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Chapter 1


HE KNEW FROM THE FIRST that this man would know how to hurt him. He had to keep the fear secret, and he couldn’t cry no matter how much he wanted to. When he was hungry he couldn’t ask for food, when he was cold he couldn’t try to push himself closer to the fire, when he was tired he had to stay awake, when he was lonely he had to be alone. He knew from the first that he would have to be strong.


Damall’s Island rested on stone. Boulders edged the island, and rose up out of the ground in unexpected places all across it. The harbor beach was made up of stones as sharp as shells, as if a giant had brought his hammer down on the boulders, and shattered them. Some of the boulders walked out into the sea, but the waves could no more move them or beat them down than the wind and rain could. He learned to be as strong as stone.


He brought nothing with him to the island but the clothes he wore. The Damall took away his clothes and dressed him in the tied trousers and brown shirts all the boys wore. There was a pile of boots in all sizes—the soles made out of the same soft leather as their sides—for when he could not go barefooted. He didn’t know if he had brought a name with him to the island. If he had a name, the Damall took that away, too.


The Damall was master. A tall thin man, with hair as pale as the bellies of fish and eyes that glittered like the sun on water, he was the sixth Damall to be master on the island. The boys, who did not know if they were slaves or sons, obeyed the Damall. They worked the year around, to serve the Damall.


In spring, the schools of fish were netted, then spread out on the flat rocks to dry in the sun. There was the garden to turn over, and take stones from, and then plant with onions and turnips, parsnips, cabbage. In spring, the places where the wind had torn the roof tiles off, or the snow and sleet had worn them through, had to be mended. The sows, which had wintered in a shed, slunk out into the trees to give birth. They had to be found and brought back before they could eat their young. The stench of the long shuttered winter had to be washed out of the whole house.


Spring took the boys out from under the Damall’s glittering eye. When winter sleet beat down on the roof, the Damall would as soon call for the whipping box as find any other way to hurry time along. But in spring the boys scattered all over the farmstead, and it was harder for the Damall to get them.


Griff told him that the island boys had to know how to swim before they could be trusted on a fishing boat. On the first warm day in spring, a boy who couldn’t swim went out in a boat with older boys. The older boys dropped him overboard and sailed away.


The Damall watched to be sure it was done properly. The Damall sailed a boat by himself and watched from nearby.


Sometimes the boy just couldn’t learn to swim and he would sink. Most of the time the boy struggled, and learned, and swam back to the island. But sometimes a boy would be too young, or be someone who couldn’t float, and he would sink. The drowned boys were usually never seen again on the Damall’s island. Maybe, like fragments of boats that washed up onto the Damall’s shores, the drowned boys washed up on one of the other islands. There were many islands here, of all sizes, scattered close to the mainland, like swimmers trying to climb back onto solid ground.


He was afraid of the water, afraid of its cold dark deepness.


Griff told him that the boys who sank were afraid. They flailed their hands around and tried to breathe water, because they were afraid.


He said he wasn’t afraid.


It wasn’t true.


Griff woke him up one night, in the room where the littlest boys slept rolled up in blankets on the stone floor. Griff led him to a place where the shore sloped slowly down underwater. Griff showed him how to lie on the water, as if it were a floor, and then how to kick and paddle his way along the surface. Griff didn’t want him to sink, and die.


Swimming was easy, after all, even at night when the sky was as black as the sea. Swimming was like a game he could play, once Griff taught him how. Not many days later he was taken out in a boat, but he wouldn’t let the bigger boys push him into the water. He wouldn’t let them think he was frightened. Nikol wanted him to be frightened. Nikol looked over to where the Damall sat smiling in his own boat, his hair as white as the frothy tops of waves. Before he would let Nikol push him out of the boat, he stood up on its side, and balanced there, and jumped into the water, and set out swimming for the island.


He heard Nikol cry out in disappointment. He heard the Damall laughing.


That night he was the one the Damall called up, to sit at his table close to the warm fire and to eat whatever the Damall had left on his plate, which was more and better food than any of the boys got. “Nikol wanted you to drown,” the Damall said.


“Aye,” he said. It was true.


“Shall we whip him for that?”


He hated the whippings. He hated watching a whipping almost as much as he hated being whipped. The whip had a thick wooden handle and little leather tails with knots tied into them and, in some of the knots, little sharp pebbles.


“Shall we call for the whipping box?” the Damall asked. The Damall leaned close to him, leaning across the wooden table, and looked into his eyes.


To say yes meant to watch—as they must—and know that Nikol would hate him even more and look for even more ways to hurt him. To say no meant crossing the Damall’s will and making the Damall wonder if he was a weakling. He sat silent as a stone while the Damall waited impatiently, until he thought to say, “Don’t care.”


“Ach, you bore me. Get away. Get out.”


He obeyed. He hadn’t eaten, and he was hungry, but he didn’t ask to stay at the table. The Damall whipped Nikol anyway. The Damall wanted to hear Nikol’s bitter protests, and loud wailings under the whip, and Nikol’s whimperings when he pulled his clothes back on. The Damall liked to see Nikol being angry and not being able to do anything about it. The Damall liked to see Nikol being afraid and being ashamed.


He was walking back from the privies that night when a stone hit him on the mouth. Blood dripped onto his tongue. Nikol thought he could hide in the dark and throw a stone without being known, but Nikol was stupid with anger and slow with the weakness that came after a whipping. Nikol was older and bigger, but Nikol ate a mouthful of dirt before the fight was done.


Griff washed off the cut with wine stolen from the Damall’s barrel. When that stinging eased, Griff sprinkled a little of the precious salt from the Damall’s cellar onto the open wound, so it would heal clean. If the Damall had caught Griff taking wine and salt, Griff would have begged forgiveness. Griff would have been afraid and sorry and promised never to do it again. When Griff was afraid he would promise. Later, he might take the wine and salt again, and be afraid again, and promise again, and break the promise again, over and over again. Griff had the bending strength of a sapling.
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IN SUMMER, GRIFF BENT TIRELESSLY over the gardens, pulling up weeds, and tirelessly over the smokehouse fires, where hams and fish were hung along poles, and tirelessly over the oars when the wind died and the sail flapped uselessly. Griff never complained and seldom smiled.


He was like Griff, and didn’t complain, but he smiled often, and laughed, too, for no reason. He could run faster and swim farther than any other boy, after eight winters’ growth had been added to the three or four he’d brought to the island. He was handiest with the boats, and handiest with the nets, and it had been years since he had lost a fight. He was the one all the boys wanted to sail with, or work beside—all the boys except Nikol. He was the one the Damall liked best to take across the sea to the market town, the two of them sailing away at dawn, in a boat heavy laden with smoked and fresh fish, as well as barrels of the black gostas that were caught crawling around the boulders, with claws so strong they could take a boy’s finger off if he wasn’t quick. The Damall would sell first, and then buy flour with the money, or buy cloth for shirts and trousers if that was needed, or buy barrels of wine. Always they would buy as large a cone of salt as they had coins for, to add to the Damall’s saltcellar.


Once the Damall had given him a pinch of salt on top of his turnip stew. He was the only boy ever to have salt on anything.


Once the Damall took Nikol to the market town, and they bought a dagger, but the dagger wasn’t for Nikol, it was for him. The Damall gave the dagger to him, and promised to show him how to use it. But the next morning the dagger was gone from under his mattress. Nikol thought he would tell the Damall, but he didn’t.


