went the color of an exploding raspberry. “Why, you ghagtly little beast,” she
shrieked. “That gown—you' veruined it—"

Heads turned.

Princess Shimra spoke coolly nearby, in the cluster of ladies. “Camly, Jade Leaf. You'll give yoursdlf
another headache.”

Severd princesses murmured soothingly, dinking and swaying like one more bed of lushly tinted plants.



JL lowered her voice and leaned toward uslike a snake.
“Expect something,” she said. “And you too, Pattoo. Y ou’ Il have done something, evenif | can't seeit.”

| was dready frightened. She d never threatened me with aproper professiona whipping from her
mothers steward before. Now | went cold. Daisy was breathing fast, and Pattoo had crumpled. It was so
unfair. She'd donenothing at all.

But now the Gardeners were pompoudy bringing the Two Thousandth Rosein a gilded basket, and the
roya oneswere bending over it and exclaming.

It reached Lady J, and she too peered down.

What anasty sght. Thisgreen and puce mongter craning in over the new rose, which wasitsdlf extremely
hideous.

It was exactly the color Daisys vomit had been. And it was afunny squirty shape. And it had a perfume
that, even through dl the other perfumes, was so sweet it could make you gag.

“Ah, how lovely,” siwooned LJL, gentle and melting.
She undoubtedly thought it was.
Oh, | could havekilled her. I truly would have liked to, right then and there.

Weweredl for it anyway. And why?1’d merely glanced up. Daisy had spilled the rotten oil because she
had to wear a stupid fashion. Pattoo had smply been there.

My eyes burned. No one was more surprised than me to see a huge burning teardrop, heavy asa
hard-boiled egg, thump from each of my eyes. They plunged into the lawn.

As| was gawking at this extraordinary thing, everyone else began to shout and howl, and a hot and
frantic sensation filled the rose-thick walk.

Likeafool, | thought they were angry a mefor spilling tears.
Then | looked up again, and it wasn't me at dll.

Y ou can't aways see the moon. At night sometimes the clouds are thick aswool. And in the daylight, i
the moon isthere, it' s trangparent as a soap bubble.

Now | could see the moon clearly by day, and it was quite beautiful, and odd. It was asilver globe,
shining bright, and dimly striped with soft red.

Something seemed to hang under it—an anchor, perhaps, to moor it to the ground when it set?

Which was fanciful and silly, because the moon wasn't likethat at al. And thiswas decidedly not the
moon.

PrincessFlarayowled, “ Aninvason! An enemy! Help! Saveusadl.”
Panic.

| had seen this happen years ago, aso in the Garden, when a swarm of bees suddenly erupted from a
tree. Princes and princesses, ladies and gentlemen, and all their flounced and spangled kids, wailing and



honking and running for their lives.

I’d been akid mysdlf, about six, and | just sat down on the grass and waited for the beesto go by.
Usudly, if you leave them done, they don't sing youl.

However, thiswas not abee. What was it?
Someone supplied the answer, which a'so made no sense.
“A hot-air balloon—a balloon!”

They were off anyway, galloping up the lawn and on to the paths of the Rose Walk. | noted lots of tube
dresses had d-ready been split, some up to thewaist! And lots of sticky oil was being spilled.

| looked at Daisy and Peattoo. A few of the other maids and a handful of daves were lingering too, scared
but undecided.

The“baloon” passed over the upper air and was hidden behind astand of large trees.
Pattoo said, “We ought to follow Lady Jade.”

“The bees can have her,” | muttered, nostalgically.

Daisy blinked. “Butif it san invasion ...”

Invasion, by the Waste. Where else could it come from?

Another of the maids, dressed in tasteful parchment silk, said uneasily, “ Once amadman from the Waste
flew overina... balloon ... and poured burning coals on the Garden!”

“When wasthat?’ Daisy asked, wide-eyed.
“Oh... once”

The daves weretrotting off into thetrees. A dave hasn't ever much time for him-or-herself, so even the
moments before we were invaded or had burning coas dung at us were vauable.

Pattoo, though, turned resolutely and began to pad heavily up the path after LJL, who had promised us
al “something” bad.

Daisy rdluctantly said, “We d better.”
The others were a0 drifting off together, upset and dutiful.

If | stayed here, unlessthe invason wastota and nothing mattered anymore, then I’d be blamed, and |
wasintrouble aready.

Just then we heard the alarm trumpets and bells sounding from the House. Weran.

Earlier, | think | said | wondered what you might find interesting, but | didn’t tell you much, did 1?1
gpologize.

| didn’t, for instance, tell you about the House Guards.



Didn’'t want to, probably.

Aswe came up on the higher lawns, with our ridicul ous tube skirts clutched up to our knees (most
unruly) to stop them tearing, the Guards were svarming through the Garden.

Sometimes you don't see them for days, unless your lady sends you on an errand into a part of the
House wherethey are. LJ seldom did.

When | waslittle, | was horribly frightened of the Guards. | believe some redly nice clever person had
told me I’ d better behave or the House Guards would “get me.”

They' rethere to defend us: royalty firgt, naturally, but also the lowest of the low—Iike servants, maids,
and daves. They guard placesin the House, too—the Debating Hall, for example, and the upper stories
where the roydty deep. But they are modtly in their own guard tower, which is one of the highest towers
of the House, even tdler than the ones | spoke of with hundreds of steps.

The Guards wear blackest black, crossed with belts of silver and dashed with epaulets of gold. They
have high boots shiny as black mirror, with spikes sticking from the hed and thetoe. They have knivesin
fancy scabbards, rifles decorated with silver, and embroidered pouches to carry shot. Medals cover
them likearmor.

Now they had on their copper helmets too which have visors and more spikes pointing up from the top.
They looked like deadly beetles.

We cowered back among a fringe of rhododendrons, but one of the Guards turned and bellowed at usin
asort of hating voice:

“Get indde, you damned rubbish!”

Daisy caught her breath, and | heard another maid start to cry. But everyone was scared aready. And
we bolted for the House up the terraces and steps.

The Guards were dragging black cannons on black gun-carriages.

| saw amaid—Hamingo, | think—accidentally get in their way, and one of the Guards thrust her aside so
vicioudy that she sprawled.

In order to protect us properly, they were quite prepared to do us harm. In fact they seemed eager to
hurt us, perhaps as a sort of practice.

| ducked under a buckled, black-clad arm. Pattoo was dragging. | caught her and hauled her with me.
And therewas the House, sugary and cute in sunlight.

The balloon seemed to have vanished.

Had wedl dreamed it?

No, for the Guards were angling every cannon oneway. | could smell gunpowder.

I’d heard of events like this but had never seen—smelled— one.

Just then, over acrest of poplar trees, the balloon drifted * back again into sight, like acharming toy.



The Guards roared. They appeared to have forgotten us.

It seemed crazy to be out in the open, but somehow we stood and gaped up at the silvery bubble I’ d
mistaken for the moon.

And in the crystal windows of the House, there was face upon face like piled vegetables, pink, tawny,
black, dl theroya ones, glaring up into the sky, having pushed such unimportant beings as maids out of
the way.

| grabbed Pattoo again. “Look.”
“l don't want to,” she said, and she hid her eyes. Daisy wastoo scared to look away.
Andl... | couldn't ether.

Then there was a sizzling sound, and the cannons blasted—one, two, three, four of them. The
noise—there were clouds of stinking smoke, and bits of fire splashed al around.

(Tinder hasdmost an amond smell, | absurdly thought, like marzipan for acake...)
The baloon turned over, awonderful fruit disturbed up on the tree of the sky.

Even likethat, it looked effective. But then there was another burst of flame, up where the baloon was.
And it reded sdeways. And then it began to fall. It looked so soft, asif there was nothing to it—the stuff
you blow off adanddion.

But when it dropped behind the trees, there came aterrific thud. The ground shook. Smoke bloomed up
therelike anew plant.

It was only then the House Guards gave araucous cheer. They wereydling, asif inagame, “A hit!”
And “WEel done, Jovis” And “Think wekilled him?’

HIM

When we got into the House, everyone was going mad. People were running along the corridors,
colliding when two or more were coming from different directions. They were running up and down the
dairs, too, and sometimes tripping and falling. The row was amost as bad as the cannon.

Pattoo, Daisy, and | ran up the stairstoward the apartments of our evil mistress.

When we reached the double doors, they were open, and inside everyone a so rushed about. JL sat in
themiddleof it dl, screaming and pulling her own hair, thumping her fists on the sofa, and kicking her
feet, off of which her green silk shoes had flown.

She seemed worse than usudl. | thought it wasfear of the“invasion,” but surely she d seen the balloon
shot down?

Dengwi sidled up to me and hissed, “ She says insects have gotten into her dress. Fleas or bees or
something.”

This nearly made me laugh. I’ d wished bees on Jade Leaf, hadn't I?

| could see now the others were trying to get her dress undone so they could sort out the Situation, but
LJL wasin such astate they could hardly get near her. Suddenly she sprang up and ripped the dressin
two bitswith her own hands. She' s strong. (All those smacks and bestings she' s given have undoubtedly



built up her wrigts.)
There she stood in her lace-trimmed petticoat, snarling and pulling at hersdlf.

The other maids began wiping and dusting her off. A few poor little ants were being murdered for daring
to get into her gown.

| rushed forward too and began, more carefully, dusting the ants off, then carried the rescued ones and
tipped them out of the window.

Outside, smoke till billowed over the Garden. Some of* the Guards were marching up the Cedar Walk,
and there was someone, not a Guard, having to march in the middle of them.

“Isthat—the invader? " whispered Daisy, letting go of more ants down thewall.

“Must be”

Wetried to lean over and see more, but JL was screaming again even louder.

Daisy and | helped shake out JL’ s petticoat. Jade Leaf thrust us off, managing to poke Daisy in the eye.
“Ohyou filthyword little dutsl” squawked JL.

Outside, they’ d be marching right under the window now.

| leapt away, dashed back to the window, and looked down, calling as| did so, “ Oh, madam, the
Guards have a prisoner.”

“Of coursethey have, you extrafilthyword little pest. Leave that and come here. I’ m covered in these
filthywor d-Claidi-doesn’ t-even-know thingd”

Under the window, the ghastly Guards swaggered, and this man sort of swaggered too. Hewore a
longish, grey, quite-military-looking coat, and the sun was gold, pure utter gold, al over hislong,
rough-cut hair. It didn’t look possible, this hair. Powdered, perhaps? Didn’t seem to be. It looked. ..
real, inaway redlity s8ldom manages.

Just then JL threw something at me—it was a paperweight, | saw later—and it caught me sharp and cold
with painin my back. My breath went in asilly oof Below, the prisoner—the invader—turned up his
head to see, in the midst of capture, what creature it was that made such idiotic noises.

“Come here, you filthy filthyword!” screeched dear Lady J.

| don’'t know what happened. | cant explain. Perhaps you can. Perhapsit, or something smilar, may have
happened to you sometime.

Spinning around, | pelted straight at Jade Leaf. And as | reached her, | dapped her ahuge, singing dap
across hdf her disgusting, pointy pink face.

Although the House was bursting with noise, this one room became completdly slent. Asif we had dl
been turned to stone.

| gazed at Jade Leaf and had the thrilling joy of seeing the place |’ d dapped turn from pink to boiling
megenta

Her mouth was wide open.



“You... hitme”

“Lady,” | cried, very concerned, 1 had to. There was this awful insect on your cheek—you hadn’t
noticed. It might have stung you.”

But Jade Leaf only plumped down on the rug aoruptly, like achild, and said, “Hit me.”

“Yes,” sad Pattoo, surprisng me by her invention, “look, madam.” And Pettoo showed JL apiece of
squished fruit she must have gotten hold of just that moment to help me. “Itshorrible.”

“A good thing,” said Dengwi, “Claidi acted so quickly.”

Jade L eaf’ s mouth opened more, and she screwed up her eyes. “Mummy!” she warbled. “I want
Mummy!”

Magically on this cue, through the open doors stepped Princess Shimrain acloud of attendants.

“Get up, Jade Leaf. What are you thinking of ? The enemy balloonist has been taken to the Debating Hall.
Change your clothes at once. Everyone will be there. Even Princess Jzania Tiger,” added Shimra, with
wondering scorn.

To go to the Debating Hall everyone hasto wear blue. | don’t know why. It’ syet another rule of the
House.

Changing that hurriedly wasn't easy, dthough J. was abnormdly docile.

We powdered her hair on top of the green, and it looked fairly awful. Pattoo powdered the red dap-side
of JL’ sface with white. Shimra hadn’t even noticed.

Wedidn't have timefor our own hair, o we had to tieit in hasty, untidy blue turbans.

My hands were shaking anyway.

The Debating Hall is huge—ahigh celling decorated with silver meddlions, upheld by marble pillars, and
below, adippery polished floor. | know about the floor, because when | was nine or ten, | used to be
one of the kids who polished it once every five days. And it took dl day to do.

The ladies and princesses sat on their blue plush seats on the raised area, and the maids and servants and
daves gathered around to fan them and offer little tobacco pipes and calming drinks.

On the other side were the lords and princes, who, almost alone, make adecision at the end of every
debate. However, at the head of the room was along draped table and, behind that, seven gilded chairs
under acanopy. These arefor the Old Ladies, the most ancient princesses. They too have an important
vote.

Only three of the OL chairswerefilled. There sat Princess Corris, who' s eighty, and Princess Armingat,
who'seighty-five. They attend every debate and argue wildly at the end, always disagreeing with each
other.

Today athird chair had been filled.



Princess Jizania Tiger issaid to be one hundred and thirty years old. She does look it, but she's
absolutely beautiful. She seems made of the thinnest, finest pale paper. And her large hooded eyes are
like pale amber pearls. She’ sbald, and today she wore a headdress that was anet of amost colorless
slvery beads, set occasionally with abud of emerad. (She done hadn’t bothered with blue. Her gown
was ash-colored.)

| can’t imagine ever being old, let done old likethis. But if | had to be, she would be my model.
She has afine voice, too. Soft and smoky—musica. She sounds only about sixty.

Asarule, though, she never bothers with debates. Only the most unavoidable dinners and Rituals.
It must be niceto get out of so many boring and unimportant things.

Now she sat there, leaning her dender old face on her dender, crooked graceful hand, which had one
colossa topaz burning onitinaring.

The big space at the Halls center was fenced on two sides by weapon-bristling Guards, standing three
deep.

I’d looked for him—I mean the prisoner, the enemy-invader—the moment we' d arrived. But the Guards
are often dramatic. Only now did they march himin.

He seemed quite good-humored and certainly not upset. | wondered if he’ d been hurt when the balloon
fdll, and was bravely hidingit.

The Guards|eft him donein the middle of the Hall, and we dl now glared down at him, and some of the
roydty held up magnifying glasses.

Under thelighted lamps, which are dwayslit in the hdl, hishair looked like golden flamesitsalf. The dark
grey coat was swinging loose. He wore white under it, and boots that were a darker white. But mainly,
he was young. Older than me (did | say I’ m about halfway through sixteen?). Eighteen maybe, nineteen.
Inwhat some of them call my Age-Group.

Despite that, the thing that is making this so hard to describe isthat he had agleam to him, apolish to
him. | used to polish thisfloor, but life had polished this man. Being dive. Living. And he glowed.

He came from the unknown outside places, the Hell known asthe Waste.

And I’d never thought anything that came from there could ook any good. Terrifying, yes, revolting,
probably. But not glowing and handsome, packed with energy, and thiskind of easy pridefulness. With
hair like melted sun.

One of the princes—Shawb—nhad risen and now walked along the raised part of the hall, where the
roydty weredl dtting, until he cameto the areajust before the Old Ladies chairs. Shawb turned swiftly
and nodded to them. (Armingat cackled. Corris looked hungry for trouble. Jizaniawas unreadable.)

Then Shawb stared down long and hard at the prisoner.
“Y ou speak, | understand, the language of the House.”
The prisoner shrugged dightly. “Among others.”

“Theat doesn't interest me.”



“Nor me, redlly,” replied the prisoner.

| liked hisvoice. It was clear and had afaint accent of something or other. | liked his cheek, too.
Shawb didn’t.

“Thisisn't ajoke. You'rein abad situation. Didn’t you redize?’

“Well, after your men fired on me and brought my craft down, | had an idea or two about it.”
The Guards growled. Shawb scowled.

“Y our name?’

The prisoner half turned. He put ahand in apocket of his coat, and a once ahundred knives and rifles
were scraping up at menacing angles. But out of the pocket he took only a clean white handkerchief, very
laundered.

“Nemian,” hesaid. “That'smy name.” And then he walked straight across the space they’ d stood himiin,
right up to the (unguarded) table and chairs of the Old Ladies. Helaid the handkerchief in front of Jizania

Tiger.

During this, Shawb was shouting and the lined-up Guards broke ranks, and | heard therifles clicking and
clacking, getting ready to fire. I’ d dropped the fan | was supposed to wave and put both my fists over
my mouth. What a hopeless gesture. But | didn’t know I’d done it until afterward.

It was Jizania Tiger who held up her topazed hand.

“All right. What do you want, young man.?’ she asked in her excellent voice.
“Togiveyouthis, madam.”

“What isit? The rag you wipe your nose on?’

Nemian laughed. | liked hislaugh. So did she. A carved little smile moved her lips.
“Of courseit isn't, madam. It' saflower from the Waste. Y ou might carefor it.”
Shawb bawled, “Don’t touch the muck—it may be poisonous.”

But Jzaniasad, “Not everything in the Waste isbad.”

I’d never heard anyone say that before. (It was then | noticed my fists clamped over my mouth and took
them down.)

She' d unwrapped the handkerchief and lifted up the flower. It really was one. It was fresh and firm, with
big juicy green leaves, and the color of the flower head was crimson.

“Oh, yes” said Jzania. Asif she knew these flowers, although I’ d swear there are none in the Garden,
and so it must have come from the Waste. :

And the Waste was hell-on-earth. So everyone had always said.

Nemian turned from Jizaniawith abow. Helooked around at dl of us. He was smiling and unfussed even
though | now saw there was a streak of blood across hisforenead. His eyeslooked tired. | felt sorry
about hiseyes. | liked their color, but | couldn’t remember what it was—only the shape, and the shadow.



Hesaid, “I’'mon asearch, aquest for something. | might have liked to visit your wonderful gardens, but
dternatively | could have just gone esawhere, if you' d preferred. Inthe end, | didn’t have much choice,
did 1?'Y ou shot me down. | assume you' re not used to visitors. Shame, redly.”

Then he yawned.

| never saw anyone St down so eegantly on afloor. Even when hewaslying full length, helay inastylish
way. Presently he seemed adeep.

Maybe you' re getting used to my odd type of thinking. But | thought just then: dl those days and months
I’d polished the floor and never knew one day he' d stretch out on it and lie there. There was a strange
achein my chest like the pressure of tears.

But the Guards milled forward now and surrounded Nemian so none of us could see him. It seemed they
thought that by going to deep, he’ d performed another dangerous and life-threatening trick.

A few minutes after that, the Guards hustled dmogt dl of us out of the Debating Hall. Only the most
senior of the princes remained, Shawb among them. Even the Old Ladies were politely and firmly
requested to go.

Jizaniamade no protest. The other two cackled and squeaked and struggled like nasty old children
kicked out of a party.

In the outside chambers, the thrown-out royalty stood around chattering to each other. | thought Jade
Leaf might be her usud sdif, but instead she went barging over to her mother, Princess Shimra.

“Mummy-mummy, may | say with you?’

“I"'m going to thelibrary soon,” replied Shimra, “to read” looking uncomfortable as JL laid her head on
Shimra sshoulder.

“Let me cometoo, Mummy. | want to, Mummy.”
“But you don't like reading, dear.”

Jade L eaf isabout ahead taller than Shimra, and now JL was acting like alittle girl, making her voice dl
gooey. Thisdidn’'t happen often, thank goodness, asit makes you sick. Shimraaswell, from the look of
it.

Soon after that, Jzania Tiger swept by, her two attendants proudly holding up her long brocade train.
When she had passed, Shimra had somehow escaped her daughter, and JL came disconsolately back to
us, her maids. Her one-side-reddened face was cooler, but she gill seemed to be confused. Had | done
thet?

But I didn’t concentrate. | kept thinking of him.

What would they do to him?1’d only heard tales of punishments delivered to trespassers. Remember the
lion, the one they killed?

We couldn’t hang about though, for JL went off upstairs to the Jewelry Chamber, and we al had to go
too.

When | wasachild I liked thisroom, which has al the most ancient jewels and ornaments of the House



displayed behind glass. Now that room only made me annoyed. | don’'t know why.

Today | barely saw it. Daisy seemed to bein the same state, and a couple of the others. But not Dengwi
and Pattoo.

| had an embarrassing ideathat Daisy and | at least had got a thing about Nemian. Yes, | had, | was
sure. My face had gone hot smply thinking of hisname.

Thiswasdisma, wasn't it?1’d falen for an outcast from Hell, who anyway they were going to kill.
Besdeswhich, he would never have glanced my pathetic way.

JL mooned over the bracelets and earrings. But gradually | could see the vaguenessleaving her—thellittle
girliebusness

She had that snakelike air again. Not that I’ ve anything against snakes—only the human ones.

“Claidi,” she said suddenly, very brisk and clear.

“Yes, lady?’ | asked, my heart snking even further. (Even with Nemian' sarriva to distract me, | hadn't
quite forgotten the professiond beating.)

“Thank you so much for vicioudy dapping my face and destroying that dreadful insect. It was an insect,
wasit?’ | attempted to seem bashful and pleased. “| never knew you were so loyal. | ought to reward
you.” Sheamiled brilliantly. “When | tell Mummy tonight, I'm sure she’ll command her seward's
whip-magter to tie an extra-pretty ribbon on the whip. Do you know about the whip, by the way?’ She
bent closer. It didn’t seem to be redly happening. But aglass case pushed at my back and reminded me
of where the paperweight she threw had bruised me. “It has spikesonit,” said LJL, triumphant. Ah, the
whip had spikes.

Sheturned in her clumsy bulking way and knocked a case, which shuddered. As| was shuddering.

The other girlslooked glum. But some ladies had cometinkle-rustling in, loudly exclaiming thet the
enemy-invader had been imprisoned in the Black Marble Pavilion.

Daisy gasped. Then | did, because one of the ladies turned to me and snapped, “ Y ou, girl—Claidi-is-it?’
“Yes, madam.”
“Her Oldness, Jzania Tiger, wantsyou.”

Somehow | swallowed nothing the wrong way and choked. Pattoo thumped me on the back, luckily just
clear of the bruise.

Dengwi guided meto the doorway. “Listen,” she said, “I don’t know what the Old Lady wants, but
everyone says she' sdl right. Appedl to her mercy. Y ou mustn’t be whipped. Y ou do know, don’t you,
Cladi? My sgter was, and’—Dengwi’ s face was like smooth black stee—*she nearly died.”

| didn’t know what to say. (Had | ever heard that Dengwi had asister?) Therewasn't time anyway. A
dave of the Old Lady’ s was standing there, looking haughty and patient—a dave of an Old Lady had
more status than anyone smaid.

My head was dready whirling insde. So much was happening in my life, where, as you know, for
Sxteen-ish years nothing had happened at dl.



THE LIONIN THE CAGE

I”’m garing up a the moon, which, ironicdly, isvisbletonight. Againironicaly, | keep hearing a piece of
LJL’sterrible poetry: O moon, of liquid floating lemon-green ...

Inaway | fed sorry for her now. That’ s no doubt pretty stupid of me. But she’' s so hopeless. | mean,
thereredly isn't ashred of hopefor her. She'll aways belike that, mean and spiteful and unjust and
downright appaling. Sheisn’t happy. If she were happy, she' d be different. Look at Lady Irisand Prince
Eagle, and there are others. They're kind to their servants.

There' s some lecture we were given, about the time | was polishing the floor where Nemian lay down so
wonderfully and went to deep. Thelecturer told us hard work and suffering would refine our characters,
make us better .

What aload of nonsense.

Anyway, here, a thisvery high window, staring a the moon, with something whirling inmeand al of me
trembling and yet somehow serene—I cant be angry at Jade Leaf.

But | fed weird about the other maids, especidly Daisy and Pattoo. Because | wont be able to say
good-bye.

To get back to my story:

Jzania Tigers haughty dave took me aong the glassy corridors (windows, burnished wood) and up
marble stairs. We reached Her Apartment, and | found it was built up on aflat roof. There was aroof
garden with treesin pots and a pool with afountain and colored fish.

The Old Lady was Sitting in aroom open to this garden.

She' d taken off her jeweled headdress, and | admired her well-shaped bald head. Shetruly is
magnificent looking. (But of course | have extrareasons to be impressed with her.)

“St down,” shesaid to me. “Areyou hungry? Thirsty?’
Startled, | mumbled | was't. Although my mouth wasdry.

She seemed to know this—I suppose not too difficult. She had the dave pour me aglass of fruit juice,
orange, | think, which we only ever had watered-down inthe Maids Hall.

“Y ou have no notion,” she said, “why you're here.”

“No, lady.”

“It'sbeen abusy day so far,” she said. She gave a short bark of laughter, like one of the Garden foxes.
Then she said, “ Jade Leaf isan unpleasant girl to serve, | should think. | intend to look into that. And no,
| undergtand you can’t agree. But your life, Claidi, won't have been much fun. Isthat true?"

Amazing she knew my name. Amazing she' d singled me ouit.

| said, awkwardly, “Wdll, not redly.” | thought of Dengwi’ swords and blurted, not having meant to so
soon, “1 dapped Lady Jade Leaf’ sface today. And she says|’m to be properly whipped. Thewhip
with... spikes”



JzaniaTiger dowly raised her exquisite eyebrows.
“A dap? A whip with spikes? | don't recall such awhip. | think thereisn't one.”
| was afraid for amoment. Dengwi knew there was.

Then Jizania added, “However, just in case, perhaps we had better think of an dternative to the
whipping.”

| blurted again, “Thank you, thank you.” | knew well enough Jizaniahad power in the House. If she
promised it, I'd be safe. At least for now, which aways seemsal you can ever hopefor.

A crazy thought came to me. Perhaps Jzania Tiger would make me one of her own maids. They were of
ararer breed than us; they didn’'t even usethe Maids Hall but had their own roomsinthe Old Lady’s

gpartment.
Why such an extreme of good luck should come my way | couldn’t imagine. This kept me cautious.

Then she said, without warning, “ And what did you think of the enemy-invader, the young man caled
Herman?’

Did | go red? Somehow not. | think | was too surprised.

“Er—well—he e—well he s—er—" cleverly sad I.

“A very awful enemy, wasn't he?’ asked Jzania. “I’'m sure you were terrified.”
It seemed daft to lie. Her eyes seemed to say she could read one’ s mind.
“Helooked just likethe princes here,” | said. “Well, actudly, better.”

“Yes” shesad, “very fit and bold. And that hair.” She sounded younger than ever when she said this,
only about fifty. | blushed after al. Shetook no apparent notice. “And the flower he brought from the
Waste. That was a shock, wasn't it, Claidi? Did you ever guess things might grow there, beautiful hedlthy

things?’
“No, madam, | thought the Waste was dl poisoned.”
“Someof it. Some.”

Therewas agap then. My eyesroamed uneasily. She had a spectacular, indigo-festhered bird on a
perch, which sat looking at me with wise old eyeslike hers.

All a once, JzaniaTiger rose, with agtiff old grace.
“Comeadong,” shesaid, as| scrambled up. Naturaly | didn’t impertinently ask where we were going.

Where we went, however, was through the room and a door, and down aback staircase—awinding
cranky staircase with only the narrowest windows. Severa floors must have gone by, and then she took
akey from abracelet and unlocked anarrow door.

Outsde the door was a hanging. Brushing that asde, we werein the Black Marble Corridor.

Itsnot alovely place. They send you there at night for lesser punishment. Strange, eerie sounds come
through holes cunningly cut in the walls, and there are dimly lit, dismaying pictures of executionsand



people being cast out into the Waste, crying and pleading not to be. I d sat here on the floor as akid
more than once and had nightmares afterward, as they know you will.

At the end of the long corridor isacourtyard and, in that, the Black Marble Pavilion.
Another key from the bracelet opened the door to the yard.

Huge paved dabs doped away to the Pavilion. Itsblack columns hold up ablack cupola. Between the
columns run thick black bars.

Above, the sun was shining, but the Pavilion looked like total darkness. | couldn’t see through the bars
and columnsto anything.

But JzaniaTiger, with only meto attend her, went sailing out on the paving.
Immediately two House Guards came diriding around the Pavilion.

They saluted and stood to attention for the Old Lady, but as she got near, one shouted:
“Wait, please, madam. The enemy prisoner ishere.”

Shejust gaveanod.

“Why dlseam | here?’

“Itsthis, madam. The prisoner is an alien from the Wagte. It would be better if you—"

“Tottered back to my easy chair?’ Her voice diced himin two. Helost his stern military stance. “Don’'t
presume, my lad,” said Princess Jizania. Tiger, “to give ordersto an Old Lady of the House.”

