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PLATO

        Man may be defined as a featherless biped.

DIOGENES (holding up a plucked chicken)

        Look!  I’ve brought you a man!





EXITUS





I

Erin lay silently on his back in the darkness.

The bare walls around him leapt suddenly into a dingy 

whiteness as the room was illuminated.  A split second later, 

the noise of the door crashing against the wall was the first 

thing to register with his senses.

Two dim, dreamily grotesque figures bent over his bed.  

“Yes, this is him,” one of them said to the other.  “Go signal 

them to cut the generators off now!  We’ve taken too long as it 

is.”  The silent man darted out of the room, and the speaker 

turned back to Erin, who heard nothing but a dull murmur in 

a strange accent.  “Can you stand?” the man was asking him.  

When he received no reply, he grabbed the unresisting Erin 

and pulled him to his feet.  And was rewarded by seeing him 

fall flat on his face the moment he loosened his grip.  The 

impact of hard, cold stone against his forehead did nothing to 

relieve Erin’s confusion.

“Oh, in the name of all five of your gods, come on,” the 

other man snapped irritably.  He bent down, lifted Erin again, 

and slung him over one shoulder with an experienced twist 

just as the light in the room died away for the second time that 

night.

Erin was aware in some way of the powerful, fluid 

surge of muscles beneath him that carried him out into the 

corridor and down the steps into the sultry night.  He didn’t 



much care.  He cared even less about the bellows of rage from 

the unarmed men and the sharper shriekings of the armed 

guards close at hand.  His limited consciousness spared him 

the full jarring effect of being tossed from his--captor’s? 

rescuer’s? assailant’s?--shoulder into the arms of two other 

equally strange figures as a soldier appeared out of the 

darkness in front of them, his brass breastplate flickering 

faintly in the starlight.  The man who had been carrying him a 

moment ago drew a short sword from a sheath under his arm. 

A single forceful swing and a forward step, and his blade 

slashed rapidly across both of the soldiers hands, which 

released their grip on the rifle they had been carrying.  Another 

forward step, this time coupled with a thrust, and the abrupt 

clang of hilt on helmet was still echoing when the soldier 

measured his length on the ground.

“Let’s go,” the man said quietly.  He kept his sword out.

Then Erin found himself being thrust along between the 

two new arrivals.  In his half-lucid state, he began to think of 

them as the children of birds, carrying him smoothly and 

effortlessly across the ground with a constant rising and falling 

motion.  He swayed and his leg knocked hard against a stone.  

The blood ran down his leg to puddle red in the red dust, but 

his mind thought no more of the impact than if the stone had 

been a soft cushion.

That other redness stretched out in regular lines all 

around them.  Paths made of pounded, rusty soil, so parched 

that it rose in clouds into the heavy air when you walked on it.  

The four men left a trail of the stuff behind them as they 

struggled on.  At a corner they turned, and then turned again 

and again.  And the dust kept rising.  Erin noticed it casually, 

without concern.  Had he been fully awake, he would have 

been no more perturbed by it.  The air was filled with red dust 

during the day; why should the night be any different?  Come 

to think of it, it was strange that the night was not filled with 

dust just like the day.  They could at least have told me this, he 
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thought.  His own memories of night were few.  He would 

have liked to look around and see how they compared to the 

real thing, but the men on either side kept pushing him 

onwards.  The surroundings passed without him taking more 

than temporary notice of them.

But now he felt fear hovering in the background of his 

tumbling thoughts.  It was certainly not physical fear; it was 

not even conscious or appreciated fear.  But it was there.  While 

he allowed himself to be dragged along by strangers, with an 

expression of idiotic complacency on his face, he felt, for the 

first time, an inclination to fight back against them.  He should 

not be here.  These hedges on either side--this was not a path 

he had ever taken before.  And the sudden change to soft loam 

underfoot, the smell of crushed flowers, so unfamiliar that his 

thoughts struggled to define it, the glitter of a pond in the 

distance?  These were not things he had known.  These were 

not things he was allowed to know.  Only the priests had 

gardens like this.  Only the priests were allowed to walk in 

them.  He was not, and he certainly could not believe that the 

furtive men beside and before him had that privilege, either.  

Should he not stop them?  Was he not obligated to stop them?  

He was already complicit in the trespass.  Was that any excuse 

to continue it?  Was the prospect of being punished less harshly 

for his own transgression if he tried to prevent others from 

continuing to transgress too tempting, too greedy a reason for 

him to act?

Had Erin been awake, he would have been coping with 

these thoughts.  Half-asleep, with even the dust in the air 

twisting itself into incredibly grotesque and unbelievable 

shapes, he neither formed them explicitly nor cared.  That such 

thoughts could be formed, he realized to some extent, and that 

realization accounted for his sense that all was not well.  But 

before they had time to take on substance, the little group was 

out of the gardens and staggering across a plowed field.  Not 

far ahead the windows of the great machine hall still glowed.  
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The dull mutter of the engines came clearly to their ears now, 

while the cries and shouts in the distance had diminished.  Erin 

thought it odd that the men around him were coughing and 

gasping.  He couldn’t bring his dulled senses to smell or taste 

the air directly, but it seemed perfectly all right to him.  No 

different than usual, certainly.

They had covered nearly the whole length of the field 

by the time he reached that conclusion.  Directly ahead of them 

was a little outcropping of rock, one that the plows and the 

labor gangs had never been able to remove, or that had not 

been thought worth removing.  A few straggling trees clung to 

its sides, putting their roots down as far as they could into the 

irrigated soil surrounding the rock.  Erin’s escorts kept him 

moving until they were on the far side of it, then laid him 

down among the shrubs while they recovered their breath.  All 

three of them gazed towards the vast building nearby.  

Surrounded by the fields, it looked almost isolated, though in 

fact it was not nearly so far detached from humanity as its 

setting suggested.

“Disgusting,” one of the men said as he looked.

“Patience,” their leader replied.

Disgusting?  Erin wondered at the word.  He wasn’t 

sure what it could apply to.  The empty field?  That would be 

filled again in due course, it was not really being wasted, after 

all.  Surely not the factory itself?  But there was nothing 

disgusting about that.  The factory kept them all alive.  So 

wasn’t it a bit blasphemous for anyone kept alive by it to use 

such a word in describing it?

The crunching of wheels on the rocky soil chased those 

vague, incomplete speculations out of his head and gave his 

slowly-working mind something else to contemplate.  A 

chariot wheeled round the rock and came spinning towards 

them, followed by more of the strange men on horseback.  

Some of them very strange in disquieting ways.  The leader, 
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who was evidently also Erin’s abductor, stepped out into the 

path in front of the chariot..

“Any pursuit?”

“None,” the driver called back.  “The ones who didn’t 

bolt for the fight won’t be found for a while.  We’re clear as far 

as the outer rings.”

“Then split up and head back again.  And fire the grass 

as you go.  Two more horses for my party.  We have him and 

we’ll be taking him through to the south, so fan out to the 

north.”  His voice carried across the little troop.  The mounted 

men let out a shout and spurred their horses.  Before they could 

scatter, their leader had already picked up Erin and handed 

him into the chariot.  He felt some sort of belt or rope being 

passed firmly around his waist and arms.  Then the vehicle 

jerked forward underneath him.

The wind created by their motion pressed against his 

face.  It was not warm or wet like the winds he had known 

before.  It pricked at his face enough for his clouded brain to 

register a faint sensation of discomfort, although that sensation 

was not enough to provoke him into action.  Instead he stared 

somewhat vaguely at the shadowed shape of the charioteer, 

and beyond him, at the lighted shape of the machine hall, 

growing closer as they approached it at a gallop.  The chariot 

was not heading directly for the building, but would pass it 

soon, with the length of a large field still separating it from the 

factory at its nearest.

Erin smelled something in the air that he had rarely 

scented before.  It was unpleasant, poisonous, insidious.  It was 

the smell of a hen who had nested in vain, but multiplied a 

hundred thousand times.  He knew it to be nothing more 

sinister than a byproduct of the factory during a particular 

phase of its operations, yet even so, he suddenly had a vision of 

a hundred thousand hens trying frantically to nest in the same 

place, all equally determined to do so and all equally resolved 

to fail.  He laughed at the dream picture.  The laugh came out 
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of his mouth as a faint gurgle.  Perhaps that was the best 

explanation after all, he mused.  The overseers and priests had 

never explained why the great machines put off this smell only 

at odd intervals.  Had it been a regular byproduct of the 

production process, those like him who spent their lives near 

the plant would have smelled it much more often.  No, Erin 

decided, the chickens made more sense.

As he rode the radiating waves of mental pleasure from 

that thought, the chariot glided past the massive building.  It 

sped away from the ochre pylon topped with a corona of pale 

flame and out into the planted fields, disappearing down the 

narrowly-ruled paths that penetrated the sea of silver-green.  

The narrow blades of the opus grass tapped against one 

another impatiently in the vortex left behind by its passage.  

Two more horsemen followed behind the chariot.  Then silence.  

The shouts and cries had ceased altogether.

* * * * *

Erin slept again, or thought he slept.  His mind could 

not tell the difference between sleep and waking, or, 

fortunately enough for him, between the jerks of the unsprung 

chariot wheels and the luxury of an exotic dream.  His world 

was filled with a pale golden glow and little more.  Gradually 

the glow deepened and contracted.  It became orange, then 

fiery-red.  And suddenly he was awake again and the chariot 

smashed into an obstacle in its path at full speed.  Somehow it 

kept moving, its pace unchecked.  Erin realized belatedly that 

there had been no collision, only an ordinary bump in the road.  

The fire was real, though.  Ahead of them flared the beacon of 

an outpost.  

There was movement there.  Soldiers were rushing 

around, swinging the gates that barred the path closed, hefting 

their rifles and forming a barrier of flesh in front of the gates.  

One of them let off a single shot.  The bullet must have gone 
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very wide, because the charioteer laughed.  He snapped the 

reins and sent the horses running even faster towards the 

cordon, then dropped them loosely onto the floor of the car.  

With his hands unencumbered, he plucked a short bow from 

its rest and sent a stream of arrows hissing towards the 

soldiers.

His shots, unlike theirs, did not miss.  Blinded by and 

silhouetted against the light of their beacon, the soldiers made 

beautiful stationary targets.  They could not see the arrows in 

time to react.  And when they did realize the threat, after three 

of their number lay dead, and began to shift their positions, it 

did them little good.  As long as they remained in a line 

covering the gates, a shot in that general direction was more 

likely than not to hit one of them.  Two more fell.  One dropped 

his rifle as he tried to pull a shaft from his thigh.  The chariot 

swerved abruptly as a chance return shot scored the off horse 

across the shoulder.  It screamed.

Behind the remaining soldiers, the gates eased open.  

Two men slipped through them and fell on the soldiers from 

behind, striking and cutting with short swords.  They were the 

riders who had followed the chariot, who had gone through 

the fields and slipped around to take the outpost from behind.  

All of the soldiers were now down but one.  He leapt towards 

the exposed stairway that would carry him up to the beacon on 

the tower, no doubt hoping to signal for reinforcements before 

he was killed.  The charioteer twisted himself, steadied his bow 

against the plunging of the horses, and sent a last arrow after 

him.  It sank into the soldier beneath his left arm, the tight 

weave and heavy padding of his jacket laid open completely by 

the sharp blade.  He collapsed on the steps.  The chariot came 

to a halt, and the charioteer stepped down to confer with his 

companions, leaving Erin alone for a moment.

He looked around, comprehending a little more this 

time.  The horses were covered with foam, their sides heaving.  

He knew that horses only looked like that when the young 
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lords had been racing one another.  When they raced, they 

would run the horses for hours.  Their sports were demanding.  

It occurred to Erin that these men must have brought him far, 

or at least a distance that seemed far to him.  But maybe that 

was really the case.  They were unhitching the horses and 

leading them away, then bringing new ones from the stable 

next to the tower to fill their places.  The chariot swayed again 

as their fresh energy was transmitted down the shaft.

Erin found the leader of the party, the one who had 

originally dragged him from his bed earlier that night--was it 

that night?--bending over him.  The man examined him 

intently.  His hand pressed gently against the side of Erin’s 

neck.  It was strange.

“Are you going to give him the khemil?” the other rider 

asked.

“We really don’t have a choice,” the leader said, 

stepping back.  “If he sleeps, he will have strength for the next 

stages, and he will have recovered some of his consciousness 

before then.  If he wakes, he will be depleted before we are out 

of these fields, both in body and mind.”  From the saddlebag of 

one of the horses he produced a silver cup and two horns, one 

small, one large.  Very carefully, he let a certain number of 

drops fall from the small horn into the cup, then filled it 

completely from the large horn.  Then he raised the cup to 

Erin’s lips.

“Drink if you can,” he said.  And Erin drank.

Slowly the liquid flowed into him.  The taste was 

familiar.  The sudden energy that throbbed in his limbs was 

familiar, too, but more distantly so.  His mind cleared for an 

instant, and then the pressure of thought eased.  Without 

noticing, he swallowed a second cup of the mixture.  The 

fantasies and visualizations of earlier were gone.  In their place 

was a sort of relief which he appreciated for an instant before 

his head sank limply onto his chest.
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“That will do,” the leader said.  He turned back to his 

horse.  “We will reach the swamp before sunrise.”

* * * * *

Erin slept as the chariot hurried on through the night.  

Slept as it skidded and turned abruptly around sharp corners, 

taking side roads and bypaths to avoid any contact with a 

wayfarer who might note its passing.  Slept as the paths grew 

rougher and more deteriorated, far out in the periphery.  Slept 

as the three strange men reduced two more outposts, one after 

the other, leaving the soldiers lying there for their devoted 

masters to find, and hastened on with fresh horses.  Slept until 

the acrid odor of rotting mud, and the cessation of all motion 

and noise, which he had become insensibly accustomed to, 

awakened him.

The chariot was halted by the side of a pool, so close 

that Erin could look over its edge and directly down at the 

shimmering, puckered surface of the water.  It was more bright 

than dull.  He raised his eyes and realized that the sky had 

lightened as well.  Dawn was coming.

He turned his head at the sound of hooves behind him.  

The charioteer had unharnessed the horses and set them free 

with a flick of his bow against their hindquarters.  They ran a 

little way off, stopped, and lowered their heads to browse.  It 

was unlikely that they would ever be harnessed again.  The 

other two horses were nowhere in sight.  Only their riders.

The leader strode over to the chariot and looked down 

at Erin again.  “You’re awake.  Good.”  He began unfastening 

the straps holding Erin in place against the side of the vehicle.  

“Do you think you can walk?”

“I...”  Erin paused, realizing he could speak again.  He 

tried to lift his arms.  The muscles responded to his will.  “I 

might be able to.”
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The leader held out his hand.  Erin reached out and 

grasped it, and slowly pulled himself upright, stepping down 

onto the ground as he did so.  His legs shook, but holding on to 

the side of the chariot for support, he remained standing.

“Good enough,” the man remarked.  “We’ll help you as 

you need it.  And this you need, of course.”  He reached into a 

pouch at his side and brought out the larger horn that Erin 

vaguely remembered from the night before.  “Have a drink 

before we start moving.”

Erin opened the horn and tasted the liquid inside 

gingerly.  It was sweet, silky, and all too normal, in a way.  He 

started gulping the juice down.  Immediately he could feel it 

strengthening him.  In fact, the effects were far more 

pronounced than he remembered.  At least he was no longer 

swaying as he stood, though his mind was far from being 

completely clear.

“Irafon!”  The man standing next to Erin looked over at 

the others, who were now approaching.  Both of them had 

shining silver cylinders slung across their backs in addition to 

their weapons.  “Is he ready?”

“As much as he needs to be,” Irafon replied.  He 

gripped Erin’s arm and moved him away from the chariot.  The 

other two men bent down, gripped the wheel, and toppled it 

over into the pond.  And then Erin realized that it wasn’t a 

pond full of water at all, but rather a sinkhole full of mud.  The 

chariot buried itself halfway in the sludge at the first thrust and 

began settling the rest of the way.  In a very short time it would 

be invisible.

“Come along,” Irafon said.  Erin could feel the guiding 

pressure again.  This time he resisted it.

“I won’t!  You’re mountaineers!”

“Brilliant,” Irafon observed.  “And that’s an argument 

for not coming along with us?”
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It was an unanswerable argument for exactly that, Erin 

thought.  The trouble was, he couldn’t think of a way to explain 

it to them.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to let you think about 

it,” the mountaineer said, noticing the frozen expression on 

Erin’s face.  “Follow me.”  He turned and started walking 

away.

An order is an order.  Erin had been taught to obey 

orders.  He followed Irafon.  The other two men followed him.

And the path they followed was not a path at all in the 

usual sense of the word.  In fact, it was the opposite of a regular 

path.  It was a hump of hard, rocky soil covered with clinging 

and more or less dessicated plants that wound unevenly 

through great expanses of rippling water and mud.  Sometimes 

the mud rose far above the surface of the water and dried out 

enough to support a faint covering of short, fine grass, which 

appeared a brilliant green even in the dim light before sunrise.  

In other places a branch of the path cut the water off from 

certain areas and left them as cracked expanses of cement-like 

soil until the water would rise again.  Tiny birds on 

ridiculously long legs jumped back and forth in the shallower 

puddles, ignoring the path and the figures on it.

Erin plunged forward, heaving.  He wasn’t used to 

walking on such rough ground.  Eventually the man behind 

him came up and helped him along.  And they kept walking.  

The sky grew brighter, though it stayed gray, with the sun 

completely hidden behind a high layer of clouds.  The path 

became clearly visible in the morning light, making it 

marginally easier for Erin to navigate.  It was his strength that 

was flagging.

Then he found himself standing on an abrupt rise in the 

path next to Irafon, who was staring straight ahead towards the 

horizon.  For the first time, Erin raised his eyes from the 

ground for more than a brief instant and looked around him.
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His field of view was completely filled by the 

mountains.

Intellectually he knew they existed.  Intellectually he 

knew that they rose almost inaccessible on the fringes of the 

fertile lands.  But no picture he had seen, and those were few 

enough, had done more than hint at their mass, their expanse.  

Most had dismissed them as a mere band of haze on the 

horizon.  And now here they were, going up into the clouds, 

their sides covered in gullies and jungles, abrupt, immense, 

and very nearby.

Irafon stepped down off the knoll, resuming his 

previous steady pace.  Erin had no choice but to follow, eagerly 

looking ahead for the smoother portions of the path where he 

could safely take his eyes from the ground to stare up at the 

mountains.  He had never imagined anything like them.  Still 

less could he imagine men climbing them, and yet apparently 

these men who were leading him along did.  They couldn’t 

possibly expect him to follow them.  He was already 

exhausted.

They marched on.  Slowly the path widened in spurts.  

There was more vegetation along its sides now, and the patches 

of water and mud seemed smaller.  The mountains might have 

been closer, but their size was so great that it was impossible to 

tell.  It occurred to Erin that it was not a pointless march.  

Ahead of them, a cleft opened between two peaks and sank 

towards the level ground in a highly irregular line.  At its base 

a forest fanned out right down to the edge of the mountains, 

and that, Erin realized, was no great distance away.  Irafon was 

leading them towards the forest.

A bamboo forest, as it turned out.  There was no soft 

loam or gnarled roots or spreading canopy of shade.  Only tall, 

tall stems bearing a slight resemblance to the opus grass in 

their few narrow leaves, which for the most part were out of 

reach and out of sight.  The pools of mud were long gone, and 

the ground was rocky and rising, though still wet.  Erin tried to 
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make out whether the mountaineers were following a 

particular path.  He couldn’t tell for certain, but each time he 

tried to diverge from the exact line that Irafon was taking, he 

stumbled and fell more than before.  Eventually he gave up the 

effort and simply dragged himself along, helped by 

encouraging thrusts from the other men.  They showed no sign 

of being tired by the climb.  If anything, they were rather more 

cheerful than they had been, murmuring little songs in an 

undertone and chuckling to themselves.

Irafon held up his hand.  Panting, Erin stumbled up to 

him.  His wakefulness was receding along with his strength.  

When he staggered and suddenly sat down on a patch of moss, 

the mountaineers did not seem very concerned.  They put 

down their burdens and wandered off while he caught his 

breath.

Erin managed to focus his thoughts again.  He saw that 

the path at this point ran along a low ledge overhanging a 

running stream.  A small one, but it was the first free-flowing, 

unconstrained watercourse he’d ever seen.  He stared at it in 

astonishment for a little while before Irafon reappeared, horn 

in hand.  Again, the opus juice revived him, though a little of 

the weariness lingered this time.  The mountaineer took back 

the horn and handed him the silver cup in its place, this time 

filled with cold water from the stream.

Erin hesitated before drinking.  “Who owns it?”

Irafon’s head snapped around.  “What did you say?”

“The water.  Who owns it?”

The mountaineer stared at him, dumbfounded.  “Water 

is part of the world.  No one owns it.  We all make use of it.”

“But all water is owned by someone.  And it would be 

a crime to drink this without having permission from the 

owner or at least being able to give him an assurance that I 

would pay him for it.”
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Irafon opened his mouth, closed it again, shook his 

head, and said merely, “Then don’t drink it if you feel that way 

about it.”

Erin stared at the cup for a while before he reluctantly 

decided to swallow the water.  The mountaineers watched him 

in silence the entire time.

* * * * *

The climb went on.  The bamboo forest was far behind 

them, having ended abruptly at a bend in the stream for no 

apparent reason.  The uneven, rocky trail had also disappeared.  

Now their route took them across well-worn paths clearly 

etched in the soil and in some places meticulously paved with 

stone and mortar.  The inclines were gentler and the paths 

tended to run across the ridges of the mountains wherever 

possible.  The clouds had blown away, too, and Erin looked 

down from the heights into chasm after chasm cut out of the 

solid rock, some choked with foliage, some gushing with 

foaming water, some a brighter green and bare of trees 

altogether, with people moving around them in the distance.  

Sometimes they would pass spurs of granite topped with 

perpendicular castles, most of which were in disrepair.  The 

colors were intensely bright.  For some reason, the incessant 

sunlight did not fade them out.  And the contrast between the 

green lushness of the heights and the purple shadows of the 

valleys showed Erin a depth of perspective that he had never 

imagined.  It was dizzying, the more so because the paths 

turned and looped upon themselves as they worked steadily 

higher among the mountains.  His guides sang in full voice 

now, seeking the purest notes that would carry the farthest 

among the defiles.

All three of them let out a particularly triumphant note 

and then fell silent.  Erin, in his weakened, half-asleep state, 

nearly stumbled into Irafon, who had stopped in the middle of 
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the path.  Immediately thereafter he realized why it would 

have been a very bad thing if the mountaineer had not.

In front of them was the largest water-chiseled gully 

Erin had seen among the mountains so far.  Off to the left, a 

waterfall plunged from a level somewhat above their heads 

down to a depth that would have swallowed fifty men 

standing atop each others shoulders.  To the right, the path 

turned abruptly and followed the edge of the gully for a short 

distance.  And then it turned into a rainbow.  A rainbow that 

spanned the river far below in a single graceful arch from bank 

to bank, from a plinth of shimmering white stone where the 

path ended to an identical bulk on the far side of the divide, 

where another path could be seen snaking away among the 

hills.  Or the same path, perhaps.

Irafon drank in the sight of the rainbow for a moment, 

and the uniquely mixed sensation of the cold spray and warm 

sunshine combining on his skin.  Then he strolled forward 

again.  Erin had no choice but to follow cautiously.  The 

rainbow glowed even more brightly up close.  It not only 

remained stationary with respect to the observer, an unusual 

thing for a rainbow to do, but it looked more solid as well.  In 

spite of that, Erin was shocked when Irafon turned and began 

walking up the top of the arch as if it were solid matter.

The mountaineers urged him on.  Finally he was at the 

base of the rainbow and it still did not sway or flicker or move.  

He slowly put out his hand, then jerked it back in surprise.  The 

rainbow was solid matter.  A solid band of metal cast in a three-

dimensional span made up of complex curves.  With steps 

running up the side and over the top of the arch to prevent 

travelers from slipping on the rounded surfaces.  Irafon looked 

down at him from high above and gestured to him to mount 

the bridge.
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Erin carefully put his weight on the first step.  It held 

firm.  Slowly, he began the ascent with the metal blazing ruby-

red around him.

At the top of the arch he stopped again, and kneeling 

cautiously, bent down to look over the side.  The metal of the 

bridge, wrought in an unknown fashion, stretched seamlessly 

away to double back on itself.  He could see the colors fading 

farther out, the red blending to orange and the orange to gold.  

Viewed from above, the bands of color were unequal widths.  

From the path, each had appeared exactly the same size.  The 

design was flawless.  The machines of the priests were 

unbelievably tiny, unthinkably crude in comparison with this 

single piece of architecture that sparkled pointlessly above the 

blue-white waters below.  Erin sighed in confusion and started 

his descent.  He was tired, and the rainbow bridge was 

overwhelming.

And the path they were following did not seem to end.  

Twice more Irafon gave Erin the horn of opus juice to satisfy 

his thirst.  The first time Erin nearly fell off the path when he 

realized that the mountaineer was casually eating a small loaf 

of bread.  Only priests and nobles ate solid food.  Only priests 

and nobles were physically able to do so.  But Irafon was no 

priest, nor were his companions.  But in that case, how could 

they survive without the juice?  There was no room for another 

explanation, Erin knew.  It was unaccountable.  It was against 

the laws of nature.  He would have turned and fled back across 

that wonderful bridge, but then he would have been lost, and 

he could not outrun the too-helpful guides who hemmed him 

in.  So he went on with them, confused, afraid, and in spite of 

the juice, gradually growing weaker and less conscious of the 

strange, subtly powerful world around him.

Eventually the glare of the sun brought him to a halt.  It 

was reflecting off the surface of a low, flat cloud formation in 

the distance.  Come to think of it, the sun itself was low.  That 
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meant night would fall soon.  Did they expect him to go on 

walking into the dark with them?

Voices ahead answered that question.  Irafon was 

standing and speaking to someone else in the path, someone 

who was not one of his two men.  Erin shaded his eyes to look 

at the new stranger standing there backlit against the sun.  A 

bird, he thought.  He really is a bird, and these mountaineers 

really are the children of birds.  An immense fan of silver and 

blue feathers sprang from the man’s upper arm, and a sword 

hung under that arm from a strap across his other shoulder.  

Both scabbard and strap were encrusted with silver and blue 

gems.  Silver wires appeared to twine from the ground about 

the man’s legs.  He wore no form of clothing.  When he raised 

his hand to gesture, the clouds caught in his fingers and were 

twisted madly around in the sky.

Erin put out an unsteady hand himself.  One of the 

guides took it.  Erin closed his eyes again and slept.
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II

There was soft blue light on the floor and on the walls, 

and in the eyes of the tall, wiry man whom Erin found bending 

over him.

“A drink?” the man asked.  He took a cup from beside 

the head of Erin’s couch and offered it to him.  Under these 

conditions Erin drank down the water without hesitation.  He 

took a moment to admire the delicately engraved figures 

running round the outside of the golden cup in an endless race, 

and the smoothness of its inner surface.  It showed the same 

craftsmanship, on a smaller and more delicate scale, that the 

rainbow bridge did.  “And more juice,” his host added, refilling 

the cup with the familiar sweet liquid.  It elicited a gasp from 

Erin as he tried it.  He had never tasted a preparation of opus 

juice that powerful, that concentrated.  The man chuckled, not 

unkindly.  “I distill it myself, you see.  It’s far stronger than the 

preparations you’ve been accustomed to, especially of late.”

Erin looked up at him suspiciously, with a shade of 

apprehension.  “Only the priests have a right to distill the 

juice.”

“Every man has a right to do everything.”

“No man has a right to break the laws that are 

responsible for his own humanity.”

“If man were to acknowledge that his humanity arose 

from an external definition, he would be denying that he had 

individuality and will, without which he could not be human.”
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“The individual must learn to obey, and free will is a 

trap that causes overconfidence.”

“The individual cannot learn to obey, since there is no 

unit greater than the individual, and overconfidence is an 

expression of individuality, not of true will.”

“There are the priests and the lords and the gods.  They 

are greater than the individual.  And the nation is greater than 

the individual.”

“The nation is an idea.  It only has that existence which 

individuals give it by agreeing to believe in it.  It is created by 

them and thus is less than they are.  The gods would indeed be 

greater than the individual man, were they to display a 

creativity and a will far superior to that of men, yet their works 

show only human motives, and thus if they exist, they can be 

no greater than other men.  And the priests and the lords are 

no greater than any other men, save that they make greater use 

of their reasoning and ingenuity to convince their fellows that 

they are in fact greater.  All that their cleverness can do to exalt 

them can easily be undone by another.”

“Can you undo it?”

“Yes.”

Erin blinked.  “Who are you?”

“My name is Archemund,” the man said, rising and 

carrying the cups back across the room with a rustle of his 

white robe.  “I am a man, like you.  You might also distinguish 

me by calling me a mountaineer, as I live among the mountains 

and am not an Alexandrite like yourself.  And by practice and 

force of habit I am a chirurgeon.”

“Oh, a doctor.”

“Most decidedly not a doctor.  Please remove that 

expression of respectful attention from your face.  You have 

only just met me and cannot possibly have decided yet whether 

I am deserving of your respect or not.  It is foolish to anticipate 

your conclusions.  And in any case, from what I know of your 

Alexandrite doctors, they are not worth the respect I would 
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give to a tame rodent.  Why do you think you arrived here in 

such a state of collapse?”

“It was the exhaustion--” Erin began.  Archemund cut 

him off with a flick of the wrist.

“The exhaustion would never have been as severe as it 

was if you had not already been at a disadvantage.  I’ve spoken 

with Irafon.  He says that you were hardly able to stand when 

it was necessary to abandon the chariot, and that you could 

only speak by making a special effort.  Are your memories of 

that night clear?”

“No,” Erin admitted.  “What I do recall is jumbled.  I 

think I spent most of it sleeping in the chariot.”

“Which would have been unlikely under normal 

conditions.  It was the algar in your juice that produced such a 

reaction.  I’ve purged your body of it now, but I suspect it has 

been building up in your system for some time.  Probably in 

combination with a more heavily diluted solution of opus juice 

than you were accustomed to.  That would partly account for 

the physical weakness and lack of mental clarity as well.”

“What is algar?”

“A compound which your doctors or priests or lords--

impossible to tell which, since there is a certain amount of 

overlap among those classes in the valley--produce from 

various chemicals and extracts available to them.  In gradually 

increasing doses, it produces indifference, weakness, and 

confusion.  Eventually it causes coma and death.  Quite quietly 

and neatly, of course.  No embarrassing fuss.”

“You’re saying that I was being executed.”

“Execution is a fine distinction.  You were being killed.”

“That’s not possible.  I’d done nothing to warrant it.  At 

least I don’t think so...”

“You don’t think so?  You can’t tell yourself?”

“The priests may have been able to see something 

deserving of punishment in my actions to which I am blind.”

20



“Oh, I see.  An external conscience as well as an external 

sense of humanity.  Very compact.”

“But there is no other possible solution.  Why would I 

be killed if not in punishment?”

“Because the lords or the priests or both thought it 

would be convenient or amusing?  They cut you up and cut 

your insides out to ensure your obedience.  If you are that 

disposable to them, would killing you altogether be likely to 

distress them?”

Erin stared at him.  “I don’t understand you.”

Archemund knelt down by his bedside.  “Amazing, 

really,” he murmured.  “That they succeed in having everyone 

ignore it.”  He pulled back the sheet.  Only then did Erin realize 

that he lay there naked.  He was terrified, and would have 

grabbed for the cover, but felt Archemund’s finger touch his 

skin before he could move.  The chirurgeon traced a line down 

the center of his stomach, a line marked not only by his 

pointing finger but also by an almost imperceptible 

discoloration in the skin.  “Where did you get that?”

“I’ve always had it.  Everyone has it.”

“Do the lords or the priests?”

Erin looked horrified.  “How could I know?  I haven’t 

ever looked.  That would be--”

“A terrible crime, yes, yes, I know.”  He seated himself.  

“For your information, they do not.  And that scar is not a 

natural part of the human body.”  He drew his own robe aside 

and Erin saw that he was unmarked, his stomach unlined.  

“What do you know of anatomy?”

“Nothing at all.”

“Then I will tell you about it.  In the human body, there 

are three organs which are used to extract energy from food: 

the stomach and the greater and lesser intestines.  Shortly after 

you were born, the Alexandrite priests cut out your stomach 

and much of the greater intestine, and connected what was left 

of the intestine to the tube which forms your throat.  This 
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destroyed your ability to properly digest food in normal 

quantities.  You might possibly have been able to survive the 

damage and still eat solid foods, but from that time forward 

you were given nothing but the opus juice to satisfy your 

hunger.  You can live on the juice, of course, after it has been 

properly processed; it contains all the nutrients you need.  But 

when you consume nothing but the juice for a prolonged 

period of time, it begins to alter what remains of your intestine.  

The tissues become adapted to absorbing the juice only.  They 

cannot absorb ordinary food at all.  Eating it merely clogs the 

intestine and produces a slow and painful death.  You must 

have seen that happen before, to others.”

Erin was shaking.  “No.  No.  No.  They died because 

they were impure.  Only those who are of pure lineage and 

morals may eat anything other than the juice of the opus.”

Archemund leaned over to a dish sitting some distance 

away on the floor and uncovered it.  From it, he took the 

roasted drumstick of a bird.  Slowly, he began to eat, his eyes 

fixed on Erin’s.  With his free hand, he opened his robe again 

and disclosed the absence of any scar, driving the correlation 

home.  It was excessively simplistic, but it had the intended 

impact.  Erin wept in shock as his mind began to adjust to the 

new reality that confronted him.  Archemund politely allowed 

him to give vent to his feelings and sat there finishing his meal 

in silence.  Eventually Erin became silent too.  He appeared 

destroyed.

“Why do they do it?” he asked somewhat listlessly.

“Well, there was the convenience, of course.  The juice 

is far easier to produce, store and transport on a large scale 

than any ordinary food or any combination of ordinary foods.  

And then there are also the effects which stem from its 

exclusive consumption.  It cannot be produced outside the 

plant which the House of Alexander operates, or so they think.  

At any rate, it cannot be produced in large quantities, and that 

gives them absolute power over the lives of everyone in the 
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valley.  Obey, or we deprive you of the right to live in the most 

fundamental way possible.”

“And they do this to all of us?  At birth?”

“Except for a few born in the most outlying reaches of 

the valley.  Sometimes their parents realize some small part of 

the truth and hide a child to prevent it from being cut.”

“But that must produce a great deal of hatred among 

the adults as they realize that the child is not dependent on the 

juice.”

“It does.  Towards the child, not towards the priests and 

nobles.  Those few children who escape the operation are 

almost inevitably reported to the priests as witches, or killed by 

the suspicious adults themselves for the same reason.  Irafon 

remembered the expression on your face when you first saw 

him eat.  It was outside the range of your imagination that 

anyone not a priest or noble could do so.  You were afraid.  The 

men and women in the Alexandrite villages are afraid, too.  

Human beings are supposed to thrive on opus juice alone.  

Therefore, to consume other things and live is inhuman.”

“But if a human being was meant to eat...and if they 

have taken from us the ability to do that...then they have made 

us inhuman,” Erin whispered to himself.

“They have certainly chosen an excellent way to make 

you think that should you discover the trick, albeit a dangerous 

one for themselves.”

“A trick?  It’s not a trick.”  Erin ran his hands across the 

marked skin of his torso.  “I am not a whole man and they are.  

They have taken that from me.  They have taken the question 

of humanity out of my hands.”

“Fallaciously reasoned,” Archemund nodded with 

approval.  “Exactly how the priests would like to see you 

reason.  It is fatally incorrect, all the same.  You persist in 

thinking that the sum of all human attributes must be found in 

that body of yours.”

“What else is humanity but to be human?”
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“And how do you define a human?”

“As one who possesses the traits common to the 

remainder of the human race.”

“Come, come!  You are talking in circles!  Humanity is 

to be human, and to be human is to possess the characteristics 

of humanity?  It proves nothing.  Especially as it is not self-

contained.  It reaches outside the chain of logic for reference to 

other humans.”

“It is necessary to do so.  Our humanity lies in our 

uniqueness.  It lies in our similarity.”

“That sounds almost like a paradox.”

“Our uniqueness as a collective whole, our similarity as 

individuals.”

“So by rendering you dissimilar to them, the House of 

Alexander has made you less than human?”

“Yes.”

“By altering you from the natural physical standard set 

for the human race as a whole, in fact.”

“Yes.”

“And yet, did I not hear you say earlier that it was laws 

exterior to your physical self that made you human?”

“There are laws!” Erin screamed, looking up in a 

sudden fury.  “The laws are both moral and material and both 

kinds must be obeyed!”

“You’re very fortunate that the House took such early 

steps to ensure your conformity with both variants of those 

laws, then.”

“Ensure my conformity?”  Erin shouted.  He stood up, 

forgetting himself.  “If I am not a man, which I am not, and that 

is their doing, how does that bring me into conformity with the 

rest of humanity?”

“Permit me to inform you that you are fully human.  

The removal of a few extraneous body parts does not affect the 

question one way or the other.  It is quite possible for you to 

possess no physical body at all and remain human provided 
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that certain other requirements are met.  This preoccupation 

with a twitching mass of flesh is more than a little 

superstitious.  But to answer your question, it brought you into 

conformity with their idea of what a human being must be.  A 

human being--other than themselves, who have special reasons 

and dispensations for what they do--must be obedient, humble, 

and utterly dependent upon the external structure they 

provide.  You are told that the gods demand it.  You are told 

that the laws of nature and society demand it.  And to ensure 

your wholehearted participation, they went a step further and 

physically modified you to make you more amenable to these 

principles.  That it works, you know.  Until you saw the 

mountaineers eat you never dreamed that there was any way 

to survive but by drinking the opus juice.  You saw your fellow 

men doing so, you did so yourself, and you concluded not only 

that it was the sole way to survive, but also that whatever a 

group of men commonly did was right and proper.  You 

learned a reverence for established habits and you based your 

understanding of humanity upon that.”

“An understanding which was intended to include 

seeing those who had degraded me as my natural superiors?”

“Naturally.  Literally so.  They could eat that which 

would kill you, thus forcing you to conclude that there must be 

something unique or superior about them.  In such an 

environment, the assumption was inevitable.  You were 

human, because you shared characteristics and behavior in 

common with many other fellow humans, but they were 

special, elect, singled out among the human race, because they 

had characteristics that were rare and occurred only within 

their family group.  You made that distinction and still 

considered yourself human.  Now, since you have realized that 

the priests and lords are not unique in any way, but only 

ordinary, unmodified humans, you suddenly think of yourself 

as less than human.  You continue to apply the standard of 
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shared behavior and physicality to determine your own 

humanity.”

“Are you suggesting that humanity is not shared?  That 

I should look at myself as an individual to determine whether 

I am human?”

“Humanity is shared, yes, but that sharing is not the 

source of humanity.  Individuality--that is a beginning.  But 

only a beginning.”

“Individuality is neglectful of others and of the whole.”

“Certainly.”

“That is wrong.”

“That standard of wrong was taught to you by those 

who had a very practical interest in making you see yourself as 

part of a group first and foremost.”

“And if I do not see myself as part of a group?”

“Then you are not bound by the group’s standards.  In 

your decision to see yourself as separate from the group, you 

assert both your individuality and your will, and in doing so 

you embrace your humanity even more thoroughly.  It is not 

conformity with other humans that makes you human.  

Imitation is not transformation.  A lizard can imitate a tree for 

centuries if it likes without becoming a tree.  No, you might say 

that distinguishing yourself from other humans makes you 

more human.  It certainly makes the fact of your own humanity 

more noticeable, at the very least.”

Erin sat down again and rested his head on his knees.  

“You’re saying that I can decide to be human.  Or that all I 

need to do to be human is believe I am a human being.”

“A slight oversimplification, but yes.  You are human.  

But you can always make it more apparent to yourself and 

everyone else.”

“At the moment it’s not apparent to me.  How can I feel 

that I’m equal to other men when I know that they can do 

things which I have been, and am actively being, denied?”

“It is a handicap.”
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“It’s a handicap resulting from the decision of another 

human.  How can I accept that I am his equal if I accept the 

handicap he imposed on me?”

“A fair point.”  Archemund looked down at Erin 

judiciously.  “More than fair.  Acceding in the decisions of 

others which harm you minimizes your own humanity.  The 

counter-argument, of course, is that with a strong enough will 

you would pay so little attention to your physicality that it 

wouldn’t matter to you.  But that’s of no practical use if the 

feeling of oppression still weighs with you.  And anyway, it’s a 

fairly trivial point that can be cleared up readily enough.  

Would you feel more confident, more able to explore your 

sense of humanity, if I were to repair the damage the priests 

did?”

“How can you possibly repair it?” Erin said in a 

muffled tone.  “They cut part of me out and destroyed it.”

“How many times must I remind you that a corpse is 

not human?” the chirurgeon demanded irritably.  “I don’t have 

to have all the original pieces to fix you.  Substitutes will do 

just fine.”

Erin snorted.  “Substitutes?  Let’s say parts from a 

lizard who wants to become a tree, for better results?”

“Parts that you can make yourself.”  That got Erin’s 

attention.  “I can’t trick your body into rebuilding itself on its 

own.  But I can start the process and let it take over from 

there.”

“Have you done it before?”

“Several times,” Archemund replied with a faint smile.  

“You are not the first Alexandrite who, by accident or by 

intent, has ended up here in the mountains.”

“And did they live?”

“The first two died soon after I operated.  The next 

several lived for considerably longer intervals each time.  The 

last three are still living and, so far as I can tell, in perfect 

health.  It has taken time to refine the technique, and cutting 
27



into a living body is a horrible thing to do, whatever the 

reason.  But you should face fewer difficulties than anyone 

who has preceded you.”

“Why?”

“Tell me,” Archemund said, turning away and strolling 

to the other end of the room, “did you ever hear of an ordinary 

person, one of your fellows, who had lived his entire life 

sustained by the opus juice, suddenly becoming able to eat 

solid food?”

Erin considered this, his mind running back across the 

years.  “Yes,” he said doubtfully.  “Once or twice there were 

stories about someone who had acquired that ability.  We 

never knew for certain if they were true or not.”

“I assume that these individuals then became either 

priests or nobles.”

“Yes.  They were considered to have been singled out 

for praise by the gods.”

“A very convenient system, and so finely tuned.  The 

children born outside the power structure who are not 

dependent on the juice are called witches, while those who 

acquire that freedom within it are regarded as privileged.  

Marvelous.  But that is somewhat beside the point.  Obviously, 

the stories you heard were real enough.  They would have 

concerned the same operation that I have offered you.”

“Wait, wait,” Erin said.  “The priests can do this too?  

And repair the damage they did years before?”

“Yes.”

“Then why do they bother with the operation in the 

first place?”

“Because at birth they have no way of knowing whether 

a person will grow up to be useful to them.  Also they enjoy 

being able to dole out this ability now and then.  It stimulates 

devotion and obedience among the lower orders.”

Erin’s eyes gleamed with anger.  “And how do their 

frauds help me?”
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Archemund came to a halt beside a small wooden table.  

He laid a hand lightly on the silver cylinder that rested on it, 

one of the cylinders that the mountaineers had brought out of 

the valley along with Erin.  “In this tube is the most perfect 

model ever made of a human intestine.  It represents years of 

work and a terrifying amount of bloody experimentation by 

the House of Alexander.  It surpasses in detail anything I have 

ever been able to create.  With this, and a few samples of tissue 

from your own body, I can make a new organ for you, but 

without the damage that has been done to yours by the opus 

juice.  It will not be perfect at first.  But when it is placed inside 

you, your body will use it as a basis for rebuilding.  You will 

recreate yourself in your own image, as you were before the 

priests ever touched you.”

Erin stared at the tube with a devouring desire.

* * * * *

He lay on the smooth marble table, knowing that the 

sun shone gloriously above him but unable to feel its warmth.  

The rays of light multiplied themselves in the mirrors to no 

purpose as far as he was concerned.  It might have been 

midnight in a cavern deep under the mountains for all that he 

could perceive heat or cold, light or darkness.  Only a trace of 

smell remained, the odor of the incense burning all around him 

mingled with the pungency of a perfume too sharp and clear to 

define or classify.  Again he slept.

Archemund leaned over him again, as he had from the 

start.  A bad habit, the chirurgeon thought to himself.  Too 

polarizing.  But it could be corrected later.

“Lord of life, give life,” he said quietly, before doing 

that which he hated more than anything else in the world.

The last of the greater intestine came out, smooth and 

stunted and oily.  With infinite care, the chirurgeon and his 

assistants took the rippling new organ from its bath and folded 
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it slowly into place.  They packed the ends in a gelatin distilled 

from lichens gathered near the cloudline, something so potent 

for healing that the Alexandrite priests would have sacrificed 

half their congregants for knowledge of it.

“Now the vessels,” Archemund said.  And they wove a 

web around their work to bring it to life.

Erin lay under the light, the scars vanishing from his 

skin under the influence of the gelatin, the skin itself turning 

slowly golden under the muted beams of the sun.  He lay in a 

coma, his veins filled with a steady drip of the juices of various 

healthful plants, blended with a steadily diminishing 

proportion of the opus juice as his body grew to need it no 

longer.  In the silence, his physical self began to mend itself, 

replacing what the chirurgeons had done with a precision they 

would never achieve.

* * * * *

“Drink this,” Archemund ordered.

The cold water pushed down the pounding in Erin’s 

head and subdued it.  His hoarse gasps gave way to hoarse 

gargles and gradually to intelligible sounds.  He looked around 

him for a moment.  And then he panicked.  The cold was inside 

him and spreading steadily.

“Stop!”  The chirurgeon’s voice arrested his impulse to 

leap up.  “What you are feeling is expected.  You now have a 

stomach, or at least a rudimentary one.  Your body will store 

the food and drink that you consume instead of processing 

them immediately.  So you will feel their presence here”--he 

rested his hand just below Erin’s ribs--”and it will seem 

unusual, even frightening perhaps, for a while.  But it will not 

hurt you.”

“But it does hurt,” Erin said.  “It feels as if someone 

were trying to squeeze me into two pieces.”  He was still more 

confused when Archemund smiled with passionate warmth.
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“That is hunger.  An extreme case, but still hunger.  It is 

your body telling you that it requires food.  You will no longer 

simply grow weak when it needs nutrients.  Instead, you will 

feel varying degrees of hunger.”  He set a plate of thin wafers 

in front of his patient.

Slowly, Erin placed one in his mouth and tried to chew 

it, watching the motions that Archemund made and trying to 

imitate them.  He found that it softened more and more, and 

then imperceptibly it slipped down his throat.  His reflex to 

spit it up only functioned partially.  Instead, he felt it move into 

his stomach.  He felt each tiny movement as the new muscles 

contracted to digest it.  He felt the gradual spreading of energy 

through his body, similar to that produced by a drink of the 

opus juice but so much slower and somehow more 

fundamental.

“I feel,” he whispered to himself.  “I am human.”
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III

Erin wrapped his robe, which was much too long for 

him, around his shoulders more tightly, and turned to hurry 

down from the wind-tower overlooking Archemund’s garden.  

The mountains were no colder than the valley during the day, 

but each morning a breeze would sweep briefly down the cliffs 

and set anyone who was caught unawares shivering.  Its 

regular appearance might have accounted for the general 

absence of life in the hollow at this hour.  Erin rarely saw 

anyone moving about when he climbed the tower so soon after 

dawn.  The mountaineers shunned the chance of a wind, but he 

was used to rising long before they were.  So he sat in the tower 

or the garden and exulted quietly.

On this particular morning Archemund had also come 

out early and was carefully inspecting his fruit trees.  With a 

little silver knife, he carefully peeled the rind from one and ate 

a slice, looking disapprovingly at a fly that landed on the 

branch as he did so.  “Here,” he called out, noticing Erin for the 

first time.  “Try one.”

Erin accepted the offered slice and crushed it eagerly 

between his teeth, savoring the feeling of power that went 

along with the simple act.  The taste was sweet, not unlike that 

of the opus juice, but lighter and sharper, with a range of 

flavors that the juice could never have acquired in the hands of 

the most skillful distiller.  Then a doubt crossed his mind.

“Is this the orpal fruit?” he asked the chirurgeon.
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“It is, yes.  Perfectly delicious.  Why?  You look 

concerned.”

“But it provokes lust and viciousness.”

“You’ve been listening to the Alexandrite priests 

again.”

“Not the priests.  In the sacred books it is written that of 

all twelve varieties of fruit that exist, this is the most dangerous 

to man and should be avoided.”

“Ahhh.  Attack of conscience.  I see.  Tell me, how many 

different kinds of fruit, distinctly and obviously different from 

one another, do you see when you look around this garden?”

Erin counted methodically.  His face set grimly as he 

neared the end of his inspection.  “There are more than 

twelve,” he admitted.

“Now reconcile your observation with the sacred 

books.”

“What?”  For a moment Erin was off balance.  He had 

expected a direct contradiction.  “Oh--I suppose that the books 

might not take into account differences we see between two 

kinds of fruit, considering them to be the same instead.  Or 

someone might have made a transcription or translation error.”

“Very good.  Plausible enough.  But both pointing to the 

same conclusion.  The text is not necessarily reliable.  Or,” he 

added, as Erin looked about to protest, “our ability to 

understand the text accurately is lacking, and so because of our 

own deficiencies we are unable to apply it.”

“I suppose so.”

“Then why apply it?”

“Because I can try to interpret it myself and apply it as 

best I can.”

“That’s only half an explanation.  It deals with the 

immediate practical, but not with the absolute abstract.  Why 

apply a standard whose accuracy is uncertain?  Or, at the heart 

of the matter, why apply a standard at all?”

“Because there are standards.”
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“How do you know this?”

“The gods have decreed them.”

“There is no proof of that.”

“There is proof in plenty if you believe there is.”

“Why believe in a standard that inconveniences you by 

demanding petty denial?”

“It is meritorious to obey the divine will.”

“Obedience sounds more like something the priests 

would advocate.”

“But can you deny that obedience is necessary in life?”

“Yes, of course,” Archemund said.  “I can and do every 

day.  Obedience is submission to the will of another, and that is 

dehumanizing.”

Erin blinked.  “If you remove obedience altogether--

then how do you hold a society together?”

“Speaking for my fellows, I can tell you that we don’t.  

And we would never want to.  As you point out, an organized 

society requires obedience to give it structure and order.  By 

extension, that makes society antithetical to humanity.”

“How do you function in groups, then?” Erin asked, 

trying to understand such a sweeping rejection of what he had 

always looked on as normal standards of behavior.

“It’s not terribly hard.  Consensus, cooperation, and 

reasoning.  In an unconstrained environment, where they have 

free choice in the matter, men usually tend to associate with 

others whose behavior and inclinations are most similar to 

their own.  Provided they have a strong enough sense of their 

own humanity, they can remain in that convenient loose 

association without ever developing the sort of expectations of 

one another that would lead to the formation of a society.”

“But there must be cases when you need something 

from one another where a social structure would be helpful.”

“Under the circumstances, no.  Look around you.  

Everything you eat comes from this garden, tended by my 

assistants and I.  The mountain gives us water.  The sun gives 
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us light and power.  I need little from others beyond a few 

herbs and tools, and those I can purchase with my skill and 

knowledge, exchanging the intangible for the tangible.  The 

same applies in general terms to all of us.  We are not 

dependent on one another to survive, so we need no 

organization to regulate our relationships or ensure that they 

remain stable.  We are well able to handle them individually.”

“And what did Irafon and his friends get out of it when 

they came down to the valley and brought me here with them?  

Did you barter with them for me as well?”

“No, they brought you back because they liked the 

adventure and thought it was a good idea.  They do things like 

that.  It entertains them.  And it keeps them in practice to 

harass the Alexandrites a little here and there.”

“I wasn’t asked to come.  Wasn’t that a dehumanizing 

act on their part?”

“Very good!” Archemund boomed.  “You caught that!  

Yes, in the strict sense of the word, it certainly was.  However, 

in another way, it was not.  Can you understand why?”

“No.  Not at all.  It can’t be both!”

“It can be both.”  Archemund lowered himself down 

onto a jasper seat beneath a tree covered in pale purple flowers.  

“You make the assumption that there can be balance between 

two human beings.  That it is possible to arrive at a solution of 

a conflict between them that preserves the rights of both.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“It is actually highly unreasonable.  What did I tell you 

when you first said that only priests could distill the juice from 

the opus grass?”

“You said everyone had a right to do everything.”