On the Damall’s island, each boy of sixteen falls was taken to the city, and sold. The journey to the city lasted two nights away from the island. He made many of these journeys with the Damall and such a boy, from the time of his own sixth fall on the island. In the boat, the boy had his hands and feet tied, because no boy wanted to be sold as a slave, or to the mines, or to an army. The boy would ask for help to escape, or ask for pity, or ask for mercy. He never answered. He sat deaf as stone at the tiller. After the boy had been sold, he could wander around the city on his own and spend the three copper coins the Damall would give him out of the sale price of the boy. Once he spent all of his pennies on sweet cakes, which he carried back to the island wrapped up in his shirt. He gave them out among the boys, leaving none out. He felt, when he gave out pieces of sweet cake into the open hands, and the boys all looked eagerly at him—he felt clever and strong, the best of all of them.


The Damall whipped him that night, nineteen strokes. He knelt naked in the whipping box, the sharp stones digging into his knees and into the palms of his hands. The Damall whipped him until he was sorry he’d given away the sweet cakes. The boys crowded around being glad it wasn’t them in the whipping box. Griff brought seawater up from the dark when all the rest of the house was silent, to wash his back clean, and he slept on his belly for two weeks, but he never let the Damall see how much his back hurt. He laughed, ran, worked, and ate, just like always, just as if every time he moved any part of his body he didn’t feel pain as sharp as a burning branch across his back and his legs. Stones had no feeling so they knew nothing about pain, and he was a stone.


In the long purple evenings, the Damall would tell them about the treasure the Great Damall, who was the first Damall, had won from the world. The treasure was hidden on the island. “Gold coins and jewelry, silver coins and jewelry, even gemstones,” the Damall said. His voice glittered. “Diamonds, more like those stars up there than you’d think, and pearls set into necklaces and bracelets, but the best of it is the beryls. Nine beryls there were,” the Damall said. “Nine green beryls paid in ransom to the Great Damall by a Prince from the Kingdom. Years ago, when the Old Countess was a child, there was war. This was war between the Old Countess’s father and a soldier Captain, and the Captain hired a giant from the armies of the Kingdom—where all the soldiers are huge as trees, and long to die, and can’t be killed by steel or wood but only with a naked fist into the forehead, here.” He pounded his own forehead, between the eyes. “The Great Damall had captured the giant and his Prince brought ransom, to free him. This was a Prince among Princes, a Prince who might have been a King, and he sat down at the table with the Great Damall, and they ate out of the same pot, and he bought back his giant with four beryls, each one the size of my thumb.” He held up his thumb. “What’s that face for?”


He wasn’t afraid, because it was only a mistake the sixth Damall had made. “You said nine before.”


“Four beryls, nine beryls, what’s the difference. As long as one beryl remains on the island, we’re safe enough. Maybe I like to change the number. It took one beryl to buy the island from the Countess, it would take the value of one beryl to buy the island’s safety, so however many exactly there are between doesn’t matter, does it? Maybe I’m just making up a story, maybe there was no Countess who ruled the cities, and there were no beryls. Maybe there isn’t any Kingdom, either, with giant soldiers and Princes who value their soldiers at this high rate; maybe it’s all a made-up story. Nikol, do you believe in this Kingdom?”


“Naw,” Nikol said. He swaggered his shoulders. “Nobody ever went there, did they? Only someone stupid would think—”


“Then how do you explain the beryls?” the Damall asked, in a soft and dangerous voice. “If I’m stupid,” in a sharp and dangerous voice. “Who’ll bring out the whipping box?”


“Don’t, please,” Nikol said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”


“Who’s going to help Nikol take off his shirt and trousers, since he seems to be having trouble doing that?”


“Please?” Nikol cried, and he had tears going down his face. “You were telling us, about the beryls. You were telling about the treasure. Tell more,” Nikol asked.


The Damall shook his head. Four boys carried in the whipping box and set it into place. Two boys were pulling Nikol’s shirt over his head and he struggled to pull it back down.


“Tell about the pirates,” Nikol cried. “The pirates and the treasure and the fifth Damall.”


The Damall shook his head. He reached down for the whip and shook out its arms.


“But you were telling us!” Nikol screamed. “Please don’t—I didn’t—I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” He clutched the top of his trousers. “I hate you!” he screeched.


“Oh,” the Damall said. “Oh dear me. Did you boys hear that? Nikol, I wasn’t going to whip you, but now I have to.”


Nikol knew when he was defeated and he hunched down, weeping and begging the Damall to stop, begging, after each of the five strokes. “One for each beryl,” the Damall said. “Isn’t that right, boys?”


The boys agreed.
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IN FALL, THE PIGS WERE slaughtered, held squealing overhead while Nikol slit their throats with a knife, until his arm ran with blood and his face and hair were covered with it. His teeth shone out white in his blood-dark face. After they bled themselves empty, Nikol slit open the pigs’ bellies and everybody helped pull out the guts, then they all worked to peel the skins off. Griff was in charge of smoking the butchered meat, and also of boiling the heads and trotters and bones. Wood had to be gathered into piles so that the smokehouse fires would burn night and day. Buckets of entrails had to be carried down to the sea, and poured into the water.


Apples and nuts ripened on the trees in fall. He was the bravest climber, who went highest. The Damall’s island had a small apple orchard and a large woods, as well as two meadows in cultivation and two more for grazing. Before the Great Damall bought it from the Countess, for the price of one beryl, there had been fisher families living on the hill, high enough to be safe from spring tides and winter storms. The Great Damall sent them away, and tore down their cottages, and built his own house there. The Great Damall’s house was of stone and had many rooms—a great hall with a fireplace so large a boy could stand upright in it, with his arms spread out, and touch the fireplace stones only with the soles of his feet; the master’s bedroom with its own fireplace and a carved bed hung with heavy curtains; a kitchen; three rooms for the boys, one for the littlest, one for the middling, and one for the oldest. All around the yard the Great Damall built a stone wall, with two wooden barred gates in it, to keep the animals in, or to keep the boys in, or to keep the house and those living in it safe. For pirates roamed the islands, hiding during the day and attacking at night with fire and sword. The towns and cities of the coast were too well fortified and defended, so the pirates preyed on the islands. The Great Damall built a house that could be sealed up as safe as a castle against pirates. It had cellars for storing food and a deep well in the center of the walled yard.


Only once had pirates attacked the island. They had come by day when the gates were open, when they weren’t expected. They had heard of the treasure. They held the fifth Damall’s hand in fire, until it burned off. But he didn’t tell them where the treasure was. He died three days later in a fever, but he hadn’t told. The treasure was safe and the island was safe. As long as one of the green stones remained on the island, as the story was told, no harm would come to the grassy, forested island that rose up above its circling base of boulders. The Damall’s island was too small, and townless, for the pirates to come back to—or so the boys hoped.
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IN WINTER, THE BOYS WERE kept inside, under the glittering eye of the Damall. They were taught to read, the older teaching the younger. The quickest boys also learned to write, which would make them more valuable as slaves in the market. The Damall told them the numbers, and what he knew of how they worked, but only Griff needed to remember that because it was Griff who kept the books of records—household income and expenses; where boys had been found and, if purchased, how much had been paid for them and, when sold, how much had been gotten; the yields of field and fowl and pigs, the catch of fish and gostas and skals; the records of deaths, by drowning, by fever, by coughing, by infected wounds, by wasting away. There were some boys who came to the island only to die, pale and listless, and they were poor weeping things whom nobody grieved over. Their bodies were wrapped in an old blanket, with three stones at the head and three at the feet; they were taken out to sea and set down upon the water. There were other boys who came to the island and it seemed nothing could kill them. Nikol had fevers and infections, and once he was swept out to sea in one of the boats. Nikol always got better, however, and he’d been blown back to the island by a friendly wind. Nothing could kill Nikol.