Now there was creegpy-crawl rather than salute. “ Excuse me, madam.” (The other Guard was grinning.)
She swept on, and | with her.

Nemian was around the other side in the Pavilion cage, where the Guards had been. Maybe they’ d been
insulting him, or just talking. Surely someone must be interested in the Waste just ateeny bit.

He stood there inside the bars. His coat hung over abench. He looked... overpowering, so close. Sol
couldn’t even squint a him.

“Oh,” hesaid. “Hello, madam. A greset lady, and agirl in ablue dresswith green hair tangling from ablue

| could fed him staring at me, along, long gaze. He, who would never have glanced my way.

“SheisCladi,” sad JzaniaTiger. And next she said, “Claidi for short, that is. Her full nameisClaidissa
Sar.”

My head shot up. | goggled at her. Most unbecoming | must have appeared. | had no words. I'd even
forgotten the gorgeous Nemian.

Was that—that—my proper name?

My arm aches from writing so much, but | can’t stop. Thereisn’t time. The moons moved. Can | squeeze



therest in before | have to go down?

For aminute, dazzled by the new name, | didn’t take in what the princess and the prisoner were saying to
each other. They were talking about something.

| sort of came back to hear him say, “Itskind of you to inquire, madam. | wasn't serioudy injured, no. A
handful of bruises, ascratch or two. The balloon brushed againgt some of your treesin faling, and | was
able to swing out on ahandy bough. Then the balloon veered again and crashed at quite adistance. | was
damned lucky.”

“Lucky but damned?’ said she.

Nemian smiled, and | saw him color very dightly. My heart turned asomersaullt. I'd certainly
remembered him again.

“Pardon my rough language, lady,” he said. “I’ ve been traveling some while and lost my good manners.”

Then his eyes came back to me. For amoment they held mine, and | seemed to be sinking in them. (Still
cant recal their shade—blue? grey?? Soon I’ll know.) Then he smiled such asmile. And | thought, |
redly am not going to be so totally, tiresomely soppy. So | frowned a himin agrave and ugly way. And
helaughed. And | turned my head. (Childish. I'd run out of ideas on coping.)

Nemian said to the princess, “ She seemsto have had enough, Lady Claidissa Star.”
“| expect she wants her tea.”
“Then please lose no further timein seeing she getsit.”

| found that she was turning me with her dender claws, and we were going back over the paving, the
Guards saluting. | was convinced I’ d messed everything up—whatever everything was.

Back in her gpartment a carved table had been laid with the most ddlightful “tea.” (Redlly it was
lunchtime.) | thought she meant for me to wait on her, but she said | wasto sit down and est with her.

In fact she only drank a glass of iced chocolate.

(It would be madness not to note down at least some of the “tea.” There were diced peaches and
strawberriesin painted dishes, and cakes ill hot, and biscuitsin the shapes of birds, and white butter
shaped like arabbit. There were hot and cold drinks of al types. How the cups and glasses sparkled!)

What ashame| couldn’t eat anything. | tried. I’ d never been offered such afeast. But you'll grasp why |
couldn't.

And when Jizania Tiger saw | couldn’t, she started to talk to me, and what she said made it impossible
for meto eat and drink even the crumbs and drips I’ d been trying to get down my throat.

“Somuchissaid,” shesaid, “about the House. Long ago, the House was a sanctuary. It was a pleasant
enough place. But now itslike an overwound clock. It goesin fits and starts and tells the wrong time.”

Then shesaid, “They talk about the Waste, too, and terrorize little children with stories of it. But you saw
theflower. The Wasteisn't as bad as its made out, just asthe House isn't as good.”

Then: “That young man, our handsome prisoner—they don’t know what to do about him. He meant us



no harm, but by now they’ re so used to distrusting and fearing anything from outside that they can only
lock him away. They may keep himin that cage for years. Or, in some sudden unreasonable darm, they
may decide after al to murder him. Redlly, | think he should Be dlowed to escape, don't you? But then,
someone needsto assst him. | have the means, but I'm old. | can't be bothered with such an adventure.”

After this shelooked into my eyeswith her amber hawks Sare.

“Then thereisyou. You ve had adeathly life here, Claidi, and what can you hopefor or ever look
forward to? Bestings, nastiness, endless uninteresting work. Perhaps amarriage with some suitably
obedient servant, if even that’ salowed. Y ou too, my girl, ought to be let out of your cage.”

| hadn’t followed it dl, not properly. My heart followed though, in rattling legps.
Was she saying what my heart thought she was?

“You see, Claidi, you' re reckless enough, and young enough, and bothered enough. If | gave you the
meansto let Nemian out of the Pavilion and spirit him away from the House and the Garden, and into the
hellish Wagte... whichistheworld... would you?’

Y es, heart, you hit the bull’ s-eye.

Shesaid, “ The Waste is more than we know. And you' ve said yoursalf Nemian isalord. He comesfrom
somewhere just as grand, grander, no doubt, than here. And he would take care of you.”

Before| could think it through, | cried, “Why would he? I'm only—"
“Only what? Only alady’ smad?’

| withered at her words. The truth of them made them less swallowable even than the food. Maid—I was
adave.

Princess Jizania Tiger half turned and held out her wrist for the indigo bird to soar down to, weightlessas
mudin. Asit perched there, shefed it peaches, which it tucked daintily into its beak.

“Claidi,” said JzaniaTiger, “you recal that your parents were driven out in thefirst year of your life?’
“Yyes”

“They profaned aRitud. A most serious one.”

“yYes”

“Y ou don't know what it was? No one hastold you?’

| shook my head. The bird scanned me and shook its head too, copying.

But then Jizania Tiger told methat thefirst profanation had been that my mother was a princess of the
House, and my father her seward, and that the second profanation was me— the fact that | was born,
because no oneis alowed to be born here save when permission has been granted, and never of mixed
rank.

“They saw fit not to exile an innocent baby,” said Jizania Tiger. “Instead they condemned you to alife of
harsh service to the House. And Shimra, who was your mothers friend—afa se one, evidently—gave
you to her atrocious daughter, a human boil that someone should burst. Thesethings | saw, but I’ ve said
how old and lazy | am, haven't I”? Besides, until now there’ s been no way out. | must add: Nemian



knows, sincel’vetold him, that you areroyd.”
“Did he believeyou?’ | croaked.
“Doyou?’ Do l?1 don’t know.

All'l know is, she gave me every key | shdl need to free him (she has, she said, akey to each lock of the
House and Garden). And she' stold me how to do everything, and where to go, and that it's my choice,
al this That | needn’t. But then, the Waste has flowersin it, and Nemian's own house, whatever that is,
isthere, and dso my parents, just possibly somewhere, if they survived. My courageous parents who fell
inlove and dared let their love make me.

It'sal tumbling through me. Not just love—I fed I'm made of racing water and drums, and fired up by
lightning.

Andyou'll have known dl thetimethat I'll doit. I’ll free him and go with him. Take therisk. Out there.
Wouldn't you?

THE ESCAPE

By moonlight, the Garden looked heavenly—I mean like heaven, whatever that is, we never had it
properly explained. But obvioudy, alovely and specid place. | felt amoment of terror. Thiswaswhat |
knew, good or bad.

She'dsad | wasreckless. | didn't fed it, just then. | wanted to creep back to the room in the Maids
Hall and say Jizaniahad only just sent me away. Dengwi and Pattoo had the night duty with Jade Lesf, so
even she couldn’t complain. She couldn’t anyway. The Old Ladies were so powerful.

Jzania had told me she would say she had kept mein her gpartment to serve tea—she only ever had
“teas” never breakfasts or dinners. Then she' d dozed off—"Naturdly, old women aways doze off,” said
Jzaniawith atigers amile. | had then stolen al the keysand run away.

She would haveto say that. They would think her carelessand afool, but clear of the crime of setting
Nemian Free.

She had added, though, that the next day, tomorrow, if there was no uproar—that is, if he hadn’t
escaped because | hadn’t let him out—she would say nothing at all.

But | could picture what she’ d think of me—Claidi the cowardly spineless creep.

Looking back on this now—I mean now it' stoo late, since | did do it and there’ s no going back—my
nerves seem pointless.

L et me describe how the Garden looked though. | want to put it down, because I’ll never seeit again,
will I? Andthejokeis it was partly mineif what Jzania said about my mother wastrue.

The trees rested like soft, dark blue clouds and tapering, pale, dark towers, adeep. The lavnswerelike
grey velvet. Black shadows tabled across. Here and there, arim of silver, moon on water. One fountain |
could see ceasdlesdy curving over and over, astream of liquid spangles...

Somewhere abird sang abrief little slvery song. They often do on warm nights. And from theriver a
hippo grunted.

Then alion roared. They didn’'t mean anything by it, roaring. Just exercising their lungs. But loud.



Above, dl the stars. Would they be different over the Waste?

Perhapsit wasn't redlly fear | felt. Perhaps|eaving this place that | hated—which had been so boring and
vicious and frankly dangerous for me—I| was sad, after dl.

When I’d left Jizania, I’ d hidden, as you know, and written in this book. | dready had all the keysand
the wine for the Guards at the Pavilion and some things Jizania had told meto get from the Maids Hall.
Theseincluded my strongest shoes, which | put on. I'd put everything elsein alittle bread sack from the
kitchens. (Another theft. Severa actudly. | was even stedling Nemian from them, inaway.)

She'd said | should start at midnight. The clock high up on the House sang out itsthin strokes, the only
hour it sounds anymore,

| came down to the Garden and went along toward the Pavilion of Black Marble, approaching from the
Upper Shrubberies.

(Jizaniahad said that it wouldn’t do for meto go straight down from her rooms, the way we had earlier. |
thought she was sengbly not involving herself any further. But now | wonder if she gave me alast chance
to look around, to fed my nerves and my strange regret, to be sure.)

Then, as| was waking through the hibiscus shrubs, | met alion.
We both stopped and gaped at each other. It seemed as surprised as| was.

| wasn't sure what to do. It was a lion. Of course, I’ d seen them out before, but on leashes. Anyway,
this one was perfectly friendly, or should | say indifferent. It shook its head and padded by, creamy in
moonlight, and smdlling of the white hibiscusflowers

When I’d gone on a bit further, though, | looked over from abresk in the bushes, and on the Vine
Terraces that run down there, lamped by the moon, two other lions (lionesses) were playing together,
rolling over and crushing the vines and the fat grapes, so the air reeked of juice.

On the night Nemian was to escape, the lions had a so escaped. If necessary, thiswould make a splendid
diverson.

A coincidence? No, | thought not. Jizania had sent someone €l se on another errand... Hadn't she said
she had keysto each lock in the House and Garden?—that would include thelions enclosure.

Doubtlessthisfeat would aso be blamed on Claidi. It occurred to me that my name might liveonin
history here!

Then | could seethewall of the courtyard and the Pavilion cupola over the top.

Wéll, | fet sick. But somehow | kept walking and found I’ d knocked on the door inthewall. So there
was no time to throw up.

One of the Guards spoke harshly through the door.
“Yes? What do you want?’

“To bring you wine, respected Guard.”

“Oh. Wine, eh.”

Someone sounded pleased now. Then another one said, “Who sent it?’



“Her Oldness, Princess Jizania.”
The door was opened, and | pattered through, looking suitably timid and modest.

There were five of them, stting on benches under alantern on apole. They’ d been playing cards. Behind
them the Pavilion bulked, not alight showing.

| gave them the two large wine bottles and handed them the two kitchen cups, dl | could carry. They
didn’t seem worried. One of them took ahandy undoing-thing out of a pouch and uncorked the bottles.

They passed them around, taking huge doshing gulps, which was glorious. Jizania had drugged both
bottles, I'd seen her do it, inserting along needle through the corks and letting in some herba stuff, drip

by patient drip.

It didn’t work ingtantly, unfortunately.

“What'sin that bundle?’

“Some things the princess sent for the prisoner.”

“What things? What does he want with things? W€ Il be stringing him up tomorrow, hopefully.”
“Or we'll behead him,” added a particularly jolly one. “Off with that goldy head.”

“Too right, Jovis”

“Too goldy,” Jovisagreed with himsdlf thoughtfully.

| remembered it was his cannon that had brought down the balloon.

“Here” said Jovisto me, “come and sit on my knee, girlie.”

“No, thank you,” | replied politely.

They dl laughed, and one kindly explained, “No, he'snot asking you, he' s telling you.”

This sort of thing had happened now and then. | looked coy and half smiled at Jovis the shooter and
would-be be-header.

“I'd like to, respected Guard, but | have to get back to my lady. Y ou know how it is.”
“Shewont missyou yet.”

| fluttered sweetly, then said, ‘I'll just go over and give the horrible prisoner these things she sent him.
Then, well, maybe... just for aminute. | mean, I’ ve always admired the Guards.”

“Yes” said Jovis, “dl you girlslike us Guards.” Pathetic, really—hebelieved this.

But the wine was strong, and they were still gargling it down. They were getting extra stupid, having had
ahead start anyway.

They waved me off to the Pavilion, Jovis promising me how nice it would be when | got back to him.
Asl| reached the Pavilion, alion roared—right outsde the wall, it sounded like.

The Guards chortled. “Lionsrenoisy’t' night.” And one of them dumped forward and rolled off the



bench. The other four looked at him, and it was good old Jovis who declared,
“Can’ od swine”

| turned my back, more confident now, and called softly between the bars of Nemian’s cage. | used his
name. Thefirs timel had.

At firgt, no answer. And behind me the Guards still toasting one another, not yet out cold.
Then Nemian spoke to me from the center of the dark.

“Claidissa?

My heart jumped. My heart has no sense, redlly.

| coughed, recovered mysdf, and said, “ Princess Jzania sent me.”

“Cladissa,” said Nemian again.

So | sadfiercdy, “Cdl meCladi, please” Because | couldn’t sand it. All this, and him, and thisnew
name of mine.

There was aclatter and bumping sound. | glanced back. At last.
Nemian was suddenly right in front of me, up againgt the bars.

“God,” said Nemian (another new name—some exclamation they usein the Waste?), “she did it, she
drugged them. Itsred then. Y ou're going to get me out. She told me you would. Clever Claidi.”

So | undid thelock, and the bars unfolded, and Nemian stepped out into the moonlit, lion-roaring night.

The Guards were in an unappeding hegp. Jovis had his mouth wide open and was dribbling and snoring
charmingly. Just what you' d expect of him.

“Therearelionsoutsde.”
“Oh, good,” said Nemian.
“They'revery tame.” | hoped.

It wasn't far, in any case. And we saw no morelions, only met asmal lumbering badger.

(I have a sort of fedling thelionsjust trotted about for awhile, messed the Garden up abit, and then
rambled back into the enclosure.)

| said before that under the Garden were systems of tunnel s—where the heating mechanismswere
located—tended by daves. (I said, too, the daves have arotten time, worse than I d ever had.)

Jzaniahad told me how to get down into these tunnels, and how it was smple to go through if you only
took the right-hand turning every time. Traveling like that, from the entry we d use, we would findly
come out beyond the walld!

Thinking back again, | haveto say | had no qualms about using these tunnels. Crazy. But it just seemed
nothing could stop me—us.



Nemian didn’t question me ether. Jzaniamust have told him al the plan, before she put it to me. And he
must have sat there in the Pavilion cage wondering and wondering if I’ d have the courageto arrive.

Theway inwas a a carefully overgrown rocky hill, with treesleaning at the top. | found the door in the
ivy, unlocked it (I suppose Jzaniamust have copies of al these keys), and went in. Then | lit thefirst
kitchen candle from my bread sack and put the glass bulb over the top to keep it steady.

Nemian closed the door behind us.

“Itsevery right-hand turn,” | said.

“I know,” he said.

“And she said that if we pass any of the daves, take no notice.”
“Well would I,” said Nemian, “of daves”

Somehow that was disturbing, that he said this. | should have expected it. It meant, presumably, that
princely Hermans home-place aso has daves, servants, maids—and they don't count for much. Jizania
had been very definitein giving him my “proper” name. “I’ vetold him you areroyd,” she' d said.

But | couldn’t think about that at such amoment, could 1?

The tunnels were narrow, dark, and damp in spots, with water trickling down. Here and there they’ d
been shored up with planks. Here and there too, bricks had fallen out. Not organized picturesque decay,
just age and negllect.

After awhilewe did pass akind of room, where avast black furnace stood like a nightmare besst. It
wasn't going because the recent months have been warm.

Later there was another, and afew little holes in the tunnd sides, and once two daves were there, but
they werefast adeep.

In another area, afox had gotten in and made aden. | saw her eyesglow asshe glared at usin the
candleslight. Bones, too.

After I'd lit the second candle, | began to fed exhausted. | wastired of being in the tunnels. And Nemian
treading behind me—once or twice banging his golden head on low rafters or dabs of stone, and
cursng—made me more edgy than excited now.

Then | heard theriver. Jzaniahad said | would.
| looked down the passage for the last door the princess had given me akey to.
But when we reached it, the lock was rusty. When | tried to work the key, | couldn’t, couldn’t.

“Let medoit,” hesad. Hisvoice wasimpatient. This managed to make me fed unintelligent and weak
and exasperated atogether.

But he wasflying for hislife, after al. He d been offhand about daves probably for the same reason?
| stood aside, and Nemian, instead of undoing the door as |’ d tried to, threw himself againgt it.

| was quite shocked when it gave way.



It was an old door, rusty and rotted, and outside was the world.

Hewaked gtraight out. I... followed him.

“But,” | said stupidly, “the door—"

“No one comeshere,” he said.

“But something might get in” | said, “from—out there.”

“We' he said reasonably, “are out there.”

We were.

And in the dark, for the moon was gone, there looked no different from the Garden.

Theriver ran, wide and muscular and dully shining, with tall reedslikeiron railings. Rocks piled around
us, alot of them about the door, hiding it quite well, which was lucky since he' d broken it open.

(They'll redize and go and mend the door. The Guards will keep alookout until its safe)

| stared back, and away dong theriver. | saw the fortressed high walls of the Garden, black on
blue-black sky.

Never before had | been this side of them.
My companion had sat down. He said, easlly, lightly, “ Did you bring anything to eet, Claidi?’

Flustered, | produced the snacks Jzania suggested | filch from the Maids Hall kitchens and set them
before Nemian. He didn’t seem greatly impressed, but he ate them.

Then helay back on the ground, and | redlized he was going to deep again.

All thistime, I’ d thought perhaps going to deep in front of usal in the Debating Hall had been an act, a
sort of ploy to seem harmless. But now | think he really can just go to deep at will, and he does.

He' sadeep now. | put out the candle because | was nervous about being spotted—from the
wals...from the Waste. But it doesn't look like the Waste here.

| watched him awhile, but that seemed rude. He is very handsome. And—a stranger.

Intheend I lit the candle again, what was l€ft of it, and wrote this. I’'m bewildered, redly. | don’t know
where| am. Literdly. Also, helookswonderful, but I don’t know him at dl. Itsdl unknown. And the
future. Even mysdf, now.

HELL?

Next day, | saw the Waste. That was smple enough. The sun rosein front of me, red-orange, hitting my
eyes and the rocks behind me. Theriver burned red. Some birds were caling, in aharsh different way.
Nemian was till deeping, like an enchanted prince in one of the library books of the House.

Stiff and chilled, | got up and walked toward theriver, and in alittlewhile | walked aong beside it, until
the land curved upward to the sun.

Asl| climbed thisdope, | saw ashimmer on the air below the sunsdisk. And when | got to the hill’ stop,



| redized the shimmer to be other hills, far off. They were a parched whitish color. To my right theriver
coiled away through the hillside and vanished—was gone. Just a steaminess | eft behind.

Between this area and the far-off, pae, and dry-looking-hills was ahuge and terrible nothing. | mean,
obvioudy something wasthere. But the something was nothing. A stretch of land—or sand—or
dust—with vague shadowsiin it; and tilted bits the sun was dtill catching, but no actud shapes. Likea
tree, ashrub, but certainly nothing like a building. Nothing | could recognize.

This seemed to go on for miles and miles, so much further than the Garden land about the House.
| looked back then, the way the exiles sometimes do in the paintingsin the Black Marble Corridor.

Dawn bloomed honey and rose againgt the high walls | had left forever. Birds were flying over them. It
looked safe and gen-de and beautiful. But it was adream, and I’ d woken up.

| looked out at the Waste again. | swallowed.

We ate the last of the snacks. There wasn't much. Nemian had had most of it the night before.

He said, uncaringly, “We should have gotten farther than this, but then, they wont be eager to pursue us.
They won't bother, probably. Not out here.” Then he added, “I’ll missthe balloon, but they wrecked it.
Then again, I’ d have needed ballooneersto get the thing going.”

“Oh, yes?' | said. | didn’t understand aword about the balloon.
“I"'m no engineer,” said Nemian, seeming pleased hewasn't.

“That' sthetrouble,” he said, “ aways having everything done for you by your servants. We Il be afine
pair. | hopeyou'll be ableto manage, Claidi.”

“Oh, er-I'll try.”

“Itisn't going to be a bed of roses, on foot. And | suppose the only exercise you' ve ever had is dancing,
or smacking your pet dog.”

My mouth fell open. This seemsto happen alot now. There arelots of thingsfor it to happen over.
“But I'veworked dl my life,)” | said flatly.
Nemian laughed. “ At your poetry,” he said, “a working out ariddie. Mmn.”

“No,” | yapped, “scrubbing floors, running errands, hand-washing linen, grinding face powder,
meking—"
Hewaslaughing. Clamoroudy, of course. Hishair in the sun—

“All right,” hesaid at lagt. “Let’ s pretend you have.”

We went down to theriver to fill the flask I d brought with clean if rather murky unfiltered weter,
doubtlesswith hippo droppingsinit.

My mind was rolling about over what he' d said. Apparently Nemian thought I'd been areal princessin
the House. | wasroyd, soI'd lived like royalty.



All thiswhile, the wdls of the House and the Garden were only about half amile away, and | became
more and more nervous that Guards would march out and arrest us. But no one came. Of course, they
wouldn't. However near, we werein the Waste, hell-on-earth, lost and unreachable.

In the end we st out, up the hill again. At the top, Herman gazed and sighed. He flicked alook a me.
“If you get tired, Claidi, I'm not going to carry you.”

Thiswas upsetting. Who precisely had rescued him? But | kept quiet now. | was used to keeping quiet
before my betters. On the downd ope he spoke again and used that Waste word:

“For Gods sake, | never should have had to put up with this.”
After that we marched in slence, Nemian alittle ahead of me.

When we reached the plain—if that’ swhat it was—the ground was like screwed-up parchment,
sprinkled with powder.

Dust rose from our footfalls as we waked. We coughed, and then the dust seemed to settlein our
throats. We got used to it.

The sun was higher. Far off, the blistered ghosts of the hills. The House walls had disappeared. I'll never
seethem again.

It was hot. Already.

| have become so0 used to holding anger a unfairnessinsde.

And then, well, I'vetold you, I'minlove with him.

And aso, here we were, and he seemed to know the way. (Did he?) | knew nothing.
But that first day, it was murder.

In my sack, now tied to my shoulders—the way wrongdoers carry their crimesin the House
pictures—bounced thisbook. | hadn’t the heart to write in it and anyway had no chance, and then was
too worn out.

He' d been right. I might be tougher than he reckoned, but I'd never had to do anything likethis.

The ground was so hard. That sounds stupid. But it was asiif, every time you took a step, the ground
whacked your feet, and thejolt shot right up your back. The sun thumped down on your head from the
other direction.

The landscape was fegtureless, asit had seemed to be from the hill. There were afew nasty-looking
rocks. (They did look nasty, like bad things changed into rocks that might suddenly turn back.)

| saw alizard. It was pink with ablack wiggle on its spine. Nemian never noticed, or hewasjust used to
such sghts

There were some birdsin the sky, too, big black ragged things. They seemed interested in us but then
veered away.



We had arest by a particularly bad-tempered-looking rock at noon. We drank some water, and Nemian
went to deep.

| don't often cry. It doesn’'t do much good. But | felt rather likeit. And then | thought of my parents
having to make just this appalling trek. | hoped and hoped they’ d succeeded and gotten to somewhere,
because presumably there -was somewhereto get to...

If I hoped they’d doneit, | mugt, too. | wished, childishly, Nemian had been nicer to me. | wished that
instead of saying hewouldn’t carry me (asif I' d have asked), he had said, “ Claidi, you've saved my life.
We Il seethisthrough. I'll help you.”

But | gazed at hisface, and once he had a dream or something, and he tirred and frowned and shook his
head on the pillow of hisrolled-up coat. | leaned over him and whispered, as| used to with Daisy when
she had worrying dreams, “Itsal right. Yes, it Il befine”

| hope Daisy is. And Pattoo, and the others. I’ Il never know, will 17?

That day truly was awful. Theland never seemed to dter. The far hills got no nearer.

The sun went over and behind us. At last aglimmering, gold-stitched sunset, with birds arrowing like the
gtitching needles, hundreds of them it seemed.

Then thankful coolnesswith the dusk, which quickly turned chilly.

We d reached aweird place by then. Distance had hidden it that morning, or the dope of theland. There
was asmdl pool inrocks, with awaterfal, quite eegant, the sort of thing they make in the Garden. But
this pool was adull ancient green, and the waterfal was the same color.

“How foul,” said Nemian. “Whatever you do, don't touch that water. Its undrinkable. Letha.”

| wasthirsty and starving hungry. Sometimes I’ d been made to miss medls (like Daisy) but never dl of
them for awhole day.

We sat down near the pool. The fal made a soothing noise that somehow stopped being soothing when |
thought of the poison. Thiswas just the sort of filthy thing they’ d dwaystold mewasin the Waste.

However, Nemian took a narrow enamelled box out of a pocket. Undoing the box, he offered it to me.
There were little sugary tabletsin the box.

“Takeone” hesad. “It hasdl the nourishment you' d get from aroast chicken with vegetables. Or so
they dwayssay.” | did take one, cautioudy. He did too. He ate it quickly and leaned back on the rock.
“Not asinteresting, definitely, asroast chicken. Or do you think it is?’

| crunched thelittle pill. It tasted spicy and swest, like one of Jade Leaf’ s candies. But once it was down,
| stopped feding hungry. And | wasn't tired in quite the same dragging way.

We shared the last water.

“I'm sorry, Claidi,” Nemian said as the blackening sky filled with whitening gtars. “1’m not, right now,
marvelous company. I’'m angry a what’' s happened—~but then, I'm aso glad, because I’ ve met you. That
was something... dmost miraculous. You' re—" Hefdtered and so did my pulse. “Y ou re awonder,
Cladi. Please forgive mefor being such adupp.”



| blinked. What was a dupp? Never mind. | was warmer. How bright the stars. He didn’t loathe or
regret me.

| fell adeep listening to the poison pool and dreamed | fell in, but Nemian rescued me. The sort of dream
itslovely to have and embarrassing to tell. Y ou know.

Next day, everything changed.
STORMY WEATHER

| must have haf awakened sometime. The starswere bright red. | sensibly thought | was dreaming, but |
waan't.

When | woke again, it was daylight.
Only, not redly.

Nemian was shaking me. One should never wake anyone like that, unlessit’ sametter of life and death.
But | supposethiswas, in fact.

Dust ssorms had come over the House but mostly by then had blown out, repelled aso by the changed
atmosphere, the different climate-in-miniature of the Garden. They’ d never been anything like this.

Sabsof air were tumbling on melike walls. They were marigold-color or blood-red, and in between a
ghifting, pinning greyishness.

Spirdswhirled. Thelight flashed off and on, then was gone, smothered in redness, then broke again like
lightning.
Y ou couldn't breathe, or it felt asif you couldn’t. I'd put on an out-of-fashion dressfor the escape, with

anormd skirt. It had asash, too, which now | found Nemian had pulled off and wastying over my nose
and mouth. He had done something smilar for himsdif.

But our eyes—how the dust and sand particles stung. And there were spiteful bits of grit.

We crawled among the rocks, trying to find some sort of shelter, but the water was a so plashing out
from thefall and the pool asthe winds stirred them, and Nemian bellowed that we musin't let this
poisonous fluid even touch us. Then somehow we were outside the rocks and couldn’t, in the chaos, find
them again.

Thenoise of the dust winds was fearsome. It sounded like something truly terrible, without pity or
thought—which it was.

I’d grabbed my little sack—areflex.

We staggered about, and Nemian grasped my other hand. | find it reassuring to report that, in this
gtuation, | wasn't thrilled when he did that.

He bawled at me that we mustn’ t become separated.

Heads bowed, we tried to push forward. The dust winds dapped and punched us. Apparently, so |
gathered from hisyells, there had been another rocky place further on, which he had spotted as the wind
gtarted to build up. This might provide more shelter.

But it was usdless. In the end, we crouched down and covered our heads with our arms. Actualy, in his



case, only one arm, as he had put the other around me.

At another time, bliss, | suppose. But | was terrified—not of what the storm could do, exactly, athough
he sad after they can kill, and | believe him. Just of the sheer ferocity of it.

Then, with no warning, the winds—there seemed about six of them—dropped. They fdll around uslike
dry hot washing, and the grit and tiny stones rattled aong the ground.