“Correct.  With that as our basic premise, let us consider 

a conflict between you and I.  I have the right to oppress you if 

I so choose--and you also have the right to oppress me.  Our 

rights are permanent, part of our humanity; they don’t just 

disappear in response to subjective standards of justice or 
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fairness.  I can choose to respect your right to make your own 

decisions, but that is my choice.  I cannot be compelled to 

respect your wishes unless you force me to.  And the same 

applies to you.  Both of us have the right to try to compel each 

other.  There is no way to reason that one of us has a greater 

right than the other unless we are also prepared to argue that 

our opponent is less human than we are.  And since there is no 

distinction among humans--since anyone who demonstrates 

distinctive humanity is as much a human as any other human--

it is impossible to simultaneously accept equal humanity and 

unequal rights.  Hence the inevitability of conflict.  Irafon had 

a right to carry you away by force if he wanted to.  You had a 

right to resist him if you did not want to accompany him.  He 

chose to exercise his right.  You chose not to.  So while 

imposing his will on you may have been a dehumanizing act, it 

was also one which asserted his own humanity.”

“However unfair it might have been to me.”

“Remember, fairness is subjective,” Archemund said 

gently.

Erin exhaled and looked down at the grass.  “You keep 

talking about humanity.  What do you understand humanity to 

be?”

“I think it’s quite simple,” Archemund replied.  “I take 

it that your question is really asking for a definition of a human 

being.”

“Yes.”

“A human being is any creature that possesses, or has 

the ability to develop in its own lifetime, the four traits of 

individuality, creativity, reason and will.”

“Excuse me.  Any creature?”

Archemund pointed at something on a nearby flower.  

“If that spider could conceive of itself as an individual, 

spontaneously invent new ideas and concepts, use abstract 

logic, and consciously impose its desires on the world around 

it, it would be human.”
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“No,” Erin said.  “No, I can’t accept that.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to.  You should only accept that of 

which you are convinced.  In doing so, you exercise your 

individuality and reasoning.  You assert your humanity.”

Erin jumped up and paced restlessly around in a circle.  

“Your definition is not mine.  I see nothing especially human in 

a cold exercise of thought.  I see humanity in holding to a 

universal standard for the benefit of other creatures like myself.  

I see humanity in sacrifice.  I see humanity in submission.  I see 

humanity in the group.  There is none in standing alone.”

“Only you can decide what the nature of your own 

existence is.”

“There you go again!  No, the nature of my existence is 

predetermined.  I have nothing to decide.  All I can do is 

explore, accept, and make it better for myself and others.”

“If you wish it to be that way.  It is your choice.  It is an 

exercise of will and thus seems very human to me.”

“I think I dislike this will of yours.  Your emphasis on 

will, and enforcing one’s will, implies that I am less human 

because I have not done that.  As does your insistence on 

individuality, considering that I still hold that being a member 

of a society is more important than being an individual.  And 

your argument that society is a substitute for logic suggests 

that I am also lacking in reasoning ability.  In other words, I 

don’t meet your criteria for a human being.”

“Irrelevant.  If you do not possess these qualities at the 

moment--and I say if--then you certainly have the potential to 

develop them.  That alone makes you human.  And never be 

tempted to think that there are degrees of humanity.  There are 

none.  No human can be less than another, even if he only has 

those abilities to a lesser degree.”

“That is not very reassuring.”

Archemund shrugged his shoulders and looked 

absently at a brilliant scarlet bird that was preening itself in a 

bush several paces away.  Erin kept circling in a state of mild 
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irritation, which arose mostly from the way in which the 

chirurgeon was refusing to argue with him.

“You’re not going to try to convince me otherwise?” he 

demanded, stopping and looking down at Archemund.

“It’s really none of my business, is it?” Archemund 

replied.

“No, I suppose not,” Erin admitted grudgingly.  He 

wanted a fight.  He wanted to prove the superiority of his 

ideas.  Being denied that fight was as bad as losing it.

A dull, hollow musical note drifted up to them from 

farther down in the hills.  The tone was so familiar to Erin that 

his whole body jerked involuntarily and started moving before 

he remembered where he was and stopped himself.  “That’s an 

Alexandrite trumpet!”

“Yes, they were supposed to be arriving sometime 

today, although perhaps not this early,” Archemund said as he 

rose from his seat.  His movement arrested Erin, who had been 

about to dash off to the tower to look for the source of the 

sound.  “An ambassador is coming here to discuss the 

repatriation of one of their missionaries.  The primus will stage 

a banquet for him and he will no doubt manage to be very 

unpleasant during the meal.”

“The primus?”

“The primus is the closest thing we have to what you 

would describe as a ruler.  He is a sort of chief spokesman and 

mediator.  His word is not binding, but it can be convenient.  

Especially so when dealing with the House of Alexander, 

which has grown so used to submerging the individual in the 

whole that it cannot conceive of negotiating with individuals 

rather than their nominal leader.”

“But why repatriation?  Your friends wouldn’t be 

holding a priest against his will, would they?”

“Ah, yes, I am afraid I used the term repatriation 

lightly,” Archemund said, giving his mouth a deprecating 

twist.  “The missionary in question is quite dead.”
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* * * * *

The mountaineers flocked towards the roofed-over 

colonnade, with its graceful pointed arches of an uncommon 

gray stone, as Erin came down into the hollow where most of 

them lived.  There were walled gardens everywhere, and a few 

unwalled ones, but no large buildings and no clusters of 

buildings.  Each dwelling was set well apart from its fellows 

and usually from whatever path or road ran past it.  

Archemund found this unexceptional.  What he did express 

slight surprise at was the number of people on the road and 

gathering below.

“They must be looking forward to the show,” he said.

Erin sniffed.  He still resented being denied his 

argument earlier in the day.  The light, active forms of the 

mountaineers rushing by oppressed him.  And the knowledge 

that he would be seeing one of the Alexandrite priests again--

the ambassador had to be a priest or a noble, if not both--made 

him very angry indeed.

The colonnade was already full, except for a cleared 

space near one end.  The declining sun shone red on gold and 

silver and gems, on the iridescent feathers and opalescent 

textiles that made up the mountaineers’ costumes.  The 

emphasis was on effect and ornament rather than any kind of 

practicality or modesty, Erin noted.  All of them were armed, 

but purely with light, offensive weapons.  Long thin swords at 

the hip, short broad swords under the arm, inlaid bows at the 

back, the occasional javelin hanging from the wrist--and not a 

single one of the rifles or cuirasses which the House of 

Alexander spent so much to procure from these same 

mountaineers, who alone had access to the mines that supplied 

the metal for them.

A confused, ragged cheer mixed heavily with laughter 

broke out at the more populous end of the colonnade.  The 
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crowd shifted, reshuffled, and then a man emerged from it into 

the clear area to the accompaniment of a few shouts and jests.  

He was dark, wiry, and not unlike Archemund in general 

outline, though shorter; but unlike Archemund, he still had his 

hair.  It was short and pure white.  He wore the same colors of 

silver and blue that Erin had noted on the mountaineer who 

had spoken to Irafon at the end of his escape.  As he came out 

of the crowd, he paused and unstrapped his sword, dagger, 

and bow.  These he offered to three other men standing nearby, 

who took them without question as if it were a very ordinary 

proceeding.  Erin turned to the chirurgeon.  “Why did he do 

that?”

“Handing off his arms?  It is customary for the primus 

to do so when presiding over any kind of assembly.  It is an 

acknowledgment and a reminder that his authority is not 

binding and that he may be removed at any time if the others 

think it appropriate.”

“Clumsy,” Erin hissed.

“Hush,” Archemund said.  The torches on the columns 

were being lit now as dusk closed in on them more thoroughly.

Then the trumpet squealed again for the second time 

that day.  The cheerful faces in the crowd took on a look that 

was at once more serious and more mischievous.  Instead of 

jostling the way they had for their own spokesman, they drew 

aside and left a narrow path for the Alexandrite ambassador.  It 

was too narrow a path for his accompanying guards, who wore 

full cuirasses and greaves and clinked against each other with 

every step.  A derisory hum of snickering followed them.

The ambassador himself was clothed in black, with the 

exception of a silver gorget that gleamed around his throat, the 

mark of both a priest and a noble.  His sallow face glistened 

with moisture even in the cooler air of the night.

“Primus Thalasan,” he began, addressing the 

mountaineer, who had seated himself comfortably on a pile of 

cushions, “I am the Ambassador Palduin, the true 
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representative of the House of Alexander, the Lords of the 

Land, the Conservators of the Elect.  I convey to you the wishes 

and the will of the House, from their holy seat within the 

precincts of the valley which is the world, upon the lowermost 

steps of the mountain which is the stairway of the gods.  Some 

time ago, while the sacred stems of the opus still flourished 

unchecked...”

His voice boomed on and on, going into exquisite detail 

about geography and the weather and occasional snippets of a 

vaguely alluded-to history.  Once Erin would have called his 

approach eloquence.  Now he dismissed it as pomposity.  The 

ambassador’s accent grated on his nerves, too.  He realized that 

the Alexandrite version of the language placed much more 

emphasis on the vowels than the variant the mountaineers 

spoke.  Through the mass of words he picked out bits about 

fire and invasion and kidnapping, and he realized with a shock 

that the ambassador was complaining about Irafon’s raid into 

the valley.  About his own abduction, too.  Evidently they 

thought he was worth a parley, for whatever twisted reason.  

Then came other parts concerning a missionary who had gone 

among the mountains and fallen off a cliff and who was now 

apparently considered enormously sacred.  Eventually the 

noble Palduin wound up with a highly-phrased demand to 

have Erin, his kidnappers, and the body of the missionary 

handed over to him.  Unpleasant consequences were implied in 

every word.  He was positively dripping with sweat by the 

time he finished.  That didn’t stop him from gazing around 

expectantly for applause and looking sour when he didn’t get 

it.

The mountaineers as a whole were unimpressed.  

Thalasan was no exception.  He raised his hand and motioned 

the ambassador to a pile of cushions that had been placed for 

him.  Palduin, after some consideration, sat down slowly.  Then 

Thalasan began his reply.
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“Ambassador,” he said, “no man has legitimate 

authority over another, and therefore I cannot force either those 

who raided your fields or the man whom they brought back 

with them to surrender themselves to you.  If they wish to 

accompany you back to the valley, they are free to do so.  But 

the decision will be theirs.  Address yourself to them if you feel 

inclined to persuade them.”  This suggestion was greeted with 

a half-stifled laugh from the crowd and a couple of brief 

gagging sounds from the ambassador.  “As for the missionary’s 

remains, that is simple enough.  He had no friends here; he 

made no converts.  We will have no objection to handing them 

over to you at the end of the meal.”

Thalasan’s words were taken as the signal for the start 

of the feast.  Palduin’s roars of protest--he had probably 

counted on the opportunity for several more lengthy speeches--

went unheard in the noise that broke out all around him.  

Baskets and platters stuffed with food of every kind had been 

carried up from the nearest kitchens and were being handed 

around liberally.  Some of the mountaineers were playing a 

regular game with their meal, tossing fruit back and forth 

across the packed hall.  As a concession to formality, Palduin 

was given a tray of fruit all to himself.  He eyed it suspiciously, 

examining it for orthodoxy first.  Finding nothing that he could 

complain about there, he raised his hands above his head and 

began chanting in a tone calculated to carry.  It did.  The 

talking died down somewhat as the mountaineers watched 

him, first in bemusement, then with mild wonder.  He seemed 

to have a limitless vocabulary and supply of breath at his 

disposal.

“Do we really have to listen to this droning?” someone 

in the crowd muttered.  Erin couldn’t decide whether the 

remark was blasphemous or not.

By this time all the fruit had disappeared except that on 

the Alexandrite ambassador’s platter.  As he seemed 

preoccupied with his devotions, two of the mountaineers 
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picked it up and carried it away to distribute it more usefully.  

The guards watched it go out of the corners of their eyes but 

didn’t dare interrupt their master.

The last of the fruit was succeeded by fowl.  Again, 

Palduin was given a whole bird to himself, as were his guards.  

He managed to bring his invocations to a close in time to join in 

this part of the meal without it being cleared away first.  Before 

indulging, however, he glared around him at the 

mountaineers, resentful of their readiness to eat solid food.  

“And perhaps he’s afraid, too,” Archemund added hopefully 

in Erin’s ear.

“I see your great love for freedom does not extend to 

allowing others the chance to worship without suffering for it,” 

the ambassador remarked sarcastically to Thalasan as he began 

to dismember his bird.

Thalasan looked up at him.  “Pray all you like, but don’t 

expect those of us who disagree with you to go out of our way 

to accommodate your superstitions.”

Palduin looked as if he’d been slapped and stabbed his 

dinner viciously in retaliation.  He tore off a piece and began to 

chew it, glowering at Thalasan.  Suddenly he halted in the 

middle of a bite and twisted around to face his guards.  “Stop!” 

he commanded.  They immediately dropped the meat they 

were holding.  “That is forbidden to you.  You may not eat it.  

Prostrate yourselves before the gods and ask their pardon.”  

The armored figures did so instantly.  The mountaineers stared 

at them in amazement.

“Is there a problem with the food?” Thalasan inquired.  

“I understood your retinue was not dependent upon the opus 

juice.”

“A problem?” Palduin bellowed.  “They might as well 

have been dependent on the juice if this is all you serve!  Such 

an insult!  They will require other sustenance.  To offer the 

quinquillus to inferiors?  Unthinkable!  They cannot eat it.  The 
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flesh of this bird breeds evil desires and heresies when 

consumed.  It is forbidden to them for such reasons.”

“And yet it seems to have done you no harm,” Thalasan 

observed with an irony lost on the Alexandrite.

“I am a priest of the five high gods,” Palduin replied, 

tossing his head arrogantly.  “I am permitted to eat it without 

suffering harm.”  To make his point clearer, he sliced off 

another strip of meat and chewed it slowly, staring directly at 

Thalasan as he did so.

“And the permission of the gods alone gives you this 

protection?”

“All authority lies in the gods.  What they permit is 

right.  What they forbid is wrong.  If they wished to permit the 

sinful to eat this bird, it would be right for them to do so.  If 

they wished to forbid me to breathe, I would be wrong to do 

so.”

“Sounds like a lot to risk on the opinion of some 

invisible authority,” one of the mountaineers in the 

background said to another, loudly enough for Palduin to hear.

“And I can’t say I’m feeling particularly evil yet 

myself,” his neighbor responded, taking another bite.

More food came and was eaten.  The repentant guards 

slavered in the background, afraid to touch anything that was 

offered to them.  The ambassador continued to lecture 

Thalasan steadily through a full mouth, appearing perfectly 

ridiculous to his audience in the process.  Eventually the 

primus turned and said something to a friend sitting nearby, 

who nodded and pushed his way out through the crowd.

A few minutes later he returned with a bundle of wire 

rods under his arm.  Stepping directly in front of Palduin, he 

set them down on end and they collapsed into a neat, 

minimalist tripod.  The ambassador looked simultaneously 

alarmed and quite ready to be offended again.  “I don’t 

understand--”
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“As you requested, we are returning what is left of the 

missionary who died,” Thalasan said.

Palduin’s brow wrinkled.  A heavy round ball came 

spinning out of the air and someone on the opposite side of the 

small cleared space caught it.  That person tossed it back to 

Thalasan, who proceeded to flip it across to his friend.  The 

friend placed the ball on the tripod, bowed, and retreated.

“The remains of your late contemporary,” Thalasan 

explained.

Ambassador Palduin leapt to his feet.  He let off a yell 

of rage that would have stopped a regiment in its tracks.  “You 

infidel, how dare you desecrate the body of a holy man!”

“You dislike it?  I apologize.  I am afraid I have no 

influence over urn design.  If you will note the craftsmanship 

involved, however, and the perfection of the spherical 

surface--”

“Craftsmanship?  Spherical surface?  I demand the last 

mortal remains of a man who died bravely in your unholy land 

and you give me this?”

“You are perfectly well aware that we burn the body 

here in the mountains,” Thalasan replied, standing up as well.  

“Did you expect us to make an exception for your man?”

“Without a doubt!  Unless you wished to incur the 

everlasting hatred of the House of Alexander and the gods, 

which it appears that you do!”

“But I thought you taught that man has a soul and the 

soul is immortal.  So what does the fate of a corpse possibly 

matter?”

“Fool!  A man is both spirit and body!  His spirit goes to 

the gods, but his body remains here in the world, and the 

connection between them is a link between man and the divine 

that benefits the living!  The body preserves remembrance of 

that link.  It is evidence of the mortal life that was necessary to 

the creation of a divine life.  If there is no body, then as far as 

we are concerned, there is no man!”
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“That must be very inconvenient for you, since the 

body eventually disappears anyway.”

Palduin snarled and grabbed at the urn.  “May the gods 

grind you to powder beneath your own mountains!”  He 

turned and strode off towards the opposite end of the 

colonnade.  The mountaineers drew apart just enough to let 

him pass.  His guards hurried after him in an undignified 

single file.

They were still making their way out of the crowd 

when the ambassador emerged into the comparatively 

unoccupied area beyond the pillared roof and found himself 

face to face with Erin.

Erin had largely forgotten about his questions and 

doubts regarding sacrilege for the moment.  Archemund and 

his fellow mountaineers had to be wrong, of course.  Their 

theory that there were no laws in the world, only a surplus of 

rights, was not only unethical but also impractical.  Still, the 

gods could not be on the side of the priests, not when they 

made their servants starve and grovel on their mere 

unsupported word alone.  There could be no real harm in 

opposing obvious vileness.  And so Erin snatched a sword 

from a surprised mountaineer who was in the middle of a 

conversation with an extremely aged woman and swung it 

hard at the ambassador’s head.

Palduin’s fury at his reception had not yet died down.  

Perhaps that enhanced his awareness and set his nerves on 

edge.  Erin felt a crushing blow on his wrist and his borrowed 

sword went flying.  Then there was a hand on his throat that 

plucked him off the ground and tossed him back several paces.  

He couldn’t get his legs under him in time to prevent a fall and 

collapsed backwards, fortunately finding a thick tuft of sod to 

soften the blow.  

As he raised his head Palduin peered at him, noticing 

his pallor compared to the mountaineers and the difference in 
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his attire.  Recognition came slowly, but when it did, the 

ambassador smiled.

“Yes.  Very good,” he said, apparently talking to 

himself and not the mountaineers who were gathering around 

or his just-arrived guards.  He balanced the urn containing his 

late brother-in-arms in his left hand and drew a pistol from 

under his vestments with the other.  Very carefully, he stepped 

forward and aligned its barrel with Erin’s chest.

And froze just as the barrel came into line.  In the 

waiting silence, the faintest click of metal on metal was audible.

“If you shoot him...” a pleasant voice said, leaving the 

implication hanging.

Erin blinked.  There was the Alexandrite ambassador 

standing over him, weapon in hand.  And there was a 

gleaming bronze blade pressed carefully against the 

ambassador’s hand.  Palduin’s satisfied expression disappeared 

as quickly as it had come, to be replaced by one of outrage and 

hatred.  When he looked over at the sword-wielder, loathing 

and a hint of superstitious terror were added to the mix.  

Confused, Erin followed his gaze.

The person holding the sword on the ambassador was 

a young woman who seemed absurdly small next to him.  As if 

to further the contrast between them, she was smiling 

tolerantly.  The sword rested negligently in her hand.  Only the 

faint scratching as its blade rubbed almost imperceptibly 

against the pistol butt indicated that she had perfect control 

over it.

Ambassador Palduin spared a moment for a quick look 

in the direction of his guards.  They too had been immobilized, 

in part because they had no idea how to cope with someone 

who already had a weapon in contact with their master, and in 

part because they were busy averting their eyes from the young 

lady’s lack of costume.  Clearly they would be of no use, and 

the mountaineers were now arriving in greater numbers, 

having scented a new form of entertainment.  He deliberately 
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lowered his weapon, and after a moment’s hesitation, put it 

away.  The point of the sword followed his hand until it 

emerged from his pocket again, empty.

The girl nodded at him.  “Good enough,” she said.  She 

tapped his gorget with the sword.  “You do realize that won’t 

prevent anyone from cutting your throat if they really want 

to?”  The ambassador, seeking dignity in the face of what he 

probably regarded as a demonic visitation, did not reply.  She 

considered him gravely for a moment.  “I think you’d better 

go.”

At her words the mountaineers closed in around 

Palduin and his guards.  The only safe course left for them was 

retreat.  So retreat they did, the ambassador pausing to treat 

Erin to a final venomous stare almost sufficient to cut through 

the latter’s resentment.  The girl slipped back into the crowd 

and disappeared.

Erin rolled over and pulled himself to his feet, still 

winded from the blows.  Archemund appeared at his shoulder.  

“Try this,” he recommended, breaking open a long, tubular 

fruit of some kind and letting the juice ooze out onto Erin’s 

wrist.  He rubbed it in vigorously, ignoring Erin’s protests and 

yelps of pain.

“You’ll be grateful later,” the chirurgeon said.  “I don’t 

suppose you ever learned to avoid that block?”

“I never learned anything,” Erin said.  “Those of us who 

aren’t soldiers are not taught how to fight.”

“Ahh, yes, soldiers.  Another strange concept of the 

Alexandrites.”

Archemund kept talking about group interactions as he 

worked.  Erin seethed.  He was tired, he was in pain, and he 

felt doubly humiliated.
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IV

“You don’t like him very much, but I’m not sure that 

you passionately hate him either.  Correct?”

Erin sat up with a start, his unpleasant reflections 

interrupted.  The girl from last night was sitting next to him.

“I must have hated him enough to try killing him,” he 

said, a little irritably.

“Yes, you might have.  Or you might just have 

considered him a symbol of his class and wanted to vent your 

rage on him as such.”

“Does it matter whether my motivation was symbolic 

or not?”

“Motivation always matters, because it helps us 

understand how and why we do things.  And when we 

understand that much, we know what improvements we have 

to make in order to succeed more often.”

“Is that your idea?  Are you here to improve my ability 

to kill priests?”

“If you like.”  She stretched her arms above her head in 

a graceful curve.  “But you have to answer the question first.”

Erin frowned and turned it over in his mind again.  

“I’m not sure.  I never knew he existed before last night.  But 

when I saw him sitting there--he was so revolting, so sure of 

himself.  So vicious.  I’d never really seen a priest behave like 

that before.”

“In the valley they don’t have to.  They are surrounded 

by respect and submission, and so they present themselves 
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with quiet confidence.  Here, they miss that support.  They are 

very much aware that they are surrounded by people who 

truly don’t care about them.  They would prefer it very much if 

we were hostile to them, because that would be an implicit 

acknowledgment of the power of their values.  Setting our 

standards up against theirs they could understand.  Having no 

standards at all is beyond their imagination and it frightens 

them.  So they grow aggressive to reassure themselves or try to 

provoke opposition.”

“And I looked at him and I realized that he wasn’t 

special.  He was a typical representative of the priestly orders.  

He was an elite one, even.  He gave the orders to cut my body 

apart so he could make me obedient--or if he didn’t personally, 

someone so much like him that it doesn’t make any difference 

did.  Why shouldn’t I kill him?  His survival can’t possibly be 

just.  I have the right to do it, after all, don’t I?”  The last part 

came out rather bitterly.

“You’re still afraid of that idea, too.”

“I can’t accept it.  If you accept it, why didn’t you kill 

him?”

“I didn’t feel like it at the moment.  Besides, think about 

it.  Would killing him harm the House of Alexander as a 

whole?  Would it change their minds?”

“No.”

“Killing a man and killing an idea are two very 

different things.”

“So I should kill the idea then?”

“If it’s the idea you hate.  If it’s the idea you hold 

responsible for wrongs done to you.  If the idea is in opposition 

to your own ideas and threatens them.”

“How do you kill an idea?”

She let out a short laugh.  “Cunning.  If you can 

demonstrate the usefulness, the superiority of a new idea, it 

can supersede an old one.  But it will never kill it completely.”
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Erin shook his head in annoyance.  The girl stood up.  

“Well, come on, if we’re going to teach you how not to get your 

head cut off by the first priest who comes along.”

“What?  But I thought you said--”

“Just because you are holding a grudge against an idea 

right now doesn’t mean you won’t be holding a grudge against 

a man someday.  Or that you won’t find fighting a man useful 

in your fight against an idea.”

Erin got up and followed her.  Outmaneuvered again, 

he thought.  “So I suppose I didn’t have the right questions 

then.”

“There are no right answers, but all questions are 

always right.”  She paused for a moment in the gateway.  “I’m 

Jacintha, by the way.  Thalasan’s daughter.”

“Jacintha, do you believe in justice?”

“Abstract justice?”

“Abstract justice leads to practical justice.”

“We could argue that point, but to answer your 

question, no, I don’t.  At least not in the sense you understand 

it.”

“Meaning that you don’t see it as something which 

exists separately from you personally.”

“Injustice is whatever harms me.  Justice is whatever 

satisfies me.”

“But what if it was an ethical imperative?”

“Then it comes to the same thing.  Man makes his own 

ethics, so the standard of justice and offence is different for 

every man.  Or sometimes man accepts the general ethics of a 

group, which are still an artificial creation because the group 

has consciously decided upon them.  No, there is no evidence 

for a system of ethics outside of human assumptions, and if 

that is the way such a system can be created, why adopt 

someone else’s ethics in place of your own?”
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“I disagree with you.  There must be some laws, either 

divine or inherent in mankind, to which humans are bound 

without being able to choose.”

“If that were the case, man would be inhuman, because 

he would lack will.”

“But I acknowledge the necessity of such laws and I feel 

perfectly human.”

“Yes, I suppose you do,” Jacintha said, pausing and 

looking him over carefully.  “It’ll be interesting to see how long 

you can maintain those two ideas in harmony with each other.”

* * * * *

“Are you going to fight like that?”

They were standing at one end of a large field that took 

up most of the available flat space in the small valley.  Erin 

knew from his hours spent at the top of Archemund’s tower 

that it was used for weapons practice by general agreement.  

He was glad that they were alone except for a couple of archers 

at the opposite end of the field.  However, he was not quite 

sure what Jacintha meant by “that” and his face showed it.

“I know my stance is probably wrong--”

“No, no, no.”  She waved him down with the point of 

her sword.  “I meant in a robe the size of a small roof.  Take it 

off.”

Erin stiffened.  “No, I won’t do that.”

“Why in the world not?”

“It’s immodest and shameful.”

Jacintha gaped at him in genuine astonishment.  “You 

assert that you’re a human being and confident in your 

humanity, you argue that your humanity is partly the result of 

your having that particular body, and yet you’re ashamed of 

exposing it?  Are you mad?”

“Only principled.”
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“You can have principles without being logically 

inconsistent.  Take it off.”

“No.  I won’t parade my immorality the way you do.”  

Common sense told him that was the wrong thing to say an 

instant later.  He tried to parry her stroke with his own sword 

and might as well have tried it with a sheet of paper.  She 

changed direction midway and sent her point slicing 

dangerously close to his head.  Erin felt the pressure of it on his 

shoulder, then heard the sound of threads parting.

After that he couldn’t do anything but retreat, tripping 

over himself and swinging wildly to try to keep Jacintha at a 

distance.  It wasn’t a very successful strategy.  Each blow of 

hers that he did manage to parry was still delivered with 

enough force to unbalance him and make him take another 

step back.  His forearms ached from the repeated shocks.  And 

then he would always be unsteady enough after each stroke for 

her to get in a couple of unopposed thrusts at his body.  He 

could feel them go by him.  He could see the bronze blade 

flash, could almost smell the scent of heated metal.  He was 

sure her blows were leaving bruises.  From the look on her 

face, she probably was trying to leave him a few reminders.  Or 

so he thought until a last tearing swipe ripped his robe free.  As 

he tried to recover from his own missed stroke, his ankles 

tangled in what was left of the mass of cloth and collapsed 

nicely.  His wrist stung suddenly.  In the confusion he’d let go 

of his sword and nicked the back of his hand with his own 

blade.

He made a grab for the loose material but Jacintha was 

already on top of him again.  This time there was no question 

about the expression on her face.  She was enjoying making a 

fool out of him.  Erin grabbed the hilt of his sword with both 

hands and thrust at her with all the anger he had left over from 

the previous night.  But instead of parrying the thrust, she 

slipped under his arm and past him.  Before Erin could 

withdraw his point from the empty air it had pierced, he felt 
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the warmth of her blade along his leg.  Then it jerked noisily 

away from his body and took with it the breeches that he had 

so uncomfortably persuaded Archemund to put together for 

him.  He spun around and struck blindly, his legs were 

knocked out from underneath him, and he wound up on his 

back on the ground, gasping for breath.

Jacintha knelt over him.  Now the twist of silk she wore 

around her waist made her the more modest one out of the two 

of them.  She was amused, he could see, but he also detected a 

trace of resentment there.  Her words confirmed it.

“If you try to force your own fears on me and make me 

fear them too, that’s not only dehumanizing, it’s weak.  And I 

don’t like either.”

Erin rasped out something unintelligible and made a 

genuine effort to cut her head off.  This time he had managed 

to hold on to his sword after falling down.  At least I’m getting 

better at one thing, he told himself grimly.  It was a brief 

thought, coupled with the pleasure he felt in watching Jacintha 

spring backwards to avoid his blow.

Now he was up again and leaping after her.  Dimly he 

knew she was deliberately taking the defensive now, but he 

didn’t mind that.  He could strike.  He could forget the rules of 

his life and strike.  He could know the joy of it, feeling his 

desire run down his arms through his fingers into the sword, 

watching it do his bidding.  He could make its graceful curves 

fly through the air as abruptly or smoothly as he chose.  He 

could twitch the point just enough to make it score a mark in 

soft wood or drive the entire blade through the air with a force 

that made Jacintha step back every time.  And he liked doing it.  

Slowly, with an indeterminate mixture of intuition, reaction, 

and calculation, he began pacing himself, delivering blows 

aimed not just at rattling her but at making her defend herself.  

And as he experimented with the idea, she began reverting to 

her original tactics as well.  Her blade would shoot out at him 

unexpectedly and the mere pounding turned into an exchange.
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Erin fought on under the sun.  Sweat ran down his 

exposed limbs.  His anger dissolved and his enthusiasm 

decreased.  He fought more slowly, more carefully.  Now there 

were lengthy pauses between his strokes.  He even ventured on 

a feint or two.  Contrary to what he had believed before, he 

began to think wariness might be more important in swordplay 

than dash and brilliance.

“Don’t think it,” Jacintha answered his thought, a bit 

hoarsely.

“What?  How could you tell?”

“Your eyes, your posture, your fingers.  They gave it 

away.”

“So dash is more important?”

“Again the wrong answer.  Suit your style to your 

opponent.  There is no general rule.”

“Which is just another way for you to repeat your rule 

that there are no rules.”

“You seem to have abandoned one of your own rules 

for the moment.  And has it done you any harm?”

Erin reflected that it had not.  Still, the realization that 

he had been forced to do so, combined with lingering doubts as 

to whether he had done something genuinely wrong or not, 

and if not, what standards of morality he could reasonably 

hope to maintain, irritated him again.  He reattacked.  Jacintha, 

less tired than he was, did not make it easy for him.  She 

parried and pushed and forced him to go round in circles as he 

crabbed from side to side in an attempt to avoid retreating.  He 

missed her completely with a particularly forceful cut and 

ended up on his knees with his sword buried deep in the soil.

“Enough.”  Erin felt her hand on his shoulder.  “I 

promise I won’t kill you now if you agree to return the favor 

while I have a drink.”  She arched an eyebrow impishly at him 

and walked off towards the edge of the field.  Erin tugged his 

sword out of the ground and followed her.
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There were stone barrels set at intervals around the 

perimeter of the training grounds.  Jacintha slid the lid aside on 

the nearest one and fished out a dipper from its depths, then 

drank deeply.  The water was still cool, protected as it was by 

a thick layer of brilliantly white marble.  She handed the dipper 

across to Erin, who had begun to recover his self-consciousness 

while waiting.

“Slowly,” she advised him.  “You need it, but slowly.”

Erin sipped absently at the water, trying to reconcile 

Jacintha’s philosophy with her actions.  “I don’t understand,” 

he said, shaking his head.

“No one does.”

“Oh, stop playing at being detached and aloof already!” 

he snapped.  “You advocate killing in one breath and then you 

argue against it in another.  You talk about humanity and 

rights and denounce oppression, and then you oppress me by 

forcing me to do something I am unwilling to do on my own.  

You’re as inconsistent as you accuse me of being.”

“I thought Archemund had resolved that question for 

you?”

“All he did was talk about societies and standards being 

a human creation and what it would take for a spider to be 

considered human.”

“I hope you don’t have a deep hatred for spiders.  That 

would have made the conversation very difficult.”

“And not hating them somehow made it better?”

“Point taken.”  Jacintha pulled the lid back onto the 

water barrel and sat on it.  “Well, as I see it--as we all see it, 

more or less--it comes down to this.  There is really only one 

human right, and that is the right of each man to exercise his 

will as he sees fit.  Didn’t Archemund tell you that?  That when 

two individuals come into conflict, we see them as having a 

surplus of rights, with no natural balance possible between 

them that gives only one of them a right to act?”

“Yes,” Erin admitted reluctantly.
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“So when I forced you to take off your robe, I was 

exercising my rights in doing so.  When you refused, you were 

also exercising your rights.  Because we could not agree, we 

fought.  So far I have outmaneuvered you and have gotten the 

outcome I wanted.  Perhaps you will reverse the situation as 

your skill grows.  But I will not be oppressed when you can 

resist me, just as you are not being oppressed because you 

cannot resist me.  We are each expressing our rights as human 

beings in attempting to enforce our will on the other.  And that 

is exactly the opposite of oppression.”

“What would you call oppression, then?”

“Something very different from what you have in mind.  

Men don’t oppress others.  They oppress themselves.”

Erin thought about this briefly.  “By failing to exercise 

their rights.”

“Exactly.  Very good.  Look down at the valley.  The 

priests and lords of the House of Alexander have organized 

themselves into a sort of great council.  They claim the worldly 

power of the gods is vested in that council, and that it remains 

so no matter which of them have seats in the council.  The 

authority belongs to the council, not the men.  Is that not so?”

“Yes, that is the way they describe it.”

“What they never describe is the nature of this council 

itself.  It is not a real thing.  It has no real or spiritual existence.  

It is certainly not a person.  The council is an idea created by a 

group of men.  It has no real power.  But the Alexandrites have 

come to believe that it does.  And the unique thing is that the 

belief extends to all of them.  The priests and the lords who fill 

the ranks of the council believe in its authority as much as the 

juice-dependent laborers in the fields do.  They have created a 

fantasy, and every one of them uses that fantasy to limit 

himself and restrict his own actions.  That is oppression.”

“So in this particular case, by refusing to take my robe 

off because I believe in a principle that inconveniences me, I’m 

oppressing myself?”
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“Yes.”

“But I wanted to maintain that principle!”

“You have a right to limit yourself if you choose.  That 

right doesn’t make your actions look any less like self-

oppression to an observer.”

“I don’t care about an observer!  I care about what I 

want!”

“Well, that is definite progress,” Jacintha murmured, 

glancing around at the mountaineers coming and going on all 

sides.  Erin was oblivious to their presence.  He choked as he 

realized that he had just expressed one of her ideas and nearly 

inhaled the dipper.

“You always find a way to catch me up,” he said 

sulkily, wiping the water off his chin.

“Not me.  Your own mind doing its job, shuffling 

through all the logical possibilities.”

“Like sticking this sword through you?”

“That’s not a logical possibility.”

“Why not?”

“Would it end the argument between us in your favor?”

“Well...no.”

“In other words, it’s crude and ineffective.”

“I might want to do it very much, though.”

“Think about what would happen afterwards if you did 

it.”

“Well, your father would probably find me and cut my 

head off,” Erin said dubiously.

“Correct...”

“And then Archemund might be irritated at him for 

undoing his work, and Irafon as well, and they might try to kill 

him, or at least not support him anymore, and then you’d all be 

short a chirurgeon, and there would be widespread anger, and 

they might depose your father, and that could lead to war...I 

see.”
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“Another reason why we don’t need a society.”  

Jacintha slid off the water barrel.  “I know I have a right to kill 

if I like.  I don’t have any particular scruples about doing so 

either way.  But why should I?  It doesn’t usually produce the 

result I want and it might have enormous negative 

consequences.  In the long run, no person is more 

inconvenienced by a murder than the murderer.”

“Call it what you like, but that kind of reasoning looks 

very much like a social convention.”

“Ah, but instead of those conventions being imposed by 

force or even agreement, they emerge through individual 

reason and don’t require enforcing.  No one’s will has been 

violated.  They know they have the right, but they merely 

choose not to exercise it for the moment.  You remember when 

I said injustice is whatever harms me?  The existence of a set of 

rules that compels me to do anything is automatically unjust, 

because by its prolonged existence it continually threatens me, 

and that’s harmful.”

“Does that line of reasoning apply to going to war as 

well?” Erin asked, as they picked up their swords and walked 

back out onto the field.  “I was always told that the 

mountaineers fight among themselves.  Archemund confirmed 

that with his stories.  So the limits imposed by logic are 

limited.”

“Only if you expect complete freedom from war or 

murder.  We have neither.  We don’t attempt to prevent killing, 

just to prevent anyone from telling us we may not kill.”

“And in proof of that you fight both each other and the 

Alexandrites on occasion.”

“Of course.  Why not?  Chaos is the friend of freedom, 

and the more fighting there is, the more chaos there is.  It keeps 

us confident of ourselves as individuals and reminds us of our 

common humanity.”

“Fighting each other makes you feel you have 

something in common?”
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“If we weren’t human, we wouldn’t be able to decide to 

fight,” Jacintha said, parrying his sudden lunge.  “Don’t 

overextend yourself and keep your point higher next time.”

“And if I do?” Erin said, raising his sword to eye level, 

its blade flat as the horizon.  “What happens if I do get through 

your defenses?  To you, I mean.”

“I haven’t the faintest idea.”

“If your humanity is not dependent on your body, you 

can’t die from an injury to your body.”

“That much is obvious.”

“And yet with a thrust through your heart your body 

would have trouble living on.”

“That is also a fairly simple deduction.”

“Which leaves us with a belief in some kind of 

immortality.”

“A belief?  It sounds very much like a logical conclusion 

to me.”

“And what then?  Do you pass into the presence of the 

gods?  Are you trapped in the world without being able to 

interact with it?  Or is there nothing at all?”

“I don’t believe in your gods, and oblivion or impotence 

would be the same thing as extinction.  I am an individual with 

will.  I cannot conceive of extinction.”

* * * * *

“Will he be suitable, do you think?”

They sat on a ridge overlooking the hollow in the 

mountains and gazed down into the deep purple and blue of 

its shadows.

“Why ask me?”

“It was your idea in the first place.  And, aside from 

Archemund, you are the only one who has been able to spend 

any amount of time with him.”
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“He is getting better.  Eventually he will fulfill his 

promise.”

“They tell me he still has strange ideas about behavior 

and socialization.  Not to mention his inability to see himself as 

human.”

“He’s proud.  Right now he’s accustomed to channeling 

that pride into being a part of something.  Eventually he’ll 

realize that it’s more fulfilling to be proud of himself than of 

someone or something else.”

“I can’t hide that it seems horrible to me.  The idea of 

obeying as a matter of course, of looking to someone else to 

determine your behavior...”

“And yet that sort of revulsion is what he feels towards 

us as well.  If we can’t portray indifference, we can’t teach him 

indifference.”

“If he tries to preach ethics, he may be worse than the 

missionary.”

“He would never presume so far.  The priests built a 

strong prohibition on lay interference in religious matters into 

their society.”

“The priests are an advantage to us, I think.”

“Yes, there’s a limit on how long he can hold on to the 

moral code they gave him while simultaneously hating them 

for what they did to him.”

“But in the meantime he will make a nuisance of 

himself if you don’t keep an eye on him.  He does not 

understand how offensive his talk about right and wrong is to 

everyone else.  He frightens the children.  They don’t even 

understand the terms.”

“Opposition will only make him more determined.  All 

we can do is wait and let him come to the conclusion that his 

notion of absolutes bears no resemblance to indefinite reality.”

“And in the meantime?”

“I will keep making him learn.  At least while he’s 

fighting me he can’t talk.”
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Thalasan chuckled and stood up.  He cast a shadow 

miles long in the waning light.  “Very well, daughter.  Make 

him work out his conflicts in practice.  He will be your problem 

for a while, after all.”
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V

“Again, Erin!  And this time more crisply!”

Erin snorted derisively and repeated the sequence of 

blows.  They were fighting with the longswords this time, 

narrow, asymmetrical ribbons of thin steel with long, balanced 

pommels.  These were almost exclusively cutting tools, since 

each one looked as though it had been broken off unevenly at 

the tip.  But they were fast and vicious, far more so than the 

short, heavy bronze blades which demanded a close quarters 

engagement.  Erin felt his pommel catch on hers--the 

longswords had no guards--and threw his full weight against 

it.  Something less than half the time this move caught Jacintha 

off balance and sent her to the ground, a modest victory, 

although she was still very dangerous there.  This time it did 

not.  She shifted her stance and let Erin take the fall under his 

own impetus.

“You’ll have to be much stronger to get consistent 

results from that,” she said, tapping him lightly with the flat of 

her blade.

“I could do much better with armor,” Erin grumbled for 

nearly the hundredth time.

“No armor,” Jacintha repeated firmly.  “So you can 

sweat yourself dry under a pile of brass and leather?  You 

should know it won’t help you.  Not only will it slow you 

down, it will make you careless because you think you can 

avoid parrying body blows.  Bad idea.”

“A shield, then.”
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“We have to make you strong enough to carry one first.  

And build up your coordination.  Your left hand doesn’t know 

how to function by itself yet, let alone in cooperation with your 

right.”

“So let’s practice that for a while.”

Jacintha shrugged.  “It couldn’t hurt.  All right, try it 

with the left hand.”

Erin passed his sword over into his left hand.  Suddenly 

it felt odd and strange.  He balanced himself and tried to adopt 

a stance that was a mirror image of his usual posture.

Jacintha’s blade flicked out at him.  He parried, too 

hard, and found himself standing wide open to her return 

stroke.  In an attempt to avoid that, he followed up with an 

awkward backhand cut coupled with a lunge.  His arm moved 

too far in one direction and his feet moved in the other.  He 

tripped and fell forward, trying to catch himself on his sword.  

The blade slid smoothly into the ground without resistance 

before stopping with an unexpected jerk.  Erin stubbornly kept 

his grip on the hilt.  The steel bowed slowly under his weight, 

holding the tension for a few moments in a quivering arc, its 

curvature gradually increasing.  Then it snapped explosively 

and Erin found himself trying to breathe through the dirt.

His instructor dissolved into laughter.  “You looked so 

comical hanging there, watching the blade bend,” she gasped 

between chuckles.  Erin got to his feet again and brushed 

himself off for what must have been the tenth time so far that 

day.  “It could have been you,” he retorted without any 

particular resentment, apart from the recollection that Jacintha 

always rolled when she was knocked down instead of trying to 

stop herself.  “Maybe we should trade swords now.  That 

would make it more fair.”  He proffered the stump of his own 

blade.

Jacintha quieted down immediately.  “No, that 

wouldn’t do you any good.  Fighting someone armed with a 

broken sword is a very different thing to fighting someone who 
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has a whole one.  And in any case, those encounters usually 

end quickly with a clinch and a stabbing.  You need a 

replacement.  I haven’t introduced you to Pelen yet, either.”

“Pelen?”

“Our armorer,” Jacintha explained.  “He supplies nearly 

everyone within a reasonable walking distance.  He’s eccentric 

at times, but strangely practical on the whole.”

“So we have to go back down again?”

“Not all the way.  He lives up here in the hills.  He uses 

the streams and waterfalls to power some of his tools.”

They had been fighting atop one of the ridges that 

overlooked the mountaineers’ valley.  The change in 

perspective was enormous, and there was also very little room 

in which a swordsman could maneuver.  Jacintha was trying to 

keep Erin from crabbing sideways whenever he was 

consistently unable to ward off her blows, a habit he’d begun to 

acquire in the larger confines of the training field.  So far the 

change had produced only mixed results, though she had to 

admit his growing enthusiasm for feinting.  Hopefully that 

would lead to his putting more thought into how he executed 

the feints as well.  The intellectual swordsman is the most 

dangerous.

The path down from the ridge doubled every few 

strides at first, and the turns were completely hidden by the 

ferns and trees and other shrubbery that clung on to both its 

edges somehow.  It was impossible to see very far ahead, and 

equally impossible to see the lower portions of the path from 

above, given its layout.  The two of them were walking in a 

silent, lonely world that seemed vast, given the range their 

vision encompassed and the isolation of each section.  At least, 

it was almost silent.  Erin was still panting slightly as they 

made their descent, accompanying each uneven step with 

suppressed gasping noises.

And it turned out that it was only almost isolated as 

well.  Jacintha, who was several paces ahead, turned a corner 
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and disappeared.  Erin followed her with his attention mostly 

fixed on the uneven ground.  He glanced up as he reached the 

corner.  He was just in time to see Jacintha step over two other 

people who were lying in the middle of the path, one atop the 

other.  From the look of it, they were copulating vigorously.  

Erin stopped moving so fast that he almost fell over the edge of 

the cliff.  He had to grab at an exposed root to steady himself.

Meanwhile, Jacintha was continuing down the path, 

oblivious to what was going on behind her.  She might have 

gone on alone for quite some time if she hadn’t looked back 

over her shoulder to say something to Erin.  He wasn’t there.  

Then she spotted him further back, standing and staring and 

gibbering in the middle of the trail, his face working angrily.

“Come on!” she called back at him.  “There’s another 

parry I was planning on teaching you.”

Erin raised a pointing finger and appeared to be trying 

to say something, but no words came out.  Jacintha frowned at 

him.  She didn’t appreciate his stopping and fussing for 

obscure reasons.  From his expression, she gathered that he 

was especially annoyed right now.  It wasn’t very believable, 

but his gestures were suggesting that the couple in front of him 

had something to do with it.  “Just step over them!” she 

shouted.

Erin’s response to that was to turn around momentarily, 

as if he wanted to rush back up the mountain to the safety of 

the ridge.  He must have remembered that there was no other 

path leading away from it, because he slowly turned again and 

began inching down the trail, an expression of distaste etched 

on his face.  Carefully, with a very exaggerated movement, he 

stepped over the pair of figures on the ground, who continued 

to be too busy to notice him.  He tried to maintain a dignified 

stride, stumbled, failed, and came sliding uncontrollably down 

towards Jacintha.  She put out an arm and stopped him.  He 

was trembling.
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“Well, come on, then,” she said, slightly put out by his 

actions.  She could hear him shuffling along behind her as they 

started their descent again.  Except this time, he was mumbling 

and hissing things under his breath.  He sounded very 

unhappy.

“Was it very difficult to step over them, or were those 

few extras steps too far for you to walk?” she asked 

sarcastically.

“Steps?”  His enraged shout echoed faintly off the hills 

in the far distance.  “Did you expect me to look at that kind of 

disgusting behavior and ignore it?”

Jacintha turned to face him, exasperated and surprised 

and very tired of it.  “Is Alexandrite society really so ignorant 

that none of you have ever seen two people coupling before?  

Or so superstitious that you don’t see it happen on a regular 

basis?”

“Can you possibly be serious?  To see it is an offense 

against the gods.  To do it so that it can be seen is an even 

greater offense.”

“And what happens if you should be so unfortunate as 

to see yourself doing it?”

“Then you also risk offending, because you risk 

awakening a desire for it.”

“Desire for intimacy is unnatural?”

“Yes.  It is forbidden.”

“I thought it was demanded of you for certain 

purposes.”

“Only within boundaries, as specifically permitted by 

the gods.”

“So that you can create more children for the priests to 

operate on?”

Erin frothed at the mouth.  “The will of the gods is not 

the will of the priests!”

“You’re making a distinction I see no evidence of in 

your behavior or outlook.”
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“The distinction is there!  Such acts are allowed only 

between husband and wife by divine order.  It has nothing to 

do with the priests!”

She shook her head in astonishment and began walking 

again.  “Husband and wife.  Strange words.  I only barely 

know what they mean.  But let us assume for the sake of 

analysis that the relationship you are suggesting exists in this 

case.  Is there a crime involved?”

“Of course!  Regardless of whether they are married or 

not, they are offending merely by making their relations 

visible.  It is disrespectful to the gods, and it is an offense 

because it invites others to offend.  Whether they are permitted 

intimacy or not, they are not permitted to demonstrate it.  The 

ethical principle is clear.”

“No, your argument suggests a complete lack of 

understanding of the concept of ethics.  An ethical principle 

must be always and absolutely true.  An action which is 

morally or ethically acceptable must always be acceptable, no 

matter the conditions under which it takes place.  But if that 

action is held to be acceptable under certain conditions but not 

under others, such as observation, then no ethical absolute can 

possibly be involved.  Nothing is involved, in fact, except the 

perceptions of the observer.  And if values are dependent 

solely on a standard set by an observer, then they must 

inevitably be subjective and not absolute, meaning that they 

can impose no general obligation.  If what I am doing is not in 

and of itself inherently wrong, how can someone else's 

observation of it make it wrong?”

“Does that matter from your perspective?” Erin shot 

back, sidestepping the direct question and letting his anger 

take another course.  “Your own philosophy mandates 

otherwise!”

Jacintha stopped dead in her tracks.  “This I want to 

hear you expound on.”
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“It’s simple enough!  You claim that I have an 

unrestrained will and the absolute right to do as I choose.  

Well, I do not choose to have people copulating at random 

anywhere they like!  By doing so, they are opposing my will 

and I am not obligated to tolerate that.  If I were to tolerate it 

while still resenting it, I would be oppressing myself and 

failing to exercise my rights!”

“Excellent!” Jacintha beamed.  “Very well put!  

Regardless of any moral imperative involved, if you dislike 

their behavior, you have a perfect right to try to stop it!”  Her 

enthusiasm was rather disconcerting to Erin, who was still not 

used to how quickly she would start agreeing with him 

whenever he adopted her methods of reasoning.  “In fact,” she 

added, “you might try going back there and stopping them 

right now.  No doubt they’re still at it.  There are only two of 

them and they both looked unarmed.  You have a sword.  Or 

half a sword, anyway.  I’m sure that will be enough to cancel 

out his skill at grappling.  And her skill with the dagger, just in 

case she has one hidden in the bushes somewhere.”

* * * * *

The armorer’s residence was one of those half-ruined, 

massively built castles that dotted the higher slopes of the 

mountains at frequent intervals.  Despite that obvious 

similarity, it differed from its counterparts in two key respects.  

It was built below a protruding ridge rather than atop it for 

greater inaccessibility, and it was inhabited.

It was also the first place Erin had seen in the 

mountains that betrayed any sign of mechanization at all.  In 

the valley there were machines everywhere, albeit concentrated 

in the main refinery and the residences of the priests, but the 

mountaineers had no such machines.  Or so he had frequently 

reminded himself when considering the advantages that an 

organized society could offer.  And yet here a system of dams, 
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sluices and wheels took up the water that came cascading 

down from countless unreachable gullies, turned it into power, 

and sent it back on its way again without depletion.  A fine 

mist from the rushing stream drifted across the path and 

brought Erin a sudden, intense awareness of how different this 

factory was from the one he had know, where spirals of dust 

rose in the air instead of spirals of water.

Inside the long, low building that appeared to be a later, 

though no less massive, addition to the castle, there was very 

little to suggest a factory at first, even an abandoned one.  

Lathes spun in dim corners.  Small furnaces guttered here and 

there.  The crystal hemispheres set in the ceiling remained 

unlit.  A few shadowy figures pecked and tapped at bits of 

metal in windowed alcoves, producing a sound more 

reminiscent of a family of birds than an army of industrious 

mechanics.  At the far end of the room, a beam of light seeped 

from behind a half-open door.

Jacintha pushed right through the door without 

stopping.  Erin followed, his curiosity consuming some of his 

lingering anger.  He nearly walked into a spear that hung point 

down directly in front of the doorway.  Apparently Jacintha 

was used to its presence, since she dodged it automatically.

The room was crowded with weapons.  On the walls, in 

stands, they flowed up over the ceiling and a few went so far as 

to dangle from it because there was not enough room for them 

there.  The only spot in the room clear of sharp instruments 

was a table somewhat off to one side, and that was covered 

with papers.  The armorer, an exceptionally tall and broad man 

in a civilization that ran to personal compactness, was bending 

over it and scribbling figures on the margin of a plan.

“Afternoon, Pelen,” Jacintha called out.  “We need a 

sword.”

Pelen looked up briefly.  His eyes passed over her and 

fixed themselves on Erin, who felt that the armorer would have 

liked to measure him for something complicated.  “Yes, the 
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Alexandrite.  And longswords, I see.”  He dropped his gaze 

back to the plan again.  “Look around, take what you like.  I’ll 

take it out of your next plunder if you prefer.”

“That would be convenient,” Jacintha replied.  Pelen 

nodded and waved his pencil distractedly, shooing her away.