Nothing could kill him, either. He had never been sick, except once. Once, when he was little and Griff had just been given the job of cooking for the boys and the Damall, too, Griff gathered some wild onions in spring, to put into the soup. Griff chopped up the onions and cooked them in with the turnips and fish bones, and that night the whole house fell ill—the boys went outside to vomit, many had the shits, all had sore and swollen throats. Even the Damall was struck down, lying on his carved bed and calling for pots to be brought to him by whoever was on his feet at the time. The illness lasted all the night long, and it was two days before anyone felt well enough to wonder about it; one of the littlest boys died but everyone else recovered. The Damall asked Griff what went into the soup, and then he went out to the woody edges of the meadow on a damp morning to dig up one of the plants. He took it to the market town and one of the old women told him its name, naked lady, and its poison. First the Damall whipped Griff, then he left Griff crouched naked by the door for day after day, without food, tied with a rope around his neck.


He could do nothing for Griff. He couldn’t even drop a crust of bread as he passed the door, because Nikol watched. He couldn’t even sneak out in the darkness of night to bring water, because Nikol slept across his doorsill. If he had been caught trying to help Griff—


He had to be strong as stone, and pretend it didn’t matter to him. Nikol watched him, to catch his weakness. The Damall watched him, too. He was as strong as stone, and no one saw the anger that burned inside him.


It ended, the punishment, and the memory of both punishment and cause faded. Griff was kept in the kitchen, and made no more mistakes like that. The years rolled by, spring to summer to fall to winter, and over again, and the older boys were sold and new boys came to the island. One day, the Damall promised, he would name his heir, he would choose the boy who would stay on the island and be the seventh Damall. The heir would be master of the island. The heir would be told the secret hiding place of the treasure, which he must never reveal until he told it to the boy he had chosen for his own heir. The Damall’s eyes glittered in firelit winter darkness as he told the boys this.


He didn’t know why the Damall kept looking at him, whenever the story turned to the heir. Until he finally did understand. He would be the boy named. He would be the heir. He would be—and his chest swelled with it—the master. He would be the seventh Damall.




Chapter 2


WHY ELSE DO YOU THINK I never had a name?” He spoke in a whisper.


Griff shook his head, denying it. Griff’s hair was pale brown, the color of dry leaves in fall. Griff was tall and bony faced. His eyes glistened like pebbles darkened in the sea. He and Griff sat by the fire, for light, working on their letters and numbers. Nobody could hear what they said when they whispered. The other boys were ranged back against a stone wall, allowed no nearer, on the Damall’s orders. The Damall had taken his tankard of wine into the warmth of his own room. They had heard the carved wooden bed creak when the Damall stretched out on it.


He might be nameless, but he was fourteen winters now, and now when he heard one of the little boys whimpering about the cold he thought of tossing the whiner outside, for a night of real cold, and now he could judge to the minute when he should start crying out under the whip so the Damall would be satisfied. He was fourteen winters now, and better at everything than anybody. “There’s no other reason, except if I’m to be the heir.”


“It troubles me,” Griff said. Griff was carefully copying a sentence from the pages the Great Damall had written down, to use in teaching his boys to read and write. The King rules, for his father was the King. Griff finished copying that sentence, then said, “There’s no mention of you in the record books, no price paid, no place of purchase. No date, no age at arrival. Nothing.”


“Because I’m going to be named heir,” he repeated.


Griff wrote the next sentence, slowly. The Queen rules, for she has wed the King. “Do you remember anything?” Griff asked.


He shook his head, but tried because Griff asked it of him to search out something from the darkness of memory. “I was afraid,” he said, and in his mind there rose darkness, streaked with red and orange flames, heavy grey smoke, a storm of chaos, screams, a blinding fear. It was no clearer than the memory of a dream. Like a forgotten dream, it rose into his memory and then sank away again. He swallowed, as if he might weep. “I was afraid,” he said again.


“There are no women on the island,” Griff said.


“What does that matter?” he demanded. “And besides, the Damall brings women back, sometimes, for anyone who wants the pleasure.” Those women were as sharp as stones, and besides, Griff was right. “What does it matter?”


“Women have a man’s sons,” Griff said. “He hates you.”


“I don’t mind.” That was true. “He can’t hurt me.”


“That’s what I mean,” Griff said, his eyes troubled.
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IT WASN’T MORE THAN TWO days after that cold fall evening that the weather blew in mild from the south, as if summer had traveled halfway home across the sea and then changed her mind. Such a season wasn’t unknown on the Damall’s island. Lady Days, they called it. This Lady Days, the Damall gave orders. Griff and Nikol would stay at the longhouse to care for their master, but the others must go to the other end of the island. They could take with them nothing but their clothing. They must feed and shelter themselves, which would be no great hardship, the Damall told them, not in this fine Lady Days weather. He did not wish to see any of them back before the weather broke.


They stood around, staring at the Damall, staring at one another, dumb with surprise, stupid with confusion.


Angry now, the Damall pointed at him, jabbing the finger into his chest. “You’re in charge. Now, go. Are you all deaf? Does every one of you want to be taken to market and sold?”


It was a long morning’s walk. He led the boys, through the woods, over the stony hills. At the island’s end, looking down a short cliff to the sea where it fed among the rocks, he found a patch of woods. The leafy trees held branches bare as arms up to the sun. The firs never shed their needles, so those were the trees under which to shelter. He sent the boys to gather armloads of dried leaves, for warmth at night. All of the ten boys, even those who were older, obeyed him. He spoke, and they obeyed.


They had brought no fire nor tinder with them, so he set two of the older boys to rubbing dry sticks together to make sparks that would ignite a handful of leaves, on which they might blow—gently, just a whistle of breath—until the little pile of twigs beneath caught fire, and so by slow steps they would have a fire large enough to cook over, and to give them warmth.


Some of the remaining boys he sent back into the woods to find branches to feed the fire, and the rest he led down the cliff and out onto the rocks, to gather the blue-black skals that clung under beds of seaweed and clustered at the bases of boulders.


They slept that night huddled under piles of leaves for warmth.


He kept their fears at bay by insisting that each boy find his own food. He showed them how to catch a gosta behind its hard-shelled head, where its snapping claws couldn’t reach a boy’s fingers. He showed them how to burn a stick’s end in the fire, and scrape it to a point with stones and shells, so that a boy could spear the fish, if he waited patiently and a fish appeared.


He kept their fears at bay by concealing his own fear—What if they were never allowed to return to the longhouse, for example, then how would any of them survive the winter months? If one of the smaller boys were to slip into the icy water, and drown unnoticed, then how would he be repaid by the Damall for his carelessness?