Weraised our faces and saw the strangest—to me—sight.

In House books I’ d stolen glances at, | had seen pictures of ancient citiesthat once had existed in the
world before the Waste claimed everything. And thisthing | saw now was surely such acity, or its
remains.

The land had dropped gradually, and there was a sort of basin, and in thiswere sometall towerswith
windows, or spaces where windows had been, and ornamented roofs with domes and pedestals. There
were pillarstoo, awhole long line of them that might have stretched for amile. Mogtly there werewals,
and carvings, or the bitsthat were left of them. There was one huge vase with stone flowers il rising
fromit.

My eyes streamed, and everything wavered.
| said, “I never saw that from the higher ground.”

Nemian said, sounding irritated, “ Y ou probably couldn’t. The winds uncover things, just asthey bury
them.”

I’ d thought the storm was over, but no. A second or so more, having shown methecity ruinsasif to
educate me, and the whole thing started up again.

How long it lasted thistime | can only make aguess. It fdlt like hours. Findly | waslying on the ground. |
cringeto say it, but | think | was whimpering. Well, maybe | wasn't. Just grunting. Anyway, Nemian was
utterly still. And once everything stopped, | was afraid he' d smothered completely.

But he sat up, and shook himsdlf, and combed handfuls of white and yellow dust out of his hair with both
hands.

| havethisridiculousidea, only it couldn’'t be, could it? He'd gone to deep again. Didn’t dare ask.

| stood up and shook out my skirt and my own hair, and then gave up. (I mugt, | thought, look like
Nemian, asif I’ d been dampened and dipped in flour.)

When | looked around, the city ruin was gone again. The dip in the plain had become a mound.

Presently, about an hour later, when we waked up it, | ssumbled on one stone blossom still sticking up
from the buried vase.

Nemian made no mention of having taken my hand or seeming to try to protect me. He scowled & the
Weaste, then hisface smply became smooth and beautiful again. (Hishair had lost its glory, though.)

Hesaid, “Wél donefor bringing the water flask.” (It wasin the sack.) And then, “Reliable Claidi.”
But I’d grabbed the sack because it had thisbook init. The flask, after al, was empty.



There were so many questions | should have asked, weren't there? | bet you would have. Y ou would
have asked, for instance, Where exactly are we going? And What will happen to me when we get
there? And you might have inssted he knew that, though Claidi was perhaps half roya, she'd lived first
asadrudge and floor polisher, and next as Jade L eaf’ smaid-dave.

| didn’t ask or say anything much. I’'m not completely making an excuse. For onething, | was so tired.
Compared to thistiredness, my other tired timesin the House seemed nothing.

Someone el se would have been upheld by a sense of excitement and optimism. But | felt exasperated a
lot—with the Waste mainly. And with Nemian. And with me.

The sun got higher and hotter and more unbearable, and | was desperate to have adrink of water. One
does't redize how awful thirst isuntil something like this happens—worse than hunger.

After the buried city was behind us, the land was very bumpy and yet totally the same. Crash went the
ground, hitting my feet.

Far, far off, dill no nearer, were the pae parched hills which looked, anyway, most uninviting.
We reached arock, one rock, but it threw a shadow. So we sat down in the shadow.
Nemian stretched out hislong legs. His clothing had been perfect but wasn't now.

“Y ou've been very strong,” he said to me, * not drinking any water.”

“Thereign'tany.”

I’d thought he knew.

“Oh,” hesad. He frowned. “Didn't you bring any?’

“Yes. You—wedrank it.”

“Wall, yes. But | thought there was more. | thought you understood that this might be along journey.
Didn’t the princesstdl you?’

Had she?| didn't think she had. | supposeit was common sense, and | wasjust atwit. Then again, |
couldn’t have carried much more. He would have carried it, maybe.

Nemian took the enamelled box out of his pocket. He offered me another of the sugary tablets.
The pill was difficult to chew with such adry mouth and scorched dusty throat.
But it did help. Even the thirst became more uncomfortable than sharply painful.

“You see” said Nemian, “thereisatown over there somewhere.” Hewaved idly at the hills. “I saw it
from the balloon. We can get transport there, perhaps—unlessthey’ re very unfriendly, which they may
m”

I’ d thought everyone and everything was unfriendly in the Waste. But Nemian had come from the Waste.
Heclosed hiseyes. | heard mysdlf say inafaint panic: “Don’t—"
“Don't?What?’

| wanted to say, Don't go to deep. Tak to me, please. But what right did | have to demand that?



When | didn't add anything, he shrugged and... dept.
Glumly | sat there,

| tried to be brave. | tried to think he waswiseto deep, and | should try to aswell. But the sugary pill
seemed to have made me wide awake in addition to staying tired.

So | sat and stared uneasily out over the plain.

Little spirdsof dust still spun there, huge hollow clouds above. A large black bird hung motionlesson the
ar, asif fromaninvishblerope.

He' d only held my hand and put his arm around me to keep ustogether. He had felt responsible, likea
kind princefor hisservant. And I’ d let him down—hadn’t brought enough water.

| thought if anyone in the House had been the way he was, it would have annoyed me. Because it was
Nemian, | felt in thewrong. Wasthisavery bad sgn?

A huge new blond cloud was streaming dong the plain, getting bigger.

| watched it, then properly saw it. Before | considered, | jJumped up with ahowl.
Nemian woke.

“Areyou agirl or some species of jumping deer?’

“The sorm—its darted again.’”

He looked with those cool eyes.

“No, it isn't the sorm. Riders, and vehicles”

And he sprang to hisfeet and ran, al in one coordinated bound, across the plain away from me, toward
the dust cloud.

Had | been abandoned? Was | expected to follow? I’ d better follow, hadn’'t 1?
| floundered into a panting gallop.

The cloud (riders and vehicles) was going from right to left acrossthe near horizon, dightly looping in
toward us as it went. Because the ground wasfairly flat now, | didn’t see at first they were on asort of
makeshift road that the storm had obvioudy uncovered.

How far wasit to reach them? Miles. Probably not. Toward the end | had to keep stopping, gasping for
breath, but by then some of them had dowed down and then halted.

When | eventudly staggered up, Herman was in conversation with seven brown men in the two halted
vehicles. The others had goneralling on.

Therewas a mad noise. Thiswas because the two chariots (I recognized them from theriding vehicles
the princes sometimes used in the Garden) were each drawn by ateam of six very large, curl-horned
sheep. Some of the sheep were bleating in deep voices. And then | grasped the chariot riderswere also
bleating. And Herman was blesting too.

For aminute | thought I’d lost my mind. Or they al had.



Then Nemian turned and saw me standing there with my hair raining down and my mouth, asusua, wide
open.

He smiled and raised one eyebrow.
“Hédlo, Claidi. Y ou needn’'t have rushed. These are Sheep-ers. | know their language.”

One of the brown men—who woretheir hair in plaits, braided, like the wool of the sheep teams, with
beads and sheep-bells—said loudly, “ B’ naaa?’

Nemian turned back and bleated in return.

A few moments more, and one of theridersin the second chariot got out and jumped into the first
chariot. Helping hands drew Nemian and me into the second chariot.

Everything smelled very oily and wooly. But—oh wonder-fill—aleather bottle was being offered to us.
Nemian politely I. let medrink firgt. It wasn't water but warmish sheep milk, and | | wasn't terribly
delighted. But it did soothe my throat.

“Were going to the Sheeper town,” Nemian informed me. A whip cracked high, well clear of wooly
backs, and we were off.

CHARIOT TOWN
There was quite awelcome.

Under asquare gateway in athick wall, but only just high enough so we could drive through, and into the
brown town of the Sheepers. And everyone had come out, in the dusk, with lamps. Women laughing and
holding up babies, and children screaming and bouncing, and old men leaning on wooden gtaffs, and
grannies (they call them that), old women, and dmost dl of them were banging drums and blowing
whistles, and some even threw flowers—a particularly hard sort of white poppy.

| gathered, but not right then, the chariot-riding Sheepers had been off somewhere, trading. With some
other settlement of Sheepers.? Anyway, it was asuccess. Best of al, the road had reappeared after the
storm, which made the journey quicker. Although in fact we d ridden with them until after sunset.

Asthe sky flamed, the hills had abruptly seemed to come nearer. Then the sheep chariots bundled
around aswervein theroad, and we saw the town lying in the curve of two redlly near, rounded low hills,
asif inthe paws of alion.

They cdl it—not for the sheep, asthey do practicdly everything else, but for their chariots—Chariot
Town.

Nemian says the walls may belong to something older and lost. The Sheepers patched them up and built
insde.

The houses are made of wood and skins. (Not sheep. They never kill sheep.) Each hasadtrangelittle
open garden, astretch of neat close-cut fawn turf.

Inthe middle of the town isabigger garden, green in parts, with some trees. Water wells up from the
ground into astring of pools. The waters clean (except for what the sheep doin it, of course).

When not employed, the sheep smply wander about the town. Everyone pats them, or gets out of their
way, and even if they eet the washing, they’ re dlowed to. They aso stroll in and out of everyone's



houses and sometimes |eave sheep pats, but these are used for kindling on the fires (so are useful).

People groom their sheep carefully and plait ribbons and beadsin their wool. Sometimes they paint their
horns.

The sheep are shod. Otherwise they provide wool, milk, and cheese. (Its quite good, once you get used
toit. I think | have.)

The Chariot Towners can talk to the sheep (?), and apparentry the sheep can talk to them (?) (dl
baaing). They do seem to understand each other with no trouble.

The guesthouse, where we' ve been staying, is hung with sheep-bells. And at night they light candlesin the
skulls of famous old sheep that died peaceful naturd deaths. All the houses own such skulls. They're
heirlooms.

The sheep graze the lawns; that’ swhy they re so neat—the lawns, not the sheep.
Thelord hereis called the Shepherd.

Look, I"ve gone on and on about sheep.

Y ou catch that here.

I’ ve written everything up now to date.

We ve been in the town five days.

Nemian talked to metoday. | don’t dways see him, except at breakfast and/or supper. (Mounds of
cheeses, milk-soups, salads, gritty bread. Beer—which gives me hiccups, to add to the bad impression |
make.) Then he chatsin basasto thelocals.

He said, when speaking to me, that | was being “astonishingly patient.” Some choice.

Nemian isout al day with the Sheepers. He mentioned that other travelers come and go here, and soon
we should be able to hitch aride to somewhere el se, perhaps where there are balloons and ballooneers.
So home (to wherever hishomeis). The Sheeperslike him, of course.

Desolate.
That sounds yukky. Just like some swooning princess of the House. Ooh, I’ m sooo desolate...
But | am.

| wander about and try to talk to some of the women milking sheep or making sheep-cheese or grooming
sheet) or their kids. But we can’t understand each other. | find | must smply amble past and give aquick
cheery bleat, which they seem to take as awell-mannered and pleasant hello.

Nemian looks amazing again. Were able to wash our hair and have baths here, though the water is rather
cold (one heated bucket to three not). He' s dazzled them.

He did say the sheep arefierce and can fight lions. (Do they kick them with their shoes?)
Y es, we too have taked about the sheep.



Depressing.

My God—I know what that means, sort of-—and shouldn’t perhaps useit like that (7).
Daisy and Dengwi used to accuse me of being prissy because | wouldn’t swear.

But theroydty at the house used to swear, and | hated them, so | didn’t want to do anything they did that
| could avoid doing.

(If Nemian swears, it doesn’'t seem so awful, | haveto confess)) .

And God isakind of supreme supernatural figure—not human. | don't redly understand. But I’ ve caught
the phrase from him, as I’ ve caught this habit of talking about the sheep. ..

Anyway. Nemian took me asde this evening, and it was sensationd . We actualy had a conversation, and
for hours.

It began with supper. The rough wood tables are outside on atrip-you-up terrace of piled stones. Theair
was clear and fresh, and the sky got dark very dowly.

Everyone bad d away. | sat there resignedly, only nodding with aquick smiling bleat when anyone
greeted me: “ Claaa-di-baal”

When it got to the serious beer-drinking stage, Nemian rose and said to me, “ Shdl we go for awalk,
Cladi?It'safinenight.”

Oneor two of the Sheepers grinned and looked away. And | felt myself blush, which wasinfuriating. So
| said, blankly, “Oh, I'm abit tired. | think I’ll just go in—" wishing I’ d shut up.

“Let me persuade you,” said Nemian, very gracious. “We can go up to the water pools. It's coal there.
We haveto tak, don't we?’

“All right,” I charmingly snapped, got up, and stalked away up the terrace toward the big garden further
aong thetrack. Let Nemian catch up with me. for achange.

Hedidn't bother, of course. So then | had to pretend I’ d gotten astone in my shoe. It could have been



true; my shoes are wearing out fast.

He sauntered up and asked me, al concern, “A stone?’
“Oh, I’ ve shaken it out now.”

“Look,” said Nemian, “there’ sthe moon.”

We looked. And thereit was. Since the storm it hadn’t been properly visble. Now it looked clean and
white, ahalf-round, like haf a chinaclock-face but without hands or numbers.

“Poor Claidi,” said Nemian. “Are you very angry with me? 1’ ve been sdfish, haven't 1?7’
| had to remind mysdlf here that although heisaprince, hethinks|’m aprincess, at least alady.
“Everyone ssdfish,” | said. “We haveto be. How el se can you get by?’

“My God, that'sajudgment,” said Nemian. “But you could be right. Can you forgive me, then, since you
never expected anything much from mein thefirst place?’

| stolealook at him. Wonderful.

“Oh, yes” | sad, asfirmly as| could.

We walked into the garden.

The trees grouped around the pools, and the moon shone in each scoop of water as we went by.

He found a smooth stone where the white poppies grew, giving off aghostly musk in the moon-watered
dark.

“Yousee” hesad, “1 never expected the balloon to be shot down. Most of the places| passed over
were 0 primitive they didn’t have the means. | thought anywhere that was sophisticated would also have
balloons itsalf. Perhaps be used to travelers. But then dl those guns went off, and | thought | was going to
bekilled.” He looked acrossthe garden, bleakly. “ It shook me up. And then—quite a reception your
people gave me.”

“Youdidn't seem...” | hestated, “upset at dl.”

“Oh comeon, Claidi. That was an act. All noble and dashing. | wasat my wits end.”
“So you lay down on the floor in front of everyone and went to deep.”

Hefrowned and cast me one danting |ook.

“Actualy, | passed out. I'd had athump on the head getting into the tree. Rather than just fall over flat, |
did it that way, noble and dashing again, and very careless. An act, as| said.”

| was amazed. | fdt strange. | cant describeit. I’'m not surel’d want to. | admired him, too. And... | felt
guilty. Those times on the journey when he' d smply gone to deegp—had he been feding ill.? And he
hadn’t trusted me or was too proud to show it?

“Anyway,” henow sad, “I oweyou my life” (Thewords I’d wanted before.) “1 wont forget that, Claidi.
| have an important position in my own city. Y ou’ re going to have wonderful experiencesthere. You'll
livein aluxury beyond anything in that House. And you' Il be respected and honored.”



All this sounded so bizarre, | couldn’t takeit in. Me? | didn’t redly care anyway. Just wanted him to go
ontaking.

So then he told me things about his city. | wasimpressed.

Apparently it far outshinesthe ruin we' d glimpsed. A mighty river runsthrough, amile or morewide, so
in placesyou can't see across from one bank to the other. The water is pure as glass. The buildingsrise
to vast heights and are so tdl they have sort of clockwork cagesin them, they call lifters, which carry
people from the ground floor to the top story.

Hesaid they’d let off fireworksin celebration to welcome him home and to greet me. I ve heard of
fireworks but have never seen them. He said they’ re the colors of arainbow, shot with gold and silver
dars.

He said the city isgoverned from four great towers. The most powerful tower isthe Tower of the Wolf.
And he was born in thistower.

Then | remembered something he’ d said in the Debating Hall, about being on a search or quest.
| asked him what that was. Nemian laughed. “Oh, | wasjust making it sound grand. | was only traveling.”
| asked him where the red flowers grew, like the one he' d given to JzaniaTiger.

“Inmy city,” hesaid. “We call them Immortas. After you pick them, they can live for months, even
without water. Y ou see, Claidi, even herethe Waste isn't al adesert. And there are places where
everything's... like your Garden. Only far better. Cooped up in that House, you must have found it very
dull. Y ou must have been very bored.”

“It wasdl rulesand sensdessRituds,” | muttered.
“I can guess. Rules should never be boring,” he oddly replied.
Then he leaned over and kissed melightly on thelips.

| was 0 stunned, it meant almost nothing asit happened. So | haveto keep recdling it, reliving it, that
kiss. Tryingto fed its saggering importance.

Inafunny way it makes methink of when | scalded mysdlf once asachild. For some moments| didn’t
fed athing.

I’m ill waiting to fed this. | know when | do, it will be colossd, sweeping through melike the pain of the
scad, only not painat all.

After he' d kissed me, we went on talking asif nothing at all had happened.
He knows so muck But then, | know nothing.

My head' s bursting now with sketches of other placesin the Waste—towns, cities, places where they
use hot-air baloonsfor flight.

A couple of times, people had passed, more or less unnoticed by me. But then some sheep came
wandering by, and after them some couples, saying to us shyly, “Brur’ naa-baa,” which agpparently (for
Nemian) means something like “ Are we disturbing you?” And since they seemed awkward, and itstheir
garden, we got up and walked back to the guesthouse.



When I'd climbed up the ladder (no lifters here) to my narrow bed, piled with woolen blankets and
scented by sheep, | was frozen.

Sincel couldn't deep at dll, I’ ve sat and written this down, and now | think that may be dawn, that light
low in thewindow—or isit?

After | went down the ladder again, | peered over the sort of gallery there, where afamous sheepskulll
cdled Praaa burnsabig candliedl night.

Coming into the guesthouse was a crowd of men, mostly young. They were dressed in arather fantastic
way—sKin trousers, tunics, boots, jackets with gilded buttons and tassels, and whirling cloaks. They had
alot of weapons, knives, and bows, and a couple of rifles.

The Sheepers were baaing and bowing.
Candlight pranced on wild tanned faces.
| wondered if Nemian knew abouit this, and if it was going to be useful.

But redlly, they looked—the newcomers—like accounts |’ d heard mumbled in talesin the House.
Wandering bands of bandits from the Waste, criminalswho' d stab you as soon as say hello.

| crept back up the ladder and huddled into bed.

Of course, the House told lies about the Waste. The Wasteisn't like anything | wastold—or not al of it.
Or not all of what I've seen so far.

Finaly | did go to deep, because | was woken by ariotous row downgtairs.
Wasit the bandits? What were they doing? Murdering everyone and about to st fire to the guesthouse?

| scrambled up and got dressed, but just then one of the Sheeper women camein, bleated, and handed
me some milk and apiece of bread.

Y ou can imagine | wanted to ask her what was going on, but | couldn’t speak the baa-language, and
pointing anxioudy at the floor and straining my eyebrows up and down only seemed to make her think |
thought there were mice in the room. She hurried about looking under the woal rugs, found nothing, and
blegting reassuringly, went out dl smiles.

Presumably, as she' d brought the breakfast and was smiling, nothing too awful was taking place.

| ate. Then | washed my hair in what was left of last nights washing-water. | did it for something to do,
really. The day was dready hot, and | was soon amost dry. Someone knocked.

It was one of the Shepherd’s men. He put asmall chunk of wood into my hand. | bleat-thanked him and
stood there stupidly. Then he pointed at the wood, and | saw something had been scratched on it. The
Sheepersdidn’t have paper. Ther writing seemed to have something to do with the patterns they make
with the beads and things on the sheep. ..

Anyway, the scratches read: “ Go with him. Bring everything you want. Were leaving at once.”



| gulped. “ From Nemian.?’ | asked.
“N’baamiaan’bag,” said the man. Or something like that. But nodding.

There wasn't much now to pack in the sack. Thisbook, of course; theink pencil | write with; the flask,
even though | hadn’t had a chanceto refill it. A few bitsand pieces.

| was scared. | had to face it now—the Waste till frightens me. Although apparently full of towns and
tribes and settlements and even “ sophigticated” cities, there were al those deserts and poisonous areasin
between.

No timefor quams. | climbed down the ladder after the Sheeper.

In the main indoor room, where usually we' d eaten breskfast, the loud noise was going full tilt. Men were
roaring and laughing, and someone was singing, and plates were smashing or just being used very
roughly. Through adoorless doorway | caught arush of tan cloak, flaming with gold fringes.

We went dong the gallery, through a side door, and down an outside wooden Sair.
In the dirt-floored sde yard, a chariot had been hitched up with ateam of four sheep with painted horns.

Nemian stood in the chariot with the driver. He made a brisk, princely movement with one arm, hurrying
meto come over and get in.

“Nemian, | didn’t fill—’
“Shut up, Cladi.”
Nice.

Ohwell. Thiswas obvioudy not the timefor achat. If he wasn't the gentlemanly joy he’ d been last night,
we were probably in danger right now.

Weleft the yard dowly, riot making much sound. | don’t think the rowdy bandits would have heard us
ayway.

| could hear them.

Bash went something, and dam went something el se, and gaes of happy laughter, and someone crying
more or lessin the language Nemian and | spoke, “ Y ou kill it properly, Blurn. Don't try to edt it dive.”

Oh... God, | thought.

Outside the yard, the whip cracked, and the sheep—thank Whoever—kicked up their shod hooves. We
went at quite alick down the main track and not long after were let swiftly out by the gate of Chariot
Town, at thefeet of the pdehills.

TROUBLE ALWAYSFOLLOWS
Pattoo used to say, solemnly, “If you run away from trouble, it dwaysfollows.”
Rather my impression, too. Though that never stopped metrying.

It's certainly what happened that morning.



After thefirst bolt up the rattling hill dope, the going got very steep. We had to dow down.

But looking back from quite a high spot, you could see some of the town and the gate, and nothing was
going on there.

Nemian and the chariot driver had baa d a bit. Now Nemian said to me, “Y ou redlize why we left?’
“They were dangerous, the men who arrived.”

“ According to the Sheepers, that' s putting it mildly,” said Nemian. “They’re dl mad, those wandering
people. Thersisahdl of alife.” Hesmiled. “ Tempting, redly. Tolive by skill and courage. Onelong
adventure. But pretty foul too. No comforts. And they can’t afford any politenesses.”

Neither had he, | thought. Which summed it up: In constant danger lay constant rudeness. What an
extremely petty thought.

It'sjudt... Wdll, I’ ve had enough of people treeting me like rubbish. I’ d innocently thought that would
change. And last night...

Lagt night was gpparently last night.

The sheep trotted for awhile where the ground level ed, then clambered, the chariot lurching, onthe
steeper parts.

| couldn’t be bothered to explain now how I’d had no chanceto fill the water flask. | suppose| could
have used the hair-wash-weter, al soapy, with hairsinit. Hmm.

“Don't sulk, Claidi,” said Nemian. “Did you likeit there so much: How silky your hair lookstoday.”
“Where arewe going to now?’ | asked with thin dignity.

“The Sheeper will see usonto ahill village up here. We Il have to find our own way from there. There
may be a cart or something we can barter for.”

| knew about barter, the exchanging of one thing for another, although in the House it never happened.
Buying thingsdidn’t either, but I’ d heard of that too, and Nemian had mentioned (last night) that his city
on thewide river used coins, money.

The Sheepers hadn’t seemed to want any returns. They just seemed friendly. | hoped that would keep
them safe with the bandit band.

The hillswere opening out al around us now and weren't asugly as 1’ d anticipated. Very little grew on
them, however—an occasiond bush with whitish fluff, atype of short pale grass. In the closer distance,
they looked soft, like pillows.

We pulled up after about an hour, and the sheep chomped the grass. Nemian and the Sheeper shared
some beer, but | didn’t fancy it.

| was looking back down the hillswhen | heard—we all heard—a beating clocking sound, ringing from
the hills backs.

Suddenly, over adopeto theleft, precisely where we didn’t expect them, five men appeared, lessthan a
quarter of amile off.

| managed an especidly unsuitableidiot question.



“What are those!”
“Horses,” said Nemian. “ And the others, on the horses, are the mad knife-men from the town.”

| noted no one was trying to start the sheep and chariot. Then | redlized we' d never get away, for the
bandits had seen us. | saw their white grins flash, as dl the buckles and bangles and buttons and knives
were doing. They smacked the horses' sideslightly, and these new beasts cameracing at us, likeawind
or afire.

(I'd never seen ahorse before that. In the House the chariots were drawn by—you guessed it—d aves.
The horses arerather beautiful, aren’t they,? If you know horses. The long heads and the hair flowing
back, just asthe bandits' long hair flowed back.)

In about ten seconds, o it seemed, there they were on the hillside with us, adl reds and tans, and
metal-and-tooth flash.

“Couldn’t let you go,” said one, “without saying hi.”
They laughed. They had an accent—intense, guttura, and somehow extra-threatening.

Their politeness was unsettling not because it wasn't real, but because, as Nemian had said, they couldn’t
afford politeness.

Nemian, now, said nothing.

The Sheeper didn’t seem talkative elther.

The horses were polished as any floor.

One of the bandits swung off his horse. He walked over onlong legs.
“Not from these parts?’

Nemian said, “No.”

“ South? Peshamba?’

Nemian said, “Y es, were heading for Peshamba.”

The bandit leaned on the Sde of our chariot, companionable. From inside his shirt, he drew asmal glassy
thing—some sort of charm.? He gazed down at it in Sllence, asif al aone. How odd. Another bandit, il
mounted, craned over asif to see. This other one gave a sudden whoop (which made me jump). He
drew out his (ghastly) knife and flipped it in the air, catching it gently in his teeth.

The bandit leaning on the chariot took no notice. He closed the charm in hisfist and put it away. Then he
looked gtraight into my eyes.

Hiswere dark, like hislong hair, which hung to hiswaist. He was the color of strong teawith adash of
milk. A color that matched the horse he' d ridden. I” d thought he would be older. | never saw anyone
so—I don't know what to say— terrible.

| shrank.

To my surprise, he at once looked away and right at Nemian



“Any money onyou?’
“Money,” said Nemian.
“They useit in Peshamba, or whatever big place you' re headed for,” hel pfully explained the bandit.

“Y ou want some money,” guessed Nemian. From one of his host of pockets he took aflat |leather case
and offered it to the bandit.

The bandit accepted it, opened it.

The bandit and | both stared with curiosity at the weird turquoi se-green leaves of paper that were
reveded.

Then the dark eyes glanced a me siddong. | felt sick and sidled back.

“Right,” said the bandit. “Well, | can’t usethis” (He sounded asif he was saying it wasn't good enought!)
“Any coins?’

“Sorry,” said Nemian. He didn’t seem worried. Just well-mannered and willing to talk, as though the mad
bandit killers were perfectly normal people met in agarden.

One of the other bandits (not the one with the knife) caled, “Tdl the tronker to shake out his coat. And
what’ sthat bird got hidden?’

Tronker? Bird?

The chariot-leaning bandit gave him a casua look.

“I don't think they’ re good for much,” he said pityingly. Oh, we d et him down properly.
“Comeoff it, Argul,” said the other bandit. “ She's dl right, that bird, eh?’ (Ah. The“bird” wasme.)

All the old tales of the Waste raced through my bubbling mind—horrible stories, with death at the end of
them.

But | glared up at the talking bandit on the horse. | felt so terrified | thought | was going to be sick or cry,
but instead | screamed a him, * You touch me and 1’1l bite your nose off!”

There was ashocked silence.

Then dl a oncethey dl burst out laughing.

Thisincluded the chariot-leaning bandit, the other four bandits, and Nemian. Nemian!
Even the Sheeper was smiling—perhaps thinking we' d al now be best friends.

And | was appalled. What had | said... done?

Neverthdess my fingers had curled. My nailsfelt strong and sharp. How revolting it would be to bite that
bandit—but my teeth were sngpping.

I’d dapped Jade Ledf; I' d escaped the House. | wouldn’t be stopped, not anymore.
Thebandit caled Argul shifted away from the chariot.



“Better watch out,” hetold the other bandits, “ she meanswhat she says.” He handed the legther
container with money back to Nemian. “I can see,” said Argul to Nemian, “you’ ve got enough on your
hands with that bird you' ve got there. She scares me dl right.”

“Yes, yes,” warbled the other bandits, “he' sgot real problemsthere.”

Then the bandit leader spun around, ran at hishorse so | thought he meant to knock it right over, and
leaped—I|eaped— up the Sde of it, asif it were only alittle il rock.

Next second he was astride the horse. And unruffled, the horse looked down at me from a dark smooth
aye

“Solong. Have alovely day!” the bandits cheerfully caled asthey gdloped away back down the hill.

Wedidn't get to the hill village until late in the afternoon.

Nemian said nothing about the bandits. He had said al he wanted, earlier, when he told me they were
med.

Somehow | kept thinking they’ d appear again, mad minds changed, to rob, terrify, shame, and daughter
us. They didn't.

We had some sheep cheese and | ettuce and some beer. | got hiccups.
| was fed up—in amood, as Daisy used to say.