Erin was too busy staring at some of the weapons to 

pay much attention to the last part of this exchange.  Rifles 

with a finish and solidity that the arms of the priests’ personal 

guards could not boast, although with strangely shaped 

breeches and stocks.  Long and short swords in a hundred 

subtle variations of the same basic outline.  Racks of bows, piles 

of arrows, barrels filled with surprisingly tiny bullets.  And 

every so often a piece of armor, unmistakably Alexandrite in its 

outlines.  Trophies rather than the actual produce of the place, 

Erin thought.  He ran his fingers over the surface of one 

breastplate to feel the ridges beneath the almost perfectly 

smooth metal.

Then Jacintha was at his elbow again, holding out a 

sword.  “This one should do well for you.  It’s nearly the same 

as the old one, but the balance is a trifle more favorable for 

your stance.  See how it feels.”  Absently, Erin took the blade 

and flexed it two or three times, unable to tear his glance away 

from the armor.

“Yes, it’s all right,” he said.

“Are you still obsessed with the idea of armor?”

“If I had armor I might not have to worry about naked 

whores stabbing me in the back,” Erin retorted, feeling vicious 

again.

“What?”  Pelen’s voice boomed out from across the 

room.  Evidently something in that remark had aroused his 

professional attention.  He pushed the table aside and came 

towards them, knocking over some of his own weapons as he 

did so.  “Does this young man actually believe in the virtues of 

armor?”
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“I think they’re fairly obvious,” Erin said.  “This is the 

finest armor the priests can turn out.  Only they and the nobles 

are permitted to wear it.  Given how much they value their 

own lives, it’s impossible that they would trust it to protect 

them if it wasn’t able to do so.”

“You don’t think tradition and ignorance might have 

anything to do with their attitude?” Pelen asked, blinking 

down at him.

“No.  Even the priests cannot be blind to design flaws 

that would get them killed in battle.”

“Oh, well, very good then,” Pelen rumbled.  “Let us try 

it, shall we?”

He could move quite precisely for an ordinarily clumsy 

man, Erin discovered.  Before he could ask what the armorer 

meant, Pelen had already swept the helmet off its stand and 

placed it on Erin’s head.  The weight made his neck wobble for 

a few moments until he could compensate for it.  By that time 

Pelen and Jacintha were strapping him into the cuirass as well.

“I took this from one of the young lords who thought it 

would be amusing to ride up into the foothills on his chariot 

and hunt down a few of us,” Pelen mumbled as he struggled 

with the unfamiliar buckles.  “Someone shot him through his 

visor.  You can still see the mark when it’s down.  Silly thing to 

do, for him.  Excellent for my collection, though.  Now the 

greaves.”  Erin felt the straps tighten around his legs.  Then 

Pelen stepped back.

“At least you managed to keep hold of your sword.  But 

so did your teacher.”  He reached out and snapped Erin’s visor 

down.  “Now fight her.”

Erin never particularly minded fighting Jacintha.  Often 

he very much enjoyed it.  He would have enjoyed it more than 

usual at the moment, except for one minor detail.  He couldn’t 

see her anywhere.  Just as he realized this, he felt the tip of her 

blade slide up his leg above the knee.  It vanished and 
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reappeared almost instantly to caress the back of his neck 

beneath the metal of the helmet.

When Erin tried to turn and face her, the weight of the 

armor slowed him down.  Each step had to be deliberate 

instead of automatic.  He couldn’t turn his neck easily, either, 

and the visor narrowed his field of vision to a small strip 

directly ahead.  He could move his arms without much 

restraint beyond the pressure on his shoulders, but not the rest 

of his body.  And when he did find Jacintha standing directly 

in front of him, the first step he took in her direction proved 

that it would be impossible for him to catch her if she didn’t 

want to be caught.  All she had to do was retreat in a straight 

line, laughing the whole time, and watch him exhaust himself 

trying to catch up with his weight and balance altered.  When 

he narrowly missed knocking over a half-empty keg of bullets, 

Pelen intervened and started disarming him.

“You can see its second-biggest defect quite clearly,” 

the armorer stated, reassembling the pieces on the stand.

“If it were lighter--” Erin began.  Pelen chortled.

“This suit is as light as anyone can make armor while 

still achieving the purpose for which it was designed.  Basic 

engineering.  And therein lies its biggest defect.”

“Which is?”

Pelen spun the armor around on its stand.  “Follow 

me,” he said, walking off to the other side of the room.  Erin 

and Jacintha followed.

The armorer caught up a rifle from a rack near his table 

and snapped a bullet into the breech.  “Watch,” he said.  He 

aimed at the back of the cuirass and depressed the trigger.  

There was a faint hiss overshadowed by the clash of the bullet 

hitting its target, then a ping and a clatter.  “Now go and look 

at the armor.”

Erin did so, and returned radiant with excitement.  

“The bullet bounced off!  It only dented the armor, it didn’t 

penetrate it!”
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“Naturally,” Pelen said with a sour smile.  “Now watch 

again.”

This time he took a bow from the rack.  He nocked an 

arrow, bent the bow till the barb almost rested on the wood, 

and let it fly.  Erin did not have to move to observe the full 

effect of that shot.  The arrow sank through the steel without a 

check and buried itself in the wooden stand inside it.  He was 

shocked.

“That armor is meant to stop bullets,” Pelen explained.  

“It is woven together out of fine, strong wires before being 

cased in thin plates of steel.  It deforms when the bullet strikes 

it, but the bullet does not penetrate, as you saw.  But it has no 

resistance whatsoever to a sharp metal blade, which passes 

between or cuts through the wires.  It is useless in combat.  

Which bespeaks its true design purpose: to protect the priests 

and lords against a poor or accidental shot from a rifle in the 

hands of a single assassin, someone not skilled enough to use a 

bow or able to get close enough to use a blade.  That is why 

they wear it.”

Now it was Erin’s turn to look disappointed.  “So it has 

no value to a soldier.”

“None at all.  It is a weight penalty, and thus a mobility 

penalty, incurred in return for essentially no protection.”

Then Erin remembered the hissing sound that had 

accompanied the discharge.  “Was it only dented because the 

gun misfired?  I heard no explosion.”

Pelen held the weapon out to him.  “Airgun.”

“Air?  I thought a rifle needed a cartridge made of 

paper or metal.”

“An Alexandrite rifle does.  Compressed air is just as 

effective as a powder charge.”

“But why use it instead?”

“Less wasteful.  Air can be found everywhere; little 

brass tubes cannot.  Besides, you generally have to find 

someone else to make the cartridges and powder for you.  The 
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priests like controlling that process, just as they do with the 

opus juice.”

Erin winced at the inadvertent reminder.

* * * * *

He sat by the stream that fed Archemund’s garden and 

looked at his reflection in the blade of the new sword.  It was a 

weapon, and in theory he could use it--but he did not know if 

he could.  If armor yielded beneath a blade, but flesh did not, 

that was another distortion of the natural order.  The thought 

did not make him happy.  There was very little to make him 

happy at the moment.  He was angry with the mountaineers 

for abandoning all sense of values in their behavior, and he was 

furious at himself for his inability to do anything about it.  He 

had been given the ability to eat and live without dependence 

on another, which he would once have considered a divine gift; 

he had had weapons placed freely in his hands and been taught 

how to use them.  And it was still not enough.

Jacintha had seated herself several paces away, the 

better to observe him.  Erin was deliberately ignoring her.  She 

grated on his nerves.

He saw a flash of color reflected in the blade.  It 

steadied and stayed there.  Carefully, so as not to display too 

much interest, he looked around.

There were two men standing beside Jacintha.  One was 

fairly ordinary, though darkly handsome.  The other wore a 

cloak of brilliant red feathers that poured down one side of his 

body in an unrelieved torrent.  He bent over her, whispering 

something in her ear, to which she appeared to be paying 

attention.  Not entirely favorable attention, since she frowned 

occasionally and seemed to be disagreeing with him, but 

eventually she nodded and stood up.  The two of them walked 

off towards the gate.  The man who remained came closer to 

the stream and sat down not far from Erin.
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“You’re Erin, aren’t you?” he asked in a friendly 

enough tone, calm and engaging.  “The Alexandrite?”

“Yes,” Erin answered, making sure that his voice at 

least tried to convey a sense of pride in that group identity.  

Generally it was lost on the mountaineers, but this one seemed 

to understand, from the look he gave Erin.  “And you are?”

“My name is Markas.  My cousin, Korus, is the one who 

just walked off with your friend there.”

“I’m not sure whether she is my friend or not.  Is she 

his?”

“That’s uncertain, too.  They used to be lovers.  Now 

she doesn’t seem to care for him very much, though he 

certainly still does, and so she humors him when he has 

something to say.”

“So she turned him away?  Why?”

Markas slowly pulled a long stem of grass into its 

separate segments.  “Korus has interesting scruples,” he said at 

last.

“If that’s true, then he’s the first person I’ve heard of 

around here who has any scruples at all.”

Markus said nothing.  He looked a little sad.  Realizing 

that he was likely to get no response, Erin lay back on the grass 

and closed his eyes.  Oddly enough, he was almost inclined to 

think favorably of Korus.  The note of disapproval in his 

cousin’s voice suggested that he was more conscientious and 

respectable than the mountaineers as a whole.  And his 

continued pursuit of Jacintha showed constancy.  No one in the 

mountains had that sort of mental stability.  They did as they 

pleased and left the world in disarray.  When it was really such 

an orderly place, Erin reflected.  By nature everything was 

already arranged, or should be.  It was only necessary to follow 

the patterns.  The comfort and lucidity he drew from that 

concept would have surprised him if they had not felt so 

inherently right.  He looked on his surroundings through 

closed eyes and felt entirely at peace with them, albeit superior 
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to them as well.  Now that he understood this, surely it would 

only be a matter of sharing the idea to fix things.

Then he realized this delicious luxury of thought was 

taking on a physical sensation.  His lips warmed and tingled, 

and something soft and insistent pressed between them.  The 

invasion was gentle but awakening.  It was not just thought.  

All at once Erin’s mind slipped out of its half-dreaming state as 

he became furiously indignant.  Was Jacintha trying to take 

some sort of twisted revenge on him for his actions earlier that 

day?  His eyes snapped open as he raised his arms to push her 

away.

Him.  Markas.

Erin found that the sword came naturally to his hand.  

He rose and the blade rose with him, high above him, and 

flashed splendidly even in the shade.  The tip swept the 

lowermost leaves of the trees, tracing the beginning of a perfect 

arc with enough speed and power to decapitate a man.

And as the blade came down Markas stepped within its 

circle and stopped it with a single squeeze to Erin’s wrist that 

numbed his fingers and sent the sword twisting off to bury 

itself ineffectually in the soil.

 For that added humiliation alone, Erin would readily 

have killed him.  But Markas was not angry.  He only gazed at 

Erin somewhat reproachfully.

“Which of us should by upbringing have been more 

likely to strike that blow?” he asked.  “You or I?”
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VI

The men carrying the hammock cursed and dropped it 

into the water.  It wiggled frantically, its contents straining at 

the lashings.  They slipped, slid, and hoisted it back onto their 

shoulders again with grunts of disgust.  Around them, torches 

waved erratically as the rest of the soldiers tried to make their 

way across the cold stream and its bed of anciently smooth and 

slimy rocks.  They reformed on the far bank and hurried on 

into the night.  It was dark and the moon was down, the stars 

obscured by rushing clouds.  Sometimes it grew even darker 

temporarily.  The paths they took always sloped downwards, 

and the slopes pulled them along until the rapid march turned 

into a near flight.  Whenever a pair of bearers tired, other men 

replaced them.  It was a valuable hammock they had to look 

after.

But after a while the favorable incline alone could not 

keep them moving.  The pace slowed, and the invocations of 

their leader--who was, appropriately enough, bringing up the 

rear of the party--increased in volume and duration but not 

effectiveness.  In time, he also submitted to exhaustion and 

ordered a halt in a small, sheltered clearing.  The hammock was 

dumped on the ground and ignored for the moment.

Someone lit a fire.  Light and warmth filled the clearing, 

though the soldiers did not need the latter very much after 

their march.  Still, from the looks on their faces, they 

appreciated having it.  They sniffed eagerly at the air, seeking 
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something in it that they had missed, and must have found at 

least partial satisfaction.

The tall man who had given orders from the rear 

stepped up to the fire and waved the men away from it with a 

gesture.  They bowed and obeyed.  Ambassador Palduin, who 

had been carried by his porters rather than carrying himself, 

had felt the cold of the night where his men had not.  He held 

his hands out to the warmth eagerly and drank the smoke in 

through his nostrils, as did his companion, who nevertheless 

remained perpetually lurking behind him.  After an extended 

pause to savor the feeling, the ambassador turned his head 

slightly, away from the bright flames.  “Cut that open and 

string him up,” he said, pointing to the hammock.  Then he 

returned to contemplating the rising sparks.

One of the soldiers drew a knife and sliced open the 

bundled hammock while another dragged Erin out of it by his 

feet.  They cut the lashings on his arms and legs, trusting to 

muscle cramping to prevent him from attacking them.  Erin 

gave his shoulders a heave and managed to move his upper 

arms, but his hands swung nervelessly at the ends of them 

without any feeling of weight.  Before he could recover any 

dexterity, the soldiers had picked him up and strapped him to 

a nearby tree.  They then returned to circling the fire hopefully.  

For a moment the ambassador glanced over and observed Erin, 

smiling comfortably.  The recognition was mutual, if not the 

smile.  Erin would have scowled but the gag made it difficult 

for him.

The priest who had been accompanying Palduin 

scuttled across to the tree and looked Erin over, whispering to 

himself.  He seemed fixated on Erin’s torso, reaching out at 

intervals to stroke the faint lines which were all that could be 

seen of Archemund’s surgery.  Finally he sidled up against Erin 

and pressed his ear to his stomach.  Apparently whatever he 

heard excited him, since he backed off and hurried over to the 
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Alexandrite ambassador again.  Erin strained to catch as much 

of their conversation as he could.

“...remarkable,” the priest was saying.  “I admit I had 

my doubts, but there seems to be no question about it after 

observing the scars.  Their surgeon has managed to take the 

form stolen from our laboratories and craft new bowels for 

him.  And he lives and thrives, my lord.”

“Yours is the specialist’s view and extremely limited,” 

the ambassador responded.  The implied rebuke earned him a 

deeply respectful bow from his companion.  “This situation 

tells us three things which are far more important than the 

success of a single operation.  First, that the mountaineers have 

succeeded in replicating our process for refining the opus juice, 

otherwise they would not have dared to abduct him in the first 

place.  Second, their surgical knowledge is at least equal to 

ours, and they are now in possession of our latest research.  

And third, they obviously have sources within the House itself, 

since they are aware not only of our research but also of this 

young man’s potential importance, and were aware of his 

pending death at the time they abducted him.”

“If they have the formula...they can break our 

monopoly at any time?”

“At their convenience.  And only a fool would trust 

them not to.  The rumor of an alternative source of juice would 

destroy our way of life by itself.  And if their surgeons were to 

ever come down into the valley bringing their knowledge and 

tools, then it would not be the survival of our culture that we 

should have to worry about.  It would be the survival of 

ourselves and everyone who bears the name of Alexander.”

The priest’s large eyes glanced around nervously.  “We 

are in a trap.”

“Hardly.  The immediate problem can be solved right 

now.”

“Do you wish me to operate on him as we discussed?”
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“Certainly not.  I wish you to kill him.  Extract his 

viscera and pack them to take with us.  Our surgeons will no 

doubt welcome the extra material.”

“Could we not take him back living to study?”

“Bring a man who is not of the elect yet eats solid food 

into the valley?  Are you mad?”

“But if it would help us, my lord?”

“If by that one act we could erase our enemies from 

existence we should not be justified in so much as 

contemplating it.  It is forbidden.”

The priest-surgeon bowed submissively.

“However,” Palduin continued, “our bearers need rest.  

You may have a short time, if you like, to open him and make 

notes of his organs in their living state before carrying out the 

order for his death.”

“I should.  And my colleagues would be very grateful 

for the observations.  It is quite cruel to him, though.  We could 

do it more painlessly, to say nothing of more effectively, in a 

proper temple...”

“Has this mountain air completely destroyed your 

theology?  Cruelty was not forbidden by the gods when they 

walked this land.  They discourage it, reserving it to 

themselves, but they can be brought to pardon it in men.  But 

the prohibition on allowing those who are not of the House or 

the sanctified to live apart from the opus in violation of the 

divine decrees is an absolute.  We cannot allow him to enter the 

valley as he is now, and we cannot operate on him here to 

restore him to his natural state.  In any case, he has been 

sentenced to death and the manner of his extinction is 

unimportant.”

“Of course, my lord.  I spoke only under correction.”

“You were always a weak reasoner,” the ambassador 

sniffed.  “Now that you have been duly corrected, attend to 

your instruments.  I shall deal with the theological side of the 

problem.”  The priest shuffled away with more bows.  Palduin 
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called for more wood for the fire, until the entire clearing was 

bathed in yellow light.

In the dizzying glare Erin felt the pressure building in 

his chest.  His body grew rigid and heavy, or so his mind told 

him.  It was partially fear.  It was partially anger.  But it was 

directed neither at the priest-surgeon, nor the ambassador, nor 

Alexandrite society.  He looked inside his fragmentary 

thoughts and found suddenly that if the emotion could be 

directed at anyone, it could be directed at himself.

He was about to die, and he was angry at himself for it.

Neither the future nor the past were what concerned 

him.  All his thoughts were concentrated on that feeling, in that 

instant: the feeling of powerlessness.  Nothing he could do 

would be sufficient to change his fate.  He was at the mercy of 

another human being and he hated that knowledge with all the 

power and resentment of a soul that has just begun discovering 

itself.  His will, his sense of right, his identity, was being finally 

and absolutely overridden by someone else.  But that was not 

quite it, either.  It was not the priest who was about to kill him.  

It was the idea behind the priest.  He, a human being, was 

being subjugated to a fantasy, a phantom created by other 

human beings.

And then he realized that the ambassador was not a 

mountaineer.  He was not acting solely on will.  His actions 

were driven by something outside himself, by the expectations 

of his society, by the words of the sacred books, by a set of 

assumptions so much a part of his existence that he never 

thought to question them.  He believed in external influences 

so much that he acted in accordance with their dictates and not 

his own.

With that realization came an unspoken extension of 

the thought.  “Belief is not enough.”

It sounded like a contradiction, but as Erin re-examined 

the problem in wonder, it became clearer.  The ambassador 

believed, on the basis of what he had been taught as a priest 
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and as a scholar, that he not only had a right to act in a certain 

way but also was compelled to act in a certain way.  But Erin 

had been exposed to those teachings, too.  He had sat and 

copied out the sacred books time after time.  And the beliefs 

that he drew from them were not by any means the same as 

those at which the ambassador had arrived.  Their source was 

the same.  Their conclusions were not.  Which meant that, if 

radically different conclusions were possible, no set or sets of 

conclusions could accurately define the meaning of an 

ambiguous source.  Belief did not reveal truth.  If he valued 

truth, he could not find it in believing anything.

In other words, he would have to acknowledge his 

beliefs as choices and not absolutes.  And the strength of a 

belief known to be only a choice was very much weakened.  

Unless by his own individuality and assurance he could give 

strength to that belief.

And in a sudden return to awareness of the immediate 

moment, he wondered if belief could possibly be strong 

enough to alter his fate.  If he could make his own truth, could 

he remake someone else’s?

The priest was busy spreading out a cloth at Erin’s feet 

and laying out a few instruments.  He carefully unscrewed a jar 

of viscous syrup that gave off a rank, tarry odor perceptible to 

Erin over the spicy smoke of the fire.  “That will help with the 

bleeding,” he muttered to himself.  He beckoned to a soldier to 

come forward and secure Erin more firmly to the tree.  Other 

soldiers followed, forming a half-circle around the tree, 

fascinated by the prospect of seeing a man cut open and kept 

alive.

With their attention on Erin, and Palduin’s on the 

political schemes he saw taking shape in the flames before him, 

no one noticed a robed figure stride into the clearing and pace 

swiftly across to the group gathered around the surgeon and 

his victim.  No one except Erin, who wondered idly if it was 
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one of those mythological personifications of something or 

other that the theologians always seemed so vague about.

The figure came straight through the line of soldiers, 

sending them leaping away from him in their astonishment.  

They grabbed at their weapons, but the cloaked stranger was 

already bending over Erin.  The swish of his robe caught the 

priest by surprise and toppled him over.  He did not move, and 

neither did the soldiers.  They stared, superstitiously 

wondering if one of the demons of the sacred books had 

emerged from its mountain lair to take their victim instead.  

Even Palduin, who had spun around at a shout from the 

guards, was petrified by the sight presented to him.

Erin, who felt none of this petty astonishment, looked 

up and saw Archemund gazing at him from under the hood.

Then the priest scrambled to his feet again.  He seized a 

knife in one hand and drew a fetish from under his robes.  

“Away!  He is mine!” he roared at Archemund, with a 

surprising show of defiance for someone so normally 

obsequious.

And Archemund turned away from Erin and towards 

the priest, letting the hood fall from his head.  His features 

stood out stark and fierce in the dancing light.  He stared down 

at the Alexandrite, then opened his mouth and sent a jet of 

flame erupting into the priest’s face.

The priest screamed.  The soldiers screamed louder and 

half of them nearly collapsed under the sudden strain of fear.  

And still the plume of fire issued from Archemund’s mouth, 

driving the priest backwards.  In vain, he tried to shield himself 

with his hands, until his fingers shriveled and burned, dead 

flesh that would never cut into living flesh again.

Then the fire was gone, leaving its image burning on 

the eyes of the dazed soldiers.  The instant that it vanished, 

Archemund leapt forward.  The dark cloak slid away from his 

shoulders.  Unnaturally cold flames flickered up and down his 

naked body, highlighting it garishly in the increasing darkness.  
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One of the soldiers had bolted in panic and scattered Palduin’s 

bonfire in pieces.  Smoke poured from his clenched left hand, 

while his right brandished a long golden wand that darted 

through the air and stabbed out at the soldiers one by one.  It 

never touched a single one of them, but as it pointed at a man, 

he collapsed and died.  They fell back before him, unable to 

retreat faster than he could advance and strike, unable to find 

room to use their weapons before they were brought down.  A 

few fired random shots, wild and unlikely.  The ambassador 

shouted from the edge of the clearing, his voice showing clear 

terror.  And the last of the soldiers turned and ran in that 

direction.  They vanished into the forest.  Archemund followed 

them more slowly, casting a dim glow on the shadowy trees as 

he went.

He came back and took the gag from Erin’s mouth, then 

unbound him from the tree, placed him across his shoulder and 

carried him away.

Eventually Erin found he was able to move his limbs 

again.  Archemund set him down and fetched him water from 

the nearest stream.  Then he searched among the rocks and 

came back with a delicately wrought vial.  From it, he poured 

the blue-green fire that covered his body and applied it to 

Erin’s limbs as well.

“If Palduin sees you now, he will run away from you 

and not towards you,” the chirurgeon said.

“And the wand?” Erin asked.  Somehow he could not 

picture himself ever believing that it was not a trick.

“A long, thick rod with a very thin steel needle at the 

end, impregnated with venom.  The needle is invisible in the 

dim light while the rod draws the attention of the enemy.”

“And the fire?”

“Spirits distilled from grain.”

Erin nodded placidly and breathed the cold night air 

into his lungs, tasting its freshness.
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Then Archemund helped him to stand again and they 

went back up into the mountains.

* * * * *

Erin stared out at the water that leapt in graceful 

streams from an elaborate fountain.  Behind him, Jacintha 

paced around impatiently, striking at the walls with a 

shortened longsword.  Thalasan, who was seated on a low, 

massive chair at the far end of the room, closed the portfolio on 

his lap and raised his head.

“The Alexandrites want me for more than just my value 

as an escaped member of their society,” Erin said.

“Yes,” Thalasan replied.

“Why is that?”

“The same reason why they want you dead.”  Thalasan 

shifted his position.  “I am the primus of this region, by 

common consent.  There are many other enclaves in these 

mountains, each of them under the guardianship of another 

primus.  In some cases each primus is succeeded by a man or 

woman who is no relation to him.  In others, the job is often 

kept within a single extended family, informally of course, and 

it may continue to be done by a member of that family for 

centuries at a time.”

“Yes, but how does this relate to my kidnapping by 

Palduin?”

“Very simply.  Once, before the House of Alexander 

ever existed, the people of the valley chose a primus, too, often 

a single primus for the whole of it.  The role was more 

structured and influential there than it ever became in the 

mountains, and the choice fell almost inevitably on the same 

family throughout its entire history.  The House of Alexander, 

on its arrival, destroyed that family.  For that reason, many of 

the inhabitants of the valley, especially those who live farthest 

from the power of the House, have an almost mythological 
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remembrance of that family, which they mentally envision as a 

benevolent force opposed to the greed of the Alexandrites.  

You are the last surviving member of that family.”

Jacintha gave the wall a particularly vicious stab with 

her sword, and finding it unresponsive, ran out of the room.

“The House fears me as an opponent,” Erin said quietly.

“A potential opponent.  A symbol of resistance more 

than anything, and a means of reviving a line that could 

eventually come to command widespread enthusiasm among 

the people.”

“Why keep me alive for so long, though, and only order 

my death now?”

“An extremely complicated and ambitious plan by the 

chief priest.  In general terms, it involved making the 

population aware of your existence over a lengthy period of 

time, uniting you with a member of the House in what they call 

marriage, and then allowing your descendants to publicly 

supplant them, while carefully secreting the House and all its 

institutions intact behind the ostensibly restored ancient rulers.  

The House intended to capitalize on your potential 

popularity.”

“And what changed their minds?”

“The knowledge that we are planning an invasion of the 

valley.”

Erin turned to look at him.  “You are serious.”

“I am,” Thalasan said, rising and walking across the 

room.

“Then I can suppose that the House wished very badly 

to keep me out of your hands.”

“They saw the possibility that you would be a uniting 

force for the mountaineers as posing a risk so great it 

outweighed all possible benefits that would arise from using 

you for their own purposes.  Hence their efforts to make it look 

as though you were dying a natural death.”
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“And hence the desperate measures taken by their 

ambassador to put me out of the way.”

“Exactly.”

“If you go to war, can you win?”

“We intend to, otherwise we should not make the 

effort.”

“The Alexandrite army is enormous.”

“It is also clumsy.”

“But how can you arrange a concerted war effort 

among various groups of mountaineers who do not subscribe 

to a single leader?”

“We do not need a leader.  We need only to act in 

accordance with a common goal, a common motive, and every 

one of our soldiers will become his own leader.”

“And you have such a goal.”

“We wish to destroy the Alexandrite society, which 

forces human beings to oppress and injure themselves, and we 

wish to reach the sea.”

“The sea?”  This was another new word for Erin.  

“What is the sea?”

“They did not teach you even so much as that?”

“I have never heard the term before.”

“The sea is a body of water which surrounds this land, 

both the mountains and the valley, on at least three sides.”

Erin shook his head.  “I have never heard of such a 

thing.  I can’t imagine it.  There isn’t that much water in the 

world.”

“There is, and much more.  But we are cut off from it 

here.  When the founders of House of Alexander first came to 

this part of the world, they brought the people of the valley, 

and others, under their authority and forced them to dig a 

massive system of canals and trenches.  The valley was once 

dry and sparsely populated.  The canals gathered up all the 

water that used to run down from these mountains to the sea 

and sent it inland.  Now it is used to sustain the fields of opus 
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grass, which is a thirsty plant.  None of the water reaches the 

sea any longer, and vast areas stretching from the shoreline to 

the beginning of the cultivated lands are deserts, red sand and 

stone covered with scrub.  The power of the House rests on 

water; to maintain it they cut their people off from both the 

mountains and the sea.  And now it seems that the people of 

the valley have been isolated from the sea by the Alexandrites 

for so long that they have forgotten that it exists at all.”

“But why the urgency to reach this sea?”

“Because that is what unites us more than anything 

else.  We enjoy the idea of destroying the Alexandrites, with 

their talk of absolute values and authority that comes from 

elsewhere within the individual.  We each relish the thought of 

introducing more disorder into the world.  We have an 

affection for the land, because it gives us life and we depend on 

it, and we bear a grudge against the House for poisoning it 

with ash and the wastes of their experiments.  We pride 

ourselves on being able to give the people of the valley a 

chance to realize their own humanity if they want it, and on 

having acquired the means to end their dependence on the 

opus.  But most of all, we wish to reach the sea.  Beyond it, the 

histories tell us, there are other lands besides ours, and the lust 

to explore them is our greatest motivation.”

Erin received this statement without disbelief.  If he was 

not yet convinced of its accuracy, he was at least capable of 

understanding the possibility.  “Your records must be 

uncertain after all this time.”

“They are.  But they reveal enough to convince us the 

idea is worth pursuing with as much effort as we can 

summon.”

“Why must the Alexandrites be defeated to regain the 

sea?  And supposing that you do reach it, how will you reach 

these lands?”

“There are several reasons.  Most important is their 

position between us and the shore.  We cannot reach it in any 
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strength through the mountains, for they grow more rugged in 

that direction.  Only the occasional scout can come and go that 

way.  To move in a body, we must go down through the valley.  

We cannot while the Alexandrites are there.  We also must 

destroy their canal system, in order to restore the rivers that 

once served as access points to the sea.  They would never 

tolerate that while alive.  And then, too, we must regain the 

fertile plateaus on the other side of the valley, where the most 

ancient seat of their power is located, in order to obtain trees of 

the size and number that we need to build ships.  Vessels large 

enough to float on the water and move across it in safety, 

propelled by the force of the wind.”

“So the House of Alexander must die for the truth 

about the world to be discovered.”

“Among other things, yes,” Thalasan said sharply.  “If 

we could kill their ideas alone, their strictures and values and 

obsession with imaginary creatures, we would do that and let 

them live.  But we cannot, so the two must die together.”

“Because you have willed it.”

“Because we have willed it.”

Erin closed his eyes for a moment.  “And do I play a 

role in these plans of yours?”

“It is what Jacintha has been preparing you for, if you 

are willing.”

“I am to fight with you and serve as a symbol to 

encourage the people of the valley to abandon the House.”

“That is the main task for you to carry out, yes.  In time, 

when the opus is dead and the rivers flow to the sea again, and 

you have learned the ways of war, they may choose you as 

primus.  Or if not, then perhaps a child from a union between 

you and Jacintha, as the representative of both old traditions 

and recent traditions, might prove an acceptable mediator.”

“And is she agreeable to this?” Erin asked, startled out 

of his somewhat apathetic agreement for the moment.
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“Perhaps I thought of it first, but she was the first to 

propose it openly.  The mountaineers do not object, either.  

Though they have no special love for you now, they agree that 

it is a sensible decision.”

“A decision made by others so far.”

“And which is now yours to make freely.  Will you 

accept such an agreement?”

Erin turned and looked out the window again.  

Eventually he spoke, barely above a whisper.  “I don’t know.”

* * * * *

He walked slowly along the corridor that connected 

Thalasan’s own quarters with the more spacious pavilion that 

the primus had built for his daughter.  It was not a straight 

corridor.  It twisted and changed levels, sending Erin bumping 

into walls and tripping on unseen steps in the dusk.  The 

experience did nothing to improve his spirits, or check the 

confusion that was beginning to flow back into his mind after 

the events of the previous night and day had brought him an 

unfathomable calm for a brief while.

“Jacintha?” he called out, emerging from the corridor 

into a room aglow with lamps, warm and inviting.  In a corner 

incense smoked on a brazier.  A breeze drifted through the 

opened shutters of rich burled wood and set the light gauzy 

curtains that separated the rooms in motion.  Some distance off, 

he heard Jacintha’s voice laughing in a low, excited tone.  Erin 

stepped through a curtain and heard it more clearly.  He 

crossed the room and entered another.  “Jacintha?” he called, 

raising the draperies.

Jacintha slowly released her lips from those of the girl 

lying beside her in her bed.  They both turned to look 

inquiringly at Erin, who was staring down at them 

uncomprehendingly.
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“Yes?” she said, brushing her hand lazily across her 

companion’s nude form.

“How dare you!” Erin shouted.  Jacintha frowned at 

him.  “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” she complained.  “Making 

unnecessary noise to indicate emotion indicates a lack of logical 

detachment.”

“I just finished speaking with your father,” Erin 

seethed.  “He told me that you had agreed to enter into a 

marriage with me.  And when I find you here, doing this, I can 

be forgiven if I find your obvious insincerity confusing.”

Jacintha suddenly burst out laughing, so genuinely 

amused that Erin was too bewildered to think of a proper 

rebuke.  “My father said nothing of the kind!” she gasped out 

between her diminishing giggles.  “He would have mentioned 

a union between us, nothing more, I’m sure.”

“Does that not mean marriage?”

“Marriage?  That odd set of rules that Alexandrites 

agree to follow when they go to bed just to avoid hating 

themselves?  Certainly not.  How funny!”

“You expect me to agree to these conditions?” Erin 

demanded, making a gesture that encompassed the entire bed 

and its occupants and ended only when his arm collided with 

a bedpost, making him snarl at the pain.

“Did you expect to be given exclusive possession of me?  

Am I an object?  Or am I a human being with will who just 

happens to be doing you a favor?  A favor which includes 

helping you to destroy the very set of rules you’re trying to 

enforce at the moment, I might add.”

“Curse the rules!”

“With pleasure!”

“Any rules or laws aside, what you are doing is 

unnatural.”

“Unnatural?”  Jacintha bounded off the bed in an 

instant.  “Tell me, would it be natural for you to be here with 

me?”
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“Under certain circumstances, yes.”

“Again those rules!  Those certain circumstances to 

which you bind yourself!  The only unnatural thing would be 

for me, as a free human being, to mate with you, whose will is 

subordinated to someone else’s inventions!”

“And what if my scruples are not merely a human 

invention?  What if it really is a crime against the gods?”

“What, against all five of them?”

“Of course, what a stupid question!”

“But suppose one of them doesn’t consider it a crime 

and the other four do?”

“Impossible!  They never contradict each other.”

“Then why have five of them in the first place?”

“I don’t have them.  They are.  They exist outside any 

definition I may create.”

“Or they may not exist at all.”

“But they exist for me!  And that makes it my choice!”

“To make your own choice is understandable.  To allow 

someone else to choose for you is weak.”

“No one is making this decision for me.  I am taking it 

myself through the exercise of my own individual will as a 

human being.”

“Liar!”  Jacintha still moved quicker than he could 

anticipate.  A quick shove from her sent him staggering back 

against the wall.  “You may assert your disillusionment with 

and separation from Alexandrite standards of conduct all you 

like, but your thoughts and reactions still betray that you are 

acting in accordance with them.  You fail to see the 

contradiction!  Where there is will, genuine will, unfettered, 

there can be no reference to any standard imposed by someone 

other than yourself!”

“How many times must I tell you that I am not 

subscribing to Alexandrite standards?”

Jacintha reached out and grabbed his hand in hers.  

“Am I committing a crime by doing this?”
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“No...”

“I didn’t think so.”  She dropped it.  Then she seized 

him again, elsewhere.  “Now am I?”

“Yes,” Erin gasped, shocked and yet too confused to 

resist.

“So if I touch you in one place, it’s a crime, and if I 

touch you in another, it’s not?”

“Well--it must be--”

“And that is how you are still showing the Alexandrite 

influence,” she said, letting go of him and stepping back.

“I don’t understand.”

“This is the Alexandrite standard.  To believe that 

superficial differences in the outcome of an action change the 

basic nature of the action itself.  To look at trivial actions and 

pretend to find a difference between them.  And to construct a 

theory of rewards and punishments based on those supposed 

differences.”

“Does the intent behind an action count for nothing?  

One of your actions was harmless.  The other was lascivious.  

So there was a real difference between them.”

“Both actions were carried out with the same intent: to 

demonstrate a philosophical point.  Is philosophy lascivious?”

“No, but your means of demonstrating it certainly 

was!”

“Ah, so we are back where we started.  The intent 

behind an action doesn’t really matter at all.  Just the specific 

action itself.  After all, it’s impossible to come to the conclusion 

that one action is wrong and the other right if right and wrong 

are determined by intent, and there was the same intent behind 

both actions!”

“There must be some absolute definitions.  Some 

actions are always right, some are sometimes right, and some 

others are always wrong.”

“So some must be more wrong than others?”

“Yes, of course.”
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“And how do you distinguish between right and 

wrong?”  This stopped Erin for a moment.  He realized he 

couldn’t fall back on citing a divine revelation if he wished to 

maintain an intellectual distance from Alexandrite society and 

culture.  “We choose what to define as right and wrong,” he 

said reluctantly.  “We set the reference points ourselves.”

“Based on what?”

“I don’t know!  How we feel about them?  How they 

affect us?”

“How they affect us.  Interesting.  That means the basis 

for defining a certain behavior as right or wrong, moral or 

immoral, is our reaction to it.  Moral absolutes are reduced to a 

question of popularity and the varying degrees of enthusiasm 

or hatred that an individual or group displays for them.  And if 

morality and crime can only be measured by human reaction to 

them, then they must be human inventions in the first place.”

“Fine!” Erin snarled.  “Fine!  You’re committing a crime 

because I say you are!  Happy now?”

“With your definition?  Ecstatic.  Although I’m still 

unable to entirely understand why your mind chose the 

negative reaction that led to that definition.  But then, I don’t 

think I’ll ever come to understand how human emotions are 

generated.”  She slid languorously back onto the bed.

Erin shivered and wondered if he would ever 

understand, either.  Or if he really wanted to understand at all.
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VII

He still felt the shame and anger.  When he thought 

about the power the ambassador had had over him, the 

disadvantage at which he had placed him, he felt his chest 

tighten again.  An act as simple as walking became difficult.  

For the first time, he had been fully aware of being oppressed, 

and he resented it with a fierce hatred.  As much as he wanted 

standards and absolutes to depend on, he still felt sick when he 

thought back to what they could do to him in the hands of 

another.  But the challenge facing him was that of having to 

fight back against potential oppressors constantly if he chose to 

abandon the possibility of absolutes.

And he thought that he didn’t really want to deal with 

the challenge.  The mountaineers maintained a sort of balance 

in their associations, but it was an explicitly fragile one.  It 

could be destroyed at any time.  It might well be if someone 

found it in his interest to do so.  It would not last.  It could not 

preserve his safety or his convenience without his direct 

involvement.  Rest was impossible.  That awareness made him 

want rest and reassurance even more.

Perhaps he could find it in going along with the 

mountaineers’ plans for the moment.  They would preserve 

him for the time being, since he was extremely useful to them.  

Afterward, he might be able to turn the tables.  If the people of 

the valley did begin to look to him as their rightful leader, 

perhaps he could use his influence to guide them in organizing 

a society without the viciousness of the House of Alexander, 
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but without the callousness of the mountaineers, either.  For all 

he knew, the planned invasion could destroy or greatly weaken 

the mountaineers.  Or maybe they would build their ships and 

sail off into that sea they were so eager to reach.  There was 

potential.  There was also the prospect of having to fight to 

create that, and he did not want to fight.  Not for the 

mountaineers, not for the valley dwellers, and not for himself.  

Nor did he want to have to put up with Jacintha in the near 

future, since she had thrown his weakness in his face and 

forced him to admit his own responsibility for his life.

So Erin drew his sword and danced with it by the 

running water, doing what Jacintha had never allowed him to 

do in their practices.  He threw away the idea of function, of 

slashes and cuts and thrusts and parries.  Instead, he let the 

blade move as if he were gesturing or painting with it.  

Powerful gestures, imperial gestures, speaking of a triumph he 

was far from feeling.  A sop to his sense of self, a compensation 

to restore emotional balance after defeat.  He found it oddly 

satisfying to play out his fantasy in this way.  Alone, 

unchecked, and sure of at least what was in his mind, not 

having to consider the actions of others.

Until he was no longer alone, that is.  Until his eyes 

swept across the ground again and saw Markas sitting by the 

stream, watching him.  The natural grace of his movements 

dropped away from him and so did movement altogether.  He 

would have felt more awkward than he did if Markas had not 

looked so solemn and yet inviting.  

“It wasn’t good fighting style,” Erin said, a bit 

defensively.

“I don’t think it was supposed to be fighting.  Was it?” 

Markas asked.

Erin wondered how much he could possibly convey of 

what he had just felt.  “No.”

“You were very eloquent.”

“Eloquent?”
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“You were free for a few moments.  I have never seen 

anyone put their consciousness of their own freedom into 

movement like that.”

“And now I am not.”

“You have started thinking about me.  You have begun 

to weigh your actions and your potential actions in accordance 

with how you think I might react to them.  You are curbing 

your own freedom automatically instead of acting on your 

impulses as you feel them.”

Erin dropped his sword and sat down beside Markas.  

“I can’t escape that.  How can anyone escape that feeling?  If 

there is no order, no clearly defined common ground, then each 

of us must live as if haunted by a demon.  I must always be 

anticipating an attack.  I must always be cautious, lest I give 

offense.  I must always be ready to defend myself if I do give 

offense.  There is no peace in chaos.”

“There can be.”

“If you have found it, I have not.”

Markas leaned over the bank of the stream and let the 

water flow through his fingers.  Cupping his hands, he lifted 

some of it and let it slowly fall back again.  “Thalasan told you 

about the sea,” he said.

“With great enthusiasm.”

“In the sea there are waves, caused by the force of the 

wind blowing across its surface.  They are like the ripples in a 

pool of water, only much greater in size.  If you swim out into 

the sea, and float there, surrendering yourself to the water, 

each wave will lift you up as it rises and lower you down as it 

passes.  And so long as you let it, it will keep doing so.”

“How do you know this?” Erin demanded, 

incredulously.

“Because I have crossed the mountains until there were 

no more of them.  I have seen the sea and swum in it.”  He 

looked absently into the stream, his mind elsewhere.

“And the solution to chaos is the sea?”
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“No.  The solution is to float.

“On the chaos.”

“On it and in it.  Embrace it.  Take advantage of what it 

gives you, if you can, and if you cannot, then ignore it and let it 

pass you by.”

“There is no safety in that.  That is pure chance alone.”

“Perhaps, then, the solution lies in abandoning the 

concept of safety.  Abandoning it and accepting its absence.  It 

is an illusion to begin with, since your safety can never be 

guaranteed.  But if you can not only recognize the illusion, but 

also be happy without it, then the problem itself no longer 

exists.  You are not asking for peace,” Markas said, examining 

Erin carefully as he spoke.  “You are asking for a guarantee of 

bodily comfort and safety, and you are prepared to stake your 

happiness on that in spite of the fact that you can never have 

such a thing.”

“Your answer is to stop caring about myself.  Arguably 

I would no longer be human if I did that, since it would involve 

a lack of awareness of my individuality.”

“On the contrary, it would be an assertion of your 

individuality, since by limiting yourself out of fear, you place a 

check on your will.  It doesn’t matter whether others make the 

limits for you or whether you make them yourself.  As long as 

you carry the concept of a restraint in your mind, as long as 

you know what such a thing is, you are susceptible to the fear 

of potential consequences arising from such a restraint, should 

you ever acknowledge one.  And you already acknowledge so 

many of those.  Standards of behavior.  Your life and identity 

tied to the existence of a corpse.  Forget that concept, and you 

forget the ability to fear.  Forget the ability to fear, and you will 

have your peace, which is the absence of fear.”

“What if the restraint is divine?”

“What is divinity?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Think about it.  How do you define a god?”
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Erin thought about it.  He thought about it very hard 

for a few moments until he noticed Markas smiling gently at 

him.

“You don’t need to answer,” Markas said.  “In fact, 

you’ve already answered.”

“I have?  How?”

“By accepting the premise of the question.”

“How I would define a god?’

“There, you’ve said it.”  Erin still looked puzzled.  

“You’ve admitted that divinity is a human construct.”

“I...”  Erin closed his eyes.  Slowly, he opened them 

again.  “If you take every characteristic by which I was taught 

that the gods could be known, then yes, by the very existence 

of such characteristics, we have created a definition.”

Markas nodded thoughtfully.

“In essence, because our definitions are created by us, 

they are insufficient to tell us whether the gods exist or not.”

“Very good.”

“Therefore, if we impose a restraint, we are the only 

certain source of that restraint.”

“And the same applies to the concept of authority as 

well as ethics.”

“That if we create an external authority, we must admit 

that it is our own creation and possessed of no attributes or 

power beyond what we believe it has.”

“Correct.”

 “But suppose we want to acknowledge such a 

creation?” Erin said.  “Suppose, for our own comfort, we find it 

convenient to believe it exists?”

“That does not make it real or grant it any genuine 

power.”

“But if it’s still useful to us?”

“How useful could it be?  Who would want to live 

under a set of concepts created by someone else, knowing that 

he had an equal right to create and live by his own?”
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“Perhaps someone who was tired and wanted safety.  

Or at least quiet.”

Markas shrugged slightly, not having an answer.  And 

then Erin suddenly leaned over and awkwardly kissed him.

It lasted only a moment before Markas gently laid his 

hand on Erin’s shoulder and separated them.

“I thought you wanted that,” Erin said, his face scarlet.

“I did want it.  But only if you did as well.  

Otherwise...”

“Would I have done it if I didn’t want it?”

“You might have.”

“Why?”

“Perhaps in a fit of jealousy directed at Jacintha.  

Perhaps in an attempt to meet what you saw as the prevailing 

standards of this community.”

“Would that be wrong?” Erin demanded to know.

“If you are doing something in an attempt to conform, 

you should not be doing it at all.”

Erin picked up his sword and stomped off, his whole 

body shaking with frustration.

* * * * *

He had tried to conform, he knew.  He had known that 

before acting.  If he could not bring the mountaineers to see the 

justice or the virtue of his standards, then at least he could try 

to adopt theirs.  If that was the price of acceptance and relief 

from a constant awareness of his own solitude, it was worth it.  

But he had paid that price and it had not made the scale so 

much as quiver.  All he had done was to secure fresh evidence 

of their indifference to any firm commitments at all.  On the 

surface of his mind, he raged at their inconsistency.  Deeper 

down, he realized that Markas’s actions were logically 

consistent, but the frame of reference in which they made sense 

was not one that he dared accept.  
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In a fit of temper, he almost ran out the gate of 

Archemund’s garden and immediately collided with someone 

else.  He nearly fell on the incline and the other person grabbed 

him to steady them both.  Not Jacintha, Erin thought, with a 

surge of vague despair at the prospect.

Then he looked and saw it was Korus who had stopped 

him.  The cousin who remained in the background but who 

had once stood where he himself did in relation to Jacintha.  He 

was not, perhaps, as beautiful as Markas.  His face was proud, 

commanding, strong, almost too strong to be exactly 

handsome.  But he looked at Erin with intelligent sympathy 

and spoke without evasion.

“I’m very sorry.  But I overheard you talking with my 

cousin just now.  May I walk with you for a little while?”

Erin nodded, wondering why Korus was suddenly 

interested in him.  They fell into step, with Korus imperceptibly 

assuming the lead and venturing off into a set of paths that 

were rarely used.  In the velvety silence of the forest, he 

stopped and turned to face Erin, his red and gold cloak and 

white tunic even more brilliant in the subdued light under the 

canopy.

“I wanted to say that I agreed with you and not my 

cousin,” Korus said, drawing a deep breath.

“Agreed with me?”

“You suggested, more or less directly, that creating an 

external authority, something above and beyond ourselves as 

individuals, could be comforting.  That it could offer us safety 

and confidence.  I think you are right.”

Erin weighed this.  “Thank you,” he said uncertainly.

“You seem surprised, but not completely so.”

“It’s a strange idea to hear coming from a mountaineer.  

And yet--Markas did say that you had scruples.  He didn’t 

seem to approve of them entirely.”

“He doesn’t.  Nor does Jacintha.”

“Is that why she rejected you?”
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“Partly.”  Korus bowed his head.  “I wanted her for 

myself.  I imagine you, thinking along similar lines, wanted the 

same.  But she found it laughable when I first told her, then too 

annoying to bother tolerating me any longer.  I loved her very 

much.  I still love her memory enough to fight for her in the 

abstract.”

“In the abstract?  Oh, I see.  You think that if a society 

were to develop here in the mountains, one with scruples of its 

own, you could get her on your terms.”

“Not exactly.  For the most part, I have given up the 

hope of having her altogether.  But I do wish very much now 

for the development of a system that will allow future lovers to 

avoid the disappointment I suffered because of my 

reservations.”

“You want to change your whole world because of a 

disappointment.”

“And because I am convinced it will make a better 

world in the future!” Korus shot back.  “If disappointment was 

all that counted, I could have ignored it or taken revenge.  But 

I knew this before I ever approached her.  I failed because I 

knew it and acted on the knowledge.  Now she is gone and I 

still have the knowledge left.  I can do something with it.”

“To establish a standard?”

“A standard that will grow out of existing modes of 

thought.  Would it not be better for everyone if we had greater 

unity, greater cohesion, if we marked a few actions, the most 

harmful, as forbidden?”

“It would reduce the number of things that we had to 

fear.  It would make us happier.”

“And happiness is worth pursuing at the expense of 

slight limitations.”

“I think so.  It would be a relief.”

“If it is a relief to you, don’t you think it would also be 

a relief to many others?”

“Yes, of course.”
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“That is what I want to do.  For the good of all of us.”

“You can’t erect such a structure quickly.  And you 

have to find a foundation for it.  Divine?  Human?”

“Neither!  At least not in the sense that they apply in the 

Alexandrite world.  The existence of gods cannot be proven.  

The other mountaineers would laugh at such an absolute and 

yet subjective appeal.  And a single human being, or a small 

group, would carry no more conviction.  As my cousin said to 

you, why follow another when we can follow ourselves?  No, 

the only truly compelling way to convince them is by creating 

our system as an ideal, a superior idea.”

“It is hard to convince people of the superiority of an 

idea when they have been brought up to view all ideas as 

equally valid and equally optional.”

“We must convince them.  We must demonstrate our 

idea.  Put it into practice and show that it works.  And when 

the mountaineers as a whole see what benefits it offers them, 

they will accept it.”

“And our role?”

“First as demonstrators, and then eventually as 

administrators of the ideal.  In and of ourselves we are no 

different from our fellows.  We only gain authority--limited 

power at most--as we oversee the operation of the idea for the 

general good.”

“But who sets the standards for us to oversee?”

“They are contained in the formulation of the idea itself.  

They are above our individual choices.  Eventually they will 

come to be shaped by the participants themselves, as the idea 

takes on the form of their most common opinions and values 

and gives those the appearance of authority.  So we take no 

power away from anyone, really.  In due course the system 

becomes a means for organizing and codifying what they 

want.”

“Such an idea would appeal to the people of the valley.  

The House of Alexander would no longer threaten them with 
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its arbitrary power, but they would still have a structure they 

could rely on, one that could comfort them.”

“Precisely!  They might fight to keep their masters 

simply out of a fear of chaos.  But if we can offer them 

continued, orderly stability and protection of their beliefs, we 

can dispose of the House and its tyranny without a prolonged 

war.”

“Thalasan will not like that.  He wants the existing 

system cleared out of the way to make room for a march to the 

sea.”

“The sea can wait.  There is progress we can make here 

before wandering off to find new lands.  The mountains and 

the valley can be brought together under a single shared idea, 

orderly, ethical, and safe, all of us benefiting from the larger 

allegiance.”

“You understand this better than I do.  Why did you 

ask me about it?”

“I want you to help me.  Not because of who you are, 

but because of what you believe.”
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VIII

Erin slipped behind a boulder and signaled for his 

companions to join him.  They came up quickly, one at a time, 

weapons ready, looking carefully around before they moved 

and immediately afterward.  They were serious, but not 

scowling.  It was possible that the aromatic air which 

surrounded them was responsible for their generally optimistic 

mood.  Erin realized that he was in unusually good spirits 

himself, but put it down to the excitement of the occasion.

He peered over the boulder.  Some distance away, in a 

clearing, a farmer was carefully pruning a large shrub.  The 

level ground around him was dotted with them.  The shrubs 

themselves were bursting with broad, dark leaves that gave off 

a scent remotely similar to burning incense.  A shift in the 

breeze brought a fresh wave of the smell to his nostrils.  Not 

bad, Erin thought.  It was unfortunate that they couldn’t find a 

real use for something so pleasant.  But that was quibbling, he 

reminded himself.

Korus came into view at the other end of the field, 

accompanied by his own armed party.  The farmer, intent on 

his work, didn’t hear them until they were almost on top of 

him.  Erin saw his shoulders stiffen as he raised his head and 

noticed the number of armed men suddenly confronting him.

There was a brief exchange between the farmer and 

Korus.  Very brief.  The farmer drew his sword angrily and 

stabbed.  Korus jumped back, his men drew their own 

weapons, and the farmer, deciding not to risk fighting with 
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such odds against him, turned and fled.  Directly towards Erin 

and his party.  As the man passed the boulder, Erin stepped 

out and dealt him a blow in the stomach with the flat of his 

sword.  He collapsed.