He kept their fears at bay by telling the old stories over again. He told about the Great Damall, and what he didn’t know or remember he made up. He told them about the market town, and the Old City—although not about the slave market and the collars worn by slaves in the cities of the mainland. He told them tales of the faraway Kingdom, hidden away among mountains, a land that didn’t have four seasons every year like other countries but was always in harvest season, the orchards always in fruit and the goats always giving milk and sweet cakes always in the oven. In the Kingdom, he told them, the King had no whipping box, for he executed evildoers and all the others served him gladly. In the Kingdom, the children were the last to go hungry.


He kept their fears at bay into the long nights, until they moved from the fire to the sheltered leaf piles and into sleep. He locked his own fears away in a stone prison as he looked up at the cold and empty sky, black above him, and the cold and empty sea black before him.


Sometimes he could see trouble building. When the boys understood that there was no drinking water on the northern end of the island, no spring nor stream, they wanted to drink from the sea. He forbade it. They obeyed him for a day, and then grew sullen. He told them what he knew: “The Great Damall’s book says seawater is poison. As well pour oil on flames to drown them as try to slake your thirst with seawater. That’s what the Great Damall knew.”


Why, they wanted to know. He said he thought it might be because so many creatures lived in the sea, and so many things grew in it, like earth. They wouldn’t be nourished by eating earth, would they? Or it might be because of the salt, so strong in seawater that you could taste it.


But salt was good, wasn’t it? they asked. Didn’t the Damall sprinkle salt on his food to make the taste better?


He said he didn’t understand and he didn’t know. He said he expected obedience and if any boy disobeyed him, that boy would be left alone, to live or to die.


They were silent.


He said there was liquid in blue-black skals, there was juice in gostas. He said he wouldn’t let them die for lack of water.


They obeyed him. And didn’t complain.


When almost a fortnight had passed, the wind shifted to the north, accompanied by a cold rain that pelted down from the low grey sky, driving through the fir branches. Their fire was drowned. Their beds were soaked. He led them back to the Damall’s house. Later in that winter, the Damall took him aside to say, “You will be my heir. Tell no one. Be patient.”


He wasn’t surprised, except at the swelling of his own heart, as if it were not made of stone. Every tree and meadow on the island was his, every room in the house, each boat, each fowl, each pig . . . everything. He kept the secret even from Griff. He had given his word.


On one of the last long nights of winter, he was seized out of sleep by a hand like a vise on his shoulder. The Damall’s face hung down over him, as pale as his hair in the lightless night. “Come,” the Damall said.


He followed without a word, without a question, out into the black night, without a cloak. The Damall crossed the yard to the three-sided shed where the fowl slept on shelves and rafters. The two of them stepped warily into the dark stinking air, and the creatures stirred in their straw beds. The Damall gave him a candle to hold, then struck a tinder and put the lighted twist to its wick. The Damall’s finger was across his lips in warning, and his eyes glittered.


The Damall pointed with a finger to the stones that floored the shed, then tapped with the toe of his boot at the rear corner, stretching his leg out to reach under the shelves. The birds didn’t wake and cry out. With his toe, the Damall counted off five stones towards the center rear of the shed, then—backing up—eight stones towards the front. The Damall crouched down there, and dug with his fingers around the round-topped eighth stone. It lifted out easily, as did the six stones that encircled it.


An uneven cloth-wrapped shape was revealed beneath the stones. He obeyed the Damall’s gestured command to bend down and hold the candle closer.


The Damall lifted the shape up, out of the ground, and removed the cloth wrapping to reveal three lidded boxes, lying one on top of the other. One after another, the Damall lifted off the lids and let him look in.


The largest box had a layer of silver coins over its bottom, the middle-sized box held a handful of gold coins, and the smallest had only a leather bag, gathered together at the top. He reached his hand down to take the bag, but the Damall’s strong fingers wrapped themselves around his wrist.


The Damall himself opened the bag, and shook it, until a green stone lay on the palm of his hand. As soon as the stone lay there, the Damall closed his hand around it.


The treasure. He was being shown the treasure, and in its hiding place. He was being shown this because he was the heir.


While he held the candle, the Damall closed the boxes, wrapped them in the cloth, replaced them in their earthy cave, and set the stones back in place. The Damall stood then, and took the candle from him. A puff of the Damall’s breath plunged the two of them into darkness again.


Out in the empty yard, the Damall spoke, low voiced. “Southernmost corner. West five. North eight.”


He nodded his head. He wouldn’t forget.
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THAT SUMMER, HE DECIDED TO build a boat. The island had anywhere from four to six boats tied to the trees that edged its small harbor, small enough so that a boy could handle one on his own, large enough so two or three boys could go out for a day’s fishing and carry back the catch. Boats were sometimes lost, to bad weather or a bad mooring knot or bad seamanship. If a boat floated away from the island, or sank when thin planking gave way, often pieces of it would float back onto the beaches; but that was all the good the island got from it.


He saw no reason, studying the little boats, why the island couldn’t build its own boats, rather than spending precious coins on the mainland for a boat. The boys already sewed their own sails and mended leaking hulls. It seemed to him that he could build a boat as well as any mainland man, and it seemed to him that the Damall approved of the idea. For helpers, he had the boys who had been in his care during the Lady Days. They had learned how to obey him.


The finished boat floated buoyantly. He fixed its sail between mast and movable boom and set off alone. The boat sailed as if it were a bird on wings.


It was only a week later that the boat was lost, in a squally night. His was the only mooring line the squall pulled loose. In the morning, all the other boats floated on a quiet sea, the long ropes leading from their bows to the shore still in place. The rope that tied his boat was gone, too, but he had no one but himself to blame, since he always knotted it himself. The loss was sharp. But since he knew that he could build another, starting the next spring, he consoled himself. The Damall whipped him lightly for carelessness, and then seemed to forget all about it.


As soon as the last of the shoats had been slaughtered and smoked that fall, he accompanied the Damall to the Old City. He hadn’t expected the journey. One morning, the Damall took him aside to speak into his ear, “Fetch me three silver coins. We take Tomas to market today, and I don’t know what he will be worth so I must be sure to have enough coins to get another boy or two. Do it during the midday meal, while everyone eats. You won’t be missed.”


He thought to argue and say that Griff would note his absence, but decided not to. He remembered where the treasure boxes were buried, and removed three silver coins without even counting how many were left, without even lifting the lids of the other boxes, without trying to hold the beryl in his own hand. He tucked the three silver coins into a cloth he had wrapped tight around his waist, and hid the boxes away again.


When he returned to the main hall the Damall merely nodded to him. “Tomas,” the Damall said then, and Tomas stepped forward. “Nikol, bind Tomas. Today you go to market, Tomas.”


“But it’s only my fifteenth fall,” Tomas said.


“Not true,” the Damall said.


“But Griff is older,” Tomas said.


“Not true,” the Damall said.


“But—” Tomas said.


“All of you, help Nikol, hold Tomas until he is bound,” the Damall said, then rose and left the hall. By the time he returned, Tomas was bound and ready, and they set sail immediately.


He had the tiller, following the Damall’s directions even though he thought he could probably guide them to the Old City without help. Not a word was spoken, as the wind pulled the boat through the water. Tomas watched him, as if hoping to catch a glimpse of hope, or a glimpse of some reason that hope shouldn’t die. The Damall watched him as if to catch a glimpse of weakness. He sailed with a stone face that neither of them could read.


That was the way of the island—the older boys left, and new boys arrived. There was no reason nor use to question the way of the island, established by the Great Damall and carried on by his successors. The way things were was the way things had been. He would be the seventh Damall—he named it to himself—to hold rule over the island.