The sky turned deep gold, and we rumbled over yet one more hilltop, and there wasthe village. 1t wasn't
athrilling sght. Huddles of lopsided huts al over the place, ahuge rambling rubbish hegp you could smell
from far off. Dogs wandered, snarling. A few sullen human faceswereraised to glare a us.

It was as unlike the friendly Sheepers’ town as seemed possible, asif specidly formed to be off-putting.

Wel, | think it was. I'm writing this last section at night, in asort of barn place, which stinksand isfull of
enormous rats. Actudly the rats are rather handsome, better than the hill-villagers. Quite easy, that.

They behaved foully as soon aswe got there. Some stared at us in the sheep-chariot, and some just went
in. They' d have banged their doorsif they could, but such doors as they have would have falen off.

Presently afat gobbling sort of man arrived and baa d at the Sheeper. Nemian said to me he baa d so
badly the Sheeper obvioudy could hardly understand, and Nemian not at dl. /

Even so, the Sheeper told Nemian, baaing properly, that we' d “be al right here.” And yes, they’d let us
have a cart with amule—what is that>—either tomorrow or the day after.

They are called Feather Tribe. They like birds?

Naturally they wanted paying? No, said the Sheeper, apparently. | saw he looked embarrassed. He had
to leave us here (to go back to his own so-much-pleasanter place). Nemian didn’t comment. | couldn’t.

We got out, and the Sheeper went into a hut with the awful fat gobbly person. (Later the Sheeper
reappeared |oaded with sacks of something, got in his chariot, and went off, not even waving good-bye.)



Nemian and | were sort of shoveled, by a couple of revolting women, into one of the barns. This one.

| thought Nemian would throw up at once. Hisface went white and his eyes went white and his nostrils
curled.

“Oh, Claidi. What can | say?What will you think?”

“Itsnot your fault,” | said. Grudgingly, | haveto admit. | didn’t think it was hisfault. But inaway it was. |
mean, he' d gone “traveling” and then involved usboth in dl this. | redly mean | was angry with him. Love
islikethis, so the songs of the House used to say. Y ou adore them one minute, then want to throttle
them.

Anyway, hedidn’'t hang about. He left me Sitting on the smdlly straw and went to find someoneto do
something. He didn’t come back.

At first | wasn't worried. Then | wasworried. Going to the barn door, | saw Nemian in conversation
with the Gobbly Fat One. (Nemian must speek thislanguage too.) They were both drinking something
and yowling away with amusement. Typica.

| sat on the stony ground outside the barn.

Soon a dog wandered up and bared yellow fangs a me for no reason. Stupidly, | snapped, “Oh stop it
youfool.” Then| thought it'd legp for my throat. But it whined and ran off with itstail on the ground.

Nemian and the GFO—their leader?—went striding off on what looked like atour of thevillage. (This
dung-heap goes back to my grandmother’ sday. Thisholein the roof was made by my great
grandfather’ s pet pigeon, which ate too much and so fell through.)

A woman came up near evening and plunked abowl down beside me.

“Er, excuse me. What isit?’ | asked fearfully.

“Germonder pop,” said she. Or so it seemed.

| tried the germonder pop. And it was OBSCENE. So no dinner for Claidi.

There are no lampsin the barn, though the hutslit up later. The moon isvery bright, and I’ ve written this
by thelight of it.

The village Feather Tribe are making dreadful sounds. Arethey eating, or talking, or what? It'ssickening.

(I saw Nemian again, about an hour ago. He wandered by with the GFO and saluted me. He seemed
happy, enchanted by these Featherers, some of whom were now trailing him in amerry group. Was he
drunk, or just being tactful? Or ishe... is he usdess? When the bandits were there, | never felt for one
moment Nemian could save me, asin the old stories the hero dways does the heroine, but an | even a
heroine? Some, chance.)

Retreated back into the barn. | might aswell go to deep. Deadly day. Y es, of course| should be glad
and pleased I'm on thisbig adventure. But | have to assure you, the smell in here is enough to make the
boldest flinch.

Outsde, it ssemsto be getting brighter and noisier. The moon? |'s the moon noisy? Who knows?



| keep thinking of that glass charm the bandit had, the one who leaned on the chariot.

| think they were the end, being so insulting about me (bird! problems!) when | was only desperate to
defend mysdlf, which nobody € sewould.

FLIGHT
The roof goes up so high, it'shard to beieve it'sawagon. The bumping helps, though, to remind me.
Its difficult to write here. I'll leave this, | think, until we stop.

Have to note the colorsin the roof—deepest crimson, and purple with wild greens. The pictures are of
horses and dogs, mostly. And asun donein raw gold, dull with time.

They’ ve had these wagons forever.
Bump.
I'll wait.

When I’ d been adeep in the Feather Tribe' s barn just long enough to be confused if woken, and not long
enough to have had arest, thumps and yodels started and someone was shaking me. (I believel said
before, that’ s aterrible way to wake anyone.)

| shot up, and there were all these Feather Tribe people, looking entirely changed. That is, they were
beaming and nodding a me, and one of them was flgpping afeathery thing about in front of me, like an
enormous wing.

Not amazingly, | sat staring.

Then Nemian appeared through the crowd.
“Itsdl right, Cladi. Itsagift.”

“What? What is?’

“Thet dress”

“Isit adress?’

“It'smade out of feathers sewn onwoal. It'll be rather hot. I'm sorry. But they seem to want you to have
it. There€' ssome sort of festival tonight.”

1] Oh.”
“They want usto go with them to some shrinein the hills”
“What'sa shrine?

“Don’'t worry now. Thewomen will dressyou, and then we' |l go with them. We need their help, don't
we? So we haveto joinin, be gracious.”

| was only more bewildered by this explanation.



Anyway, he and the men had gone, and there were only these four or five large women intent on putting
me into the feather-dress. I” d been clothed by force quite often in childhood. | knew it was safer not to
resd.

My God (Am | using that right? Think sSo—seemsto be a sort of exclamation used in darm or irritation),
that dress. | think | looked like a gigantic white chicken. Also, it was hot, and it itched.

Having clad me, the women were leading me to the door, but | snatched up my bag when | saw one of
them fumbling withit.

Supposing they could read? And read this? (Which was farfetched. They barely seemed abletotalk.)
Outside, the whole village had assembled with torches.
They were clgpping their hands and now started to sing. | think it was Singing.

Frankly | wasn't sureif | preferred thisjolly, festive sdeto them. | preferred the scowling, standoffish
way they’ d been earlier. Now they kept touching my armsand hair, or my back, and | hated it.

| shouted at Nemian, but he only waved. He was with the GFO at the processionsfront. | say
“procession,” sincethisiswhat it became.

Wewalked quite briskly out of the village and up astony track into the hills.

A few dogsran after, and the festive villagers threw stones at them until they turned back. Sweet people.
No wonder the dogs were so dodgy and cowed.

These hills are strange. The whole of the Waste is Strange, of course, to me. But dl the parts are bizarre
in different ways. They al have adifferent character.

Thehills... arelike a place where something intense, perhaps heavy, had been, which now was blown
away. They had aweird beauty in the moon-and-torchlight. Where the grassisthick, the hillsdes seem
covered with velvet, and then bare pieces strike through, harsh and hard. Also there are bitsthat are
worn thin, trand ucent, and you seem to see through them, down into darkness.

ltwasall uphill.

The Gobbly Fat One, who was lord, had to keep having a breather, so then we dl got one. They passed
around a putrid drink. Luckily, when | shook my head, no one forced metotry it.

Inappropriately | recalled climbing al the stairs of the high tower at the House. Perhaps when we got to
wherever we were going, the view would be worth the climb.

Anditwas.
Suddenly we were up on abroad, flat table of land.

They dl gave aglad bellow and stamped and clapped and “ sang” again, and more drink went around,
and | thought if they kept pushing it past and breathing it over me, I’d probably puke al over them and
servethem right.

But then they drew off, and | looked up.



A colossal sky was overhead, the biggest sky I'd ever seen. It was quite blue, with mottled wisps of
cloud, but mostly encrusted with masses of diamond stars. In the midst of it, the moon was at its highest
point—so white it burned—and was held in a smoky, aguamarinering.

Dizzy, | looked down. The hills had drawn back, and in front there was nothing but the moon-bleached
flat of land, which seemed to stop in midair.

| thought, | bet it drops off there, into achasm.
Thiswas correct.

Over to one Sde there were some caves, and the Feather Tribe villagers were scrambling into them with
raucousydls.

Y ou can guessthat | wasn't keen to follow, and no oneinsisted.
To take my mind off theitchy feather dress,.! gazed up again at the Sars.

| felt I could float right out of mysdlf and up to them, and in among the drifts of night there would be
adventures beyond anything ever found below.

When | looked back thistime, Nemian wasthere, gazing a me. *Y ou have such agraceful neck,” he said
tome.

All the starry adventures faded. | was happy to bein thisone.
“Thank you.”

“The stars are wonderful, aren’t they?” he said. And then, “But I’ d think your favorite timewould be
dusk.” He hesitated and said, “Because of your mother.”

A lot of noise was coming from the caves, and down the dopes behind us, | could hear some (big?)
anima scuffling, and who knew what sort of animd, out here. But dl that was ingtantly rinsed off my
mind.

“My mother?’

“Because,” hesad, “of her name. Twilight.”

| stood there. “1 didn't... know.”

Hesaid, “But... didn't you? | understand you lost her when you were young, but even so...”

| must pretend something. | was a princess of the House. Of course | knew my mothers name. Or, why
pretend?

| said, “No onetold me. Who told you?’

“The Princess Jizaniatold me.”

And not me? Had she forgotten to?

| said humbly, feding numb with feeling, “Itsagood name.”
(Nemian was frowning, about to ask something. | braced mysdif.)



At that moment the Featherers began to erupt out of the caves. The torches jounced and splashed the
dark with light.

Peculiar contraptions were being trundled along. | saw whedlsand... wings. Asthe crowd swarmed
around us, Nemian said, “Claidi, | really need to ask you about—" But then we were being swarmed on
aong theflat table of stone.

“Ask away,” | shouted.

“Itsdl right,” he shouted back. “It’Il haveto wait. There sthisthing they do here. The chief told me. They
fly.”

“Oh, | see”
Of course | didn’'t. And besides, dl this seemed irrelevant after the sky and my mother’ s dusk-sky name.

When everyone bundled to asort of hdlt, | idly watched about six of the Featherers being strapped into
the whedled and winged Structures.

Therewas akind of seat, and pedals to move the whedls. Their arms were fitted into the wings, which
were made of wood, | thought, and covered with feathers, like my gown. It al looked absurd.

The crowd was caling out asingle phrase over and over again, everyone dead drunk and grinning from
ear to ear, and the men on the winged things raised and lowered the wings with adry, creaking sound.

“What arethey calling?’ | said to Nemian, not really caring.

“Wadll, Claidi, you see, they pedd over the cliff here, and then they flap their wings.”
“Oh. Sounds daft to me.”

“Inaway. It safedtiva to honor their god.”

“Y ou mean God?’

“Not quite.”

“If they go... over thedliff?... thenisn't that dangerous?’

“Exceedingly. Theflying action somewhat lessensthefdl. But they usudly bresk anarmor aleg. That's
what they’ re shouting: Break a leg/ It means* Good luck.” ”

My mouth, trained to it by now, fell open on areflex.

The pedderswere off anyway, thundering forward dong the flat, arms and wings aready vigoroudy
waving.

And each one cameto the edge, the edge of white cliff and diamond-dazzled night—space—and rolled
off.

Everyone else, d'so Nemian and |, ran to the edge and peered after them.

There they went, down and down. Inthe air, they flailed, flapping and spinning, grotesque and funny, and
frightful.

And one by one, they hit the ground far below, each with a crash and a scream. Clouds of what |ooked



like steam came foaming up.
The Featherers were cheering. | was so frightened to see, | couldn’t look away.

But one by one dl the men crawled from the shambles of their flying machines, which weredl in bits
now.

“Only two broken arms, gpparently,” said Nemian, turning from the GFO, who was burping and
guffawing next to us. “They take dl year to build their craft and one minute to smash them. Y ou can see,
though, Claidi, itsadugt-pit down there. Like the wings, that helps cushion thefall.”

| was going to reply with something witty, or just pathetic, when | found al the villagers were touching me
again. Some had hold of my arms. They were tugging and hoisting, lifting me off my feet.

At lagt | lashed out. It wasn’t any good.
“Nemian, make them stop!”

Nemian looked artled. He said something in their awful language and then turned and said it to the
GFO.

But the GFO just gobbled and dapped Nemian on the back, and offered him the jar of drink again.
From Nemian’sface| finaly redized what was meant to happen now.

Whether they thought it wouldn't hurt, that I'd only break a leg, | didn’t know. Or whether | wasthe
best sacrifice a hand, a strayed traveler there exactly on theright night of the festiva, | didn’t know
ather.

Whatever it was, winglessin my feather dress, | was about to be dung over the cliff.

| screamed and kicked. | think | managed to ram my feet into someone' s sscomach. But it wasn't much of
an achievement redly. It wouldn't help.

And Nemian had been grabbed now and was on the ground. | couldn’t see him through their great
somping unbroken-unfortunately legs.

My bag—with this book—dropped back on the ground. | lost sight of it.
| was screeching and wailing. (You'll understand.)

And then, through al the din, the blur of panic and fear, akind of dark exploson tore. All a once | was
flying, not off the cliff but through the air, until I hit the ground, which was only theflat hilltop. Then
someone hauled me up, and | landed on something both harder and softer.....

Inexplicable. | kicked again and the something caught my foot.
“Here, you morbof, don’t kick my okking eye out.”

Like surfacing from, a depth of water, | rose and snarled into an unknown face. And yet, not the face of
aFeatherer. He was black as ebony, and he laughed even as he prevented me from clawing at his left

eye.

“Watchiit, chura. I'm. hereto save you.”



His hair waslong, in tight braids, about ninety of them. How magnificent. But | didn't care. | tried torip
them out. Then he got my hands. He said, and he was running now, carrying me with him somehow,
“Look, chura, you'redl right. Were going downhill, not off the diff.”

It wastrue.

“My nameisn't Chura”

He looked vague but unconcerned.

“No,” he said, “the Sheepers said you were Claadibaa.”

“Claidi.”

Helaughed again. “Fine. Claidi. Y ou don't know, do you? Chura only means‘darling.” ”

We arrived where? It was ahillsde.

Up there, torch flash, howls, cries, the rasp of meta clashing, and a sharp bang—the noise of shot, agun.
“Herman!” | cried. “My book—"

“Books here, Claidi,” said thisfantastic being whom I’ d tried to disfigure. “Herman.5 That him?He sl
right.”

He handed me this book. Not the sack—that was gone. Didn’t matter. | clasped the book and sobbed.
Sorry, but | did. Only once or twice.

My rescuer kindly patted me. “Everything'sdl right.”
Apparently everything wasdl right.
“They were going to throw me over,” | unnecessarily reminisced.

Hesaid, “Drink this.” | pushed it away, but it was pushed back, and it was only absolutely delicious
water. As| gulped, he said, “We had to wait, you see. Be sure. Make certain we hadn’t gotten the
wrong end of the stick. So we followed you up, hung around the Fegther village. Argul said, let
them—the Tribe, that is—get drunk, make it easier, seeing we were abit outnumbered. Heran straight in
to get you just then, only he was sort of detained—a couple of blokeswith knives. So | had the lucky
pleasure of getting you away. I'm Blum.”

You'll think I’m dotty. | instantly remembered the shouts at the Sheeper guesthouse: Kill it properly,
Blurn. Don't eat it alive. Somehow | kept quiet. He' d saved me. There arelimits. Men were streaming
down the hill. All bandits. Oh well.

Argul stood by the spot where they’ d planted one torch | eft over from the Throwing-Claidi-off-the-Cliff
Fedtiva.

He stared at me, hisdark eyes much darker than night. And not so friendly. (Blurn had told me Argul’s
name. | think | already knew, and that he wastheir leader.)

“Thanks,” | said to Argul. But that was mean. | added, “| owe you my life.” Just what I’ d thought
Herman ought to say.



But Herman was over in awagon, lying down, rather the worse for wear.

Argul nodded coldly.

“Don’t mention it. We went out of our way. But I’ m sure you two can pay us back for our efforts.”
Withwhat?| glared a him. “Do you only help peoplein order to get areward?’

Some of them laughed—I redlized a once, only at my cheek.

Argul glanced around anyway, and they stopped.

He looked back at me.

“No, Miss Nuisance, | don't. | wouldn’t normally bother.”

I’ d been scared of him, but honestly, nearly being thrown to my death had made me alittle braver. For
the moment.

“I'msoglad,” | said sarcadtically.
“Seeif itlagts,” sad Argul.

He was the Grand Leader of the Mighty Bandits(!). He' d leaned on the Sheeper chariot, and gazed at
that glass charm, and mocked usfor not being worth robbing. And dl the time waiting to seeif | was, as
the Sheegpers must have let dip, the chosen Feather sacrifice. Making sureit wastrue, following,
watching, seeing if he'd really have to bother to rescue me.

| felt angry and silly in that feather-itch dress. | felt done. But oneawaysis, | suppose.

THE BANDIT CAMP ON THE MOVE

Until morning, we waited in the hills. They’ d made a camp there, the five bandits. They’ d come on aheed,
and al the rest had to catch up.

All night they cameriding in, on horses, with wagons and dogs—these very well trained, aert and glossy
and quiet.

In the increasingly enormous camp, there was one big central fire. They sat around it. Unlike the dogs,
they made alot of noise, just as| remembered.

The Featherers had fled. Probably not al of them, judging from the sounds of knives and rifles’d heard.

Blurn had told me, matter-of-factly, that the Sheepers had sold us—me—to the Featherers. | was barter
. Worse, the Sheepers had actually been out raiding to catch agirl sacrifice for the Featherers. No
wonder they didn’t mind taking Nemian and meto their town. (I recal the welcome, the drums, whistles,

and poppies)
| feel awful about this. I'd rather liked the Sheepers. They seemed innocent... and kind.
The bandits, of course, seemed horrifying, and they were the ones who rescued me.

Obvioudy they too have a (probably sinister) reason for this. | must be on my guard. I’ ve learned the
hard way not to trust anyone out here. One aways learns the hard way. Isthere any other?



During the night | went to see Nemian. There are bandit women, too, and one had given me bandit girl’s
clothes— trousers, tunic, even some braceetswith gold coins hanging from them, and coin earringd |
was touched, but | think &l the women look like that here, and it was as automatic on her part to give me
ornamentsto provide me with covering.

Nemian was Sitting on some rugsin one of the bandit wagons. He didn’t recognize me, just glanced up
and said, “I’ d appreciate some more beer, if you can spareit.”

“Morebeer?You'll burt,” | said, annoyed.
Heflicked me his look then. Smiled.
“Claidi. | dwaysknow it'syou by your gentle manner.”

Someone had apparently kicked him in the ribs though. And there was a purple bruise on his cheek. (Is
he accident prone? No, that’ sunfair. He' d been trying to stop them from throwing me off the dliff. He
hadn't been able to, but that was't hisfault.)

A girl camein with the beer anyway, without being asked. He was so lovely to her, | wasjedlous and |eft
the wagon. (He seemed to have forgotten he’ d wanted to question me about not knowing the name of
my mother.)

Apparently I'm bad-tempered and jealous. A pretty awful person. | never knew this before. But then, |
was never inlove before. Am 1?1n love? | don’'t know what | am. Or who.

Argul, the leader, had gone into atent and was soon joined by his second-in-command, who is Blurn.

| saw the bandit who' d whooped and caught the knife in histeeth. He' s called Mehmed. Every time he
sees me, he laughs.

I’'m not sureI’m so pleased to be here, redly.

Findly | went to the wagon that another woman said | could deep in, and when | woke up, we were
traveling. Thewagon was still empty gpart from me. I’ d thought I’ d have to shareit.

| put my head out, and we were coming down from the hillsinto yet another dusty desert. It looked so
dreary. | tried to write abit of this but gave up because of the bumpy ride.

After that, | admired the paintings on the high leather roof and thought how Blurn had told me the wagons
areold but in good repair sncethey’ re dways cared for. He said each family had one and passed it on.
The horses and dogs are mostly the same, these descendants of others from centuries ago. Blurn said that
theword Hulta, whichis a camp, also means Family to the bandits. To be part of the bandit campisto
be part of the bandit family. But itsafamily aways on the move.

| fed insulted, asif I've been made afool of, but I'm not surewhy. | found out, you see, thewagon I’ ve
beentraveinginisArgul’sown.

There were, of course, chestsin it and pieces of wagon furniture, rugs and stools and jars. There were
even some books | found—yes, | was nosing about, but not much. | recognized the language in only two
of them. I’ d aso noticed knives and scabbards and shirts and boots and things lying around in corners.
Thismorning, so asto make conversation with the bandit woman who came by with somefood, | asked,
“Where are the otherswho livein thiswagon?’ And shesaid, “1t's Argul’ swagon.”



She did add that he rides ahorse by day and prefersthe tent at night, and only uses the wagon now and
then, but | felt immensaly uncomfortable, asif he' d played ajoke on me. Also in someway labeled me as
apossession. | can't think why hewould want me. Does heimagine I’ m vauable? That must beit.
Nemian has said something. I’m. a princess from aHouse. So its threatening as well.

Naturdly | got out ingtantly.

Nemian was eegantly riding ahorse by now, talking to the bandits asif they’ re old friends. He does
seem to love being with new people. Isthisanice quality or rather shallow of him? And doesit mean he
hastotally lost interest in me because I’ m not new anymore? Doubtless.

Then Blurn appeared and said that there was amulefor meto ride.

Only after I'd managed to get onto the mule—nearly fdl off both sdestwice—did | think to demand, “Is
thismule Argul’ s?’

“Nope” sad Blurn, “my aunt’s.”

“Then does't your aunt—"

“She' sgot plenty more,” said Blurn, asif we were discussing pairs of dippers.
Themuleisapain.

It has an adorable face and wonderful eyelashes, but it kicks out at things and wriggles. Nemian saysa
mule doesn’'t wriggle. It does, it does. I"vetried to feed it and groom it to show it I'm worthwhile and it
ought to like me. But it takes no notice, just triesto kick me as| turn my back, and then wrigglesas| try
to swing gracefully into its saddle.

Needlessto say, passing bandits, men and women both, find this exquisite fun.

“There goes Claidi-baaagain,” they say as| plummet off in the dust. And that' s another thing. They keep
caling me by a Sheeper verson of my name. After what the Sheepersdid, | find that extra aggravating.

Tonight there was a Hulta council.

Wedl gathered about the huge centrd fire, from which the cook-pots had been removed, though some
vegetables and loaves went on baking in the hot ashes.

Argul strode out of histent. Helooked... astonishing.

| mean, he did look the way aleader should. A young king. Polished black hair and eyes, tall and lean
and tawny. He was covered in gold fringes and coins, and silver rings and things. Barbaric, I'm surethe
House would have said. A “barbarian.” Nemian was smiling alittle. But then, one of the prettiest bandit
girlswas sitting next to Nemian, as she dways seemsto be now.

The council was because we were al going to Peshamba. The bandits hadn’t been there before, or not
for generations, although they knew of the city. (At first I’ d been confused and thought Peshambawas
Nemian'scity, but itisn't. I'd thought all cities had crumbled or been blown over. Wrong, obvioudy.
The House told so many liesto us. Or else the House was extremely ignorant. Both?)

Anyway, the route to Peshambaislong and passes through this dust desert, or there’ sanother way,
across something called the Rain Gardens. The council wasto decide, by vote, which way wewould go.



I’m impressed, but skeptical. If Argul isleader, doesn't he ever lead? What' s the point of having aleader
if everyone hasahand in every decision?

(Blurn said they’ d voted on rescuing me. | assumed they al must have been in favor, but gpparently only
haf had. Now when | talk to them, | wonder which ones didn’t think | was worth the trouble. | don't
blame them. But yuk. In the end only five bandits went after the Feetherers.)

| didn’t have the nerveto ask Blurn, Why did Argul bother? Afraid of what the answer will be. Oh, were
going to sell you asamule acrobat in Peshamba or something.

They talked about the Rain Gardens. It was vague. None of them are sure quite what happens there,
athough travelers tend to avoid the place. It doesrain.

Personaly, anything rather than this dust bowl.
But | didn’t get avote, nor Nemian.

Hedidn't seem put out. Princes are above such things? I’ m only a pretend princess, aren’t |? Or was it
lessinteresting than the bandit girl combing hishair? Hmm.

The vote wasfor the Gardens.

Afterward, the bandits sat on, drinking. Some of them talked and played with their dogs. Severd had
stolen femal e dogs from the Fegatherer village. | wasreally glad, because aready these dogs are being
cared for and looking hedlthier and more cam.

Thisin mind, | went to see my mule. Also so asnot to haveto look at Nemian asthe girl plaited blue
beads into his golden lions mane. Come on, Nemian. That’ swhat the Sheep-ers did with the sheep.

The mule, of course, wasn't pleased to see me.
| stood over it, rubbing its nose—it does have a nice nose— and offering it some mule food.

“ItsCladi,” | sadfirmly. “Dear Claidi that you know and love. Giving you adelicious snack you don't
deserve”

“Y ou expect too much of it,” said someone. “With ahorse, you’ d have a better chance.”
It wasn't Blurn, whom | hafway trus—must remember | mustn’t—so | turned.

There stood Argul the Bandit Leader, gleaming from the distant fire and lamps at his back, asif immedin
gold.

What should | do? Grovel because | owe him my life? Or be rude because | know I’'m being used?
You'll have guessed.
“Wadll, sncel don't have ahorse, that’ssuch ahdp, isn't it?’

“I"'m surprised you haven't taken one,” said Argul. “ Just bite someone s nose off and stedl his mount.
Why not?’

“Y ou' re the practiced bandits, not me.”

“You could learn.”



| thought, I'm Princess Claidissa Star. My mother was called Twilight Star. | raised my head.
“Why did you save my life?’

“Why did 1?7’

Inside my raised head | thought, Yes, and | spent my days as a slave.

| looked down.

Argul sad, “You can have ahorse ingead of amule. Starting to ride will be uncomfortable at your age,
but it'll beworth it. Want to try?’

Seeing me dipping and rolling off the mule wasn't fun enough. Off ahorse might redly be alaugh.
“No, thank you.”
“Tronking hdll,” said Argul.

He turned his back and strode away. His hair swung like awave. The cloak swung, and gold disks
chimed onit. Musicd.

| wish I'd said yes. And what did he mean, my age, asif | werethirty or something.

A long time has gone by since | wrotethat. A lots been happening, in dl kinds of ways.
Something needs to be said about the bandits and the Hulta.
Its awkward.

The House depended on life being carved in stone, and the rules of life wereiron. Y ou couldn’t make
changes. Y ou couldn’t change your mind about anything important.

But | think lifeisn’t about that. It's about changing. If you grow, you change—don’t you? A kid
becomes an adult. A puppy becomesadog. Y ou cant stay ill, and you can't stay alwaysthinking one
thing only, especialy when you seeit wasn't right. It was amistake.

But you know dl this. | bet you do.
Itsjust... | didn’t. Or did 1?

Firg of dl, | have to describe amorning, till in the floury desert, and me coming dong to thefire, and
there' s Blurn, suffing himsdf with the nut porridge the bandits often have. And Mehmed the
knife-thrower ydls, “Kill it, Blurn!” And another man, Ro, shouts, “Make sureit’s dead!”

And Claidi sandsthere, seeing for thefirst time that what she heard through awindow wasn't something
horrible, but just a joke.

They were joking about Blums method of eating. And then Blurn turned and made other gppalling
comments on Mehmed' sand Ro’ s methods of eating (which, admittedly, are worse).

So, you don't dwayslearn the hard way. Y ou can learn aslly, funny way.



Which, too, is another lesson.
I”’m getting tangled up.

For example. Since leaving Aswagon, |" ve dept each night in the open on a pillow with ablanket,
supplied to me by the woman who' d come by with the food.

She must have seen | was nervous.

Shesaid, “Therearen't many insects here” Then, noting | was till unnerved, “No lions. But if they come
around, the lookout will know.” Then, seeing me still worried, she added, “If you don’t want aman
friend, no onewill disurb you.” “ OK” | said. She looked me up and down and said, “Where you come
from must have been abad place. People don’t creep up on people here. Were not leopards. If you like
someone, tell him. If not, you can be private.”

Did | believe her? No.

| was panicky and couldn’t deep.

| had aman friend. | had Nemian.

Correction. | didn’t have aman friend. Or afriend.?

In the House, people had fallen for each other (never me). But you had to be so careful. (My parents, for
ingance—exiled for being in love and having achild.)

One heard such stories about the Waste. And bandits...
They'redl right. No oneintrudes.
Probably they just don’t notice me. I’m so bad-tempered, boring, jealous, tacky.

| saw Nemian one evening, one twilight, talking to the bandit girl. They were gazing into each other’s
eyes. | felt asort of pain, sharp and cold-hot. | dunk off.

Next day, ahorse arrived. Blurn brought it.