They tied his wrists and carried him down to where 

Korus was supervising the destruction of the field.

“Very good,” he said approvingly, as the bound farmer 

was deposited in front of him, panting.  “Send your men into 

the house.”  He nodded in the direction of a small, roughly 

built structure off to one side.  “I’m sure he has a great deal 

more hidden in the cellar.”

“It was surprisingly easy,” Erin said.

“This is the easy part,” Korus mused.  “Making the idea 

behind it clear to him will be the real challenge.”

By now the plants which had dotted the field had all 

been torn up, with the vapors from their dripping sap making 

the air feel even richer and sweeter than before.  The men 

tossed them into a large pile in the center of the clearing.  More 

bales of dried leaves were found in the house and added to the 

stack.  The farmer, who had been watching the process with 

growing alarm, leapt to his feet as Korus struck a match.

“Are you mad?” he shouted, trying to kick it out of 

Korus’s hand.  The effort failed and two of the men grabbed 

him and held him still.  “You can’t burn those!”

“Watch,” Korus said without resentment.  He dropped 

the flame onto the pile and it spread.  Smoke oozed out from 

among the leaves like liquid and rose thickly, yellow-gray 

reaching up to meet a gray sky.  Korus waved his men well 

back from the fire, shrugged, and turned to look at the farmer, 

who had watched him with an expression not of loss but of 

astonishment and disbelief.

“Are you mad?” he repeated.  “Do you realize how 

wasteful that is?”
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Korus shook his head.  “It’s not wasteful at all.  Only 

the destruction of something useful is wasteful, and those 

plants aren’t useful.”

“Haraschthal isn’t useful?  Are you serious?”

“Haraschthal is incredibly harmful.  Not only to the 

individual, but to society as well.”

“It gives us a fuller perspective on life!”

“On the contrary.  It only encourages irresponsible 

behavior and a lack of initiative.  It gives people too many 

ideas, makes them too focused on enjoyment and causes them 

to forget how their actions affect others.  That attitude is very 

damaging to any social group, because it creates disorder.  And 

think of how many new ideas its use creates!  Each of those 

ideas is a potential source of disagreement.  Take them away, 

and you lay the groundwork for a safer, more stable society.”

The farmer blinked rapidly.  “I must be dreaming,” he 

muttered.  “You are the strangest bandits I ever met.”

“We are not bandits,” Korus replied.  “We are agents of 

an ideal.”

“Your ideal is foolish and harmful.  Are you going to let 

me go, now that you’ve had your way and destroyed my 

crops?”

“Certainly not.  By growing them in the first place, you 

have tried to injure yourself.  And by growing them to share 

with others, you have tried to harm your fellow men.  Finally, 

by resisting our attempt to prevent you from injuring others, 

you have demonstrated an even greater disdain for them.  It 

suggests you actually want to hurt them.”

“All that from growing a few plants?”

“You grew them.  We did not.  You are the guilty 

party.”

“Guilt?  What is guilt?”

“The consciousness that you have done something that 

you should not have done.”

“No such thing exists.  I have a right to do as I please.”
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“No one has a right to do anything which injures 

another individual or the community as a whole.”

“Lies.  The right to exercise my will is part of me 

because I am a man.”

“Only within natural limits.”

“There are no limits in nature.  Limits are the creation of 

man in his weakness.”

“No, of man in his strength, because he realizes that he 

is less as an individual than he is as a member of a group.  But 

I grant you that they are a creation.  We are creating one now, 

in fact.”

* * * * *

The farmer gave them trouble.  He was quite convinced 

that Korus was mad, and that Erin and the remainder of his 

followers either shared his delusion or were too simple to 

understand it or care about it.  Only when he saw the extent of 

the village that had grown up around the old castle Korus had 

appropriated did he realize that they were not an isolated band 

of brigands.  And then he was not afraid.  He raged.  Korus 

ignored him, and after repeatedly explaining to him how his 

actions had harmed others, gave it up as a bad job and had him 

tied up in one of the cells beneath the castle.

“How long do you intend to leave him there?” Erin 

asked afterwards.  “And shouldn’t there be some kind of 

established rule as to how long he can be imprisoned, so it 

doesn’t seem to be an arbitrary exercise of power?”

“Of course, you are quite right.  I am trying to work out 

a system along those lines.  But for the moment we will have to 

experiment to determine what is the most efficient solution.  

Leave him there for too short a time, and it won’t set the 

necessary example.  Leave him there too long, and the penalties 

for breaking the law will seem hopelessly severe, which can 

only make people afraid that the ideal is unjust or cannot 
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maintain balance effectively.  And then they will abandon it.  

So we must find where the reasonable mean lies.”

“In order to create a conscience.”

“A social conscience.  The mountaineers, on the whole, 

are very responsible as individuals.  Our job is to induce them 

to practice that sort of ethical responsibility at the group level.”

“So that they make choices based on collective values 

instead of personal ones.”

“And so that they view those values as both outside of 

themselves as individuals and also as unquestionable, 

irresistible.  Where there is room to question, there is room to 

disagree, and where there is room to disagree, there is room to 

disobey.”

“In other words, the very concept of a stable society 

includes the concept of inevitable limitations within its 

definition, in that a general agreement requires the exclusion of 

certain ideas in order to exist at all.  You might even say that a 

society is defined by its limits.”

“Absolutely.  That is, after all, what we ourselves 

explicitly set out to do: establish limits.”

“It’s a shame we have no better means of producing 

conviction than punishment.  It may not be very convincing, 

because it can always be mistaken for individual spite.”

“Deterring certain kinds of behavior through penalties 

is certainly risky, and we must be careful in how we apply the 

penalties at first.  But they are all we have to work with so far.  

We have to firmly embed the idea in the minds of the people 

that certain actions are always wrong, because they are harmful 

to the community as a whole.  Once they believe that, then they 

will start regulating their own behavior, checking themselves, 

curbing their own actions, and the need for penalties will be 

less.  We will have moved beyond a skeletal organization 

maintaining artificial order to become a fully functional, self-

sustaining society.”

“And what if the plan backfires?” Erin asked.
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“In what way?”

“Let us suppose they never come to accept the 

fundamental self-regulation that is necessary to the existence of 

a society--that is society, in fact--because they never see the 

penalties for misbehavior as being justified.  If they cling to the 

idea that man’s rights are absolute and unfettered, then the 

concept that they deserve punishment for violating an external 

rule is not something that they will understand.  Instead, they 

will view it automatically as a gross injustice because it is a 

potential limitation on their freedom to act as they choose.”

“In a long-established society, that argument could 

never take hold.  The premise for it would not exist, since no 

one would believe that the community did not have the right to 

discipline malcontents.  However, in this case, we will have to 

face it.  And to be frank, I don’t anticipate it causing any 

particular trouble.”

“Why?”

“Because these people want to believe,” Korus smiled.  

“Because they already agree with us, at least in principle.  They 

want the convenience and comfort of what we offer them.  It 

took me years to gather them from all throughout the 

mountains.  The ones who felt uncomfortable among their 

fellows, the ones who bore grudges for the abuses they had 

suffered but could not or would not take revenge, the ones who 

were ambitious and desired an objective beyond survival and 

amusement.”

“No doubt the mountaineers will claim that we are a 

group of weaklings, that we’re so unsure of our own humanity 

that we have to rely on each other’s assurances to remember 

it.”

“Thalasan said nearly that very thing to me once,” 

Korus remembered with a frown.  “He then asked me if I was 

so proud of my own ideas and individuality that I felt 

compelled to deprive others of theirs.”
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“I hope you told him that we become more than the 

sum of ourselves through our combined efforts.”

“I tried.  He wanted to know how I measured more.  As 

far as he could tell, my argument only applied to physical 

efforts, labor and such, and that by ruling out even a single 

idea as impermissible, I was subtracting, not adding.”

“And what did you say to him then?”

“That by coming to think of ourselves as members of a 

group, we gained an idea so significant that it more than 

compensated for any minor losses of originality that might 

occur in establishing it.”

“I’m guessing he said we were already part of a larger 

group, the human race.”

“Which we would best benefit by behaving as 

individuals, since doing so reminds us of the rights we share in 

common with every other human being, and more practically, 

because only individual efforts lead to human progress.  Yes.  

Of course.  The individual scale or the cosmic scale.  He sees no 

possible divisions in between.”

“There must be some form of order, though.  Both ends 

of that scale are chaos.  I could claim that we have a right to 

order, too.  A right to order and the safety and fellowship that 

stem from it.”

“Order is natural.  We can see that quite clearly.  It 

manifests itself both physically and socially.  All things in 

nature are built to a structured, predetermined design, 

including our own bodies.  And socialization is equally natural.  

All around us we see patterns of interaction, even among 

vastly disparate groups.  But--and this is important--there are 

groups.  Most are very distinct.  Within those groups, there are 

limits and still more patterns of interaction, not just in how the 

groups interact with others but in how the members within a 

group interact with each other.  They follow rules.  They have 

customs and traditions and unique behaviors that define them, 

and there are many possibilities open to them which they 
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ignore.  Are we to think that humanity is the only group within 

nature exempt from the requirement to socialize?”

“We’re compelled to think that if we accept the same 

definition of humanity that Thalasan and Archemund do.”

“Fortunately I do not.”

“Which solves the problem.  How would you alter it, 

then?”

“I wouldn’t alter it, I would replace it entirely.  

Humanity can’t be defined exclusively on the basis of abilities.  

The primary definition must be our shared physical 

characteristics, and the secondary definition must be our 

increased ability to build complex societies and understand 

that we are doing so, beyond what any other group in nature 

can accomplish.”

Erin digested this.  It seemed so much more assured 

than Archemund’s quiet, abstract philosophy, and at the same 

time, it made him slightly uneasy.  He let his fingers slip 

beneath his tunic to feel the barely perceptible scar that 

remained.  If physical characteristics made someone human, 

then perhaps the House of Alexander had a more valid 

argument for its activities than he could accept.  The thought 

opened up a whole field of alarming speculations.

The breeze shifted suddenly and a barely audible call 

came drifting down on it.  The sound was something between 

what a flute and a trumpet might make.  Korus looked up and 

stared off towards the horizon, searching for the source.  Erin 

followed his example.

There it was, a flash of color rising high and fast in the 

constant haze that always hung near the ground in the 

foothills.  The bird, since it must have been a bird, was too far 

away for them to make out its shape.  Only the strangely 

blended note of its voice reached them as it cried out again and 

again.  Then the bright spot jerked, stopped, and fell back to the 

ground faster than it had risen, disappearing behind a ridge.
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Korus frowned.  “Get a few men together,” he said, 

moving towards the stair that led down from the decaying 

ramparts of the castle.  “Someone has been shooting those birds 

over there for the past two days, and I have a feeling he’s not 

doing it with the idea of providing himself with a meal.”

* * * * *

The foothills were drier than the high elevations of the 

mountains proper, and the gully behind the ridge where Korus 

and Erin had seen the bird fall was unique in that no stream 

flowed through it.  Instead of lush ferns and towering trees, the 

vegetation was limited to stunted shrubs here and there and 

carpets of delicate, twisting vines, far more insubstantial than 

they looked.  The bare rock cropped out in places, usually 

fringed with a fence of dessicated grass.  Every so often they 

came across a wizened tree clinging on to life, its trunk bound 

tightly into the soil and its top broad and flat to expose the tiny, 

barely green leaves to as much sunlight as possible.

Erin tripped over a rock and kicked it away.  It went 

skipping and clattering down the side of the hill.  The 

fascinated eyes of the little troop followed it until it 

disappeared or came to a stop.  No one was quite sure as to 

which one actually happened.  Except for Korus, who was well 

out in front of everyone else, casting about eagerly.  How 

passionate he looked in the pursuit of his ideal, Erin thought.  

It was sarcasm, but good-natured sarcasm.

They had almost reached the bottom of the defile when 

Korus stopped and bent over.  As Erin came up to him, he 

pointed at something on the ground.  Erin looked and saw a 

small, brownish-red splotch on one of the rocks, almost 

indistinguishable from its natural ochre stains, and a few 

feathers that had drifted into cracks among the stones.  They 

had downy bases and broad purple tips, of a purple so rich that 

Korus’s scarlet cloak appeared almost vulgar next to them.
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“Well, it seems you were right and someone has been 

shooting here,” Erin said.

“And shooting quinquillus birds at that.”

“Those are quinquillus feathers?”

“Yes; didn’t you know?”

“I’ve never seen one alive,” Erin admitted.

“They’re not exactly rare, and they are quite delicious 

when properly prepared.  As you know, the Alexandrite priests 

and nobles consider them a divine food and a sign of prestige 

as long as they are the ones consuming them.  And I am quite 

certain that this is the work of one of their professional 

hunters.”

“Based on what?”

“The number of birds I’ve seen him take.  We are the 

only large group in this part of the hills, and yet I’ve seen no 

one bring in a quinquillus for several days.  The hunter is 

obviously collecting a large consignment to take back to the 

valley, since some of the Alexandrites believe that the wild-

caught bird has greater potency than those they rear 

themselves.”

“If he’s turned back that way, there isn’t much we can 

do.”

“I beg to differ.  We’ll overtake him and bring him back 

with us.”

“On what grounds?  We’re not superstitious like the 

priests.  We don’t prohibit the quinquillus.”

“He is an outsider who shot these birds without 

permission.  That makes him liable.  They are the property of 

our community, and he must either acknowledge our rights to 

them or pay a penalty for flouting the will of the community.”

“Surely that’s a stretch.  None of us personally claimed 

to own these birds.  They were just shot near us, that’s all.”

“But this land on which they were shot lies within the 

boundaries we have laid down as those in which our ideal will 

operate.  Its scope, as you pointed out before, must be clearly 
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defined, or else it will lose respect and popular confidence.  

That applies to its physical as well as its theoretical aspects.  

We must have an established territory in which to work.”

“If we pursue this hunter, we’ll end up outside our own 

borders.”

“We are pursuing him in response to his commission of 

a crime within our borders, which gives us every right to seize 

him wherever we can.  Even the Alexandrites couldn’t object to 

that.”  Korus was already making for the lower end of the 

valley.  Erin tried to wipe the sweat off his forehead and 

struggled to catch up with him.

The little party stumbled down the gulch, weapons 

clanking.  Korus led the way and kept zealously peering from 

side to side in search of more feathers.  He was quite pleased 

indeed when he spotted another bunch some distance from the 

first.  Eventually the bottom of the ravine began to grow moist 

and the shrubbery more lush.  Then, around a gradual bend, 

they came to water trickling gently from the ground and tall, 

leafy plants shading it.  After that, they had to choose one side 

of the ravine and stick to it as the stream broadened.  The initial 

choice was made for them by the print of a boot in the muddy 

soil.

Soon they were trailing the hunter by the side of a 

pouring cascade that tumbled on itself and foamed furiously.  

His tracks were quite clear, and Korus no longer found it 

necessary to look out for stray feathers.  It was hot and humid, 

but at least the overhanging plants gave them some shade.  At 

one point the air grew perceptibly less heavy and immediately 

thereafter the stream disappeared altogether.  It dropped down 

into the ground at the base of a pile of rocks and did not 

resurface.

“Is that a cave?” Erin called ahead to Korus.

“What?” Korus shouted back, distracted.

“The stream.  Does it fall into a cave?”
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“Oh, that.  No, that’s the entrance to one of the 

Alexandrites’ canals, the ones that feed water to their fields.  

The system is a work of genius.  I hope we can appropriate it 

before Thalasan and his fellows can start tampering with it.  

Imagine the society we could build in the valley on such a 

basis, in place of those horrid grasses!”

With the absence of the stream, the vegetation thinned 

out as well.  Enough surface water still trickled down the 

slopes of the gulch to feed tall, healthy trees.  The soil remained 

soft but did not provide Korus with enough indications to keep 

tracking the Alexandrite hunter by sight alone.  In due course 

his patience with their slow progress was exhausted and he 

called the group to a halt.

“The trail is too vague to follow easily from here,” he 

informed them.  “And a little farther on this ravine branches 

into a number of paths, any of which the hunter could choose.  

So instead of trying to come up with him directly, we will take 

the most roundabout path and bypass the others completely 

until we reach the point where some of them join to form the 

road leading down into the valley.  We can move faster than 

our quarry can; we can still catch him if he has the advantage 

of a shorter route.  He will probably camp for the night near 

the spot where the paths meet.  We will circle around and take 

him there.”

* * * * *

They took him there exactly as planned, in the flickering 

light of the fire.  His shout for help died in his throat when 

Korus struck him down.  His assistant was seized and bound 

before he had fully awakened from sleep.  Nearby, two dozen 

quinquillus birds hung from carrying staffs, surrounded by the 

smoke of a smouldering moss, which kept the insects off them.
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The hunter was trembling with anger and defiance 

when they brought him back to Korus after he had recovered 

from the blow.  And perhaps fear, too.

“He fears us because we are brigands whom he has 

been taught to hate,” Korus said to Erin in an undertone.  “But 

watch what happens when I take advantage of the fact that he 

has never known the absence of order.”

And then Korus stepped forward and began to explain 

to the man that they were not mere raiding bandits like their 

fellows, but the arm of an organized society similar to his own, 

whose laws he had violated.  Their seizure of him and his 

assistant was justice, not plunder.  Unlike the farmer, the 

hunter understood.  He was not incredulous.  Instead, he 

bowed his head, resigned and submissive.  Still fearful, because 

the society that had confronted him was unknown, but no 

longer resentful, since he believed its leaders had the 

unquestionable right to act as they did in safeguarding their 

interests.

Erin watched the scene with a complex set of emotions.  

Astonishment, at the effect Korus’s words were having.  

Exultation, that he could be a part of a system that could 

compel such ready obedience and so easily create stability in a 

chaotic world.  Disgust, because looking at the hunter was like 

looking into a mirror of his past and what he had been.  It 

forced him to consider the difference between the past and the 

present, and to ask if there really was a difference at all.

A branch snapped loudly just outside the circle of light 

cast by the fire and someone shouted in a low tone.  Erin forgot 

his reflections and gestured to his men, who sprang into the 

treeline on either side of the sounds.  There were more shouts, 

the noise of swords, and then the men came back, dragging 

with them a pair of strangers, people of the valley by their 

looks.  Unlike the hunter, who was merely apprehensive, they 

were absolutely terrified.

“Who are they?” Korus wanted to know.
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A little gentle and not-so-gentle prodding produced no 

answers from the strangers.  But the hunter, eager to show his 

respect for authority and conciliate his captors, was more 

forthcoming.  He volunteered that they were workers from the 

valley below who were bringing him a supply of smuggled 

opus juice, which he had intended to trade to one of the 

mountaineers, a metalworker, on their behalf.  The packs of the 

two men confirmed his story.  They contained large pottery jars 

of the juice, properly prepared and sealed, which would give 

the mountaineer who drank from them greater strength, 

energy and stamina at an eventual cost to his overall health.

“They have done nothing within our borders, so we will 

not take them back with us, even if the opus is prohibited 

there,” Korus decided.  “And this man’s contact for his 

smuggling route is also outside the scope of our control.  

However, they have broken the laws of their own society, and 

they must be judged by it.”

“You’re going to send them back to the Alexandrites?” 

Erin asked, incredulous.  “The Alexandrites are our enemies, 

and violent ones at that.  Sending these men back to be killed 

by them for resisting their tyranny is the opposite of what we 

should be doing.”

“We wish to supersede the Alexandrites in an orderly 

manner, not destroy them.  Therefore they are not our enemies, 

merely our temporary rivals.  Furthermore, no matter how 

much we may hate them, they represent a validly constituted 

society, and every human society must respect its fellows.  

Otherwise, the principle that individuals must respect and 

obey social standards would be invalid, if they could obtain 

different treatment by fleeing to a different society.  We cannot 

condone antisocial behavior, even if it is directed at a society 

other than ours.  If we do, one day it will be directed at us.”

Korus seemed quite determined.  Erin gave up the 

argument.  After all, no matter how painful it might be for the 
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workers, such an act was admittedly necessary to maintain the 

principle of an ordered society.

In the early morning, the two men were unbound and 

led down to the edge of the forest, where they were secured 

again in full view of a distant Alexandrite fort.  The sentries 

would no doubt spot the activity and send out a force to 

reconnoiter, by which time the mountaineers would have 

retreated beyond reach of the heavily armored Alexandrite 

troops.

They were already retreating, in fact.  Only two of the 

mountaineers had accompanied Erin and Korus down to the 

treeline along with the prisoners.  The rest remained behind in 

charge of the hunter and his assistant, and were following one 

of the more difficult paths back up into the hills.  The instant 

that the prisoners had been lashed to a highly visible tree, 

Korus nodded to the two men he had brought and they 

disappeared into the shadows as well.  Then he turned and 

walked a few steps in the opposite direction, gazing down into 

the valley across the rippling waves of bright green grass.

“You can just make out the armor of their soldiers,” he 

said to Erin, pointing to the low castle which loomed gray 

against the green, in full view no great ways off.  Erin moved 

over towards him but kept his eyes fixed on the feverishly 

active Alexandrites in the distance.  A sudden blow to the back 

of his neck sent their images swirling round in a blue-black 

splotch before he tumbled onto his face, unconscious.
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IX

No time at all must have passed, Erin thought.  His 

senses came back in a rush of emotion that was alertness rather 

than terror.  The sun was still in the same place, the specks of 

light that were soldiers were still flitting about all the way over 

there.  The only difference was that he was now tied to a tree 

not far from where the prisoners were hanging limply against 

their trees, and that Korus was standing in front of him 

wearing an expression of simple satisfaction.  He was also 

scribbling something on a piece of parchment.

“I thought you’d given up on winning Jacintha back,” 

Erin said.  He kept his voice low in an attempt to control his 

strangling anger.

Korus shook his head.  “For the most part, I have.  I 

doubt it will ever happen.  But even so, I can’t possibly permit 

competition.  And I object very personally to anyone who so 

much as tries to succeed where I have failed.”

“You should bear in mind that there’s a girl back in 

Thalasan’s range who’s already giving you competition.”

“She’s been dealt with,” Korus replied shortly.  He 

folded the parchment neatly, secured it with a twist of frond, 

and slipped it between the folds of rope holding Erin to the 

tree.

“This whole experiment was founded on nothing but 

jealousy, wasn’t it?  You only wanted a society in order to help 

create a bias in favor of restrictive marriage, just so you could 
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avoid a repeat of what happened with Jacintha.  Your revenge 

on an entire culture for thwarting you.”

“I was candid with you about that from the beginning.  

Yes, that’s one of my reasons.  But everything I have said to 

you since, about the necessity for order and stability and 

society, I also believe, as thoroughly as you believe it.  I am not 

dishonest.”

“Then if this isn’t revenge, why are you handing me 

over to the Alexandrites?  You have no right under the 

principles of our ideal to kill me, and you will be responsible 

for my death if you continue with this.”

“Because your death will serve our ideal,” Korus said.  

“You are valuable beyond reckoning.  You will fulfill the 

bargain that I made with the House of Alexander: the 

elimination of their most symbolically powerful threat in 

return for formal recognition of our society.  As their equal and 

ally, we can subvert their authority far more easily than we can 

if they consider us merely a vilified band of robbers hiding in 

the hills.  You will have accomplished something we could not 

have done in a lifetime of fighting, and you will be 

remembered as our society’s first and greatest hero.”

“An immortal memory will not keep me alive.”

“I’m sorry for that.  But it’s necessary for the good of 

society.”  And with that extremely qualified expression of 

regret, Korus stepped past Erin and was swallowed up among 

the trees.  A cloud of dust began to rise into the sky near the 

fort.  The Alexandrites were sending out horses and chariots to 

investigate.

Erin put his anger aside and tested his bonds.  Given 

time, he might wear through the ropes holding him to the tree, 

or slip out of them.  But he did not have the time needed for 

such an exercise.  Korus had very thoughtfully wrapped a few 

twists of wire around his wrists and ankles as well, and those 

he could not get off by any means at all.  And if he could not 

free himself, then he would be dead very soon.  If the 
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testimony of the workers was not enough to identify him as a 

mountaineer and a plunderer, the letter Korus had left would 

no doubt serve quite nicely as a sentence of death.  Obviously 

this particular outpost did not know that their unlikely ally 

would be dropping such a valuable package on their doorstep.  

The letter must be intended to inform them of those details.

And with that reflection, Erin decided to take a risk and 

let the Alexandrites take him voluntarily.  At first, anyway.

He squirmed and wriggled against the tree, flexing his 

chest one minute, then relaxing it the next.  The ropes around 

his body did not loosen, but they did slacken very slightly with 

each contraction.  Slowly, the letter tucked between them 

began to move as well.  It slid down and down between the 

folds of cord, until it dropped free of them altogether.

With a stretch, and using the tree as leverage, Erin 

managed to get his boot on top of the letter and pull it 

underneath him.  A quick glance showed him that the 

oncoming Alexandrites still had at least half the distance 

between the castle and the treeline to cover.  He rapidly twisted 

his foot back and forth on the parchment till it began to tear 

and shred.  If he could destroy it completely, or at least 

obliterate some of the writing, so that it did not give him away 

immediately, he would gain precious time.  He looked down 

and saw with satisfaction that the bits of paper were 

disappearing into the roughed-up soil at the base of the tree.  

The marks were easily explainable as those made by a prisoner 

trying to free himself.  And with the assurance that the letter 

was destroyed, he let himself temporarily give way to a 

mounting feeling of strain.  His legs collapsed and he swayed 

in his bonds, twitching and babbling just enough to give the 

impression of weakness and terror, not violence.

The chariots came whirling up in a fine display of 

glitter and dust, but mostly dust.  The armored soldiers 

dismounted briskly.  It was still early in the day, before the 

heat had come on, and their blood was up.  Erin, who was 
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clearly a mountaineer, they surrounded but did not touch.  The 

workers, on the other hand, were cut down right away, and on 

being dragged up to the Alexandrite commander, outdid 

themselves in spinning a tale of their own abduction and Erin’s 

role in it, cringing all the while.

And the commander was suspicious.  He was narrow, 

but not entirely a fool.  It did not strike him as plausible that 

the mountaineers would leave one of their own deliberately 

behind.  They were notoriously insular and had no conception 

of justice.  If they were to intentionally hand someone over to 

their longtime enemies, the Alexandrites, it would only be out 

of a spirit of revenge.  Which made Erin a potentially valuable 

source of information if the commander could play upon his 

feelings of betrayal.

He gave the necessary order.  The soldiers cautiously 

cut the cords holding Erin to the tree and lowered him to the 

ground.  His body still shook convulsively.  One of the sub-

officers exclaimed at the wire twists surrounding his limbs 

before undoing them.  The commander’s curiosity was aroused 

by the precautions involved in securing this one man.  They 

suggested a particular vendetta against him on the part of the 

mountaineers.  He descended from his chariot and stepped 

through the ring of soldiers to examine Erin more closely 

himself.

At that moment Erin rose from the ground, using the 

recovery spring Jacintha had painstakingly taught him, and 

snatched the commander’s sword from its sheath.  A short 

sword of steel, rather than of bronze.  A mountaineer’s 

weapon, taken in battle or traded at an exorbitant rate of 

exchange for some of the few commodities the Alexandrites 

had to offer the mountain smiths.  He swept the blade wide.  

The soldiers jumped back, just as he had seen their 

counterparts retreat before Archemund when surprised.  The 

only rifle that was raised against him he struck down.  Then he 
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leapt through their line and was into the forest, running fast, 

beyond the reach of any armored soldier.

* * * * *

When he stopped running, he walked.  He turned to the 

south, where the mountains were steeper and the ruins more 

numerous, where the mountaineers had yet to penetrate in any 

numbers, and kept moving.

He chose the paths that were the least trodden, paths 

that in some cases had been so long abandoned that the forest 

was taking them back.  Only the absence of trees among the 

ferns showed him where to tread.  When he was hungry, he 

found a tree that bore fruit and ate from it, disregarding the 

strangeness of his meal’s shape or flavor.  When he was tired, 

he lay down in the bracken or in the branches of a sprawling 

tree and slept.  Then he awoke and went on again.

The eroded valleys slipped away beneath him as he 

climbed inevitably higher into the cool air.  He found himself 

on ridge after ridge, wandering idly.  The forest in its hunger 

had devoured the last of the paths below and forced him up 

onto the bare summits, where wind and rain had swept the dirt 

clean of life.  Rounded, eroded boulders crept out of soil that 

did not bind enough to hold them.  Entire rivulets and walls of 

solid lava flowed down into the jungle, untouched and 

unsoftened by weathering at the higher altitudes.  Every so 

often, a crevice would bristle with a strange silver plant that 

glittered among the wastes, a plant without leaves or branches, 

only a thousand weirdly luminous rays, like a primitive sketch 

of a star.

The mountain spur he stood on dropped off slowly, 

taking him down into warmer air for a few brief moments.  A 

whiff of nectar reached his nostrils on an updraft.  Then he was 

climbing again, on an incline so steep that at times he had to 

reach forward and pull himself up with his hands.  His body 
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moved automatically and his mind kept shaping the thoughts 

which he had been dealing with since he fled.  The world was 

almost invisible to him.  The sense of definite awareness he was 

gaining was more important, more worthy of his concentration.

Society meant trusting others.  And other humans could 

not be trusted.  What they might deem just could be lethal to 

him, and he could not allow their decisions or beliefs to place 

him in danger.  Especially not under a system where a 

commonly-held belief acquired the moral force of an 

unquestionable, almost divine ordinance.  Therefore, 

paradoxically, a human being could only find the greatest 

safety where there were no measures in place to provide him 

with safety.  Such protections could only be disadvantageous 

trades, anyway, offering no more than an illusion--for absolute 

security was an impossibility--in return for very real limitations 

on his freedom of action.

Limitations, in turn, could not be accepted at all because 

their very existence was unsafe.  Acknowledging a limit was 

equivalent to acknowledging the concept of a limit, and once 

that concept was admitted, there were no more restraints on 

the exact kind of limit that could be imposed and justified by 

an enforcer.  All limits were the same in essence; only their 

details differed.  So to prevent onerous limits from arising, all 

limits had to be rejected as potential threats to the individual.  

If a man accepted any kind of rules laid down by a society, he 

implicitly accepted the premise that his neighbors had the right 

to determine, control, and punish his behavior in accordance 

with their collective opinion.  It didn’t matter if he agreed with 

some of their rules but disagreed with others.  By agreeing to 

any of the rules in the first place, he had agreed that rules could 

indeed exist.  That trapped him.  That made him vulnerable 

and placed him at the mercy of those administering the rules.  

Only in a context where rules were never considered possible 

would he be safe from that potential for abuse.
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As for rules, they could not function among equals, 

since there would be no one with an overarching right or 

ability to impose or administer the rules.  If humans saw each 

other as equal, then law was an impossibility.  If, on the other 

hand, they saw their fellows as greater or less than themselves, 

they would create or subscribe to laws that reinforced those 

viewpoints.  Which suggested that societies arose chiefly in 

order to formally organize human beliefs in superiority and 

inferiority.  Society was fundamentally the product of 

distinctions, of discrimination, of inequality.  It was 

incompatible with a sense of equality, and thus with humanity 

as a whole, if each human being was the equal of every other 

human being.

It was possible to realize this in an abstract sense from 

within the comfort of a society.  It should be possible to realize 

it in a practical sense as well.  Erin wondered at how any 

society could maintain a stable existence for an extended 

period of time.  Surely its members would realize they were 

being denigrated by the clear implication that their wishes 

were less important, less valid than those of their fellows.  

Surely they would resent the suggestion that they were less 

than human, if they came to the conclusion that obeying laws 

placed them at the mercy of the lawmakers and thus in an 

inferior group, a group tacitly defined as inferior by the society 

that had created it.  The evidence was there for them to see, in 

every action they took during every day of their lives.  They 

did not see it.  And Erin was reminded that he had not seen it, 

either.  It was not until he had been threatened again and 

again, placed in danger by someone else’s society, their ideas, 

their adherence to a system, that he had become aware of the 

risks that group behavior and group thought posed to the 

individual.  Society, by minimizing the importance of the 

individual, minimized the very thing that could destroy it.  By 

its fixation on something other than a human being or 
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humanity, it distracted its members and ensured its own 

continued existence.

Erin shook his head, trying to physically clear his brain 

and comprehend his position, both physical and otherwise.  It 

was not so long ago that he had argued passionately in favor of 

a society.  Now he looked out on the world with a certainty 

that the existence of any society was a danger to him.  The 

reversal of position was complete.  He stopped in awe at the 

awareness of the difference he suddenly felt.

Which was probably a good thing, he realized an 

instant later.  Another step or two and he would have tumbled 

into a hole that opened abruptly in the top of the mountain.

He raised his head and took a good look around him, 

actually curious about his location for the first time in days.  

Appropriately enough, it was also the first time since he turned 

and darted back into the forest that he found himself standing 

on level ground.  The steep upward slope of the mountain had 

ended abruptly, and in front of him lay a more or less circular 

plateau, as if the top of the conical peak had been cut off long 

ago.  It was dotted with dark patches here and there.  More 

holes, Erin thought.  Or shafts, he decided, after carefully 

approaching one closely enough to see that it plunged straight 

down.

Avoiding the shafts, he skirted the plateau along its 

edge and made his way to the opposite rim.  There was no 

connecting spur on that side.  Instead, it fell away at a sharp 

angle into the deepest, broadest valley he had ever encountered 

among the mountains.  On both sides, lesser peaks and ridges 

formed a jagged but unbroken barrier between the valley and 

the rest of the mountains.  Directly ahead he could see another 

line of peaks, somewhat lower than their counterparts, that ran 

roughly parallel to the one he had just crossed.  The valley lay 

between them.  Other ranges closed it abruptly at both ends.  

Their gaunt brownish-gray sides faded rapidly to green, given 

the steepness of the rocks.  In two places Erin could see narrow 
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waterfalls pouring down from the heights.  And far off in the 

valley, a little to the left of where he stood, there was a tower 

with many roofs, each one stacked atop the other.

* * * * *

The roofs were made of red tile.  Their ornaments and 

moldings were golden.  Fantastic sinuous creatures had 

clambered out of the architect’s mind and mounted to the 

eaves in order to complete his design.  Beneath them, walls 

made of massive timbers, utterly unlike the stonework of the 

mountaineers, held up the nine roofs.  Once the walls had been 

painted red and green.  Actually they had been painted many 

times, Erin deduced from the layers of chipped paint that 

weathering had exposed.  The structure was not in very good 

condition.  It looked abandoned, and the plain doors stood 

halfway open.  He climbed the shallow steps leading to them 

and passed through the gap.  As he did so, he noticed with 

some surprise that the lintel was not far above his head.  Such 

a low entrance was an odd use of proportion in so obviously 

public and monumental a building.

A moment later he realized that the proportions of the 

doorway continued into the interior of the building.  From 

within, it seemed considerably less imposing.  The floor was 

plain stone and heavily worn.  Erin looked up to the rafters.  

There were none.  The design of the superimposed roofs left 

each of them as a hollow external shell with no braces or 

interior supports of any kind below the true roof of the 

building as a whole.  It was an astonishing piece of 

craftsmanship, seen dimly in the light that filtered into the 

interior from small windows cut under each set of eaves.

The interior walls were covered with scrolls and charts.  

The center of the room was occupied by three altars.  On each 

one rested a number of items: sealed cylinders, small stone jars, 

tiny engraved tablets of precious minerals and gems, decaying 
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mechanical instruments of a high degree of complexity.  

Burners were ranged around the altars, burners so long cold 

that even the dead ash had drifted from them in the almost 

motionless air of the valley.

Erin sat down on the floor.  As he did so, his 

perspective shifted and the room transformed.  Details he had 

missed in his first examination were now startlingly apparent; 

the seeming chaos of items atop each altar had vanished, to be 

replaced by an impression of careful organization.  More 

significantly, the altar in front of him looked much higher and 

more imposing.  He let his eyes travel around the room, noting 

the height and placement of its decorations and furnishings.  If 

he was only beginning to see the interior of the temple as it was 

designed to be seen, and he had to sit down to do so--then the 

men who built it must have been, at most, half his height.  Not 

men at all as he had first been taught to understand the 

meaning of the word.  Creatures of legend.

That reflection prompted Erin to look at the walls again, 

more carefully this time.  The scrolls covered in writing were 

beyond his comprehension.  The ink was faded, the characters 

intricate, the language unfamiliar.  But the sketches were clear 

enough.  They showed knowledge far beyond what the 

mountaineers and the Alexandrites together could have 

collected.

The largest chart depicted the mountains surrounded 

on three sides by water.  The coast had been drawn in in great 

detail, accompanied by terse notes.  Straight lines radiated out 

from it in several directions.  Pointing to other lands? Erin 

wondered.  To the east of the mountains, the sea receded and 

the land widened until the shoreline disappeared altogether in 

an extensive column of writing.  For all their familiarity with 

the west, the unknown cartographers evidently had no better 

idea than did the mountaineers as to what lay to the east.

The other maps were harder for Erin to read at first.  

They showed no features that he recognized, and appeared to 
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be drawn solely with reference to the valley and the edge of the 

mountains abutting on it.  And they were not rich in detail, 

either.  Most of them were little more than webs of intersecting, 

multi-colored lines, accompanied by detailed notes.  They were 

obscure and varied, yet suggested a common central idea.  Erin 

stood and turned slowly around in the center of the room, 

letting the images slide into one another in his vision.  He 

merged them, compared them, found similarities that allowed 

him to fit them into a coherent whole.  Gradually, they took on 

a composite shape.  The charts showed the courses that the 

rivers and streams had once taken down to the sea.  The masses 

of dark lines indicated where the canals and tunnels crossed 

the natural watercourses to funnel the water into the valley 

instead.  Cumulatively, the maps were a thorough and precise 

record of the entire Alexandrite irrigation system.  The 

Alexandrites had not built the canals, Erin knew.  They had 

appropriated them.  And only the true engineers and builders 

would have had access to the original plans.

The temple was not only a monument to the dead, as he 

had concluded from the urns on the altars, which were similar 

to those the mountaineers crafted.  It was a monument to the 

achievements of an entire vanished branch of the human race.  

Their ancestors, their leaders--their history and their work.  

They had accomplished feats that daunted the Alexandrites in 

spite of the Alexandrites’ own lust for engines and machinery 

and vast construction projects.  It was impossible for him to 

tell, based on the fading charts and a few fragmentary old 

stories, whether they had flourished and died before the 

Alexandrites ever came into the valley, or whether they had 

built for the Alexandrites and then been destroyed for their 

trouble.  The story was dead, perhaps even more so than its 

authors.  But perhaps it could be revived.  Perhaps they were 

not dead.

Erin thought momentarily about taking the charts with 

him.  Thalasan would have prized the information they 
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contained, since no one, in the mountains or the valley, knew 

the full extent of the canal system.  Without that knowledge, 

the mountaineers would find it harder to destroy the canals 

completely.  He rejected the idea.  If they wanted the 

information, they could come and copy it from the ancient 

maps.  He would not steal it from his fellow men, who might 

still live on somewhere.

Erin took a final look at the first chart and turned 

towards the doors.  There had been one thing marked on it that 

he wanted to see for himself, if possible.

* * * * *

He climbed the last range of hills on the opposite side of 

the valley and saw it spread out there before him, silent at a 

distance.

The stories told among the mountaineers had prepared 

him for the immensity of the sea.  It did not look so formidable 

or violent as they had sometimes described it, far down 

beneath the heights on which he stood.  But their tales had not 

hinted at the many subtle aspects of its coloration.  Erin’s eyes 

had learned to see in a world defined by reds and greens lit 

almost harshly by the sun.  Fewer shades of green in the valley, 

more in the mountains.  The blue sky above had been a pale, 

faded, uniform color taken for granted.  The blue of the sea was 

not at all the same thing.  It was many blues merging together, 

with the colors of gray and silver and steel added in all their 

variations.  It changed its overall hue each time he looked up at 

it after tearing his glance away for a moment.  Clouds and 

mists in the corners of the sky played their own tricks with the 

lighting of a surface that in some places threw back the light of 

sun without diminishment, an immense mirror.

And the blue continued to change as Erin descended 

the slopes towards the shore.  Through gaps in the ever-present 

forest canopy he spotted new colors each time he stared down 
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at the sea.  Some patches were particularly pale and bright, 

lighter than the sky, painfully alive.  Others were dark.  The 

two never seemed discontinuous, though.  Little flecks of white 

and patterns of ripples appeared to mark the passage of the 

waves Markas had told him about.  Waves that could lift and 

move men without noticing their presence: a staggering 

concept for someone who had never seen water move more 

forcefully than was needed to create ripples in a pond.  Erin 

stopped for a moment.  There was a noise surrounding him 

that was also new.  The birds took no notice of it, but it was 

distinctly there, elusive and universal.

Then the forest was behind him and the steep inclines 

of the mountains.  He was walking across a gently rolling spur 

covered in scrubby grasses.  A strong wind swept around him 

and took him by surprise.  It was a wet wind, warm and cool at 

the same time.  With the wind came the smell of salt, of plants 

and fish and other forms of life living and dying in the water.

Erin lay down at the edge of the rock where it fell away 

jaggedly into the sea and watched the waves pound against it 

beneath him.  The foam flew high, but not nearly high enough 

to reach him.  All along the coast, he could see the surf beating 

upon the cliffs and their subsidiary reefs lying just offshore.  It 

was wild, powerful, chaotic.  The sound of the waves breaking 

was so general and prevalent, he almost missed hearing the 

sound that came to him on the wind from the opposite 

direction.  The sound of singing.

Erin jumped up, and bending low, crept cautiously 

across the top of the spur to locate the source of the sound.  Its 

sides were precipitous, too, though not so much as the cliff face 

towards the sea.  But he didn’t have to descend them yet.  He 

could see very well from his present position.  Lower down, 

where the spur of the mountains joined back into the bulk of 

the land, there was another cliff.  A decayed, narrow trail was 

barely visible atop it.  As Erin watched, a party of men in black 

clothes rounded a corner and made their way along it, heading 
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roughly away from him.  They were followed by others 

dressed more drably.  A whole column of porters and bearers 

with loads.  Armed soldiers.  Banners and emblems on poles.  

More men in black, with the unmistakable silver gorgets 

around their throats.

The Alexandrites had also reached the sea.
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X

Erin moved where the soldiers could never go, laughing 

at himself for having once admired their armor and weapons.  

While they staggered and sweated under their steel and 

leather, his tunic fluttered from the limb of a tree far behind 

him in the forest.  While they paused on the edge of a vertical 

drop to refresh themselves from the kegs of opus juice, he ate 

freely of the fruit he could pluck from nearby trees at his own 

convenience.  He hovered above them continuously as the trail 

twisted its way around the cliffs.  The pace was easy for him.  

He did not feel particularly angry at their presence, only 

annoyed.  Since the Alexandrites could not be allowed to gain 

a footing on the seaboard, as that would give them an immense 

advantage over the mountaineers and allow them to explore 

and spread their society, they would have to be removed.  And 

that was more a cause of pleasure and anticipation to him than 

anything else.  Mostly he was curious.  Curious about how the 

trail had gotten there in the first place and curious about how 

the Alexandrites had been so clever as to find and use it in 

secret.  Perhaps, he thought, Korus was selling them access in 

return for other privileges for his nascent society.  Since Korus 

would inevitably fail anyway, that didn’t matter very much.  

Still, it would be nice to know.

The Alexandrite column halted again.  Erin peered 

down to see what they were doing.  To his surprise, he found 

that the officers were passing out torches to men standing at 

evenly spaced intervals along the line.  Torches in broad 
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daylight?  There weren’t very many of them to be seen, either.  

Not enough to illuminate a large area.  In any case, the column 

resumed its march before any of the torches had been lit, except 

for those of the officers.

There was a slight rise in the ground ahead where the 

mountain bulged out.  The Alexandrites, down on the lower 

cliff, had to go around it.  Erin went straight over and across it, 

and nearly tripped and fell into the sea in surprise.  The trail 

the priestly procession was following ended in a tunnel just 

past the curve.  A large tunnel, from the size of its entrance, 

and probably a long one, given the torches.  Now their 

presence made more sense.  As the column approached the 

mouth of the tunnel, the officers with lit torches took up a 

position on either side of the path and touched off the unlit 

ones as the bearers passed.  The last men trudged wearily into 

the tunnel and the officers fell in behind them.

And Erin fell in behind them, tumbling down the side 

of the cliff in his hurry.  He winced as a rock broke free under 

his foot, then relaxed when it missed the trail and plummeted 

into the waves below.  After that he went more slowly.  He 

assumed the Alexandrites were not yet far enough into the 

tunnel to be deaf to noise behind them.  Even after setting foot 

on the trail, he waited patiently to let them get farther ahead.

He stole a glance around the curving gatepost, an 

ancient stone set in crumbling mortar.  There were no soldiers 

or bearers visible within that part of the tunnel lit by reflected 

sunlight, and only the briefest glimpse of a torch far down its 

length.  Erin slipped inside, keeping close to the wall until the 

outside light died away.  Then he boldly took the middle of the 

path.

He had expected the tunnel to be half-ruined, in worse 

condition than the old roadway that led up to it, with cracks in 

the floor and fallen rubble from the ceiling.  It was not.  In fact, 

it was in far better condition than the exposed cliff road.  The 

floor was smooth and clear of debris.  He could barely tell that 
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it was sloping steadily upwards underneath his feet.  Either the 

Alexandrites had gone to an enormous amount of trouble to 

clean and repair it, or the solid mass of basalt through which it 

was driven had resisted time and left the pavement untouched.  

The engineers of the temple, he thought.  They or someone like 

them.  No mountaineer and certainly no Alexandrite could 

build on such a scale.  It occurred to Erin that the tunnel might 

also explain how the Alexandrites had escaped the notice of the 

mountaineers in their forays along the coast.  There might be 

other tunnels, closer to the valley.  Tunnels which would take 

them underneath the mountaineers until they were out of the 

range of the former.  It was possible.  If no one knew the extent 

of the ancient conduits that carried the rivers underground, 

surely there could be others which were open to the air and yet 

had escaped discovery.

The Alexandrite column made the air in the tunnel 

rumble as it marched.  The torches of the soldiers gave Erin a 

reference point to focus on in the darkness and he closed in on 

them quickly.  Given their loads, their uncertainty, and their 

need to stay in formation, it was not very difficult for him to 

keep up with the soldiers.  The noise they made also served to 

hide his footsteps.  No doubt the officers had ordered them to 

keep silent, perhaps going so far as to gag a few of them to 

ensure compliance--Erin had seen it done before--but in the 

immense cavern with its smooth lava walls, even breathing 

created a constant blurring echo.

It was cool in the tunnel and the soldiers paused to 

refresh themselves less often than they had outside.  Each time 

it happened, though, the torchbearers would crowd together.  

The combined light from their brands would reach up and 

illuminate the arched ceiling and walls for some distance.  Erin 

kept well back and watched them, his vision sharpened by his 

distance from the light.  Twice he was able to make out a very 

faint yet purposeful curve in the course the tunnel followed.  

The builders had not merely dug it, they had directed it with a 
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precision lost on the Alexandrites swilling their juice beneath 

its roof.  The priests in the party were probably expounding on 

the wondrous creations of the gods and the magnificent works 

they had permitted the ancestors of the House to accomplish.  

Weakness, Erin thought to himself.  Their opinion of 

themselves is so fragile that they need to create gods and slaves 

in order to find a place in the world where they can feel secure.

As far as he could tell, the floor of the tunnel was no 

longer rising.  It had remained level for a while, then started to 

incline downwards again.  The gradient was almost impossibly 

small and would go unnoticed by a man walking in either 

direction if he wasn’t looking for it.  Which led Erin to conclude 

that the tunnel must run far indeed if its elevation was 

intended to change significantly between the entrances.  He did 

notice the effect of the change on the soldiers, however.  Their 

pace picked up slightly, which seemed to encourage them and 

in turn made them move faster still.  Personally, he didn’t feel 

like complaining about the increased pace.  He was beginning 

to get thirsty again, and there were not likely to be fruit trees 

growing leisurely around the next bend in the tunnel.

As it turned out, he had to wait quite a while longer for 

his drink.  He was growing tired and had nearly stumbled into 

the light of the torches twice from lack of concentration when 

an abrupt increase in the volume of sound in the tunnel jerked 

him back to awareness.  The soldiers were excited and showing 

it.  Far ahead of them, there was daylight.  Erin slid up against 

the wall and waited for the Alexandrites to disappear out the 

exit before carefully following them.  It took some time.

When he did finally look out of the archway, it was to 

see a sky full of reddish-purple clouds made more vivid by the 

dim light.  The sun was going down.  It had taken the column 

the better part of an entire afternoon to traverse the tunnel.  

Now it was nowhere in sight.  Checking for soldiers, Erin made 

a quick dash for some bushes along the left side of the path, 

since he could see it curving away to the right up ahead.
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He found himself at the edge of a cliff again, looking 

down at the waves, which were much closer now.  The tunnel 

had not changed its orientation with respect to the ocean in all 

that distance.  Behind and beside him, the opening of its 

entrance was diminished in size by a massive headland that 

stretched far out into the sea, so far that it broke the force of the 

water.  The waves Erin could see were comparatively gentle.  

Nothing like the breakers that hammered at the coast farther 

back.

He could also see another new thing in the distance: a 

beach.  Behind the beach there were long, low buildings with 

lights glowing in them, and on the beach there were large 

cradles and piles of timber.  Men with lanterns crawled over 

the piles in the deepening dusk.  The little settlement was 

hemmed in neatly by the headland on one side and a much less 

prominent tongue of jumbled boulders on the other, the two of 

which formed a neat little bay between them.  The Alexandrite 

column was just entering the village.  Torches flared, flags 

flapped unseen, and the porters and soldiers broke into a chant 

very like the ones they had sung that morning.

With the assurance that the attention of any guards 

nearby would be momentarily focused on the welcoming 

ceremony, Erin crossed the path again and climbed back up 

into the forest.  It was safer there.

* * * * *

From the opposite side of the bay, he could examine the 

beach more closely.  The timber structures that dotted it, now 

deserted, took on shape in the starlight.  Some of them were 

only seasoned wood piled there for ease of access.  Four of the 

piles, though, were larger and more complex.  Frameworks and 

scaffolds surrounded bulky objects that were unmistakably 

solid next to their latticework of support beams.  The objects 

themselves were strangely shaped.  Erin searched his memory 
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for something to which he could compare them, with limited 

success.  A great trough?  A plump bird?  A narrow fruit split 

down the middle?  Each one was the size of a large building, 

but no one would erect such a building on a beach.  It would 

sink in the sand or be carried off by the waves.  Erin knew that 

much already from what he had seen.  Then he realized that 

they were supposed to be carried off by the waves.  They were 

the ships the mountaineers had spoken of so eagerly.

Ships.  The Alexandrites were building ships to beat the 

mountaineers to the coast.  With a fleet at their disposal, they 

would control it for the near future.  They would be the 

explorers.  They would be the ones to take their society and 

their ideas to other lands aboard these vessels.

And as Erin studied them, it occurred to him that these 

ships were not first efforts or trial models.  While they bore a 

resemblance to all of the simple shapes he could compare them 

to, they were smoother, more refined.  The degree of 

craftsmanship was high, the designs rich in detail.  The hulls 

were elaborately curved, instead of being basic designs 

intended to do nothing but float and carry a few men.  Most of 

all, the size of the ships spoke of assurance on the part of their 

builders.  To build a single large vessel would have demanded 

ample resources and labor.  To build four of them, in such a 

remote harbor, would have been a grueling challenge for the 

Alexandrites.  Either they had been working at this task for 

some years, and had already arrived at an ideal form for their 

ships through experimentation--or they were using somebody 

else’s plans.

Erin was somewhat vaguely aware that great ships had 

once existed.  The mountaineers spoke of them casually as a 

recognized part of history.  Alexandrite legends, as well as the 

sacred books, contained occasional statements which could be 

interpreted as referring to ships.  But definite information 

about how they were built and sailed was hard to come by.  

Thalasan and his fellow leaders and enthusiasts had collected 
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some data on the subject.  It wasn’t enough, and they had 

hoped that a fast invasion of the valley would turn up more.  

The House of Alexander was the possessor of archives that few 

members of the House and no commoners ever laid eyes on.  

Old plans and records from past generations and dead 

civilizations could be concealed there.  On reflection, Erin 

became certain that the priests had found such plans and used 

them.  The complexity of what he saw on the beach demanded 

it.

He decided that this was also very unfortunate for the 

Alexandrites.  Because now he would demand the plans from 

them.

