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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


     


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


     









A NOTE: The book-bound order of these stories reverses the chronology of many of their internal events, so that someone more concerned with plot than structure might be more comfortable reading the three tales here from last to first. Also there’s an appendix that might do as an introduction for those only intermittently acquainted with some of the series’ other stories. Then again one can simply open the book and start at the beginning …


But it’s my hope that Nevèrÿon can be explored from many directions.


Samuel R. Delany, New York, 1987










The Game of Time and Pain



It is at this point, Lacan writes, that the analyst will do his work not by responding sympathetically, nor by failing to respond (the apathetic listener). He has to replace the mode of the voice and the ear with the image, becoming, as he puts it, a ‘pure unruffled mirror.’ Coupled with his description of the ego as ‘opaque to reflection’, the use of the term ‘mirror’ cannot be overlooked. It is in the mirror that the ego is first born as an idea, and it is in the echo of the symbolic voice that it gains its identity: the analytic mirror must displace — ‘subduce’ — these ‘archaic imagos’.


JULIET FLOWER McCANNELL, Figuring Lacan
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‘No one is in the castle.’ Barefoot, the old woman squatted before her loom. (Someone had told the pig girl the pattern the woman wove was magic — though she didn’t remember who or when. Perhaps it was just a tale that went from yard to yard in the afternoon.) ‘Never has been. Never will be.’


‘I saw him,’ repeated the tall woman. With one hand she propped a full water jar on her shoulder. (Swinging by her knee, the jar hooked to her forefinger had to be empty.) ‘He was a big man. He rode a wonderfully high-stepping horse with trappings of beaten brass and braided leather. His armor was more elaborate than that of any soldier you’ve ever seen pass through this part of Nevèrÿon. He was no ordinary Imperial officer. His cloak was embroidered like the richest of lords’. He rode into the overgrown courtyard, dismounted, and went inside. I watched him from the trees.’ The jar’s shadow moved from the grass to the crumbled earth around the loom’s foot to the half-finished fabric and back. ‘You can be sure, he’s a great personage, who’ll stay up there overnight so that he can join Lord Krodar’s funeral cortege that passes here tomorrow. Why he’s not with a whole retinue, I don’t know. Someone who rides such a horse and dresses in such armor and stops at the local castle shouldn’t be traveling alone. He should have servants and guards and fine-fringed wagons — don’t you think? That’s what I’d expect — at least of someone like him, stopping there for the night.’


‘There’s no one in the castle.’ The old woman pulled up swinging shuttles, pushed one down among the threads, hooked another up through with her forefinger, completing one line to start in on the next. ‘You played among those walls and corridors when you were a girl. It was empty then. I played there when I was a child, too. No one was there. Those rooms, those halls, those stairs, those towers …’ She wrapped two threads around each other and thrust one through the warp, then tamped it with the tamping stick. ‘And you say there’s someone living in the castle … Ridiculous!’


‘Not living there. Just stopping there. For the night, no more. Why do I stand here arguing with you, old lady!’ (The pig girl saw the shuttles’ shadows dance off on the grass far faster than the swinging jar’s.) ‘There’s a man in the castle this evening — a strong, great, powerful man, who rides a fine horse and sports rich armor and wears a wonderfully worked cloak. Lord Krodar’s funeral procession will pass along the north-south highway before midday tomorrow. You just watch. The man will stay in the castle tonight, and in the morning he’ll ride down to join the procession and pay his respects to that greatest minister of Nevèrÿon. He’ll travel with them all the way to the High Court of Eagles at Kolhari. And when he rides down to meet them, he’ll pass along here. If you can look up from your work for a moment, you’ll see him!’


‘I played in the castle,’ the pig girl said. She was eleven, very serious, somewhat gawky, and held a cat in her dirty arms. ‘Castles are full of wonderful women in beautiful clothes who dance and dance with wonderful men. You give orders for impossible things to be done; and, in the castle, people run right off to do them. That’s what everybody plays in the castle. I bet that’s what he’ll play. When you play in the castle like that, it doesn’t feel empty.’ She looked at the old woman, then at the tall one. She wanted them to approve of her, but they seemed unaware she was there.


‘The castle’s empty.’ The old woman shifted her squat. ‘There’s never been anyone in it. There wasn’t anyone before. And there isn’t now.’


‘This is silly!’ The tall woman raised her chin beside the jar on her shoulder. ‘I only came to tell you a bit of gossip —’ the one by her knee swung faster — ‘and here you sit, arguing with me about something you didn’t see and I did. I mean it’s just too —’


‘The castle’s not empty!’ the pig girl blurted. ‘It’s full of lords and ladies and wet, dark dungeons where they lock their enemies up in chains and beat them and torture them and kill them horribly and they come back as monsters who run hooting through the upper halls, so that the children who followed you in all turn around and chase each other out, shrieking and scared to death!’ She giggled. ‘Look down over the banister, watch them run outside, and you can laugh yourself sick — then sneak around and hoot some more! The castle’s full of beautiful queens and handsome warriors and monsters and sorcerers —’ Here she must have squeezed the cat, for she was a strong, friendly, clumsy girl. It meowed hideously, twisting in her arms, dropped to the grass, ran from the yard and up the slope, stopped to stare back, then fled.


‘Of course it’s empty! That’s not what I mean.’ The tall woman frowned at the pig girl. ‘Really, you’re as bad as she is. I only said there’s a man there this evening. And I’m sure he’ll stay till the funeral procession passes the village tomorrow.’


‘And I say there’s no one.’ The old woman pushed her shuttles through the strings. ‘You know it as well as I do. I think it’s always been empty. Who would ever live in those drafty halls? Who would ever stay in those cramped little rooms? Think of the cleaning. Think of the furniture. Think of the work!’


‘And I have work to do!’ The tall woman shook her head. ‘I certainly haven’t time to stand here arguing with someone who can’t follow two words in a row (how do you keep your weaving straight!) and a dirty creature —’ this last was to the pig girl — ‘who dreams of queens, when she has work to do too!’ But there was a smile in with it.


The old woman, however, looked up crossly. ‘I’m doing my work!’ she declared. Strings quivered. Shuttles swung. ‘You’re the ones standing about, with your silly lies and your chatter!’


The tall woman shook her head again and, with her full and her empty pitchers, started across the yard.


The pig girl wondered if she should go after the cat, who, for all its meowing and occasional scratches, was better company than grownups. But she lingered by the loom for minutes, watching the pattern, with its greens, its beiges, its blues, extend itself, fixed and stable, line after line, behind quivering strings, aged fingers, shaking shuttles …
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His breath locked on what burned in his throat: the air he dragged in through the heat, past whatever scalding constriction, woke him, rasping, choking, roaring. He opened his eyes in blackness, while a clutch in his stomach muscles jerked him to sit — which hurt! He thrust a hand down, grasped wet fur. Astonishingly warm, the air slid so slowly into his loud lungs. Water dribbled his cheek, his back, his forearm.


It was incredibly hot in the dark. At his breath’s painful height, he tried to push the air out; it leaked loudly from his gaping mouth, only a little faster than it had come in; only a little quieter.


Seconds later (it seemed minutes), he began to drag in the next chestful, dreading it even as he felt the constriction loosen. In his sleep, he’d urped some little stomach juices that, rolling into the wrong pipe, had stung his throat to spasm.