Can't helpthis. I like Blurn. It isn't just that he rescued me, he'sjudt... | just like him. And he swith
Argul alot. So... | don’'t know. Somehow it helps. (Blurn, by the way, hasagirlfriend. She' sterrific.
Anyway | don't mean| like Blurn that way.)

The horse. Let metell you about the horse. It was blue-black, like the sky that night. And it had thinking
black eyes. It stood there, thoughtful and beautiful, itssilk tail swishing faintly, and Blurn said, “He says,
for you.”

“Who says?’ Asif | didn’t know.

“Him. Argul. Thisisafemae horse, amare. She' s bred down from”—couldn’t follow—" something of
something-somethino- line. She can run like the wind, but she’ s gentle as honey.”

Naturally | was about to refuse, but the horse, the mare, made a soft noise down her nose. | went up to
her and stroked her face.

“Not scared, are you?’ approved Blurn.



“Shel swonderful.”
“Hey, Claidi,” said Blurn. He gave me hishuge white smile. | fet happy. I’d done something right, &t last.
And the horse—she' s called Sirree—isadream.

She' s so patient with me. Y ou can tell she knows I’ m learning, finding out. But when | feed her or tak to
her, she listens. Absolute agony, though. | might aswell be thirty. The bandit woman—she aso hasa
name, Tell—explained that it will be awful for awhile. Y our body hasto get used to getting into, and
holding, this position. It isn't too bad during the day. But when | totter off, and in the morning—Ow/!
Oow! Ow!

Don't care.

That mule gave me alook. Blurn said mules dways do. They have Mule Ideas. But horses understand
people, as dogs and wolves do, and often cats and birds.

Then we came across some travelersin the desert.
Inavdley, about five low-dung carts, and some thing under lots of sacks, being pulled by dogs.

When Argul’ s outriders spotted this, and we (me) heard and rode a ong the line of wagonsto see, |
thought, Oh, now As bandits will tear down and rob and murder everyone.

However, the bandits just went down and hel ped put awhed back on one of the carts.

The dog teamswere in fine tail-wagging condition. The bandits laughed and mucked about among the
other travelers. Sounds of thisjollity drifted up thevalley.

They cameto supper.

Speech was a problem. Hardly anyone spoke their language. Argul did a bit.

Among the sacks they had a big stone statue. They were taking it somewhere, for some reason.
No one was robbed.

Argul gave them supplies: bread and dried oranges, rice and beer.

The Hulta do rob people. They came after Nemian and me and the Sheeper, and wanted money.
(Although A said he couldn’t use it and gave it back. And they were following usto seeif | wasgoing to
be sacrificed...) They do kill people. Unlessthey just frightened the Featherers off.

Dawn broke, and the travelers went away with their statue, which was of ahuge bear. (Blurn said it was
abear.)

Under the pink sky, we al saw awash of land sweeping up and up, and beyond something was giving off
fumes, pushing rednessinto the pink.

“Gardens” said Mehmed. (Did | say, Mehmed'sredly dl right too?)
I’ve lost touch with Nemian. He hasn't been anywhere near where |l am.
“The Rain Gardens?’ | inquired.

“Yup”



We dtared at red mdting in pink.
It'sunknown, to me, to Nemian, and to the Hulta

Jugt like life. No one knows what’ s around the next bend, over the next hill. It could be heaven-on-earth
or death. We can only go on and find out.

Nemian appeared at this moment. He rode up on his smart horse, and the bandit girl was on ahorse
besdehim.

He shot mealoving amile,

| glared.

“Ah, Cladi... how areyou?’

“I haven’t thought about it. How do | seem?’

“Fantastic,” enthused my absent-now-present “friend.”

“Wemust talk,” said Nemian.

“Oh, talk.”

“Saveit,” sadd Mehmed. “We haveto get through there firg.”

Just then soft rain began to fall. It was pae, yet it smelled sooty, like old fires.

Nemian's hair wasflattened. Dark gold. Something hurt in me, and worse when the bandit girl, whose
name| don't even know, handed him her scarf to wipe hisface.

Asthey rode off, he sent back a stare that seemed full of yearning, asif it was me he wanted to be with.
As| say, asherode off.

| can't trust Nemian either, and | never could.
So on over the next hill, around the next bend.

| decided to go back to the wagon to write this. All right, Argul’ swagon—but he' d be out therein the
rain, planning, and if he turned up here I’ d be off like ashot. And I’d only borrowed Sirree. A borrowed
friends better than none. | could fed my face getting very long.

When | was outsde again, Mehmed said vagudy, “ Still wondering which haf of usdidn’t want to rescue
you?’

My head jerked up. He grinned at my defiance.
“You'reabit dow, Cladibaari.”

“ Thank you.”

“Itwasajoke, Cladi.”

| wanted to hit his dark face. Wastoo sensible to do so.

Mehmed said, “1 told Blurn you' d believeit, takeit to heart, get dl miserable. Wedidn't vote,



Claidibagbaa. Therewas't time, anyway. When Argul found out, he just picked four of uswho weren’t
doing anything, and we rode after you. Heis leader, you duppy girl.”

NIGHTMARESBY DAY

Onceyou'reredly soaked, it probably doesn't matter being in therain.

Sothat’sdl right.

Everyonelooks half drowned.

Eveninsdethe wagonsit does't stay dry, because crawling in and out of them, the rain rubs off.
Therainisred.

That is, it looks red and stains reddish.

Tell brought me a piece of treated leather to wrap this book in, to protect the pages. She said, wasn't this
along letter. Shethinksitsaletter. I1sit? Maybe. She aso told me the bandits have astore of ink pencils,
s0if thisonerunsout, that will be handy.

I’m not in Aswagon now. In thiswegther, | assume he' susing it. | share one with some of the girls. |
may be beginning to follow some of the bandits' language, too. They have two languages, redlly—the one
| speak and this other onemixed init.

At night, asthered rain drives on the roof, we suck sticks of treacle candy, and they tell Sories. | told
one, aswdll. | madeit up as| went aong but sort of pinched bits from my memory of House books.
They seemed tolikeit, but theirs are better. | think theirs are true.

Noonelikesthisplaceat dl.

There are rocks and stones, some of them hundreds of manheights high, asthe bandits say. Either
they’ ve been shaped by the weather or people carved them long ago. There are arches, walls, columns,
towers with openings, and peculiar stairways, partly steps and partly dopes. It could amost be another
ruin of some grest city, not fallen but melted, like old candles.

On the horizon, on either side to which the stone shapes stretch, about amile or so away, are craters, out
of which sfts smoke and sometimes bubbles of crimson fire.

From some of these smoke holes, pillars of smolder riseinto the sky, which isaways cloudy and tinged
likeablush.

The smoke, the cindery heat, and sudden flares of fire seem to set the rain off overhead.
When it comes down, which itsaways doing, itslike wet fire.
Why do they cal this placethe Rain Gardens???

Lagt night one of the bandit girls, who'sonly akid redly, about seven—but she' sjust like awoman,
sriding about with aknifein her bet, and fierce as anything—told us a story of the Rain Gardens. She
said the earth burst open, and fire rushed out and over, and smothered everything here. She said the
ground we reriding and walking over is made of powdered and then cemented human bones.

Word goesit’ll take seven or ten daysto get through. We ve beenin for five so far. It'sabad dream,
this



Eleventh day and no sign of the end. Argul rode around again, chatting to everyone. He was very cool.
Blurn sat on hishorse, looking proud to have Argul for aleader. Even the older men listen to what Argul
says. Hisfather was the Hultaleader before him, and his mother was aso very powerful. Shewasan
herbdist and, they say, even skilled with chemicas. A magician.

“Did you see that charm he wears around hisneck?’ asked Teil. “His mother gave him that.”

| thought he was lucky to have known his mother. If that ssems sdfish, itis. | wish, how | wish, I'd
known mine.

Then Teil said, “ She died when hewasachild.” Asif she' d read my mind and was putting meright.

Today, from arise, we could see where this ends, till some miles off. But the new region doesn’t look
very promising.

Peshamba s thisway. Somewhere south.
What' sfirgt is gpparently covered with some sort of vegetation. It looks thick and murky.

From books, | know lavaand sulfur will nourish the soil once they’ ve settled, and this vegetable area
must be the result.

Everything tastes of soot and frequently smells of eggsthat | have gone bad.

Sirreeis damp and streaked with red, no matter how | rub and groom her.

In the middle of |ast night we heard aweird sound.
It was asort of booming scream.

The bandit girlsand | pelted out of the wagon with our hair on end. Everyone el se was doing the same.
All the usudly quiet dogs were barking and yapping, and the horsestrampling at their pickets.

It went on and on—then stopped.

Weweredl asking, What isit? What isit? And children were crying with fear. It was like anightmare
that had woken up with usdll.

About two miles off to theleft, aparticularly vivid volcanic crater then started puffing up wine-red
dreams.

People began to say to each other that the noise had come from alavavent. The gases build up there and
can make strange sounds before the lava bursts out.

We hung around in the rain for ages, afraid the dire noise would start again. But it didn't.

Thought | would never deep. But | did.



By theway, | haven't seen Nemian for days and nights. If | still suspected the bandits as much as| did,
and perhaps gill should, I’ d think they had, asthey say inthe Hulta, put out hislight.

One of the girls, though, told me he keegps to awagon, with the family of the girl he’ staken up with.

Hewouldn't likethewet, | suppose. And I’ m sure they fuss over him. “Ooh, can we get you another
cushion, Nemian? Another dice of cake?’

Sometimes, when | think of it, | feel white-hot anger. And bitter, too. Oddly, | don’t think of him all that
much. Am | the shdlow one?

The land was like cracked paving, huge dabs. Behind uslay the wet, red smoke, and before uslay a
shadow.

Nemian rode through the last rain until hishorse, blond and deek, was waking by Sirree through the
damp, hot weird-ness.

“Hélo, Cladi.”

g

“Y ou look and sound like atrue bandit lady.”

| didn't reply.

Nemian said, “What must you think of me?’

“Would you like awritten answer? But it might cover severd pages.”

“Perhaps not. It'sadmirable the way you' ve adjusted here. A princess among thieves.”
“I’'mnot aprincess,” | said.

Now hedidn't speak.

Down and up theline of horses, wagons, mules, and so on, rolled arumble of whedls, cdlls, curses, and
clatter thisnow-familiar music.

“On the Princess Claidi thing, Jizanialied,” | said. Though | wasn't sure | believed it.

“Shewould never do that,” said he.

“Wouldn’t she? She was going to have to. Otherwise they’ d know she let you escape.”

“| see. That' s observant. Clever. You are, aren't you, Claidi? Claidi, you' re ajews.”

“Yum,” | sad.

| wouldn't look at him.

If I looked, I'd see. I'd lose my lofty tone. I’ d start thinking he was really something al over again.

“Claidi, you ve adjusted, and so have |, here. I'm aso good at that. Its the way to get by, to survive.
Don't judge me, Claidi. When we get to the next city, we must talk. | need to tell you things”



13 I:'I re”
Ahead, someone called out. We were coming to the vegetation. The shadow.

“Claidi,” said Herman, low and strong, his voice magicaly throbbing, “I need you. Please, remember
thet.”

Hewas gone.
And we d reached the—
The—?

Thinking later, | wondered if it'scaled Rain Gardens for thispart. Itisakind of ... garden. A wood, an
orchard, of asort.

Meadows of asort came first. They had dark moss and clumps of things that were “flowering”—uwhippy
dark leaves, pods like grey-pinkish bells. And mushrooms, striped black and yellow—they looked as
[p0i SONOUS as Wasps.

In the “meadows’ there were “trees.” The “trees’ became thicker and drew together, and we rode into
the garden-orchard-wood.

Will, the trees had trunks, veined and gnarled, and roped over with ivies and creeper. But you could see
through these trunks—they were semitransparent, like enormous stems. And in the branches, where the
creepers and iviesweren't, were bladdike leaves, a pale luminous green. And fruits.

Actudly, the fruits were the oddest of al. The House Garden grew al kinds of fruits and vegetablesin
specia plotsand glass-houses. I’ d never seen anything likethis.

They were most like carrots, but carrots that had gone mad, twisting and turning, some of them curled up
dmoginacircle

In those stories I’ d now and then read in the library at the House (hiding behind book-stacks, generdly
found and beaten), any travelerswho find unusualy strange fruit dwayseat it and get ill. None of the
bandits touched the fruit. Even the children didn’t.

They must have known not to.
So neither did I. Nor can | offer an educationd insight into what the fruitstasted like, or their effect.

The other bad sideto dl thisis, of course, that thisis exactly the kind of bad place the Waste is supposed
to be filled with, according to the House. They’ d been right.

And the trees dripped. Another sort of rain—some sticky juice or resin. It didn’t seem dangerous, didn’'t
burn or gting, but it was soon dl over everything, including clothesand hair. | felt asif I'd fdleninto jam.

The tree-things rose up and up. Some were astall astowers, tall asthe treesin the Garden. It was dark,
the overcast smoky sky mostly shut out.

The Hultawagons seemed to move more quietly. The vegetation muffled sound, but dso very little noise
was being made. No calls or swearing. No kids running about. When the horses shook their bridles,
which have bells and coins on them, the tinkling sounded flat, but also | saw riders putting out their hands
to stop the bellsjingling.



| said, Nemian had ridden off. | clucked to Sirree, and we went up the line of wagons, and Ro and
Mehmed were there, riding dong.

“It goeson for miles” sad Ro.

| hadn’t asked. Everyone was probably asking everyone: How long does this bit last?
“Likeit?” Mehmed asked me.

“Notalot.”

“Givesmethe creeps,” said Ro. “Likethat forest over north, remember, Mehm?’
“The one with panthers?” inquired Mehmed.

“Y eah, and those trees that 1ean over and grab you and wind you up in stuff so you can’'t move, and then
dowly digest you over months.”

“Oh,” said Mehmed.
They looked greenish. But we al probably did from the green-black shadows.
A carrot fruit fell off atree and landed on the ground, whereit burst in arepulsive way.

We were looking at this, when another shower of carrots came down, dl bursting. And then the
vegetable wood was shaking.

Long dull thuds seemed to come up from the ground, out of the air.
“An earthquake,” Ro decided.

The branches overhead a so shook furioudly. Creepers snapped and uncoiled, faling like ropes. The air
was full of wiry stlems and leaves and horrible burgting fruit.

There was dready shouting, but now there were yells, shrieks.

Through the depths of the wood came aterrifying crackling rusk It waslike awind blowing, but awind
that was solid.

“Something’scoming!” yeled Mehmed.

It was. People were cdling in panic, “Whereisit?” And“Over there! It stherel” or “No, that way—"
And then one voice cried out in aragged howl, “No—up there! It's above!”

And so we all looked up, and from high up in the trees, the face of a demon looked back at us.
My heart stopped, or it felt likeit.
That face—

It was yellowish, amask, with large black eyes and pointed tusks. It had amane of darknessthat
somehow flashed with golden fires—

And from the mouth there burst an impossible ear-shattering thunder that was a scream.

The horsesreared. Sirreereared. | don't know why | didn’t fall off. Ro did. Dogs howled. Then



somehow, Slence.

Dogsflattened on their bellies. Horses shivered. The rest of usturned to stone. Staring, beyond terror
amogt. (And aglimpseof Argul, | only recdled after, somehow up at the front, confronting the menace,
between dl of usandit.)

Whilethething in thetrees stared down at us.

It was like the bear statue, only not. It had long arms, incredibly long, hanging now loosdly over thelimb
of the tree where it squatted. Its claws were the length of my arm, or so they looked. | think it was
atogether about twice the height of aman.

It was covered in fur, black fur, streaked with what looked like rust. But aso the fur wasfull of creepers
and ivy, like thetrees, and with other growths—savage flowers, funguses. And there were smdler things
living in the fur and the growths— mice, maybe, snakes—all weaving in and out, so tiny eyes sparkled
and were gone, and sinuous little bodies moved likefishin apool.

Around its head, itsinsane face, whirled this golden crown that spun. For the crown was severa
enormous flies, golden and green, constant companions to the demon bear-thing, must be, for it took no
notice of them, asit took no notice of al the cresturesliving onit.

It wasaworld.

That awful face stared down. Y ou know, it was awise face, too, but not wisein any way I'd ever
understand or want to.

The jaws stretched, and again out came that appalling ear-splitting roar-scream.
None of us now made a sound.
The beast hung over us, Hill, yet dso in endlesstotal motion from the movement of its companion life,

But then it grew bored with us. It raised one long, long arm, dripping with hair and leaves and mice; and
the great gold flies, each the Size, I’ d say, of one of R0’ s huge feet, whirled in ajoyful dance. And smoke
poured from its fur— dugt, | think, from the lavapits.

The beast plucked a handful of the fruitsand put them in its mouth.

Then flinging up both arms now, in clouds of leaves and smoke, it sprang high, high across the boughs,
caught some distant tree limb, and swung away into the shadow of the wood.

No one moved or spoke for about an hour.
“Anape” sad Ro.

“Bear,” Mehmed.

“Ape, stupid. Bears don't swing through the trees.”

| began to hear whispering and then someloud joking al around. Argul was talking to some men and
women, glancing our way alot, no doubt to seewhat M and R were doing.

Wewere dive. Shakily | stroked Sirree.

The House had been right again. There are monstersin the Waste. Thisone, luckily, was a vegetarian.



PESHAMBA

After al that, Peshambawas arelief.
Also ashock.

Peshambais beautiful.

In fact, getting through the rest of the monster wood, wondering off and on if there’ d be any more of the
bear-apes, these more hungry and less fussy ones, or worse things than bear-apes (?.'!) only took the
rest of the day.

We came out of the wood before the sun set. Thisinitsef wasardief, and | heard some “prayers’
spoken, sort of chantsto do with thanks. (I'm still puzzed about this God-gods thing. | must ask
somebody sensible. There were no gods, prayers, or shrinesin the House. Noidealikethisat al. Or
none | ever heard.)

Beyond the wood there was agrassy plain. It started as dry, burnt-looking grass but then unrolled into
greenness, and then rainbows.

Asthe sun went down | stood up on arise, and the distance was emerald with films of mauve and blue
and rose.

“Wildflowers” said the seven-year-old with the knife (she's called Dagger).
“Oh,” | said.

Now what should | think? The House said monsters and deserts and criminals. They wereright. But the
House said too that only the House and the Garden had greenness and flowers.

Jzaniahadn’t, though. But | don’t somehow trust Jizanianow.

“You've been here before?’ | asked Dagger.

“No. Wedon't normally travel in thisdirection. Best trade is north and east.”
She must mean the best placesto rob.

Politely | didn't say this.

“Y ou' ve seen lots of wildflowers?’ | asked.

“ Seen about everything,” boasted Dagger.

Could betruefor al I know.

That night, grasshoppers sang on the plain.

In the morning the Hultarambled on. We rode across the green grass with the flowers. They were
something, dl right. Wild hyacinths, wild roses, drifts of convolvulusand lilies. Wonderful scent. Looking
back, the shadow wood just did away.

Then the city Sarted to be visible ahead.

| didn't believe my eyes. It waslikejewdry.



But asit got nearer and nearer, it got better and better.

The pale walls cascading up were topped with gold. (It isn't quite. Itsthin gold leaf, but even s0.)
Windows glittered like sweets because they had colorsin them. And there were domes: white and lucent
aslampswith afaint candleinsde. And ruby, and turquoise blue, with gold patternsal over.

The bandits were aso impressed, but they had heard of Peshamba.

| wondered what Nemian thought. According to the little he' d said, his own city was tremendous, better
than anywhere. Could it be better than here?

When you come close, the walls appear higher than five houses, piled one on another, and insde, other,
higher wallsgo up.

At the front, like ablue shining gpron, isalake. Peshambaseemsto be standing in it, and partly is. The
reflection of the city floats in the water, and Peshamba floats above, between water and sky.

“Isthewater drinkable?’ | asked Dagger. She shrugged. She does this when she does't know
something, asif to say, “If | don't, it can’t be important.”

Anyway, when we reached the water, hdf the bandit men flung off their shirts, cloaks, jackets, and
decorations, and plunged in to swim. The women found aquieter part among some willows.

Was anyone watching from the walls? Did they think an invasion had arrived?

But later, when we went over the stone bridge that | forgot to mention stretched acrossthe lake, agatein
thewall stood wide open.

Beyond was anarrow way paved with marble. And on it Sood agiant, haf the height of aman again.

He was encased in auniform made of metal, and in his hand there was a huge axe. Hishelmet was gold
with awhite plume. Hisface was entirely masked in gold.

I"’d moved up near the front of the Hultahorde, and | could see Argul sitting on his horse, gravely looking
inat thegiant.

Thinking of booksagain, | said to Mehmed, “ Does someone have to fight the giant?’
“Wouldn’'t fancy it much. He' sone big tronker.”

Just then, the giant spoke.

“ Name your selves.”

The strangest voice. Perhaps the mask made it sound so peculiar.

Argul cdled out, “The Hulta”

“Your business.”

“Travders,” said Argul. And lightly, “ Sightseers.”

The giant lowered hisaxe.

“Do no harmin Peshamba, and Peshamba does no harmto you.”



The Hulta consists of amass of people. We squashed through, wagons and animals, the lot, and the giant
stood asidein akind of dcoveinthe marblewall.

Ro wasthere. “Wouldn't fancy taking himon.”

Tell pushed up, carrying one of thelittle girls astride her horse. (The Hulta children can ride a four or
five. Hence Arguls comment on my greet age.)

“I’ve heard of this” said Tell, waving at the giant. “Its clockwork.”
Ro snorted. He went up to the giant. “Here, mate. You a doll 7’

The gold mask creaked down to Ro. It wasn't amask. It was a gold-painted face made of metal, which
gave no answe.

Ro backed off.
We went on and, where the narrow way ended, passed through another, wider gate.

Here were two long lines of guards, standing bolt upright. They had axes over their shoulders, wore
scarlet, and were covered in braid, epaulets, spurs, spikes, metd plates. They weren't giants, however.
Redly not much taler than | am.

Aswe went by, they presented arms, bringing their axe-hafts down on the ground with a bang.
“Arethey crazy here?’ | sad.

Tell said, “No. If someone attacks, these things go wild. And they can’t be hurt, either, or stopped.”
| asked how she knew. “Oh,” said Tell, “word gets around.”

There were severa more passages and gates, al with the clockwork doll-guards. Some even had rifles
with slver setin the stocks. They certainly were better |ooking than the House Guards.

Eventudly we al muddled into a huge garden—they cal it herea park.
Blue cedars and olive-green pams stretched across the sky.

Cypresstrees carefully shaped to dark, waxed tassels. Fountains. A procession of snow-white ducks
idled acrossalawn.

Argul wasriding down theline.

“If you don't know, be careful here” He saw Ro peering greedily after the ducks. “Watch it, Ro.” Argul
pointed. High on adim tower as pink as marshmalow, aglass thing was turning dowly around and
around, flashing in the sun. “They keep an eye on everything. Seethat? Itslooking at us.”

“What, that?’
“That.”
The message went down the line of people and wagons.

Acrossthe park, we could now see wonderfully dressed figures moving about and girlsin glimmering
dlksplaying bal.



Blurn appeared.
“Watchit, Ro.”

“All right, dl right.”

In the park was alarge building with courtyards clustered around and ingdeit. It was burdtingly full. Its
named the Travelers Rest.

| saw some new (to me) animals that someone told me are*zebras,” not horses. They have black and
white stripes that make you dizzy. And there were three teams of “oxen” the color of walnuts.

Tents had been pitched, carts and wagons stood about, courtyards streamed with drying colored
washing. There were wells and pools and ornamental fountains, al crowded.

Impossible racket. Sounded to me like athousand different languages.

Going up some stairs carrying bundles, | saw, over awall, more of the city lying below. There werethe
jewedry domes, and there adim green tower with agolden bell in it, and squares, and roads, and
buildings as decorated as cakes, and al pale glowing colors with sun on them. And
gardens—everywhere gardens. (There was another of those turning, flashing crystals| could see, as
wel.)

Over the smdlls of Hultaand people and animas generdlly, scents of spice and cooking and tobacco, of
vines and flowers, and the smell of brickwork inthesunthat I'd haf forgotten.

We girls and women on our own got quite abig room to ourselves. Like al the other women in the Rest,
we immediately began washing clothes and under things and sheets, hanging them out of the windows and
even from therafters.

The queue for the bathrooms was long but worthiit.

I’ d forgotten too the delight of cool-skin-temperature water scented with afew stolen herbs and
perfumes. Here you can buy them. Or | couldn’t, but Tell did and gave someto me. And soap and other
thingsto keep one smdling nice.

| washed my hair. Thelast timewasin theredrain. (I'd goneto groom Sirree, but it had aready been
done. The Rest hasits own grooms, and Argul had paid to have dl the horses and dogstended. Even a
couple of Hulta pet monkeys were being brushed and scented with banana essence.)

At first, the people of the city were hard for meto sort out from all the other people packed in here.

They seem amixture, like everyone. But their clothes are dways the most amazing silky stuff, and
fabulous colors. So that’ s how | identify Peshambans now. Oh, and sometimes they wear masks—not
over thewholeface, just the eyes. Its afashion—to make them more like the dolIs this city’ s supposed to
befull of?

Excitement in the room we share. There safetiva tonight. (I thought of the Featherers and felt uneasy,
but its nothing like that.) Large chests from the wagons had been opened and astonishing garments taken
out. Fit to rival Peshamban clothes.



Oneof thegirlsinssted on giving me—it was a* present” —adeep blue dress sawn with embroidery and
slver disks. Everyone clapped when I'd put it on. | felt shy, touched, and also rather resentful. A funny
combination, but | think they fedl sorry for me about Nemian. (Who, | may add, someone told me has
dready gone off swanning inthecity.)

| did like mysdf in the dresswhen | glanced in the mirror.

We made each other up: black around the eyes, and powder, and scented sticks of color for the mouth.
“Pretty Claidibagbaal” they cried, prancing around me. | really was the center of attention.

Someone e se then gave me slver earrings with sgpphiresin them. Red true sapphires.

“Hultai chura!” they squeded.

| concluded that must mean “darling of the Hulta” (\'!.") (But why?)

We had lunch in the main hal, where food can be bought— pancakes and vegetables. Then later, in the
room, they were teaching me steps to wild Hulta dances, gallops and stampings and tossing the head (like
ahorse).

| haven't laughed like thisfor so long. We laughed ourselves daft,

| fed abit guilty now, thinking how Daisy and Pattoo and | found waysto giggle and mess around
despite the filthy rules and crudty of the House.

But the afternoon isturning over to sunfal, and soon it’ll be the time that is my motherslovely name.
| can't helpit. | want to have fun tonight.
Nemian... well. Grulps, asthe ruder Hultasay. Yes, grulps.

Someone will like me, dance with me, hold my hand. I’ m not going to worry about if or who. Someone
will. Itsthat sort of night.

And | never was aprincess. That wasalie. Wasn't it?

Theré sasong... It sad: Mooninacloud...
How to make sense of this.

I"ll try., but plesse, please, my unknown, invented friend, be patient, its not easy,

A huge squarein thelast daylight, with tall gracious buildings around, views of parks, and cloudy
dark-green trees, and down here orange trees with orange-gold fruits. At the east end of the square,
some steps go up to a pavement of gpricot marble. On this stands another high white tower. At the
towerstop, aclock. Actualy, aCLOCK.

It must be—if it had been down on the square and any-one could’ ve measured it—about the size of the
Alabaster Fish Poal in the Garden of the House. Vast.

The CLOCK isin aframe of gold and silver, and up there, in front of it, stood three carved figures, very



lifelike, except for being so big, painted, and gilded. Onewas agirl and one aman, and in the middle was
awhite horse up onitshind legs. Out of the horse' sforehead ran acrysta horn. And later | noticed it
a0 had slvery folded wings.

Aswe arrived, people were leaning out of small windows at the tower top and lighting hanging lamps.

The square was full, and a cheer went up from the Peshambans and from everyone ese. Even we
cheered. | wasn't surewhy, but it seemed polite.

Blurn appeared, very smart and over-the-top in dark red, patterned boots, and earrings.
“Hi, Cladi. Liketheclock?’

“It' sgood.”

“They worship it,” said Blurn.

“Sorry?’

“The Peshambans. They worship that clock.”

The CLOCK wasa... god?

But Blurn had strode on. And as the soft lights spangled over the CLOCK, other lamps were lighting all
around.

The sky got bluer, deeper. Twilight. Stars came ouit.

There were long tables laid with such pretty food, wonderful colors and designs, and fruits 1’ d never seen
before. And there were glassjugsinice of wine or juice or mixtures of both, shining like rubies and topaz
and jade.

Dagger dipped through the crowd. She wore green and a Peshamban mask shaped like a dragonfly.
“Itsdl free,” she breathed. * * Cause of the festiva.”
She grabbed a plate and piled it with food, far more than I’ ve ever seen her eat, and darted off.

But by then the center of the square was clearing. There wasto be dancing. Apparently dl thistonight
was done in the square to honor the CLOCK.