He made his way carefully back along the pile of rocks, 

most likely the result of an old landslide, that formed the far 

end of the little bay.  Instead of venturing onto the beach, he 

skirted the buildings, keeping in the shadows, and headed for 

the upper part of the village.  The air was full of sound and the 

buildings brightly lit, but the streets were empty of people.  

Erin assumed that the priests were keeping them indoors 

intoning rituals and giving thanks to the gods for the safe 

return of another supply party.  Besides, the Alexandrites 

frowned upon letting the lesser orders walk the streets at night.  

It interfered with their patrols.

The temple was situated at the very rear of the town.  

Its sharp spire, though roughly built, dominated the low, 

flimsy dormitories thrown up to house the workers.  Near it 

were scattered a few noble and priestly residences, with guards 

standing round them ostentatiously in the glow of powerful 

lanterns.  Erin heard a once familiar noise and turned his head 

to look for it.  Behind the village, in terraces on the sides of the 

rising hills, the Alexandrites had planted opus grass.  The 

leaves rustled and beat against each other in the sea breeze.

He made a careful examination of the rear of the 

temple.  Naturally, he couldn’t walk in through the front gates 

without either sending the congregation screaming for the hills 
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or inducing them to tear him to pieces.  But getting inside was 

necessary.  He doubted that the priests would trust the plans 

outside the security of the temple vaults.  It was the only stone 

structure in the place, as well as the building most heavily 

guarded.  It was also the only neutral ground, the only 

repository not vulnerable to being appropriated by a single 

priest or noble who wanted to use possession of the plans as a 

bargaining tool in exchange for greater preeminence for 

himself.  Erin felt confident he would find them there.  Access 

was his only problem.

The rear of the building offered no solutions.  There was 

not a single door or postern gate anywhere except for the main 

entrance.  Nothing but stone walls and a broad, flat roof devoid 

of places for concealment.  Erin decided that a discreet 

reconnaissance was out of the question and started back 

towards the lower part of town.

The chanting had somewhat subsided.  The priests 

would be bringing the subsidiary services to a close early, but 

the main ritual in the temple was sure to go on for some time 

still, followed by a reception for the newly arrived nobility and 

most likely a discussion of the progress made on the ships.  

Erin hid himself around the corner of one of the quieter 

longhouses and waited.  He was lucky.  Shortly thereafter, a 

priest came out of it and strode off up the hill.  Erin followed 

him quietly.  When they had covered a convenient distance, he 

tapped the priest on the head with a convenient rock and swept 

his unconscious form into a handy bush.  A minute later he 

was heading back towards the temple in the black robes and 

silver gorget he had appropriated from the careless 

Alexandrite.

This time he kept out of the shadows and well in the 

light and headed straight for the temple gates.  He threw his 

head back, looked around him with the faintest scowl, and 

moved quickly, purposefully.  The guards at the entrance lifted 

their weapons and saluted him as he passed.  As per custom, 
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Erin motioned slightly with his right hand, making a cursory 

reply.  Apart from that gesture, he did not seem to 

acknowledge that they existed at all.

Instead of directing his steps towards the great hall of 

the temple, where one of the priests was expounding at length 

in the strange carrying accent of Alexandrite religion, he took a 

side aisle past the throng of congregants.  They stood rigid, 

unmoving, their eyes staring submissively up at the speaker.  

Acolytes circulated about, noting any potential lack of interest 

or misbehavior.  Seeing Erin, they bowed and backed away 

from him as he advanced, showing their own submission as 

was proper.

Erin moved on rapidly, noting the layout of the 

building and the number of rooms and comparing it with his 

observations of the exterior.  It helped that the corridors were 

almost deserted.  Answering questions and receiving homage 

would have been a waste of time as well as posing an 

additional risk.  Fortunately it was a small temple.  Aside from 

the main hall and shrines to each of the gods, there was little 

space to be accounted for.  And when Erin came across an 

otherwise ordinary door with two sentries stationed on either 

side of it, he returned their salute with slightly more than the 

usual perfunctory gesture.  He swept past them, his pace 

unchecked, and back out into the night.

When the waylaid priest came to himself a little later, 

he discovered that nothing out of the ordinary had occurred to 

him while he was unconscious.  His robes and symbols of office 

were still in place; his person unharmed except for a bruise on 

his head.  He searched the path and found the stone Erin had 

used to strike him down.  Since there was no apparent culprit, 

and no reasonable explanation why someone should have 

attacked him and then fled, the priest concluded it might have 

been a divine visitation.  He wrapped up the stone carefully 

and continued his journey towards the temple, visibly 

troubled.
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Erin was haunting the shadows around the temple 

again and saw him go in.  He smiled, quite aware that the 

priest would be experiencing a mild superstitious panic about 

now.  Hopefully he would take to the platform and share it 

with the assembled workers and his fellow clerics.  A stone 

falling from the sky as a sign of divine displeasure would 

provide plenty of material for an address on the inherent 

criminality of human beings.  So much the better for his plans, 

if the frightened man wanted to work out his fears on others.

The lights in the dormitories had long since died, and 

Erin had enjoyed one or two short naps, when the tired 

worshipers finally began to leave the temple.  They nearly fell 

downhill in their haste to get some sleep.  The extra guards at 

the entrance marched off as well.  Erin waited patiently, giving 

the priests and nobles time to get a fair start on their 

conference.  Then he rose from his hiding place and slipped 

back down to the beach.

The ships were more visible now in the starlight, truly 

impressive.  Erin almost wanted to apologize to them.  He ran 

his hand over the wooden hull of the nearest vessel.  It was 

smooth, seductive, as if the life had not entirely gone out of the 

trees when they were cut down and turned into timber.  His 

fingers caught on something sticky and he brought them away.  

Tar from between the planks.  He had smelled it earlier when 

the wind changed and had counted on its presence.

He knelt behind a nearby pile of great long poles with 

flattened ends.  Paddles?  Oars, he recalled one of the 

mountaineers calling them once.  He stuck the torches he had 

taken from a barrel outside a shop into the sand and struck a 

light.  Their heads flamed brightly, burning steadily in the rush 

of air.  Erin looked around, carefully judging distances and 

positions.  He grabbed up the torches and began to run.

The sand flew away from his feet in wild arcs.  At the 

same time, it pulled and tugged at him, demanding that he 

slow his pace.  The faster he tried to move, the deeper he sank.  
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But the distance between him and the nearest ship was 

shrinking fast.  His mind recorded the observation and a 

moment later he was alongside the vessel, his steps now 

unrestrained and echoing off the wooden planks beneath him.  

The ladders connecting the levels of scaffolding presented only 

a slight difficulty.  Large as the ships were, they had also been 

designed with a low freeboard.  Erin jumped the final gap onto 

the deck and hurried across it from the bow of the ship towards 

the stern.  Piles of rope and cordage lay everywhere, even 

folded sails the Alexandrites had been experimenting with.  

His torch made contact with each of the piles in turn and they 

took flame.  He stole a brief glance through a hatchway, 

noticed that the hold was still littered with dust and scraps of 

wood, and tossed the torch down into them.  The hard, 

pungent shavings ignited eagerly, crackling and gushing out 

smoke and sparks.  The sparks in turn sailed away on the draft 

and touched off other blazes.  As the hull began to heat up, the 

tar used to caulk its seams melted and fed the fires.  They 

gained a footing on the thick planks and ate into them swiftly.  

Soon they merged into one continuous blaze along the entire 

length of the vessel.

Erin didn’t wait to watch the flames spread.  He turned 

and sprinted away from the hatch the instant he dropped the 

torch.  Then he was off across the sand again and on to the next 

ship.  Far above, he heard the faint echo of a trumpet.  The 

priests must have ordered the tunnel guarded at night, 

assuming that they were safe from attack across the mountains.  

And the guards there would have spotted the fires first.  It 

didn’t really matter, he knew, feeling the deck of the second 

ship underneath his feet.  Before the Alexandrites could rally 

their workers, their ships would be beyond repair.

He finished giving the second vessel to the flames and 

ran for the third.  Soldiers were shouting in the village, firing 

off their rifles and trying to rouse the inhabitants.  More 

trumpets boomed out from the temple.  Erin glanced back as he 
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scaled the side of the final ship.  A dark and disorganized 

crowd was forming at the edge of the beach.  Its members 

hunted about frantically for buckets, barrels, containers of any 

kind that could hold water.  Behind them came the priests and 

soldiers, screaming viciously and pushing them forward.  The 

workers would reach the vessels without any means of 

extinguishing the fire, but that didn’t matter to their leaders, as 

long as they were there.

This time, Erin did not stay on deck.  He went below, 

concealing himself in the hold for the moment.  All of the 

crowd’s futile attention was focused on the other three burning 

vessels.  He would have to fire this one completely and 

thoroughly before they noticed that it was also alight.  

Scrambling over beams, makeshift tables, unfinished planks, he 

put the torch against everything that looked flammable.  The 

results were gratifying.  The wood chippings blazed up nicely 

and the heavier items followed.  Smoke poured out through the 

ports.  Erin drew his sword, climbed back up on deck, and 

touched his flickering torch to a particularly heavy piece of 

tarred rigging.

It blazed up in a spectacular fountain of light and 

stopped the advancing crowd in its tracks.  The Alexandrites 

saw Erin silhouetted against the flames with his weapon 

upraised in one hand and his torch in the other.  They saw him 

fire a barrel of pitch, which burst from the heat and enveloped 

the stern of the vessel in molten tar.  They watched him light a 

pile of neat canvas, the cloths from it tearing to pieces and 

taking flight on the heat of their own combustion.  They gasped 

at the speed at which flames fled up the great long spar, 

warping and charring it beyond use.  And at last they shrank 

back from the ship altogether as Erin abruptly appeared on the 

bow, almost directly above their heads.  His skin shone orange 

in the ruddy light.  So did his blade.  He dropped his final torch 

into a puddle of tar, bathing the prow in a sudden spray of 

sparks.  He leaped.
146



They fled.  Forgetting their burning ships and the guns 

of the soldiers, they turned and scattered, their confusion and 

fear becoming outright panic.  It was beyond question that a 

being who had just fired four ships at once, sword in hand, and 

who was untouched by the resulting flames, was a demon.  As 

for the priests, they either ran with the workers or tried to 

stand and exorcise him, in which case they were trampled flat 

by the crowd.  Those soldiers who did not try to escape as well 

blazed away and killed only their own people.  No one could 

hit a mark accurately in that light, surrounded by noise and 

obstacles and an uncertain footing.

The few Alexandrites who ran straight back towards 

the village found to their horror that Erin was racing after 

them.  Some screamed and threw themselves down in the path.  

He jumped over them and kept going.  The rest got out of his 

way.  Through half-closed eyes, they could see that he was 

heading for the temple, and shuddered at the thought of the 

inevitable and terrible punishment that was about to be visited 

on their priests.

The punishment turned out to be limited to an acolyte 

who squawked in terror and fell off the platform in the main 

hall, breaking his leg as he landed.  The rest of the temple was 

deserted.  Erin traversed the corridors unopposed the entire 

way.  Only a single guard remained in front of the door of the 

planning room, the other one having hurried down to the 

beach when the alarm was given.  He tried to raise his rifle and 

Erin dealt it a shattering blow that sent it flying against the 

wall.  The barrel and stock ripped apart under the impact.  

Before the slow-witted soldier had decided to reach for another 

weapon, Erin stabbed him deeply in the shoulder, his sharp 

point punching right through the deflective armor of the 

soldier’s breastplate.  He pushed the fainting man to one side 

and threw open the door.

A priest stood at the large center table in the richly 

decorated room, a long silver tube in his hand.  He goggled 
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upon seeing Erin enter.  He gagged when he felt the moist steel 

of Erin’s sword touch his skin.

“Are these the plans for the ships?” Erin demanded.

The priest nodded weakly.  He motioned at several 

other tubes that lay on the table, sealed at the ends with caps.  

A few remaining papers still rested next to them.  “Put them all 

away.  Now.”

The Alexandrite seemed to debate whether he should 

resist the order out of a sense of duty or not.  A shriek from the 

half-conscious soldier out in the hall decided him.  He rolled 

up the rest of the papers and closed the tube, placing it next to 

the others.  Erin swept the lot of them up and tucked them 

under his arm.

“Who are you and where do you come from?” the priest 

snarled, seeing Erin appropriate the documents.  Apparently 

such an action was more than enough to dispel any questions 

about Erin’s possible supernatural origins.

And Erin answered him:

“I am the primus of the valley, foremost among equals, 

a man like others.  I am the past and the future of humanity, 

and I consume you who are the present, which is nothing.”

He drew his point back as if for a final lunge.  The priest 

squealed and bolted for the door.  Erin pursued him, waving 

his blade.  They crushed another acolyte in the corridors on 

their way out of the temple.  But when the priest headed down 

the hill, shouting for help, Erin swerved aside and took another 

path.  He went up through the fields of opus grass instead.  The 

avenues between their stalks were still dark in spite of the 

merry glow of the ships burning on the beach.  The mountain 

rose underneath him and he looked back for a moment to see 

the Alexandrite power in shreds, broken on the shore of the sea 

which they would never conquer now.

He moved forward again.  A low stone wall rose up out 

of the gloom.  He stepped over it and hurried on into the forest.
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XI

“It is better to allow the Alexandrites to kill themselves 

than it is for us to kill them.”

“Your application of the principle is incorrect,” 

Thalasan said.  Korus shrugged and looked past him.  “What 

you propose is not encouraging them to commit suicide.  On 

the contrary, you suggest establishing an organization that can 

compete directly with them for popularity.  An organization 

like their own in its conception.  Do that and the Alexandrites 

will never die.  They will have forced us to become like them, 

and they will live on in us.  In the end, they will have 

conquered because their system and their ideas survive.”

“Let’s be honest.  Why shouldn’t they?  I grant that the 

House of Alexander are tyrants.  I wouldn’t dream of 

perpetuating their abuse of the opus grass and I am not 

convinced that their form of worship is valid.  But their system, 

I think, their society, is worth preserving.  It is above mere 

men.  It can protect humanity and keep them safe and content 

at times when their fellow human beings fail them.  It can unite 

them and give them pride.  It is useful.”

“And usefulness, practicality, efficiency, are more 

important than rights?”

“I believe that safety and security are human rights,” 

Korus said boldly.

“That is only just,” Thalasan acknowledged.  “We each 

have the right to do what we please.  We have the right to 

whatever we please.  And we have the right to exercise what 
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rights we please.  If we demand safety, we have a right to it.  

But that right can never be supreme.  It cannot exist in a void.  

It trumps no other rights; it is only equal to them.  And 

knowing this, I can never subscribe to a system such as your 

society which demands that some rights are viewed as more 

powerful and more important than others.  Nor could anyone 

who is fully aware of his rights and abilities as a human being.”

“He could if he knowingly chooses to sacrifice or yield 

those rights out of concern for himself and his fellows.”

“What if he does not know, or is tricked into yielding?  

Or if he is born into the system and never given the chance to 

choose whether he will yield his rights or exercise them?”

“Then it is proof that the system is valid, since he will 

automatically be convinced of its usefulness and go through 

life without ever expecting anything else.”

“That sort of complaisance is no proof at all.”

“But it works and goes unquestioned.”

“That is a misfortune, not an argument.”

“A misfortune for whom?  Those who are not killed or 

beaten or robbed because they are safe?”

“Those such as yourself.”

“Myself among many others.”

“Yourself in particular, since it was your own fears on 

which you acted.”

“Helping others is the act of a coward?”

“Did you desire to help them?  Or did you only want to 

impose your own ideas because you were convinced they were 

superior?  Of course you did.  But even that is insufficient 

motive.  No, establishing a society was an act of cowardice on 

your part, because somewhere inside yourself, you knew that 

you would never be able to gain power or influence through 

your own individual actions.  So you created a fantasy you 

could administer.  You brought together those too weak to find 

strength within themselves and gave them a united strength 

through the lure of a common identity.  You were one of them.  
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You needed that external justification for your actions before 

you felt strong enough to impose your will on others.”

“It is better for the many to impose their will than the 

few.”

“You are attempting to quantify rights again.”

“Quantified or not, I am convinced that my social 

experiment offers a better chance at deposing the House of 

Alexander and taking over their industries than your invasion 

does.”

“I disagree, as do my fellows.”  The other jeweled 

figures standing around Thalasan nodded.

“You will not support me?” Korus asked.

“If we were not convinced that your social experiment 

will soon fail, we would destroy it ourselves.  But we need not 

make the effort.  It is impossible for a small group of human 

beings to voluntarily subject themselves to authority when they 

see all those around them enjoying the benefits of full human 

rights.”

“And you will go ahead with your invasion as 

planned?”

“Sooner than planned, actually.”  Thalasan took a scroll 

from under his arm and unrolled it.  “The Alexandrites still 

keep a few secrets, and we can’t afford to wait for them to 

surprise us.”  He turned his attention to the document, and the 

other primi followed his lead.  Korus sensed he was being 

dismissed.  Not by an order or even a request, but by their 

complete cessation of interest in him.  They didn’t care.

He turned and walked out of the nearly empty pavilion.  

His soldiers waited some distance away, on the rising hills 

beyond most of the houses.  An organized guard would have 

provoked the mountaineers unduly, as it was considered a 

symbol of authority and therefore either inhumane or 

laughable.  Or both.

Someone crossed into his path and stayed there.  He 

looked up at the man.  It was Erin.
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“They told me you had escaped,” Korus said.

“I decided that someone else’s idea was not worth my 

life,” Erin replied.

“It is no longer your idea too?”

“It ceased to be my idea when I realized that it could be 

turned against me and I would be powerless to control it.”

“You could and did control it.  You were an agent of the 

ideal, part of the source of authority.”

“You created a source of authority outside both you 

and me,” Erin said.  He stepped closer.  “You may need that to 

feel sure of yourself, but I do not.  I am human and I owe 

submission to no other man.”

Korus looked at him almost sadly.  “I saw the scroll that 

Thalasan had.”

“He was quite excited about its contents.”

“I saw it once before.  You took it from the Alexandrite 

explorers.”

“From the Alexandrite shipwrights.  Thalasan also has 

the agreement you signed with the House to permit them to 

use the ancient routes you had discovered.  The document was 

among the other papers.”

“It was a small step towards formal recognition of what 

I have done.  So that agreement is at an end as well?”

Erin nodded.  “The tunnels to the sea will be closed for 

the present.”

“The Alexandrites could have done the work for us.”

“They did it for themselves.  I destroyed it to give us 

opportunity to do ours first, otherwise we would have had to 

struggle much harder to do it.  Possibly we never could have 

done it.”

“You destroyed the ships?”

“They made a glorious blaze.  I was sorry about it, 

though.”
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“Sorry?”  Korus moved towards Erin.  “They could 

have been my line of retreat, or the basis for my ultimate 

bargain.”

Then their swords clashed, a blaze of silver and gold 

under the sun.

They struck with uncommon speed and power.  

Usually the two were mutually exclusive in a single combat.  

But their blows were so furious that their swords only glanced 

off each other, slipping and rebounding from the impact.  They 

took advantage of the excess power and spun and twisted as 

they struck, letting the inertia carry them along.  If they 

disengaged by chance, they closed again immediately.  The 

sound of the battle was a curious mixture of ringing steel and 

hissing air, the latter from missed cuts, much like the noise a 

pliant branch makes when swung rapidly.

Slowly they circled back towards the pavilion.  The 

primi came out and stood silently at a distance, waiting.  Other 

mountaineers joined them.  Erin briefly saw Jacintha seated on 

the ground, watching the fight critically and abstractedly, her 

chin resting on one hand.  He struck Korus again and again.  

He drew his ardor and will not from the thought of what might 

have been, but from the recollection of what had been.  And he 

remembered something else as well.  He let his blade give a 

sudden, unexpected twist in his hand.  Korus jerked away from 

him and dropped his sword.  As he tried to recover himself, he 

overbalanced at the suddenness of Erin’s advance.  He caught 

himself and partly stopped his fall, just in time to glance up at 

the blade aimed down at him.

Erin waited, his arm poised, for a long, long moment.  

Then he turned away, throwing his sword point first into the 

ground, and went to stand by Thalasan.
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INCEPTUM





I

“Must they make so much noise?” Jacintha wondered 

aloud.

At no great distance, the Alexandrite army was forming 

up in a long line that faced the gentle rise where the 

mountaineers had gathered.  Behind the army, further down on 

a small plateau, lay its camp, with the white tents gleaming 

brightly inside a polygon of dirt.  It was not a small camp.  

Hundreds of soldiers could be seen bustling about in it even at 

this range, and the army that had just marched out of the camp 

was larger by far.  Row upon row of chariots, evenly spaced.  

Three clumps of assorted banners and pennants, signifying the 

presence of priestly and noble command authority.  Horsemen 

at either extremity of the line.  Thousands of foot soldiers in 

brass armor in the center.  And out in front, beyond even the 

chariots, teams of horses and men heaving a dozen cannon into 

position.  Meanwhile the mountaineers lay sprawled in 

whatever shade they could find among the bushes and rare 

trees, or sat in the sun and panted.  In addition to the heat from 

the lowlands, a sickening smell was blowing from the direction 

of the distant valley.  The Alexandrite factories were in full 

operation, providing for the needs of their expeditionary 

forces.  They were also giving the mountaineers a very 

personal reason to fight.  None of them could smell the stench 

without resenting its existence.

No one bothered answering Jacintha’s obviously 

rhetorical question.  Instead they watched the gun teams 
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scampering about.  One at a time, each group of soldiers went 

from frenetic activity to frozen immobility, until they were all 

standing there motionless.

“What are they doing?” Irafon wanted to know.

“They’re waiting for the order to fire,” Erin said.

“They wait for orders to begin doing something they 

know perfectly well how to do?”

Erin’s response was indecipherable in the roar of the 

first gun exploding.  The remaining eleven followed it in exact 

numerical order, giving off bursts of white-gray smoke that 

drifted up towards the mountaineers on the wind.  The shells 

mostly fell short.  One or two, aimed higher than the rest, cut 

the tops off a few trees and exploded well past the 

mountaineers’ positions.

“I wonder if it ever occurred to them that it’s stupid to 

shoot at individual men with such inefficient, inaccurate guns,” 

Irafon said when it was quiet again.

“No, the only thing they’re thinking now is that we’re 

cheating.  They expect that we should be standing in a line like 

them and dying by the dozens when they fire.”  Alexandrite 

tactics were still a source of disbelief to the mountaineers.  Erin 

had to explain something that he had previously outlined at 

least five times a day, on average.

The smoke drifted past them and away.  The great guns 

were ready again.  Once the mountaineers became visible 

through the haze, the gunners made their final adjustments.  

The first gun went off at the exact moment the mountaineers 

scattered.  There was no command; that would have been 

unnecessary.  Everyone could see the Alexandrite guns and 

judge the timing of the coming salvo.  They went left and right, 

charged forward and retreated.  The only thing they didn’t do 

was stay in the same place.  The shells, more accurately aimed 

this time, tore craters in the grass and shrubs, setting some of 

the drier bits aflame when they burst.  From a dispersed ring 

outside the destruction, the mountaineers could examine the 
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results of the bombardment in safety.  Some of them were quite 

close to the Alexandrite lines now.  They waved.

Those who had fled out and away from the cannon fire 

instead of forwards or backwards had ended up forming two 

small but reasonably dense groups near either extremity of the 

Alexandrite army.  The gunners spotted these clumps of 

human beings and swung their pieces around to target them in 

particular, the best targets they had been offered so far that 

day.  Their efforts were wasted.  The groups had begun to 

fragment before the guns had even been reloaded.  The third 

salvo produced no more results than the first two, except to 

drive the mountaineers farther away in general, extending the 

range and decreasing future accuracy.

The detonation of the last cannon in line was much 

louder than it should have been.  It was followed almost 

immediately by a secondary, and substantially more powerful, 

explosion.  Erin and Irafon stopped moving for a moment to 

look back.  The gun had burst and the debris had set off the 

extra charges stored on a nearby ammunition wagon.  Two gun 

crews and several teams of horses were among the casualties.  

Black smoke eddied up from the debris.

“Three shots and one of their cannons gives way under 

the strain?  What horrible metallurgists.”  Archemund had 

lingered behind as well and his voice carried on the breeze.

Apparently the Alexandrites had also lost confidence in 

the power of their guns.  The gunners scrambled to haul the 

cannon aside, clearing a lane by force where necessary.  Then 

the chariots swept through and around them and came up the 

hill at a gallop.  Seamlessly, they broke ranks, forming a single 

line that glided over the ground like the blade of a scythe.  The 

maneuver was as practiced as those of the gun crews had been 

clumsy.  Golden armor plates glittered on the cars and 

trappings of the rank-and-file charioteers.  Silver collars and 

matching cuirasses denoted the officers and commanders, all 
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elites, all members of the priestly nobility.  They charged with 

their confidence undimmed by the failure of the artillery.

And the mountaineers turned and ran before them.  

Ran straight back to the mountains, without so much as firing 

a shot.  A full retreat before battle had been joined at all.

The Alexandrites cheered spontaneously as they came 

on.  They had expected to cut the mountaineers down in just 

such a way, of course, but it was gratifying to see their 

expectations being fulfilled so easily.  The gratification passed 

quickly.  They were gaining on the mountaineers less rapidly 

than they should have been.  And their horses were beginning 

to slow, only by a fractional amount, but one which proved to 

be sufficient to stagger their immaculate line.  Its straightness 

disappeared.  It became curved, then ragged.

The mountaineers had been careful to leave enough 

space between them and the Alexandrite army to produce this 

effect.  A hot day, an uphill slope, and a chase at high speed 

were sure to interfere with the perfection of the charioteers’ 

maneuvers.  Faced with those challenges, they would 

inevitably break their own line, destroying its combined power 

and bringing the combat back down to the mountaineers’ level.  

And after the line broke, they would still have to catch the 

mountaineers.  The Alexandrites practiced their charges 

against armored infantry.  The mountaineers were unarmored 

and moved much faster than the Alexandrite soldiers, 

prolonging the chase beyond its normal duration.

The gaps between chariots widened.  Erin heard the soft 

impacts of the horses’ hooves behind him and kept running, 

careful not to overstrain himself so early in the day.  Ahead of 

him, a man darted out from behind a bush.  He bent his tightly 

curved bow and sent an arrow at the nearest chariot.  It struck 

the off horse full in the breast and disappeared.  The horse 

screamed, fell, and the chariot swung out of line and 

overturned, rolling over and over.  The two soldiers in it were 

flung aside.  The chariot next to it was unable to turn in time 
160



and collided with the wreckage.  Any remaining order in that 

part of the line vanished as the oncoming chariots slowed and 

swung wide to avoid the same fate.

Elsewhere in the line, the same thing happened almost 

simultaneously half a dozen times.  More chariots wrecked 

themselves on flimsy arrows, erecting temporary barriers to the 

passage of their comrades.  Axles snapped and wheels were 

dragged against the hard earth until the rims burst in protest.  

Sometimes the fall of one horse in a team would impale the 

other on a broken remnant of the shaft.  Erin had not covered a 

hundred paces since the first shot was fired, yet when he 

turned to look behind him, he could have counted thirty 

chariots destroyed already.  The smell of burning grass in the 

air was replaced by the mingled odors of dust and blood and 

heated metal.  The Alexandrite force was divided, half of it 

thrashing about behind the crashed chariots, the other half 

bearing down on the mountaineers.  The archers had 

deliberately shot a hole in the center of the line.  And they had 

taken the horses for their marks, too, the larger unarmored 

targets, easier to hit and harder to replace, especially in the 

urgency of battle.

Now they were the ones running instead.  They had 

lingered to fire and thus were the closest to the oncoming 

Alexandrites, who were very unhappy with their losses.  The 

archers were quick and clever at dodging, and the riflemen on 

the chariots fired mostly in vain.  Still, the distance was 

decreasing.  When the gap was closed, every shot from the 

chariots would kill a mountaineer, to say nothing of the lances 

and swords of the drivers, or the horses running down the 

fallen and wounded.  Erin slowed, chose a spot where the grass 

grew more thickly than elsewhere, and threw himself down 

there.  He rolled over, unslinging his own rifle.  While not as 

dramatically effective as a triple-bladed steel arrowhead, the 

tiny bullets, each no bigger than the tip of his little finger, were 

filed to a point and traveled far more rapidly than an arrow.  
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Like the archers, he aimed low at the horses.  If he missed, the 

bullet would still have enough force to drive upward through 

a breastplate and kill the chariot’s driver.

The gun popped loudly in his hands.  Similar noises 

echoed all around him.  This was the stage of the battle when 

the shorter range and greater number of targets called for 

riflemen rather than archers.  Their weapons were less 

powerful, and they were less skilled marksmen, but their rate 

of fire was greater.  The effect of their shooting was less 

dramatic as well.  Unlike an arrow, which could nearly gut a 

running horse and kill it from blood loss and trauma instantly, 

the bullets took longer to work.  The chariots didn’t crash, but 

only ground to a halt as the horses weakened.  Erin drew a 

bead on each horse, fired two shots at it, then switched his aim 

and let two more fly at its companion before automatically 

turning his gun on a different chariot.  Out of the corner of his 

eye, he saw Jacintha kneeling behind a bush some distance 

away.  She was still lingering, bow in hand.  Her last arrow 

flew out and took a valiantly persevering driver in the helmet 

just as he realized that his magazine was empty.  They both 

jumped up and started running again at the same time.

The general movement of the mountaineers’ headlong 

flight had never really been halted, only slowed here and there 

as a few of them paused to fire back at their pursuers.  Now 

there were no pursuers.  The chariots from the first wave were 

either lying broken on the hillside or standing still, their horses 

mortally wounded.  Only a small number had avoided both the 

arrows and the bullets, and these were circling round to rejoin 

the second wave, which was still disentangling itself from the 

earlier wrecks.  Slowly, the Alexandrites formed a new but 

much shorter line out of what was left of the old, and began to 

advance again, this time at a steady trot.

In the meantime, the main body of the Alexandrite 

army had moved up to support the chariots.  The mountaineers 

heard the soldiers cheer and looked back to see that the priests 
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had detached two parties of horsemen from the wings of the 

army.  The cavalry, somewhat less burdened than the chariots 

and fresher from inaction, sped up the hill.  They overtook and 

passed the chariots; they were on top of the mountaineers in a 

very short time.

But they carried no rifles, and the priests refused to let 

ordinary soldiers carry sidearms.  So they met the 

mountaineers on equal terms, with edged weapons.

Though not with edged weapons of the same degree of 

quality.  Erin ducked a thrust from one of the foremost 

horsemen and hamstrung his mount as he went by, unable to 

stop that quickly.  He knocked aside a lance blow from a 

second.  A third tried to meet him sword to sword, only to 

have Erin’s steel blade shear through his brass one on impact.  

Erin stabbed his point into the horse’s hip, twisted it, and kept 

running.  Ahead, he saw Thalasan rise from a clump of bushes, 

wielding a longsword so massive it was essentially a bar of 

steel with an edge.  With two blows, forehand and backhand, 

he knocked the rear legs out from under two of the oncoming 

horses, then began chasing a third, turning the pursuer into the 

pursued.

It was not an uncommon tactic.  All around, the 

mountaineers were taking advantage of whatever cover was 

available or their own skill in dodging and parrying to let the 

Alexandrite horsemen get in front of them.  The mounted 

soldiers could only defend themselves in front or to the sides.  

They were powerless to strike at someone to their rear.  And if 

the mountaineers were behind them, they had to try to outrun 

them, otherwise their horses would be killed.  In training, they 

were no match for the mountaineers.  In mobility, they were at 

a considerable disadvantage because of the terrain and their 

armor.  The horses were all they had.  The mountaineers knew 

it, and the Alexandrites were slowly beginning to become 

aware of it.  Horses died on the battlefield at a far greater rate 

than men did that day.
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The cavalry tried their best.  They rode down or killed 

perhaps twenty of the mountaineers.  They accomplished it 

without casualties.  But eventually they were forced to halt and 

watch the mountaineers run away.  The two flying squadrons 

had not lost a single man and had not saved a single horse.  

Their armor pressed them down into the sod.  They could not 

chase without external aid.

Now it was the turn of the chariots to sweep past the 

dismounted cavalry.  Their second advance was much slower 

than the first.  The horses were tired, the hill had steepened, 

and there was not much room left for them to maneuver.  Soon 

the ground would grow too rough to allow them to pass, and 

they would have to abandon the pursuit.  The mountaineers 

kept running.  The chariots closed the gap, but, as Erin noted, 

glancing around, not as quickly as they might have done.  They 

were deliberately holding back.  Their riflemen did not fire, 

either.

The archers let another salvo fly.  This time the 

Alexandrites turned back immediately.  Their neat line 

collapsed into instant disorder and they bolted wildly back 

down the hill.  Again Erin had the impression that they were 

not moving nearly as fast as they could have if they chose to do 

so.  He turned around and kept running.  So did everyone else.  

The Alexandrite feint had failed due to its being ignored.  And 

by the time the chariots were able to resume the pursuit, the 

mountaineers were back in the forest on rising ground, taking 

leisurely shots out between branches at the chariots, which 

could not follow them there.

* * * * *

Somewhere out of sight, there was the dull clang of 

metal striking metal, followed by a terrible choking, gurgling 

sound.  A ragged volley broke out immediately afterwards, 

then the noise of soldiers thrashing around in the bushes.  The 
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explosions echoed distantly off the walls of the narrow valley.  

A large black bird darted by Erin’s head, screaming in 

annoyance.  Erin took that as a sign and quietly slipped down 

from his tree to rejoin the others.

They were peering through a gap in the foliage down at 

the canyon.  The mountains rose high on either side, but 

directly ahead of them was an easy descent into the valley, 

which could even be seen in the distance.  Or at least it would 

have been an easy descent for them.  It was a very difficult 

ascent for the Alexandrite army, and made more so by the fact 

that their soldiers could not dart through open spaces in the 

forest the way the mountaineers could.  They had to stop and 

hack a path through the bracken and lesser trees.  Behind them 

came porters and packhorses laden with kegs.  Their advantage 

in chariots, cavalry, and guns was entirely negated in the 

mountains.  They ignored the loss and plowed ahead anyway.

“We could be here for days, waiting for them to catch 

up,” Irafon said disapprovingly.  “Especially if they throw out 

other columns to form a line across the entrance to the canyon.”

“Oh, they’ve already done that,” Archemund put in.  

“Presumably when it starts to narrow they will be aware of the 

fact and try to make better progress, to keep us from getting 

away.”

“They’re not very cooperative even when they 

cooperate with our plans.  What’s that?”

An Alexandrite working party had just emerged into a 

small clearing below them.  A number of soldiers went past, a 

few porters, harried by some species of minor officer--the 

mountaineers never bothered to pay attention to which 

pseudo-rank was which--and finally a priest, who stopped in 

the clearing.  A number of acolytes joined him.  They were 

escorting a train of horses with unusual heavy loads.

“Bodies,” Irafon said, staring at them with an 

expression that was as close to revulsion as anything a 
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mountaineer would ever show.  “They’re carting dead bodies 

around with them in the middle of a battle.”

“I believe they intend to bury them,” Archemund put 

in.

“So they can decay underground rather than above 

ground?  I’m not sure I see the point.”

“It’s demanded by their rites and ceremonies,” Erin 

said.

“Yes, yes, I know that much.  Superstition rather than 

logic.  What I have trouble believing is that they’re going to 

attempt it while they’re being shot at.  Surely common sense 

would suggest that the circumstances exempt them from the 

obligation.”

“Actually that’s the opposite of how they think.  The 

greater difficulty increases the obligation in their eyes.  Failing 

to fulfill their societal obligations is considered a defeat, and, if 

it occurs under pressure from outside, as a sign that their 

enemies have succeeded in actively harming their religion and 

culture.  And they are too proud to allow that.”

“That’s remarkably perceptive of them, in a way.  All 

the same...”  Irafon fitted an arrow to his bow and bent it 

carefully.  He let go.  The arrow embedded itself in the heart of 

the priest, who had been intoning something with his hands 

raised before he realized that his voice was gone.  He toppled 

backward, appropriately enough onto a pile of the dead.  

Irafon’s next shot felled the nearest horse and barely missed an 

acolyte who was scrambling for cover.  He and Jacintha took 

out two more of the horses before the priestly trainees 

managed to get the remainder of the train out of sight.

“They’ll be back, you know,” Erin said.

“Let them.  Maybe a dead priest will make them burn 

for revenge and hurry their advance a bit.”

There were dead priests all over the floor of the steadily 

narrowing canyon.  Dead priests, dead horses, dead soldiers, 

smashed kegs, a small cannon that had been laboriously hauled 
166



through the forest until the mountaineers had cut its crew to 

pieces and tossed it off a cliff into a swamp.  But the lesser cliffs 

were diminishing now.  They were being absorbed into the 

lofty rock walls on either side, walls too steep to climb and too 

steep for more than a few vines to cling to.  And the higher 

walls that rose at the end of the rift, blocking it off, were clearly 

in sight now from the treetops on the canyon floor.  The 

Alexandrites pressed on, drawing more men and more horses 

from the rear.  They kept moving through the night.  Their 

torches burned in a neat line across the canyon, a triple-

reinforced line in case the mountaineers should try to break 

through it.  Their hymns became a constant annoyance and the 

Alexandrite marksmen, giving way to irony, began aiming for 

the throat with each shot they fired.

The line remained unbroken and unchallenged at dawn.  

Reinforcements had come over the new trails without being 

slaughtered or delayed.  The exit to the canyon was completely 

barred, and between the impinging cliffs on each side and the 

river foaming down the middle, there was little room for the 

mountaineers to maneuver.  But they kept harrying the 

Alexandrites anyway, shooting from cover and running away 

while the bodies fell into the water.  The Alexandrites dragged 

the corpses ashore and stacked them to be properly disposed of 

later before advancing again.  They slipped on the rocks and 

covered themselves in mud, but they went ahead anyway.  

They knew the mountaineers would die; they looked forward 

to it.  In Alexandrite theology, the mountaineers were 

practically demons, strangely different creatures without 

rights.

By afternoon the shooting had almost stopped.  The 

Alexandrite commanders slowed the advance and issued new 

rations of juice.  They were convinced the mountaineers were 

massing for a charge.  The cliffs at the end of the valley were 

almost on top of them.  They could see the shadow through the 

canopy.
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What they did not see was Erin pushing Jacintha onto a 

narrow ledge some distance above the ground on the face of 

the cliff.  He clambered up after her and others followed him.  

It would have been quite crowded if she hadn’t moved on to 

the next gap.  The last man in line, who happened to be 

Thalasan, pulled the rope used to make the initial ascent up 

after him.  The mountaineers half climbed, half crawled their 

way up the cliff.  Some of them had taken the precaution of 

chipping small steps into the rock before the war began.  With 

the aid of a few ropes, it was passable for small, active men.  

And since there were probably not more than a hundred and 

fifty mountaineers in the canyon, it did not take them long to 

evacuate it.

Erin tried to say something to the man ahead of him 

and found himself spitting out a fern.  The builders had also 

provided a curtain, more or less complete, of vines and trailing 

plants to shield most of the trail from visibility.  When the 

Alexandrites came to the end of the valley and found the 

mountaineers gone, they were bound to assume that the 

mountaineers had escaped through a cave or by a path 

unknown to them.  Still, the disappearance would remain more 

impressive and possibly intimidating if its exact method 

remained unknown.  And it did.  The mountaineers reached 

the top of the cliffs before the Alexandrite army reached the 

end of the valley.  They were scattered and dispersed among 

the mountains by the time the Alexandrites ground to a baffled 

halt.

“They are not used to either climbing or defeat,” 

Thalasan said, leading the way along one of the ridges.  “They 

will be exhausted.”
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II

They were exhausted.

The Alexandrites dragged themselves down out of the 

canyon slowly, with great effort.  The men were worn out and 

could not move quickly across the wooded, rocky terrain.  

They were also distracted.  In addition to retreating, each dead 

soldier had to be found and his body committed to the ground 

with the proper ceremonies.  The task was a nauseating one, 

made more revolting by coming on top of a colossal failure.  

Their continued losses did not help morale, either.  The 

mountaineers were no longer shooting at them, but soldiers 

still toppled over cliffs or were dragged off them by frightened 

horses.  Taken as a whole, the Alexandrite army was very tired, 

very thirsty, and very resentful.

They could have fought.  They understood how to fight.  

They could not understand how anyone could begin a fight 

and then deliberately not finish it, or invite them to a fight and 

then run away.  It was confusing, and because they did not 

understand it, they decided sulkily that there must be 

something wrong with the idea.  The officers were in a worse 

position.  They dimly realized that their foray had been a 

mistake, that they should not have embarked on an expedition 

for which their troops were not trained, and that by dashing off 

in pursuit, they had removed almost their entire force from the 

valley, leaving only the troops in the camp and the forts to hold 

it against any possible invasion.  That fear, combined with the 

more personal fear of what would happen to them if they failed 
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so spectacularly, occupied their minds most of the time.  Some 

of the more astute ones spared a moment to realize that if they 

were taunted in the same way as before by the mountaineers, 

they would have no choice but to attack and pursue again.  It 

was expected of them.

It was going to be expected of them much sooner than 

any of the footsore officers anticipated.

* * * * *

Two mountaineers sat in a tree standing single and 

apart from the bulk of the forest on the edge of the valley.  The 

fields of grass sloped away from them in the bright night, 

hissing out their subtle reminder of the Alexandrite hegemony.

One of the mountaineers leaned forward very slightly.  

He heard a noise in the distance.  It drew nearer and resolved 

itself into the hoofbeats of a fast horse.  Then the horse, 

together with its rider, burst out of the shadows cast by the tall 

grass and turned sharply to gallop across the foothills towards 

the place where the Alexandrite army was encamped.  The 

foothills, kept clear of forest and plantings to facilitate the 

army’s maneuvers in case of an attack by the mountaineers, 

were also the fastest route between the Alexandrite 

headquarters and the camp.  Which explained why that 

particular tree was tenanted that night.

The mountaineer raised his bow, preparing to shoot the 

horse first and the rider second.  His companion leaned 

forward and whispered something in his ear.  The new man 

had only arrived a few hours ago, but his information must 

have been important, since the archer nodded and relaxed his 

grip on the bow.

The horse and rider faded into obscurity in the dusk.

* * * * *
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They reached the retreating army just as it came in sight 

of the lights of the camp.  The priest in the vanguard rode 

forward and took the message from the kneeling courier.  He 

paused for a moment to read it.  When he turned to his acolytes 

and officers, the fear-cut lines on his arrogant face made them 

shiver.  He gave his orders quickly, urgently.  They hesitated, 

then realized what he had told them and hurried along the 

lines, relaying his commands with far more panic and 

vehemence than he had displayed.  The march resumed and 

nearly became a rout before the priests were able to bring the 

soldiers back under control.

The Alexandrite army swung away from the camp and 

moved off in a new direction, one that skirted the edge of the 

forest.  Some time later, it plunged back into the forest again.

* * * * *

“They’re coming,” Erin said.

“I hope they enjoy it,” Jacintha called across to him.  “I 

nearly drowned this morning.”

“That is the kind of fate I think Markas would prefer.”

“Even Markas isn’t so fond of metaphor that he would 

like to drown on dry land, in a country where there isn’t a body 

of water deep enough to cover a man’s head.”

* * * * *

The land melted under the Alexandrites’ feet.  The rich, 

nutritious loam of the forest, the accumulation of centuries of 

growth and decay, turned to clay and then to mud.  Soldiers 

slipped and floundered in it until the army’s frenetic pace was 

reduced to a slogging crawl.  They fought against it, pushing 

themselves to move faster without needing the shouts of their 

officers to motivate them.  They had very little success.  Soon 

they noticed that they were marching upstream, or trying to at 
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any rate.  The mud was actively flowing down the slope 

against them.  If they stood still, they would slide back and the 

ground would be sucked away from underneath them.  Every 

so often, a tree’s roots would give way to the powerful pressure 

of the mud and it would start moving with horrible creaking 

noises, sometimes toppling over, sometimes remaining upright 

and gliding majestically down the hill.  Of course the soldiers 

had to get out of the way when this happened.  Some did not 

and were crushed down into the mud forever.

The priest in command tried to drag the army across 

the flow in search of solid ground.  Eventually he succeeded in 

finding some.  The depth of the mud changed remarkably 

quickly at one point and the Alexandrite army was back on a 

stable footing.  The soldiers turned and looked out across an 

invisible dividing line at a part of the forest that was identical 

to the one they were standing in--except that it was slowly 

moving in accordance with the contours of the land.  

Surprisingly, few spared it more than a quick glance.  The sight 

was too intimidating.

The army moved again, with scouts out in front to alert 

it of any changes in the course the mudslide was taking.  As 

their reports came in, it appeared that the Alexandrites had 

managed to cross the main part of the flow, which was slinking 

away from them on their right.  Ahead they encountered 

nothing but a few shallow, rapidly drying rivulets of mud, 

which did not delay the army’s progress substantially.

Then the scouts came tearing back to consult with the 

priest-commander.  He instantly galloped off with them and 

did not return.  The army, left in the hands of inferior officers, 

kept moving, in spite of being, or perhaps because it was, a 

reluctant army.  To its tired, confused, somewhat frightened 

soldiers, forward was as safe a direction as any other.  And in 

due course the army came up to where the priests and scouts 

stood on a long bulge in the surface of the earth, staring down 

its length.
172



The bulge was one of the ancient aqueducts that 

funneled the rivers of the mountains to the opus fields.  It had 

been partially covered over with earth and excavated fill, with 

debris, with the detritus of landslides and even shrubbery, 

though the underlying bulk of it prevented any large trees from 

taking root.  It was part of the land, part of the foothills itself.  

But away to the right, where the land dipped and the priests 

were staring somberly, it disappeared in a cascade of foaming 

water.

The aqueduct had been shattered where it crossed a 

small ravine, and the collected force of dozens of rivers had 

then surged down that ravine, deepening it into a canyon and 

stripping the bedrock of soil.  Water poured out into the forest 

and turned the land to something that was neither land nor 

water.  It rushed away unused.  The fields of opus grass, a 

plant that demanded water in vast quantities, would soon 

begin to grow dry.  When that happened, the whole of 

Alexandrite society would tremble.  Water kept its invisible 

principles alive as much it did the physical bodies of the men 

who lived by them.

There was no question of an accident.  The huge basalt 

blocks that had formed the conduit, set in hydraulic mortar and 

molten lead, were still visible, scattered across the upper part 

of the ravine, where the water had only bubbled temporarily.  

Those lower down were long gone, washed away in the flood.  

The mountaineers had blasted a hole in the aqueduct and let 

the water do the rest of the work.  As the priests and soldiers 

looked on, another block on the edge of the conduit yielded to 

the pressure and was carried away in the torrent.

The chief priest ordered a camp set up and summoned 

the messenger who had brought news of the break in the first 

place.  He decided to seal the aqueduct with rubble for the 

moment while waiting for supplies to repair it completely.  

However, it would have to be fully repaired as soon as possible 

and then guarded.  A temporary seal would send the water 
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back to the fields again, but the Alexandrites would not be able 

to manage how that water was distributed very effectively.  

Final repairs would also require engineers to oversee the 

process.  In any event, he would have to keep his army where it 

was to prevent the mountaineers from attacking the aqueduct 

again, perhaps even send out patrols to protect as much of its 

course as possible.  No one in the House of Alexander had 

anticipated an attack on the underground rivers.  Those were 

immortal, legendary, semi-divine.  If they were vulnerable, it 

didn’t matter how many losses the House and its servants 

suffered.  They had to protect the canal system.  If that required 

them to sit down permanently on top of each and every canal, 

so be it.

The messenger sloshed off into the mud to demand 

reinforcements, leading his horse until he could find firmer 

ground.

* * * * *

Chariots paced sedately up and down the line of 

wagons.  The thin, embellished brass plates that made up much 

of their chassis shone through the red dust kicked up by the 

wheels.  The wagons looked dull and heavy by comparison 

with their two-wheeled counterparts, though they were really 

the important part of the convoy and the chariots merely 

secondary.  Shipments of opus juice were sometimes guarded 

in transit even under normal circumstances.  With the 

mountaineers having demonstrated a fondness for fast, 

destructive raids into the valley over the years, the Alexandrite 

commanders felt justified in assigning a strong escort to the 

caravan.  No cavalry or foot soldiers, just chariots, which were 

considered to have ample maneuverability to run down 

anyone attacking the slow-moving train.  Every driver, every 

groom, every handler in the party was armed.
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The Alexandrites’ precautions would have been much 

more effective if they had taken a route other than the most 

direct one between their factory and the camp, or if the opus 

fields had not run right up to the edge of their roads in most 

places, close enough for a traveler to reach out and touch the 

grass.

Irafon whistled.  His archers shot the chariot teams first, 

from as little as ten paces away.  At that short range, with the 

archers facing broadside on to the chariots, most of their 

arrows drove right through one horse and killed the other as 

well.  The whole convoy halted instantly, since the wagons did 

not have the speed or the room to shove the stalled chariots 

aside.  The half-dozen chariots that remained mobile after the 

first salvo from the mountaineers galloped up the line, trying 

to sweep the area of the fields nearest the road with their fire.  

They didn’t get very far.  The drivers who had not been hurled 

out of their cars when their horses abruptly died in the traces 

ran back to the wagons.

Of course the wagons were also immobilized.  Their 

teams had gone immediately after the chariots had been dealt 

with.  Horses lay dead all around and not a single one of the 

Alexandrite soldiers was scratched yet.  They congratulated 

each other on the fact.

Ordinarily the mountaineers would have been content 

to kill the horses and chase the soldiers away.  But on this 

occasion, the soldiers seemed very happy to rally around the 

wagons and keep shooting at random into the tall grass.  Irafon 

shrugged and picked off the man whose bullet had just missed 

him by a wide margin.  By mutual consent, the mountaineers 

focused their fire on the soldiers.  When the last one dropped, 

all of the porters and drivers bolted back the way they had 

come, except for one or two who were either particularly 

stubborn or particularly vengeful.

The mountaineers hauled the bodies off the road and 

pushed them into the opus grass.  They saw no reason to 
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advertise their presence.  Then they went to work methodically 

breaking up the chariots and wagons.  Those pieces would be 

hidden, too.  The at least temporary disappearance of an entire 

convoy after its decimation was certain to have a profound 

effect on the superstitious, reactive Alexandrite leaders, to say 

nothing of their soldiers.

The little kegs on the wagons, full of processed juice, 

were carried aside and dumped.  Usually the Alexandrites 

would have shipped the juice in massive barrels the size of the 

wagon itself, but for transport in the mountains, they had to 

find a more portable solution.  There were other kegs and 

crates on the wagons as well, none of which bore the stamp of 

the Alexandrite main factory.  Irafon pried them open.  

Ammunition for the soldiers’ rifles.

One of the mountaineers suggested a bonfire, with a 

gleeful smile on his face.  Irafon pointed out that, enjoyable as 

a fire might be, it would leave traces, which was what they 

were trying to avoid.  He took a handful of the paper cartridges 

and plunged them in an open keg of juice.  The powder soaked 

through almost immediately.  A few boxes of metal cartridges, 

intended for the more complex rifles of the priests and nobles, 

had to be opened individually and poured out one by one.  The 

use of cartridges in rifles struck the mountaineers as 

particularly foolish.  Their own weapons they could recharge 

with a pump from the air that surrounded them.  Transporting 

something to do the job of something else that was already 

available made no sense.  If the Alexandrites had not invented 

opus juice and cartridges, and based their whole system of life 

and warfare on those, they would have never had to send out 

a convoy in the first place, and their soldiers would still be 

alive.

But that gives us an advantage, Irafon remembered.  

Every foible they have is a handicap we don’t suffer from.

* * * * *
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Water no longer poured out of the gap in the old 

aqueduct.  The Alexandrites had very successfully thrown a 

pile of stone and mortar and earth over it.  The repairs were 

ugly, only partly effective, and would create additional 

difficulties when they had to be torn out later, but for the 

moment they kept the Alexandrite fields and society alive.  

Banners fluttered triumphantly atop the pile, in a circle around 

the altar where the priest-commander of the army had 

celebrated his achievement.  His own tent was pitched nearby, 

astride the aqueduct itself.  Part of his army loitered on the 

slope of the mountain behind and above it.  The rest was 

scattered up and down the line of the tunnel, with small 

detachments posted at intervals in order to alert the main body 

of any attempt the mountaineers might make to sabotage the 

conduit again.

However much the priests might insist on remaining 

there to stand guard over the aqueduct, the truth was that they 

could not have evacuated the camp if they wanted to.  The 

mud had dried slowly but thoroughly.  Now it was harder than 

the sun-roasted soil of the valley, and except for a few branches 

or other objects poking through its surface here and there, 

offered a perfectly smooth route navigable by chariots all the 

way down to the end of the forest.  The chariots could have 

descended it easily enough, but their drivers could not.  

