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At two o'clock in the morning, if you open your window and listen, You will hear
the feet of the Wind that is going to call the sun. And the trees in the shadow
rustle and the trees in the moonlight glisten, And though it is deep, dark

night, you feel that the night is done.

\al51Rudyard Kipling

I

The Dead Soldier

I had never seen war, or even talked of it at length with someone who had, but I
was young and knew something of violence, and so believed that war would be no
more than a new experience for me, as other things\al51the possession of authority
in Thrax, say, or my escape from the House Absolute\al5lhad been new experiences.
War is not a new experience; it is a new world. Its inhabitants are more

different from human beings than Famulimus and her friends. Its laws are new,
and even its geography is new, because it is a geography in which insignificant
hills and hollows are lifted to the importance of cities. Just as our familiar

Urth holds such monstrosities as Erebus, Abaia, and Arioch, so the world of war
is stalked by the monsters called battles, whose cells are individuals but who

have a life and intelligence of their own, and whom one approaches through an
ever-thickening array of portents.

One night I woke long before dawn. Everything seemed still, and I was afraid
some enemy had come near, so that my mind had stirred at his malignancy. I rose
and looked about. The hills were lost in the darkness. I was in a nest of long

grass, a nest [ had trampled flat for myself. Crickets sang.

Something caught my eye far to the north: a flash, I thought, of violet just on

the horizon. I stared at the point from which it seemed to have come. Just as |

had convinced myself that what I believed I had seen was no more than a fault of
vision, perhaps some lingering effect of the drug I had been given in the

hetman's house, there was a flare of magenta a trifle to the left of the point I

had been staring at.

I continued to stand there for a watch or more, rewarded from time to time with
these mysteries of light. At last, having satisfied myself that they were a

great way off and came no nearer, and that they did not appear to change in
frequency, coming on the average with each five hundredth beat of my heart, I

lay down again. And because | was then thoroughly awake, I became aware that the
ground was shaking, very slightly, beneath me.

When I woke again in the morning it had stopped. I watched the horizon
diligently for some time as I walked along, but saw nothing disturbing.

It had been two days since I had eaten, and I was no longer hungry, though I was
aware that I did not have my normal strength. Twice that day I came upon little
houses falling to ruin, and I entered each to look for food. If anything had

been left, it had been taken long before; even the rats were gone. The second
house had a well, but some dead thing had been thrown down it long ago, and in



any case there was no way to reach the stinking water. I went on, wishing for
something to drink and also for a better staff than the succession of rotten

sticks I had been using. I had learned when I had used Terminus Est as a staff

in the mountains how much easier it is to walk with one.

About noon I came upon a path and followed it, and a short time afterward heard
the sound of hoofs. I hid where I could look down the road; a moment later a

rider crested the next hill and flashed past me. From the glimpse I had of him,

he wore armor somewhat in the fashion of the commanders of Abdiesus's dimarchi,
but his wind-stiffened cape was green instead of red and his helmet seemed to
have a visor like the bill of a cap. Whoever he was, he was magnificently
mounted: His destrier's mouth was bearded with foam and its sides drenched, yet
it flew by as though the racing signal had dropped only an instant before.

Having encountered one rider on the path, I expected others. There were none.

For a long while I walked in tranquillity, hearing the calls of birds and seeing
many signs of game. Then (to my inexpressible delight) the path forded a young
stream. I walked up a dozen strides to a spot where deeper, quieter water flowed
over a bed of white gravel. Minnows skittered away from my boots\al51always a sign
of good water\al51and it was still cold from the mountain peaks and sweet with the
memory of snow. I drank and drank again, and then again, until I could hold no
more, then took off my clothes and washed myself, cold though it was. When I had
finished my bath and dressed and returned to the place where the path crossed

the stream, I saw two pug marks on the other side, daintily close together,

where the animal had crouched to drink. They overlay the hoofprints of the
officer's mount, and each was as big as a dinner plate, with no claws showing
beyond the soft pads of the toes. Old Midan, who had been my uncle's huntsman
when I was the girl-child Thecla, had told me once that smilodons drink only

after they have gorged themselves, and that when they have gorged and drunk they
are not dangerous unless molested. I went on.

The path wound through a wooded valley, then up into a saddle between hills.
When I was near the highest point, I noticed a tree two spans in diameter that

had been torn in half (as it appeared) at about the height of my eyes. The ends

of both the standing stump and the felled trunk were ragged, not at all like the
smooth chipping of an ax. In the next two or three leagues I walked, there were
several score like it. Judging from the lack of leaves, and in some cases of

bark, on the fallen parts, and the new shoots the stumps had put forth, the

damage had been done at least a year ago, and perhaps longer.

At last the path joined a true road, something I had heard of often, but never
trodden except in decay. It was much like the old road the uhlans had been
blocking when I had become separated from Dr. Talos, Baldanders, Jolenta, and
Dorcas when we left Nessus, but I was unprepared for the cloud of dust that hung
about it. No grass grew upon it, though it was wider than most city streets.

I had no choice except to follow it; the trees about it were thick set, and the

spaces between them choked with brush. At first [ was afraid, remembering the
burning lances of the uhlans; still, it seemed probable that the law that

prohibited the use of roads no longer had force here, or this one would not have
seen as much traffic as it clearly had; and when, a short time later, I heard

voices and the sound of many marching feet behind me, I only moved a pace or two
into the trees and watched openly while the column passed.

An officer came first, riding a fine, champing blue whose fangs had been left

long and set with turquoise to match his bardings and the hilt of his owner's

estoc. The men who followed him on foot were antepilani of the heavy infantry,
big shouldered and narrow waisted, with sun-bronzed, expressionless faces. They
carried three-pointed korsekes, demilunes, and heavy-headed voulges. This
mixture of armaments, as well as certain discrepancies among their badges and
accouterments, led me to believe that their mora was made up of the remains of
earlier formations. If that were so, the fighting they must have seen had left

them phlegmatic. They swung along, four thousand or so in all, without
excitement, reluctance, or any sign of fatigue, careless in their bearing but



not slovenly, and seemed to keep step without thought or effort.

Wagons drawn by grunting, trumpeting trilophodons followed. I edged nearer the
road as they came, for much othe baggage they carried was clearly food; but
there were mounted men among the wagons, and one called to me, asking what unit
I belonged to, then ordering me to him. I fled instead, and though I was fairly
sure he could not ride among the trees and would not abandon his destrier to
pursue me on foot, I ran until I was winded.

When [ stopped at last, it was in a silent glade where greenish sunlight

filtered through the leaves of spindly trees. Moss covered the ground so thickly
that I felt as if I walked upon the dense carpet of the hidden picture-room

where I had encountered the Master of the House Absolute. For a while I rested
my back against one of the thin trunks, listening. There came no sound but the
gasping of my own breath and the tidal roar of my blood in my ears.

In time I became aware of a third note: the faint buzzing of a fly. I wiped my
streaming face with the edge of my guild cloak. That cloak was sadly worn and
faded now, and I was suddenly conscious that it was the same one Master Gurloes
had draped about my shoulders when I became a journeyman, and that I was likely
to die in it. The sweat it had absorbed felt cold as dew, and the air was heavy
with the odor of damp earth.

The buzzing of the fly ceased, then resumed\al51perhaps a trifle more insistently,
perhaps merely seeming so because I had my breath again. Absently, I looked for
it and saw it dart through a shaft of sunlight a few paces off, then settle on a
brown object projecting from behind one of the thronging trees.

A boot.

I had no weapon whatsoever. Ordinarily I would not have been much afraid of
confronting a single man with my hands alone, especially in such a place, where
it would have been impossible to swing a sword; but I knew much of my strength
was gone, and I was discovering that fasting destroys a part of one's courage as
well\al51or perhaps it is only that it consumes a part of it, leaving less for other
exigencies.

However that might be, I walked warily, sidelong and silently, until I saw him.
He layed sprawled, with one leg crumpled under him and the other extended. A
falchion had fallen near his right hand, its leather lanyard still about his

wrist. His simple barbute had dropped from his head and rolled a step away. The
fly crawled up his boot until it reached the bare flesh just below the knee,

then flew again, with the noise of a tiny saw.

I knew, of course, that he was dead, and even as I felt relief my sense of
isolation came rushing back, though I had not realized that it had departed.
Taking him by the shoulder, I turned him over. His body had not yet swelled, but
the smell of death had come, however faint. His face had softened like a mask of
wax set before a fire; there was no telling now with what expression he had

died. He had been young and blond\al51one of those handsome, square faces. I looked
for a wound but found none.

The straps of his pack had been drawn so tight that I could neither pull it off

nor even loosen the fastenings. In the end I took the coutel from his belt and

cut them, then drove the point into a tree. A blanket, a scrap of paper, a
fire-blackened pan with a socket handle, two pairs of rough stockings (very
welcome), and, best of all, an onion and a half loaf of dark bread wrapped in a
clean rag, and five strips of dried meat and a lump of cheese wrapped in

another.

I ate the bread and cheese first, forcing myself, when I found I could not eat
slowly, to rise after every third bite and walk up and down. The bread helped by
requiring a great deal of chewing; it tasted precisely like the hard bread We

used to feed our clients in the Matachin Tower, bread I had stolen, more from
mischief than from hunger, once or twice. The cheese was dry and smelly and
salty, but excellent all the same; I thought that I had never tasted such cheese
before, and I know I have never tasted any since. I might have been eating life.

It made me thirsty, and I learned how well an onion quenches thirst by



stimulating the salivary glands.

By the time I reached the meat, which was heavily salted too, I was satiated
enough to begin debating whether I should reserve it against the night, and I
decided to eat one piece and save the other four.