One of the bandit girls, Toy, pulled me.

“Comeon, Cladi.”

“But | can't dance.”

“Haven't we spent hours teaching you, Claidibaa?’
“But those were Hulta dances—" | feebly protested.

“Ther€ Il be Hulta dances. They play dl dancesfor dl the visitors. And we showed you three Peshamban
dancestoo.”

“ But—”



“Hulta have come here before, in the past, remember?’
| was sure now | wouldn’t remember a step, would make afool of myself.

But somewhere aband was tuning up, and | recognized for a second a phrase from atune the girls had
sung that afternoon inthe Travelers Rest.

| found mysdlf in the squares center in aline of laughing girls and women, between Tell and Toy.

A glance dong the line made me fed happy, because everyone was shining and glittering and laughing.
Peshamban girlswith glass or red jewels sawn all over their clothes, and masks of cats and butterflies.
Bandit girls clinking with coins. Women from al sorts of places| didn’t know, hadn’t ever known
existed. At least | had Nemian to thank for this. For thisfreedom, thisfinding out. (Incidentally where
was...?)

Y ou' ve guessed, haven't you? | was avoiding looking at the line of men opposite. It wasn't going to
matter too much thistime. Y ou changed partnersthree timesin this particular dance.

Even 0.

The band was over there under that fringed awvning. Stringed instruments and flutes, what looked like a
cello, and two drums. And two silver sheets that were suddenly clashed together, and the dance had

begun.
| looked up into the amused and rather (already) drunk face of Ro.

A surge of rdlief and disgppointment.

TOO lateto think of anything else.

We were off.

Ro and | swept around each other, joined hands, and galloped sideways, just as everyone else did.
Then we swung inacirclewith hands till joined.

Whoops and shouts.

We parted, stamped, and hands on hips, raised our heads like proud horses.

Now dl the women joined hands, and we did light tapping steps on the spot, while the men looked on
haughtily.

Then we stood back and clapped to the rhythm of the dance, and the men pretend-fought in pairs.
On Ro’sright was Badger, who now accidentaly hit Ro on the nose. (Thisis not meant to happen.)

Ro dropped back, spluttering, and crashed into the man on his left—Mehmed—and Mehmed' s pretend
foe

“Hey, you tronker—"

Stumbling, Mehmed trod on another mans foot. This man wasn't bandit or Peshamban. His head was
shaved except where hair, tied in ahorsestail, flared from the back. And he gave aroar and smacked his
fist, painted blue, into Mehmed' sface.



Next second, three or four men were rolling on the ground, swearing and kicking, with two bandit
womern—and agirl, dso shaven and horsetailed—trying to separate and/or hit them with a nasty-looking
metal-studded sash.

The Hultagirls, used to brawls, started laughing. But some of the Peshambans down the line looked
upset. The dance had come dl undone, though the band was till playing.

Next moment, a space opened in the crowd, just the way the wind had blown on the plain through dl the
flowers

I”’d seen more of the watching crystals that turned, up on buildings. They did watch, for now through the
parting of people and orange trees came marching six of the clockwork doll-guards from the gates.

“Oops,” sad Tell.

Toy sad gloomily, “Now wereinfor it.”

To my horror | noted two of the doll-guards had rifles pointed right at usdl.

Then another voice shouted loudly asatrumpet. | didn’t recognize it; it sounded made of brass.

But ingtantly somehow Ro and Mehmed scrambled up out of the muddle, leaving the horsetail man and
another oneflailing on the ground.

The doll-guards had reached us.

From out of aclockwork chest, aharsh unhuman voice, different from the one that had shouted, ordered:
“ Cease fighting”

“I have,” said Ro, annoyed.

“Shut up” muttered Mehmed, who had a blue smear on his cheek from the horsetall man’ sfist.

However, the horsetail man and the other onerolled apart and sprang to their feet. They stared indarm
at the guards.

A silence settled as the band gave up.

The deadly doll now demanded something—the same something, | think, over and over in what seemed
many different languages. It sounded very frightening. Findly the deadly doll demanded, “ Are you at
peace now?’

“Sure, yes, completdy. Love everybody, eh Mehm?’
“Love‘em, yeah.”

The horsetail man and the other one had aready mumbled something at other pointsin the language
performance, doubtless aso saying how they loved everyone.

Then aman in scarlet and gold moved in between us and therifles. He was breathing fast from, running
down theline of dancers, and from shouting.

“A misunderstanding,” he said to the dollswith rifles and axes. “1 sincerely gpologize. It wont happen
agan.”



| hadn’t recognized hisvoice in the battle-bellow that had stopped Ro and Mehmed as nothing else
could. Now it was different again—Iike poured cream.

And therifleswere being lowered.
“Do no harmin Peshamba” said thedoll. “ Peshamba does no harmto you.”

The weirdest thing. Some of the oranges on the orange trees flew open, and little colored clockwork
birdsflew out of them and up into the lamplight to circle around and around. Just a coincidence, possibly.

| was taken aback anyway. But the guards had turned around and were marching nestly away again.

The horsatail girl fetched the horsetail man aringing smack across hisface. He cowered. What she was
hissng at him | couldn’t understand, thank goodness.

Ro and Mehmed laughed.

The music started once more, and the crowd was closing over like arepaired split seam. And the dance
began again, again taking me by surprise.

It was gpparently time to change partners aswell.

The magnificent man in red grasped my hands and whirled me awvay down the avenue of dancers beforel
had time to wonder if now I’d really forgotten the steps.

CHANGING PARTNERS

“| didn’t causeit.”

“I’d take abet you did. You'retrouble, girl.”

We paused to swing around hand in hand.

Thelines of men and women clgpped intime to the music.
Hewas amiling.

Argul.

I’d never seen him look so sensationd. His hair was like black Peshamban slk. The color red suited him.
All that gold—

And now hetook me by thewaist and lifted me high in the dance—steps| truly didn’t know—I couldn’t
do athing, just stare down at his smiling, marvelous face. Histeeth, in that tawny face, are so white...

He looks happy tonight. He looks alive.
| couldn’t help laughing. | put my head back and laughed at the spinning starry sky.

When he set me on my feet, he steadied me, helped me get my balance again, but dl the time we were
dill dancing. ..

The dance had changed, in fact.

It was a Peshamban dance the girls had shown me. Y ou move quite dowly, holding hands and taking
easy, smple steps. Looking into each other’ sfaces.



Thiswas the dance |’ d been afraid no one would want to choose mefor.
“| don't mean to betrouble” | said.

“OhCladi,” hesad. “Youcan't helpit. Don't try. Itswhat abird like you’ sgood at.” | frowned. But |
didn’'t care. Although he wasinsulting me, they didn't fed likeinsults. He said, “Don’'t change. You're
wonderful.”

The music of the dance had a song. It was something about the moon in acloud and getting lost in the
cloud of the moon.

SKy so dark now, and the stars behind hishead. The lamps, and the little mechanicd birds flying.
Everyone enjoying themsdlves, yet far away. The mood of the night like rosy curtainsin the background.

| thought, I know this person. | know him aswell as| know mysdf. But | didn’t know him. | don’t know
mysdf.

We danced every dance.

Sometimes there were dances where we were separated. But we aways met up again. Then he caught
hold of mestrongly. | felt | couldn’t go wrong then.

I’'ve never fdt like that before,

Maybe | never will again.

At midnight, and midnight came so quickly, the CLOCK does something magical.

Not much warning. The band stopped playing. And everyonein the square, following the lead of theloca
Peshambans, raised their heads to look at the CLOCK.

Suddenly there was astrange noise, like agigantic key turning in alock. And then tinkly music began to
drift down from the tall white tower.

Thethree figures on the CLOCK started to move.

Thegirl twirled, dancing as| had. The man bowed and stretched out his hand to stroke the horse with the
crystal horn, which, at that moment opened itswings.

And then they glided away behind the CLOCK, and other figures emerged from the other Sde. There
was an old man leaning on a stick, and an OId Lady in ahigh headdress, and amonstrous beast. It had
the body of alion, atail like three snakes knotted together, and the head of abird.

The old man regdly raised hisstick in greeting, and the Old Lady raised her dender hands. And the beast
opened its mouth and fire came out, cascades of yellow sparks.

In the crowd below lots of people cried out in surprise. But the Peshambans only sighed with joy, looking
up with loving eyes at the CLOCK that wasther god.

| whispered to Argul, “It' samazing. But do they redlly worship it?”

“Yes” hesad.



“Why?'
“Becausethey say itsbeautiful, and God is beautiful.”
Somehow thiswasn't, at that moment, confusing.

“I s | said. | thought | did.

“And,” said Argul, “they say the clock needs only alittle attention to keep it working, and that’ sdll
religion needstoo.”

“Rdigion...”
“Their worship of it, bdlief init. Only alittle work to keep perfection perfect.”

The music faded, and the three new figures became gtill. They' rethe figuresthat face the city from
midnight to sunrise. Then they change again, but slently.

When the CLOCK had finished its display, and the Peshambans who were praying had stopped, Argul
brought me agoblet of green wine. (Prayer isn't only for rage or dismay. It seemsto be just happiness,
sometimes)

Suddenly | could see why that first time |’ d thought him so terrible, terrifying—he' s so strong, so
powerful. So there.

After that we walked up through the city, beyond the square and the CLOCK. | don't think we
discussed why.

The streets were hung with trees, and were cool, and smelled of flowers and scented dust and darkness.
There was another park. Peach-tinted lamps drooped from boughs.

We sat on amarble bench shaped like abush under alarge bush that had been cut and combed into the
shape of achair.

“Oh, look” | said, “another mechanical doll!”

It was afantadtic bird, gleaming bluein the park lamplight. It had al at oncelifted its drifting tail and
opened it like afan of green and turquoise, purple and gold.

“No, Claidi. It'sapeacock.”

“Itsred?’

“Yes. Asred asyou.”

“| don't fed red tonight. | never knew cities existed anymore.”
“When | wasachild,” he said, “my mother told me about Peshamba.”
“Did she?’

“There’ s something written on the face of the clock. Y ou can only seeit from the top of the tower. It
says. There' stime enough for everything.”

“Isthere?’



“I hope s0,” he said.

Tedtingly, | said, “I haven’t met your mother, have 1?7’

“No. Shedied eight years ago, when | wasten.”

| felt tremendoudy sorry. It wastrue. And now it reminded me of Twilight, my own lost mother.
“That's 0 sad.”

“Sad for the ones she left behind. She knew such alot. Herbs, and chemicals. Some of them, now, call
her the Witch. But she wasn't that. She understood science, though she did have second sight.”

“What' sthet?’

“ She could see things the others couldn’t. Sometimes the future. She gave me—" He made agesture
toward his collar, then stopped. “ A charm, or sowe call it now. But it's scientific. It can tell you things.”

“I remember it,” | said. “Itsmade of glass.”
“No. It just seemsto be.”
“Youwerelooking at it...” | hesitated, “that time... when | thought you were going to rob us.”

“Were not bandits, Claidi,” he said. “We get called that. | wont say we ve never thieved, but only to
protect our own people, and never from people who hadn’t enough themsalves. And we' ve fought and
killed for the same reason. But not from choice. Do you bdieve me?’

“ YS,”

Helooked at me for sometime. The moon had risen late; it wasin the sky. His dark eyes seemed more
intense. Or themoon... wasin acloud, perhaps.

“I saw you firgt,” hesaid, “in that dry old park in Chariot Town. Y ou were with him, your posh lordly
friend.”

“Nemian.”
“Thet one, yes”
“I didn’t seeyou—"

“No. It wasjust me and Blurn, out for agtroll. We trade with Sheepers, but we don’t dwaystrust them.
Wewere just making sure of the town before any of the others camein later. Welooked... abit
different.”

“And you saw me?’

“yes”

Hedidn't add anything, so | said, “ Y ou didn’t redlize | was going to be bartered to the Feather Tribe.”
“You d left by thetime | did. Then we came after you.”

“Why?' | sdid.



“Why do you think?’
| said, humbly, “Because you help people.”
| wanted him to say, of course, “1 did it because you're so incredible, Claidi.”

Hewouldn't. He stared down his nose a me, his eyes burning and the moon paein the trees behind his
head.

What he did say wasthis: “Why don’t you stay with us? Y ou re a pleasure to watch with Sirree, anatural
rider. And you look your best in Hulta clothes. Welive well. Welook after our own, and others, when
we can. You don't haveto be afraid of anything with us—not be hungry or thirsty, or in danger. We
travel. We go everywhere thereis. Did you know there are enormous sess, Claidi? Y ou do? Miles of
just water and sky. And animals so odd you' d scream. Join our Family, Claidi. Stay.”

Thud, thud, my heart in my throat.

Couldn’t speak.

| thought of Nemian, and the House. Of the ones|’d trusted and shouldn’t have trusted.
“I—" | said.

The moon turned blue and winked away like aclosing eye. Distracted, | stared at it, and then awash of
icy cold sank over me, over the world.

Something like wet Slver spat into my face.
Argul stood up. He pulled me up too.
“What isit?’

“Snow. Damned weather .”

“What's—"

“Tell you later. Now we run.”

The park wasfull of flying figures, shrieking and yeps. Wild laughter, too. So many couplesthinking only
of each other, and then this—

White hurtled from the sky.

Soon we were running through ablanket. It was like feathers—that awful sacrificid dress, plucked and
flunginmy face.

On the square, when we reached it—rushing figures everywhere—people were carrying the orange trees
indoors out of the cold.

| wanted to carry the night indoorsin the same way.
But the night was flying off from us. Thiswas anew dance. It wastoo fad.
Weran together asfar asthe Traveler’ s Rest—hand in hand. | think there were Streets.

In the Rest, windows blazed. Shouts and thunders. Everything wasin turmoail.



“Claidi, I'll meet you here tomorrow—one hour after sunup, by that tree. Yes?’

“Yes... yes—" Into the dance of the snow, Argul vanished.

In the morning, that tree—which he' d said we would meet by and which had been shaped like acandle
flame of green—was white, around white ball, from the snow.

That’ s how things can change. Overnight.
Anyway, they changed before | saw the treein the morning.
After | got upstairsthat night, to the women’s bedroom, | found it was empty.

| wished Argul hadn’t had to go, but he would be seeing to things, making sure of the horses. Blurn
would have gonetoo. | expected Blurn’sgirlfriend felt as| did. Did that mean Argul and I... ?

Redly, | couldn't work it out.

So | stood at the window, watching the snow falling on Peshamba, settling in white hegps everywhere,
changing things. And quietness came. | never heard such quiet.

Snow had never falen in the Garden. Perhaps it doesn’t happen in that area, or the Garden was kept too
warm.

To behonest | felt happy. And scared. | wondered if I'd imagined things had happened that hadn’t. The
way helooked a me. He hadn’t said anything about my being with him. He'd smply suggested | stay
with the Hulta

And | wanted to. Did 1? Y es. But, you see, I"d rushed off with Nemian from the only lifel knew. And
I’d loved Nemian. And now | was ready to rush off again in another direction, and was that any more
sensble than thefirg time? And was dl my life going to belike this—rushing from one place, one person,
to another? Exciting, maybe. Also exhaudting, and fruitless.

The snow fell, and my thoughts swam around and around, and then someone knocked on the door.
When they didn’'t comein, | went and opened it.
| jumped back in—well, sort of horror, redly. It was Nemian.

He' d bought or found new clothes—black and gold. He looked striking and painfully handsome. He was
very pae

“Claidi, can | comein? Or will you come out for aminute?’

“Theré snooneesehere” | said unwisdly.

| let him walk into the room.

He glanced around. Bandit—no, Hulta—women'’ s suff everywhere.
Nemian looked back at me.

“Did you have aniceevening?’ | asked acidly.



“Not redlly. | waslooking for you.”
“I wasn't so far off.”

“Perhapsnot.” He paused. He said, “1 wasn't playing about today, Claidi. | wastrying to find
ballooneers. Peshamba used to have baloonsfor travel. Not anymore.”

| nodded. | tried to look polite and vague, but aflaming fierceness, chilly and desperate, seemed dl over
Nemian, szzling inthear.

“Claidi, I know what you think of me.”
“Doyou?’

“You think I'm askunk.”

“What'sa skunk?’

“Cladi, don't start that.” (I felt and must have looked annoyed. | didn’t know what askunk was.")
“Cladi, thet girl—"

“Mm?Which girl?’

“Y ou know which girl. I'm sorry. It just... happened.”

“Wél, lovey,” | sad. | smiled my best congratulatory smile.

Then heredly astonished me.

He dropped on one knee in front of me and seized both my hands.

“Cladi, don’'t play with me. | know | deserveit. But, all this has been so strange for me. I’ ve been
confused. | didn’t think it through, and now... Cladi, tell me | haven't lost you.”

Heredly isbeautiful. The snowlight burned on hishair. | trembled, without quite knowing why.
“Logt me?’ | asked casudly. “How do you mean?’

“You will go onwith me, to my city on Wide River?| haveto know youwill. Oh, Cladi... Cladi, I'll
lose everything if | lose you. Please forgive my hopeless, mindless stupidity. Stay with me. Comewith
rTe”

| swallowed. | couldn’t think what to say. Can you just say No inacaselikethis?
Hewas swesting. Hiseyes... had tears inthem.
He wrung my hands like washing and only loosened his grip when | squesked “ Ow!”

“There is amethod of transport,” he said, “not aballoon. Precarious, rather. But I’ [l ook after you. |
promisel will, Claidi.”

“Er. But—" | fdtered. Wdll, you know, | never claimed to beintelligent.

“Cladi, in my city, my grandmother isvery, very old. Like Jizania. And | haveto get back to her, and to
my dutiesthere. I'm aprince. My lifeisn’'t entiredly my own. You'll know.” (He d forgotten again, |
thought, about whether | truly amroya.)



“Andthislife of mine, Claidi, frankly isn’'t worth anything if | can’t take you with me. | need you. If only |
can make you understand.”

And then he stood up and dropped my hands with absol ute snow-cold dignity.

“It' syour choice, of course. And | don’t deserve anything from you. I’ ve been an absolute fool. Shdl |
gonow?’

In the silence then, in the corridor outside, we heard the soft laughter and footfals of the Hultawomen
coming back to the room.

At the agreed time, | stood in the snow by the white ball that had been atree.

Kidswere out, throwing snow at each other. The horsetail men and women were charging their zebras
up and down. Chimneys I’ d never noticed puffed up blue, and there was asmell of hot bread, and bells
rang swestly.

Argul came toward me over the white. It was miraculous, just watching him. | let mysdlf pretend, just for
aminute.

And as he reached me and saw my face, and his dtered, darkened, closed in, | said, “I’m sorry, Argul,
but | cant stay.” He stood there then. Silent. “I thought | could, and | wanted to, but now—the situation
seemsvery serious. | haveto go on.”

“With him,” said Argul. A ssorm went through the back of his eyes. He shook hishead. The storm was
gone.

“Asyou know,” | said primly, “we ve traveled together thisfar, Nemianand 1.”
Argul said, “He'san okk.”

| blinked.

“Youdon'tlikehim.”

“Oh, I lovehim.” Argul’seyeson mine. | had to look down. He said, “No, excuse me. Y ou're the one
who doesthat.”

Then he turned and waked away, striding off across the snow, and as he did, something dropped from
hishand.

It wasn't until one of the kids ran over and picked it up, and it sparkled, that | saw it wasaring with a
brilliant stone. Had it been for me? Surdly... not.

The children ran away with it, after him. They were Peshamban and very honest, and | think it wasa
diamond.

MARSHES OF THE MOON

Some time has gone by before | came back to this book to write any more. Were at aplace called River
Jaws and have to wait aday or something, for something or other. | forget why or what.

Theink pencil ran out, too (I’ ve written enough to use up awhole one). And I’ d forgotten to ask Teil for



more, so | had nothing to write with.

He gave measort of pen-thing, his, | suppose, only it doesn’'t write quite the same. Which somehow
makes writing not so easy.

Or am | only making excuses?
Yes, Claidi—I hear you say—you are.

When he said, | mean Nemian, “So you're still writing in your book,” | was afraid he' d want to read it.
But he doesn't seem interested. | think he just thinks | like doing it. He called it my Diary. He said lots of
“ladies’ keep diariesin hiscity. Soit' sfashionable, soit’sdl right. Perhaps helps convince him I'm royal.

He sbeen attentive. But dso helooks... nervous? If hewants me, then maybethat’'sall it is. But he
does't touch me now.

| fed sorry for Nemian. | try to befriendly and cheerful, to show him I’'mdl right and | like him, and | do
try tolikehim.

| don't didikehim.
But | can't fed theway | did. | wish | could.

Why esedid | leave Argul and the Hulta? It' s hard to explain. | wanted to stay with the ban—the
Family. But it was about what |’ d felt before. That I’ d kept changing my mind.

Y ou can see, | hope, how | felt. Didoyal. | don’t want to rush from person to person, never knowing
who I’'m going to want next. Like some spoiled horriblelittle child.

The people in the House were dways doing that. Now they were friendswith X, then with Y, then with
Z. And then they had an argument with Z and went back to X. Revolting.

I’'m. not like that. | hope I’ m not. Nemian wasthe one | choseto be with. All right, he behaved badly,
but then, I'm just Claidi. He got distracted from me. Not too difficult, | expect.

| haveto beloyd to him. | chosehimfird. If | can't trust my own fedings, my own sdif ...
That waswhat | wanted, to be loyd. To proveto myself I'm not ashdlow, slly, worthlesslittleidiot.
So | didwhat | did.

The Hultaacted oddly to me. Not nasty, just fed up and a bit short. Only Teil said good-bye. Dagger
came up and confronted me. Shelooked terribly fierce. “Why are you going with him?’ she demanded.

Tried to explain. Theloyaty thing. Nemian. She snorted like ahorse. Shesaid, “You' remad.” And some
other words | shouldn’t have been surprised she knew.

It doesn’t make sense, yet it does. Doesn't it? Of courseit does. Yes, I'll be glad later, when we get to
thecity.

He was s0 definite, how much he needs me.

Argul doesn't. (That ring, it wasn't for me.) He has dl the Hulta, loving him and loya to him. Heeven
knew his mother.



Nemian and |—I’Il do the best | can. Please, God, even if you'rea CLOCK, help meto do the best |

Thefirst part of the journey from Peshambawas fairly ordinary, except for the snow.

Nemian gave meabig fur closk. Hesaid it didn’t come from an animal but that the Peshambans can
make these garments, like pelts. It waswarm.

Werode in achariot again, one of three, but drawn by donkeys. They had red blankets and little bells.
Jnglejingle
When | looked back, a blue haze floated over the city on the pale grey luminous sky, from al the smoke.

There was hot teaand mulled winein flasks. But it got cold quickly and wasn't so nice.

For saveral dayswe wereinthe plains.

Once we saw some large white things, like clouds, blowing dowly along. Nemian told me they were
elephants. They grow thick wooly coats like sheep, in the cold, and have nosesliketails. That sounds
crazy, and maybe he madeit up to amuse me. We weren't near enough to seefor sure.

At night there were tents put up. | had one to myself. There were burning coasin iron baskets for hest.
| sat and reread this book, or bits of it.

| don’t seem quite the same person now aswhen | started it. Does that makes sense? Who am 1?

Findly, athough it can't have been that long, the weather Sarted to dter, and so did the landscape. |
could see enormous hills, mountains, appearing far to the left. It felt warmer dmost at once.

The sky began to bresk open in cracks of blue. Then it wasal blue with cracks of white.

There were grasses again, but very tdl, higher in parts than the chariots. (The donkeys tended to est their
way through, chewing asthey trotted.) There was atrackway, and then we readied alarge village or
gmdl town.

Normally I’ d have been interested, but | was't very. I'm useless—on this extraordinary adventure and
wadingitdl.

Lets see. There were round-sided houses and fields where they kept having to hack the grass back from
the grain. Weird trees with boughs hung right down to the ground, like tents, and huge black and pink
birds rumbled about in them making quacking noises.

They had a stream, which rushed and was white with foam.

Everyone e se stopped in the village-town, and only Nemian and | got a boat with aboat driver
(apparently you don't call them that, but what?), and we set off down the stream. Although we' d stayed
acoupleof nightsin the village-town, Nemian didn’t go rushing off with everyone, athough, again, he



could speak their language. (They aso take money for things, and he paid them.)

He d started to tell me where we were going. Through marshes, he said. The people there are odd but
would provide the meansto take usto the River.

| had thisawful fegling, which had begun on the plains and now was getting stronger and stronger. It was
asort of fear, and asort of ache. Later on, Herman, who had aso begun talking to me regularly, said
he' d fdt “homesick” for hiscity. And | redized then that I'm homesick, but not for any place.

| used to see him every day. Argul. Y ou could aways expect to see him. Riding aong the wagons,
checking stores, at thefire by night. (I didn’t often spesk to him. Didn't think he noticed me)) Or I’d seen
him wrestling with his men, or playing cards—he could do very clever card tricks, magic trickstoo.

Once, on the flower plains, he produced a sparrow out of Teil’sear. Couldn’t work out how he did it—a
rea sparrow, which flew away. Or when they took turns singing, he'd sing. Not that well, actualy. Y ou
aways could see him, doing something. Or just there. Just there.

(I’ ve been trying to work out how long the journey has taken so far, from the House to this house
overlooking the River. I’ ve gotten muddled though. It seemsto have gone on forever.)

It was sunset when we reached the marshes. The stream, which had gotten wider and dower, with
idands of thetall grass, eventually became choked with reeds.

The boat driver (I never did learn his proper title) poled us carefully between. Thelow sun glinted red
and copper on the water, al striped with reed shadows.

Out of this somehow mournful picture, abuilding rose, not very cheery ether. Black stone, with pillars
and a strange up-pointing roof.

Nemian told meit wasashrine. Ah. | knew about shrines. (?) This one wasin honor of the marsh god.

But when we landed at the water-steps and climbed up them cautious y—they were dippery and very
old—there was an image of the god on ablack dab. | thought at first it was another clock, but it wasn't.
They worship the moon, to which, they say there, the marshes belong.

“Why?" | said. I've never stopped asking questions. If that stops, frankly | think I'm donefor.
“TheWide River lies over beyond the marshes. Itstidal, and so are they.”

“Tidd. Like seas?’

Apparently so. They drain and fill, affected by the pull of the moon. So, the moons agod in the marshes.

Later, when we werein the hdl of the shrine—agloomy old place and no mistake—esating some gloomy
bread and bitter, crumbly (gloomy) cheese, | spoke to Nemian about this thing of God and gods.

“God iseverything,” hesaid. “ Gods, individual gods, | mean, are expressions of God. Aswe are.”

“We're part of God?’ | goggled. I'd begun to have great respect for this (unknown) and
superastonishing Being.

“God gave uslife,” sad Nemian smply.



Helooked so specia, and so quiet and sad, and what he said, the way he’ d explained or tried to (God
may beinexplicable, | somehow guess), | could see Argul in Nemian. Just for asecond. So different, like
the voice, the accent. But...

| put my hand on his. | hadn’t been very nice to him—not affectionate or flattered, after he’ d gone down
on hisknees. (Well, one knee anyway.)

He glanced at me, and he smiled. He seemed suddenly very pleased, delighted, excited.
And | wasflattered after all.

Perhapsit might bedl right?

“Claidi, may | ask you afavor?’

Cautious, ason the stairs, | nodded.

“I"d liketo get back to calling you by your full name.”

“Oh””

“When we reach my City, they’ll expect it. In public. You'll be trested as you should be, as someone
important, vital. And Claidi isabit... not quite dignified enough, isit?’

“Redly.”

“Don’'t be angry, Claid—Claidissa, may 17?7’

“All right. But I'll haveto get usedtoiit.”

Itisn't me. So, more confusion. Who' s this Claidissawoman?

Wewere at the shrine of the moon until moonrise, when one of the shadowy people there told usthe
Riders had come.

Out we went, and there below the water-steps | saw this:

Over the dark marshes, the dark sky and the moon. And in the water between the reeds, enormous
lizards, colored the dark red of a Garden-bred rose. Some just lay there, wallowing, as the hippos had
donein the Garden river. But others had openwork cages strapped on their backs, and men were sitting
inthese.

What I’d expected | can’t say. | wouldn't have gotten it right, whatever it was.
“What are—?’

“They'redligators, Claidissa. And those things on their backs areriding-jadgja.”
“Jardaja. | see”

The dligators, some of them, flickered their tails. All their red scales skittered moonlight. They were very
beautiful, but their eyes were cold and shone a moonish green.

The moon did have agreen tinge too. A sort of vapor was wisping up the sky, wrapping over it. The
moon in acloud— logt in the cloud of the moon. Or just lost in the marshes of the moon.



“What fun,” | depressedly said.

But then the Riderswere dipping off, dl agile, onto the steps. They carried thingsto offer the moon god.
Thingsthey’ d shot with arrows mostly, in the marsh.

People haveto edt. | suppose they have to make offerings, too. But it looked pretty dismal.