The wind blew brisk and favorable. They were in time to exchange Tomas for five silver coins, and the Damall was pleased with the day’s work. The Damall was in good spirits as they left the enclosed slave market and headed for the market square. “What shall we get for you?” the Damall asked. “Dinner in a tavern? A tankard of wine? A woman?”


The market spread out before them. At its center a tall stone column pointed like a finger at the sky, and at its back broad buildings stood in a line.


He could make no response to the Damall’s questions, and then he thought he could. “A dagger.”


The eyes glittered. “You may think I’ve forgotten what happened to the last dagger you were given, but I haven’t. I won’t give you another dagger so that you can lose it, as you did the other.”


The words wanted to tumble out—that he hadn’t lost it, it had been stolen, he suspected stolen by Nikol. But he held his tongue, warned by the glittering eyes. There was something dangerous here, something he didn’t understand. He would say no more.


“A dinner, wine, and a woman it is, then,” the Damall said. “In the morning we’ll stop by the slavery again, and you can choose.”


He did not ask what it was he was to choose.


The next morning, after buying a full cone of salt at market, and two of the delicate loaves of sweetened bread the bakers put out in the mornings to tempt the hungry, they returned to the fenced slave market. He was to make the selection alone, the Damall told him. He was to spend no more than one silver coin and five coppers. They needed the rest of the silver truemen to feed them across the winter, the Damall said, and hadn’t he noticed that the treasure boxes were not as full as they might have been?


He didn’t answer.


“You didn’t count when I had you fetch the coins?” the Damall asked, and then he laughed. “I know you didn’t steal any. I was there behind you, to know if you were a thief.”


Why should he steal what would become his own? He didn’t ask. Instead, he turned to a huddled group of boys, ranging as he guessed from two winters in age up to twelve. The biggest boy was too old, too tall, he thought, just as the littlest was too little. He noted that only one of the boys stood bravely, without tears or bent head. This boy had curly black hair and a body as round as a tree stump. He went to the master to ask the price. He asked the price of the oldest, first, then the price of the youngest, and he looked doubtful at each answer. It didn’t matter what the answer was, he wrinkled his forehead, as if the price worried him. “How old?” he asked, pointing. “How much?”


The black-haired boy was not the first he asked about, nor the last. When he had heard all of the prices, he stepped back from the master and opened the hand he had held closed. He examined the coins on his palm, as if he were counting them. Then he closed his fingers around the coins again, and wrinkled his forehead again, and bade the master farewell. “I am sorry to have troubled you,” he said. He turned, and moved three paces towards another group of huddled boys and their master. Then he turned swiftly around to ask, “I don’t think you would take five coppers for him?” pointing at the dark-haired boy.


The master barely hesitated before agreeing, and taking the coins, and pushing the boy forward.


He kept his eyes stony, so the master wouldn’t see his pleasure.


As he led the boy away he asked, “Do you have a name?”


“Carlo. I wanted you to choose me.”


He didn’t answer.


He thought the Damall must be pleased when he returned the silver coin whole, but the man said only, “There’ll be a reason he came so cheap.”
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NO REASON BECAME EVIDENT WHEN they returned to the island. Carlo made no complaint, learned his chores quickly, and performed them without error. Other boys, especially the smaller ones, would spend a sennight weeping and whining; and the Damall would whip their complaints out of them. Carlo never complained. He became a favorite among the littler boys, who vied to work beside him, and eat beside him, and sleep at his side.


After a few days of this, the Damall called for the whipping box and called Carlo. When Carlo knelt naked and afraid, the Damall said, “I’m a little tired. Would anyone care to do this for me?”


“Me,” Nikol said. “I will. I can.” A few of the other boys asked for the favor.


He stood silent as stone. He thought, when he was the seventh Damall, there might be no whippings ever again.


“Here, you.” He was the one to whom the Damall held out the whip.


He thought, he might decline to take it. But even as that thought was in his mind his hand reached out for the wooden handle. He knew it would be dangerous to refuse. If he couldn’t wield the whip, to win order on the island, then it might be thought that he wasn’t worthy to be Damall.


He had no desire to whip Carlo, who besides had given no reason to be whipped. “How many?” he asked, each word like a stone rolled from his mouth.


“You decide,” the Damall answered.


Nikol watched, the firelight making his face red.


He raised the whip and brought it down once, twice, not hard, not gentle, and then a final third time.


Carlo cringed at the strokes, but made no sound.


“That’s enough,” he said, holding the whip now in two hands. He had shown that he could do it. He asked no more of himself.


Carlo stood up, left the whipping box, and put his clothes on.


“Now it’s Nikol’s turn,” the Damall said.


“Me?” Nikol asked. “Turn for what?”


“I saw your face,” the Damall said. “I know your mind. Do you think to defy my will?”


“No,” Nikol said. His face was pale now. “How many strokes?”


“Let him decide,” the Damall said, and smiled.


“You don’t dare,” Nikol said to him.


He would dare.


“I’ll get you back,” Nikol said.


“Strip,” the Damall said to Nikol. “Kneel.”


Naked, kneeling, Nikol shivered, on his skinny arms and legs.


He thought he would do one stroke, and get it over with, because Nikol’s fear made him feel ill in his stomach, and the whipping made him feel ill. Even though he knew he had to, if the Damall told him to. If he was to be the seventh Damall, he must. He raised his arm and brought the whip down, not gentle, not hard.


Nikol whimpered.


He felt like laughing at Nikol, whimpering now when just before Nikol had been telling him he wouldn’t dare. He felt like bringing the whip down again, and harder, to see if he could make Nikol cry and beg for it to stop. Thinking of the whip, and Nikol weeping and begging, his stomach tightened, and his loins. He brought the whip down hard.


Over the sound of his own heart beating he heard the Damall’s voice. “Remember the boat that was lost? When there was a squall and only one boat was lost? Nikol untied it. I saw him.”


“You did not!” Nikol cried out. “He’s lying! I didn’t!” Blood rose up out of one of the welts on Nikol’s back.


He held the whip that had made those marks, and drawn that blood, and he was ashamed. He held the whip that could make more marks on the flesh of Nikol’s back. While Nikol begged.


“I didn’t mean to do it!” Nikol cried out, and the Damall laughed. “It was an accident! It served you right, anyway, and I don’t care!”


“A confession,” the Damall announced. “You all heard it. And with fishing our livelihood, too, but this boy—” he pointed a finger down at Nikol, “didn’t care about our livelihood. He didn’t care if we went hungry,” the Damall said. “What does he deserve?” the Damall asked.


“A whipping. A bad one,” the boys answered in ragged chorus.


Nikol wept and blubbered and would have fallen onto his belly in despair except for the sharp stones of the whipping box.


“A bad whipping,” the boys urged. Griff watched him out of dark eyes.


He was ashamed, and sick at his stomach, and he passed the whip back to the Damall without a word. The Damall stared at him just for a minute. Then, “He’s right, you’re not worth the trouble,” the Damall said to Nikol. “Get up. Get out of there. You’re disgusting.”


He knew the Damall would make him take the whip again, and he knew he could take it, and wield it. He had to be able to, because he was the heir. But he would choose the number.
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WHEN THE LADY DAYS CAME that fall, he hoped to be sent out again with the group of boys. It might be uncomfortable without shelter or food supplies, but those discomforts were a rest from the discomforts of the Damall’s house. But he was ordered to stay behind, with the Damall and Griff, while all the others went off under Nikol’s charge. When the boys returned a fortnight later, Carlo was no longer with them.