He tasted the acids at the back of his tongue, felt them burning deep down.


What ran on him was sweat.


And the small stone room in which he’d chosen to sleep (there’d been a bed, for one thing) had grown hugely hot.


He moved one leg over the fur throw he’d spread on the boards: the fur was drenched. Momentarily he wondered whether, in his infernal sleep, he’d spilled his urine. But no. It was only perspiration. As he stood up, bare feet on stone, it trickled his flank, his buttock. He rasped out one more breath, got in another, loud as a dying man’s gargle: the air came a little more easily …


He took a lurching step in darkness toward where he remembered the window. Pushing out, he felt rock. He moved over, pushed again, felt rock again; moved and pushed once more; wood swung —


The sliver of moonlight at the plank’s edge became a slab of silver: the shutter banged back.


He blinked.


(When he’d gone to sleep, it had been open, the moon down. Some breeze at moonrise must have blown it to.)


The air — from what was probably the warmest summer night — hit like springwater. It made him cough. For moments, he thought he would choke again. But in another minute his breath, though still labored, made only the normal roar between his lips, the usual whisper in his nasal cave.


Leaning naked on beveled rock, he looked down.


From its greenery (olive under the moon) a tree thrust out a dead branch. Below it lay a pool, rimmed with bricks whose pattern had been obscured here and warped there by grass tufts and roots. Above scummed water, a single owl (or bat) darted down and up and down, so that ripples rilled among the leaves and algae. Sweat on his lashes tickled into his eyes: he blinked. And twigs, ripples, and the lines between bricks seemed a tangled loom, with the mad shuttle of a bat (or owl) swooping through.


He turned to the sweltering room. Either side of his shadow, moonlight dusted the stone. Heat again was against his face. Air from the window chilled his back. How had the room gotten so hot?


In the corner lay his pack (from which he’d taken the fur), open, spilling the funeral gifts. His sword in its sheath lay on the floor. There was his helmet, his gauntlets, his grieves.


On the rumpled fur was a black blotch where his sweat, neck to knee, had soaked it.


Another drop trickled his calf.


Taking one more breath of stifling air, he crossed the chamber, stopping to feel the fur. To lie on that again would be like crawling into wet rags. Besides, though he was a vital man, he was no longer a young one: he was of an age when to interrupt a night’s sleep was to end it.


At the door, he lifted the locking plank and leaned it on the wall. The rock was hot — almost too hot to touch! As he pulled one and another doorplank free, again he wondered how the little tower room he’d picked to sleep in could, on a summer night, become such a furnace.


As the third came loose, a cross breeze started. He shivered, naked, leaning the board against the wall; the heat warmed his knuckles. Taking another long breath, he stepped into the hall.


Not cold, he tried to tell his body. Just a summer’s night in an abandoned ruin. He rubbed the heel of his hand down his temple: sweat came away oily on his palm. He ran his other hand over his head: his rough hair, thin on top, was usually braided in the club-like military manner at the side of his head. But it had come largely loose. His fingers, catching in it, pulled the rest free.


Starting down the steps, he put his fingers against the rock. Yes, the wall even here was warm, despite the stairwell’s cool.


He descended in darkness. Beneath his bare feet the steps were dusty and irregularly spaced. Under his hand the stones were gritty. Once he crossed a landing he vaguely remembered, before doubling around on more stairs. For the third, the fifth, the seventh time he wondered if he should return to the little room for a weapon — just a knife. Then he saw the flicker.


Something crackled.


He moved to the arch and looked around the wall.


Across the hall, in the long fireplace, flames lapped the logs. On the floor, ten feet from the hearth, a young man lay, stomach down, head on his bent arm. The hair was yellow. The face was hidden in sleep and shadow.


The big man frowned.


Again he thought of returning for a knife — though this youngster, some barbarian who’d made his way into the castle much as he had, was as naked as he. The man looked around. Why, he wondered, build such a fire in high summer? Could the night outside have grown that chill? Along the balcony the arches were dark caves. Staring as far into the corners as the firelight reached, he could see no pack.


But certainly these summer flames had started some convection in the castle’s flues, vents, and conduits that, with the rising heat, had turned the room above into an oven.


No, he decided, he did not need a weapon with this naked barbarian — unless the boy slept with a dagger beneath his belly. But, while desert men sometimes did that, it was not the barbarians’ style. As if answering the man’s thoughts, the boy snorted and rocked to his side, trying to turn on his back. (No, there was nothing under his stomach but stone.) In his sleep he scrubbed at his sparse beard, then settled on his belly again, one leg drawn up.


Among the fire’s crackles, the man heard the boy’s breath. If I had my blade, he thought, I’d only frighten him if he woke. Stepping out into the hall, he walked toward the barbarian, dropped to a squat to watch —


The hooting began high in the dark and soared up under the ceiling, to warble out within its own echo.


The man twisted to look, lost balance, and went down on one knee, catching himself on the rock floor with a fist. And the boy came awake, pushing himself up, blinking about, staring at the ceiling, at the man.


Man and boy — for the barbarian, despite his scraggly beard, was no more than sixteen — looked at each other, then at the dark.


The boy said: ‘What was that? Who are you? What are you doing here?’ and kept looking up and back; when his face came down, the fire lit one blond cheek, one blinking eye, leaving one side of his face near black.


For the length of three of the man’s slow breaths (and seven of the boy’s quick ones), flames snapped.


‘I suppose,’ the man said, after a while, ‘it was one of the local gods, ghosts, or demons that haunt these old piles.’ He regained his squat. ‘My name is Gorgik.’ (At that the boy looked over sharply.) ‘What am I doing here?’ Gorgik shrugged in the flicker. ‘Much the same as you, I’d guess. I stopped to spend the night because it was more protected than the forest; these villages are not that friendly to strangers. There’s a funeral procession due by the town tomorrow. I must ride out and join them, to go with them on to Kolhari. Since you asked, I’ve been a state minister ten years, now at the Court of Eagles, now abroad in the land. You look like you’ve heard my name …? Many have, especially among the barbarians: because many barbarians have been slaves. And I lead the council of the Child Empress Ynelgo (whose reign is just and generous) to end slavery in Nevèrÿon.’ Gorgik chuckled. ‘Some even consider me a hero for it. In parts of the land, I am known as Gorgik the Liberator.’


‘Are you?’ The boy frowned even harder.


The big man shrugged. ‘It’s a clumsy title — not one an evening’s companion should use. I thought I’d come in where I could enjoy your fire a bit more than I could back up there.’ He reached out, took the boy’s chin in his rough hand, and turned the face full to the light.


Both the boy’s eyes blinked now, close set, brown, and long-lashed. (On the man’s face, the fire lit a scar that wormed down the brown cheek into the rough beard, salted here and there.) Gorgik let the boy’s jaw go. His hand dropped back to his knee. ‘Now, you tell me who you are.’


‘Why do you look at me like that?’


The man shrugged again. ‘I was having dreams, I think. That’s what woke me. I wanted to see … But I’ve told you enough about me. Who are you? What’s your name?’


‘I’m Udrog,’ the boy said. ‘Udrog, the barbarian. Why did you build a fire here?’ He sat up now. ‘The summer night’s warm. Did it turn cold outside?’