Nemian, to my amazement, couldn’t speak the language of the Alligator Riders. Someone from the shrine
had to help. At last, something was agreed, and then an aligator was guided by its Rider up to the steps,
and somehow we stepped onit, and got into the quite-big cage, and sat down on its padded floor.

| wondered if these people used money. Decided they might not. Their hair was unevenly cut short, and
they wore reed-woven garments. (Nemian told me after; at thetime I could only see they looked rough
and ready.) Their jewelry consisted of polished pebbles, dligator claws, and teeth.

The cage jadgathing was aso made from reeds.

Our Rider didn't seem to mind not caling in at the shrine. Perhapsthey consider it part of their worship
of the moon to ass & travelerswho meet them by moonlight.

As he guided his beast away, by gentle kicks and pats on its Sides, the Rider began to sing, raising his
eyesto the moon.

Themoonwasgreeninitsvell. Migsrose from the marshes. The water glimmered like old glass.

His miserable-sounding song, with its no-doubt-miserable unknown words, made me want to howl like
one of the Hulta' s dogs, only they seldom had.

We were in the marshes afew days and nights. We stopped off at tiny villages of reed houses, where
people sat fishing or mending nets, and the women wove cloth from reeds, at reed-built looms.

A slent people. They didn’t say much to each other. Nemian communicated by signals. They gave usfish
and edible leaves and unpleasant-tasting water that must have been dl right.

The mouth of an dligator isone man-length long. Or alittle longer. They have about three million teeth, or
S0 it looked. But | saw Rider children swimming around with them, diving under the water with them.
Eventoddlers.

Alligators smdll fishy. Or these did.
We did, soon.

One sunset—I must describe it. Some sdtsin the marsh sometimes cause weird colors. But the sky went
lavender, and the sun was ginger. And these hues mixed in the water. Lightning fluttered, dry, without rain
or wind or thunder. And the lightning was rainbow-colored and in shapes—Iike branching trees, bridges,

rollingwheds.

Hesad, “Its pretty. I’ ve never seen this, dthough I’ ve heard of it. Marsh lightning. Its nothing, of course,
to City fireworks.”

We got here, to River Jaws, yesterday. The* marsh ends here, and from the upper story of the
guesthousg, if it is, you can see over the lines and ranks of reedsto an endless sheet of water. Wide
River.



It does sink down and rise up—tidal, ashe said.

There seem to be servants here. They speak the language | do, and some other language. Nemian can
speak both of these.

The reason we re waiting: Nemian sent someone from here to arrange another boat.

No sooner did | write that than Nemian came by, just now, and enthusiastically told mewe' Il leave
tomorrow.

In three days, he enthused, we' Il be there—in his City with the fireworks and the Wolf Tower. Hishome.
Mine
HISCITY

Wide River’ swide. One seemsto drift in the middle of space or the sky, because the sky reflectsin the
River, and they become one. And there’ s only the boat—no land on either Side.

A huge curved sall, filling dowly with steady, breathing wind. Likealung.

They were daves—I mean, the people who waited on us. I’ d never been waited on—the opposite, of
course. | wasn't keen on it. And they were daves, not servants. Two men and awoman, who sat in the
boats back—its stern—cross-legged, heads down, ready for Nemian to cal or snap hisfingers.

Also, therewere two sailorsto drive the boat. (Or, it wasaship, | think.) Very respectful. No, they
groveled.

Fedling so uncomfortable with this, | spent alot of time dtting by the Side, staring out.
Sunset thefirg night was glorious.

“Look at adl thegold.” | said to Herman. Every so often | tried to spesk to him.

“If you likethat, | think | can redlly pleaseyou,” said Nemian.

Baffled, | let him take meto the cabin room where | was to deep. The dave woman wasthere, and she
bowed amost to her knees.

“The Princess Claidissa,” said Nemian, “will be shown the dress now.”
So then the poor old dave undid a chest and brought out this dress.

Eveninthe House, | admit, | never saw adress quite SO magnificent. In the wild light reflecting off sky
and River, the golden tissue of the dress seemed made of fire.

“That’ swhat you' Il wear,” announced Nemian, “when we sail into my City.”
| was meant to be thrilled, and thank him, and tweet with ddlight.

Wel, | did thank him.

“Itsavery grand dress.”

“Oh, I know you prefer smple clothes,” said Nemian kindly. “Jizaniatold me about that. | even do
believe you used to polish the odd table or whatever it was. Y ou' reafunny little thing. But in public you'll



need to dressup.”

Obvioudy, not to let him down. That wasfair. He was bringing me back, showing me off. | had to be
acceptable to them. It wasworrying, dl this. If | wasto be with him—I mean be withhimasa
companion, perhaps awife (I'd never been sure)—I’ d have to be responsible. Take pains.

Princess Claidissa.
Oh.
“Oh,” | said, quite humbly.

We had dinner on the deck, waited on hand and foot, arm and leg, asit were. Wine and fruit and dishes
under Slver covers.

Rather likethe House.
What had | expected?

Maybe, at the start, I’ d even wanted it—to be served, have things done for me. What other system had |
ever been shown? It was either lord it or liveasadave.

Sincethen...
| chatted brightly. Oh, see, there were birds flying over. Oh, look, there was an idand with atree.
Dusk went to night. | went in to deep. Couldn't.

It was amost four days, in the end. The wind was often dow; the tides made it take longer, or something.
They said these things to him, apologizing, acting bothered in case he got angry. But Nemian, thank God,
was just offhand and idle with them, only dightly impatient once or twice. Never rude or vicious or
violent.

Onthelast day, the land began to appear regularly on either side. But the weather had changed. It got
chilly. The skiesand the water were two slk sheetsof grey.

Then clouds came, and rainfdll intired little sprinkles.

Just after lunch, atall, tal, smooth, dim, grey stone gppeared, standing on the nearer bank—we could
now see both of them. There wasn't much else—afew trees, trailing down into the water, and aflattish
plain, with thin mountain shapes on the left that must be monthsin the distance. (Altogether rather abare
sort of place, it seemed.)

“Ah!” cried Nemian, though, and jumped up.

He saluted the pillar, or whatever it was, standing very straight, just as it was. And dl the davesand
boat-daves bowed over double.

Nemian turned to me. Hisface was dight with energy.
“Only an hour or so more, Claidissa. Thenwe' |l bethere.”
| felt immediately sck. This seemed ridiculous. | should beinterested, &t least.

“I'msoglad,” | sad.



“Go and get ready now, Claidissa.”
“Oh, but—"
“Itsdl right. I’ll change on deck in that tent thing. Just concentrate on yourself.”

Infact I’d been going to say | wouldn’t need “an hour or s0” to get ready. But it wouldn’t matter, redlly,
s0 | did what he said, and the woman dave followed meinto the cabin.

How wrong | was. It did take dl of two hours.

First washing, and hair-washing, and drying, and then perfumes and things. All fine, only | felt peculiar, so
itwaan't.

Then the dave dressed mein lace undies and did me into the golden dress.

After that stockings and shoes, bracelets, earrings. (Even agold bag for thisbook.) My hair was till
damp, but the dave began to arrange it. Parts were plaited, and bits were put up with pins, and some
hung down in curls that were made with two heated iron sticks—tongs, she said—and there was a nasty
amell of scorched hair—mine.

She made up my face. She put on powder, and dark around the eyes, and blush for the mouth and
cheeks.

She even colored my fingernailswith gold, and | had to Sit there like an insane sort of tree, holding out my
hands, fingers stretched apart to let the stuff dry.

When | got back on the deck, Nemian was standing there in his black and gold, looking regal. He gave
me a nod—which seemed mean after the two-hour preparation. He could have said, | thought, How nice
you look, or something. Even if only for the daves benefit—she' d worked so hard.

Thedaves sarved usydlow wineintal glasses.
And the City appeared.

I”d been thinking, uneasily, how dreary it al looked, dl thisflattish greyishness, with higher greyish
things—I didn’t know what—starting to poke up. There was avague rain-mist. Everything looked
ghodtly.

And then thisenormous heap swelled up and closed in al around.

Out of the mist reared agigantic black satue. It was dick with rain, gleaming. What wasit? It seemed to
be afrowning man, hishead raised high into the mit.

| was gtill puzzling over it, but other shapes, dl completey huge, were now pushing in behind, and the
ship-boat floated asif helplessin among them.

High stone banks rose from the river. Up from these, piled terraces of dark buildings, stone on stone.
And towers loomed in the sky, softened only by the mist. From one or two windows, afaint light seeped.
They glistened, though, inthewet, like dark snakes.

And everywhere, the gigantic statues, in pale marble or black basalt. Rearing beasts (lions, bears?). A
grim stone woman leaned down toward the River, o | thought for amoment (terrified) this statue was
tumbling and would fall right on the boat. In her upstretched stone hand, ared (vast) mirror, which
reflected our upturned faces, small asthe faces of mice.



Roofs, layered on the sky, vanished in mist and cloud. Everything was so big. So smooth and burnished.
So clean and cold and dim and dark.

“Yes,” hebreathed. “I’ve missed this place. Home. My home. Y ours. And look there, over there, can
you see?’

| gazed where he pointed and saw atower that somehow managed to be even bigger than dl therest,
and even smoother and dimmer and etc. On the top, afurious black stone thing crouched, snarling, one
taloned paw upraised, and aflag init, dark and limp intherain.

So | didn’'t need him to say to me, in hisemotiona and exalting voice: “ The Wolf Tower .”

Perhaps not unreasonably, since Nemian was important, and after al he' d said about awelcome, I'd
expected crowds.

Thereweren’t any. Or only one.

The ship was guided in to the bank, and there, in along stone porch that stretched from the Wolf Tower,
with its de-mon wolf, were some people richly dressed and agroup of others, obviousy more daves.

These other daveslay down on the pavement, in ‘the puddles.
“Our” daves on the ship lay down on the deck, even the one tying us up to the bank, once he’ d finished.

The royaty approached the steps and looked down at us. They wore fantastic clothes, thick with gold
and slver, morelike armor.

But they were smiling and waving soft hands.
“Nemian... Nemian,” they cried, “darling...”
They dl looked diketo me, in afunny way. A lot of them had golden hair just like his.

Nemian got ashore and walked up the steps. Then he turned and gestured back toward me, showing me
to them. And they clapped and gavelittle shrill cries.

| didn’t know what | was supposed to do, so | just stood there like atwerp.

One of themen said, “'Y our messenger was here before you, Nemian, in good time. The Old Lady will
comeout.” Nemian colored with pleasure. (His grandmother, must be.)

“| don't deserveit. | nearly failed you.”
“No, no, Nemian. We heard how things went wrong. And still you took success.”

They beamed a me. Should | smiletoo? Or stay ever so dignified? Before | could decide, ahorn wailed
from somewherein thetower. They dl fell deadly smildessand slent. Their heads dl turned toward the
door that opened on the porch. It was a high oblong door, of two steely halves.

Two daves emerged firdt, holding out their arms, asif to shoo everyone aside. They looked haughty.
Then she came out.

Instantly | knew her. Instantly again | didn’t. | wished | hadn’t drunk the wine.

Shewastdl, thin, smoothed like the buildings. She had their colors or noncolors.



No mistaking her eyes—black in her dry, elderly white face. They were glaring straight at me, asif to
srip meto the bones.

The two haughty daves yapped in chorus:
“Princess Ironel Novendot.”

And suddenly | knew who she reminded me of, for al her utter unlikeness: Jzania Tiger of theHousel'd
left behind.

THE LAW: FINDING

Looking around, for the thousandth time, | wonder if there’sany way | can use that window, or that one,
or even the door. Or isthere anything | can do? 1 think about the million and one times at the House | got
into hot water and usualy got myself out of it again. Maybe with adapped face or bleeding beaten
hands, but nothing too find. However, thisisdifficult. No, it' simpossible. Argul told me | wastrouble, or
made trouble, and he was absolutely right. | just wish he was hereto say, | told you so. Although

don't, redly, wish hewas here. | wouldn’t wish many people here.

Sorry, I'll start again. Y ou wont know yet what I’ m going on about.

When did | first start to panic? Well, that waslong before this. Redlly dmost as soon as| saw the
PrincessIrond.

She came walking aong the stone porch with her black licorice cane tapping on the ground. Her hands
werewhite claws.

Shewaan't beautiful like Jzania, and Irond had dl her hair—partly black ill, or iron-colored—pulled
back off her masklike face into atowering topknot stuck with silver pins.

As she gpproached, Nemian and al the others kneeled down—not one knee either, both knees.
Andthedaveswereflat, dl but her daves, who presently kneeled and bowed their heads.

But | stood upright, there on the boat-ship. Why?In away, | wasfrightened of tearing the dressiif |
kneded. (It seemed very flimsy materid.) Or getting it dirty. | mean, it couldn’t be mine. They' d provided
it, thislot. (Just as maids had been dressed by the House.)

| did bow my head. But that was shame more than anything else.
And why was | ashamed? Second sight, maybe, like Argul’ s mother.

Sort of cricking my neck, | saw Ironel Novendot raise Nemian and embrace him. It was astiff and acold
embrace. It was asif one of the towersdid it. But he seemed awfully happy. He kissed her claws.

“You found her,” shesaid.

“Madam, | did.”

“What isher name?’ | heard the old voice rasp. (Me?)
“CladissaSar.” (Me)

“Yes” sad Irond Novendot. “That is correct.”



The hairsrose on my scap under al the curlsand coilings. What did she mean? He' d found me? She
knew me?

Then the appaling daves on the boat were hel p-thrusting me up the stairs onto the bank and into the
porch, and | wasright in* front of her.

“Y ou are welcometto the City,” said the old woman. She spoke—as he had—asiif only this City existed,
capital C. Likethe capital H of the House. All lies, asnow | knew. “We are very glad you've come,” she
added. “I, certainly.”

She. Shedidn't ook it. Her eyes, jet black with grey rings around the black. Awful eyes. But she did
look like Jizania, in away. Wasit just her age? No—and anyway, how old was she?

“Wewill goinnow,” shetold us.

An order.

Everyone got up, Ssmpering.

She turned back to me, sudden as something springing, and caught my facein abunch of claws.

“Do you speek?’
“Yes, madam.”

“Good.” She smiled. Ah. Her teeth were false. They were wonderful. Pearls set in slver. She must save
that smilefor very specid moments. (She does.)

Firg of dl, the daveslet usinto ahollow in thewall and closed agilded gate. Then they worked ahandle
ingde and the whole thing—hollow, gate, us—went rocking upward. Wallsshut usinon dl sdes. | didn’t
likeit. But | recalled Nemian telling me about clockwork “lifters’ that could carry people to the top
goriesof hisCity.

Just as| thought Yd go mad and scream, we reached another open hollow. To my horror, we went right
up past it.

There were some more of these. When I’ d given up hope, we came to a hollow and stopped. More
daves outside opened the gate.

Outside was acolossal hall. It seemed to go on forever on every side, and the ceiling too was high asa
sky, or looked like it. It was painted like a sky too, only the paint had faded. Un-lessthey did it that way
inthefirst place, grey, with grape-dark clouds. (Probably they did.)

On the deep grey marble expanse of floor were spindly tableswith thingsto eat and drink, tobacco, and
open boxes of strange stalks and tablets. These were like the things Nemian had given me instead of food
inthe dust desert. | couldn’t see why they would be necessary here.

Nemian, though, took a handful of them and ate them. Then he took somewinefrom adave. Sodid |,
thewine, dthough | didn’t want it.

The old woman took only aglass of something that looked like muddy pond water, sucked it, and pulled
afacelike akid who'd been given burnt spinach when she wanted an ice cream.



But she clasped Nemian’sarm. Asthey walked aong the long, long floor away from the crowd—who all
watched admiringly and went on smpering—she cdled, “ Y ou, too, Claidissa.”

So 1, too, went with them.

There were vast windows stretching floor to ceiling. They had glassin them, and eventudly we stood at
one, looking out over the City. (There was al so something nasty bulging over the window top, twice my
height again, over my head. Took meawhileto redize it was one black paw of the evil wolf satue on
the roof, curled down over the window. What a place!)

The City looked vile too. How could he be proud of it? Homesick for it?

Rain boiled among the stupid, too-high buildings. The depressing statues lurched and craned. Everything
black or grey or like sour milk. Absolute rubbish.

Nemian and his gran had been murmuring things to each other. Not exactly loving, but sort of secretive
and sneaky, somehow. They both had ady, smug look. It didn't suit either of them. He didn’t look so
handsome. His face seemed to have changed. And glancing a me, abruptly he laughed. It was a crudl
laugh. One couldn’'t missit. It was alaugh of heartlesstriumph.

| didn’t want to make ajudgment. I’d done alot of that and been proved wrong. | just stood there
meekly.

Ironel Novendot said to me, also glancing sidelong, “And how is Jzaniathese days?’
That was so much what had been on my mind, and | said a once, “Blooming.”
“Blast the creature,” said Ironel, snapping her pearls spitefully. “Wouldn’t shejust!”

“I'mafrad,” | said sadly, “sheforgot to send you her regards.” (Forgot alot of things, | mentaly added.
Like the fact she and you seem to know each other.)

But Irond only sucked her drink again.

“Oneday,” she said to me, “you too will haveto live on muck like this. Has he told you my age?’
She waited. Old People often like you to be astounded by their ages. | said, “No, madam.”
“One hundred and seventy,” sheinformed me.

Wi, | didn’'t believe her. She wasn't more than ninety-nine, I’ d have said. But | widened my eyesand
exclamed, “A greet age, lady.”

“Youtoo,” shesaid, “will reach agreat age herein our City. And you too will end as| am, drinking
dops.” And she amiled again, pleased at theidea.

A curse?

No, it seemed to be smply afact.

| went colder, far colder, than if she had cursed me.
Nemian said, “ She doesn't know yet, Grandmother.”

“Doesn’'t she? Nice surprisefor her then. How did you get her here?’



Nemian shot me alittle-boyish, rueful look. He seemed to be saying, | just know you'll forgive me,
Cladi. Heactudly said, “Well, madam, | lied to her alot.”

“And with your pretty face,” said Irondl, happier by the second, “the poor little fish was hooked.”

My mouth didn’t fall open. And | didn’t throw up on their shoes. | remain proud of both these things. |
was S0 afraid, | fdt asif | werefloating inthe air ingdeaball of ice. Struck dumb, | couldn’t question
them. So | stayed mercifully slent.

Nemian sad, “When Jzanid s people shot the balloon down—not in my plan—I thought I'd had it, |
confess. But luck was on my side. And Jizaniastuck to her vow, once I’ d shown her the flower. It' sjust
possible she might have forgotten if | hadn’t. Her mind isn't as sharp as yours, Grandmother.”

They smirked at each other.
Then lrond said, “1 must show Claidissathe garden of Immorta flowers”

| couldn’t work out any of it. Sometime one of these monsters was going to haveto explainit al to me.
Not only had | been made afool of, | wasafoal to start with.

Strangdly, | had then asudden image of Argul. He d never have been tricked by such people. HE d have
known what was going on. But in such a stuation, he would have been terrific, | just knew. Thisis hard
to describe, but al at once, | seemed to mysdlf to become Argul. | wasn't Claidi anymore, but him, tall
and strong, confident and clever. And brave.

| looked at them with Argul’ seyes, and | said, “ Thiswin€e srather bad, isn't it? Perhaps you' re just used
toit. But redly.” And | upended the glassful and poured it on their horrible floor.

They both gaped a me. What asight.
At that moment, abdll rang.

Everyone looked—even they did. Through agauzy curtain came two new daves, bowing. And then this
arl.

She was—I don’t know whereto begin. I'll try. If you took one newborn primrose and mixed its color in
the purest cream, that was her skin, the exact shade and as smooth. She had black-blue eyes, danting
upward at the outer corners. She had blue—must have been black—hair that hung straight as sheet
metal to the backs of her knees. She wore white, and the rain must have drenched her and then turned to

opds.

“Ah, now,” said the old witch, Irond. “Here sMoon Silk.”

Thisgirl, Moon Silk, came dong thefloor, gliding on perfect moon-pale fe<t.

And Nemian gave asort of strangled cry. And down his cheeksran morerain, only thiswastears.

Heleft me, heleft hisfearful granny, and he strode to the exquisite girl and raised her into hisarms. He
kissed her. It was... akiss.

Despite everything, it startlesmeto haveto report, | felt asif I’ d been hit in the somach.

And Irond said, not needing to, as Nemian hadn’t needed to name thisawful Tower, “How touching.
Loversre-meeting. Nemian and hisyoung bride. They were only married, Claidissa, amonth before he
had to leave us on his quest for you.”



She told me. (Ironel.) She must have lovedit. | tried to be Argul, till, but he' d never have gottenin this
mess. Intheend | just had to be Claidi and listen and cope asbest | could.

It' s soon told, though she went on and on, embroidering bitslovingly. Lingering. Watching meto seeif
I"d cry or jJump about.

Before, shetook me with her, aone, dong the top story of the Wolf Tower. From various windows she
pointed out ugly important buildings. The other three Towers, for example, in the three other quarters of

the City. They arethe Pig Tower, the Vulture Tower, and the Tiger Tower. You'll probably see at once,
the Tiger Tower used to be Jzania Tiger’ s—where Jzaniawas born.

Irond aso showed me acourtyard in which, infour grey stone vases, grew the brilliant red flowers with
juicy leaves. One of which Nemian handed Jizaniain the House Debating Hall.

Meanwhile, downgairs, in the Wolf Tower, Nemian would be blissfully donewith hiswife. Moon Silk.
Irondl kept going back to that.

But she dipped up there. Inthe end, | got used toit.

Letsfaceit, too, he was arotten husband. Married one month, and the moment he had the chance, off
with aHultagirl. He d led me on because he had to. But there was no excusefor that.

We were by then seated in Irondl’ s apartment in the Tower, in another far-too-large room that echoed.
Outsde was aview of wherethe River grew hugely wide again, and the opposite bank wasn't to be
seen.

The Wolf Tower isn't very warm. They don't have the heating system the House had. Just fireplaces and
baskets of cods (braziers), both of which smoke.

Anyway, | must now write down what Ironel Novendot told me. This book isthe story of my life, and
she—or the Law of the Tower—made it al happen. Yes, the Law.

But I think I'll have to explain about that separatdly. Itsagtory initself, the Wolf Tower Law. I'veonly
become atiny desperate bit of it.

TheLaw (and as| say, I'll go back to the Law) decreed that Herman had to find a girl to take over a
particular duty in the City. Probably the most necessary duty. And that was because Ironel, who until
now had seen to this duty, was at |ast too old for it—or she said shewas.

And hereLaw isLAW. Is Absolute. No one goes againgt it.

So Nemian, just married and dl, set off in the hot-air balloon, of which the City has afleet, athough they
seldom use them.

Some things then went wrong with the balloon, and there was a chance he wouldn't make it. Then hedid
make it, only to be shot down by the guns of the very place—the House—he d been traveling to. He told
them he was on aquest, and he was. | was the quest. He was on aquest to find me. Thismakes me
sound of great importance, and | was. | am.

Because, you see, JzaniaTiger, in her youth, over ahundred years ago, had aso left this City and had



goneto livein the House. (No one sayswhy. Honestly, | should just think she’ d have preferred to.) |
don’t know how the House is related to this City, but obvioudy it was then.

When she l€eft, she promised—made avow by the Law— to present to the Wolf Tower, when required,
agirl of roya blood from the House. A girl suitableto take on Irond’ s duty when Ironel gaveit up.

If Jzaniaeventudly forgot thisvow, | don't know. Very likdy. It wasadamn sy, nasty thing to haveto
remember.

But Nemian gave her the red flower, the Immortal, which was the token by which she' d know thetime
had come.

| suppose, asin certain stories |’ ve read, maybe it was meant to be her own daughter, or granddaughter,
she’'d haveto supply.

Did Jzaniaperhaps even tell Nemian that | was... that | was her granddaughter, her daughter’ s child.?

You see, Jzanialied to Nemian, and shelied to me. And she knew and doubtlesstold him, he' d better lie
to metoo. Even when he started to have doubts | was the princess-girl Jizaniahad assured him | was. By
then | wasdl he could get. | did come from the House. | have the House accent—which Ironel would
recognize. Perhgps I’d do. And | was daft enough to believe him, to stay with him.

Hedid nearly lose me, that once, in Peshamba. But when he knew he might, he rushed to me and
pleaded to try to get me back. He really was desperate and afraid that night. When he said hislife
wouldn’t be worth anything without me, that wasn't alieat dl.

| said, the Law isthe LAW. If he’d come back empty-handed, he' d have lost histide, hismoney, his
wife. They’ d have flung himin some cellar and left him there.

That’ swhat the Law islike. You don't ever go againgt it.

Maybe he could just have run off in the wild, never come back. But he wanted to, was “homesick.”
Or... well, he probably wanted Moon Silk.

That I’ d be reluctant to come with him was obvious. That is, if I’ d known what they wanted mefor. He
wasn't surprised Jizania hadn’'t warned me or told me everything. Or that he had to pretend.

That’ sdl bad enough. But ther€ sthis other thing. Jizaniawas determined to send me off with Nemian, to
keep her vow. So did shelieto me aswell about my mother being roya? She couldn’t say both my
parents were royaty—I’ d have seen the House wouldn’t exile a prince and a princess. But the story of a
princessfdling in love with her servant rang true.

Of course, Irond knew my name, or the full name Jzaniatold mewas mine. ClaidissaStar. Jzaniamust
aso have promised the Law she' d give this name to the chosen child. But then, you see, she could just
have made sure some child of around the right age, any old child, did get thisname. And that just
happened to be me. So my name doesn't prove athing.

And she'd seen | was nuts on Nemian. So I'd go on with theliein any case, making him believel wasa
princess and worthy of him.

| mean, do | strike you as princess materia?

Heaven knowswho | really am, or who | redlly wes...



Because now, | belong here, to the Tower. To the Law. To this place of stones, where their statues
make even animasugly.

Andfor this| gave up Argul. | made himthink | didn’'t care. And that ring he dropped—oh, it wasfor
me. Of courseit was. Hewasfor me, and | wasfor him. And anyway, even if hewasjust being kind, |
could have been out there, in the world, in the Waste-that-isn’t. Free. | could cry or laugh until | was
sck. Butingteed, I’ll go onwriting. There€ smoreto say. If you can stand it.

THE LAW: KEEPING
Inthe evening, | dined with Ironel.
Her gpartment is sprawling. The size of the Travelers Rest. Maybe not quite.

The Wolf Tower, as Nemian told mein nonlying mode, isthe most powerful of the four Towersthat rule
the City on WideRiver.

But the food wasn't up to much.

She only drinks her mud drink. | think its because she doesn't have teeth and doesn't dare chip the
fabulous pearl ones.

Candles burned on an iron candel abra that was standing on the table and was taller than | am.
Why am | talking about candles?

By then, she’ d shown methe holy part of the Tower. Holy used to mean to do with God, but now,
despite Nemian' s poetic spoutingsthat | liked so much, the Law the Wolf Tower makesis*holy,” and
more holy than anything ese,

TheLaw.
| don’t know how to start to tell you. It' s—it's—I’d better calm down. Again, I'll start again.

Once, dl four Towers had asay in making the Law. Then there was afight, or something, which the Wolf
Tower won. So now the Wolf Tower doesit, and everyone else obeys.

There are no servants, no maids. Only daves. But the royd people who fill the City, and whom the daves
serve, they too are daves. Savesto the Law of the Wolf Tower. And so am I. | have been sincel let
Nemian escape from the House. Or even since | first thought | loved him.

It stinks.

Theholy area, inwhich | now “live,” clusters around the main room, which they call the Room.
It isn' t—amazingly—uvery big, this Room.

But it' s black as dead burnt wood.

Huge lamps, too large for the Room, burn with pae, feverish fires.

Along the wdls are shelves, and stacked there, like the booksin the House library, are black boxes. And
in the boxes, carefully filed and preserved by daves of the Room, who suffer if they get it wrong, are



cards with the names of every man, woman, child, and infant in the City. There are even names of ones
who' ve died—or, | hope, maybe run away. But they keep them anyway, with ared mark on thelittle
card.

They enter new onestoo. | saw this, thefirst night. She did it. Irond.

The daves brought abox, and another dave, from ahouse in the City that had had a baby, brought a
card with the baby’ s name. Ironel took the card, read it, smiled, and put it on top of the box. That was
al. Thedave hasto number and fileit correctly. And, as| said, if he or shedoesn't...

Bizarre enough.

But what actualy catches ones attention in the Room at once, are the Dice.

Irond said they were dice.

| asked (you see, my lights not put out yet, though | don’t know why not), “What are Dice, madam?’

Shetold me, and told me their usein the Law. Do you know about dice? I’ m ill abit blank redly. The
Dice have eight Sdes. Every Sdeis painted with anumber, from oneto eight, inclusive.

How to show you. Wdll, let me draw it.
They arethis shape:
Like some cut diamonds, amost. There are only two of them.

They're held up in slver-gilded sort of things. They re-mind me of egg cups, only with pieces cut out, S0
most of the shape of the Diceisvisble.

And the Dice can move. They haveto. They spin and turn over in many directions. This happens four
times aday—at dawn, noon, sunset, and midnight.