The little boy had disappeared, Nikol said. Carlo had just gone in the night, one night. Isn’t that so? he asked, and pale faces nodded in agreement. They had searched for him, all the next day—wasn’t that the case? There was no disagreement. They finally had to conclude, Nikol reported, that Carlo must have drowned, somehow. Perhaps he wandered in the night, the way some little boys did, and had fallen over the cliff and his body washed out with the tide. Perhaps he had walked into the sea to escape. He had been low in spirits, didn’t they agree? The boys agreed.


The boys who had spent Lady Days under Nikol were exhausted, and hungry, and timid. Two of them needed bandaging and all needed hot food, and water. Nikol didn’t look worn at all. Nikol looked as if the days had nourished him well. Nikol looked pleased with himself, as if he knew no one would dare to stand in the way of the words he spoke, as if he knew no one would hesitate to obey him.


The Damall said nothing, not to praise or to blame, not to Nikol, not to him.


He waited, uneasy. When he thought of Carlo, the uneasiness flamed. Across the winter, it was sometimes Nikol who was handed the whip. He was given the whip rarely. When he at last heard the whispered rumor, he was not surprised.


Nikol, the little boys said, had been chosen to be heir. They had heard it from Raul, to whom Nikol had told it in secret. The Damall had said: It was Nikol who would be the seventh Damall.


He didn’t say a word to the tale-carrying boys. He didn’t say a word to Griff. He stood, and thought, and his heart turned to a fist inside his chest. His heart was a stone fist.




Chapter 3


AFTER THE LONG WINTER CAME days of foul weather, cold day-long rains that froze at night into sheeted ice that covered everything, like snow, then melted the next day under the cold rains. The boys stayed inside, except when they needed to feed the animals and visit the privies, day after day. The Damall moved restlessly around the house, a blanket wrapped around him. It was earlier each day that he called for his tankards of wine, and called for the whipping box.


Day after day, the weather went on, unchanging. One afternoon all the boys complained of stomach pains, and thirst, and the shits. Some even stayed miserably outside, to be close to the privies. The Damall stayed in his bed, with buckets to be emptied by whatever boy was well enough to carry out, and dump, and put back. By the next morning all felt eased, as if some poison had worked its way out of their bodies. In the morning, all the boys gathered pale and weak in the main hall, where the Damall waited pale and weak for them. Outside, sleet clattered down. Inside, the Damall’s eyes glittered. The whipping box was set out and the whip hung in its place on the side of the stone fireplace.


There was danger. Not immediate danger, but mounting danger. Nikol went up to whisper in the Damall’s ear and after a few words the Damall brushed him away. The Damall didn’t eat that day’s soup, and neither did Nikol.


He thought he could see the shape of the danger, forming out of darkness.


By the second morning, all the boys felt well again, and hungry. The Damall had also recovered. The Damall sat beside the fire, the whipping box on the floor before him, a thin smile playing across his lips. The whip rested in his hands. “Nikol,” the Damall called.


Nikol approached, waited before the Damall’s chair.


He looked at the two faces, and recognized his own fear. He did not yet know what he had to fear, but he would find it out. He didn’t doubt that.


He also didn’t doubt the courage of his heart to respond to the danger, whatever it was. He wouldn’t let himself doubt his courage. He didn’t dare to let himself doubt his courage.


“Nikol accuses Griff,” the Damall announced. “Griff. Step forward.”


Griff went forward.


“Face them,” the Damall said.


Griff turned around and faced the seated boys. Griff’s hands clasped and unclasped together. Griff’s tongue wet his lips, and wet his lips again.


He looked at Griff’s familiar face. He didn’t know what the Damall, and Nikol, were playing at. Nikol looked right at him then, and smiled.


He didn’t like Nikol’s smile.


The Damall also looked at him. The Damall didn’t smile. “Come forward,” the Damall said.


He stood up. He moved forward, over the limbs of seated boys. There were three boys then, standing before the Damall in his highbacked chair. He faced the Damall, and Nikol, and Griff. Griff held his hands clasped together, and his jaw clamped tight, to keep himself quiet. Griff must think that if he were still and quiet, the danger would flow over him, like water. He wondered if Griff hoped to ride out the danger, as seaweed rides out the tide, by standing still, floating silent. He wondered how he, himself, rode out danger—and knew the answer before he had finished asking the question, when he felt his spirit spread out its wings, to rise up and away over, to look down on and see clearly, to soar free. Griff’s way was not his way.


Griff’s way would not deflect this danger. He knew that. How he knew, he couldn’t have said, but the knowledge set his heart beating fast.


The Damall raised a hand and pointed a finger at him. “You be judge.”


He didn’t question the choice. The Damall must not see any doubt or weakness.


Nikol accused Griff. “He put something in the soup to make us sick.”


“I didn’t!” Griff cried.


“You did!” Nikol cried.


“Why would I?”


“To make us sick,” Nikol said. “Like you did that other time. You hate me, and you hate the Damall, and you want us to die.”


Griff hesitated against this charge. “But I was sick, too, it wasn’t just everybody else, it was me, too. If I’d done it, would I have eaten any soup?”


“How do I know you were sick?” Nikol asked. He pushed his face towards Griff, jabbing his chin and nose upwards because Griff was the taller. “Anyone can pretend his stomach hurts. Anyone can pretend he’s been outside with the shits, or the vomits. Who made the soup?”


“I did,” Griff said, “but—”


“Who knows what the naked ladies look like?”


“I do. But that’s because after the time before I found all the places where they grow. Because I didn’t want that kind of mistake ever to get made again,” Griff explained to the Damall. “I found the spring leaves and the fall flowers. I found the corms. I know what they look like.”


“See?” Nikol cried out, triumphant.


“But only so I wouldn’t make that mistake ever again,” Griff cried out.


“That other time, we were sick the same way,” Nikol said.


“If somebody did it on purpose, it wasn’t me,” Griff said.


Nikol spoke slowly then, his voice hissing. “Are you saying it was me?”


Griff’s eyes were wide, like the eyes of a rabbit in a snare. “No,” he denied. “I don’t accuse anyone. I don’t know anything. Except I didn’t. I wouldn’t do that. I made the soup, it would be stupid for me to do that because I’m the first person anyone would accuse. . . .” Griff’s voice trailed off and his shoulders slumped.


He thought what Griff said was true: It wouldn’t be the cook who poisoned the soup. He thought that Griff wouldn’t want to make him ill. He believed Griff was guiltless.


“Here’s the whip.”


The Damall passed him the whip.


He couldn’t say—as the Damall wanted to hear him say—“But I haven’t judged.” If he said that, the Damall would pass the whip to Nikol.


He couldn’t say—as the Damall hoped he would—that he believed Griff. If he said that, he would lose his place as heir. He knew that as surely as he knew—whatever Nikol might have actually been promised or maybe just lied about—that he was the rightful choice for seventh Damall. Not Nikol.


He took the whip into his hands and folded its tails back along the length of the handle, being careful not to cut his hands on the stone chips. “For the guilty party, how many?” he asked the Damall.


“Twenty,” the Damall said. “No, twenty-five.”


The boys murmured, pleased. Griff seemed to shrink into himself.