Wagons had sporadically fought their way up against the 

slopes and mud, bringing just enough in the way of building 

materials to allow the army to close the aqueduct.  None of 

them had carried more than a meager supply of the precious 

opus juice that the army needed to sustain itself rather than its 

projects.  No convoy loaded with juice as its primary cargo had 

ever gotten through.  Only vague stories about the speed and 

thoroughness of the mountaineers’ raids survived long enough 

to reach the mountains again.
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The army was weakening.  The soldiers went about 

their duties lethargically, sleepily.  They would have thrown 

their beliefs to the wind and gnawed at the vegetation if there 

had been any nearby.  As for the priests, they were not in much 

better condition.  Their private stores had dwindled 

alarmingly, and not so much as a sparrow had showed itself in 

the trees for days past.  One or two tentative hunting parties 

had produced nothing.  They cursed and denounced the 

barrenness of the land.

The land was only barren, though, because Thalasan 

had suggested to his mountaineers that it should be barren.  

That was easy enough for them to accomplish.  They spread 

out in a broad arc around the the Alexandrite army and either 

chased off or shot anything that came that way.  It didn’t take 

long for the residents of the forest to get the message.  Birds 

and deer deserted the area entirely, and the priests went 

hungry for the first time in their lives.

Erin grabbed the quinquillus bird just as it took a 

tentative step in the direction of freedom and placed it back in 

its enclosure.  It gazed up at him with a large, inquiring black 

eye surrounded by a narrow band of white.  The rest of its 

plumage was entirely purple.  Rich, deep purple, so vivid it 

made the observer want to experience it by touch as well as 

sight.  The only other markings it bore were the two outward-

curving gold lines atop its flat tail and the ridges of bead-like 

gold feathers over its eyes.  Erin shooed it away.  It turned and 

rejoined the rest of its fellows in the pen, hundreds of them, all 

hooting more or less quizzically.

“How many do we have?” he asked Jacintha.

“Over five thousand, I think.  And other parties are 

coming up from the south with more for the outposts.”

“But will it be enough?”

“Hopefully.  There are more birds than men by now, 

and the birds won’t be able to run that fast.”  She glanced 

down at the skein of fine black thread Erin was holding.
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Down in the Alexandrite camp, the trumpets blew, 

calling the men to assembly for their midday opus juice.  The 

ration was a small one.  Much smaller than the one they had 

been given the previous day.  The soldiers murmured and the 

sub-officers ran among them, shouting and striking, well aware 

that if their authority was successfully defied, they would 

become the first targets for the soldiers’ anger.  That quieted 

the grumbling somewhat, since the soldiers lacked the energy 

for a vigorous protest, but not completely.

Then the priest in charge of the rationing detail began 

roaring over their heads.  He demanded silence and obedient 

submission.  He ordered them to prostrate themselves and 

humble themselves before the gods, who would choose 

whether they lived or died as their own divinity pleased.  He 

pointed out that the juice was what the gods had made for man 

to live on, and that if they chose to withhold it, it was their 

prerogative.  They went down before him in orderly rows, 

officers and men alike, before the power of their own 

convictions.

And while they lay there on the damp ground, being 

told that submission was ordained and being grateful in their 

weakness for the brief rest, a quinquillus bird strode out from 

behind a chariot and peered at them.  He was obviously 

disturbed.  He looked around, decided that going back was not 

a good idea, and ran on into the packed rows of men with 

quick, jerky steps.  Several thousand of his relatives followed 

him.  They scattered among the soldiers and tents until the 

Alexandrite camp looked as though a giant had thrown the 

dregs of his wine into it.

Ordinarily the birds might have gone unharmed.  The 

soldiers would have chased them off, with perhaps a few being 

shot or strangled for the tables of the priests.  But now they 

were starving.  None of them had ever consumed anything 

other than opus juice, yet they knew on some level that it was 

possible for humans to eat birds and live.  For a sickening 
179



moment, nothing happened.  The birds trumpeted loudly in 

their concern.  The priest, demonstrating his versatility as a 

speaker, embarked on an exposition of how the presence of 

such birds, even if there was no juice, was still a sign that 

divine favor had not entirely deserted them, and how there 

would no doubt have been juice if the soldiers themselves had 

been less guilty before the gods.  Theologically, it was perfectly 

sound.  As advice to starving men, it was imprudent.

The soldiers went mad.  They leapt up and began 

grabbing the birds.  Every quinquillus within reach was 

strangled, shot, clubbed or trampled to death.  Many of the 

birds turned back and fled into the woods in an attempt to get 

away.  Few of them succeeded.  The invisible threads Erin and 

the other mountaineers had fastened to their legs slowed them 

down.  Their neatly trimmed wings kept them from taking to 

the air.  It was a massacre.  The soldiers returned to camp 

loaded down with birds.

Awkwardly, they pulled the sensuous purple feathers 

from the dead fowls and tossed them away on the wind, to 

blow off into the dirt.  Some were more ignorant or impatient 

than their fellows and bit into the raw, still-warm flesh.  They 

either spit it out or vomited it up almost immediately.  Soon 

fires burned all around the camp, and the soldiers were 

experimenting with roasting, baking, and stewing without 

knowing the names for any of those processes.  Cooking, so far 

as they understood it, was something that happened inside the 

massive factory to transform opus juice into a consumable 

form.  Cooking meat was outside their experience.  But some 

had seen how the priests and nobles dealt with the birds, and 

they imitated their masters.  The masters were absent.  They 

had retreated to their tents when they saw the mutiny could 

not be controlled for the moment.  Given their self-

righteousness, and their superior anatomical knowledge, they 

knew that they would be regaining the upper hand shortly.
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They did.  When the soldiers began to swallow their 

roughly-cooked meal, they realized they could eat very little of 

it.  There was no room in their bellies; the meat lay inside them 

like handfuls of shot.  Their energy and enthusiasm died away.  

Lethargy and hunger returned, coupled with a hard, twisting 

pain in their bowels as their juice-dependent bodies failed to 

digest roast quinquillus.

With physical pain came guilt.  The soldiers sprawled 

on the earth again and reminded themselves that they had 

sinned against the gods.  Twice, in fact.  Once in attempting to 

defy man’s dependence upon the opus juice, and once in 

choosing an object for their defiance--the quinquillus bird--

specifically reserved to only the most sacred and powerful of 

the priests.  It was an overwhelming burden for their minds, 

and a dangerous one, too.  Each of them sought an outlet for 

his fears and more or less always found it in hatred for the 

priests.  Not so much for anything the priests had done, but 

merely because they could consume the quinquillus bird and 

live, while the ordinary soldiers would die in the attempt to eat 

solid food.  They trembled in terror, anticipating the 

punishment of the gods, and they shook in anger at their 

subjection to those the gods had privileged.  Some may have 

gone so far as to connect the two ideas and begin hating the 

gods themselves.

Seeing their troops properly subdued again, the priests 

emerged sleekly from their tents.  One or two were still busily 

wiping their mouths with napkins to remove the gravy from 

the birds they had eaten.  Comfortable and well-fed, with their 

disobedient subordinates obviously in the throes of 

punishment for their unpardonable transgressions, they felt 

truly part of the divine as they surveyed the scene.

The commander’s voice rose in a distinctly gloating 

lament.  A tall sub-officer rose with it, his face grey with sweat.  

He lifted up the priest’s chin, exposing his throat above the 

silver gorget, and slashed it cleanly through.
181



* * * * *

“They are no longer an army,” Thalasan said, looking 

down on the encampment from a tree perched high up the 

slope.  “They knew nothing but obedience to those few robed 

fools, and now that those have deserted them, they are nothing 

at all.”

“Nothing but men.”

“Archemund will keep alive those of them that he can.”

“This was never what I expected in war when I learned 

about it on their terms, either,” Erin said.  “Always retreating, 

never fighting except when unavoidable, making your enemies 

march back and forth instead of destroying them, giving them 

tedious tasks to occupy their time, feeding them forbidden 

foods.  Battle in the ordinary sense doesn’t come into it.”

“It was all that we needed to do.  Their largest army 

was never able to injure us, and now it never can.  We led the 

Alexandrites on and they exhausted themselves.”

“Yes, but is that war?”

“What is war?”

And Erin answered him:

“War is any act that forces my enemy to do my will.”
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III

The lesser half of the enemy refused to be forced into 

doing anything.  Those elements of the Alexandrite army that 

had not gone chasing up into the hills after fleeing robbers and 

sacred water remained firmly planted at the edge of the forest, 

repositioning themselves each time their scouts brought in 

information suggesting that the mountaineers were advancing.  

They were wrong about the advance somewhat more than half 

the time, but such moves kept the army occupied.

“They are annoying,” Thalasan said from his usual 

perch in the branches of a  tree with excellent views of the 

Alexandrite camp.  “Attacking them directly, and fighting 

them on their terms, either in a staged battle or in an assault on 

their camp, would be foolish.  Can we simply go around them?  

Of course.  Is that any wiser?  Not in this particular case.  They 

would break camp and come chasing after us, which would 

hinder our movements in the valley and leave them free to 

support either of the other armies that the House of Alexander 

is raising.  Can we spread out so far as to make their pursuit 

pointless?  Easily enough, but they will still exist to cause 

trouble for us in the future.”

“More birds!” someone shouted.  The cry was taken up 

in a gale of laughter.  A couple of the remaining quinquillus 

birds were tossed into the air to show support for the idea.  

Their flight feathers had not grown back yet and they landed 

awkwardly before streaking off into the forest in extreme 
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indignation.  Thalasan smiled appreciatively, sharing in the 

general merriment.

“Unfortunately not,” he said when the cheering died 

down.  “This part of the Alexandrite army is well supplied.  

Almost ridiculously well supplied, seeing that it received and 

held all the shipments destined for the men in the hills, which 

the commander here never forwarded, being wary of our 

attacks.  They have twice what they need and more.  Our raids 

have stopped the convoys effectively by now; that will not 

affect this army.”

“Night attack,” another voice called out.

“Risky.  They have no fewer than four rings of sentries 

posted at night.  Any attack by us would accomplish nothing.  

We would simply find ourselves fighting a pitched battle 

under conditions somewhat more difficult for our enemies.”

“Fire their baggage!”

“Take away all their ammunition and artillery, and they 

still have thousands of swords left.  And, I remind you again, 

the soldiers would be very much alive and willing to fight, 

today or tomorrow, now or later.  We must destroy either them 

or their initiative.”

“Your suggestions?” one of Thalasan’s fellow primi 

asked.

Thalasan looked around at the faces of his men.  “I 

suggest we let Archemund try one of his schemes.”

* * * * *

“Do you see that priest there?” Archemund said to Erin.

“Which one?”  Erin found himself squinting trying to 

keep up with the older man.  “The one seated on the wagon?”

“No, no.  The one standing several paces away, talking 

to the soldier.”

“Oh, him.  Yes, I see him now.  Speaking to a soldier on 

equal terms seems unusual for a priest.”
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“But he is a very unusual priest.  Highly born, 

eminently qualified, a career soldier himself.  Never given a 

command, though, and despised by some of his colleagues.  

Although their hands are tied.  He is one of the elect and 

cannot be seen to be punished or degraded in the sight of the 

common people.”

“I assume his fault is kindness.  I’ve seen priests who 

suffered from that once or twice.”

Archemund nodded.  “Completely misplaced emotion 

that leads him into empathizing with the rank and file.  It does 

not alter his principles or the tenets of his superstition in the 

slightest, of course.  He is just as convinced as the other priests 

that he is naturally superior to the ordinary workers and 

soldiers, that he has been divinely picked out for favor in a 

world of punishment, and that the sacred books which 

constitute the law of the House are infallible.  Where he differs 

from his counterparts is in believing that showing compassion 

to his underlings is an additional virtue.  He knows quite well 

that it will not alter their situation in the slightest, but he 

believes that it is somehow worthwhile anyway.”

“That nearly makes him more repulsive than the 

others.”

“And yet the soldiers love him for it.  He gives them 

hope that perhaps the gods are not so severe as everyone 

knows them to be.”

“They like him?”

“He is a rallying point for the army.  The rest of the 

priests, whose interests lie mostly elsewhere, begrudge him 

that popularity, but at the same time do not interfere with it, 

because it is useful to them.  However, if it were to fade, or if 

an opportunity were to offer for it to fade...”

“What did you have in mind?”

* * * * *
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Four lines of sentries, but few watchfires.  Approaching 

the forest to gather wood involved risking the casually lethal 

marksmanship of the mountaineers, so the Alexandrites 

conserved what fuel they had.  The moon was bright and the 

landscape pale.  Each man could see those nearest him in his 

own line, as well as the lines ahead of and behind his own.

Three sharp cracks echoed through the night from 

somewhere to the north.  Every sentry heard the first and 

turned to look for the source of the sound.  They saw an 

incandescent cloud, floating faintly near the horizon, then 

watched as a sharp flame stabbed upwards into the heart of the 

cloud twice more.  Each time, the noise of the explosion 

reached them with its pitch undiminished by the distance.

The soldiers in the camp heard it, too.  An officer on a 

horse rode out to make inquiries.  He found there was no more 

to learn and rode back again.  The sentries marched on, 

considering what they had seen.  The camp slept.  And if a 

robed man paced up and down the rows of tents in the semi-

darkness, the glint of silver at his neck, that was his privilege.  

That he should enter one of the tents was also his privilege and 

quite understandable.

* * * * *

Archemund came back to the forest on an Alexandrite 

horse, which he rode badly, much to the mutual disgust of 

himself and the horse.  The gunners in the camp fired at him, 

once for range.  The ball went wide and the horse went faster.  

Eventually he managed to haul it to a stop not more than a 

dozen paces from the forest.  He turned it loose and dove 

eagerly back into the trees.

“How much practice do you have at walking in and out 

of Alexandrite camps, anyway?” Erin asked, giving the 

chirurgeon a hand into his tree.
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“It’s a hobby of mine,” Archemund said.  He looked 

quite pleased with himself.

“And how did you get out of this one?”

“Easily enough.  You’ve noticed that they’ve been 

sending out parties to cut dried grass as fuel, instead of coming 

here to the forest?  I went out in one of those wagons, then had 

Irafon distract them while I got away.”

“With one of the horses.”

“It was a very substantial distraction.  What are our 

neighborhood clerics doing this morning?”

“Behaving strangely, even for them.”

“Exactly what they were supposed to do.”

“I see.  The abnormal is now normal.”

“There is no such thing as normality,” Archemund 

reproved him.  “There are only individual standards and 

deviations from those standards, both of which are equally 

meaningless.”  He turned his attention back to the camp.

The priests did appear to have something on their 

collective mind.  Most of them were standing in clusters 

around a single tent, talking eagerly.  A few stood alone and 

chanted loudly with arms spread wide.  Acolytes lay prostrate 

like a fan of giant feathers around half the perimeter of the tent, 

so that those coming and going had to pick their way around 

and over those who were busy at their devotions.  Oddly 

enough, while every priest in the camp seemed to have 

converged on the spot, there were hardly any soldiers in sight.  

Sentries stood on guard about the perimeter as usual, and 

mounted scouts frolicked on the turf outside.  But the crowds 

of soldiers who would have been expected to gravitate towards 

any unusual happening were completely absent.  Erin pointed 

this out.

“Yes, I saw it too,” Archemund nodded.  “Whatever is 

going on down there, it’s something they wish to keep from the 

soldiers, for the time being at any rate.  Excellent, excellent.”

“You know perfectly well what is going on.”
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“Only in general.  The details I have to guess at, but if 

we keep watching long enough, we’ll see a war break out 

within a war.”

They did not have to wait so very long after all.  One of 

the more exalted priests turned and shouted at the acolytes.  

Several of them leapt up and went running into the tents.  They 

emerged moments later with tripods and burners, already 

trailing plumes of spicy smoke.  The burners were distributed 

around the doorway to the tent as if to create a protective 

barrier.  Then, one of the priests glanced around at the others 

and slowly, hesitantly pulled back the flap.

The man inside the tent stepped awkwardly out into the 

light, blinking painfully.  His hesitation was unnatural.  Never 

before would he have hesitated to walk anywhere he pleased, 

but now he knew he had to ask permission, and his posture 

showed his realization of his altered position.  He shivered as 

the priests around him roared out an exorcism in unison.  Their 

version of a cry of disgust.

Erin shook his head in surprise.  “Is that the same priest 

we were watching yesterday?”

“That’s him.”

“How awful.”

The priest’s face and neck were covered with long, 

inflamed sores that shone and glistened in the morning sun.  

His hands, too.  And his joints appeared to be swollen.  When 

he raised one hand, absent-mindedly, those nearest him shrank 

away impulsively.  The fingers had swelled together into a 

mass that looked more like a single claw than a human hand.

“Watch this closely,” Archemund said under his breath.  

The priest who had opened the door of the tent came forward 

and stood generously close to the sick man.  He addressed the 

crowd with vigor and determination.  It was not so much a 

plea or defence, Erin judged.  It was more like--an exhibition?

“That’s right,” Archemund said, never taking his eyes 

off the scene.  “He’s holding up their poor abused brother here 
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as an example of the suffering that all men must endure to 

propitiate the gods.  It could be any of them.  Except that he 

was singled out to suffer because of his devotion and bravery, 

as a warning against pride.”

“I’ll bet he’s having second thoughts about his acts of 

compassion now, listening to that.”

“Probably.  But what he thinks doesn’t matter anymore.  

He is no longer important except as a symbol.  And what 

they’re going to bicker about now is precisely what value that 

symbol will have and why.”

The priest who was busy praising his friend gradually 

wound down and brought his address to an elegant finish.  A 

short, spare man of high rank, who stood in the front row of 

those outside the ring of burners, took a step forward and 

began to speak rapidly.  Whereas his predecessor’s voice had 

echoed, carrying almost to the forest, his own words were 

completely silent at such a distance.  Archemund didn’t seem 

to regard this as a handicap in interpreting the scene, though.

“He’ll be the opposing view.  Leader of the anti-victim 

party.  Victim deserved the curse of the gods for his treatment 

of the lesser orders, which was not only theologically unsound 

but which also placed the structure of Alexandrite society and 

the efficiency of the army at risk.  Lays particular stress on the 

risks of having an innovator in the ranks of an army sent out to 

deal with the worst innovations ever proposed and faced with 

them daily.  Also dwells upon victim’s history of trying to 

order changes in the army structure as evidence of his lack of 

fitness.”

“Your hearing must be much better than mine if you 

can get all that from this pantomime,” Erin said, with a 

sideways glance at the chirurgeon.

“One overhears a great deal when hiding in corners and 

under things,” Archemund replied blandly.

“So this episode is bringing their internal power 

struggle to an immediate climax?”
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“Exactly.  A dramatic disease appearing suddenly 

overnight is quite indisputably a sign from the gods.  The only 

question is how it will be interpreted.”

“Not very favorably for the victim, I should imagine.”

“Probably not.  That man on the periphery speaking 

now doesn’t really care about either side of the theological 

issue.  What bothers him is the feeling the soldiers have for the 

victim.  If this priest whom they admire is condemned as a 

criminal before the gods, then he fears a crisis of confidence.  

The men will probably obey, he says, but they will obey with 

doubts about their leaders and without enthusiasm, since they 

will see the removal of their favored priest as the outcome of a 

plot against him by his jealous colleagues.”

“Practical common sense.  How unusual.  He also 

appears to be mostly alone in his views.  Their reaction does 

not look favorable.”

“No, they’re quite angry at such a bold statement.  The 

tall, loud one is about to remind his brothers that the effects of 

their actions should never be taken into consideration.  They 

must decide and act on the basis of their standards, regardless 

of what the outcome might be.  To take effects into account 

would be compromise and cowardice and sully pure doctrine.”

“Is the victim himself ever going to get to speak?”

“I doubt it.”

“What did you give him, anyway?”

“A little plant juice mixed with rock dust.”

“Such a lot of fighting over a bit of dirty water.”

“It gets better.  Watch.”

The half-circle of waving, shouting priests had 

suddenly become still.  The clerics stood in place with their 

hands folded, silent.  The little man who had been the first to 

attack the victim raised an object of some kind in one hand and 

spoke briefly.

“He’s passing sentence,” Archemund whispered.  

“Now, will he obey?”
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The other priest stood unmoving for a few moments.  

Tears were running down his face uncontrollably from the 

effect of the sores, but otherwise he was perfectly composed.  

He stared back at his challenger.  And then he bowed his head 

and turned away.  The tent flap was raised again and he 

disappeared behind the falling canvas.

“Tradition and habit take precedence over self.  That 

was completely expected from him,” Archemund said.

“What will they do with him?”

“Send him back to the high priest, of course.  When his 

face clears up, and it becomes obvious that it was a passing 

illness and not an ongoing sign of divine wrath, the highest in 

the land should be able to spend many happy nights pondering 

the theological implications of the case.  But it doesn’t really 

matter for our purposes.  The damage has been done.”

“You mean the soldiers will be badly disposed towards 

their commanders now.”

“Of course.  Not letting them see the priest was a 

mistake.  They will doubt if he ever was really ill, and it will 

strengthen the rumors of a conspiracy to dispose of him.  And 

given that most of the higher officers in this army are of 

priestly rank, that means slower obedience and minor 

disobedience.  Plus it’s generally demoralizing.  The priests 

have to present a united, confident, assured front to their 

inferiors in order to maintain the illusion that they represent 

perfect divine authority.  If they are seen to squabble and err 

and contradict one another, that undermines the illusion as a 

whole.”

“You didn’t mention the fear.  The soldiers and priests 

will both be afraid as well.  They will ask themselves what 

happens if they do something to incur the wrath of the gods.  

They will be wondering about how that pain and rejection and 

guilt will feel.  And if they’re busy fearing for their own selves, 

that will get in the way of their fighting abilities.”
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“Yes, that too.  Emotions are very useful weapons for 

those who know how to exempt themselves from them.”

“Although it might have been simpler just to use that 

powder you designed for the diversion to blow up their entire 

camp.”

“I’m not trying to destroy them,” Archemund said.  

“I’m trying to destroy their inclination to fight us.  Take that 

away and it doesn’t matter whether they’re men, gods, or fruit 

trees, because they’ll be harmless anyway.”

* * * * *

The five priests came running out of the forest covered 

in filth and half strangled with terror.  Their fear of starvation 

or capture by the mountaineers had dulled eventually out of 

sheer ordinariness.  If one moment was equally as dangerous 

as another, it was hard to find something in particular to point 

to as a reasonable source of danger and thus an excuse for 

panic.  Now, of course, they had a very visible reason to fear 

again, which brought all their subdued fright out in the open.

Their retreat from the aqueduct had been neither easy 

nor short.  Confident in the nearness of their allies, they had 

assumed they could ride off and leave their commands behind 

without any trouble.  A day’s travel should have taken them 

back to the safety of the camp, where they could help plan the 

army’s next move and call down the vengeance of the gods on 

the mutineers.  The assumption was flawed.  The priests were 

barely out of sight of their decimated troops, it seemed, when 

a silent flight of arrows killed their horses under them.  They 

were forced to abandon their baggage and walk.

The mountaineers hounded and harassed them.  At first 

the priests wasted their ammunition in blazing away into the 

forest at every sound.  It went quickly.  When it was all gone, 

the mountaineers did not hesitate to talk and move quite 

openly.  They were only heard, never seen, but hearing was 
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quite enough.  Defenceless against any large party, the priests 

always turned away from any noises they heard among the 

trees.  And so by merely walking and talking, the mountaineers 

drove the priests in circles wherever they wanted them to go.  

The Alexandrites stumbled until their boots were scuffed away 

and their robes were adorned with bits of bracken.  They grew 

hungry, since game never crossed their path and they had to 

make do with unfamiliar and possibly illicit fruits.  They were 

tired, since the mountaineers outnumbered them and could 

keep them moving without allowing them much sleep.  Some 

of the priests fell behind or stumbled off into the forest and 

disappeared completely.

Then, without warning, the trees thinned and they 

found themselves on the edge of the mountains, gazing down 

across the plain at their own camp.  Their pursuers had pushed 

them particularly hard that day.  Suddenly they were afraid 

that they had survived only to die within reach of freedom.  

Goaded into a frenzy, they picked up their robes and ran 

frantically for the distant tents, spurred on by a shot or two 

from the trees.  The shots missed.  The priests reached the 

Alexandrite lines in safety.

From the greater safety of the forest canopy, 

Archemund smiled indulgently.

“Poisoners sent to poison their own,” he murmured to 

himself.

Someone dropped a spray of flowers on him.  “Did you 

give them some new disease while they weren’t looking?”  

Jacintha had managed to secrete herself among the higher, less 

supportive branches of the tree.

“I didn’t have to,” Archemund replied.  “They will 

create one themselves.”

“Morale again?”

“More like distrust.  Hatred.  Resentment.”

193



“Because they escaped and so many others didn’t?  You 

expect the soldiers to extend their personal dislike of the 

escapees to the priesthood in general?”

“Oh, no.  You underestimate the Alexandrite clergy.  

I’m relying on something else: the fact that those priests we let 

escape will be completely forthcoming about the fact that they 

deserted their commands.  They will announce that their men 

mutinied and committed crimes against the gods, the other 

priests will applaud their actions, and the soldiers will hear of 

it.  Always assuming they have to wait to hear the news.  The 

priests have such overwhelming self-confidence they may 

publicly proclaim it, intending it as a warning to the rank and 

file.  Such treatment of their fellows will add to the soldiers’ 

growing distrust of the priesthood.  And then they will begin to 

wonder if the same thing could happen to them.  If they are 

safe.  If their officers and commanders can be trusted to take 

care of them in a crisis.  That sort of imminent personal threat 

is better at creating doubt than nearly anything else.”

“But they’re soldiers.  They may recognize the military 

necessity, as they would call it, of sacrifice.”

“The Alexandrites have not fought a war within the 

memory of any living man.  Their army is a tool for bullying 

the unarmed and disorganized into obedience, not a fighting 

force.  Their soldiers are not accustomed to having their friends 

die.  They are even less accustomed to having their friends 

abandoned and dismissed as criminals by the commanders 

who are supposed to ensure their safety as part of a divine 

trust.  War is a frightening and terribly new thing for them.”

“And you aim to make it more frightening.”

“If a man sets so much store by his physical life that he 

is afraid of losing it, you can frighten him, then offer him an 

escape in the direction you want him to go, and he will take it.”

“When will you offer them the escape?”

“Soon.”

“Before they get here?  Or after?”
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“What?”  Archemund jerked his attention back to the 

camp.  His eyes had been wandering along with his mind.  A 

troop of cavalry was galloping for the forest, leaving a rising 

tower of dust behind it.  At its head rode a man who was not in 

black and who was obviously not a priest.

“What are they after now?” the chirurgeon asked 

himself, half aloud.

“Oh, they’ll probably beat the bushes for a while, trying 

to flush out whoever was chasing their beloved priests.  And 

they’ll find nothing and turn around and go back to talk of evil 

spirits and make empty promises to each other of the wonders 

they will perform next time.”  Jacintha was in a cynical mood.

Archemund considered this for a moment.  “But I want 

them to find something.  Thalasan!”  His shout was unexpected 

enough to nearly knock Thalasan’s daughter out of the tree.  

There was a series of creaking noises from below, as her father 

transferred arbors, and then his head poked up through the 

leaves.

“Take a few men and destroy those soldiers that are 

coming this way,” Archemund said hurriedly.  “Wait until just 

before they reach the edge of the forest.  Kill their horses first, 

all of them, except for that of the officer in charge.  Then cut 

them down, but keep him alive.”

“He’ll run away before we can do that.”

“Not this one.  He wants a fight.  Give him his fight, 

make sure he loses, and send him back to the Alexandrites 

defeated and humiliated.”

“Another example?” Jacintha asked.

“Hopefully.”  She turned over and dropped lightly out 

of the tree.

The cavalry neared the forest.  Their commander lifted 

his hand to slow them at the treeline.  At such short range, the 

arrows of the mountaineers did not have time to lose any of 

their impetus, and the steel blades passed in between the 

horses’ ribs and out again through their hindquarters without 
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check.  Every horse in the troop collapsed, pierced through at 

least twice.

The noble who had ridden in the front rank spun his 

mount around at the screams.  His men were almost all 

stunned or trapped by their falling horses, and yet already 

mountaineers were swarming out onto them from the trees, 

swords drawn.  Three troopers managed to get to their feet 

with rifles in their hands.  An arrow took each of them in the 

throat before any one could fire a shot.  He cursed the 

mountaineers by all five gods and charged them.  Unlike the 

ordinary soldiers, he had a pistol.  Two of the mountaineers 

did not get out of the way of its bullets in time.  A third one, 

too close, he missed.  The man grabbed his wrist and dragged 

him off his horse as he passed.  Someone else caught the horse.  

The noble Alexandrite lay on the ground and felt warm blood 

seeping into his robes.

“Quickly!” Archemund called down from above.  

“Before they can assemble a rescue party!”

Thalasan ran his hands across the noble’s body, 

relieving him of his weapons.  Then he tore the man’s robes to 

pieces.  The Alexandrite struggled, but the primus placed a 

hand around his throat and squeezed it just enough to leave 

him fighting for consciousness.  Thalasan let him go limp and 

dragged his body across the ground to where the horse stood, 

sweating nervously.  With help from a couple of the other 

mountaineers, he propped the dazed noble securely in the 

saddle.  Someone let the captured pistol off directly behind the 

horse.  It shrieked and bolted back towards the Alexandrite 

camp, giving the soldiers a full view of its defeated and dirty 

rider.

“The great victor,” Archemund said softly, watching 

from up high.  “Let them make an epic out of that.”

* * * * *

196



Mountaineers ran lightly through the Alexandrite camp 

at night, unhindered as they passed.

They moved too quickly.  The sentries could not see 

them in time to shoot them and could not hit them when they 

did manage to get a shot off.  They came unexpectedly, leaping 

over trenches and walls without hesitation before vanishing 

among the rows of tents.  In a little while they darted out again 

and sprang back into the darkness outside the light of the 

torches and watchfires.  And as they wove their way between 

the tents, they whispered.

The Alexandrite soldiers woke from sleep or started up 

from reflection to hear their voices.  The speakers went unseen.  

Only their voices mattered.  When, once or twice, a soldier did 

see a mountaineer and tried to capture him, the mountaineer 

slipped away with ease, laughing.  There would be more voices 

out of the darkness after that, chasing after the soldier, 

repeating words so simple and so disturbing.

On that night, the mountaineers told the soldiers that 

they too were men.  They spoke of how the House of 

Alexander had risen to power.  They spoke of how it had 

drawn water and food to itself across the valley using the labor 

of others.  They would reach out for an instant and brush the 

scar on a soldier’s belly with their fingertips, asking him where 

it came from.  They told the soldiers of the surgery, the cuts 

that were made into every ordinary person by the priests in 

order that their society might flourish.  They used simple 

words without style or embellishments.  Last of all, they 

offered the soldiers proof.  A demonstration, easily 

understandable, that would show the Alexandrite troops that 

they spoke truth.

The strange whispers out of the darkness died away, 

and the soldiers were left to whisper among themselves till 

morning.

Morning, and a column of men moved slowly out from 

the camp.  It was a small party.  Its members carried their rifles 
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slung, in token that they came in peace for the moment.  The 

sub-officer who marched at their head removed his helmet in a 

show of good faith.  Behind them, on the banks that 

surrounded the Alexandrite tents, the priests chanted loudly, 

sending up invocations to the gods and calling down curses on 

their disobedient underlings.  The commanders ordered the 

gunners to fire on the column.  The gunners ignored the order 

and stood staring grimly ahead.  The cavalry troopers did not 

mount on command.  A few nobles and priests who attempted 

to organize a mixed pursuit force of horses and chariots found 

their way quietly but firmly barred.  Even in their arrogance, 

they began to realize that they were about to be judged, and 

that they were powerless to stop the judgment.  Rumors 

reached the priests, rumors of what the soldiers had been 

murmuring about.  They withdrew hurriedly to consult on 

how they might meet the theological threat they faced.

In the distance, the mountaineers came out of the forest, 

Archemund in the lead, and Thalasan following behind him 

with a group of litter-bearers.  The bearers carried the corpses 

of those killed in the skirmish the previous day, the two 

mountaineers and a number of the Alexandrite soldiers.  They 

laid them down on the grass, and then retired.  Archemund 

and Thalasan stood alone to meet the column that was very 

near now.

The Alexandrites halted awkwardly before them.  

Archemund said a few quiet words to the officer at the head of 

the column, who turned and addressed the ranks.  They 

dissolved, and the soldiers came forward to view the bodies.  

One by one, each of the Alexandrite dead was pointed out and 

identified by men who had known him in life.  There was no 

question of dispute over that.

With the soldiers watching, Archemund knelt by the 

first body.  He laid its bowels open to the air with quick, 

unhesitating strokes.  Some of the soldiers choked at the sight, 

it was so cold-blooded, but they looked on anyway.  They had 
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come to see.  The chirurgeon carefully exposed the interior of 

the dead man’s anatomy to them, explaining as he went.  From 

the first body he moved rapidly to the second, and from the 

second, to each of the others in turn.  The details in every case 

were obvious and similar.  From simple repetition, the 

Alexandrites were learning what they should expect to find 

inside a human being.

Archemund came to the dead mountaineers last.  When 

he turned back the flaps of skin on the first of the two corpses, 

there was a faint gasp of shock from the soldiers.  This one did 

not resemble the others.  Very methodically, Archemund 

outlined the differences in anatomy between the Alexandrite 

soldiers, who had been operated on by the priests, and the 

mountaineers, who had not.  He elaborated on the role of the 

stomach and the greater length of the intestines in the human 

digestive process, which untampered with gave the 

mountaineers the ability to consume solid food.  The final body 

contained conclusive proof.  The man had been eating 

immediately before he had rushed out of the forest to fight.  

Archemund opened his stomach and revealed the still-intact 

seeds and fruit pulp that remained from his final meal.

The Alexandrite column reformed, its spacing no longer 

exact, and returned to the camp.

“Was it enough?” Thalasan asked quietly, almost as if 

he were afraid to speak loudly because it might break the truce.

“Yes,” Archemund said, holding his arms and hands up 

for the other man to pour a stream of water and wine over 

them from a jug.  “Vision is deceptive, and the evidence of the 

eyes is unreliable.  But they will believe now.”

“Do you expect them to turn on the priests?”

“No.  I only expect dissolution.”

In fulfillment of his prediction, a confused humming 

noise drifted in from the direction of the camp.  Not the silence 

of content or great rage, or the shouts of vengeance, only the 
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discussion and disorganization of a great number of men who 

no longer knew what to do.

* * * * *

One of the priest-nobles looked up from his papers in 

anger.  His personal servant was standing in front of his desk 

and staring directly at him.

“Out!” the priest snapped.  The soldier did not budge.  

The priest was astonished.  A moment later, he was even more 

astonished.  The man spoke to him.

“Is it true?”

The priest so far forgot himself in the novelty of the 

experience as to answer.  “Is what true?”

“That you cut our guts out when we are born so we 

have to depend on you and the factory to survive.  Is it true?”

“Of course.  Now leave me.”

“Of course?”  The soldier stepped closer.  “You admit it 

without shame?”

“You are presumptuous and your words are an offense 

against the high gods.  By their authority, we have the right to 

do as we have done.  We are ordained to serve them, and you 

are ordered to serve us that the will of the gods might be 

accomplished.  Your condition has been decreed by them.  

Such impious--”  He suddenly realized that he could not talk 

through a mouth filled with blood and the shattered fragments 

of his jaw, and that the ground was swaying wildly underneath 

him.  Nor did he realize how he had come to be lying on it, or 

why there was no longer anyone in the tent to hear or care 

what he had to say.

In his confusion he heard a shout from far away: “The 

mountaineers!  They advance!”

* * * * *
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The mountaineers were advancing.  It could hardly be 

called a charge, since some of them were practically stopping to 

pick flowers along the way, and not a single one of them had 

bothered to wave a sword or fire a shot.  But it was 

unquestionably an advance.  More mountaineers than anyone 

in the valley would have expected the little strip of forest to 

hold were walking quite openly and confidently towards the 

camp.

As for the Alexandrite soldiers, they were milling about 

the camp in various states of uncertainty.  Some were arguing.  

Some were crying.  Some were lying down out of the way 

staring up at the sky.  Others, bolder than their comrades, had 

already gone over the palisades and were heading back to the 

valley, deserting without hesitation.  “Very promising,” 

Archemund said as he saw them go.

The priests and nobles had made one final effort to 

defend the camp.  They had tried and failed to fire the great 

cannon commanding the approach.  Then they had rushed to 

the ramparts to try their luck with small arms--until they 

realized that by the time the mountaineers came within 

accurate reach of their weapons, they would also be only a few 

seconds’ dash away.  And hand-to-hand combat seemed very 

unappealing to them.  Now their chariots and horses were a 

mere smudge of dust out where the green fields met the blue 

sky.

The mountaineers sauntered across the plateau slowly, 

giving the soldiers time to get used to their presence, and time 

to realize they did not actually intend to attack.  More 

Alexandrites were hurrying away from the camp now.  While 

some had discarded their heavy armor, nearly all of them clung 

tightly to the precious rifles they would never be able to lay 

their hands on otherwise.  The mountaineers, already dispersed 

over a wide area, spread out on a larger front.  Those at the 

ends of the line advanced a little quicker than their companions 

in the center, curving it, but never so much as to fully encircle 
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the camp.  A few bolder spirits went ahead and entered the 

camp itself.  They ignored the last of the soldiers, but their 

presence made the Alexandrites uneasy.  They pulled 

themselves together and left.  The camp was deserted.

Archemund walked through the empty lines of canvas 

across to the opposite bank of defenses, where Erin was 

standing and staring down into the valley.

“There is nothing between us and the valley itself now,” 

the chirurgeon said.

“Except those soldiers who have just left, whom the 

House of Alexander will no doubt form into another army to 

oppose us.”

“They will not have the chance.  Those men are no 

longer our enemies.”

“How do you draw that conclusion?”

“Look around at them.  Can they fight us?  Can they 

oppose us in any way now that we have challenged and 

destroyed their whole understanding of life?”

“No.”

“And who is my enemy?”

“My enemy is he who opposes my will.”
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IV

The Alexandrite cavalrymen had left their horses 

behind when they ran away.  Some of the mountaineers took a 

few of those horses and rode down into the valley.  Behind 

them, the camp was being torn to pieces in the most methodical 

way.  Thalasan was carefully inspecting all documents 

abandoned by the priests in their hurry.  Others were striking 

the tents and bundling up the canvas for transport back to the 

forest.  The stores of opus juice were dumped into the ditches 

that surrounded the camp.  The great guns and ammunition 

were handed over to Pelen, who had at last been persuaded to 

come down from his mountain perch by the promise of new 

foreign weapons to study and experiment with.  He took the 

chests of Alexandrite coinage found in the commander’s tent, 

too.  No one else had any particular use for a mass of tiny 

ingots at the moment.  The bundles of paper notes found with 

the bullion were thrown away or burned, though Archemund 

did preserve a few as curiosities.

Erin rode at the head of the advance into the valley.  

The border between the two lands, between the valley and the 

periphery, was even more sharply defined than that between 

the outlands and the forest.  In an instant they crossed from a 

slope of ragged grass onto a road of hard-packed red earth.  

The opus grass rose up in narrow columns on either side of the 

road, responsive to some invisible and intangible line in the 

earth that the House of Alexander had said it should reach to 

but never cross.  The land no longer sloped predominantly 
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away from the riders.  Instead, it undulated gently beneath 

them.  Their horses recognized their inexperience and took 

advantage of the lax discipline to pick up the pace on the 

upward slopes, until the mountaineers discovered the trick.

They came up on another rise in the ground.  As they 

reached the top, Erin brought his horse to a halt and stood in 

the stirrups to look around.  The others followed his example.

The opus grass in the fields surrounding this particular 

spot was shorter than much of that growing elsewhere.  Either 

it had been cut back, or it had only recently been replanted.  In 

any case, its lack of height made it much easier for the 

mountaineers to observe the surrounding area--and to be 

observed as well.  The low bulk of an Alexandrite fortification 

lay not more than a few hundred paces to their right, tucked 

away in the middle of the fields and previously unnoticed.

“I thought you and Archemund said there were no 

more obstacles to our advance,” Jacintha said, tapping her 

fingers impatiently on her bow.

“There aren’t.  Those castles are not obstacles.”

“Castles?”  A shout from someone on the left of the 

party made everyone turn to look in his direction.  Much 

farther away, almost on the horizon and slightly behind them, 

there was another castle.  Equally plain, equally gray amidst 

the green, equally there.  And presumably equally armed with 

cannon and soldiers.

“Yes, castles.  There is a line of them along the entire 

side of the valley nearest the mountains.”  Erin nudged his 

horse into a gentle walk.

“And you don’t expect the Alexandrites to send out 

parties from them to halt our advance?”

“No.  For two reasons.”

“I’m sure we’d all be delighted if you’d share them with 

us,” Jacintha said ironically.

“The first reason is the simplest.  Any extra troops that 

the castles might have had were all drawn off and placed in the 
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army we just dispersed.  The castles don’t have the men to 

spare for sorties now, especially not against an enemy in force.  

And the second reason--well, that’s a bit more vague.  It 

involves how the Alexandrites think about war and defence.  

Those castles were built there because the land they rest on was 

deemed to have some sort of exceptional value in preventing 

an invasion.  Or at least it would if there were soldiers 

stationed there.  The Alexandrites expect us to agree with them, 

to see the overwhelming importance of those patches of land, 

and to concentrate our efforts on attacking the castles, which 

are designed to repel assaults with heavy casualties.”

“What don’t they expect us to do?”

“What we’re doing right now.  Riding or walking by 

and ignoring them.”

“You seem quite certain that ignoring them is safe.”

“They have no men to attack us, and they dare not 

evacuate their garrisons to strike at our rear.  They would be 

too afraid to do so, because they remain firmly, emotionally 

committed to the idea that the castles occupy critical positions, 

and were they to march out to attack us, the castles might be 

taken and held by any force coming to our relief.  Rather than 

risk losing the positions which they believe are so vital, they 

will let us march past them into the interior of their country.  

They are neither intellectually or physically capable of 

interfering with us.  Besides, they realize that if we leave the 

roads and disperse ourselves in the fields, they have no way of 

ever finding us or attacking us as a whole among the grass.”

“So they wait and hope to be attacked themselves.”

“Yes, and they never will be.  Once the House of 

Alexander is gone, the castles must also surrender.  Attacking 

them, when they cannot move or fight, is a waste.”

“How strange, to think that a place is more important 

than soldiers and skill.”

“Place, and control of places, is astonishingly important 

to the Alexandrite mind.”
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The Alexandrite mind chose to reveal itself just then in 

a series of dull roars.  The castle was firing on the 

mountaineers, and its fire was surprisingly accurate.  The 

gunners had probably calibrated their pieces to hit the road 

very precisely a long time ago.  Erin shrugged and kicked his 

mount sharply.  The whole troop of mountaineers took off in 

unison.  They were out of range by the time the castle’s guns 

had been reloaded.  And yet the gunners continued to fire 

uselessly, cutting apart their own fields in the process.

* * * * *

Opus juice flowed from the kegs into the cups of the 

workers.  They formed two lines in between the rows of 

barracks and other buildings of the labor camp.  They shuffled 

forward in the heat, their clothing soaked with sweat and their 

eyes fixed eagerly on the reviving liquid being given out a 

short distance away.  A foreman stood by each keg and sipped 

his own juice as the laborers filed past.  Outside their world, 

the local priest sauntered slowly along the lines, watching them 

closely, smug and complacent.  His thoughts were only 

partially directed towards the detection of unorthodoxy.  Most 

of his reflections involved a cold fowl carefully preserved in his 

icebox and awaiting his attention as soon as he had completed 

the midday rituals.

And then the usually tidy lines broke and scattered.  

The workers scampered for the buildings in panic.  The 

peaceful scene of industry and order dissolved into fragments 

of chaos surrounding the horseman who came cantering up the 

street and brought his mount to a graceful halt by the kegs.  He 

was not one of theirs.  Or more precisely, the horse was, but the 

rider was not.  Erin tossed the reins to the single foreman who 

remained at his post and slipped down.

The priest stared at Erin in astonishment.  Lean, 

authoritative, completely nude save for sandals and a twist of 
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silk around his waist, unarmed except for the short sword 

under his left arm, he was a rather surprising thing to appear 

suddenly in the middle of an Alexandrite village.  

Mountaineers were commonly killed on sight in the valley.  For 

one to casually ride into a town on a stolen horse, alone, in the 

middle of the first declared war between the Alexandrites and 

the mountaineers in untold years, was unprecedented.  Not 

that the priest did not expect strange and alarming behavior 

from a people who were said to be demons, or at least closely 

related to demons.  They ate the plants that grew out of the 

ground like animals, after all.  While the priest himself was 

quite aware that he too could eat solid foods, he had no 

difficulty believing that in the mountaineers, that same ability 

was a sign of the gravest perversions of the natural order.  

Confronted with such a monstrosity, he spluttered.  And then 

he ran.

He was in such a hurry he missed seeing Erin stroll 

across to the temple compound and pause outside it.  Several 

trees growing inside the compound had spread out to the point 

where their branches hung over the walls within easy reach of 

the ground outside.  Erin glanced up at the nearest.  In the sight 

of all the workers, he plucked a fruit from the branch and bit 

into it.  A simple action, but a subversive one.  Eating rather 

than drinking was associated with power by the people of the 

valley.  Erin’s casual snack was a direct challenge to the 

authority of the priest and the House of Alexander, and 

because it was outside the parameters by which his observers 

understood life, it was a more memorable and effective one 

than if he had run his sword along the priest’s throat.

As for the priest, he thanked the gods as he ran that the 

guardhouse was so near the temple and the main square.  Some 

of the soldiers would be out with the lord in the fields, no 

doubt, but there would surely be enough left to cut the 

audacious mountaineer to pieces.  Or subdue him and carry 

him back to the heads of the House.  They might find him 
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worth interrogating.  In which case he would no doubt stand to 

be commended for his promptness, perhaps even rewarded 

with a transfer to some more prestigious temple.  He might be 

a member of the House, but only a lesser one.  Now, provided 

that he could act before the lord, his distant relation, could 

interfere, he would reap all the benefits of the capture.  He had 

divine authority on his side if it came to that.  The soldiers 

should obey him without any trouble or unpleasant questions.  

He found it strange that there was not at least one of them 

posted outside the guardhouse, but that was a minor quibble.  

Getting all of them outside was more important right now.

A stirring challenge already forming itself on his lips, 

he burst into the guardroom.  And stopped dead.

The soldiers were there, yes.  But they were also tied 

very neatly to benches, beds, beams, and other available sturdy 

objects.  They were gagged, too, though not unconscious or 

incapacitated, since they were squirming madly and expressing 

themselves very eloquently through facial contractions.  Their 

weapons were nowhere in sight.

The priest looked around hopelessly.  He felt confused, 

threatened, without being quite certain as to why.  So he did 

the first and most obvious thing that occurred to him, and 

fumbled in his robes for a knife to cut the soldiers loose.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” someone said over 

his shoulder.

The priest spun around.  Another mountaineer was 

staring at him from the doorway.  This one, like the other, 

didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry, or to be very 

interested in the priest.  He moved past the Alexandrite into 

the room and bent over one of the soldiers, checking his bonds.  

The priest debated for an instant whether he should try to kill 

the man himself, decided it was a bad idea, and ran out of the 

guardhouse again in a flutter of dirty cloth.

He made for his own quarters in the temple cloister.  

Once there, he would either barricade himself inside and wait 
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for his noble relative to return with more troops, or send 

someone for a horse and ride out to give the alarm.  On the 

whole, hiding seemed the more appealing of the two ideas.  It 

also turned out to be impossible.  He came running into his 

study only to find Erin sitting behind his desk and making a 

meal of his own cold fowl.  The surprise was so great that he 

could only stand and wheeze for a few moments.  Erin 

studiously ignored him.

Gradually the priest recovered some of his breath and 

some of his dignity.  “May I ask what you are doing here?” he 

demanded.

“Throwing you out,” Erin said between bites.

“Of my room or my lunch?” the priest inquired 

sarcastically.

“Both.  Also out of your temple, your position in this 

village, and your power as a member of the House.”

“I had no idea that one man could do so much all by 

himself.”

“I’m not,” Erin replied.  “She’s helping me.”  He waved 

a hand in the direction of the other door.  Jacintha was just 

coming through it.  For some reason, the priest lost all control 

again.

“Blasphemous, disobedient traitors!” he shouted.  “I 

demand your surrender in the name of the gods!”

“No, you demand it in the name of your House and its 

imaginary civilization.  Although it doesn’t really matter 

whether you demand it in their name or in the name of that 

stunted plant over there.  You’re not getting it.”

“Our troops--”

“Are not likely to be interfering anytime soon.  Those in 

your guardhouse are, quite appropriately, under guard, and 

will remain so.  Those out in the fields with your lord are 

probably dead by now, or on their way here as our prisoners.”

“Murdered?”

“If you like.”
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“My people will treat you the same way you have 

treated their defenders!”

“Your people,” Erin said deliberately, “see no difference 

between me and you at the moment.  You and your House 

have trained them to think of you as a semi-divine being, 

mostly on the grounds that you can do things, or are allowed to 

do things, that the average man cannot.  The same applies to 

me.  Your workers cannot distinguish between the two of us.  

So they will not act at all until they know more.  And when 

they do act, I can assure you that they will do so in accordance 

with my wishes, not yours.  They have come to think of you 

and your soldiers as powerful, invincible, lasting, unable to be 

successfully defied.  When they see me and my friends defying 

and minimizing you, they will come to the logical conclusion 

that we must be more powerful than you.  Or more favored by 

the gods than you.  Or both.  In either case, your influence with 

them will be at an end.”

“They will not desert the gods they have known from 

childhood.  They know no others.  They cannot conceive of 

there being others.”

“By gods they have known, I presume you are referring 

to the House of Alexander primarily.  No, don’t bother to deny 

it,” Erin said, raising his hand to cut the priest off.  “The truest 

statements are generally the most blasphemous as well, so you 

needn’t repeat yourself.”

The priest simmered angrily at having his insults 

anticipated and even accepted.  “The laborers are faithful.  

When they see that you insult the gods and the representatives 

of the gods, they will destroy you before you have a chance to 

overawe them.”

“Not if they no longer need either of you.”

“That could never happen.”

Erin picked up a slender, elegant knife with a bronze 

hilt from the table.  “One of your workers died last night, 

didn’t he?”
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“How do you know--”

“Because you left the body lying around in accordance 

with your superstitions.  Really, you should exercise more care 

when you kill a man.  The evidence of violent death can be 

interpreted so emotionally sometimes.”

“I fail to see what his justified execution has to do with 

your unjustified usurpation of the power of the House.”

“It’s very simple.  Let us suppose I took you outside 

and cut you open with this knife.”

The priest sank down on the floor in a heap.  His robes 

billowed out from under him with the suddenness of his 

collapse.

“And then,” Erin continued, speaking more directly to 

a nearby pitcher of wine than he was to the priest, “suppose 

that I also laid the body of the dead worker next to you and cut 

him open.  And suppose the workers began to draw unpleasant 

conclusions about why you can eat solid food but they cannot.  

And suppose I was to offer them the formula for processing the 

opus juice to make it capable of sustaining life, the formula 

your family has guarded so carefully.  And suppose the 

workers were to realize that you had deliberately made them 

dependent upon you, and that the explanations of divine 

ordinances you gave were lies--”

“Enough!  Enough!” the priest screamed, practically 

spitting.  “Take them if you want!  You cannot keep them!”

“I have no intention of keeping them, only of giving 

them back the right to their own humanity.”

That remark was received with a snort by the priest.  

“Humanity?  They are not human.  They are by definition 

different.  They are inferior.”

“And isn’t it about that time of day that you are due to 

minister to their inferiority?”

“What?”  The priest glanced at the sundial in his 

garden.  “My holy cousins will forgive me if I neglect to do so 

on this occasion.”  He turned towards the door.
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“If you are thinking of going anywhere but the temple, 

you will not get far,” Erin called after him.

“You...wish me to continue with the usual rites and 

ceremonies?”

“Yes, of course.”

“But you do not respect the gods at all!”

“The gods aside, it suits me to break the illusion of your 

personal power in a particular way.  And to do so, I need you 

to continue with your normal routine.”

“I refuse!” the priest shouted.

“You refuse?”

“I will not be complicit in my own destruction!”

“You have three choices,” Erin said.  “You can die now, 

later, or possibly not at all.”