What makes them spin likethis| don’t understand. Some mechanism. But Irondl hasto be there.
And—once |’ velearned—I haveto bethere. Instead of Ironel.

They cdl her the Wolf’ s Paw.
That'swhat I'll be called.
Wolf’s Paw.

She reads the Dice when they cometo rest, from the way in which al the numbered sidesfall and face.
And from that, looking in three books of ancient mathemeatics, which lie handy on amarbletablein the
Room, she can tell what the Law is saying must be done. And who must do it.

Although the Dice mugt often fall the same way—only two of them, you see, and only eight Sides
each—apparently the day and time of day dways make adifference, or something to do with the
math—or what phase of the moon were in. Can you follow this? | can't.

So, | don't understand the books, or the Dice.
Or theway she can tell who must do what.

But apparently one can work it out in numbers. Every spin of the Dice shows something someone hasto



do. Y ou then tie up the message the Dice give with sixteen City people (for the two lots of eight different
sdes). And that happens four timesaday.

Sothat's... | can't even work that out.

I”’m hopel ess with numbers—four times sixteen, that’ s Sixty-four people every day and night. (I worked it
out on adifferent bit of paper.)

And whatever the Wolf’s Paw tells them, the Law saysthey must do, these sixty-four, they MUST. Each
day.

Ironel gave me examples.
Nemian married Moon Silk because afdl of the Dicetold him he should. (How about her?)

And Nemian came after me and found me and brought me back here because another fall of the Dice
said he had to. (And how about me?)

Thepoint is, if you re picked and you don’t obey, or you blow it, they imprison you under the City, in
dank darkness, where the River seeps through. (Sheliked telling me about that, aswell.)

Apart from mere horror, | can barely add it up. Scienceisamystery to me. How in the world’ s name am
| going to master these awful Dice, these dreadful books of numbers and moon phases?

| didn’t admit this. Just stood there, dl coaol.

Ironel let me see her make her judgment that sunset. It looked easy when she did it. But then she'sdone
it for over fifty years. The Dice whirl and end up sideways or upright. She goes over and looks at them.
Then shewalksto the books. She makes a big thing about the books—keepstelling me there are only
these threein the City, and how preciousthey are. (She showed me, in them, the hundreds of columns of
numbers and my head went around like the Dice))

Sheran her ringer down the columns, flipped pages, clicked her tongue on her pearls.

Then she spoke the Law, and the daves wrote down each order. After this, messengers (daves) of the
Wolf Tower carry the ordersto the lucky persons concerned.

The messages of the Law were frightful, though.

Some man (number 903, | think) had to leave hishouse and go and live on the street as* best he could.”
(Incredible.) And number 5,334, alittle girl, was to be made to wear the disguise of asnail, complete
with shell.

| forget the others. They weren't so bad. No, onewas. | don't even want to writeiit.

But | will writeit. I don’t remember the number, or who. But they had to dive into the River and swim up
and down. They might rest on idands, or the banks, for afew minuteswhen “exhausted.” Their relaives
might bring them food and “comforts.”

There was no indication when this punishment would end, if it ever would. It wasn't called a punishment.
And this—this—isthe Law.

They live here, and some people can go their whole lives without the Dice ever summoning up their
numbers and names, so they need never do anything but enjoy themsalves. Or they might betold to do



something rather stupid, but not unnice, like going and buying anew shirt.
Or they might be told they must have a baby before ayear has passed.
Or that they must stand naked on awall. Or go into the desert and fight alion.

And I’'m going to haveto find this out from the Dice. And then I’'m going to haveto tell them. I’m going
to be Wolfs Paw, to be her.

Shesaid that I’d grow old here.
If I don't learn, God knows what they’ |l do to me. And | wont be ableto.

But | don't want to be ableto. | don’t want to hurt people, make fools of them, blight their liveslikethis,
and smiling as| doiit, as she does.

My rooms are large. There' s abathroom, a bedroom, and aliving room. Brocades and furs and
fireplaces and lamps.

One wadll with dresses thick with gold and jewels. | hate them.
Five davestowait on me.
When | take her place, I'll have more. I [l have everything | “want.”

Except | must dways be available for when the Dice mechanically turn, to read the books and interpret
theLaw. And giveit.

That night, after the midnight Dice, | made believe I’d goneto deep in the luxurious white satin bed.
| got up in blind darkness and tried to go out.
But the daves were there, legping up to “serve’ me.

Andtheir eyes are like the eyes of the moon dligatorsin the marsh: cold and blind, without amind or
heart.

Sometimes the Wolf’ s Paw goes out in a procession, she' d told me. Next day | asked to go walking.
No obstacle, except the five daves who walked with me and that man in awhite uniform, with therifle.
Very few people passed us. Most were carried in chairs by daves.

None of the daves have faces. Wl they do, but they might as well be made of paper. They don’t seem
humen.

The buildings soar into the never-changing rainy gloom.

| prowl these rooms. The windows have cute lattices of gilded iron and, anyway, are ten man-heights
from the ground, or more. I’m a prisoner.

Well, | have considered various tricks—the sort you read of in books. Giving davesthe dip, running very



fadt, pretending to beill in case they then relax their watchful ness, assuming they are watchful... which
they are, aren’t they? But somehow, | don’t think thiswill work, any of it. | mean, they are dwaysthere.
And the City itself doeswatch. Not crystals like in Peshamba but, rather, black poking things—like
guns—turning to follow you on the Streets.

Everyone snameisin those boxes, even mine now, and hers.

I’'m so afraid that | don’'t even fed loss. And when she lectures me on the mathematicsin the precious
books, she seemsto think | understand—and | don't, of course | don’t. | was never educated. Two and
two make three.

She asks questions and | attempt to answer, | bluff or | say nothing, and she doesn't fault me. She nods.
Isshe mad? Or just so old?

| haven’t seen anyone else for sometime. Only the daves and the guard in white. And occasionally
people passing far below on the paved streets of this doomy City. And her.

The Law isagame. | mean, they play a game and call it alaw, and failureto obey it is desth.

And Ironel iskeeper of the Law until | learn the rules, and then I’ m the keeper. (And to think, the Rituals
of the House used to annoy me.)

Nemian seems like someone | made up. Argul doestoo. And you—well, | did make you up. But oh,
you, you, help me— tell me what to do—help, help me, you'rethe only one | can turn to. And obvioudly,
you can't answer.

How curious. It was asif | heard you, calling. All sorts of words and voices. And it did help me.
Thank you...

Thank you.

WOLVES
Se'sill.
She did the dawn Law today—I don’t have to be there for those—then went back to bed.

A davetold me, and | had to go and visit her. Another dave handed me one of those red flowersto give
her. Apparently that’s a polite way to show her | think she'll get better soon.

(Would have liked to chuck it out of awindow. Didn't.)
Ironel sat up in her bed, whichislike aboat for Sze, with curtains of golden chains.
Shelooked dl right to me,

When she' d sent everyone out, she said to me, “I’ ve never told you the reason for the Law, have 1?1
must, snceyou' re learning so fast and so very well.”

| gulped. She' sdotty.

But she said, “Random blows and insane adventures. The Law copieslife”



That wasdll. | didn’t understand but just nodded, coolly, and gazed into space asif deeply thinking.

Then she made meredlly jump. She laughed. It was an awful old cackle, you can imagine, and those
pearl teeth bouncing about init.

“Cladissa, dear,” she said when she could, “you may have to take over the Law very soon. I'mill. Its
too much for me. So be ready. Get fit. Go out for awalk, Claidissa. Walk around our spectacular City.
Look at the darling River. Have some exercise. Think about what I’ vetold you. Y ou will be aWolf of
the Tower. And those powerful Dice, those ddlicious rare books, those important boxes, by which we
live”

| was shaking. | said, “Y es, madam.”

Her word isLaw, isn'tit?1’d have to take over. And I’ d have to have awalk! (And go down the Tower
againinoneof thoselifters)

So I'll dothat. I'll walk. | can do that. | can’t read the books or do the Law thing. | might aswell jumpin
the River.

| don’t think | said, | had to wear the proper clothes now aways. People were supposed to know who |
was—the next Wolf’s Paw. No wonder no one spoke to me or looked.

These dresses are 0 heavy. | fed like abeetle or alizard, al wrapped up in scales and bits of carapace.
My hair, too, wound up on agolden comb and pulling. | don’t know myself in mirrors anymore, which
matched how | felt, pretty much.

Thistime, though, down in the City, | studied things with more care. I'm not sure why. Guilt maybe,
because | wasn't going to jJump in the River.

The people who passed—carried in ornate chairs, or sometimes walking, with daves pattering
behind—all looked the same. They looked like me: overdressed, starched, and so unhappy.

Wéll, | didn’t need to be ageniusto redize why, did 1? They lived here because they felt they had to, or
aurely they’ d have gone. And while they did, evenif the Law so far had never falen on them or anyone
they cared about, four times every day they knew it till could, and probably would.

| wandered down below the Wolf Tower and dong the banks, quaysthey say here, where tal grim ships
aretied by chains. Then the River gets wide again, and you can’'t seethe far bank, which isjust how
Nemian described it.

Rain plished miserably.

And | noticed someone svimming in that icy grey weter.

| knew who it was, who it had to be: the one whose number | don’t remember.
Tearsflooded down my face. | clenched my fids.

Thiswasadl crazy. It wasanightmare.

One of the daves came over and offered me a hanky to mop up. The one with the umbrellathat I d sent
off crept close again.



| turned on them.

“I| want to be left done.” Their faceswereflat and told me nothing. “All right. Stand there. I’'m just going
across into that square. I'm going... to buy something. Don't follow. | don’t need you yet.”

To my amazement, as| started to walk, they didn’t. Even the guard with therifle.
Wasit so ample?
I’d never thought of this—that they’ d just do what | said. Could | dodge away and make arun for it?

Where though? Beyond the City, I’d seen, was only that grey, bare deserty land. And anyway, would
they let me go, that is, the City itsalf? The House hadn’t bothered to pursue me. | knew now why. Jzania
had made sure Herman and | got away. But here it would be different, although for the same reason.

| crossed the street and went into the square. Perhaps | should still try to make some plan...

Therewas agroup of people over at the end of the square. That surprised me. | hadn’t often seen any
big group here before.

They do use money in the City. I d been given achest full of those blue-green notes Nemian had had.
Although everyone seemed to beroyal, some of the people here made things, athough they weren't very
good. They sold them to each other. (Clothes and food and urgent stuff the daves saw to, without of
course being paid.)

Was someone here salling something? The crowd seemed very interested, which wasn't usud either.

There seemed to be someone Sitting on the ground, and two otherslounging againg apillar. The ground
here wasn't made for Sitting on, and the pillars weren't for lounging againg. It also looked asif these
three odd people were daves, too, because they weren't sparkling.

As| got nearer and nearer, | saw there were children aswell, standing staring in their awful, tight
jewd ry-bestle clothes. But suddenly they al squealed, and there was a brilliant flash, yellow, blue, and up
into the air shot dl these burning gars.

Fireworks! | knew at once from what Herman had said. The City had fireworks, but I’ d never seen any
before.

There were daves standing around the back of the crowd, aso watching the man stting on the ground.

Then therewas alittle crack, and the children went Ooooh! like real children. And into theair rosea
bird of fire. It was emerdd and purple, and dowly, beautifully, it spread afan-tail of gold—

A peacock. A firework peacock.

I’d reached the edge of the crowd. No, the three men—now | could really see them—didn’'t belong in
this City. They wereold and filthy, their long old hair and long, scraggly old beardsfull of bits of mud
and twig, like badly made nests. Their faces |ooked like crumpled dirty rags. Their clothes were rags—
layers of rags and gruesome old fur jackets.

The seated old man moved his hands, in dirty darned gloves, and out of the thin air between them
bloomed abdl of colors. And birds flew out of it, white, like pigeons. They flew up, and | thought Oh Go
d, what will happen to them here? Because | hadn’t seen asingle bird or animal in the City that wasn't
stone. Not even afly. And never trees or any flowers—only those red things called Immortals.



However, the birds dissolved in light. They hadn’t been redl.
And of course, then | thought of how Argul had taken the living sparrow out of Tell’sear.
But | wasn't going to cry anymore.

The children were laughing and pointing. Little rabbits made of light were jumping around their ankles.
(Had they ever seen rabbits?) And there were some smiles from the adults, too. Even—my God—one of
the daveswas amiling. Hey!

The darker old man leaning on the pillar was giving me afunny look. The other one abruptly shouted
three very strong words.

The crowd didn’t take much notice. They didn’t know that these words weren't polite, as| hadn’t when
| first heard them.

“Tronking okk grulpdl”

Oddly, the second darker old man turned and thumped, with surprising force, the other old man on the
chest.

And the other old man roared in ahurt voice “Watch it, Mehm. She sh—"
“Then don't make ascene, man.”

| wasn't standing on the street anymore. | was floating up and up—like the magica chemicd lights
Argul’ s scientist-magician mother must have taught him how to make.

The doddering, seated old man was getting to hisfeet now. Of the three, he could have won a prize for
the disgustingness of his beard. He took sometime, too, so tiff and ungainly.

The children were clamoring for moretricks. Instead, he was handing each of them an apple baked in
toffee, from Peshamba probably. And to each adult—and dave—a Peshamban chocolate sweet in
colored paper.

Then he came grunting and hobbling over, snuffling, leering, his ghastly mucky beard flgpping, until he
stood in front of me, and | had to look up to reach his eyes.

Behind him, Mehmed and Ro dapped each other (clouds of filth rose) and guffawed. The children were
prancing and tearing chunks out of the toffee apples. The adults were wonderingly unwrapping their
swests. It broke your heart. Y ou could see they too had never been given anything very nice, and never
for free.

“Hello, Claidi-sheepy-baa,” said Argul, through his brilliant disguise, the cakes of makeup and mud and
horsehair stuck on hisface. “Got yourself inamessagain, | gather.”

“Yes, Argul.”
“Don’t cry. | never saw you cry.”
“Itstherain.”

“Ohyeah. Of course.”



In the porch of abuilding, out of the rain, we spoke so quickly to each other, asif there was no time. But
as the Peshamban CLOCK said, There stime enough for everything. (Through therain, | could see my
davesand guard, till unmoving a the edge of the square, waiting, presumably noticing metaking to this
wild old man and not knowing what went on.)

“Why did you follow me?Y ou were so angry—"

“That changed. And | didn’t trust him. So. It took awhile to get here. He d talked alot about his perfect
City and glorious Wolf Tower. Cant missit, can you.? What an eyesore. Wolvesaren't like that.”

“No... What arethey like?’

Helaughed. “ Still Claidi. They're brave and loyd. They fight when they haveto, or they don’t fight. They
like each other and gtick together. Hulta. That’ swolves.”

“Argul-”
“I saw you ditched your guard. If we just walk dowly, maybe—"

“No, I've thought about dl that. They wont let me go. If | got away, they’ d come after. It’ stheir rotten
Law.”

“We have to take the chance. I’ ve brought Sirree. Y es, she' swell. She missed you.”
“I missed her. Oh, Sirree...”

| stood gazing at thisdirty wreck who was HIM.

In the holes and tatters of hisshirt, | saw the glass charm winking.
“I can't, Argul. Itstoo dangerous.”

“Chicken.”

“I am. And for you, too. | don’t want you to get hurt.”

He put his hand up over the charm, “ See this?’ he asked.

“Yes, | remember.”

“Remember | looked at it when you were in the Sheeper chariot?’
“yes”

“It tellsmethings. My mothe—she said if ever | saw... if | saw awoman who meant something to
me—" He stopped.

He was embarrassed. Here, in the middle of al this. I looked down, to give him a chance. And he said,
“The suff in the bulb, that you think looks like glass, isachemical. It reactsif Z do. | mean, if thefeding
isred. And it doesreact, Claidi.” He dipped the charm-that-wasn't off and held it in hishand, and | saw
the glass-that-wasn’t turn cloudy, and then akind of movement happened insde. That wasdl. But it was
lovel waslooking .

| thought how Mehmed had whooped when he leaned over and saw it too and threw aknife and caught
itin histesth.



“Argul, | daren’'t go with you. I mean, | do want to—"
“Y ou' ve said this before. Look what happened.”
“Doyou know” | asked him, “about the Law?’

“Yes. Wereforeigners, they can gripeto us. | know' al of it and it s—" Hesaid aword | hadn’t ever
heard before.

“Well,” | fatered, “then you see—"

“Claidi,” said Argul. “Do you redly bdieve two Dicerolling about and some old books of rubbish can tell
awhole city to livelikethis, in terror? Y ou saw those kids over there. And the rest of them. Dice aren’t
wicked. Books aren’t. People can be. People caused this”

Something clicked in my mind. | can’t describeit any other way. | stood speechless.

“Cladi—"’

“Wait... just amoment—oh—"

And he did wait. He likes me, too. He thinks | have aright to scrabble around, trying to think for myself.
Then | spoketo him very fast. Helistened.

When I’d finished, he said, “Claidi, | wish youwereafodl. It'd be easier.”

The kids were playing games on the grey square despite the rain—running about and screaming with joy.
The adults, mouthsfull of chocolate, didn't stop them.

Oh, I can see now why Nemian went mad and played about so much when he got out of this place.
| fed sorry for Nemian, and his exquisite moon-wife.

Mehmed and Ro were standing near in the rain, wet and nosy.

“All right,” Argul saidtome. “Try. But if not—"

| shook my head.

Then he caught me and kissed me. Through that beard. And even so... (They jeered, whistled, called
out “Hulta chural” Which means L eaders sweetheart. That wasfar away. They fdll silent, tired.)

I”m writing thisnow in such ahurry. | saw lovein the*“glasscharm.” Y ou could missit so eadily. Yet its
S0 vadt. Itsmiraculous. Just like how | found him, walking into that square, asif | had to.

And evenif | fall tonight, if | die, I'll have that kissto keep.

Itisn't like being scalded. Itslike having wings.

FIREWORKS

When | met Ironel in the Room, a midday, she looked me over and immediately said, “I don’t remember
thet ring.”

“My mother, Twilight Star, left it for me. Princess Jizaniapassed it on.”



“Isit adiamond? What a barbaric setting. But, | likeit. Itslike... astar. How fitting.”
“Thank you.”
“Shemust haveloved you,” said Irond regretfully.

| don’t know if shedid, or evenif shewas caled Twilight. Argul gave me the ring, which the Peshambans
returned to him. And he doesloveme. And | know. (And thering belonged to his mother, so itsamost
not alie)

| watched very carefully asIrond did the noon reading and spoke more awful Law I’ m not even going to
put down.

Leaving for that walk, I’ d been praying Ironel would continue doing thisfor along time. Now, asthe
business ended, | said, “Madam, you should go back to bed. Y ou look soill.”

Shedidn’t. Shelooked repulsively hedthy in her iron-old way.

And she narrowed her eyesat me.

“Dol, Claidissa? Indeed.”

“Asyou say, madam, you' ve trained mefor this. It smy job now. I [l take over.”

Remember how | described the aligators? Those great long mouths of teeth? Wdll, that was how she
smiled. Her mouth seemed to undo her facein two pieces. And her poisonous eyes were bright.

“Ah, Claidissa. That would be kind. Two or three daysin my bed—that should set me up again. And
yes, you re so wise now in the reading of the Law. After dl. Perhaps| needn’t return.”

| hadn’t been sure. | mean, it was only about an hour ago I’ d redlly thought of it. And even if | wasright,
thismight still be some plan of hersto hurt me. It was achance | was going to take.

The same aswhen | shouted at the “bandits’ that I’ d bite off anose beforel’d givein. | won't be
stopped. Not anymore.

| bowed low to her.

“I think, lady, I'll just stay herein the holy Room. Make mysdf more familiar with the wonderful books
and things”

“Do, Claidissa.” Then shedid up her face again. She said, her voice suddenly hollow and ancient, “I’'ve
waited so many yearsfor thishour.”

And she turned and stalked out, her cane rapping Tike shots on the floor.
One huge wave of panic.
| ignored it. Sometimesitsal you can do.

“ThisRoomisfreezing,” | yakked to the nearest dave. The Room wasn't. If anything, it got too hot from
the lamps. “Fetch metwo or three lighted braziers.”

After | had the braziersin, burning away roastingly, | sent the daves out. | had about seven hours until



sunset. Andif | was truly successful about this, some extra hours until midnight.

Would she suddenly come back, “Oh I’'m so much better!”? Somehow | redly didn’t think so. She'd
had enough of this, after fifty years. And that means she must have had enough of hersdlf too.

Becauseif | wasright... If | was...

She' d kept telling me I’ d mastered the Law. Well, now | would.

At the House, I"d been used to hard work. And thiswas. Climbing up the movable stepladder, getting
down al the top boxes, then the lower ones, knedling to get the lowest. Making sure | put them al back
exactly as1’d found them. Well, not quite.

Once or twice | went out into the room outside the Room, mostly to cool down. There was awindow,
and | wasfaintly surprised, because the grey day changed. The clouds went blowing off dowly down the
River. The ky turned palest blue.

That was good. | could check on sunset better.

No daves|oitered. Outside, the corridor leading to Ironel’ s gpartment was empty—almost. | could just
see my white guards rifle propped up there as he waited with my daves.

The Room was scorching. It waslike being in an oven. But | went on with my work.

When | waked into the outer room later—and the western window was starting to flush, and the sun was
actualy there, gleaming low onto the River—I had the sense to stop.

| just stood in the Room then, haughty and poised, and waited for the daves of the Law to appear.
They did, dead ontime. They couldn’t ever risk being late.
| could aready hear noisesin the egg-cup things that held the Dice. They were warming up to spin.

Partly, I’d had alast fear she might come back simply to watch me. She hadn’t. If she had, that might
have meant I’ d been wrong. Or maybe not. I’ ll never know about Irondl, or Jizania, cometo that. Maybe
they felt they couldn’t change but knew that, in choosing me, they’ d selected someone who wouldn’t put
up withit, and that I’d do what | have,

| hope they thought that, for their sakes.

Thedavesfiled in, and we dl stood religioudy in proper awe.
And the Dice chugged and spun. And stopped.

Now was the moment.

| walked over and examined the Dice with care. Then | hesitated in thought. Then | went to the three old
books. | rustled about in them, peering, shaking my head. | frowned. Pompoudy | spoke.

The daveswrote everything down.

There was one difference. | gave them the numbers and the names, so they didn’'t have to look them up
in the boxes. I’ d chosen these numbers and names earlier. The davesdidn’t argue.



Now | can’'t evenrecdl al thethings| said. Or can1?Claidi’sLaw...

One man had to go and buy al the badly made pots some woman had been making and tell her they
were fantastic. And another man had to go and light al the candlesin his house and then ask dl his
friendsto dinner. And then they had to ask him back.

| told awoman that she must fal inlove, | remember that. And six separate families| told to dresstheir
children in loose clothes and then play with them.

| told two men to leave the City and buy plants, and some animals, and bring them back and let people
see and ook after them. And another couple to organize away of making gardens and orchards.

Two or three were ordered to find something redlly funny and laugh at it.

Not that brilliant, | admit. But the Law that sunset was no more stupid than it had been before, and it
might not do so much harm.

No one chdlenged me. The daves went doping off with the orders, and when they were gone, | shut the
door of the Room again and finished my work.

Seemsto me, I'll often dream about it: Carrying dl those black boxesto the braziers and tipping in dl the
cards with names and numbers, and watching them burn so brightly and then vanish forever.

Or maybe I’'ll dream more about all the pages| tore, every single one, from the precious books, the only
onesin the City—asIronel had kept on telling me. Page after page of tough parchment, which sometimes
burned with aweird brown flame.

Sparks flew up to the ceiling, like Argul’ s magic, or the Peshambans CLOCK.

My arms and back ached. My throat was sore and my eyes were smarting from smoke.
| was hungry too, athough not very.

Findly, it wasfinished. And then | did the very last thing.

| took aburning wick inits holder out of one of the lamps and carried it over to the Dice. And carefully
and thoroughly, | burned off every number painted on them, until each of the sixteen Sdeswasjust a
smudge. They could spin dl they liked. It wouldn’t mean athing.

Then | burned a message in the black wall, burned it so it went white and was easy to see and hard to get
rid of.

Itsad:

Thisisthe Law of the Wolf Tower: Thereisto he no MORE Law.
Under which | wrote my name: Claidissa Sar .

Then | thought, WHAT HAVE | DONE???

Butit wastoo late. So | picked up my gold bag with thisbook in it, and ten ink pencils and pen-things
I’d stolen from the Tower, left the Room and the other room and walked down the corridor. My daves
were at the end as dways, and the guard in white with therifle. | had the fedling they’ d al been adeep.

It was full night. The windows were black, but | could see stars over the City.



| knew the way to the nearest lifter. The daves and guard padded with me. Actudly, there were seven
daves now. Increased, no doubt, because I'd read the Dice.

“I think I'll take aquick walk beforethe midnight Law,” | chattily told them. Sowedl piled in thelifter
and down we jumbled to the ground floor.

When we got to the quite smal door by which | usualy went out, some odd sounds were ringing over the
City.

The davesdidn’t do anything, but the guard took firm hold of hisrifle.

“Itsdl right,” | said to him. “Its only music, and someone Singing.”

Had | told someone to sSing? Probably.

Elsawhere, barking—dogs? I’ d never known there were dogs here. And then laughter, quite alot of it.
Many windows seemed dight. Or brighter, warmer. Something.

| said loudly to the seven daves, “ Y ou Stay there, please. Sit down. Y ou should relax.” Andthey satina
row on a bench by the door. Then | said to the guard, “I’ ve dways so admired that rifle. May | look at
it?” And thefool gawked at me and then handed therifleto me. | was Wolf’'s Paw, wasn't 1?1 could
have what | wanted.

Theriflewasn't with mefor long, though. | turned and gaveit to Argul, who was now standing there just
beyond the doorway, as arranged.

“Y ou took your time, Claidibagbaa.”

“I warned you. It took ages.”

“You'reready now?’

“yYes”

Argul’ sdisguise was gone. Helooked. .. therewasn’t time to look.

Argul pushed the guard quite gently back into the Wolf Tower. The guard seemed convinced he' d wake
up inaminute.

Until Argul shut the door on him.

Ro and Mehmed were dready dragging me onto a horse— difficult in the armored City dress—but |
madeit. (And the dress split.) “ Sirree?’ | whispered, “Sirree, you are Sirreee...” And Sirree blew down
her velvet nose at me.

Then Argul was aso up on hishorse, and we wereriding so fad, like the night itsalf, al made of black
horses, racing.

| looked back once. The Tower door was still shut. Nothing seemed to be happening there.

And aswe gdloped, | glimpsed those gun-things that watched, swiveling after us—and | cowered each
time—but nothing happened there ether.

The City people had forgotten how. to think. They’ d have to remember. | hoped the daveswould



remember, too.

| tried to cdl to Argul aswe raced neck and neck through echoing caverns of stone, the hooves of the
horses sounding like hammers.

“There s4till achance... if | migudged her—Irone—achance she might just go on as she did before—"

“Can’'t hear you, Claidi,” Argul shouted back. -So | had to answer myself. Y es, there was a chance
Ironel might do that. If I'd guessed correctly, she hadn’t used the books or read the Dice for years.
She' d said any old number she thought of, and asfor the Law, she'd just been making it up. And what
she’ d made up was pretty evil. (Except for Nemian and hersel f—Ietting him marry someone he must
redlly have wanted, and sending him on aquest to fetch what Irond wanted—me.)

She was old and mad. But then again, she knew—I’d swear she did—what | was going to do. She left
me no choice. Scaring me, making me angry. Leaving me on my own in the Room. | mean, she
practicaly told me how to doit.

Even so, | longed for some sign I’d donetheright thing.

We got out of the City much more quickly than I’ d have thought possible. Perhapsits not so huge as|
believed. It had only seemed too big for me.

The garlit land rolled away, away to other places. Away to the Hulta camp, and Blurn and Teil and
Dagger, where they were, far along the River, which was only ariver. Away to somewhere where |
could keep still and breathe and be. And where | can stop bothering you, my invented friend, who's
stuck by me and helped so much.

The gtarlit land. The Waste that is't.
We paused in somethin trees on ariseto give the horses arest. (Sirree wasterrific.)

| kept asking mysdlf, Did | do theright thing? (I keep asking that, still. What do you think?) But you see,
| couldn’t stay if | had a chance of escape. And | couldn’t leave them asthey were. I’ mtrouble, as
Argul said (and as Nemian never knew). And by then, on that rise, it waswell past midnight, the time of
the Law.

Argul took my hand and shook it up and down. His armletsjangled, and for some reason we both
grinned.

“Ring not too painful 7’ he asked.

| sad, truthfully, “It fedslikeits part of my hand.”

And just then, dull thunder, aroar. | nearly screamed.

“Oh God. Argul—Argul—the city—it’ sexploded—it’ son firel”

We stared. And above, the night changed color: slver, scarlet, amber, violet, gold, and white.

It was Mehmed who said, explaining, pleased, “No, Cladi. It must be a celebration. They’re letting off
about two thousand fireworks.”