He kept his face a stone mask.


“After which,” the Damall said, “he goes to market. Directly to market. It’ll be spring, when the soldiers come shopping, and the mines need to replace their winter dead.”


He nodded his stone head and did not let his eyes turn their emotionless glance from the Damall’s face. He could see Nikol, out of the corner of his eye, smiling. He saw Griff’s body quivering, as if with chills.


“For the guilty party,” the Damall said, and showed his teeth.


He understood: This was a test, or a contest.


“I am to judge?” he asked. “As you said,” he reminded the Damall.


“So I did.” The Damall seemed pleased.


He didn’t know how to judge, but he knew what his failure to judge would lead to. So he began to make his careful way into the trap. “What Nikol says is true,” he said. “It is Griff who prepared the soup, and who knows about the naked ladies. It is Griff who always prepares our food, so it is Griff who could most easily add the sickmakers,” he said. “Nikol is correct also when he says that the guilty person could pretend to be ill. But,” he asked, “how are we to know which one of us it is who was pretending? Nikol might accuse anyone,” he said. “He might accuse me.”


“I didn’t accuse,” Nikol sputtered, “I just told the truth. Are you telling the Damall that I’m lying?”


“How could I know if you’re lying?” he asked, and felt his own cleverness. He had asked a question no one could answer. He knew, now, how to win the test, and hold his inheritance. “How can any of us know, without proof?”


Nikol pulled at his lower lip and looked at the Damall. At last he answered. “Raul saw. Raul saw and he told me. Stand up, Raul. Stand up and tell them what you told me. How you saw Griff cutting up little white-brown things. How he’d gotten them from under his bed, in a bag. How you looked under his mattress and found them there. How he didn’t see you because he thought he was alone, and you were in the shadow by the cupboard beside the fireplace, and his back was to you, and he chopped them up small, with the biggest knife, and dropped them into the soup, handfuls of them. You saw him. You saw it all. Tell what you saw. Tell what you told me last night, when everyone else slept.”


Raul stood up. “That’s right,” he said, and his voice squeaked.


“No, you tell,” Nikol said.


“What Nikol said. That’s what I said. It’s true. I promise,” he cried, his voice rising as Nikol reached a hand out for him.


The Damall interrupted. “Twenty-five strokes, judge.”


He didn’t like his choices. Each choice must be paid for in coin he didn’t have to spare. If he denied his own belief in Griff, then he would have purchased his right to rule the island by the betrayal of the one person in the world he trusted. If he acted as he believed, then he would lose his inheritance. His heart sank like stone.


Griff, pale, and sad, was lifting his shirt over his head. Griff looked right at him to say, “I’m sorry.”


He knew what Griff meant to say. Griff understood the choicelessness and was sorry to make things harder for him.


“You hear? Did you all hear? Griff admits it,” Nikol said. “But he’s just saying it now so he’ll get fewer strokes. Are you going to let Griff get away with that?” Nikol asked the Damall.


He felt anger raise his heart, until it seemed that he was soaring on wings of anger above the hall. From up there, he could see the Damall’s purposes, and see Nikol’s purposes, and see a way to save himself.


He handed the whip back to the Damall, who held it out to Nikol.


He made his accusation. “Griff isn’t the one who should be whipped. I accuse Nikol.”


Nikol’s eyes narrowed, briefly. The whip was between them, ready. “You, I’ll whip you first, until you beg me—”


“You’ll whip no one.” The Damall had risen in his chair. “Not until I tell you. Besides, he accuses you. Have you no answer to make to the accusation?”


“I deny it,” Nikol said. “He has no proof.”


He had proof ready, and as soon as he started telling it, the Damall’s glittering eyes told him he had chosen well. “I think Griff saw you,” he said. “I think Griff had gone out to the privy and left the soup unguarded. I think you had the corms. I think Griff saw you dropping something into the soup and I think he asked you what you were doing and I think you told him he made a mistake, you weren’t doing anything. I think Griff believed you. I think you are the boy who only pretended—”


By then, Nikol had hurled himself forward.


He was ready, feet apart, hands in fists. He felt nothing, when Nikol slammed into him, he felt no pain of fingers groping for his eyes and cheeks, there was no more than a temporary blackness in front of his eyes. He threw Nikol off, threw Nikol onto the ground, threw himself down on top of Nikol.


Hands grabbed him, to haul him up. Nikol scrambled to his feet.


“Let’s do this properly,” the Damall said.


The Damall held him back by the arms, until he agreed. Then the Damall said, “Take the whipping box out of the way. These two will fight without interference, until . . . one of them begs for mercy. Yes. Then we can be sure who the guilty person is, and we will deal with him. Understood?”


The boys murmured agreement.


“No boy is to try to help in the fight. No one. If any boy does that, he’ll be punished as many strokes as the guilty person. Is that understood?”


They understood. Four boys carried the whipping box out of the way. They made a circle around the space in front of the fireplace. The Damall sat in his chair. The main hall was dark behind the ring of boys, even though it was morning. Firelight played in the air and fell over the faces, as if it were evening, not morning.


He didn’t think. He couldn’t think. He held himself ready.


Nikol, too, across the empty space, awaited the Damall’s word. The packed dirt floor made a kind of penned area, like a corral for animals or the slave market in Celindon. The fire burned behind its hearthstone. Nikol’s eyes burned. He hadn’t understood how much Nikol hated him.


He shifted, waiting. Firelight made shadows on Nikol’s face.


At the word, they began.


This time they were cautious, with circlings and fingers clenched. There was a roaring in his ears, like fire. He could hear his heart beating, he could see Nikol’s eyes and the red blood oozing down from Nikol’s nose. His feet scuffed along the floor in their soft-soled boots as he circled, wary, ready.


Then there was a time of feinting and false starts. He jabbed a fist out, to draw Nikol’s guard. Nikol rushed forward and he just stopped himself in time from ducking backwards, off balance. They feinted and drew back, circling. He began to sweat, salty sweat running into his mouth. He was aware only of Nikol’s burning eyes and the dark moving shape beneath the eyes that was Nikol’s body.


With a cry that was half a groan, Nikol broke the circle and threw himself fists first into the fight.


There was a confusion of blows and jabs and pains. He moved his hands and legs, moved back and forward, to protect himself against fists, and clawing fingers, teeth, and hands that pulled his hair back, against jabbing knees and kicking feet, and he had to maintain his balance. He was shoving and hitting, clawing, biting at Nikol’s ear—it tasted vile—and biting at the hand that Nikol had over his face, with Nikol’s fingers up his nose. He jabbed his knee at Nikol’s parts. He shoved Nikol’s chest with his shoulder and Nikol’s face with his elbow and knuckles. Nikol’s nose spurted blood, and he had Nikol’s blood all over his face. Unless it was his own blood.


He wiped his eyes, because he couldn’t see for the blood, and sweat. The sweat stung.


He jabbed backwards, because Nikol hung on his back.


Nikol fell off and he stumbled for sudden lightness.


There was a sound, the boys making some kind of noise. The sound had been going on for a while, he thought.


The Damall’s eyes glittered. The Damall might have been about to smile.


He got up onto his feet, but his knees felt wrong, and he was struck from behind the legs and his knees buckled. He fell over backwards like a tree and heard his head strike on the hearthstone. Stunned for two blinks of his eyes, as he tried to clear his vision, two more blinks—he shook his head.