* * * * *

According to the form of the ritual, the priest should 

have kept his eyes closed during the chant.  He could not bear 

to, though, in spite of the fact that it was impossible for him to 

see anything but the worshipers in his present position.  They 

in turn stared back at him with expressions of horror that were 

in some cases slowly turning to wonder.  Behind his back, Erin 

and Jacintha paced slowly back and forth in the apse of the 

temple.  They ignored the statues of the gods and his 

somewhat weak exhortations.  Twice the priest had begun a 

denunciation of new ways and strange traditions.  Each time, 

he had felt Erin’s breath faintly on his neck, the mountaineer 

had suddenly stood so close to him, and he had abandoned the 

attempt.  The workers saw it happen.  They were both 

astonished and angry that anyone would--that anyone could--

defy or intimidate one of the priests of the House.  But they 

were curious, too.  As Erin had said, they thought the priests 

and nobles invincible as a whole.  How were they to 
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understand a person or a force stronger than that which was 

invincible?

The priest brought the monotonous chant to a close and 

drew a breath for his next recitation.  He never spoke it.  

Jacintha began to sing instead.  In place of his monochromatic 

platitudes, she gave them pure notes, music without any 

meaning or message save its own beauty.  In place of his bare 

simplicity, she offered depth and intricacy, staggering 

possibilities.

Hoofbeats from outside broke in on the pool of silence 

and audible color that she created.  They stopped, giving place 

to heavy footsteps.  Jacintha paused in her singing and the 

assembled laborers stirred as their lord came trotting through 

the door of the temple, hot and dirty and bloody.

“Ah, good,” Erin said crisply, advancing to meet him.  

“You’re still alive.”

The nobleman stopped, looking at him disdainfully.  

The Alexandrite nobles were prouder even than their near 

relations the priests, and because of the differences in their 

training, they were absolutely stubborn, channeling any fear 

they might feel into reaction rather than reflection.  From his 

expression, this one would have no objection to stamping Erin 

into the floor of the temple, regardless of any scruples he might 

have about the sanctity of the place.  And if he did have any 

such scruples, they were removed almost at once.

“Kill him!” the priest shouted.  “I absolve you!”

The noble slipped a pistol out of his belt with a 

practiced motion and shot Erin in the chest without hesitation.

Erin waved the drifting smoke away.  There was no 

mark on his bare skin.  “Hadn’t you better try again?” he asked 

pleasantly.

Behind him, the priest gave a shuddering gasp.  The 

noble lord merely blinked several times, rubbed one eye as if to 

imply that it was his vision that was at fault, and shot Erin 

twice more.
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“No good, I’m afraid,” Erin said regretfully.

Two more shots.  Still no result.  The priest moaned.  

The workers fidgeted uneasily.  The noble frowned and 

examined his pistol.  Missing every time with five shots at 

three paces seemed very unlikely.  He drew his sword instead.  

Erin didn’t move.  The nobleman read that response as 

permission to take a swipe at him, which he did.

And as he struck, Erin whipped out his own sword and 

held it up without breaking ground.  The Alexandrite’s blade 

impacted his, hung on it for a moment, then snapped on the 

sharper, tougher steel that the mountaineers had forged.  The 

blade proper clattered to the ground and the unbalanced 

nobleman was left holding a hilt with a jagged stump of metal 

attached to it.  Erin quietly resheathed his own weapon.

Then the lord of the village was on top of him, both 

hands gripping his exposed throat.  Erin stepped back under 

the sudden pressure, but instead of trying to break the hold, he 

seized the noble’s own neck in turn, with only one hand.  His 

fingers touched the man gently.  Almost immediately, he went 

limp.  His knees sagged and his arms dropped away from 

Erin’s throat.  Erin held him out at arm’s length for a moment, 

supporting his weight by strength and balance, letting 

everyone in the temple behold their temporal lord in total, 

entire, effortless defeat.  When he released his hold, the 

Alexandrite noble collapsed in a heap and did not move again.

Erin turned and beckoned to Jacintha.  She tapped the 

quivering priest on the shoulder and nudged him into motion.  

Unwillingly, very unwillingly, he crossed the temple floor with 

her trailing after him.  He came to where Erin stood and passed 

by him.  Erin fell in behind him next to Jacintha.  They 

shadowed him like ceremonial guards, following him in a 

position of submission and subordination, yet subverting the 

entire notion of submission by doing so--because they were 

clearly in control, and he, who should have been the focus of 
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power, was obeying them.  It was a demonstration.  The point 

was obvious.

The temple doorway was very near now.  Through the 

hole in the drab wall, the priest could see movement outside.  

He hoped it was the soldiers.  His eyes told him it was not 

them.  But it was a horse.  An Alexandrite horse, perhaps his 

noble relation’s, standing ready at no great distance from the 

door.  Beyond that, the path to the entrance of the temple 

compound was clear and the gates were open.  The priest 

swallowed his fear and nerved himself for a final effort.  As his 

escorts crossed into the bright sunlight from the dim interior of 

the temple, he suddenly burst into a run and went straight for 

the horse.

He did not look behind him.  If he had, he would have 

seen Erin and Jacintha following him slowly, unperturbed, 

which might have made him think and stop.  Instead, he kept 

his eyes fixed on his goal and ran, legs pounding, his spirits 

rising as he realized he was unopposed.  He was already 

stretching out a hand to grasp the saddle when another 

mountaineer leapt out of hiding to stand between him and the 

horse.  The priest tried to stop, skidded, and fell, sliding along 

the ground surrounded by flapping cloth and dust and gravel.  

It was quite frankly his own fault for having failed to maintain 

the compound in better condition.

The workers began filing out of the temple just in time 

to see their priest making another dash at a second horse 

tethered apart from the first one.  Again, he had nearly reached 

it before a mountaineer stepped out from behind the horse and 

blocked his way.  He turned and ran for the gate to the 

compound.  Three more mountaineers barred it the instant he 

approached the threshold.  He raced for the side gate.  A 

mountaineer slid out of the bushes planted along the wall next 

to it.  He tried to escape around the back of the temple.  

Jacintha bounded across the open ground and interposed 

herself between him and that route.  He fled back towards the 
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temple itself, his last hope.  Erin, who had remained standing 

before the doorway, placed his hand on the hilt of his sword as 

the priest approached.

Each new rush for freedom the priest made was shorter 

than the last.  The mountaineers did not move until he did, but 

as soon as he started running in any direction, one of them 

would appear in front of him.  They closed in on him 

gradually.  Soon he was doing no more than darting out half-

heartedly from the center of the circle they formed.  He panted 

and sweated and sobbed in the heat and hopelessness, 

staggering off on a new line only to see one of the 

mountaineers shift position slightly and block his way.  It was 

the most fearful thing he had ever known, more real and more 

terrifying than the afterlife had seemed to him as a child.  In 

due course both his legs and his sense of self gave way.  He 

sank down in a heap and cried in the dirt.

Erin nodded slightly.  The mountaineers slipped quietly 

out of the compound.  He and Jacintha led the two horses 

away, mounted them, and galloped off.

The priest wept on.  The sun burned into the back of his 

head until he was too dried out to display his humiliation in 

liquid form anymore.  Eventually, he raised his muddy face 

and looked up.

The mountaineers were gone.  But the workers still 

stood around the entrance to the temple and watched him in 

silence.

As a man, he was alive.  As an idea, he was dying or 

dead.
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V

Irafon’s horse came plunging along one of the twisted, 

kinked semi-paths the mountaineers had trampled through the 

opus grass.  It was a small but temperamental stallion in a very 

angry mood.  It splattered foam all over itself and tried to 

throw a tantrum every time it swerved and smacked its rump 

into a particularly sharp blade of grass.  Its only redeeming 

virtue was its speed and nimbleness.  And that was not nearly 

enough to induce anyone but Irafon to sit on its back.  He 

claimed to find its behavior educational.

At the moment he was too busy shouting to be learning 

much, however.  His voice traveled between the green blades 

farther than he or the horse could and reached the 

mountaineers who lay hidden among them, resting, eating, 

planning, coupling, sharpening their swords or cleaning their 

bows.  They heard him and went back to what they were 

doing.

The horse crabbed, screamed angrily, and bolted into a 

tiny clearing in the grass, where it nearly trampled Thalasan 

into the dirt.  He had to dive in among the opus stalks to get 

out of the way.  Erin and Jacintha almost followed him.  Irafon 

hauled back on the reins and the horse reared in protest.  When 

it came down again, Archemund threw a bag over its head and 

it stayed still, twitching nervily.

“Get that thing out of here!” the primus said, emerging 

from the foliage with bits of sap and green stuff clinging to 

him.
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“He’s useful,” Irafon shot back.  “Besides, I won’t be 

keeping him much longer.  The Alexandrites have finally 

formed another army to oppose us.”

“And where is this one?”

“Oh, just over there.”  Irafon waved a vague hand 

eastwards.  “Probably not much more than half an hour’s walk 

if these plants weren’t in the way.  They’ve taken a couple 

cleared fields to use as an encampment and they’re throwing 

up enough dirt to fill a small garden.  And one of our scouts 

slipped in among them last night, while they were still on the 

march.  According to him, the Alexandrites are also putting 

together a third army, composed of most of their nobles, their 

elite guard units, and even a few reliable laborers.  That one 

will defend the factory and the strongholds and palaces of the 

House on the other side of the valley.”

“So those two and the House itself are what we have 

left to deal with.”

“As far as I can tell, yes.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult.  We can disperse this 

one by the day after tomorrow, in all probability.  After that, I 

think it might be worthwhile to let the last army have the battle 

its leaders want and anticipate so very badly.  If we’re careful 

about it, it won’t handicap us, but it will work against them 

when they realize they can’t win a conventional combat 

either.”

* * * * *

The second army sat in the middle of its clearing and 

nerved itself for the plunge into the grass.

A few of the nobles had suggested setting fire to the 

surrounding fields, to flush the mountaineers out or at least 

give their own men more room to maneuver.  The priests had 

dismissed the idea as theologically and economically unsound.  

They could not control a fire of such size, they pointed out, and 
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if it spread, they might as well have been defeated by the 

mountaineers, because the basis for their society would be 

destroyed.  That left the army with no alternative but to hunt 

the mountaineers through the grass as they might hunt deer, 

with ambushes and beaters and cordons.  The cavalry and 

chariots would be useless in the thick foliage; they would form 

the reserve.  Most of the fighting would be left to the infantry.

Neither the infantry nor the nobles were particularly 

eager to embrace the role they were forced to play.  Not one 

soldier had been shot from the cover of the grass yet, but that 

didn’t prevent them from expecting it to happen at any time.  

Naturally, the thought made them jumpy.  They delayed a 

little, and then a little more.  They might have delayed all day if 

the mountaineers hadn’t gotten impatient and fired the grass 

themselves.

It was just a small fire at first, off to the south.  The 

flames were invisible.  The smoke was impossible to miss.  

Mature opus grass was dry and woody at its base, but moist 

and green farther up the stalk, where the tall, sharp leaves 

branched off slightly.  Those characteristics made it a fuel that 

ignited readily and burned at a moderate rate while producing 

an enormous quantity of smoke.  Initially the fire smoked 

white, sending out a wispy column of vapor.  As it continued 

to burn and grow, more ash and soot were carried aloft from 

the disintegrating plants.  The updraft sucked the finely 

powdered topsoil in which the grass grew into the mixture as 

well.  The column darkened and collapsed.  It spread out under 

the pressure of the wind until it stretched across the valley in 

the shape of an elongated anvil, asymmetrical and grey.  And 

out beyond the immediate reach of the smoke and its shadow, 

the smell of fire was carried on the midday breeze, mingled 

with the animal reek that burning opus grass alone gave off.

The Alexandrite lords had ordered the army into 

motion at the first sight of the smoke.  It gave them a clue as to 

the general area where they might find part of the mountaineer 
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force.  If nothing else, they could try to confine the fire before it 

spread, provided the underground canals ran close enough to 

the flames to supply water for a firefighting effort.  

Alternatively, they could stay in one place, let the fire spread, 

let the mountaineers get away, and possibly be roasted to death 

in their own camp if the mountaineers decided to touch off the 

grasses around its perimeter.

They expected to have to fight their way to the fire.  

They expected that the onset of the fighting would be delayed 

until they were well entangled in the grass.  They did not 

expect that the engagement would be completely harmless at 

first.

The mountaineers opened fire soon enough, but the 

Alexandrite soldiers remained unhurt.  Splinters flew off 

nearby stalks of grass as bullets silently embedded themselves 

in the fibrous shafts.  Arrows dropped out of the sky and stuck 

quivering in the ground ahead of the soldiers without actually 

striking them.  Occasionally an entire section of the opus grass 

would thrash and rattle from the sheer number of bullets 

passing through it at once--and none of those bullets would 

touch an Alexandrite soldier.

But the absence of injuries was not a fact noticed by the 

priests and nobles.  They heard bullets.  They saw arrows.  The 

only conclusion they came to was that they were being 

attacked, and that it would be necessary for them to 

counterattack by sending out scouts and flanking parties and 

filling the dense ranks of the opus grass with their own bullets.  

The orderly, closely packed columns of the advance spread out.  

The narrow front became a wide one.  Still the useless, wasteful 

firing of the mountaineers continued.  Sometimes one of the 

Alexandrite squads would catch a glimpse of a retreating 

figure among the stalks.  They would fire in its general 

direction and race after it.  The grass would close in around 

them, isolating them, and more likely than not, they would find 

no corpse, not so much as a drop of blood.
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That was when the Alexandrites began to die.  They 

were dispersed, scattered, pursuing everything they could see--

which was not much--and accomplishing nothing.  The army 

had not yet covered half of the distance between its 

encampment and the fire, and already it was spread out and 

baffled.  And now the mountaineers were beginning to thin its 

ranks.  Sometimes one of the bullets out of the grass did strike 

home, piercing a soldier’s helmet.  Sometimes an arrow would 

slice into an Alexandrite’s layered armour, instead of the stalk 

of grass next to him.  Sometimes a man would stray a few 

paces away from his comrades and a mountaineer would come 

leaping out of hiding, cutting him down with a thrust or slash 

from a short sword.  The soldiers exhausted their ammunition 

in replying to the constant threats, genuine and presumed.  The 

mountaineers, less restricted that way, made use of their 

advantage.  But more often than they would kill, they would 

simply rush the soldiers, knock them down, and then make off 

with their swords and rifles.  Slowly, an increasingly large 

portion of the Alexandrite army found itself wandering among 

the grasses unable to fight because it had no weapons.

All at once, the silent battle became noisier.  

Throughout the fields, soldiers were shouting, and their voices 

reached each other dimly through the grass.  Those who could 

not hear clearly looked around, alarmed, to see what the new 

threat was.  They spotted it easily enough.  Another fire had 

been started to the east, between the army and its heartland.  A 

second plume of smoke was ascending to join the first.  Even 

those soldiers most used to living near the factory were 

disturbed by the increasing odor of the searing, broiling leaves.

Their discipline broke down and they ran through the 

grass, trying to find their friends, trying to find their enemies.  

They found both now and then.  The unplanned attacks of the 

mountaineers left them confused, gave them nothing to 

oppose.  Their sub-officers were detached from the priests and 
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nobles and had no idea whether to order them forward, back, 

or to one side or the other.

As for the mountaineers, they were almost enjoying 

themselves.  Their losses were slight; the challenge they faced 

was agreeable without being too strenuous.  There was no 

question of command or leadership among them, because there 

was no need for either.  Each of the mountaineers knew how to 

attack the Alexandrite army, both as a matter of common sense 

and as something that had been agreed upon by all of them on 

Thalasan’s recommendations.  Each one knew he was perfectly 

capable of carrying out part of the attack on his own.  And each 

one knew the overall direction the war would take, its aims 

and objectives, making him able to adjust his own actions as 

needed to better accomplish those goals.  They scattered the 

Alexandrite army into large groups, then small ones, then 

individuals.  Then they fought those individuals as individuals 

themselves and won.

More fires away to the southwest.  Those rushed across 

the fields in a line, expanding too quickly to have been spread 

by the wind alone.  The mountaineers were building a wall in 

front of the Alexandrite army, barring it from moving in that 

direction.  The air grew thicker; the cloud of smoke loitering 

over the valley seemed darker.  The soldiers stopped 

advancing and waited.  When a chain of new fires broke out, 

much nearer and directly in front of them, they turned and 

scampered away from the flames as quickly as they could 

move through the grass.  They heard the trumpets of the 

priests crying out and made for the familiar sounds.  Slowly, 

invisibly, the army drew itself back together in its retreat, 

reversing the dispersal of its advance.  Small parties clumped 

together with large ones.  Ragged columns reformed, finding 

their way by the more heavily trampled paths through the 

grass.  They all converged on the trumpeters, who were 

floundering forward ahead of the panicked priests and nobles.  

Those officers had retained their horses in spite of the difficulty 
222



of riding them through the grass.  In retreat, they nearly rode 

down their own men.  Sometimes they did, as a matter of fact.  

They shouted, sent off messengers, gave orders, and did their 

best to control a situation that was entirely outside their 

control.  They might as well have ordered the fires to cease in 

the name of the gods.  Arrogant as they were, however, none of 

them were bold enough to try that.  The consequences of a 

failure would have been extremely demoralizing.

The mountaineers did not pursue them.  They hid 

themselves upwind of the fires and let the Alexandrites stagger 

back into their camp.  And once the soldiers lay gasping and 

sweating in the dust of the unplanted fields, the mountaineers 

struck more sparks into the dried brush underlying the stalks 

of opus grass.  They wrapped their faces in cloths soaked in 

pungent oils to keep out the sickening smell before fleeing from 

a fire that was actually fleeing from them.  The flames would 

envelop the camp, smothering it in ash and gases and heat.  

The mountaineers would be untouched.  The Alexandrites 

would be left frightened in the middle of a desert.

* * * * *

Archemund moved quickly through the glowing 

darkness.  The priest’s robes he wore nearly stifled him, and 

they carried with them a substantial risk of catching fire, but 

they were necessary.  His two assistants felt the same in their 

acolyte’s costumes.  Besides the handicap of the robes, all three 

of them carried heavy parcels as well.  That might have earned 

the chirurgeon a suspicious glance or two another time, since 

priests did not normally carry anything.  Tonight, it would go 

unnoticed.  The groaning men on the ground were hardly 

aware of his presence when he passed by them or stepped over 

them.  Those that could fit in the unfired tents were hiding 

there.  The priests and nobles were, of course, tucked away as 

securely as possible in their own quarters, with ample supplies 
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of water and food, and surrounded by layers of cloth to block 

out the stench.  Archemund himself had ventured upon a veil, 

confident that the circumstances would explain it away if 

anyone bothered to pay attention to him.  No one did.

* * * * *

The fires had burned out by morning.  Conveniently 

placed canals and the strenuous efforts of workers in nearby 

villages saw to that.  The Alexandrite army found itself 

encamped in the middle of a plain of ash.  It was depressing, no 

matter how much the priests might talk about the enrichment 

of the soil and the future crops that would flourish there.  

Everyone knew the destruction of so many fields likely meant 

famine in some parts of the valley.  More than that, the soldiers 

found it difficult to forget the terror of being helplessly trapped 

in the center of a noxious cloud of vapor.  They were as sullen 

as they dared be in the presence of the priest-nobles who found 

the situation so much more satisfactory than it had been the 

previous day.

Water and opus juice, served up in large quantities, 

improved their tempers.  The officers believed they could 

afford to be generous.  The canals were more easily reachable 

now, the factory was not far behind their lines, and there was 

sure to be a decisive battle within the next few days.  Priests 

and nobles alike were quite convinced that the mountaineers 

would have been decimated by the fires they set or forced to 

scatter to escape them.  In that case, any attack they made on 

the Alexandrite position would necessarily be with a 

substantially weakened force that would be defeated quickly 

by refreshed and rested troops.  So the priests declined to 

venture into the now-distant opus grass that day.  They 

dispatched well-provisioned scouting parties into the ash 

fields, with strict orders not to stray out of reach of the camp.  

The patrols were drawn from the infantry again, since foot 
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soldiers kicked up much less of the fine ash and dust than 

cavalry or chariots.

The men went out, returned, and went out again.  They 

rested and drank water and juice frequently.  Eventually they 

did not come back at all.

Instead, they sat in the fields and stared vaguely into 

the distance.  Some of them wandered off into the grass, 

against all orders.  Some danced or fought or carried on 

conversations, which would not have seemed especially 

strange if their interactions had been with other men.  But in 

most cases they appeared to be communing with the invisible 

or the intangible.  A few had fits of religious ardor and filled 

the air with the sound of chanting.  Convulsions in the dust 

were also popular.  Some of the soldiers even wandered back to 

the camp, completely abandoning their patrols.  The sentries 

would no doubt have found this sort of behavior peculiar, 

except that they also began exhibiting it themselves before they 

had time to report on it in their comrades.  The priests, 

cloistered as usual, were blithely unaware of the situation until 

one particularly ardent soldier walked into the tent of the chief 

priest and began reciting love poetry to his washbasin.

The chief priest threw him out in a fury.  That might 

have been a mistake, since it involved opening his tent flap and 

looking outside.  He was treated to the sight of an entire camp 

gone mad.  Soldiers had left their posts and were singing or 

praying or having violent hallucinations.  Some merely lay on 

the ground, waving their legs and arms in the air like 

overturned insects.  His bellows and incantations failed to 

rouse them.  In some cases, he was unable to make the soldiers 

aware that he actually existed.  They regarded him as 

imaginary or took no notice of him at all.

A lesser man would have suspected witchcraft or 

possession.  The chief priest shouted for his colleagues and 

their attendants, looked them over shrewdly, and checked the 

water supply.  He summoned the surgeon, who was a less 
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learned cleric than himself, but who was still sufficiently 

intelligent to discover that both the water and the juice had 

been tampered with.  “A blend of several plants from the 

mountains,” he pronounced.  “Consumption of their juices 

produces visions, lethargy, a belief in invisible creatures and 

other dimensions, intensified passions, and a disconnection 

from ordinary consciousness.”

The priests also found three sets of robes, slightly 

singed, and a number of bottles and wrappings stained with 

plant extracts hidden behind a stack of empty kegs in the 

supply tent.

All the common soldiers, who had drunk the juice and 

the water from the main stores, were incapacitated.  The priests 

and their attendants, all peripheral members of the House of 

Alexander, had dined on their own private stores and 

remained unaffected by the drugs.  They concluded that the 

mountaineers planned an attack in force for the time when the 

mass of the Alexandrite army would be unable to defend itself.  

The chief priest gave the order to immediately saddle as many 

horses as needed and fall back to the safety of the reserve army, 

which was already being consolidated near the factory.  The 

soldiers, he declared, could not be organized for the march and 

would have to find their own way back when they had 

recovered from the effects of the drugs.  His colleagues nodded 

solemnly.  Necessity, they agreed.

The priest gave this order at the same moment that a 

soldier wandering near the fringe of the opus grass glanced 

towards it and saw a woman emerging from between the 

charred stalks.  She cooed alluringly at him.

In Alexandrite theology, naked women were 

unquestionably demonic in origin, but the soldier was in a 

blissful enough state that he didn’t give the theological 

implications of her appearance much thought.  Nor did he stop 

to wonder why a naked woman of greater than average beauty 

was parading around in a half-burned field of grass.  It seemed 
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perfectly natural to him.  Accordingly, he smiled broadly and 

called out to her.  She returned the smile but turned away from 

him, her rump shifting subtly in the sunlight as she did so.  

With a wink, she slipped back into the grasses, and the soldier, 

miffed by the disappearance of his vision, took off after her.  

He was followed closely by two or three of his comrades, who 

had been near enough to also see the woman and overhear the 

exchange between them.  They all rushed eagerly into the tall 

grass, leaving no trace of their presence behind, apart from the 

brief noise of thrashing leaves as they plunged in among the 

stalks.  Then they were completely gone.

If one of them had been clear-headed enough to pause 

and look back, he would have seen the same thing happening 

all over the plain.  Nubile, attractive women were popping up 

in the most unlikely places and sauntering casually back into 

the shelter of the grass, pursued by whole crowds of soldiers.  

In their condition, the Alexandrites were highly susceptible.  So 

susceptible that some of them believed they had caught the 

women of their choice, when in fact they had not, and toppled 

to the ground making passionate love to the empty air.  Others 

fought violently over women who had long since disappeared 

or women who had never existed at all.  But for the most part, 

the ashy fields emptied of soldiers very quickly.  They were too 

busy darting through the grass, making grabs at the slim, soft, 

golden bodies they could never quite catch, to pay any 

attention to laziness or less exhausting fantasies.  Arms and 

armor glittered everywhere, half-buried in the fine powder, 

thrown away by the soldiers in their ardor.  The second 

Alexandrite army, already useless and incapable, ceased to 

exist at all in the brush.

* * * * *

The Alexandrite commanders spread out along a broad 

front as they retreated, so as to avoid choking one another with 
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the clouds of dust and ash they stirred up.  Their attendants 

were not so fortunate.  They rode or marched behind, 

sometimes completely obscured by the fluffy particles that 

hung forever in the air.  Their position was uncomfortable, but 

it would have been unthinkable for the priests and nobles to 

allow inferiors to occupy a position that would have suggested 

equality with them.  After all, they had gone to war to preserve 

the existing state of things in their society.  To abandon their 

practices and traditions, the very things they wanted to protect, 

would have counted as a defeat.  Continued existence as a goal 

was not something they ever considered.  It had to be a 

particular kind of existence, or otherwise it was not worth 

having at all.

Their party was nearing the end of the burned area.  It 

was utterly deserted apart from themselves.  In the distance, 

the priests had seen the soldiers following unclad women into 

the bushes, and had called down curses on the mountaineers 

for bewitching and seducing their men.  The nobles had 

wanted to go back and punish both the straying soldiers and 

the abandoned women, but the chief priest overruled them.  He 

had said tartly that in this case, the dishonor would not be 

wiped out by the deaths of a few gallants.  To drive the point 

home, he reminded them of the losses they had suffered the 

last time they had tried to fight their way into the opus grass.  

The nobility of the House grumbled.  They wanted blood in 

recompense for their discomfort and the undermining of their 

authority.  The priest smiled sarcastically and remarked that 

they were likely to have to watch out for their own blood once 

they reached the road leading away from the burned area.  An 

ambush was almost guaranteed.  That cheered the nobles up 

considerably for some reason.

They were thirty paces away from the spot where the 

road reemerged from the ash and stretched away between 

undamaged fields when a line of mountaineers equally as wide 

as their own stepped abruptly from the grass.  The 
228



mountaineers stood there in the open, clear targets.  They gave 

no warning.  They did not take cover, because they did not 

need it.  Before the chief priest could give an order, or the 

impetuous nobles make up their minds to charge, the 

mountaineers shot the horses from under all of them.  The 

Alexandrites went down screaming and a second volley of 

arrows felled the horses of those attendants and subordinates 

in the rank behind them.

The chief priest was the first to rise from the dirt and 

the first to collapse back into it with a shaft sticking out of his 

body.  The nobles followed suit.  Most of the priests did not 

and either lay still or wriggled madly along the ground in an 

attempt to get to some kind of cover and then run for their 

lives.  On the whole, they were unsuccessful, since the 

mountaineers spotted every movement and ensured that each 

corpse had multiple arrows protruding from it before leaving it 

alone.  None of the priests had a chance.  The most that could 

be said for them was that they stayed alive a few moments 

longer than the nobles did.

Ironically, the first to fall among them was also the last 

to die.  The chief priest struggled defiantly to his knees, alone 

among his contemporaries, with three arrows in him.  He 

glared at the mountaineers and felt in his robes for a pistol.  

Irafon stepped out of the mountaineers’ line and walked slowly 

towards him.  The priest could not find his gun.  Panting for 

breath, he dragged himself over to the next body and pulled 

one out of its belt just in time for Irafon to reach down and 

pluck it from his hand.

The mountaineer and the Alexandrite stared at each 

other briefly.  The priest spat.  His saliva trickled down Irafon’s 

leg.  Irafon shrugged and turned to go back to his own line.  

Then, as he moved away from the priest, his arm lashed out 

and his sword sliced the man’s head from his body with a 

single backhand stroke, flinging it aside.  He did not look back.  

He rejoined the rest of the mountaineers and they went away 
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into the grass again.  The attendants and servants, horseless, 

were left to watch over the corpses of their former masters and 

marvel at their own survival.

* * * * *

“They killed all the priests and nobles but left the 

servants alive,” Erin reported from his precarious perch atop 

one of the larger tents in the Alexandrite camp.

“And now the servants know that their priests are 

powerless and their nobles are poor fighters and worse 

strategists.”  Thalasan poured himself some of the wine from 

the chief priest’s private stores.

“And they will talk about it and become our allies.”

“Of course.  Soldiers for us, like us.”

“Are we soldiers?”

“If soldiers are to be defined as men who march in line 

with armor and blunt weapons to kill other soldiers, who obey 

and act in unison in accordance with commands, then perhaps 

we are not.  But is that the definition?  Consider it otherwise.”

“How?”

“What is war?”

“War is any act that forces my enemy to do my will.”

“And who is your enemy?”

“My enemy is he who opposes my will.”

“Then who are you?”

“I am a soldier, for I compel my enemy to do my will.”

230



VI

There were partridges running in and out among the 

stalks of grass.  Little dun-colored birds that blended in with 

the dried leaves of the undergrowth.  The mountaineers ran 

happily after them.  They were quite delicious when caught 

and slowly roasted.  If they could be caught.  The partridges 

were faster, more maneuverable, and much smaller targets 

than Alexandrite soldiers.  Those were almost too easy to catch.  

But there were none of them left.  They had all gradually come 

to their senses, panicked, ran back to the camp, found it in the 

possession of the mountaineers, and ran off again to hide or 

seek nourishment in nearby villages.  Besides, the Alexandrites 

were not exactly edible.  Partridges were considerably more 

useful.  So the mountaineers chased them instead.

Those who were not engaged in hunting the exquisite 

little birds were busy shredding the Alexandrite camp into 

small pieces.  All the useless items, like tents, shovels, carts, 

and so on, were handed over to the returning hunters for 

building fires.  There was no point in carting wood back to the 

mountains.  The mountaineers had more wood than the 

Alexandrites could ever hope to lay eyes on.  The barrels and 

crates went too, after the ammunition had been duly soaked in 

the opus juice and the loathsome mixture dumped out to 

mingle with the ash.  As for the weapons and armor, including 

the few light artillery pieces the Alexandrites had dragged 

along, they were smashed into reasonably sized chunks and 

cached.  Most of the metal had come from the mountains in the 
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first place and the mountaineers had gone to great trouble to 

refine it before trading it to the Alexandrites at an exorbitant 

rate of exchange.  They planned to take it back with them in 

due course.  It would save trouble later.

The priests had destroyed their papers and maps before 

fleeing, so Thalasan had little to do.  He sat and watched 

Archemund measuring out the caches.  It was remarkable how 

quickly the neat, tidy camp had disappeared.  Apart from the 

trenches, the shallower layer of ash and dust, and a few poles 

not yet torn down, the site looked much like the rest of the 

barren fields.  Thalasan fingered a small pouch that hung at his 

waist.  He wondered if it would be a waste of time to plant a 

few seeds.  Probably, he decided.  The valley was naturally dry 

and the canals could not be relied on.  Reforestation of the 

plains now given over to opus grass would have to wait.

His thoughts on the symbolic nature of the gesture were 

interrupted by half a dozen voices all saying the same thing 

simultaneously.  Thalasan turned and looked up.  Over to the 

east, where the mountaineers were pointing, a flaming arrow 

was falling from the sky.  It flickered, smoked and went out 

before dropping down somewhere off in the distance.  Only 

one arrow.

“We’ll have company, then,” Erin said.

“Odd.  Why should the Alexandrites send us a 

messenger?”

“Perhaps they want the bodies of their priests back.”

“They can’t have them.”  The corpses had been dragged 

away from the grass and torched before they had even 

stiffened.  The mountaineers had no intention of giving the 

Alexandrites any more excuse to erect memorials to the dead 

than they already had.  Besides, it was cleaner that way.  And it 

would annoy the House terribly if they found out about it.

Someone pointed.  A rider had just crossed the line that 

divided the grass from the ash fields.  He was coming up 

quickly, his horse scattering dust until it looked as if the 
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ground were in motion and breaking over the pair of them the 

way a wave in a swift stream breaks on a rock.  Instead of 

pausing outside the encampment, he leaped the ditch and rode 

right into the middle of the site.  He dismounted and threw the 

reins to one of the nearby mountaineers with an air that said 

more clearly than words that he expected obedience.  Then he 

removed his helmet.  It was Korus.

Korus, in Alexandrite garb and armor, and personally 

scarred to the extent of a fresh wound that had opened his face 

from temple to jaw.  Korus, dusty and hot, but practically 

trembling with vibrant energy, half-smiling through the 

bloodstains, genuinely cheerful.  He seemed to expect a 

friendly welcome, or if he didn’t get one, to insist on it as no 

less than his due.

The first words out of his mouth were less than 

insistent, however.  “Do you have anything to drink around 

here?” he asked.  “It’s a long ride from the factory.”  He looked 

around.  There was a water barrel standing nearby with a 

dipper floating in it.  “Ah, excellent,” he said.  He walked over 

to the barrel and took a long drink, grimacing from the pain of 

his wound as he did so.  The mountaineers watched him in 

noncommittal silence.

Having finished his drink, and oblivious to the stares of 

everyone around him, Korus turned back to Thalasan.  “You’ve 

done a very thorough job here.  Good work!”

“At the moment I’m more interested in why you came 

here to tell me that,” Thalasan said expressionlessly.

“Oh, I didn’t,” Korus laughed.  “I’m running away.  The 

House of Alexander wants me dead and forgotten now, too.  

That’s where I got this.”  He indicated his wound.

“So you think that gives us something in common?”

“We’ve always had something in common!  Our 

opposition to Alexandrite power and dominance.  I’ve been 

trying to cause a power struggle among their nobility for 

months.  I nearly succeeded, too.  That would have thrown 
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their entire credibility as divinely inspired leaders into 

question.  Then stepping in and replacing them would have 

been simple enough.  No messy wars, no tremendous 

upheavals, no chaos.  Clean and orderly.”

“But you failed.”

“Yes, I did.”  He chuckled slightly.  “It’s really rather 

funny.  I had them all at each other’s throats--and then I 

slipped up on a point of theology and my credibility 

disappeared.  Which invalidated all of my actions and my 

statements and suddenly all the nobles and priests who had 

been suspecting one another because of me were best friends 

again.  So then I got desperate and tried to frame their army 

commander for the murder of the high priest.  The trouble was, 

when I went to actually kill him, he wasn’t in the room--and his 

wife was.  I ended up nearly on top of her in my hurry and she 

thought I had come with designs on her.  She screamed her 

lungs out, the guards came running, and I had to grab a horse 

and get as far away as possible.  They chased me for a while, 

but when they saw I was heading in this direction, they 

assumed the army would deal with me and dropped back.”

There was a pause that grew a little uncomfortable as it 

lengthened.

“And here I am,” Korus said.

“You didn’t accomplish much.”

“I did the best I could alone and without my former 

status to bargain with,” Korus retorted, frowning briefly.  “If 

that meant manipulating the Alexandrite leaders, so be it.”

“Manipulating their leaders?  It seems more like they 

have manipulated you.”

“You think I’m a spy?  Or a ruse?”

“Why are you wearing Alexandrite clothes and armor?”

“I lived among them.  I had to become part of their 

civilization, to become accepted.”

“And you adopted their religion too?”

“They would not have let me stay if I had not.”
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“Very pragmatic.  So you gave up your own habits and 

individuality to become one of them, for the purpose of 

fighting them.  And you failed.  Now what?  Did you expect to 

win?  How many adherents among the members of the House 

can you claim?  They have ordered you to obey, and you have 

obeyed, but you have not been able to bring them to obey you.  

That makes you the conquered party, merely by having 

acceded to their wishes in the first place.”

“I can still win!  You can, too.”

“We intend to.”

“You intend to destroy the House and set these 

thousands upon thousands of people they rule at each other’s 

throats?  That’s no victory, either.  In victory, the victor 

determines the fate of the loser.  In what you propose, there is 

no victory, only confusion in which you would be lost and 

have no greater influence than any other roving band.  No 

control.  You can take the control, and the means to accomplish 

your goals, so easily if you wish it!”

“And that is why you are here?  To ask us to do this, to 

offer us control?”

“Yes!”

“The Alexandrites have made you into a missionary, 

too,” Thalasan said.  The mountaineers chortled.  Korus 

jumped up angrily from the crate he was sitting on.

“I am not a missionary!” he shouted.  “I carry no 

message from them.  The House would be in pursuit of me 

now if its members weren’t confident that I were dead.  They 

certainly would never have sent the message I came to bring to 

you!”

“Your own message, it seems then.  What is it?”

Korus looked around him boldly.  “I want you to form 

an alliance with the House of Alexander so you will not have to 

destroy it.  Take over part of their role in maintaining a stable 

society.  Suppress their abuses.  Minimize their religion until it 

is only a set of disjointed superstitions held by a few of the old.  
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Gradually replace their leaders with your own candidates until 

you have supplanted them altogether.  Demand a partnership 

in which you will be the dominant partner, but only to a slight 

degree at first.  Give them an escape so that the worthwhile 

things they have achieved, order and design and centralization, 

will be preserved.”

“And how are we to arrive at such an arrangement with 

them?  You yourself said that they would never have consented 

to such a proposal.”

“You can impose it.  You can force them to accept it.  

You have already destroyed two of their armies.  Flirt with 

their third and final force.  Hold it in play, demonstrate that 

you can remove it and the House and the priesthood at will.  

Give them time to realize the situation.  Then, offer them the 

alternative.”

“If we can destroy their armies and hierarchy whenever 

we please, there is little reason for us to give up that power 

voluntarily, and to settle for less than what we came to get.”

“There is a reason.  The reason that it will be more to 

your advantage.”

“To our advantage?”

“Yes!  Consider the possibilities!  Instead of a valley 

filled with angry, conflicted, resentful people, deprived of the 

structure to which they have always been accustomed, you 

would have that entire workforce at your disposal to pursue 

shipbuilding and exploration.  Instead of experimenting and 

guessing, the House could open its archives to you, and with 

your combined knowledge, you would build finer ships more 

quickly and know better where to send them.  You would bring 

the people of the valley greater freedoms, and in gratitude, 

they would support your expeditions with fervor.”

“A grand vision.  How does bringing the people of the 

valley greater freedoms involve maintaining their dependency 

on the Alexandrite factory and the opus grass?  Because the 
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House cannot and will not give that up.  If nothing else, it 

places their entire theology in jeopardy.”

“It would only be temporary.  The practice of operating 

on children would cease at once and the priests would 

proclaim that a new generation of elect had arisen, by the grace 

of the gods.  Eventually there would be no need for the factory 

or the opus grass.”

“And in the meantime, with the vast majority of the 

population still forced to beg the House for the ability to exist?”

“There would be compensations.”

“What can compensate adequately for a continued 

feeling of inhumanity?  However much you reduce the 

influence of the priests and the House, the structure of beliefs 

and habits they created will still loom in the background, 

threatening the people of the valley by its presence.”

“We can’t get rid of the entire structure.  In fact, it’s the 

structure we should appropriate and put to use!  Make it less 

onerous and abusive, of course.  But we should by all means 

retain the Alexandrite great council.  The priests will no longer 

administer its orders, but the council itself will go on.  If 

anything, that will help us make the transition.  The people will 

see the continuity and it will add confidence to their hope.  We 

will take over the council, relegate the priests and nobles to a 

minority, and give orders not in the name of the gods but in the 

spirit of a set of worthy ideals.”

“There is nothing original or useful in the suggestion 

that we should simply rule in the place of the House.”

“But you wouldn’t be rulers!  You wouldn’t even be 

ruling!  The ideals would rule, and they would be permanent, 

outlasting all of you!”

“Again you argue for system,” Thalasan said.

“System can accomplish things beyond the power of 

individuals.  I have seen it work.”

“Only at the expense of individuals, who matter more.”
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“The system protects the individuals and empowers 

them.”

“Not all of them.”

“To protect some is better than to protect none.”

“Each individual can protect himself, and he can do it 

better than anyone else can.  If each man protects himself, then 

everyone is protected, rather than just some.”

“Perhaps.  But that is only protection.  By themselves 

they do not have the power that they do collectively, working 

towards one goal under a single set of directions.”

“Power?  You mean a mere mass of physical force, not 

the ability to impose one’s will on one’s surroundings.”

“The directors of that force are the ones who can 

impose their will, and the will of the whole population in 

addition to their own.”

“And in this particular case, you intend to become one 

of the directors and reserve a senior position for yourself 

within the new system.  A very senior position.”

“That would be only just.  The alliance is my idea, after 

all.  And you can’t deny that I am the best suited among you 

for negotiating and interacting with the Alexandrites.  I 

understand their way of thinking.  I concur with it in more 

ways than you do while also recognizing the injustices inherent 

in their system.  I am the most likely to be able to forge a 

compromise when difficulties arise.  So yes, honestly, I do 

expect to play a major role in the formation of the new society.”

“And that is why we have no use for you, or the 

alliance you propose.”

“Because I want something out of it for myself?”

“Because of the last word you used.  Society.  You are 

strange, Korus.  You have never understood those around you.  

Perhaps it was from paying too much attention to them rather 

than yourself.  Had you paid attention to yourself, you would 

have understood their actions because you would have thought 

and felt and experienced the same things that they did.  
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Instead, you thought of yourself primarily in relation to others.  

The concept of society is something that you have lived with 

and accepted your entire life, to the point where it seems an 

automatic need, an automatic good to you.  We have never 

known that, and so the idea of imposing a society on ourselves 

seems outrageous and illogical.  We will not limit ourselves, 

and we will not force others to limit themselves if they do not 

choose to, or even if they do choose to.  They are human.  They 

have the right to decide.  All authority is an evil thing, because 

it is dehumanizing, but that authority which claims it is more 

than merely human is not only repulsive, it is absurd and 

unbelievable.  You would like us to set up such an authority.  

We refuse.”

“You refuse?”

“Your hearing seems to be working well.  Yes.”

“And that is the voice of all of you?”

“Can you doubt it?”

Korus stared wildly at the somber faces surrounding 

him, his head whipping back and forth as his eyes searched 

them for an expression of support or sympathy.  He found 

none.  “You will never reach the sea you so desire if you 

destroy the Alexandrites.  The valley will destroy you in its 

turn.  It will still block you and thwart you.”

“At the very least, if we destroy the Alexandrites and 

their system, with both its intellectual and physical aspects, the 

rivers will flow down from our mountains to the sea again, and 

we will reach the sea on them without need of the valley.”

“You fools!” Korus screamed.  He was angry now, 

passionately, terrifyingly angry.  “The power of the 

Alexandrites is yours to take!  Take it!  Take it!  It is something 

greater than you can ever hope to achieve!”

“Nothing is greater or more marvelous than a single 

man.”
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“The deeds of men are!  Build on what already exists, 

improve it!  Don’t discard it simply because you want 

something different, something of your own!”

“That is our choice to make, whether we wish to 

continue with the past or depart from it.”

“You will destroy just because you can?  Because you 

hate?”

“No, because it is an exercise of will, the supreme will 

of every man.  Each man here has considered his actions, or he 

would not be here now.  Each man here has also decided that 

this particular action is necessary or pleasing or otherwise 

desirable to him, and acted upon his decision.  Hatred is 

irrelevant.  We are simply carrying out our decisions.”

“And the preservation of your will is more important 

than the preservation of a society with such potential for 

human progress?”

“It is.”

Korus’s face was empty and gray.  Empty except for a 

trace of disbelief, which lingered for a moment or two, then 

faded.  Not one of the mountaineers had stirred in response to 

his vision.  The abstraction, his beautiful abstraction, was 

unwanted.  They had no desire for it.  They stared at him 

silently, perhaps wondering how one of their own could have 

given himself so entirely to such a strange idea, something 

outside everything that they knew as either reasonable or 

desirable.

He slowly drew the short sword that he carried.  It was 

inferior to the weapons that surrounded him on every side, but 

it would be sufficient.  The mountaineers did not move.

He raised it in his left hand.  Then he turned the point 

inwards and thrust it into his body through the arm opening of 

his cuirass.

The mountaineers turned away and went about their 

business.
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* * * * *

“What Thalasan said was true, you know,” Archemund 

remarked as he knelt by the side of the corpse.

“About the evil of authority?”

“About Korus and his mind.  He always did see himself 

in relation to others.”

“Is that wrong?”

“Careful.  Value judgments.  But on an individual level, 

it is not detrimental to a person.  In a certain way, it can be the 

mark of a very great and honorable man.  Someone who sees 

his own needs as less important than those of others, or others 

as being more worthy of attention and help than himself, will 

always be worthy of praise for his compassion.  Not because of 

any merit inherent in the act of self-sacrifice, as the Alexandrite 

priests claim, but because he is strong enough and has a great 

enough will to choose the more difficult of the options open to 

him.  In that exercise of will, he shows his humanity more 

clearly and brilliantly than his fellows do.”

“Korus was not like that, though.”

“Korus was the opposite.  Instead of strength of will, he 

showed weakness of will.  And of individuality.  He could not 

find certainty regarding his equal humanity and his place in 

the world within himself, so he looked outside of himself.  He 

looked at others and what they thought.  He came to depend 

on them.  He spent his entire life trying to align himself with a 

group, an external identity of some kind.  Eventually, when he 

failed to find one that met his expectations, he created his own 

in the form of that abstract social agreement he was so fond of 

describing.  That changed nothing.  He still lacked sufficient 

self-confidence and conviction to stand alone, as a man.  For a 

little while, he had his quasi-society and felt strong because of 

it.  Then we took it away from him.  In his panic, he ran to the 

Alexandrites, feeling sure he could secure a place in their 

hierarchy, which, no matter how offended he might be by 
241



certain parts of their culture, was at least theoretically and 

structurally what he sought.  He was successful--again 

temporarily.  He worked within their culture and thrived.  But 

when he was forced to flee from that one, he came back to us, 

hoping in his desperation to convince us of the importance of 

his ideas.  And when he failed, when there were no more 

externals left for him to rely upon, he did not have the courage 

to live as a human being and nothing more.”

“It does seem very weak of him.  But in general terms, 

is it a sign of weakness to need other human beings?”

“In general?”  Archemund considered this.  “No,” he 

said finally.  “The weakness does not lie in needing other 

human beings.  The weakness lies in choosing to measure 

yourself by them.  Each man is a permanent and distinct unit.  

We may choose to cooperate, but none of us ever ceases to be 

an individual because of that choice.”

Another mountaineer came up with a horse.  Korus’s 

body was slung across its back and carried off to be burned 

with the others.
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VII

Irafon hoisted himself up onto the shoulders of one of 

his brawnier mountaineers.  He grabbed a thick stalk of grass 

to steady himself and looked out across the shuddering, 

shivering green leaves.

In the faint light of the morning, he could make out 

plumes of smoke drifting with the wind in the distance.  Thick, 

heavy white plumes, with a hint of dirt around the edge of 

each curve and billow.  They were longer than they appeared, 

he knew.  The wind was blowing almost directly toward the 

mountaineers, foreshortening each trail of smoke and bringing 

the horrible stench that accompanied it right into their nostrils.  

And that made them quite angry.  As far as they were 

concerned, they might have been trekking through a desert 

where the ash and powdery russet soil could sustain only one 

kind of plant, monotonously repeated after every imaginary 

line and artificial border they crossed.  All to maintain the 

customs of the House of Alexander as they had been for a 

number of years almost beyond human memory.  Fields where 

there should have been trees, canals and trenches where there 

could have been rivers, forced laborers where there should 

have been hunters and small farmers.  Stasis in exchange for 

real life.  Poison in trade for possibility.

He jumped down again and sprinted off into the brush, 

weaving his way in and out of the clumps of grass.  Thalasan 

was somewhere to the left, as he recalled.  Or at least he had 

been last time.  As it turned out, he still was.
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“The factory’s in sight,” he called out as he spotted the 

primus.  Then he noticed that Jacintha was balancing on top of 

Erin and staring in its general direction.

“I don’t suppose you still have that nasty-tempered 

horse of yours?” Thalasan asked.

“No, but I’m sure I can find another.”

“As long as it’s a horse you can dispense with the 

temperamental part.  Find as many horses as you can, in fact.  

Enough to mount all the men you can easily lay your hands on.  

I thought you might form a small, impromptu cavalry force.  

The Alexandrites want their pitched battle.  We’ll give it to 

them--but we have to draw them out of their fortified positions 

first.  There is a stretch of freshly plowed, unplanted ground 

not too far ahead.  That will do nicely as a battlefield.  You will 

taunt them, engage them, draw some of them out of the camp, 

and make them chase you.  The rest of us will advance as if we 

were an army organized in the Alexandrite fashion and hold 

our ground.  You will then rejoin us.  When your pursuers see 

our dispositions, they will turn back and alert the main body of 

the army.  That should give them the motivation they need to 

attack.”

“Motivation?”

“The prospect of crushing us entirely in a single 

engagement.”

* * * * *

The mountaineers arranged themselves in lines and 

stood still.  They grumbled about it occasionally.  Standing out 

in the open struck them as being rather foolish.  They would 

have preferred to hide and whittle the Alexandrite army down 

little by little.  But, as Thalasan had said, it was unlikely to 

emerge from its defensive positions unless its commanders 

could be tempted by the possibility of a decisive battle.  That 

much everyone understood.  They also were keenly aware that 
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the Alexandrites were no longer confining their fortifications to 

esoterically-chosen but otherwise random locations.  Now the 

temples were armed and garrisoned, the residences of the 

nobles, the government buildings, the archives, even the 

factory itself.  It would be impossible for the mountaineers to 

ignore these as they had the lesser positions.  Instead, they 

would let the defeat of the main army overwhelm the last 

strongholds of the House.  The common soldiers, realizing they 

would not be molested--if they were not aware of the fact 

already--would desert.  The priests and nobles would either die 

fighting or run for the almost deserted, heavily wooded slopes 

that rose in the east, to what height no one knew.

Irafon’s troop of cavalry had returned and its riders and 

horses alike were sweating impatiently in the rear.  The 

mountaineers saw no point in giving the Alexandrites the 

impression that they were a stronger, more diverse force than 

they actually were.  The few Alexandrite horsemen who had 

showed themselves in pursuit had turned around and ridden 

back to their own lines almost immediately.  Off where the 

smoking pylons of the factory were visible against the sky, the 

air was filling with a faint brown haze.  The dried earth of the 

camps, pulverized and stirred up by an army on the move.

There was the glint of metal here and there among the 

grasses, and then one of the mountaineers blew a whistle, a 

high, carrying note.  Old roads and freshly cut paths began 

disgorging soldiers and horsemen and chariots.  The 

Alexandrite army poured out onto the plain, thousands of 

soldiers forming a broad front opposite the mountaineers.  

Only a small number of them were infantrymen.  Most of the 

Alexandrite infantry had been assigned to the two armies 

already destroyed by the mountaineers.  From the appearance 

of this third army’s ranks, nearly all of those had remained in 

hiding after their defeat.  Instead, the overwhelming majority 

of the force was chariots and cavalry, with many of the riders 

and drivers absolutely gorgeous in the splendor of their armor 
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and in the marks of rank and identity they bore.  There were 

more priests among them than any mountaineer had ever seen 

together in one place.  And those members of this army who 

were not noble or priestly volunteers were soldiers drawn from 

the elite units of the Alexandrite world.  They were among the 

very few outside the House who were ever spared the 

operation at birth, so that they might consider themselves set 

apart from the remainder of the common soldiers and workers, 

and thus be more ready to put down any rebellion, should such 

a thing arise.  The House was not only the subject of their well-

trained allegiance, it was their natural ally.  They were better 

trained than the ordinary soldiers, physically stronger, and 

clothed in the costly plate armor acquired at great expense 

from the mountaineers over long years of trading.

“They will be harder to kill,” Erin said to Jacintha in a 

low tone.

As if in response to his thought, Thalasan passed his 

last instructions down the lines of waiting men.  “Move 

forward when I move.  Let them surround us.  Then break.  As 

usual they depend on the horses.  Kill those and they cannot 

move.  Take the priests and the nobles for your first targets, 

then their elite soldiers.  Ignore the support infantry moving up 

behind their front ranks.  They are few and will not be able to 

join the battle in time to have an effect on it, and we must 

preserve them to run at the end.”  In whispers the 

mountaineers repeated his words until all had heard them and 

the murmuring died away.

The Alexandrite army was in full advance now.  It came 

on slowly and majestically, confident in its bulk.  No artillery, 

Erin noticed.  They must have allotted all their available pieces 

to the defence of the factory and temples.

“Forward,” Thalasan said in a quite ordinary tone, and 

suited the action to the word.  He stepped out.  The 

mountaineers followed him.  Their lines were much shorter 

and more ragged than those of the Alexandrites, but they 
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moved much faster.  And they were heading for the 

Alexandrite center, for the banners of command and the heavy 

chariots, which could ride them down through sheer weight 

alone.