The air had been still since early that morning, but now a faint breeze blew,
cooling my cheeks, stirring the leaves, and catching the paper I had pulled from
the dead soldier's pack and sending it rattling across the moss to lodge against

a tree. Still chewing and swallowing, I pursued it and picked it up. It was a
letter\al 511 assume one he had not had the opportunity to send, or perhaps to
complete. His hand had been angular, and smaller than I would have anticipated,
though it may be that its smallness only resulted from his wish to crowd many
words onto the small sheet, which appeared to have been the last he possessed.
O my beloved, we are a hundred leagues north of the place from which I last
wrote you, having come by hard marches. We have enough to eat and are warm by
day, though sometimes cold at night. Makar, of whom I told you, has fallen sick
and was permitted to remain behind. A great many others claimed then to be ill
and were made to march before us without weapons and carrying double packs and
under guard. In all this time we have seen no sign of the Ascians, and we are
told by the lochage that they are still several days' march off. The

seditionists killed sentries for three nights, until we put three men on each

post and kept patrols moving outside our perimeter. I was assigned to one of
these patrols on the first night and found it very discomforting, since I feared
one of my comrades would cut me down in the dark. My time was spent tripping
over roots and listening to the singing at the fire\al51

"Tomorrow night's sleepWill be on stained ground,So tonight all drink deep,Let
the friend-cup go round.Friend, I hope when they shoot,Every shot will fly
wide,And I wish you good loot,And myself at your side.Let the friend-cup go
round,For we'll sleep on stained ground."Naturally, we saw no one. The
seditionists call themselves the Vodalar\a252 after their leader and are said to be
picked fighters. And well paid, receiving support from the Ascians\al33

II

The Living Soldier

I put aside the half-read letter and stared at the man who had written it.

Death's shot had not flown wide for him; now he stared at the sun with

lusterless blue eyes, one nearly winking, the other fully open.

Long before that moment I should have recalled the Claw, but I had not. Or
perhaps I had only suppressed the thought in my eagerness to steal the rations

in the dead man's pack, never reasoning that I might have trusted him to share

his food with the rescuer who had recalled him from death. Now, at the mention
of Vodalus and his followers (who I felt would surely assist me if only I were
able to find them), I remembered it at once and took it out. It seemed to

sparkle in the summer sunlight, brighter indeed than I had ever seen it without

its sapphire case. I touched him with it, then, urged by I cannot say what

impulse, put it into his mouth.

When this, too, effected nothing, I took it between my thumb and first finger

and pushed its point into the soft skin of his forehead. He did not move or
breathe, but a drop of blood, fresh and sticky as that of a living man, welled

forth and stained my fingers.

I withdrew them, wiped my hand with some leaves, and would have gone back to his
letter if I had not thought I heard a stick snap some distance away. For a

moment I could not choose among hiding, fleeing, and fighting; but there was
little chance of successfully doing the first, and I had already had enough of

the second. I picked up the dead man's falchion, wrapped myself in my cloak, and
stood waiting.

No one came\al51or at least, no one visible to me. The wind made a slight sighing



among the treetops. The fly seemed to have gone. Perhaps I had heard nothing
more than a deer bounding through the shadows. I had traveled so far without any
weapon that would permit me to hunt that I had almost forgotten the possibility.
Now I examined the falchion and found myself wishing it had been a bow.
Something behind me stirred, and I turned to look.

It was the soldier. A tremor seemed to have seized him\al51if I had not seen his
corpse, I would have thought him dying. His hands shook, and there was a
rattling in his throat. I bent and touched his face; it was as cold as ever, and

I had the impulsive need to kindle a fire.

There had been no fire-making gear in his pack, but I knew every soldier must
carry such things. I searched his pockets and found a few aes, a hanging dial
with which to tell time, and a flint and striking bar. Tinder lay in plenty

under the trees\al51the danger was that I might set fire to all of it. I swept a
space clear with my hands, piling the sweepings in the center, set them ablaze,
then gathered a few rotten boughs, broke them, and laid them on the fire.

Its light was brighter than I had expected\al51day was almost done, and it would
soon be dark. I looked at the dead man. His hands no longer shook; he was

silent. The flesh of his face seemed warmer. But that was, no doubt, no more
than the heat of the fire. The spot of blood on his forehead had nearly dried,

yet it seemed to catch the light of the dying sun, shining as some crimson gem
might, some pigeon's blood ruby spilled from a treasure hoard. Though our fire
gave little smoke, what there was seemed to me fragrant as incense, and like
incense it rose straight until it was lost in the gathering dark, suggesting
something I could not quite recall. I shook myself and found more wood, breaking
and stacking it until I had a pile I thought large enough to last the night.
Evenings were not nearly so cold here in Orithyia as they had been in the
mountains, or even in the region about Lake Diuturna, so that although I

recalled the blanket I had found in the dead man's pack, I felt no need of it.

My task had warmed me, the food I had eaten had invigorated me, and for a time I
strode up and down in the twilight, brandishing the falchion when such warlike
gestures accorded with my thoughts but taking care to keep the fire between the
dead man and myself.

My memories have always appeared with the intensity, almost, of hallucinations,
as | have said often in this chronicle. That night I felt I might lose myself
forever in them, making of my life a loop instead of a line; and for once I did

not resist the temptation but reveled in it. Everything I have described to you
came crowding back to me, and a thousand things more. I saw Eata's face and his
freckled hand when he sought to slip between the bars of the gate of the
necropolis, and the storm | had once watched impaled on the towers of the
Citadel, writhing and lashing out with its lightnings; I felt its rain, colder

and fresher far than the morning cup in our refectory, trickle down my face.
Dorcas's voice whispered in my ears: "Sitting in a window\al33 trays and a rood.
What will you do, summon up some Erinys to destroy me?"

Yes. Yes, indeed, I would have if I could. If I had been Hethor, I would have
drawn them from some horror behind the world, birds with the heads of hags and
the tongues of vipers. At my order they would have threshed the forests like
wheat and beaten cities flat with their great wings\al33 and yet, if I could, I
would have appeared at the final moment to save her\al51not walking coldly off
afterward in the way we all wish to do when, as children, we imagine ourselves
rescuing and humiliating the loved one who has given us some supposed slight,
but raising her in my arms.

Then for the first time, I think, I knew how terrible it must have been for her,
who had been hardly more than a child when death had come, and who had been dead
so long, to have been called back.

And thinking of that, I remembered the dead soldier whose food I had eaten and
whose sword I held, and I paused and listened to hear if he drew breath or
stirred. Yet I was so lost in the worlds of memory that it seemed to me the soft
forest earth under my feet had come from the grave Hildegrin the Badger had



despoiled for Vodalus, and the whisper of the leaves was the soughing of the
cypresses in our necropolis and the rustle of the purple-flowered roses, and

that I listened, listened in vain for breath from the dead woman Vodalus had
lifted with the rope beneath her arms, lifted in her white shroud.

At last, the croaking of a nightjar brought me to myself. I seemed to see the
soldier's white face staring at me, and went around the fire and searched until

I found the blanket, and draped his corpse with it.

Dorcas belonged, as I now realized, to that vast group of women (which may,
indeed, include all women) who betray us\al51and to that special type who betray us
not for some present rival but for their own pasts. Just as Morwenna, whom I had
executed at Saltus, must have poisoned her husband and her child because she
recalled a time in which she was free and, perhaps, virginal, so Dorcas had left
me because [ had not existed (had, as she must unconsciously have seen it,

failed to exist) in that time before her doom fell upon her.

(For me, also, that is the golden time. I think I must have treasured the memory
of the crude, kindly boy who fetched books and blossoms to my cell largely
because I knew him to be the last love before the doom, the doom that was not,
as I learned in that prison, the moment at which the tapestry was cast over me

to muffle my outcry, nor my arrival at the Old Citadel in Nessus, nor the slam

of the cell door behind me, nor even the moment when, bathed in such a light as
never shines on Urth, I felt my body rise in rebellion against me\al51 but that
instant in which I drew the blade of the greasy paring knife he had brought,

cold and mercifully sharp, across my own neck. Possibly we all come to such a
time, and it is the will of the Caitanya that each damn herself for what she has
done. Yet can we be hated so much? Can we be hated at all? Not when I can still
remember his kisses on my breasts, given, not breathing to taste the perfume of
my flesh\al51as Aphrodisius's were, and that young man's, the nephew of the
chiliarch of the Companions\al51but as though he were truly hungry for my flesh. Was
something watching us? He has eaten of me now. Awakened by the memory, I lift my
hand and run fingers through his hair.)

I slept late, wrapped in my cloak. There is a payment made by Nature to those
who undergo hardships; it is that the lesser ones, at which people whose lives
have been easier would complain, seem almost comfortable. Several times before I
actually rose, I woke and congratulated myself to think how easily I had spent
this night compared to those I had endured in the mountains.

At last the sunlight and the singing birds brought me to myself. On the other

side of our dead fire, the soldier shifted and, I think, murmured something. I

sat up. He had thrown the blanket aside and lay with his face to the sky. It was

a pale face with sunken cheeks; there were dark shadows beneath the eyes and
deeply cut lines running from the mouth; but it was a living face. The eyes were
truly closed, and breath sighed in the nostrils.

For a moment I was tempted to run before he woke. I had his falchion still\al511
started to replace it, then took it back for fear he would attack me with it.

His coutel still protruded from the tree, making me think of Agia's crooked
dagger in the shutter of Casdoe's house. I thrust it back into the sheath at his

belt, mostly because I was ashamed to think that I, armed with a sword, should
fear any man with a knife.

His eyelids fluttered, and I drew away, remembering a time when Dorcas had been
frightened to find me bending over her when she woke. So that I should not
appear a dark figure, I pushed back my cloak to show my bare arms and chest,
browned now by so many days' suns. I could hear the sighing of his breath; and
when it changed from sleep to waking, it seemed to me a thing almost as
miraculous as the passage from death to life.