‘I didn’t build it,’ Gorgik said. ‘You built it, Udrog — before you went to sleep. Didn’t you?’


‘No …’ Again the boy looked around the hall, then back at the flames. ‘Didn’t you light this fire, while I slept …’


Gorgik shook his head. ‘When I came in and settled down to watch you, it was already burning.’ He narrowed green eyes.


‘I have no flint for making fire,’ Udrog said. ‘Besides, it’s summer.’ The boy drew his legs under him. ‘What kind of castle is this? It has strange sounds, strange fires …’


‘There’re many strange things in the world.’ Gorgik shrugged. ‘You learn to live with them.’


The boy looked at the dark-skinned man. ‘You’re not scared?’


‘Nothing has hurt us yet. If someone wanted to harm us, it would have been easier when we both slept alone than now, when we’re both awake together.’


There was a long, long silence. Some might have called it embarrassed. During it, the man watched the boy; and the boy began to watch the way in which the man watched him. (The man saw him see.) At last, after having looked around the hall, grinned at a few things, growled at a few others, dug in his ear with his little finger, scratched at his belly with his thumb, stood up, sat down, stood up, and sat down again, Udrog let his eyes return to the man’s … and stay. ‘You just came to crouch here,’ he asked, ‘and look at me …? You’re strong.’ He let his head fall to the side. ‘Do you like to watch me … when I sleep, maybe?’


Gorgik pursed his lips a moment. ‘Yes.’


The boy blinked. Then, with the smallest smile, he said: ‘You like to do anything besides watch, now I’m awake?’


After a moment, Gorgik asked: ‘Such as?’


‘You know,’ the boy said. ‘Things together, you and me. Like we could have some fun with each other.’


‘Sometimes.’ Gorgik chuckled. ‘What things do you like?’


‘Anything. Anything you want. To have a good time, together. The two of us. You’re a big man. You’re not afraid. If we were together, you’d protect me from any monsters. Or ghosts. Or gods. I don’t mind old men, if they’re still strong and masterful. Perhaps, afterwards, you might give me a coin?’


Gorgik snorted. ‘Perhaps.’


‘And you’re not that old. I like to do it with strong men, big men. You ever fuck real rough?’


‘I have …’ Gorgik paused. Then he said: ‘Sometimes I do it so rough most men and women wouldn’t think of it as fucking.’ He smiled; and the smile became a laugh. ‘Is that what you want?’


‘Sure!’ The barbarian grinned broadly.


‘All right.’


‘In these old castles —’ Udrog leaned forward — ‘you look around; sometimes, in the cellars, you find old, broken collars that they used to chain the slaves in. I always look for them when I come to these places. Sometimes I put them on, you know? The broken ones, that you can take off again. But I didn’t find any here.’


‘Do you want to be my slave?’ Gorgik asked. ‘Would you like me to be your master?’


‘Yes!’ Udrog grinned hugely in the firelight. ‘That’s what I like to do!’


Once more Gorgik hesitated. Then, in a motion, he stood. Wait here.’ He turned and started for the arch. ‘I’ll be back.’


‘Where are you going?’


‘Just wait.’


‘Don’t go away too long!’ Udrog called. ‘It’s scary here!’


But Gorgik was out into the corridor and, a moment later, climbing the black stair. Again in the dark, he wondered at this encounter. He’d had them before. But this barbaric directness was both uncommon and intriguing. Besides, such meetings were rare with someone this young; when they happened, they both surprised and pleased.


Now and again his hand touched the wall — yes, and here, where he was almost certainly just behind the fireplace, the stones were hot. It must have been the oddly unauthored fire, working through the castle’s conduits (set up to warm the room in winter …?) that, now it was summer, had caused the overheating.


When he reached the door, the warmth came out to brush his belly, his chin, his knees.


Moonlight still lay on the floor. But the moon itself had moved so that it took him a minute to be sure nothing had been touched. Though the shadows had all shifted, helmet, grieves, sword, and sack were where he’d left them.


He stepped into the hot chamber, went to squat before his pack, reached in, pulled back this, moved aside that. Yes, his own flint was still wedged toward the bag’s bottom, wrapped in oily wadding. Gorgik drew out the hinged metal semicircles — the slave collar Udrog had described. Holding it in one hand, he stood, turned, and, with his free hand, pulled the fur throw from the bed — yes, the intense heat had almost dried it.


The rug over his shoulder, he started for the door, then glanced at his sword.


No. What he had was enough. But, when he was outside (he’d begun to sweat; already the corridor that, before, had been warm seemed chill), he put the fur and the slave collar down to pull one plank, then the other, into the doorframe — not evenly and tightly: he lay one diagonally across the entrance and another loosely the other way. A third he barely balanced against them so that, if any but the most careful person moved it, all would topple loudly.


He picked up the fur and the collar and went back down the steps.


‘You were gone so long.’ Udrog sat on the hearth’s edge at the side where the flames were lowest, holding one foot and rubbing the other. ‘I was frightened. Where did you —?’


‘There.’ Gorgik tossed the rug down. ‘We can lie on that. You are my slave now. Come here.’


The boy gazed at the iron Gorgik held out. The boy’s lips parted slightly; his eyelids closed — slightly. He came forward, on his knees, raised his chin, and rested one hand on Gorgik’s naked thigh. ‘Yes, master … !’


Gorgik closed the collar around his neck.


‘Tie me up if you want,’ Udrog said. ‘I like that, too. Maybe if you go looking again, you can find some rope. Sometimes they even have chains in these places —’


‘You’re my slave,’ Gorgik said. ‘You do what I say now. At least for a while.’ He sat down on the rug and put his arm around the boy’s shoulder, pulling him, first gently, then roughly over. ‘What I want you to do is be quiet.’


‘What are you going to do?’ the boy asked.


‘Tell you a story.’


Udrog frowned. ‘I think it would be good if you tied me up. Then you could beat me. Hard. I don’t mind if it’s hard … I’ll let you know if it hurts too much. Though sometimes I even pretend it’s too hard when it’s not. So you don’t even have to stop then …’ When Gorgik was silent, the boy suddenly pushed away over the rug. He put his hand up to feel the iron. ‘This is really bad, isn’t it? This stuff we do.’ He sucked his teeth, shook his head, looked around. ‘I don’t know why I do it. But you like it too, don’t you? I just wish it wasn’t so scary, here. But maybe that will make it better? This fur, it smells like you sweated in it a lot.’ He lowered his face to plow his chin through, then sat up again. ‘I like that. You didn’t build the fire —?’


‘Be quiet, slave!’ Gorgik’s voice was loud enough to make the boy start. ‘Come here. And listen! I want to tell you something. So lie against me here and be still.’
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We pause before this tale within a tale within a tale — to tell another tale.


We’ll talk awhile of Udrog.


The young barbarian was confused, you see, about certain things — although he was clear enough about certain others.


Economic upheavals in Nevèrÿon, of which the abolition of slavery by proclamation of the Child Empress Ynelgo half a dozen years before was only the most recent, had commenced much movement in the land.