Nikol knelt on his chest, a knee in his neck, choking him. Nikol had a dagger. The dagger Nikol had was his, the one he had been given years earlier, the one that had disappeared. Did Nikol carry a dagger in his boot every day?


Nikol lifted the dagger up, to bring it down into his throat, or chest.


To cut his throat, like a pig’s. To—


He held Nikol’s hand up, his arm stiff. He bucked and arched, like a fish on the hook, to knock Nikol off. He brought his knees up. Nikol rocked, but didn’t fall. Nikol’s hands and legs held him down. The dagger descended and only his own left hand slowed its progress.


He wondered which would prove stronger: the hand that wrapped around the dagger’s hilt and drove it down, or the hand that wrapped around the other hand’s wrist, to push it back away.


From behind Nikol’s head, behind Nikol’s bared teeth, the Damall’s blanket swirled. The Damall reached down to take the hands that held the dagger. The Damall pulled the dagger free. Nikol groaned, cursed, wiped tears away.


He gathered all of his strength, and bucked Nikol off. He surged up onto his feet, staggering a little until the floor steadied under him.


Nikol lay on the ground, on his side.


He took a minute to pull his lower lip free of his teeth. The blood that followed, he swallowed.


Nikol lay on his belly, on the ground. His back heaved.


“I think I’ll keep this dagger for the boy who wins this fight. I think,” the Damall said, “that the boy who wins this fight is the boy who should be my heir. Don’t you agree?” the Damall asked the circle of boys, who responded excitedly. “Isn’t that a good idea? Whichever of you two is the winner—the one who makes the other boy cry out for mercy, he has to say that word, no other word will stop it—that boy gets the dagger. That boy will be the seventh Damall. Yes, I do like that.” The Damall backed into his seat, and gathered the blanket about himself.


He was already standing.


Nikol struggled up onto his knees, because tears were running out of his eyes. Tears of frustration and anger.


He knew he shouldn’t let Nikol get up. He knew he didn’t know how much strength of his own he had left, in his legs that shook and his hands that hung on the ends of his wrists, somewhere. He couldn’t think. It was harder to fight if you were standing, swaying. He dove onto Nikol.


They rolled, punched, grabbed. Nikol rolled over on top and pounded with his fists.


He felt wrong—in his mouth and cheeks, his ears rang and there were hands around his throat trying to keep air out.


He rose up, and the arms fell back. He rose free and grabbed Nikol’s hair. He was sitting on Nikol’s chest and Nikol’s head rose in his hands and banged back onto the ground, it rose and banged. He couldn’t tell if the blood was coming out of Nikol’s ear or going into it.


“Stop,” Nikol cried. “Stop, please.”


Nikol’s mouth was bleeding, and Nikol’s whole nose followed the blood sideways over his cheek. The hands that lifted Nikol’s head and slammed it down kept at their work.


“All right!” Nikol cried out. “Mercy!”


The hands kept on, and he could feel his heart thudding in his chest. He had been breathing fire.


“Mercy!” Nikol screamed. “Mercy! Mercy! I beg—”


He heard the voice. Nikol’s head fell down onto the ground. Nikol lay screaming, like a pig at the slaughtering. He lifted his hand—and his shoulder hurt, too—and backhanded Nikol across his bloody cheek. The screaming stopped.


The boys were crying out something behind them. The Damall put the dagger into his hand. “Nikol wanted to let Griff have twenty-five strokes,” the Damall said. “Twenty-five strokes will—I’ve seen a boy die after nineteen. Nikol wanted Griff to die.”


“I didn’t,” Nikol cried. “I didn’t, I didn’t.”


“He was lying about Raul, too, just to get Griff. That was a lie, wasn’t it, Raul?” the Damall asked. “Didn’t Nikol make you lie?”


“I didn’t,” Nikol wept. “I didn’t do it, I’m sorry.”


He sat on Nikol’s chest, the dagger in his hand, but he couldn’t understand what to do next.


“You said,” the Damall reminded him, “that for the guilty party there would be twenty-five strokes.”


“But I’ll die!” Nikol cried. Nikol’s swollen eyes didn’t know who to look to, for help.


He held the dagger in his hand, and the fire burned in front of him. He had won the right to be seventh Damall. He had won what had been already given to him. It wasn’t a whipping Nikol needed.


He swallowed, and tasted blood.


“You tried to kill me with the dagger,” he said to Nikol.


“I didn’t, I wouldn’t have, I’m sorry.”


“This wasn’t a fight with daggers,” he said. He knew what he was going to do now. He had his fingers wrapped around the dagger, and he brought it down to Nikol’s throat, like a pig’s.


Nikol’s eyes showed white. He couldn’t back his head away from the dagger.


“I don’t trust you,” he said to Nikol.


The boys behind him murmured.


“I’m not afraid of you. But you’ll do things behind my back,” he said to Nikol. “So you have to choose. I could cut behind your knee so you’ll never walk straight and I’ll always be able to hear you coming. That’s one choice.” Nikol’s head rocked from side to side in fear. “Or I can hold your hand in the fire. Like the pirates did to the fifth Damall. Until the whole hand is burned off, so you can’t hurt anyone again.”


“No.” Nikol moaned now. “No, no. Not fair. Please. No.”


“Choose,” he said.


Nikol shook his head. Nikol opened his mouth but no words came out.


The Damall crouched down and put his face close to Nikol’s. “You have to choose. If you don’t pick one, I’ll let him do both.”


“I can’t say. I don’t. All right! The leg! I choose—no, don’t, please don’t, I’ll take the—no, please don’t, I’ll do whatever you say. Forever, until I die, I will. I’ll tell you everything I know. I know the Damall’s secrets, where he hides things away, what he’s afraid of, I know where there’s meat—”


The Damall’s hand came down over Nikol’s mouth, and squeezed until Nikol screamed again.


He felt sorry for Nikol, who didn’t even have the courage to pick his own pain and punishment. Nikol was nothing now, not even as much of a creature as the pale lusks that backed down into the mud when your fingers chased them.


He looked around, over his shoulder. All the boys were looking down at Nikol, and some of them were laughing at Nikol, and none of them felt sorry for Nikol.


He stood up, without a word. The Damall tried to stop him, but he eluded the man’s grasp. He left Nikol on the floor and walked across the main hall, away from the fire. He walked out of the door, out into the yard. He held the dagger.


Rain sleeted down onto his bare head. It cooled his body and his face. His head was already cool. The boys followed him and the Damall followed the boys and he was not surprised when they followed.


He crossed the yard and went through the narrow gate, down the path to the harbor. The rocks underfoot were slippery, but he didn’t lose his balance. He held the dagger up, aloft, as if it were a light to follow. At the water’s edge, he waded out to climb up onto a huge boulder, and waited for all to gather on the shore behind him. Without a word, he pulled his arm back and hurled the dagger up, out, over, and then it cut sharply into the grey water. It sank and was gone.


He turned around to let them see it in his battered face: He needed no dagger to rule.




Chapter 4


HE HAD ONLY BLINKS OF an eye to escape losing everything: He felt the wateriness of his knees and waist at the same time that he heard a buzzing in his ear and—just for an eyeblink—saw the boys gathered on the shore, the Damall tallest of them, although there was one boy there who might be trusted—to see them all, there, and boats, too, although not all the boats—as if they were behind a cloud, now, or behind—
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