Empty-eyed as a child, he sat up and looked about him. His lips moved, but only
sound without sense came forth. I spoke to him, trying to make my tone friendly.
He listened but did not seem to understand, and I recalled how dazed the uhlan
had been, whom I had revived on the road to the House Absolute.

I wished that I had water to offer him, but I had none. I drew out a piece of



the salt meat I had taken from his pack, broke it into two, and shared that with
him instead.

He chewed and seemed to feel a little better. "Stand up," I said. "We must find
something to drink." He took my hand and allowed me to pull him erect, but he
could hardly stand. His eyes, which had been so calm at first, grew wilder as
they became more alert. I had the feeling that he feared the trees might rush
upon us like a pride of lions, yet he did not draw his coutel or attempt to
reclaim the falchion.

When we had taken three or four steps, he tottered and nearly fell. I let him

lean upon my arm, and together we made our way through the wood to the road.

11

Through Dust

I did not know whether we should turn north or south. Somewhere to the north lay
the Ascian army, and it was possible that if we came too near the lines we would
be caught up in some swift maneuver. Yet the farther south we went, the less
likely we were to find anyone who would help us, and the more probable it became
that we would be arrested as deserters. In the end I turned northward; no doubt

I acted largely from habit, and I am still not sure if I did well or ill.

The dew had already dried upon the road, and its dusty surface showed no
footprints. To either side, for three paces or more, the vegetation was a

uniform gray. We soon passed out of the forest. The road wound down a hill and
over a bridge that vaulted a small river at the bottom of a rock-strewn valley.

We left it there and went down to the water to drink and bathe our faces. I had

not shaved since I had turned my back on Lake Diuturna, and though I had noticed
none when I took the flint and striker from the soldier's pocket, I ventured to

ask him if he carried a razor.

I mention this trifling incident because it was the first thing I said to him

that he seemed to comprehend. He nodded, then reaching under his hauberk
produced one of those little blades that country people use, razors their smiths
grind from the halves of worn oxshoes. I touched it up on the broken whetstone I
still carried and stropped it on the leg of my boot, then asked if he had soap.

If he did, he failed to understand me, and after a moment he seated himself on a
rock from which he could stare into the water, reminding me very much of Dorcas.
I longed to question him about the fields of Death, to learn all that he

remembered of that time that is, perhaps, dark only to us. Instead, I washed my
face in the cold river water and scraped my cheeks and chin as well as I could.
When I sheathed his razor and tried to return it to him, he did not seem to know
what to do with it, so I kept it.

For most of the rest of that day we walked. Several times we were stopped and
questioned; more often we stopped others and questioned them. Gradually I
developed an elaborate lie: I was the lictor of a civil judge who accompanied

the Autarch; we had encountered this soldier on the road, and my master had
ordered me to see that he was cared for; he could not speak, and so I did not

know what unit he was from. That last was true enough.

We crossed other roads and sometimes followed them. Twice we reached great camps
where tens of thousands of soldiers lived in cities of tents. At each, those who
tended the sick told me that though they would have bandaged my companion's
wounds had he been bleeding, they could not take responsibility for him as he
was. By the time I spoke to the second, I no longer asked the location of the
Pelerines but only to be directed to a place where we might find shelter. It was
nearly night.

"There is a lazaret three leagues from here that may take you in." My informant
looked from one of us to the other, and seemed to have almost as much sympathy
for me as for the soldier, who stood mute and dazed. "Go west and north until

you see a road to the right that passes between two big trees. It is about half



as wide as the one you will have been following. Go down that. Are you armed?"
I shook my head; I had put the soldier's falchion back in his scabbard. "I was
forced to leave my sword behind with my master's servants\al511 couldn't have
carried it and managed this man too."

"Then you must beware of beasts. It would be better if you had something that
would shoot, but I can't give you anything."

I turned to go, but he stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.

"Leave him if you're attacked," he said. "And if you're forced to leave him,

don't feel too badly about it. I've seen cases like his before. He's not likely

to recover."

"He has already recovered," I told him.

Although this man would not allow us to stay or lend me a weapon, he did provide
us with something to eat; and I departed with more cheerfulness than I had felt
for some time. We were in a valley where the western hills had risen to obscure
the sun a watch or more before. As I walked along beside the soldier, |
discovered that it was no longer necessary for me to hold his arm. I could

release it, and he continued to walk at my side like any friend. His face was

not really like Jonas's, which had been long and narrow, but once when I saw it
sidelong I caught something there so reminiscent of Jonas that I felt almost

that I had seen a ghost.

The gray road was greenish-white in the moonlight; the trees and brush to either
side looked black. As we strode along I began to talk. Partially, I admit, it

was from sheer loneliness; yet I had other reasons as well. Unquestionably there
are beasts, like the alzabo, who attack men as foxes do fowls, but I have been
told that there are many others who will flee if they are warned in time of

human presence. Then too, I thought that if I spoke to the soldier as I might

have to any other man, any ill-intentioned persons who heard us would be less
apt to guess how unlikely he was to resist them.

"Do you recall last night?" I began. "You slept very heavily."

There was no reply.

"Perhaps I never told you this, but I have the facility of recalling everything.

I can't always lay hands on it when I want, but it is always there; some
memories, you know, are like escaped clients wandering through the oubliette.
One may not be able to produce them on demand, but they are always there, they
cannot get away.

"Although, come to think of it, that isn't entirely true. The fourth and lowest
level of our oubliette has been abandoned\al51there are never enough clients to fill
the topmost three anyway, and perhaps eventually Master Gurloes will give up the
third. We only keep it open now for the mad ones that no official ever comes to
see. If they were in one of the higher levels, their noise would disturb the

others. Not all of them are noisy, of course. Some are as quiet as yourself."
Again there was no reply. In the moonlight I could not tell if he was paying
attention to me, but remembering the razor I persevered.

"I went that way myself once. Through the fourth level, I mean. I used to have a
dog, and I kept him there, but he ran away. I went after him and found a tunnel
that left our oubliette. Eventually I crawled out of a broken pedestal in a

place called the Atrium of Time. It was full of sundials. I met a young woman
there who was really more beautiful than anyone I've ever seen since\al51more lovely
even than Jolenta, I think, though not in the same way."

The soldier said nothing, yet now something told me he heard me; perhaps it was
no more than a slight movement of his head seen from a corner of my eye.

"Her name was Valeria, and I think she was younger than I, although she seemed
older. She had dark, curling hair, like Thecla's, but her eyes were dark too.
Thecla's were violet. She had the finest skin I have ever seen, like rich milk
mixed with the juice of pomegranates and strawberries.

"But I didn't set out to talk about Valeria, but about Dorcas. Dorcas is lovely

too, though she is very thin, almost like a child. Her face is a peri's, and her
complexion is flecked with freckles like bits of gold. Her hair was long before



she cut it; she always wore flowers there."

I paused again. I had continued to talk of women because that seemed to have
caught his attention. Now I could not say if he were still listening or not.

"Before I left Thrax I went to see Dorcas. It was in her room, in an inn called

the Duck's Nest. She was in bed and naked, but she kept the sheet over herself,
just as if we had never slept together\al51we who had walked and ridden so far,
camping in places where no voice had been heard since the land was called up
from the sea, and climbing hills where no feet had ever walked but the sun's.

She was leaving me and I her, and neither of us really wished it otherwise,
though at the last she was afraid and asked me to come with her after all.

"She said she thought the Claw had the same power over time that Father Inire's
mirrors are said to have over distance. I didn't think much of the remark
then\al511I'm not really a very intelligent man, I suppose, not a philosopher at
ail-but now I find it interesting. She told me, 'When you brought the uhlan back
to life it was because the Claw twisted time for him to the point at which he

still lived. When you half-healed your friend's wounds, it was because it bent

the moment to one when they would be nearly healed.' Don't you think that's
interesting? A little while after I pricked your forehead with the Claw, you

made a strange sound. I think it may have been your death rattle."

I waited. The soldier did not speak, but quite unexpectedly I felt his hand on

my shoulder. I had been talking almost flippantly; his touch brought home to me
the seriousness of what I had been saying. If it were true\al51or even some trifling
approximation to the truth\al51then I had toyed with powers I understood no better
than Casdoe's son, whom I had tried to make my own, would have understood the
giant ring that took his life.

"No wonder then that you're dazed. It must be a terrible thing to move backward
in time, and still more terrible to pass backward through death. I was about to

say that it would be like being born again; but it would be much worse than

that, I think, because an infant lives already in his mother's womb." I

hesitated. "I\a133 Thecla, I mean\al33 nevebore a child."

Perhaps only because I had been thinking of his confusion, I found I was
confused myself, so that I scarcely knew who I was. At last I said lamely, "You
must excuse me. When I'm tired, and sometimes when I'm near sleep, I come near
to becoming someone else." (For whatever reason, his grip on my shoulder
tightened when I said that.) "It's a long story that has nothing to do with you.

I wanted to say that in the Atrium of Time, the breaking of the pedestal had

tilted the dials so their gnomons no longer pointed true, and I have heard that
when that happens, the watches of day stop, or run backward for some part of
each day. You carry a pocket dial, so you know that for it to tell time truly

you must direct its gnomon toward the sun. The sun remains stationary while Urth
dances about him, and it is by her dancing that we know the time, just as a deaf
man might still beat out the rhythm of a tarantella by observing the swaying of
the dancers. But what if the sun himself were to dance? Then, too, the march of
the moments might become a retreat.

"I don't know if you believe in the New Sun\al51I'm not sure I ever have. But if he
will exist, he will be the Conciliator come again, and thus Conciliator and New
Sun are only two names for the same individual, and we may ask why that
individual should be called the New Sun. What do you think? Might it not be for
this power to move time?"