Once fear of slavers was gone from the highways and backroads of Nevèrÿon, more and more folk from the southern forests and the northern mountains and the western deserts had begun to make their way to the cities. And those in the cities with money, imagination, and industry had begun to take their primitive industrial knowledge out into the country to see what profit and speculation were to be had. Motion from margin to center, from center to margin was constant — till, in a handful of years, it had altered Nevèrÿon’s whole notion of margin and center. New margins had been created, which, today, like cracks between the more stable parts of the social engine, worked from the back alleys of the great port cities, such as Vinelet and Kolhari, to the waterfront refuse pits of fishing villages on the coast and quarrying towns off the river, such as Enoch and Ka’hesh. Now and again a margin passed right through some ancient castle abandoned to its demons, ghosts, and gods by an aristocracy who had moved on to be absorbed by the more lively, more energetic, and finally more profitable middle classes.


These margins were often left to those like Udrog.


Udrog’s personal history was common enough for such a boy. When he was six, his father had died in a hunting accident. Always sickly, his mother had passed away a year later from a fever. For most of the next year he was a ward of his small barbarian tribe — a possible but not a pleasant life for a child.


The man who’d provided most of Udrog’s (very irregular) material care had beat the boy and cuffed him and had generally abused him far too much and been far too sparing with the affections which are all that, at last, can heal such abuse. The man had been ailing and, himself, finally died. The woman who next took Udrog into her family was kind and caring enough, even if she’d had too many brats from various relatives already foisted off on her. There were two older children who liked to take Udrog off into the woods, where the three of them would play games in which they tied each other up and pretended to beat each other and cuffed each other, games that now and again had an overtly sexual side — perhaps the older children’s early lives had been similar to Udrog’s. But reducing to play what once had been true torture gave them — the two girls and the younger boy — a power over the mists of pain that was all memory had left (at least to Udrog) of childhood. After the first time, he never objected — indeed, now and again he nagged the girls to go off with him and do it again. Perhaps they could even bring some of the older boys …? By the time he was ten, the tribe was only a third the size it had been four years before — because a village fifty stades to the east had grown, with northern monies, into a sizable town. The woman was living with another man now, kind enough in his way, but who had brought with him children of his own.


Too many children altogether, certainly.


Some of them must go out to work.


Some must go off to one town.


Some must go off to another.


There was still another, where a friend of a friend had said there was at least a promise of a job.


Could the boy travel the way alone? Well, whether he could or not, there was nothing else for it.


By the time he was twelve, spending more time between towns than in them, Udrog had entered those margins along which he was to travel for, really, the rest of his life.


In many ways they provided quite an adventure; they spanned far more of Nevèrÿon than most of his people ever saw.


They took him from country to city. They took him from desert to forest. They took him from great breweries to share-cropping combines to tanning troughs to construction sites — seldom as a worker, at least for more than a day or so, but as someone who lived off what spilled into the marginal track — now in the fields and woods, now in the cities and villages.


Among the sexual encounters with adults (almost all of them men) that plague, pleasure, and — perhaps — heal as many such lost children as they harm (for it is not hard to be kind to those who provide pleasure; and kindness must often do for those who lack all love), there were, now and again, those who wanted to collar and chain him.


‘No way!’ Udrog had protested.


And was surprised when his protests were, generally, heeded.


Then, of course, there was the man who suggested as an alternative: ‘Well, will you chain and collar me!’


That was certainly more feasible.


Only thirteen, Udrog had done it — and had recognized in the shaking, moaning body beneath his juvenile assault a naked pleasure, which made the boy (as he hit and cursed and labored) pant, sweat, burn toward an astonishing release that left him, in dazed identification, as drained as his adult ‘slave.’ For three days Udrog tried to tell himself what he’d experienced was the pleasure of the born, sexual master.


But desire, looked on that closely, even by a child, shows too clearly its obsessive outlines.


He had recognized what he’d seen.


When men asked to abuse him, he still said no — sometimes.


But when he met some man who, to his sexual interest, projected a certain calm and ease, a certain reassurance, a certain solidity and common sense, it was Udrog who now asked, more and more frequently, more and more quickly, to be bound and beaten.


Often they said yes.


Often Udrog enjoyed it.


It was only a game, he told himself. But in his limited lane of petty thefts and minor pillagings, of irregular hunger and regular isolation, of surprising kindnesses from a woman hoeing an orchard or a man driving a chicken cart (kindnesses he quickly learned he must always demand from everyone he met, yet never expect from anyone he asked of — because as easily he might receive a blow, or a hurled stone, or shouts and curses from people who wished to drive him away), it was the only game that gave him intense, if inconstant, pleasure, over which, by asking, he had at least some power.


A young person who lives his or her life within such margins soon seems astonishingly, even tragically — or (depending how much we value, or desire, innocence) immorally — precocious to the more socially central of us. Yet the children who have amazed us with their precocity often turn out, at the same time, to be wholly incapable of taking advantage of the simplest social forms or institutions — at least if those institutions lie or lead anywhere outside the marginal.


We need no more detail how, by age fourteen, Udrog had learned that the root of his passions thrust directly through what was, after all, one of the more common perversions in a Nevèrÿon so recently awakened from a troubling dream of slaves. We need not specify all the encounters over the next year that familiarized him with acts and activities that remain incomprehensible to many of us much older.


But standing among cool trees with his mouth wide so that nothing might hear him breathing and his body bent along the same curve as the trunk he leaned on so that few would even see him if they passed, or ambling diagonally across a foul alley near some city market, with a bumptious lope that, as much as his light skin and yellow hair, marked him an outsider, country bred and uncivilized, a true, common, and most ordinary barbarian of the most socially unacceptable sort, the boy achieved a certain invisibility, both sylvan and urban, that protected him from the reprisals of just such people as his preferred sexual activities, now in the country, now in the town, might most have shocked.


What, most specifically and most recently, had confused Udrog was, however, this:


Days before, wandering west in the vicinity of the High Hold of fabled Ellamon, the boy had come across a campfire off the road where he’d found himself in the bushes watching, then sitting across from, finally talking to, and at last eating with, a big-bellied bandit. The man’s flank was scarred like a criminal’s or slave’s, he wore a carved peg through one ear, and one hand was missing a finger. One blind eye was a red ruin between half-closed lids, wrecked by a double scar that rose over his cheek and went on to split his brow as if the point of some uncanny blade had once lifted through his features, marking him not only with ropy lines of flesh but also with a bewildered amazement that, even as the ruptured ball had sunk away in the healing, had still not quit his face. The bandit’s talk had been distracted, full of violences that both frightened Udrog and entertained him, even as the man offered him more food, jokes, and tales of derring-do. Then, in the middle of it, the one-eyed man had begun to call himself Gorgik the Liberator, the Greatest of Her Majesty’s Ministers, and the Savior of the People.


And did the boy have anything he might wish to spare for the Liberator’s great and noble cause of helping ex-slaves establish themselves in the land?


Udrog had certainly heard of that fabled Minister, who, some years before at the time of the empress’s proclamation, had been for a while the most famous man in Nevèrÿon. Indeed, there’d even been some tale connected with Gorgik the Liberator, that the boy only half remembered, about someone with a scar — or was it a single eye?