“Arrows,” Thalasan said.  The archers were in the rear 

of the mountaineer force.  They drew and loosed.  Their arrows 

went high, soaring over the main body of the Alexandrite army 

only to plunge into the ground behind it with a spectacular and 

somewhat unnerving rattle.  A second discharge followed the 

first.  It was a reminder to the Alexandrites that they were well 

within accurate range of the mountaineers’ marksmen, and that 

the mountain archers could fire faster and with greater 

accuracy than their rifle-armed soldiers.  It was practically an 

invitation to a close quarters fight, in fact.

Unarmored men on fast horses blossomed out petal-like 

from the Alexandrite center and raced down the lines.  

Dispatch riders, relaying orders from the high noble who sat 

invisible behind lines of charioteers and attempted to direct the 

actions of an army on the basis of his knowledge and skill 

alone.  The riders reached the ends of the army and vanished 

around them.  For a moment it lumbered on its way as before.  

Then the center began to slow perceptibly, almost to a halt.  

The ranks nearest it also slowed, but by a lesser amount.  And 

far off on either side, the wings of the army, which stretched far 

past the small extent of the mountaineers’ front, suddenly put 

on a burst of speed.  The chariots at the farthest end of each 

wing went so far as to break into a gallop.

“They’re doing it,” Erin hissed under his breath.

“Why are they doing it, again?” Jacintha asked.

“Because they think this maneuver is beloved by the 

gods.  Executing it successfully assures victory--and the lasting 

fame of the general who accomplishes it.”

By common consent the mountaineers sped up their 

own advance a little.  Not marching, not trotting, but moving 

strongly and confidently towards the Alexandrite center.  It 
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faltered, almost seemed to hesitate, while on either side its 

wings stretched out to envelop the mountaineers like the horns 

of a crescent moon.  The Alexandrites had nearly formed a 

complete circle around them, yet at no point had the overall 

distance between the two forces narrowed by much.  They 

were still separated by a broad gap of dirt.  Both restraining 

themselves, both waiting.

Irafon’s whistle blew urgently in the rear.  “The chariots 

have met!” he shouted out over their heads.

At the same moment the Alexandrite trumpeters 

sounded their instruments in unison and the lethargic center of 

the army went into action.  Its chariots raced forward to meet 

the mountaineers.  The horsemen who had marched obliquely 

past the smaller force turned, spurred, and charged down upon 

it.  The gap closed.

“Break!” Thalasan cried.

His signal was unneeded.  The mountaineers could see 

the attack coming.  The instant the Alexandrites committed 

themselves to the charge, they broke ranks and charged in their 

turn.  As individuals, they sprang to meet the oncoming 

soldiers, transforming their packed square into a rapidly 

expanding ring.  They would not give the Alexandrites a target 

to ride down and crush by their unified mass.  Instead, they 

would disperse and let the charge expend its force on thin air.  

Then they would fight, once the numbers and mobility and 

organization of the Alexandrites counted for nothing.

Swords out, the mountaineers dodged the oncoming 

chariots.  They slipped in among them, forcing the drivers to 

swerve and brake in their attempts to gain a position from 

which they could strike down at the mountaineers.  Often the 

chariots and horses smacked into one another in the process.  

There were no dramatic crashes, as there had been on the 

plateau when the first of the Alexandrite armies had charged, 

since the speed of this coordinated assault was much slower.  

Still, when a circle contracts, every point on the outside of that 
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circle must necessarily be brought closer to every other point 

on it.  Which was exactly what happened when the Alexandrite 

army completed its encirclement and closed in.  The chariots 

became hemmed in by each other.  They could not turn or 

maneuver fast enough to catch an individual mountaineer.  The 

cavalry lost their height advantage as their horses were lamed 

and skewered and collapsed underneath them.  Deprived of its 

mobility, the armored force staggered to a halt.

The Alexandrites began reaching for their rifles.  But 

they faced another problem.  Most of the men on the battlefield 

were their own.  The mountaineers were few and difficult to 

track, constantly moving targets against a backdrop of 

stationary Alexandrites.  A missed shot would almost certainly 

kill one of their own soldiers.  The tremendous success of their 

envelopment had worked against them, packing them tightly 

together in a disorderly ring.  So they hesitated, lest they fire in 

error and diminish their own force.  And while they hesitated, 

they died to little or no purpose.  There was no defense against 

the rapidity of the attack they were facing.  A mountaineer 

would spring up onto the car of a chariot on one side and leap 

down from it on the other, striking off the head of the driver or 

marksman as he passed.  Before the survivor--if there was one--

could retaliate, he would have slipped behind another chariot 

or a fallen horse a few paces away.

It was not the sort of combat the Alexandrites were 

tactically prepared for.  They were now wary of the 

mountaineers’ usual methods, the rapid strike out of the forest 

or the bush followed by an equally swift retreat.  And they had 

been confident that as long as they did not succumb to the 

temptation to chase the mountaineers down, as long as they 

waited to attack until the mountaineers came out in the open, 

they would be able to crush them easily.  An entire army in 

motion would have to destroy a few scattered bands trying to 

fight as one.  It would have to, just as the Alexandrite society, 

with organization and order on its side, would have to destroy 
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the chaotic society of the mountaineers.  The Alexandrites 

could conceive of it no other way.  The coming battle was a 

duel between rival societies and their ideas, and the one that 

was stronger, better, favored by the gods--theirs, in other 

words--would be bound to triumph.

Instead, they found their army helpless in the face of 

individuals, and what was worse, ceasing to be an army at all.  

There had been no mighty collision between the warring forces, 

no maneuvers, no unified actions--nothing at all to suggest that 

it was two armies that had joined battle rather than thousands 

of men.  The tactics of the mountaineers had rendered the army 

as a single coordinated unit useless.  They had taken what was 

supposed to be one single fight and transformed it into a 

multitude of individual combats.  The priests saw this and 

screamed in disbelief, in anger, in total incomprehension.  They 

saw, but they could not understand.  A war was between 

concepts.  A battle was between armies.  This?  This was 

neither.  This was beyond classification.  When individuals 

attacked an army, what could it be called?  Rebellion?  

Blasphemy?  And yet that paradigm wouldn’t do, either, 

because it was not an army that was being attacked.  There was 

no army.  There were only men with swords and spears and 

guns trying to kill each other.  Armies and war had been one 

significant encapsulation of the priests’ ideals.  When they saw 

those things did not really exist as they expected them to exist, 

the new awareness of their ignorance terrified them, and they 

raged.  Some went so far as to express their anger in striking a 

blow or two for their cause.

The realization had less effect on the nobles, if it came 

to them at all.  They fought furiously, jumping down from their 

chariots and horses quite willingly as soon as they realized the 

battle had shifted from favoring mounted men to favoring foot 

soldiers.  They were strong, practiced, and numerous.  In places 

they succeeded in repelling the mountaineers for a while and 

even inflicting losses on them, but it was a temporary reversal 
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at best.  Their armor slowed them down and their weapons 

failed them.  The best swords the Alexandrites could forge 

were inferior to the average blades of the mountaineers.  

Eventually they were cut to pieces, or shot down from outside 

the reach of their own weapons.  Cartridges could get lost in 

the scuffle, but there was air all around them.

As for the elite troops, they also fought on, though 

ineffectively.  Their commanders were dead, and so could not 

order them into a unified movement that would have put their 

bulk and training in formation fighting to use.  They knew they 

were expected to kill mountaineers.  They did that as well as 

they could.  Unfortunately, that was not very well, since the 

only kind of fighting they were familiar with involved standing 

in a crowd and stabbing or shooting all together.  For the most 

part, the mountaineers ignored them, bypassing their huddled 

groups or calling on the archers to deal with them if they 

became too dangerous.

To add to the confusion, Alexandrite traditions began to 

manifest themselves again.  Priests who had gone into the fight 

as simple members of the army, fighting to defend their 

country and their religion, suddenly remembered their status 

and their rights as members of both the House and a divinely 

ordained hierarchy.  They called on the remaining troops to 

surround them and protect them.  They demanded the escorts 

which were their due.  The soldiers, having no other 

commanders to obey or orders to supersede those of the 

priests, complied.  All that did was to draw the mountaineers’ 

attention to them.  Where they had been left alone before, they 

were now attacked.  Needle-tipped arrows shot at point-blank 

range punched holes in their breastplates and then in their 

chests.  Their ranks withered under the sudden devoted 

attention of the mountain archers.  All the same, they threw 

themselves forward to protect the priests.  Some of them lived 

long enough to see those same priests fleeing for the safety of 

the grass or the dubious protection of the common soldiers 
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drawn up in the distance.  Remarkably, as soon as the priests 

were out of reach, the mountaineers would turn aside and 

leave the few remaining soldiers standing breathless among 

their dead.

There was hardly a horse left standing on the 

battlefield, except for the few ridden by the retreating priests.  

There was not one single noble remaining alive.  They had all 

died blissfully.  The head of the Alexandrite general was later 

found nearly a hundred paces from his body, with the twisted 

rope of gold and gems bound about his helmet as a sign of his 

supreme rank hardly dented.  No one was quite sure how it 

had traveled so far.  The priests who were not dead were 

running away, mostly in the direction of the factory, which still 

belched out its noxious fumes in the east.  The last of the crack 

troops of the Alexandrite army stood around in little knots, 

uncertain about what to do.  The mountaineers outnumbered 

them now, and the entire section of their society which had had 

the sole and exclusive authority to give orders lay decimated 

around them.  It was an appalling position.

Irafon’s whistle sounded again and again.  He was 

calling the mountaineers together.  Though not subject to 

orders, they came at the call.  Most of those who had gone into 

the battle came out of it alive.  Among the wounded, bruises 

and tears and cuts from collisions with the chariots or horses 

outnumbered those marks actually left by the weapons of the 

Alexandrites.  Somehow Irafon had managed to preserve his 

horses, too, or scrape together others at a moment’s notice.  

And now he was calling for riders.

Erin wiped his sword clean on a noble’s robe and thrust 

it back into its sheath.  The fleeing priests would carry news of 

the defeat back to the factory and its environs.  The panic might 

be useful, but it would have to be followed up before they had 

the chance to rally their subjects.  Being priests, the logical 

thing for them to do was to retreat to their fortified temples, 

even though those might not have men left to defend them 
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after the word spread.  Still, one or more of them might spare 

the time to be vindictive.  There was always the chance...

“Are you coming?” Irafon shouted at him.

Erin nodded and swung himself up onto the nearest 

horse.  And then they rode in pursuit of the priests, who had 

just disappeared into one of the roadways hidden from sight by 

the grass.  The remainder of the Alexandrite army, the massed 

ranks of common soldiers and a few hastily armed workers, lay 

between their little party and that road.  Irafon spurred directly 

at the enemy lines.  Erin kept level with him.  The 

mountaineers stretched out their own line until it looked far 

more imposing than it really was and the dust boiled up 

behind them, a red cloud sweeping down on the Alexandrites 

in anger.  The archers unslung their bows and sent a volley at a 

high angle into the ranks of the poorly armed and armored 

soldiers.  Those soldiers had just watched the mountaineers 

destroy the lords of their world and come off seemingly 

untouched.  They did not want revenge.  They wanted to live.  

They turned and ran unhesitatingly before the mountaineers’ 

charge.

The horsemen went through them, overtook them.  

Somehow there was always space on the crowded roads for an 

armed rider.  The soldiers melted away into the grass, trying to 

efface themselves.  It was an unnecessary gesture.  The 

mountaineers ignored them and clattered ahead.

More roads intersected the fields now, and the fields 

themselves were growing smaller as the mountaineers passed 

by them.  Buildings were more frequent, too, hiding here and 

there among the grass.  Some were low, abandoned structures 

of great age, left in place and unused for reasons 

undetermined.  Others were the light, flimsy construction that 

the House of Alexander considered sufficiently good to shelter 

their peasants from the rare showers of rain that fell in the 

valley.  Once Erin caught a glimpse of an old machine 

corroding away, half-buried in the ground.  He had lived most 
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of his life near this spot, he realized, but he had never known 

these things existed.  They were unfamiliar to him; they 

produced no effect on his focused mind.  Only one thing stirred 

any sort of memory in him.  That smell, that stifling, hideous 

smell.  It was coming in gushing waves now, warm and wet 

and tangible for all their invisibility.  It might have been no 

more than air, but nonetheless, the mountaineers could feel 

themselves pushing into it as they rode.

The opus grass disappeared behind them for the last 

time.  Ahead and slightly to the right lay the factory, with its 

filthy ochre towers and its decrepit walls, unrepaired for ages 

out of parsimony masquerading as thrift or reverence for the 

past or both.  There were rough entrenchments surrounding 

most of it.  Guns peered from crudely hollowed embrasures in 

the earthen banks.  Two or three of the priests seemed to have 

taken refuge there, and their sudden appearance had caused a 

panic, just as the mountaineers expected it would.  Irafon 

turned in the saddle and waved his arm.  In response, part of 

his force broke off and swept around the trenches in a long 

curve, firing as they went.  Except this time they used arrows 

dipped in pitch.  The ammunition stores for the great guns 

burst into fierce flame and their handlers ran.  Ran either for 

the safety of the nearest patch of shrubs or the more concrete 

security of the temples.  In their deepest souls, they still 

believed the sacred precincts would remain inviolate.

They were wrong, of course, but for the moment they 

were allowed to deceive themselves.  The mountaineers let 

them run and hide behind the temple walls, where they were 

sure to infect the defenders with their own fears.  Instead, the 

riders separated into two groups.  One charged into the factory, 

leaping through and over the burning wreckage of its defenses.  

A little while longer, and it would cease its workings for the 

first time in human memory.  It would never be put into 

operation again.  The other column made for the barracks and 

stores reserved to the now-deceased or dispersed soldiers of 
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the Alexandrite army.  Those would be put to the torch as well, 

and no doubt the sight of their burning would infuriate the 

remaining priests beyond reason.

Erin followed the second group initially, but split off 

from it as it neared the first of its objectives.  He had something 

else in mind.  This part of the valley, at least, he knew and 

remembered.  He hauled his horse up sharply and turned 

down a narrow lane.  In and out of the trees he went, between 

the grand houses and gardens of the priests and nobles, houses 

that no longer had occupants or claimants to the soil on which 

they were built.  By a circuitous route, he came around behind 

the temples.  The temple enclosures themselves were heavily 

walled and undoubtedly well defended--but what he was 

looking for was not part of any of the enclosures.  Instead it 

was an annex, a long building of stone with two low stories, 

that extended away from the temples in company with a 

number of other nondescript service buildings.  Nondescript 

on the outside, anyway.  From what he had learned, some of 

them were probably where the priests carried out their 

surgeries and experiments.   Now they were deserted.  They 

could wait.  The building nearest him was the vital one.

Erin paused in the shadow of the trees and took a last 

look around, to make sure he was alone, before urging his 

horse forward again.  He rode straight up to the door of the 

building.  It was closed and barred, which was to be expected.  

The window above the door, however, was only shuttered.  

Gripping the door lintel, Erin pulled himself up until he was 

standing balanced on the back of his horse.  He drew his sword 

and slipped it between the shutters.  They creaked under the 

pressure without giving.  A second and a third try produced no 

better results.  Feeling the horse begin to fidget underneath 

him, Erin threw his whole weight on his sword.  The catch 

snapped loose.  He jumped for the sill and shoved the 

misaligned pieces of wood aside.  They held him back just 
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enough to ensure that he half-fell into the room instead of 

entering it neatly, balanced and ready.

There were shelves everywhere.  Shelves stacked with 

rolls and crates of documents, old scrolls, books in uniform 

collections and books of random sizes.  This, too, Erin 

remembered.  A few times, long ago, he had been brought here.  

The archives of the House of Alexander.

Footsteps sounded a short distance away.  Erin heard 

them approaching and ran towards them, not away from them.  

He came face to face with a young priest just emerging from 

the ranks of shelving.  The priest was entirely astonished.  The 

incredulous expression on his face lasted until he fainted dead 

away from the sudden force with which Erin seized his throat.  

Erin twisted a piece of wire around his wrists and dropped him 

very unceremoniously out the window after appropriating his 

pistol.  It was at least a better chance at survival than his 

superior would be given.

Erin remembered that a narrow stairway joined the two 

floors of the building along the rear wall.  He hurried to find it.  

As he spotted the banister, he could hear someone moving 

crates around and opening things down below.  His chest 

tightened and he took the steps two, three at a time in his haste.

The lower floor of the building was a disaster.  Papers 

were scattered everywhere.  Cabinets had been thrown open 

and their contents raked out with such haste that in many cases 

they were still half full.  Stone and pewter boxes, intended to 

hold more valuable items and protect them against decay, had 

also been opened and dumped on the ground.  By the sounds 

of rustling coming from somewhere around the corner, the 

process was still going on.

Erin took two bounds through the papers and spotted 

the architect of the disorder.  Another priest, of course.  This 

one was old, his skin hanging in pale dewlaps from his face.  

Hearing another person behind him did not seem to alarm him.  

He probably assumed it was his companion.  Only when he 
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straightened up from the box he was plundering and turned 

around did he realize his mistake.  His reached out his hand 

towards a shelf and Erin shot him dead with the pistol he had 

taken from the other priest.

He stepped over the body and dragged it aside to an 

uncluttered area of the floor, to ensure that blood could not 

spoil any of the documents.  Then, very carefully, he went back 

to where the priest had stood and extinguished the flaring 

lantern the Alexandrite had brought with him.  The two 

buckets of oil that had been placed next to it he carried outside 

and dumped far away from the building.

* * * * *

Thalasan looked up at the pylons of the factory.  They 

were no longer smoking.  And the smell was slowly beginning 

to fade.  It would never diminish completely while the factory 

still stood, its entire fabric saturated with the odor, but it was 

no longer insistent and entirely suffocating.

The workers who had been driven out of it stood 

around shyly.  They were afraid, yes.  The factory was the 

source of their existence.  They depended on the juice it created 

to survive.  Its stoppage was naturally a fearful thing, the more 

so because they had known its constant and unceasing 

operation all their lives.  In part, their fear was subdued and 

minimized because they could not fully grasp the immensity of 

the mountaineers’ action.

Their trepidation was also diminished by expectation.  

The mountaineers had brushed aside the House of Alexander 

almost effortlessly.  And it had been thought to be the source of 

all power.  Its soldiers lay dead in the fields, its arsenals burned 

merrily not so far away, and its priests screamed impotently 

from within the cages in which they had trapped themselves.  

The workers saw that the mountaineers were strong.  They also 

knew--for rumors had been spreading ever since the first army 
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went up into the hills and came back broken into individual 

men--that the mountaineers did not harm the workers or even 

the common soldiers.  The members of the House were its only 

victims.  So in an undefined, unexpressed way, they assumed 

that the mountaineers would make up for the loss of the 

factory somehow.

Thalasan did not turn his head when he heard 

hoofbeats behind him.  Irafon’s cavalry were still galloping 

around, cleaning up.  He preferred to contemplate the visible 

proof of their achievement.  He changed his mind, though, 

when the horse nearly ran him down.  The rider, who was 

obviously not very experienced, fell off the agitated horse and 

Thalasan had to pick him up as well as saving himself from a 

fall.

To his surprise, he found himself looking at Markas, 

who had not come down into the valley with the rest of the 

expedition, but had stayed in the mountains, waiting.

“Markas?  What’s happened?  You wouldn’t take the 

trouble to come here if something hadn’t.  What is it?” the 

primus asked.

“The Alexandrites,” Markas said grimly.  “The 

exploring party Erin destroyed wasn’t the only one they sent 

out.  There was another one, a larger one.  And they’re coming 

back now.  With ships.”
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VIII

Five ships.  Five long, low vessels as large and as 

elegantly designed as the four Erin had burnt on the stocks, 

hewn out of mountain hardwoods with all the mediocre skill 

the Alexandrites could demand from their inexperienced 

workers.  And in spite of the care involved in their 

construction, the ships still didn’t look quite right.  Perhaps the 

cause of it was their stubby masts, which gave the impression 

that they were too short for the vessels they had been stepped 

in and seemed thoroughly ashamed of it.  The tallest trees, each 

of which might be a mast in itself, could only be found on the 

high slopes of the mountains where the Alexandrites couldn’t 

venture without giving away their presence.  The architects 

had been forced to make do with lesser specimens, and the 

result was ships that looked crushed and humble rather than 

vibratingly powerful.

Or maybe the difference lay in how crowded the ships 

were, crowded until they seemed overburdened.  Their 

designers had clearly intended that the same men who would 

work the ship should fight it if the need arose, but such an idea 

had never occurred to the Alexandrites.  They had dragged 

along both laborers to man the oars and soldiers to fight upon 

landing.  Soldiers could not be expected to row, and ordinary 

workers could not be trusted to fight.  And so the ships were 

cramped, pressed down in the water by their crews and stores 

beyond what their original sleek profiles had called for.
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They rode at anchor in the mouth of a narrow river.  At 

least, once it had been a river, long ago.  Now most of it was 

dry and the rest was shallow.  The lead vessel had made the 

mistake of attempting to venture upstream and had needed to 

be dragged off by the other four shortly thereafter, leaking 

copiously.  The bottom of the river was not only shallow, it was 

unusually hard and rocky, judging by the damage done to her 

hull.  Boats passed between the ships, their crews rowing with 

clumsy, unpracticed strokes.  The priests gathered and 

conferred.  They would leave the vessels in charge of a skeleton 

crew, and send the soldiers upstream in the boats, to effect a 

junction with the rest of their forces or to take the mountaineers 

in the rear if the expected invasion had begun already.

To their right, the land bulged out to the northwest.  

The mountains were very near and the terrain rose abruptly.  

To the left, it subsided and diminished to a red-brown flatness 

that eventually merged with the horizon.  That was the edge of 

the valley, falling away into the south.

* * * * *

“They must have found another tunnel, or another 

route.  One that wasn’t under Korus’s control, but he might 

have known about it and sold them that information too.  And 

because we didn’t find it soon enough, they kept using it and 

sending soldiers and supplies and information through.  

Including the knowledge that the House expected an attack in 

force by us very soon.”

“But have we found it at all yet?”

“Not as of the time I left, though I’m sure it’s been 

uncovered by now.  We’d only spotted their colony.  It was in 

another little inlet on the northern coast.  The same idea as the 

one Erin found, more or less.  And five ships there, not four.  

Already launched.”

“I’m assuming we failed to take them.”
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“The Alexandrites learned their lesson.  They had 

patrols out everywhere, and they saw us coming.  The instant 

that they gave the alarm, all the soldiers and priests ran for the 

ships and put out to sea, leaving the workers for us to deal 

with.  Very loyal of them.  But at any rate, there are five ships 

full of soldiers heading for the valley, intending either to 

reinforce the army in the field or take us from behind, 

depending on whether or not the invasion has started yet.”

“You went through all of the priests’ papers, of course.”

“Yes, they seem to be aiming for the mouth of an 

ancient riverbed as a disembarkation point.  They’ll either row 

or march up it, depending upon how full it is.”

“That makes sense.  They probably have limited 

supplies, particularly if they left in a hurry, and they couldn’t 

risk crossing the desert between the coast and the central 

valley.”

“It will be difficult even for us if we send a force to cut 

them off.”

“We needn’t send a large one.”  Thalasan rose and 

walked across to the door of the house they had appropriated.  

The abode of a member of the minor nobility, presumably what 

the Alexandrites referred to as a bachelor, since they had not 

been attacked by a bereaved and hysterical female on entering.  

He looked out at the factory again.  It drew his gaze like a 

magnet.  “The water no longer flows to the valley, is that 

correct?”

“Yes, we’ve been blocking it off as best we could ever 

since you came down.  We don’t know the full extent of the 

system, so it’s a partial success at best, but the reservoirs are 

filling up fast.”  By reservoirs he meant whole canyons and rifts 

in the mountains that had been temporarily dammed to hold 

the water back from the valley and the canal network while the 

water-dependent Alexandrites were removed.

“Perhaps we can do something about that.”
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* * * * *

Erin drew a heavy tube from one of the shelves and 

carried it over to the table.  Inside it were sheets of tightly 

rolled parchment, uncooperative with age but still clear and 

legible.

“These are copies of the plans the Alexandrites drew of 

the canal system.  They are very much inferior to the ones I saw 

in the mountain temple, but they still indicate a more thorough 

knowledge of the network than we have.  The House has been 

working to assemble these drawings for several lifetimes and 

they are still incomplete.”

“But they still show the controls for the system?”

“Oh, yes.  So far as the Alexandrites knew and used 

them, anyway.  And they are well marked on the charts.  The 

stations, the locks, the diversions.  They had to know that much 

to be able to use the system at all.

“Use it to drive water into those parts of the valley 

where they needed it most, you mean.”

“Yes.  The runoff from the mountains, every river and 

every stream, is caught by one of three great parallel aqueducts 

that surround the mountains on the valley side.  A triple layer 

of underground caverns.  Once the water passes into those 

three aqueducts, it can be turned at will into any of the 

subsidiary networks.”

“And what if the lesser lines are closed off altogether?”

Erin studied the plans.  “That was never allowed for.  

The Alexandrites wanted to bring water to the valley, not keep 

it away.  It would never have occurred to them to provide an 

overflow point if the entire drainage network into the valley 

were to be shut off.”

“But what if it were?  Then the aqueducts would 

overflow?”

“Back up the riverbeds, yes.  And since the aqueducts 

were designed to intercept the rivers near the bottom of their 
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descent from the mountains, the water would have nowhere to 

go.  It can’t flow uphill, and there are no more riverbeds 

beneath the aqueducts to channel the water.  It would spread 

out and flood the foothills completely.  Similar to what we did 

to entrap the first army, but on a far greater scale.”

“Now suppose that instead of closing all of the outflow 

points along the aqueducts, we were to close all but one of 

them.”

“Then obviously the entire strength of the flow would 

be directed through that remaining outlet.”

“Could the system handle that kind of pressure?”

“I think so.  It was designed to absorb storms and floods 

and massive rainfalls without overflow or failure.  And 

ordinarily it doesn’t require more than a fraction of its capacity 

to deliver the entire contents of the rivers to the valley.”

“Then that is what we will do,” Thalasan said quietly.

“Let it overflow through one place?  Where?”

“You said there were no more riverbeds below the 

aqueducts.  That’s not entirely true.  There still is one.”

Erin was about to object, until he realized what 

Thalasan was implying.  Markas had grasped the idea faster.  

He began to smile at the irony inherent in the suggestion.

Thalasan rolled the plans up again and gave them to 

Markas.  “Go back and close off the drainage networks.  Then 

break the dams holding back the reservoirs and let the stored 

water into the aqueducts as well.  And if the aqueducts are not 

open far enough where they need to be, tear them open.”

* * * * *

The Alexandrites had committed themselves.

At first they had rowed easily enough--easily being 

understood to ignore the limited skills and slow pace of their 

amateur oarsmen--up the old river.  It was still sufficiently 

deep to accommodate the light boats and launches, crowded 
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with soldiers though they might be.  Unfortunately, that depth 

diminished rather more quickly than the priest-captains 

expected.  The first boats scraped and grounded and sprung 

open at their imperfectly-caulked seams when they were barely 

out of sight of the ships.  They sank on the spot.  The soldiers 

stepped out and stood in the river, hardly wetting anything 

above their knees, but their ammunition was ruined and their 

casks of opus juice risked saturation or floating away.  The rest 

of the boats stopped where they were.  After some shouted 

discussion, acrimonious on the part of all the officers involved, 

they inched forward, deposited their own cargoes--not far off 

there was a spit of sand a few inches above the water that the 

soldiers could gather more or less uncomfortably on--and then 

rowed back to the ships for further instructions.

While the Alexandrite commanders were being 

indecisive, an officer of middling rank, who had been in the 

foremost boat until it sank and the first man out of it after it 

went down, ordered a few of his men to follow him and 

splashed off upstream.  In next to no time, he vanished around 

one of the curves in the river, leaving the rest of his command 

to fidget on what little dry land was available to them.  Their 

unhappiness increased when they discovered the water 

surrounding them was brackish and undrinkable.  Technically 

they had not even left the sea behind yet, which accounted for 

the lack of current they had encountered when attempting to 

travel upriver.

Their officer came floundering back through the water 

about the same time the boats returned from the ships.  Then 

there ensued a vigorous and protracted argument between him 

and the priest in charge of the boats.  The priest had orders to 

convey the soldiers back to the vessels in the offing, to be 

landed elsewhere if possible.  The officer strongly objected.  He 

had discovered, he announced, that a short distance up the 

river the bottom rose and became dry and entirely passable 

except for a few rivulets.  What was more, it was leveled and 
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had clearly been dredged and lined in the distant past, turning 

it into a sort of highway that would be as useful as a real road 

for their advance.  He insisted that the first wave of soldiers 

should march upstream immediately to reach the shore proper, 

since the banks on both sides of the river were too steep to 

climb or effect a landing on by boat.  The priest wavered.  He 

was as eager to advance as the officer, but he also had orders to 

bring the men back immediately, without room for decision or 

negotiation.  And he was well aware of the divine penalties he 

would incur if he disobeyed the instructions of his superiors.  

Eventually he compromised.  He loaded the fastest boat with 

the officer and the men who had accompanied him upstream 

and sent it back to the ships, in an attempt to convince the 

captains otherwise, while making ostentatious preparations for 

embarking the rest of the troops.

For once, the priests and nobles in command came to a 

decision quickly.  The priest on the islet breathed a sigh of relief 

as he saw the boat returning with the officer and his men still 

on board.  They came with new orders, the orders the officer 

had wanted.  The boats went back and the soldiers went 

forward, the former stroking unevenly and the latter wading 

unsteadily.

As the officer had promised, there was mostly dry land 

ahead.  The river turned twice in its course, then narrowed and 

shallowed abruptly.  Soon it was no more than a flat skin of 

water on a more or less uniform surface, shining under the sun 

like a steel mirror.  The soldiers looked down and realized that 

the water came only to their ankles now.  A little further, and it 

barely covered their toes.  Then it was a shade of moisture on 

the ground that vanished away imperceptibly, except for two 

or three tiny streams that rippled faintly, giving an illusion of 

movement that could not be perceived on a larger scale.

The Alexandrites walked along the riverbed 

unhindered.  They did not trip over loose stones or sink into 

soft sandy patches or have to step over driftwood--because 
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none of those things existed here.  Instead of crunching on 

ancient crusts of mud, their boots rang on great slabs of stone 

set in hydraulic mortar.  The entire riverbed was lined with 

stone.  It had been leveled and paved, and in places where the 

banks were not so rocky as in others, they had been reinforced 

in the same way, with courses of masonry set at a sharp angle 

to the bottom of the river.  With its smooth sides and regular 

lines, the excavation resembled an empty canal more than it 

did a river.  But canal or river, it had been wide and deep once, 

as the slabs showed.  Deep enough and wide enough for ships 

to row up without running aground.  At intervals the bottom 

rose slightly in angled steps, no doubt to compensate for the 

changing elevation of the shore and water level.  Those 

transitions were paved, too.  And the entire structure showed 

little damage.  The mortar was still in place; the stones were 

mostly uncracked, and places where a slab had been tilted or 

heaved up were rare indeed.

Once, this river had been important enough for 

someone to put such effort into making it easily navigable.  Or 

easily controllable.

The soldiers marched on.  Eventually their officer 

halted them, very reluctantly.  He wanted to continue the 

advance, but he was obliged to wait for the rest of the force, 

along with its officers and priests.  They straggled along after 

him, less enthusiastically.  In due course the entire party was 

assembled in one spot in the bed of the old river.  The 

Alexandrites lay down and slept.  Long ago, the keels of ocean-

going ships had passed above the space they now occupied in 

their slumbers.

* * * * *

Dead bushes.  Dirt.  Indignant lizards.  Small scuttling 

rodents.  Dirt.  Dried grass that no one could be bothered to 
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remove, not even decay or a brush fire.  Stubborn, compact 

plants that bled clear juice if hacked open.  More dirt.

“I’m not sure that any river or rivers could transform 

this,” Erin said, taking another look around.

“Long ago, before the canals, the whole valley was like 

this.”  Thalasan flicked the reins lightly.  The near horse was 

trying to bore into his yokemate.

“And you think water will be enough to change it 

again?”

“Water and care.  If we divert the water to make a 

branching network of rivers and streams, instead of leaving it 

to fill underground canals, it will go farther.  If we reforest the 

valley, with trees and shrubs that use less water than the 

demanding opus grass, we will have more water to send here, 

to the periphery.  Once a forest canopy has developed across 

the valley, it will trap moisture in the ground and foliage and 

block the sun.  The same thing will happen here as the 

vegetation spreads.  First the water, to nourish it.  Then, as new 

life grows, it will become less dependent on the water.”

The mountaineers were driving through the wide belt 

of desert and scrub that separated the valley from the sea at a 

moderate pace.  They could see the mountains quite easily if 

they looked off to the left.  But this was more interesting, in a 

desolate sort of way.

“I find it difficult to understand what sort of life they 

could have led in the valley if it was all like this once.”

“Oh, they didn’t as a rule.  They lived primarily on the 

shore and took advantage of the estuaries where the rivers and 

streams entered the sea to build their farms and homes.”

“And the House of Alexander?”

“You know our histories are still vague.  But they may 

have come from over the sea.”

“Is there proof of that?”

“You’re the archivist, you tell me.  There must be 

something in all those documents that will give us an answer.”
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“Maybe.  Or maybe not.  If it’s important to their 

history, to their origins in particular, they will very likely have 

it hidden away in their palace on the slopes.”

“We’ll find it soon enough if that’s the case,” Thalasan 

said.  “At any rate, the Alexandrites are imports of some kind.  

As you will realize, they espouse that view themselves, though 

they have a rather less objective and more flattering 

interpretation of it.”

“Their mythology states they were chosen by the gods 

to rule and to bring the worship of the gods to the people of the 

valley.”

“Who are their own creation, in their present form 

anyway.  But whether they were originally the canal builders, 

or had relations with the canal builders--” Thalasan shrugged.  

“What you found suggests the canal builders were an entirely 

different population, but who knows?”

“Does it matter?”

“Not particularly.  But it’s worth mild curiosity, at 

least.”

Irafon came galloping back from the horizon.  He 

pulled up next to their chariot in a cloud of dust and small 

pebbles.  “The sea is in sight!  The land slopes down to it 

gradually past that ridge.”

“And the Alexandrite ships?”

“I’m not sure.  There was a flash or two off in the 

distance, near where the old riverbed meets the sea, that might 

have been the sun reflecting off armor, but it could just as 

easily have been the reflection from a wave.”

“Close enough,” Thalasan said.  He swung his chariot 

in a wide arc to take a new route that would run roughly 

parallel to the far-off shore.

* * * * *
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The Alexandrites marched on.  The riverbed twisted 

and took them up higher and higher into the foothills.  Several 

times, the commanding officer sent men to scale the banks, 

which they could do only with difficulty, and survey the 

surrounding area.  Dense scrub, ferns, and tall grass, they 

reported.  Leaving the river would involve hacking through all 

that to get back into the valley again.  The priests debated their 

options and decided to keep moving along the course of the old 

river until it entered the mountains.  At that point the forest 

would most likely begin again, and it would be easier to circle 

around through the trees instead of struggling through the 

bush.  The length of the march might place a strain on their 

reserves of juice, but at least they had a ready supply of water, 

which they could not have found in the band of desert.  The 

little rivulets continued to gurgle over the ancient stones.  They 

were a trifle wider now, less diminished by evaporation.  The 

last remnants of the old river before the Alexandrites had 

trapped it and sent it off to the valley.

Up another step and another.  The rises in the riverbed 

were higher and much more frequent now.  The stones 

covering them looked more scratched and worn than the rest of 

the paving as a whole.  Before the river died completely, when 

it was only diminished, there would have been cascades 

rushing down over each step, pitting the surfaces rather than 

polishing them.  The soldiers struggled to clamber up the 

steeply angled slabs.  Their armor, and their kegs of juice, 

slowed them down.

Behind and ahead of them, the mountaineers watched 

them discreetly from the bushes.

“More than I expected,” Thalasan said in a voice that 

resembled a groan.  Lying on his chest on a downward slope, 

combined with the need for quiet, did nothing for the clarity of 

his pronunciation.  Off to one side, Jacintha merely shrugged.  

The soldiers were not a threat to them.
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Somewhere upriver, a gust of wind set the trees in 

motion.  Alexandrites and mountaineers alike heard the faint 

rustling of the leaves.  The noise increased slowly as the wind 

made its way down the valley.  It was a strange wind, though.  

No one felt a breeze.  No one saw the grass or shrubs on the 

banks quivering from the displacement of the air as the sound 

grew louder and more insistent.  Erin noticed the soldiers 

stealing nervous glances at each other as they became aware of 

the disagreement among their senses.  An acolyte scurried to 

the side of one of the priests, doubtless to consult him about the 

presence of demons in these parts.

There were no demons.  But there was a surge of grey-

white foam pouring down the river and gaining speed and 

strength as it descended.  Pinnacles and sheets of froth flying 

into the air marked its progress around each curve, the only 

points at which its growing momentum could be very slightly 

checked.  Markas had broken open the aqueducts and turned 

the whole contents of the Alexandrites’ canal system into this 

one river.

Because they were not looking for it, the Alexandrites 

failed to notice it right away.  When they did see it, they were 

unable to comprehend it momentarily.  No one among them 

had ever seen that much water in rapid motion, or considered 

that so much water could actually be in motion.  They stared, 

then ran, flinging aside arms and packs in their fright.  A few 

bolder souls scrambled their way up the banks and found 

themselves being hauled up, to their astonishment, by the 

mountaineers.  The rest turned and scattered downstream, 

either looking for a lower bank or seeking to delay the time 

when the water would overtake them.  The priests hardly 

moved at all, for whatever reason.  Disbelief?  Defiance?  

Shock?  Were they truly confident that the gods would 

preserve them?  Were they too offended by their soldiers’ 

disobedience to follow them in flight?
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They drowned in their own water.  They died under the 

force of their own system, their own source of life, their own 

conception turned against them.  There was not one 

Alexandrite who could swim.  The army that would have 

defended the canals was killed by the canals.

And as the mountaineers had promised, the river 

flowed again to the sea.

It filled the old courses of stone to the top and spilled 

over.  It rolled out into the estuary, with its speed diminished 

but not its strength.  It tore the Alexandrite ships loose from 

their moorings and left them adrift with their inexperienced 

crews until at last the inevitable undulations of tide and current 

brought them ashore on the sandy coast.  The coast where 

Markas, kept informed of their progress by his fellow 

enthusiasts, would be waiting to take possession of them.

Erin wiped the water off his face.  The spray had been 

flung high when the river refilled, and leaning down to haul 

out a feckless soldier had brought him well within its reach.  

All around him were gasping Alexandrites and sober 

mountaineers.  Even the latter were astonished by the novelty 

and vigor of the waters they had set free.

“How painful it must have been for them,” Thalasan 

said.  It was uncharacteristic of him, Erin thought.

“Drowning?”

“I wasn’t thinking about the drowning.  I was thinking 

about the priests, and the moments before they died.  The 

moments when they would have realized that entire way in 

which they understood human existence was crumbling.  That 

the thing they were fighting the greatest war in their history to 

protect, because it was so vital to them yet so fragile, had been 

turned into a weapon that could be used against them.”

“The water?  Is it a weapon?”

“What is a weapon?”

“A weapon is anything with which I can compel my 

enemy to do my will.”
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IX

The metal sheathing was old, very old, so old that it 

rained flakes of rust and other assorted powdered oxides as it 

bent.  It screamed as well.  The mountaineers didn’t care.  The 

sound was just one more addition to the atrocious cacaphony 

going on all around them.  They kept pulling.  Remarkably, the 

piece of metal didn’t shred or crumble under the pressure.  

Instead, it tore gradually away from the rivets holding it to the 

building’s frame, protesting all the while, until it gave a last 

jerk and fell to the ground with a subdued whump.

The Alexandrite factory was being ripped apart.  Every 

piece of siding, every still, every beam, every pipe, would be 

melted down and recast into something more useful.  

Arrowheads.  Swords.  Precision instruments.  Fittings for the 

ships the mountaineers were planning.  Perhaps the ships 

themselves could be made of metal, given the surplus made 

available by this new resource, though some of the 

mountaineers were doubtful about the flexibility and safety of 

such a design.

As for the workers who had labored there, they stood 

off to one side and watched quietly.  It was a deeply 

disorienting experience for them.  Their lives, both physically 

and to some extent intellectually, had revolved around that 

factory, feeding it and receiving what it produced.  It was not 

only the practical source of the House’s power, it was the most 

visible symbol of that power.  Which was why the 

mountaineers insisted on taking it to pieces immediately, and 
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letting the last few stubborn priests holed up in their temples 

witness the whole process.

There was no particular order in the demolition process, 

except that by general consensus everyone had agreed to save 

the roof and its support structures for last.  All throughout the 

building there were mountaineers with axes and saws, 

hammers and chisels.  Many had their heads wrapped in heavy 

veils to filter out some of the stale reek that still lingered in the 

apparatus and the fabric of the building itself.  The opus grass 

in transition was a more hideous thing than it was in life.

Unfortunately, all of the grass could not be destroyed 

immediately, not without killing the people of the valley as 

well.  But their children, at least, would be born independent of 

the noxious plant and its equally noxious system from now on.  

And in the meantime, those who were still forced to consume 

the juice would be able to do so free from the influence of the 

House.  Archemund took the instructions he had devised for 

preparing it on an individual scale and sent them to every 

village and labor camp in the valley.  If any priests still 

pretended to influence in a distant locality, that formula would 

be sufficient to relegate them to obsolescence.

With the decentralization of juice production would 

come the destruction of the towns and camps.  Men would 

move away from the population clusters, where competition 

for a patch of opus grass to tend for their own needs would be 

fiercest, and seek a less accessible home.  The valley would be 

transformed.  The vast fields and tightly packed barracks 

would be replaced by a patchwork of small farms, ready to 

make the transition away from opus grass cultivation as a new 

generation came of age.  New crops would take root on these 

farms, and a young forest would grow up around them.

As for the Alexandrite theology, that might linger for a 

while, but abstract beliefs were not a critical need for human 

beings.  Something to eat was.  In time, the people of the valley 

would reject or, at a minimum, substantially modify those 
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theories, especially as the old ways espoused a view of the 

world where everyone was interdependent.  In a world where 

each man could supply his own food, and was not reliant on a 

network of priests and lords and overseers to survive, such 

interdependence would be seen as not only unnecessary, but 

also as ridiculous and unrealistic.

The mountaineers understood this.  The workers, on the 

whole, did not.  All they saw was that the mountaineers were 

strong and generous, and had won a war against their gods.

* * * * *

Belief is powerful when it is genuine, Irafon reminded 

himself.

The High Conservator of the House was an old man, 

somewhat above average in height, only average in strength, a 

ritualist and an administrator, not a warrior.  And not one of 

those considerations seemed to handicap him as a swordsman.  

He was fast, he was powerful, and he was cunning in the midst 

of disaster.  Irafon could only slow him down, wondering at his 

strength of will.  He was mildly surprised that an Alexandrite 

had managed to acquire such self-confidence and absolute 

conviction.  He was more surprised that it could have been 

acquired at all in combination with dependency on an external 

source.  This high priest believed in nothing but the primacy of 

his House and the authority of the gods.  His determination to 

protect those ideals, even when they lay bleeding and dying at 

his feet and he stumbled over the corpses, was so 

overwhelming that it made him into the most powerful fighter 

Irafon had ever encountered among the Alexandrites.

Unlike his contemporaries, this high priest was original.  

He seized opportunities and invented solutions to problems 

almost instantaneously.  He kept moving, which was a trick of 

the mountaineers.  His weapon, taken from a dead raider, was 

superb.  Irafon parried a particularly vicious, deceptive lunge 
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and realized that the Conservator was not in the least 

distressed by having to fight.  The man was glorying in it, 

sustained by his absolute assurance of his own virtuousness in 

relation to an invisible scale that he had created himself.  

Perhaps if he had realized it was his own creation he would not 

have been so sure.

Another feint, a parry that turned into a flickering stab, 

a dodge, and then Irafon struck home.  The stroke, delivered at 

dangerously short range, well within the high priest’s guard, 

should have taken his head off.  All it did was knock him over.  

An instant later, he was back on his feet, coming on again.  

Irafon hissed something old and terribly irreverent under his 

breath.  He saw the mark on the priest’s collar where his sword 

had connected.  It should have sheared right through the soft 

metal--unless the collar was made of very fine steel and only 

overlaid with silver.  Which it obviously was.  Another 

possibility eliminated.

The Conservator was tiring, but slowly.  He had yet to 

make a lethal mistake.  Each time Irafon tried a new trick, the 

priest would evade it, only to try it on him the very next 

moment.  The Alexandrite absorbed skill without giving any 

away.

So Irafon did the simplest and least skillful thing of all.  

He made a clumsy parry and let his sword fall from his hand.

He had time to do no more than take one step back in 

surprise before the high priest stabbed him.

Or stabbed at him, rather.  He twisted his body aside 

barely in time, grabbed the Conservator’s wrist with both 

hands before the Alexandrite could change the direction of the 

blow.  As he felt the tendons twitch beneath his fingers, Irafon 

squeezed with desperate strength, his intentions every bit as 

powerful as the priest’s.  The fragile wrist cracked in his grip.  

The Conservator gasped and let go of his own sword.  Irafon 

caught it in midair with his right hand and flung the priest 

aside with the other.  The high priest spun around, stumbled, 
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and fell to his knees.  At once, he began to rise again.  Irafon 

drove the sword into his back and twisted it, severing his 

spine.  The Conservator twitched, went limp, and subsided 

back onto the stone pavement.

Irafon retrieved his own sword and drew a few sobbing 

breaths.  In spite of the cooler air at this altitude and the breeze, 

he was covered in a film of sweat.

Behind him were the colonnaded arches, topped with 

an ornate pediment and open to the sky, that formed the main 

front of the palace.  The central three were higher than the 

others, and the middle arch of those three was capped with a 

lantern.  Behind them, the tall, narrow windows of the palace 

itself.  At either end of the line, more arches and more windows 

set into the wings of the building, which reached out to form a 

courtyard enclosed on three sides.  And on the fourth side, a 

hill that sloped away from the face of the building and a long 

series of broad, shallow steps leading down to a road.  The seat 

of the House of Alexander, the old home of their power, at the 

foot of the stairway of the gods, as they called it.

Beyond it were forests and parks and enclosures for 

their pleasure.  And beyond those?  Another forest, an 

untamed one, rising on a slope so immense and gradual that no 

one had yet discovered if it led up to the summit of a mountain 

or not.

Irafon went back into the palace again.  It was quiet, 

half-lit, the shutters partly open in some places with dead 

nobles lying in front of them, rifles in hand.  The rich 

workmanship of the building was visible in spite of the dusk, 

though.  All of the art the Alexandrites had ever managed to 

create for themselves and all that which they could obtain at 

great cost from the mountaineers had been collected here, in 

the hands of its self-appointed guardians.  There were more 

libraries, more archives.  There were old, old objects that might 

tell the story of how the Alexandrites had come to the valley 

and the story of those people who had dwelt along its shores 
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before that.  The mountaineers flitted about, dragging out the 

bodies but touching nothing else.  Not one of them was 

ignorant enough to be unaware of the value of the knowledge 

laboriously stored up in that building.  After that had been 

shared out to them, with the help of Archemund and Erin and 

the others who would know how to find it, they would start 

carting things off.  Not before.

There was another great open plain behind the palace.  

The groomed and tended woods of the House were not 

allowed to encroach on the gardens or setting of its chief 

residence.  And about halfway across the plain, a number of 

small figures could be seen running, trotting, or walking 

earnestly towards the beginning of the treeline.

“Should we go after them?” one of the mountaineers 

asked.

“No,” Irafon said.  “They are no longer a house.  They 

are men now.  If they can survive as individuals, let them.”

* * * * *

“I never heard of this, either,” Erin said.

In a small enclosure off to one side of the palace was the 

private temple of the House.

It was very unlike the other temples scattered 

throughout the valley.  Where they were large, it was small.  

Where they had flat roofs, it had a sharply-pitched one.  Where 

they had pinnacles and spires that were narrow and needle-

like, it had a broad tower that could actually be climbed.  

Where they were built of wood or mortar and rubble, it was 

built of great black stones.  Where they were empty inside, it 

had benches and chairs for the worshipers.  Where they were 

plain, it was ornate.

“It will make an interesting study in divergence,” 

Archemund commented.  “A study of what they were 
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originally, and how they progressed from that to be what they 

were before they died.”

“Divergence?  Reinvention seems more appropriate.  

This temple is almost deliberately the opposite of every other 

fane the Alexandrites have ever constructed.  They departed 

from their pattern here.”

“You’re confusing the two points in time.”  Archemund 

laid a hand on a statue behind the high altar.  “This is the first 

temple they built, not the last.  Look at the age of everything 

around you.  These statues and icons and fittings do not simply 

represent a different style, a different approach to design.  

These are the original artifacts the founders of the House 

brought with them and enshrined here.  They were part of this 

building from the beginning.”

“So the rest of the temples are departures from an 

original pattern, then.  A pattern forced to mutate under the 

pressure of circumstances.”

“Just as their systems and their theology mutated in 

response to the conditions they found here.”

“You suppose their worship changed substantially?”

“Oh, it always included five gods or demigods, and the 

elements of law, system, and worship of authority, I’m sure.  

But the details probably changed a number of times.  Slowly, to 

avoid the workers noticing, but still perceptibly so from the 

perspective of the priests.  The centrality of the opus grass, the 

priestly power, the reverence for and importance of 

possessions in a society where everyone possessed almost 

nothing--I have a feeling that older copies of the sacred books, 

if we can find them, will differ considerably on these points.”

“They must have had marvelously agile brains, to be 

able to consciously alter their own theology while still 

believing in its separate divinity and infallibility.  Because they 

did believe it.  But to believe you cannot change something 

while you go about changing it...”
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“Because on some remote, basic level, they agreed with 

us.  They understood that their beliefs were something they 

created themselves, and they admitted it--insofar as they 

considered themselves to be acting as agents of an external 

power while they did so.  The only thing they failed to realize, 

or to admit, was that there was no external power.  There was 

nothing but their own assumptions.  They mistook their 

assumptions for something beyond themselves, instead of 

seeing them truthfully as another manifestation of their desires 

and wishes.  And then...”

“And then?”

Archemund smiled.  “The word you chose.  

Reinvention.  Man can quite easily reinvent whatever he 

invented in the first place.  Somehow, the individual always 

triumphs over the system, even when all his efforts are directed 

at creating and maintaining that system.  By the very act of 

creation he asserts his irrefutable superiority over his own 

creation.”

* * * * *

Jacintha let her horse walk up the hill to the gate of the 

temple compound.  She was in no particular hurry.  Erin and 

Archemund watched her progress patiently.

“Inspecting your new residence?” she called out as she 

dismounted.

“New residence?”  Erin frowned.  Her obscure sarcasms 

still annoyed him now and then.  “We weren’t planning on 

living here, just taking the place to pieces and studying it all.  

Maybe turning it into a permanent center for these sort of 

inquiries.  But not living in it.”

“You might have to change your mind about that if 

some of the people of the valley have their way,” Jacintha said.

“Their way?  They have a way now?”
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“Apparently they’ve discovered one, yes.  We’ve been 

declared something akin to divine, since we conquered their 

old gods and the representatives of those gods.  My father has 

taken to climbing trees to get away from his worshipers, which 

has accidentally induced the people to begin regarding certain 

species of tree as sacred, too.”

Erin shook his head, bemused.  Archemund exploded 

with laughter.

“Oh, that’s not all,” Jacintha went on.  “There’s another 

large faction that says we’re not only mere mortals, we’re also 

untrustworthy.  They think we’re intentionally claiming to 

replace the priests and expecting them to become dependent on 

us, which they resent.  They might even resent it violently if 

they had any weapons, but there aren’t many of those around 

since we burned the Alexandrite arsenals.  And then there are 

two more small alliances emerging, minor players so far.  One 

insists on denouncing us as demonic in origin and demanding 

continued allegiance to the remaining priests holed up in the 

temples.  The other one seems to have gotten hold of Korus’s 

ideas.  They want to get rid of both the priests and us as 

potential overlords--but while retaining the structure of their 

old society anyway, by formal consensus and without religious 

connections.  And I’m sure there will be more divisions soon.  

The people still haven’t let go of their group mentality, but at 

least their groups keep fracturing into smaller ones at an 

encouraging rate.”

Archemund rubbed his hands delightedly.

“Well,” Erin said, “I suppose this is what we wanted to 

happen.  They’re discovering individuality and will again.  

They’re asserting their humanity.  Even if it is a bit messy.”

“Good,” Archemund said.  “Chaos.”
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