Now I felt indeed that time itself had stopped. Around us the trees rose dark

and silent; night had freshened the air. I could think of nothing more to say,

and I was ashamed to talk nonsense, because I felt somehow that the soldier had
been listening attentively to all I had said. Before us I saw two pines far

thicker through their trunks than the others lining the road, and a pale path of
white and green that threaded its way between them. "There!" I exclaimed.

But when we reached them, I had to halt the soldier with my hands and turn him
by the shoulders before he followed me. I noticed a dark splatter in the dust

and bent to touch it.



It was clotted blood. "We are on the right road," I told him. "They have been
bringing the wounded here."

v

Fever

I cannot say how far we walked, or how far worn the night was before we reached
our destination. I know that I began to stumble some time after we turned aside
from the main road, and that it became a sort of disease to me; just as some

sick men cannot stop coughing and others cannot keep their hands from shaking,
so I tripped, and a few steps farther on tripped again, and then again. Unless I
thought of nothing else, the toe of my left boot caught at my right heel, and I
could not concentrate my mind\al51my thoughts ran off with every step I took.
Fireflies glimmered in the trees to either side of the path, and for a long time

1 supposed that the lights ahead of us were only more such insects and did not
hurry my pace. Then, very suddenly as it seemed to me, we were beneath some
shadowy roof where men and women with yellow lamps moved up and down between
long rows of shrouded cots. A woman in clothes I supposed were black took charge
of us and led us to another place where there were chairs of leather and horn,

and a fire burned in a brazier. There I saw that her gown was scarlet, and she
wore a scarlet hood, and for a moment I thought that she was Cyriaca.

"Your friend is very ill, isn't he?" she said. "Do you know what is the matter

with him?"

And the soldier shook his head and answered, "No. I'm not even sure who he is."
I was too stunned to speak. She took my hand, then released it and took the
soldier's. "He has a fever. So do you. Now that the heat of summer is come, we
see more disease each day. You should have boiled your water and kept yourselves
as clean of lice as you could.”

She turned to me. "You have a great many shallow cuts too, and some them are
infected. Rock shards?"

I managed to say, "I'm not the one who is ill. I brought my friend here."

"You are both ill, and I suspect you brought each other. I doubt that either of

you would have reached us without the other. Was it rock shards? Some weapon of
the enemy's?"

"Rock shards, yes. A weapon of a friend's."

"That is the worst thing, [ am told\al51to be fired upon by your own side. But the
fever is the chief concern." She hesitated, looking from the soldier to me and
back. "I'd like to put you both in bed now, but you'll have to go to the bath

first."

She clapped her hands to summon a burly man with a shaven head. He took our arms
and began to lead us away, then stopped and picked me up, carrying me as I had
once carried little Severian. In a few moments we were naked and sitting in a
pool of water heated by stones. The burly man splashed more water over us, then
made us get out one at a time so he could crop our hair with a pair of shears.
After that we were left to soak awhile.

"You can speak now," I said to the soldier.

I saw him nod in the lamplight.

"Why didn't you, then, when we were coming here?"

He hesitated, and his shoulders moved a trifle. "I was thinking of many things,
and you didn't talk yourself. You seemed so tired. Once I asked if we shouldn't
stop, but you didn't answer."

I said, "It seemed to me otherwise, but perhaps we are both correct. Do you

recall what happened to you before you met me?"

Again there was a pause. "I don't even remember meeting you. We were walking
down a dark path, and you were beside me."

"And before that?"

"I don't know. Music, perhaps, and walking a long way. In sunshine at first but



later through the dark."

"That walking was while you were with me," I said. "Don't you recall anything
else?"

"Flying through the dark. Yes, I was with you, and we came to a place where the
sun hung just above our heads. There was a light before us, but when I stepped
into it, it became a kind of darkness."

I nodded. "You weren't wholly rational, you see. On a warm day it can seem that
the sun's just overhead, and when it is down behind the mountains it seems the
light becomes darkness. Do you recall your name?"

At that he thought for several moments, and at last smiled ruefully. "I lost it
somewhere along the way. That's what the jaguar said, who had promised to guide
the goat."

The burly man with the shaven head had come back without either of us noticing.
He helped me out of the pool and gave me a towel with which to dry myself, a
robe to wear, and a canvas sack containing my possessions, which now smelled
strongly of the smoke of fumigation. A day earlier it would have tormented me
nearly to frenzy to have the Claw out of my possession for an instant. That

night I had hardly realized it was gone until it was returned to me, and I did

not verify that it had indeed been returned until I lay on one of the cots under

a veil of netting. The Claw shone in my hand then, softly as the moon; and it
was shaped as the moon sometimes is. I smiled to think that its flooding light

of pale green is the reflection of the sun.

On the first night I slept in Saltus, I had awakened thinking I was in the
apprentices' dormitory in our tower. Now I had the same experience in reverse: |
slept and found in sleep that the shadowy lazaret with its silent figures and
moving lamps had been no more than a hallucination of the day.

I sat up and looked around. I felt well\al51better, in fact, than I had ever felt
before; but I was warm. I seemed to glow from within. Roche was sleeping on his
side, his red hair tousled and his mouth slightly open, his face relaxed and
boyish without the energy of his mind behind it. Through the port I could see
snow drifts in the Old Court, new-fallen snow that showed no tracks of men or
their animals; but it occurred to me that in the necropolis there would be
hundreds of footprints already as the small creatures who found shelter there,

the pets and the playmates of the dead, came out to search for food and to
disport themselves in the new landscape Nature had bestowed on them. I dressed
quickly and silently, holding my finger to my own lips when one of the other
apprentices stirred, and hurried down the steep stair that wound through the
center of the tower.

It seemed longer than usual, and I found I had difficulty in going from step to
step. We are always aware of the hindrance of gravity when we climb stairs, but
we take for granted the assistance it gives us when we descend. Now that
assistance had been withdrawn, or nearly so. I had to force each foot down, but
do it in a way that prevented it from sending me shooting up when it struck the
step, as it would have if I had stamped. In that uncanny way we know things in
dreams, I understood that all the towers of the Citadel had risen at last and

were on their voyage beyond the circle of Dis. I felt happy in the knowledge,

but I still desired to go into the necropolis and track the coatis and foxes. I

was hurrying down as fast as I could when I heard a groan. The stairway no
longer descended as it should but led into a cabin, just as the stairs in
Baldanders's castle had stretched down the walls of its chambers.

This was Master Malrubius's sickroom. Masters are entitled to spacious quarters;
still, this was larger by far than the actual cabin had been. There were two

ports just as I remembered, but they were enormous\al51the eyes of Mount Typhon.
Master Malrubius's bed was very large, yet it seemed lost in the immensity of
the room. Two figures bent over him. Though their clothing was dark, it struck
me that it was not the fuligin of the guild. I went to them, and when I was so
near I could hear the sick man's labored breathing, they straightened up and
turned to look at me. They were the Cumaean and her acolyte Merryn, the witches



we had met atop the tomb in the ruined stone town.

"Ah, sister, you have come at last," Merryn said. As she spoke, I realized that

I was not, as I had thought, the apprentice Severian. I was Thecla as she had

been when she was his height, which is to say at about the age of thirteen or
fourteen. I felt an intense embarrassment\al 5 1not because of my girl's body or
because [ was wearing masculine clothes (which indeed I rather enjoyed) but
because | had been unaware of it previously. I also felt that Merryn's words had
been an act of magic\al51that both Severian and I had been present before, and that
she had by some means driven him into the background. The Cumaean kissed me on
the forehead, and when the kiss was over wiped blood from her lips. Although she
did not speak, I knew this was a signal that I had in some sense become the

soldier too.

"When we sleep," Merryn told me, "we move from temporality to eternity."
"When we wake," the Cumaean whispered, "we lose the facility to see beyond the
present moment."

"She never wakes," Merryn boasted. Master Malrubius stirred and groaned, and the
Cumaean took a carafe of water from the table by his bed and poured a little

into a tumbler. When she set down the carafe again, something living stirred in

it. I, for some reason, thought it the undine; I drew back, but it was Hethor,

no higher than my hand, his gray, stubbled face pressed against the glass.

I heard his voice as one might hear the squeaking of mice: "Sometimes driven
aground by the photon storms, by the swirling of the galaxies, clockwise and
counterclockwise, ticking with light down the dark sea-corridors lined with our
silver sails, our demon-haunted mirror sails, our hundred-league masts as fine

as threads, as fine as silver needles sewing the threads of starlight,

embroidering the stars on black velvet, wet with the winds of Time that goes
racing by. The bone in her teeth! The spume, the flying spume of Time, cast up

on these beaches where old sailors can no longer keep their bones from the
restless, the unwearied universe. Where has she gone? My lady, the mate of my
soul? Gone across the running tides of Aquarius, of Pisces, of Aries. Gone. Gone
in her little boat, her nipples pressed against the black velvet lid, gone,

sailing away forever from the star-washed shores, the dry shoals of the

habitable worlds. She is her own ship, she is the figurehead of her own ship,

and the captain. Bosun, Bosun, put out the launch! Sailmaker, make a sail! She

has left us behind. We have left her behind. She is in the past we never knew

and the future we will not see. Put out more sail, Captain, for the universe is
leaving us behind\a133"

There was a bell on the table beside the carafe. Merryn rang it as though to
overpower Hethor's voice, and when Master Malrubius had moistened his lips with
the tumbler, she took it from the Cumaean, flung what remained of its water on

the floor, and inverted it over the neck of the carafe. Hethor was silenced, but

the water spread over the floor, bubbling as though fed by a hidden spring. It

was icy cold. I thought vaguely that my governess would be angry because my
shoes were wet.