Not that Udrog was particularly disposed to believe the bandit: he had the distinct feeling that, after only a sentence or two, the man might even set on him … or would have, had Udrog been traveling with any pouch or purse or cart. (The young barbarian, like so many of Nevèrÿon’s marginals, went naked and without possessions: it was the best protection against someone’s wanting to rob you.) Nor was he disposed to contradict the one-eyed man: there was something about this bandit/Liberator’s distracted tale of soldiers spying on them from off in the woods, or troops which with a single call could be marshaled from over the hill, that spoke of madness as much as villainy.


While he finished up the piece of meat on the roasting stick the bandit had given him, Udrog thought about propositioning the gruff, ugly fellow — but decided he was too crazy.


So, suddenly, Udrog was up and off into the woods, tossing the stick behind him (‘Where are you going? to leak in the trees, ’ey? Well, then, hurry back. I have more to say to you, boy …!), swiping a jar from beside the bandit’s cart that, perhaps because it was on the man’s blind side, the bandit didn’t see.


In the woods he cracked open the seal.


The jar contained some highly fermented beer. Udrog drank as much as he could, threw the rest away, then, on a pleasingly drunken whim, snuck back to crouch in the shadows, to see what the bandit was doing: perhaps there was something more he could steal.


While, from behind leaves, twigs, and darkness, Udrog watched the scruffy madman mumbling by his fire, another cart pulled up to the clearing; some men walked along with it. They hailed the bandit and (they looked like bandits themselves) asked if they could use his flame. In the course of the monosyllabic exchanges, somehow an argument broke out.


Then the one-eyed man was up and rushing for his mule cart, doubtless for some weapon — whereupon he was stabbed and stabbed and stabbed again by one of the quietest men waiting just behind him, knife already drawn.


A real murder! thought Udrog with great gravity and some fear. Occasionally he’d come across the traces of one, so that he might say he’d seen it, boasting to other youngsters he met later in the city. But the act itself? That was rare to catch!


The murderers began to rifle the bandit’s cart, while Udrog, his drunkenness gone and a sickishness left, was torn, in his hiding place, between waiting for them to finish so he might pick over the leavings and getting out of there — when he heard another wagon!


The murderers stopped their search and fled.


From their clothes, their manners, and the caravan guards with them, the new arrivals seemed merchants or traveling businessmen. They climbed down to look at the corpse sprawled on bloody leaves in the firelight. They expressed grave shock at the heinous slaughter. They walked around and around the fire. They stared off anxiously into the trees. (One stood for a while with his worried face, unblinking and unseeing, not much farther from Udrog’s, unbreathing and unmoving, only a few leaves hanging between them, than your nose is now from your knee.) They talked with their guards and one another of the violence lingering in all the margins of Nevèrÿon today. Finally, they ordered the guards to lift the body and strap it to their wagon’s back.


But they did not kick the corpse; or beat it with a stick a few times to see if it was really dead; or immediately search the cart for anything salable; or try to flee the place as fast as possible — in short, they seemed to Udrog madder than the one-eyed man.


One merchant, who finally went to look through the bandit’s wagon, found, first, some well-wrought weapons and, a moment later, an embroidered belt. ‘I guess we have a thief here, murdered by more of the same for his booty. It must have been the men we heard moving so quickly away.’


‘Or,’ said another, stepping over to see, ‘we could have a man more important than he looks, but with the good sense not to travel these back roads wearing such ostentatious finery — much good the deception did him.’ (The next remark stayed with Udrog:) ‘For all we know, he might be some minister of state in disguise. It would be just our luck, too, to fall in on an assassination. Well take his body back to Ellamon and see if anyone there can identify him.’


They took the corpse, the mule, and much of what was in the cart away, to leave Udrog, still in the bushes (the moon had just come up), staring at the fireplace, while silver smoke rippled and raddled over the ashes.


Now, unknown to Udrog (or, indeed, to the merchants), within the walls of the High Hold of fabled Ellamon that same day, Lord Krodar, minister to the Child Empress, come to the mountain hold on the most delicate of Imperial missions, finally succumbed to a fever, which had come on the aging archon three days before. When, by nightfall, that most powerful lord was declared by his distraught doctors to be at last and truly dead, riders galloped out from the Vanar Hold toward all points of empire with the news, while, through the dark hours, servants and hired men and women worked by lamp and candle to ready six black carriages for the funeral cortege, which, with twenty-four drummers, twelve either side, would return the body first to Kolhari and the High Court of Eagles, where the Child Empress Ynelgo would join the procession, then go on to the south and Lord Krodar’s birthplace in the Garth Peninsula for the interment.


Before sunrise, the drums began to pound.


The six wagons pulled out of the Vanar Hold.


Half an hour later they rolled from the High Hold of fabled Ellamon itself.


About an hour after Udrog woke next day, he was walking at the edge of the north-south highway, hitting at the weeds leaning from the shoulder with a bit of branch and feeling very hungry, when he heard an ominous beating, growing louder and louder, like the heart of a giant about to burst from its own strength. Minutes later, the wagons and the drummers and the attendant guards moved slowly and thunderously into the slant light that, here and there, cut the violet shadows under the branches. Dawnlight caught on beaten brass ornaments set in black-lacquered wood, still showing green in the crevices from the night’s over-quick polishing.


Clearly this was the funeral procession of a great lord of state!


Thunderously, it rolled away.


Half an hour later, after taking some plums from an orchard and eating them, Udrog came back to the same orchard to ask the farmer he’d sneaked past (down at the other end of the field, fifteen minutes before) what recent news there’d been. He’d picked the poorest looking and most destitute of the three farms he’d passed from which to get both his breakfast and his information. The farmer was a man almost as marginal as Udrog: but it was the only farm at which the barbarian felt at ease.


‘Some state minister,’ the skinny man said. ‘Did you hear his funeral wagons go by? I don’t know much about it, save that he died up near Ellamon. Probably murdered by assassins on the road — that’s how they always did it in my youth. They’re taking him south to Kolhari, I guess. Now get off from here. I don’t have anything for you, boy!’


A richer farmer might have known more, might have said more, might have been more generous with food and facts. But that was the margin Udrog traveled in, felt most comfortable in.


Remembering the merchant’s remark last night about the corpse’s possible identity, what Udrog thought about it all was: the one-eyed man he’d met had not been lying! He had been a minister to the empress! The murderers had been assassins! What Udrog had taken as signs of grandiose madness in the one-eyed man had been signs of the grand itself.


And Gorgik the Liberator, Minister to Her Majesty and Savior of the People, was dead.


Last night Udrog had seen him slaughtered beside his campfire.


Today he’d seen his funeral procession pass by on the road.


Oh, certainly, Udrog was not so stupid as to tell anyone he’d seen Gorgik the Liberator (traveling in his bandit’s disguise) killed — or that he could probably identify the killers if it came to that. In times like these, such information could get you thrown into a dungeon somewhere. Still, the whole incident rather pleased him, as if he’d had a private and privileged experience that allied him to the larger world’s controlling scheme.