A maid was coming in answer to the ring\al51Thecla's maid, whose flayed leg I had
inspected the day after I had saved Vodalus. She was younger, as young as she
must have been when Thecla was actually a girl, but her leg had been flayed
already and ran with blood. "I am so sorry," I said. "I am so sorry, Hunna. I

didn't do it\al51it was Master Gurloes, and some journeymen."

Master Malrubius sat up in bed, and for the first time I observed that his bed

was in actuality a woman's hand, with fingers longer than my arm and nails like
talons. "You're well!" he said, as though I were the one who had been dying. "Or
nearly well, at least." The fingers of the hand began to close upon him, but he
leaped from the bed and into water that was now knee high to stand beside me.

A dog\al51my old dog Triskele\al51had apparently been hiding beneath the bed, or perhaps
only lying on the farther side of it, out of sight. Now he came to us, splashing

the water with his single forepaw as he drove his broad chest through it and
barking joyously. Master Malrubius took my right hand and the Cumaean my left;



together they led me to one of the great eyes of the mountain.

I saw the view I had seen when Typhon had led me there: The world rolled out
like a carpet and visible in its entirety. This time it was more magnificent by

far. The sun was behind us; its beams seemed to have multiplied their strength.
Shadows were alchemized to gold, and every green thing grew darker and stronger
as I looked. I could see the grain ripening in the fields and even the myriad

fish of the sea doubling and redoubling with the increase of the tiny surface

plants that sustained them. Water from the room behind us poured from the eye
and, catching the light, fell in a rainbow.

Then I woke.

While I slept, someone had wrapped me in sheets packed with snow. (I learned
later that it was brought down from the mountaintops by sure-footed sumpters.)
Shivering, I longed to return to my dream, though I was already half-aware of

the immense distance that separated us. The bitter taste of medicine was in my
mouth, the stretched canvas felt as hard as a floor beneath me, and scarlet-clad
Pelerines with lamps moved to and fro, tending men and women who groaned in the
dark.

v

The Lazaret

I do not believe I really slept again that night, though I may have dozed. When
dawn came, the snow had melted. Two Pelerines took the sheets away, gave me a
towel with which to dry myself, and brought dry bedding. I wanted to give the
Claw to them then\al51my possessions were in the bag under my cot\al51but the moment
seemed inappropriate. I lay down instead, and now that it was daylight, slept.

I woke again about noon. The lazaret was as quiet as it ever became; somewhere
far off two men were talking and another cried out, but their voices only
emphasized the stillness. I sat up and looked around, hoping to see the soldier.
On my right lay a man whose close-cropped scalp made me think at first that he
was one of the slaves of the Pelerines. I called to him, but when he turned his
head to look at me, I saw I had been mistaken.

His eyes were emptier than any human eyes I had ever seen, and they seemed to
watch spirits invisible to me. "Glory to the Group of Seventeen," he said.

"Good morning. Do you know anything about the way this place is run?"

A shadow appeared to cross his face, and I sensed that my question had somehow
made him suspicious. He answered, "All endeavors are conducted well or ill
precisely in so far as they conform to Correct Thought."

"Another man was brought in at the same time I was. I'd like to talk to him.

He's a friend of mine, more or less."

"Those who do the will of the populace are friends, though we have never spoken
to them. Those who do not do the will of the populace are enemies, though we
learned together as children."

The man on my left called, "You won't get anything out of him. He's a prisoner."
I turned to look at him. His face, though wasted nearly to a skull, retained
something of humor. His stiff, black hair looked as though it had not seen a

comb for months.

"He talks like that all the time. Never any other way. Hey, you! We're going to
beat you!"

The other answered, "For the Armies of the Populace, defeat is the springboard
of victory, and victory the ladder to further victory."

"He makes a lot more sense than most of them, though," the man on my left told
me.

"You say he's a prisoner. What did he do?"

"Do? Why, he didn't die."

"I'm afraid I don't understand. Was he selected for some kind of suicide
mission?"



The patient beyond the man on my left sat up\al51a young woman with a thin but
lovely face. "They all are," she said. "At least, they can't go home until the

war is won, and they know, really, that it will never be won."

"External battles are already won when internal struggles are conducted with
Correct Thought."

I said, "He's an Ascian, then. That's what you meant. I've never seen one

before."

"Most of them die," the black-haired man told me. "That's what I said."

"I didn't know they spoke our language."

"They don't. Some officers who came here to talk to him said they thought he'd
been an interpreter. Probably he questioned our soldiers when they were

captured. Only he did something wrong and had to go back to the ranks."

The young woman said, "I don't think he's really mad. Most of them are. What's
your name?"

"I'm sorry, I should have introduced myself. I'm Severian." I almost added that

I was a lictor, but I knew neither of them would talk to me if I told them that.

"I'm Foila, and this is Melito. I was of the Blue Huzzars, he a hoplite."

"You shouldn't talk nonsense," Melito growled. "I am a hoplite. You are a
huzzar."

I thought he appeared much nearer death than she.

"I'm only hoping we will be discharged when we're well enough to leave this
place," Foila said.

"And what will we do then? Milk somebody else's cow and herd his pigs?" Melito
turned to me. "Don't let her talk deceive you\al51we were volunteers, both of us. I
was about to be promoted when I was wounded, and when I'm promoted I'll be able
to support a wife."

Foila called, "I haven't promised to marry you!"

Several beds away, someone said loudly, "Take her so she'll shut up about it!"

At that, the patient in the bed beyond Foila's sat up. "She will marry me." He

was big, fair skinned, and pale haired, and he spoke with the deliberation
characteristic of the icy isles of the south. "I am Hallvard."

Surprising me, the Ascian prisoner announced, "United, men and women are
stronger; but a brave woman desires children, and not husbands."

Foila said, "They fight even when they're pregnant\al511've seen them dead on the
battlefield."

"The roots of the tree are the populace. The leaves fall, but the tree remains."

I asked Melito and Foila if the Ascian were composing his remarks or quoting
some literary source with which I was unfamiliar.

"Just making it up, you mean?" Foila asked. "No. They never do that. Everything
they say has to be taken from an approved text. Some of them don't talk at all.
The rest have thousands\al511 suppose actually tens or hundreds of thousands\al51of
those tags memorized."

"That's impossible," I said.

Melito shrugged. He had managed to prop himself up on one elbow. "They do it,
though. At least, that's what everybody says. Foila knows more about them than I
do."

Foila nodded. "In the light cavalry, we do a lot of scouting, and sometimes

we're sent out specifically to take prisoners. You don't learn anything from
talking to most of them, but just the same the General Staff can tell a good

deal from their equipment and physical condition. On the northern continent,
where they come from, only the smallest children ever talk the way we do."

I thought of Master Gurloes conducting the business of our guild. "How could
they possibly say something like 'Take three apprentices and unload that
wagon'?"

"They wouldn't say that at all\al51just grab people by the shoulder, point to the
wagon, and give them a push. If they went to work, fine. If they didn't, then

the leader would quote something about the need for labor to ensure victory,

with several witnesses present. If the person he was talking to still wouldn't



work after that, then he would have him killed\al51probably just by pointing to him
and quoting something about the need to eliminate the enemies of the populace.”
The Ascian said, "The cries of the children are the cries of victory. Still,

victory must learn wisdom."

Foila interpreted for him. "That means that although children are needed, what
they say is meaningless. Most Ascians would consider us mute even if we learned
their tongue, because groups of words that are not approved texts are without
meaning for them. If they admitted\al51even to themselves\al51that such talk meant
something, then it would be possible for them to hear disloyal remarks, and even
to make them. That would be extremely dangerous. As long as they only understand
and quote approved texts, no one can accuse them."

I turned my head to look at the Ascian. It was clear that he had been listening
attentively, but I could not be certain of what his expression meant beyond

that. "Those who write the approved texts," I told him, "cannot themselves be
quoting from approved texts as they write. Therefore even an approved text may
contain elements of disloyalty."

"Correct Thought is the thought of the populace. The populace cannot betray the
populace or the Group of Seventeen."

Foila called, "Don't insult the populace or the Group of Seventeen. He might try

to kill himself. Sometimes they do."

"Will he ever be normal?"

"I've heard that some of them eventually come to talk more or less the way we

do, if that's what you mean."

I could think of nothing to say to that, and for some time we were quiet. There

are long periods of silence, I found, in such a place, where almost everyone is

ill. We knew that we had watch after watch to occupy; that if we did not say

what we wished to say that afternoon there would be another opportunity that
evening and another again the next morning. Indeed, anyone who talked as healthy
people normally do-after a meal, for example\al51would have been intolerable.
But what had been said had set me thinking of the north, and I found I knew next
to nothing about it. When I had been a boy, scrubbing floors and running errands
in the Citadel, the war itself had seemed almost infinitely remote. I knew that

most of the matrosses who manned the major batteries had taken part in it, but I
knew it just as I knew that the sunlight that fell upon my hand had been to the

sun. I would be a torturer, and as a torturer 1 would have no reason \al32 to enter
the army and no reason to fear that I would be impressed into it. I never

expected to see the war at the gates of Nessus (in fact, those gates themselves

were hardly more than legends to me), and I never expected to leave the city, or
even to leave that quarter of the city that held the Citadel.

The north, Ascia, was then inconceivably remote, a place as distant as the most
distant galaxy, since both were forever out of reach. Mentally, I confused it

with the dying belt of tropical vegetation that lay between our own land and

theirs, although I would have distinguished the two without difficulty if Master
Palaemon had asked me to in the classroom.

But of Ascia itself I had no idea. I did not know if it had great cities or

none. I did not know if it was mountainous like the northern and eastern parts

of our Commonwealth or as level as our pampas. I did have the impression (though
I could not be sure it was correct) that it was a single land mass, and not a

chain of islands like our south; and most distinct of all, I had the impression

of an innumerable people\al51our Ascian's populace\al51an inexhaustible swarm that
almost became a creature in itself, as a colony of ants does. To think of those
millions upon millions without speech, or confined to parroting proverbial

phrases that must surely have long ago lost most of their meaning, was nearly
more than the mind could bear. Speaking almost to myself, I said, "It must

surely be a trick, or a lie, or a mistake. Such a nation could not exist."

And the Ascian, his voice no louder than my own had been, and perhaps even
softer, answered, "How shall the state be most vigorous? It shall be most

vigorous when it is without conflict. How shall it be without conflict? When it



is without disagreement. How shall disagreement be banished? By banishing the
four causes of disagreement: lies, foolish talk, boastful talk, and talk which
serves only to incite quarrels. How shall the four causes be banished? By
speaking only Correct Thought. Then shall the state be without disagreement.
Being without disagreement it shall be without conflict. Being without conflict
it shall be vigorous, strong, and secure."

I had been answered, and doubly.

VI

Miles, Foila, Melito, and Hallvard

That evening I fell prey to a fear I had been trying to put from my mind for

some time. Although I had seen nothing of the monsters Hethor had brought from
beyond the stars since little Severian and I had escaped from the village of the
sorcerers, | had not forgotten that he was searching for me. While I traveled in
the wilderness or upon the waters of Lake Diuturna, I had not been much afraid
he would overtake me. Now I was traveling no longer, and I could feel the
weakness in my limbs, for despite the food I had eaten I was weaker than I had
ever been while starving in the mountains.

Then too, I feared Agia almost more than Hethor's notules, his salamanders and
slugs. I knew her courage, her cleverness, and her malice. Any one of the
scarlet-clad priestesses of the Pelerines moving between the cots might easily

be she, with a poisoned stiletto beneath her gown. I slept badly that night; but
though I dreamed much, my dreams were indistinct, and I will not attempt to
relate them here.

I woke feeling less than rested. My fever, of which I had hardly been conscious
when I came to the lazaret, and which had seemed to subside on the day previous,
returned. I felt its heat in every limb\al51it seemed to me that I must glow, that
the very glaciers of the south would melt if I came among them. I took out the
Claw and clasped it to me, and for a time even held it in my mouth. My fever
sank again, but left me weak and dizzied.

That morning the soldier came to see me. He wore a white gown the Pelerines had
given him in place of his armor, but he appeared wholly recovered, and told me
he hoped to leave the next day. I said I would like to introduce him to the
acquaintances I had made in this part of the lazaret and asked if he now

recalled his name.

He shook his head. "I can remember very little. I am hoping that when I go among
the units of the army I will find someone there who knows me."

I introduced him anyway, calling him Miles since I could think of nothing

better. I did not know the Ascian's name either and discovered that no one did,
not even Foila. When we asked him what it was, he only said, "I am Loyal to the
Group of Seventeen."

For a time Foila, Melito, the soldier, and I chatted among ourselves. Melito
seemed to like him very well, though perhaps only because of the similarity of
the name I had given him to his own. Then the soldier helped me into a sitting
posture, lowered his voice, and said, "Now I have to talk to you privately. As I
said, I think I will leave here in the morning. From what I have seen of you,

you won't be getting out for several days\al51maybe not for a couple of weeks. I may
never see you again."

"Let us hope that isn't so."

"I hope not either. But if I can find my legion, I may be killed by the time

you're well. And if I can't find it, I'll probably go into another to keep from

being arrested as a deserter." He paused.

I smiled. "And I may die here, of the fever. You didn't want to say that. Do I

look as bad as poor Melito?"

He shook his head. "Not as bad, no. I think you'll make it\al151"

"That's what the thrush sang while the lynx chased the hare around the bay



tree."

Now it was his turn to smile. "You're right; I was about to say that."

"Is it a common expression in that part of the Commonwealth where you were
brought up?"

The smile vanished. "I don't know. I can't remember where my home is, and that's
part of the reason I have to talk to you now. I remember walking down a road
with you at night\al51that's the only thing I do remember, before I came here. Where
did you find me?"

"In a wood, I suppose about five or ten leagues south of here. Do you recall

what I told you about the Claw as we walked?"

He shook his head. "I think I remember you mentioning such a thing, but not what
you said."

"What do you remember? Tell me all of it, and I'll tell you what I know, and

what I can guess."

"Walking with you. A lot of darkness\al33 I fell, or maybe flew through it. Seeing
my own face, multiplied again and again. A girl with hair like red gold and
enormous eyes."

"A beautiful woman?"

He nodded. "The most beautiful in the world."

Raising my voice, I asked if anyone had a mirror he would lend us for a moment.
Foila produced one from the possessions beneath her cot, and I held it up for

the soldier. "Is this the face?"

He hesitated. "I think so."

"Blue eyes?"

"al33 I can't be sure."

I returned the mirror to Foila. "I will tell you again what I told you on the

road, and I wish we had a more private place in which to do it. Some time ago a
talisman came into my hands. It came innocently, but it does not belong to me,
and it is very valuable\al51sometimes, not always, but sometimes\al51it has the power to
heal the sick, and even to revive the dead. Two days ago, as I was traveling

north, I came across the body of a dead soldier. It was in a forest, away from

the road. He had been dead less than a day; I would say it's likely he had died
sometime during the preceding night. I was very hungry then, and I cut his pack
straps and ate most of the food he had been carrying with him. Then I felt

guilty about doing that and got out the talisman and tried to restore him to

life. It has failed often before, and this time I thought for a while it was

going to fail again. It didn't, although he returned to life slowly and for a

long time did not seem to know where he was or what was happening to him."
"And I was that soldier?"

I nodded, looking into his honest blue eyes.

"May I see the talisman?"

I took it out and held it in the palm of my hand. He took it from me, examined
both sides carefully, and tested the point against the ball of his finger. "It

doesn't look magical,"

he said.

"I'm not sure magical is the right term for it. ['ve met magicians, and nothing

they did reminded me of this or the way it acts. Sometimes it glows with
light\al51it's very faint now, and I doubt if you can see it."

"I can't. There doesn't seem to be any writing on it."

"You mean spells or prayers. No, I've never noticed any, and I've carried it a

long way. I don't really know anything about it except that it acts at times;

but I think it is probably the kind of thing spells and prayers are made with,

and not the kind that is made with them."

"You said it didn't belong to you."

I nodded again. "It belongs to the priestesses here, the Pelerines."

"You just came here. Two nights ago, when I did."

"I came looking for them, to give it back. It was taken from them\al51not by me\al51some
time ago, in Nessus."



"And you're going to return it?" He looked at me as though he somehow doubted
it.

"Yes, eventually."

He stood up, smoothing his robe with his hands.

I said, "You don't believe me, do you? Not about any of it."

"When I came here, you introduced me to the others nearby, the ones you'd talked
with while you lay here on your cot." He spoke slowly, seeming to ponder every
word. "Of course I've met some people too, where they put me. There's one who
isn't really wounded very badly. He's just a boy, a youngster off some small
holding a long way from here, and he mostly sits on his cot and looks at the
floor."

"Homesick?" I asked.

The soldier shook his head. "He had an energy weapon. A korseke\al51that's what
somebody told me. Are you familiar with them?"

"Not very."

"They project a beam straight forward, and at the same time two quartering
beams, forward left and forward right. Their range isn't great, but they say
they're very good for dealing with mass attacks, and I suppose they are.”

He looked about for a moment to see if anyone was listening, but it is a point

of honor in the lazaret to disregard completely any conversation not intended

for oneself. If it were not so, the patients would soon be at each other's

throats.

"His hundred was the target of one of those attacks. Most of the others broke

and ran. He didn't, and they didn't get him. Another man told me there were
three walls of bodies in front of him. He had dropped them until the Ascians
were climbing up to the top and jumping down at him. Then he had backed away and
piled them up again."

I said, "I suppose he got a medal and a promotion." I could not be sure if it

was my fever returning or merely the heat of the day, but I felt sticky and
somehow suffocated.

"No, they sent him here. I told you he was only a boy from the country. He had
killed more people that day than he had ever seen up to the time a few months
before when he went into the army. He still hasn't gotten over it, and maybe he
never will."

"Yes?"

"It seems to me you might be like that."

"I don't understand you," I said.

"You talk as if you've just come here from the south, and I suppose that if
you've left your legion that's the safest way to talk. Just the same, anybody

can see it isn't true\al51people don't get cut up the way you are except where the
fighting is. You were hit by rock splinters. That's what happened to you, and

the Pelerine who spoke to us the first night we were here saw that right away.

So I think you've been north longer than you'll admit, and maybe longer than you
think yourself. If you've killed a lot of people, it might be nice for you to

believe you have a way to bring them back."

I tried to grin at him. "And where does that leave you?"

"Where I am now. I'm not trying to say I owe you nothing. I had fever, and you
found me. Maybe [ was delirious. I think it's more likely I was unconscious, and
that let you think I was dead. If you hadn't brought me here, I probably would
have died."

He started to stand up; I stopped him with a hand on his arm. "There are some
things I should tell you before you go," I said. "About yourself."

"You said you didn't know who I was."

I shook my head. "I didn't say that, not really. I said I found you in a wood

two days ago. In the sense you mean, I don't know who you are\al51but in another
sense | think I may. I think you're two people, and that I know one of them."
"Nobody is two people."

"I am. I'm two people already. Perhaps more people are two than we know. The



first thing I want to tell you is much simpler, though. Now listen." I gave him
detailed directions for finding the wood again, and when I was certain he
understood them, I said, "Your pack is probably still there, witthe straps cut,

so if you find the place you won't mistake it. There was a letter in your pack.

I pulled it out and read a part of it. It didn't carry the name of the person

you were writing to, but if you had finished it and were just waiting for a

chance to send it off, it should have at least a part of your name at the end. I

put it on the ground and it blew a little and caught against a tree. It may

still be possible for you to find it."