Later that morning Udrog was lucky enough to beg a ride on a fast horse at the back of the saddle of a private messenger, galloping along certain back roads with information a wealthy Ellamon importer needed to send hurriedly to one of his suppliers in the south. A good-hearted, hard-riding fellow, the messenger might have dispelled Udrog’s confusion. But it never occurred to the boy to ask. And the man did not offer much in the way of conversation to the scruffy, itinerant barbarian. Still, the day’s gallop was fun, if tiring. The messenger gave him an iron coin at the end of it (with which the boy bought a meal one village over) and sent him on. And they’d passed ahead of the funeral procession, anyway — though they hadn’t actually seen it, for they were not taking the main highway. And the funeral caravan went slowly, stopping at each small town for a respectful hour or two while the more curious inhabitants came out to stare at the milling soldiers, at the sweating drummers, at the entourage of red-robed aristocrats who traveled with them, while whatever lingering aristocracy (or just the very rich) who wished to join them came down on their horses or in their closed funeral wagons to ride on with the procession to Kolhari and into the Garth.


These mangled facts, then, were what the naked Udrog had carried with him into the ruined castle that evening when he decided to rest.


When he awoke in the ancient hall, it was not only the sounds and the fire and the naked man, squatting by him, watching, that were strange. The strangest thing was that the naked man claimed to be someone Udrog himself had seen murdered beside a campfire a night back; and, that morning, the boy had seen his drumming funeral cortege roll past. Udrog was sure the big man was lying to him. Everyone lied in sexual situations. (Certainly Udrog did, whenever possible.) But, so far, the lie, if strange, seemed harmless — since Udrog knew the truth.


This more or less marks the extent of Udrog’s confusion. But there are still things to say of that about which the boy was clear.


When, by the roadside campfire, the one-eyed bandit had claimed to be Gorgik the Liberator, from the first exchanges between them Udrog had observed signs of madness, deceit, and danger numerous enough to make him wary and watchful for the rest of the night — however he’d later re-read them beside the loud procession of the dead as signs of greatness, nobility, and power. Those signs, indeed, were why he had not propositioned the bandit. And the night’s violence had only confirmed the rightness of his intuition.


When, by the castle fire, this man claimed to be Gorgik the Liberator, from the first exchanges between them Udrog had observed no such signs at all. He’d heard no halts, over-excitements, and sudden uncertainties. The strangenesses, the oddities, the blatant contradictions with what Udrog believed to be the case all seemed, somehow, within the firelit summer stones, too abstract to act on — although Udrog was quite ready to dismiss the entire ruling class of Nevèrÿon as mad, or at least very different from himself. These oddities puzzled him, yes, as, finally, so much in the world puzzled; but they were not decipherable signs with clear warnings of danger he could read, comprehend, and respond to with proper care and precaution.


So, in the way a child will accept a judgment of the unknown from an adult who at least seems sane, Udrog tried to accept these.


In the same way that, had something about this man caused Udrog to feel wary and suspicious, no abstract reassurance or intellectual explanation could have swayed the boy’s action and observation from what he felt was the right concern for such a case, so, as this man’s manner and bearing made Udrog feel safe and protected despite all contradictions with the world around, nothing moved the boy toward the poise-for-flight, the suspension of desire that might have seemed, given his confusion, more appropriate.


Udrog had already followed his sexual whims through many situations that would have been more than strange enough to deter, with our greater age and wisdom, you and me.


Thus he followed them here.


The desired collar had been produced.


But with the impatience of a child before his own lusts, he wished the deed begun and done quickly. The prospect of more talk introduced only another contradiction.


Udrog lay beside the big man, listening impatiently, quiet through the tale, but only because Gorgik was bigger and stronger than he, if not, for the moment, his master.
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They lay on the fur rug, the boy in the slave collar, the man beside him, watching the ceiling beams, which the fire, flickering lower and lower, lit less and less.


‘Odd, even tonight: the man whose corpse comes toward this town, whose funeral I go tomorrow to join with full honor and respect, was once my greatest enemy. How many times, in the early years, when I was abroad in the land, not much better than a bandit, when my tactics and campaigns and strategies were about to fall before the impossibility of my enterprise, was it his face I dreamed of striking, his heart I hoped to hack out, his body I tingled to torture, till, mewling and weeping, he went down, down, down into death! For he was already a minister, with all the weight of birth and tradition behind him, in support of Nevèrÿon’s most conservative policy as regards the institution I’d sworn to destroy. By the time I was called to court as a minister myself, we’d already had a dozen encounters, some of them cool and reasoned — some of them near mortal. But now, as I came within the walls of the council room with a voice and a vote and at last the title of equal, my enemy was suddenly my teacher, my critic, my exemplar. He was the mirror I had to look into to learn what I was to do. Only by searching among his could I find what had to become my strategies; for he was a man — I admit it — far more skilled in the ways of state, diplomacy, and government than I. It was he I had to imitate if I would win the day. I was now a minister, a man sworn to end, by political means, what I had not been able to end by military might:


‘I would make the Court of Eagles, with the Child Empress speaking for it, end slavery in Nevèrÿon. I knew it could be done. But doing it? In the real world of hunger and thirst, sorrow and joy, labor and leisure, it’s hard to imagine the intricacies of power that make the law move, that make its enforcement possible, that make a mandate from the empress — “Slavery is now ended in Nevèrÿon!” — more than words muttered by a madwoman on a foggy field.


‘To learn, then, I had to turn to a man, a minister, and a politician, dead today, who, for all his skill, was then still nameless to half the country — whose anonymity, in fact, was half his might.


‘He hated me.


‘I hated him …


‘It’s strange, Udrog, to feel the clear and cloven boundary between you and all you’ve ever stood against break away. But to win what I wanted from him, I had to become more and more like him.


‘Maybe you know it, Udrog. I was once a slave. When the Child Empress Ynelgo seized power, my parents were slaughtered; I was taken captive and sold to the empress’s obsidian mines at the foot of the Faltha Mountains. I was not far from your age now when I was left there — when the collar you wear willingly tonight was clapped and locked around my most unwilling neck. Certainly I can tell you: my first sexual interests in the collar were fixed years before that when I was perhaps — oh, five or six. In the back room of a warehouse where my father worked, once, as a child I’d come upon some two dozen slaves in their collars toward whom I’m sure I felt …? But the pause holds desire as much as it holds all my uncertainties about it. Yes, I have such memories. You have, too. We both return to them, now and again, to weave, unweave, and reweave the stories that make our lives comprehensible to us. But whatever fascination, or even partial truth, such memories hold, how useful can they be to someone who wishes to understand how his or her freedom works? How can you define the self from a time when the self was too young to understand definition? Let me speak instead of the stunned, wary, and very frightened boy who, a decade later, was a slave.


‘Who was he?


‘How did he become something other?


‘My father began as a common sailor on the Nevèrÿon coast and ended as an importer’s dispatcher at the Kolhari docks. My mother began as a porter in a market of the Spur and ended as a woman in her own house with no other work than caring for her family and supervising the barbarian girl she paid to help with cooking and cleaning. Both of them, in affluent times, took their lives far beyond childhood expectations. And since they had, they expected me to. As they had done better than their parents, they wished me to do better than they. Believe me, little man from whom, I suspect, no one has ever expected anything, such expectations — like such suspicions — are a burden.