His face had tightened. "You shouldn't have read it, and you shouldn't have
thrown it away."

"I thought you were dead, remember? Anyway, a good deal was going on at the
time, mostly inside my head. Perhaps I was getting feverish\al511 don't know. Now
here's the other part. You won't believe me, but it may be important that you
listen. Will you hear me out?"

He nodded.

"Good. Have you heard of the mirrors of Father Inire? Do you know how they
work?"

"I've heard of Father Inire's Mirror, but I couldn't tell you where I heard

about it. You're supposed to be able to step into it, like you'd step into a

doorway, and step out on a star. I don't think it's real."

"The mirrors are real. I've seen them. Up until now I always thought of them in
much the same way you did\al51as if they were a ship, but much faster. Now I'm not
nearly so sure. Anyway, a certain friend of mine stepped between those mirrors
and vanished. | was watching him. It was no trick and no superstition; he went
wherever the mirrors take you. He went because he loved a certain woman, and he
wasn't a whole man. Do you understand?"

"He'd had an accident?"

"An accident had had him, but never mind that. He told me he would come back. He
said, 'T will come back for her when I have been repaired, when I am sane and
whole.' I didn't quite know what to think when he said that, but now I believe

he has come. It was I who revived you, and I had been wishing for his

return\al5 I perhaps that had something to do with it."

There was a pause. The soldier looked down at the trampled soil on which the
cots had been set, then up again at me. "Possibly whenever a man loses his

friend and gets another, he feels the old friend is with him again."

"Jonas\al51that was his name\al51had a habit of speech. Whenever he had to say something
unpleasant, he softened it, made a joke of it, by attributing what he said to

some comic situation. The first night we were here, when I asked you your name,
you said, 'I lost it somewhere along the way. That's what the jaguar said, who

had promised to guide the goat.' Do you recall that?"

He shook his head. "I say a lot of foolish things."

"It struck me as strange; because it was the kind of thing Jonas said, but he
wouldn't have said it in that way unless he meant more by it than you seemed to.

I think he would have said, 'That was the basket's story, that had been filled

with water.' Something like that."

I waited for him to speak, but he did not.

"The jaguar ate the goat, of course. Swallowed its flesh and cracked its bones,
somewhere along the way."

"Haven't you ever thought that it might be just the peculiarity of some town?
Your friend might have come from the same place I do."

I said, "It was a time, I think, and not a place. Long ago, someone had to

disarm fear\al51the fear that men of flesh and blood might feel when looking into a
face of steel and glass. Jonas, I know you're listening. I don't blame you. The

man was dead, and you still alive. I understand that. But Jonas, Jolenta is
gone\al511 watched her die, and I tried to bring her back with the Claw, but I
failed. Perhaps she was too artificial, I don't know. You will have to find

someone else."



The soldier rose. His face was no longer angry, but empty as a somnambulist's.
He turned and left without another word.

For perhaps a watch I lay on my cot with my hands behind my head, thinking of
many things. Hallvard, Melito, and Foila were talking among themselves, but I
did not attend to what they said. When one of the Pelerines brought the noon
meal, Melito got my ear by rapping his platter with a fork and announced,
"Severian, we have a favor to ask of you."

I was eager to put my speculations behind me, and told him I would help them in
any way | could.

Foila, who had one of those radiant smiles Nature grants to some women, smiled
at me now. "It's like this. These two have been bickering over me all morning.

If they were well they could fight it out, but it will be a long time before

they are, and I don't think I could stand it so long. Today I was thinking of my
mother and father, and how they used to sit before the fire on long winter

nights. If Hallvard and I marry, or Melito and I, someday we'll be doing that

too. So I have decided to marry the best storyteller. Don't look at me as if I

were mad\al51it's the only sensible thing I've done in my life. Both of them want
me, both are very handsome, neither has any property, and if we don't settle

this they'll kill each other or I'll kill them both. You're an educated man\al51we
can tell by the way you talk. You listen and judge. Hallvard first, and the

stories have to be original, not out of books."

Hallvard, who could walk a little, got up from his cot and came to sit on the

foot of Melito's.

VII

Hallvard's Story\al51The Two Sealers

"This is a true story. I know many stories. Some are made up, though perhaps the
made up ones were true in times everyone has forgotten. I also know many true
ones, because many strange things happen in the isles of the south that you
northern people never dream of. I chose this one because I was there myself and
saw and heard as much of it as anyone did.

"I come from the easternmost of the southern isles, which is called Glacies. On
our isle lived a man and a woman, my grandparents, who had three sons. Their
names were Anskar, Hallvard, and Gundulf. Hallvard was my father, and when I
grew large enough to help him on his boat, he no longer hunted and fished with
his brothers. Instead, we two went out so that all we caught could be brought
home to my mother, and my sisters and younger brother.

"My uncles never married, and so they continued to share a boat. What they
caught they ate themselves or gave to my grandparents, who were no longer
strong. In the summer they farmed my grandfather's land. He had the best on our
isle, the only valley that never felt the ice wind. You could grow things there
that would not ripen anywhere else on Glacies, because the growing season in
this valley was two weeks longer.

"When my beard was starting to sprout, my grandfather called all the men of our
family together\al51that was my father, my two uncles, and myself. When we got to
his house, my grandmother was dead, and the priest from the big isle was there
to lay out her body. Her sons wept, as I did myself.

"That night, when we sat at my grandfather's table, with him at one end and the
priest at the other, he said, 'Now it is time that I dispose of my property.

Bega is gone. Her family has no more claim on it, and I shall follow her

shortly. Hallvard is married and has the portion that came to him from his wife.
With that he provides for his family, and though they have little to spare, they
do not go hungry. You, Anskar. And you, Gundulf. Will you ever marry?"
"Both my uncles shook their heads.

" 'Then this is my will. I call upon the Omnipotent to hear, and I call upon the
servants of the Omnipotent also. When I die, all that I have shall go to Anskar



and Gundulf. If one die, it shall go to the other. When both are dead, it shall

go to Hallvard, or if Hallvard is dead, it shall be divided among his sons. You
four\al51if you do not agree my will is just, speak now."

"No one spoke, and thus it was decided.

"A year passed. A ship of Erebus came raiding out of the mists, and two ships

put in for hides, sea ivory, and salt fish. My grandfather died, and my sister
Fausta bore her girl. When the harvest was in, my uncles fished with the other
men.

"When spring comes in the south, it is still too early to plant, for there will

be many freezing nights to come. But when men see that the days are lengthening
fast, they seek out the rookeries where the seals breed. These are on rocks far
from any shore, there is much fog, and though they are growing longer, the days
are still short. Often it is the men who die and not the seals.

"And so it was with my Uncle Anskar, for my Uncle Gundulf returned in their boat
without him.

"Now you must know that when our men go sealing, or fishing, or hunting any
other kind of sea game, they tie themselves to their boats. The rope is of

braided walrus hide, and it is long enough to let the man move about in the boat
as much as is needful, but not longer. The sea water is very cold and soon kills
whoever remains in it, but our men dress in sealskin tight-sewn, and often a

man's boat-mate can pull him back and in that way save his life.

"This is the tale my Uncle Gundulf told. They had gone far, seeking a rookery
others had not visited, when Anskar saw a bull seal swimming in the water. He
cast his harpoon; and when the seal sounded, a loop of the harpoon line had
caught his ankle, so that he was dragged into the sea. He, Gundulf, had tried to
pull him out, for he was a very strong man. But his pulling and the pulling of

the seal on the harpoon line, which was tied to the base of the mast, had

capsized their boat. Gundulf had saved himself by pulling himself hand over hand
back to it and cutting the harpoon line with his knife. When the boat was

righted he had tried to haul in Anskar, but the life rope had broken. He showed
the frayed rope end. My Uncle Anskar was dead.

"Among my people, women die on land but men at sea, and therefore we call the
kind of grave you make 'a woman's boat.' When a man dies as Uncle Anskar did, a
hide is stretched and painted for him and hung in the house where the men meet
to talk. It is never taken down until no man living can recall the man who was
honored so. A hide like that was prepared for Anskar, and the painters began
their work.

"Then one bright morning when my father and I were readying the tools to break
ground for the new year's crop-well I remember it!\al51some children who had been
sent to gather birds' eggs came running into the village. A seal, they said, lay

on the shingle of the south bay. As everyone knows, no seal comes to land where
men are. But it sometimes happens that a seal will die at sea or be injured in

some fashion. Thinking of that, my father and I and many others ran to the

beach, for the seal would belong to the first whose weapon pierced it.

"I was the swiftest of all, and I provided myself with an earth-fork. Such a

thing does not throw well, but several other young men were at my heels, so when
I was a hundred strides away I cast it. Straight and true it flew and buried its

tines in the thing's back. Then followed such a moment as I hope never to see
again. The weight of the fork's long handle overbalanced it, and it rolled until

the handle rested on the ground.

"I saw the face of my Uncle Anskar, preserved by the cold sea brine. His beard
was tangled with the dark green kelp, and his life rope of stout walrus hide had
been cut only a few spans from his body.

"My Uncle Gundulf had not seen him, for he was gone to the big isle. My father
took Anskar up, and I helped him, and we carried him to Gundulf's house and put
the end of the rope upon his chest where Gundulf would see it, and with some
other men of Glacies sat down to wait for him.

"He shouted when he saw his brother. It was not such a cry as a woman makes, but



a bellow like the bull seal gives when he warns the other bulls from his herd.

He ran in the dark. We set a guard on the boats and hunted him that night across
the isle. The lights that spirits make in the ultimate south flamed all night,

so we knew Anskar hunted with us. Brightest they flashed before they faded, when
we found him among the rocks at Radbod's End."

Hallvard fell silent. Indeed, silence lay about us everywhere. All the sick

within hearing had been listening to him. At last Melito said, "Did you kill

him?"