‘I didn’t carry it. Better say I set it down each day I crossed our dockside doorstep to saunter the city’s alleys or run the Kolhari waterfront; say that I kept as far from it as I could: I befriended bad company, became a sneak thief one day and a daredevil the next. Say I hid it behind every smiling lie I told whenever a lie would suit me. Youth hurled me through a life never set, in its greater form, by anything other than laziness. Oh, I was friendly and good-natured enough; but only because friendliness and good nature were the easiest way to win the worthless goals that were all I’d set myself as I tried to avoid everything that might be called responsibility. I was only a grin and a joke and a gratuitous kindness (the only sort I’d let myself indulge) from becoming a scoundrel who, in another decade, would have inserted his scurrilities into some business venture, likely with success, but only through the adult form of the laziness that had formed the boy. Yet, by one of those chances that, searching out the inevitabilities they call history, Nevèrÿon’s masters mull over and explore for years afterward, till the exploration becomes a distortion we who lived through it can no longer recognize at all, when I was fifteen my life swerved.


‘The Dragon was struck down.


‘The Eagle was raised up.


‘My parents were slain. My father’s death I saw. My mother’s, in the other room, I heard.


‘And I was taken as a slave to those dripping, noxious pits at the Falthas’ foot, beyond all expectations now.


‘My first weeks at the mines I was shattered, numbed, even a little mad. As far as I could think at all, all I thought of was escape. But the only escapes I could imagine were magical, mystical — impractical and impossible: while we sat outside, hunched over our suppers by the barracks, one of the fabled dragons supposed to live wild on the Falthas’ upper ledges would swoop down; and, as the rest screamed and fell in terror, I’d leap on the beast’s green neck to be carried off and up to new heights of light and glory. Or, one morning when I got up from our dirty straw, everyone I looked at, slave, guard, or free farmer in the neighboring field, would cringe and crumple, unable to bear my eyes, which, in the night, had grown fatal with power, so that, simply and suddenly, I would walk away to an inanely volcanic and sunlit leisure and delight. Or, again, while I toiled in the mud and slippery rock, the air fouled by the red flares set in iron on the walls, I would start to crawl forward, down some dank, hip-high passageway, into the dark, while the space narrowed and narrowed; yet somehow it never ended or became too low to wriggle forward; and, after hours, days, weeks of inching through sweaty black, I’d emerge in a wide and wondershot meadow where the sun was cool as autumn and the stars as warm as summer, a land of wholly inverted values where the very sign of my servitude, the iron at my neck, would be taken by all I met as a symbol of transcendent freedom.


‘But the extravagance of these fancies was balanced — overweighted, bowed, and bound down — by what had been numbed, deadened, all but killed in me by capture. Everything that allowed thought to become word, idea to become act, or plan to become practice had been shocked, stunned, petrified. I was no more capable of fixing a real plan toward freedom, or of making a move to implement it, than I was of flying into the sky, killing with a glance, or crawling under a mountain. All possibility of praxis had, thanks to that random seizure, died. What did those around me see, guards, foremen, and my fellow slaves, when they looked over? After the first months, when the shock of my circumstances had settled, what they saw was a good-natured fellow just sixteen, moving on toward seventeen, who now or again would lie or steal to better some side of his indenture, who now and again might indulge a gratuitous kindness equally to slave or guard. (One such — food I swiped from an overfat foreman to give to a boy only months newer to the mines than I and harassed by the guards for his jokes and high spirits — precipitated a riot and gained me this scar. In the confusion, a guard flung a pickax at me; the point caught my forehead and tore on down my cheek. I’d wanted to help the boy because he amused me in a place where very little made you grin. I was mauled because the guards had already decided such spirit as his might be a point around which rebellion could gather; and all who took to him were marked. The lesson was that, when you are oppressed, your acts, even if gratuitous, must not only be, but must seem, aimless, random, purposeless — so that reprisals don’t fall on whomever you’d help: afterward the boy was transferred to the worst and most murderous mining division.) But all my actions, however they were interpreted, were only done to alleviate the tension and discomfort of the moment; I was to cowed even to consider the linkage moment makes with moment to create the history that, despite our masters, is never inevitable, only more or less negotiable. Through it all, though now and then I had hours of equally gratuitous anger, there was no bit of rebellion. What rebels had been all but slain in me; and all my labor, all my jokes, all my banter with those around me, in the pits, at the barracks, or in the journey between, were simple — even mechanical — habit, left over from my life before; habit that only aped a certain liveliness, while the self which gives life meaning had been banished from my body. What they saw, I’m telling you, Udrog, was the perfect slave. They saw it because, during the height of my freedom, loose among Kolhari’s docks and at large among her side streets, I had been already so near the debased creation all political power yearns to turn its subjects into that my new condition made (my masters wanted me to believe in order to control me; and I wanted to believe in order to survive their control) no difference.


‘What did I think at the time?


‘I was intact. Only circumstances had changed.


‘Ha!


‘I think it was three months above a year after my capture that the lords came to the mines. But it could have been six months more — or six months less.


‘What I remember, at any rate, is this:


‘One afternoon rain brought us back from the flooded pits an hour early. Ivory clouds were piled around the ragged Falthas. The piney escarpments in the late light were black as the heaped chips we hauled from the obsidian tunnels after we cut the larger blocks and slabs. Copper smeared the west with red, as evening scratched the sky to blood. Crossing the leaf-strewn barracks yard, I’d stopped to look down at myself in one of the puddles that joined another with a silver ribbon across black earth while the water threw back the burning day — when the foreman bawled: “You there! I want you over at the south barracks! And you too — yes, and you!”


‘Confused, I started toward where I’d been directed, along with half a dozen others who’d been picked from among the tired men returning from the pit to our quarters.


‘Beside the south barracks, the seven of us milled: two wore leather clouts; the rest were naked. All were filthy — dirt to the hair and eyebrows. All of us were in our iron collars. But it was clear we’d been chosen, from among the hundred fifty miners, because we were the biggest, the strongest, the most strapping fellows in the place. And it should tell you something about the others of us that so many of the seven were as young as we were. A guard came, cursing, in among us; and, a moment later, four strange soldiers with spears and shields stepped up. (We glanced at them, then stared into other puddles and did not whisper.) One gave the order forward, and — with the soldiers at the corners of our group — we started through trees and brush to turn down a slope of tall grass, which beat wet whips against our thighs to make the dirt there mud.


‘We’d gone half a mile when I saw, beside a grove ahead, horses tethered among several wagons, while more soldiers led four or five others, stepping high at the end of their lead lines. With spears and shields another dozen Imperial guards ambled about. By one closed carriage men were raising a blue pavilion with braided fringe. Once I glimpsed some rich red cloak (passing between the common leather ones) set with so much metal and so many glittering stones my first thought was that at the center of this military show must be some mummers’ troupe, like those I’d sometimes watched as they mimicked the doings of earls and baronines back in the Kolhari market.


‘Someone shouted for us to halt.


‘Standing there on grass already muddied and worn down, I’d forgotten the guard with us, nor did I see the tall man who’d stepped up on the other side, till one called to the other, voice carrying over us as if we were not there: “All right. We can handle them from here. We don’t need you. Leave them and go back to your barracks.” The man who spoke was tall, brown, and stood easily on the wet slope. I looked at his sandals, his worked metal belt, and the half-dozen neck chains from various government orders hanging, bronze and copper, over his blouse. Edged with fur, his cloak had fallen forward over one shoulder. This was no mummer miming with theatrical exaggeration the image our debased populace carries of Nevèrÿon’s nobility. Here was a noble himself! “Thank you, my man — in the name of the empress, whose reign is grand and gracious.” The lord raised his hand to touch the back of his fist to his forehead in that traditional gesture of respect, which, as he performed it, became the merest relief of the tiniest irritation, practically unfelt — he brushed it away that quickly!


“‘Yes, sir!” The guard looked astonished and uncomfortable and dumb at once. He was squat and strong, with a heavy lower lip, a leather clout sewn up with thongs, and a club hanging at his hip. He had stolen my supper three times, had nearly broken that club across my calves twice, and had stood laughing over me when I’d lain bleeding from that pickax flung by another guard he counted as his friend. He was almost as dirty as we were. “Of course — yes. You’ll be all right with them, My Lord? Well, sure, if you say so, sir. Right, sir. Right.” Then, as if struck by gross memory, he smashed the back of his fist against his forehead. “The empress …!” bowing, backing, barefoot, up the slope, he beat his head again. “Yes, the empress, whose reign —” He almost tripped. And fisted his forehead once more. “Whose reign is just and generous …!”


‘The tall lord smiled. “Come on, men. I’ll put you to work in a moment. You’ll be serving me, also Lord Anuron, and Count Jeu-Forsi — Anuron, is the big one running around in the red. You see him, down there? And the Lesser Lady Esulla rides with us. I doubt you’ll see too much of her. But she’s the reason you’re here. If she tells you to do something, jump to it. You hear me, now?” He laughed and led us into the encampment to turn us over to the caravan steward, who put some of us to work hauling tent ropes and staking down the pavilion, while others of us were told to unload the provision wagons, and still others sent to help the horses — though they had quite enough soldiers and servants for the work. But we did as we were instructed and tried to stay as unnoticed as possible among those around us who knew so much better what they were doing than we. Bewildered by our momentary transition, we had no way to question it.


‘Not till years later did I begin to learn the mix of guilt and fascination with which Nevèrÿon’s lords regarded their slaves — though it manifested itself about me for the whole of the afternoon and evening. What I did learn that day, however, was a myriad of separate facts about the nobility, whom, during the time of my freedom, I’d never seen from so close.


‘That day was the first I heard the preposterous nicknames they call one another, in parody or denial of their power: the red-cloaked Lord Anuron was Piffles to his face — and Acorn Head behind his back, even when his fellow lords were addressing his own servants. Count Jeu-Forsi was called Toad by his companions. And Fluffy, a name I overheard from time to time, now as I carried someone’s trunk across the yard, now as I came back with an armload of rope (the three young lords had stopped to talk beside two soldiers staking down the last pavilion guy), I assumed was the unseen Lesser Lady.


‘In ten minutes, I was treated to one of those tantrums all too frequent among the very, very rich: within some group of his own guards and servants Lord Anuron began to turn about, left and right, his red cloak waving, shouting in a shriller and shriller voice: “All right! You think you can dominate me? You think you run everything? Well, you don’t, you know! It’s uncivilized! I could have every one of you replaced by real slaves! Oh, and don’t you think I wouldn’t for one second! You see, I’ve already called seven of them here! So you all just better watch yourselves! I should have every single one of you whipped, whipped, whipped within an inch of your shitty little lives! No, I will not tolerate it! I will not, I tell you!” Then, quivering — between the shoulders of two soldiers, I could see the thick, strapping young man was on the verge of tears! — he turned and stalked from the encampment.


‘“I’m afraid Piffles —” the tall lord who’d met us spoke right at my ear; it startled me — “is under quite a bit of strain through here. You mustn’t mind him when he gets like that. You’ll get all too used to it in a while. Sorry.” Then, while I blinked after him, he walked away. I don’t know if I was more surprised by Lord Anuron’s outburst or by my being spoken to by another lord as if I were someone whose judgment of it mattered!


‘Over the next hour, now overhearing the guards, now the servants, now daring to exchange a quick grin and some whispers with another miner, now through some chance comment from the lords themselves, I pieced together a story as romantic as any mummers’ skit.


‘The three lords had been traveling from the western desert to the eastern shore. Stopping at a baron’s estate a few days back, they’d learned that the baron’s daughter, the Lesser Lady Esulla, was to journey in the same direction. In these days of bandits and the general dangers of travel, the baron wished to know, would the lords consent to let her wagon join their caravan? Lady Esulla had been recently widowed. The purpose of her trip was to seek a new husband. Indeed, either Lord Anuron or Count Jeu-Forsi might find an alliance with her family both honorable and profitable.


‘Most certainly they would. They’d be honored, they said. It was their privilege to ride with and offer their protection to the baron’s daughter.


‘The first three days of travel had seen a rising competitiveness between the two lords whose family connections made them acceptable husbands — Jeu-Forsi and Anuron — with more and more daring deeds of a more and more outrageous sort, now perpetrated by one, now by the other. That, in fact, was why seven strong slaves had been ordered up from the mines, as part of some entertainment for her ladyship, though the day before, when it had become clear to the lady that this stranger and stranger behavior on the part of her traveling companions was really some manic courtship rite, her response had simply been to remain within her traveling wagon throughout the day. Though that wagon, the one at the side of the clearing with the woven curtains drawn tightly across its windows, had stopped with theirs, and one or two of her servants had been in and out of it briefly (“Yes, her ladyship was well … no, she did not wish to be disturbed”), the Lesser Lady herself had not appeared — which only made the young blades that much more irritable.


‘I was wholly unclear about what entertainment we had been called to provide. But as we were set now to this job, now to that, I just assumed, whatever it was, it had been put by because of the lady’s lack of cooperation. I became as curious as anybody in the camp (as curious as I might have been had I been observing it all in a skit of countesses and thanes on the mummers’ market platform): what was going on within that silent wagon, with its drawn curtains, its red and orange designs, its closed carriage door?


‘Yet now and again, something or other would bend that interest:


‘First, I happened to step behind one of the other wagons and saw Count Jeu-Forsi, sitting on an overturned chest, knee to knee with a miner called Namyuk, who’d been captured three years before by slavers on some back road in the south. The count was drinking from a cider jug and was already drunk. “You must let me touch it. Let me. Let me, I say. There! No, no, you can’t protest. If you do, I shall order it cut off. I can do that, you know. I just don’t understand why all of you have such big ones — even those of you who weren’t born to servitude. When the slavers go out on capturing raids, is that the first thing they look for? Now tell me, doesn’t that feel good? You must say yes. Say ‘Yes’ to me. It feels good enough when I do it to my own. ‘Yes.’ Now.” The irony is that, I’d long ago noted back at the mines, Namyuk was completely repelled by, and uninterested in, the various sexual adjustments any large group of men denied women make among themselves almost immediately. Perhaps because he was such a strong boy, he’d managed to keep almost wholly away from them. (As soon as I’d realized they were flourishing about me, I was at their center.) Often that takes a show of violence. But there was no violence possible here. Namyuk glanced up at me with a dull, opened-mouth look neither of surprise nor horror nor outrage nor disgust. (He was missing some teeth.) It was simply the blank stare of the stunned. The drunken count did not see me. I’m afraid I grinned — before I stepped back out of sight. Did I have a moment of sympathy? Sadly and savagely I think I found Namyuk’s plight funny. And my real thoughts were all of the lord: so, this was the noble sot who was wooing the mysterious Lesser Lady. It seemed a bit of comic relief to heighten the drama going on in the clearing.
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