"No. In the old days it was so, and a bad thing. Now the mainland law avenges
bloodguilt, which is better. We bound his arms and legs and laid him in his
house, and I sat with him while the older men readied the boats. He told me he
had loved a woman on the big isle. I never saw her, but he said her name was
Nennoc, and she was fair, and younger than he, but no man would have her because
she had borne a child by a man who had died the winter before. In the boat, he
had told Anskar he would carry Nennoc home, and An-skar called him oath-breaker.
My Uncle Gundulf was strong. He seized Anskar and threw him out of the boat,
then wrapped the life rope about his hands and snapped it as a woman who sews
breaks her thread.

"He had stood then, he said, with one hand on the mast, as men do, and watched
his brother in the water. He had seen the flash of the knife, but he thought

only that Anskar sought to threaten him with it or to throw it."

Hallvard was silent again, and when I saw he would not speak, I said, "I don't
understand. What did Anskar do?"

A smile, the very smallest smile, tugged at Hallvard's lips under his blond
mustache. When I saw it, I felt I had seen the ice isles of the south, blue and
bitterly cold. "He cut his life rope, the rope Gundulf had already broken. In

that way, men who found his body would know that he had been murdered. Do you
see?"

I saw, and for a while I said nothing more. "So," Melito grunted to Foila, "the
wonderful valley land went to Hallvard's father, and by this story he has

managed to tell you that though he has no property, he has prospects of
inheriting some. He has also told you, of course, that he comes of a murderous
family."

"Melito believes me much cleverer than I am," the blond man rumbled. "I had no
such thoughts. What matters now is not land or skins or gold, but who tells the
best tale. And I, who know many, have told the best I know. It is true as he

says that I might share my family's property when my father dies. But my
unmarried sisters will have some part too for their marriage portions, and only
what remained would be divided between my brother and myself. All that matters
nothing, because I would not take Foila to the south, where life is so hard.

Since I have carried a lance I have seen many better places."”

Foila said, "I think your Uncle Gundulf must have loved Nennoc very much."
Hallvard nodded. "He said that too while he lay bound. But all the men of the
south love their women. It is for them that they face the sea in winter, the

storms and the freezing fogs. It is said that as a man pushes his boat out over

the shingle, the sound the bottom makes grating on the stones is my wife, my
children, my children, my wife."

I asked Melito if he wanted to begin his story then; but he shook his head and
said that we were all full of Hallvard's, so he would wait and begin next day.
Everyone then asked Hallvard questions about life in the south and compared what
they had learned to the way their own people lived. Only the Ascian was silent.

I was reminded of the floating islands of Lake Diuturna and told Hallvard and

the others about them, though I did not describe the fight at Baldanders's

castle. We talked in this way until it was time for the evening meal.

VIII



The Pelerine

By the time we had finished eating, it was beginning to get dark. We were always
quieter then, not only because we lacked strength, but because we knew that
those wounded who would die were more liable to do so after the sun set, and
particularly in the deep of the night. It was the time when past battles called
home their debts.

In other ways too, the night made us more aware of the war. Sometimes\alS1and on
that night I remember them particularly\al51the discharges of the great energy
weapons blazed across the sky like heat lightning. One heard the sentries
marching to their posts, so that the word watch, which we so often used with no
meaning beyond that of a tenth part of the night, became an audible reality, an
actuality of tramping feet and unintelligible commands.

There came a moment when no one spoke, that lengthened and lengthened,
interrupted only by the murmurings of the well\al51the Pelerines and their male
slaves\al51who came to ask the condition of this patient or that. One of the
scarlet-clad priestesses came and sat by my cot, and my mind was so slow, so
nearly sleeping, that it was some time before I realized that she must have
carried a stool with her.

"You are Severian," she said, "the friend of Miles?"

"Yes."

"He has recalled his name. I thought you would like to know."

I asked her what it was.

"Why, Miles, of course. I told you."

"He will recall more than that, I think, as time goes by."

She nodded. She seemed to be a woman past middle age, with a kindly, austere
face. "I am sure he will. His home and family."

"If he has them."

"Yes, some do not. Some lack even the ability to make a home."

"You're referring to me."

"No, not at all. Anyway, that lack is not something the person can do something
about. But it is much better, particularly for men, if they have a home. Like

the man your friend talked about, most men think they make their homes for their
families, but the fact is that they make both homes and families for

themselves."

"You were listening to Hallvard, then."

"Several of us were. It was a good story. A sister came and got me at the place
where the patient's grandfather made his will. I heard all the rest. Do you know
what the trouble was with the bad uncle? With Gundulf?"

"I suppose that he was in love."

"No, that was what was right with him. Every person, you see, is like a plant.
There is a beautiful green part, often with flowers or fruit, that grows upward
toward the sun, toward the Increate. There is also a dark part that grows away
from it, tunneling where no light comes."

I said, "I have never studied the writings of the initiates, but even I am aware

of the existence of good and evil in everyone."

"Was I speaking of good and evil? It is the roots that give the plant the

strength to climb toward the sun, though they know nothing of it. Suppose that
some scythe, whistling along the ground, should sever the stalk from its roots.
The stalk would fall and die, but the roots might put up a new stalk."

"You are saying that evil is good."

"No. 1 am saying that the things we love in others and admire in ourselves
spring from things we do not see and seldom think about. Gundulf, like other
men, had the instinct to exercise authority. Its proper growth is the founding

of a family\al51and women, too, have a similar instinct. In Gundulf that instinct
had long been frustrated, as it is in so many of the soldiers we see here. The
officers have their commands, but the soldiers who have no command suffer and do
not know why they suffer. Some, of course, form bonds with others in the ranks.
Sometimes several share a single woman, or a man who is like a woman. Some make



pets of animals, and some befriend children left homeless by the struggle.”
Remembering Casdoe's son, I said, "I can see why you object to that."

"We do not object\al51most certainly not to that, and not to things vastly less
natural. I am only speaking of the instinct to exercise authority. In the bad

uncle it made him love a woman, and specifically one who already possessed a
child, so there would be a larger family for him as soon as there was a family

for him at all. In that way, you see, he would have regained some part of the

time he had lost." She paused, and I nodded.

"Too much time, however, had been lost already; the instinct broke out in
another way. He saw himself as the rightful master of lands he only held in

trust for one brother, and the master of the life of the other. That vision was
delusive, was it not?"

"I suppose so."

"Others can have visions equally deluding, though less dangerous." She smiled at
me. "Do you regard yourself as possessing any special authority?"

"I 'am a journeyman of the Seekers for Truth and Penitence, but that position
carries no authority. We of the guild only do the will of judges."

"I thought the torturers' guild abolished long ago. Has it become, then, a

species of brotherhood for lictors?"

"It still exists," I told her.

"No doubt, but some centuries ago it was a true guild, like that of the
silversmiths. At least so I have read in certain histories preserved by our

order."

As I heard her, I felt a moment of wild elation. It was not that I supposed her

to be somehow correct. I am, perhaps, mad in certain respects, but I know what
those respects are, and such self-deceptions are no part of them. Nevertheless,

it seemed wonderful to me\al51if only for that moment\al51to exist in a world where such
a belief was possible. I realized then, really for the first time, that there

were millions of people in the Commonwealth who knew nothing of the higher forms
of judicial punishment and nothing of the circles within circles of intrigue

that ring the Autarch; and it was wine to me, or brandy rather, and left me

reeling with giddy joy.

The Pelerine, seeing nothing of all this, said, "Is there no other form of

special authority that you believe yourself to possess?"

I shook my head.

"Miles told me that you believe yourself to possess the Claw of the Conciliator,
and that you showed him a small black claw, such as might perhaps have come from
an ocelot or a caracara, and that you told him you have raised many from the
dead by means of it."

The time had come then; the time when I would have to give it up. Ever since we
had reached the lazaret, I had known it must come soon, but I had hoped to delay
it until I was ready to depart. Now I took out the Claw, for the last time as I
thought, and pressed it into the Pelerine's hand, saying, "With this you can

save many. I did not steal it, and I have sought always to return it to your

order."

"And with it," she asked gently, "you have revived numbers of the dead?"

"I myself would have died months ago without it," I told her, and I began to
recount the story of my duel with Agilus. "Wait," she said. "You must keep it."
And she returned the Claw to me. "I am not a young woman any longer, as you see.
Next year I will celebrate my thirtieth anniversary as a full member of our

order. At each of the five superior feasts of the year, until this past spring,

I saw the Claw of the Conciliator when it was elevated for our adoration. It was

a great sapphire, as big around as an orichalk. It must have been worth more

than many villas, and no doubt it was for that reason that the thieves took it."

I tried to interrupt her, but she silenced me with a gesture. "As for its

working miraculous cures and even restoring life to the dead, do you think our
order would have any sick among us if it were so? We are few\al51far too few for the
work we have to do. But if none of us had died before last spring, we would be



much more numerous. Many whom I loved, my teachers and my friends, would be
among us still. Ignorant people must have their wonders, even if they must

scrape the mud from some epopt's boots to swallow. If, as we hope, it still

exists and has not been cut to make smaller gems, the Claw of the Conciliator is
the last relic we possess of the greatest of good men, and we treasured it

because we still treasure his memory. If it had been the sort of thing you

believe yourself to have, it would have been precious to everyone, and the
autarchs would have wrested it from us long ago."

"It is a claw\a151" I began.

"That was only a flaw at the heart of the jewel. The Conciliator was a man,
Severian the Lictor, and not a cat or a bird." She stood up.

"It was dashed against the rocks when the giant threw it from the parapet\al51"

"I had hoped to calm you, but I see that I am only exciting you," she said.

Quite unexpectedly she smiled, leaned forward, and kissed me. "We meet many here
who believe things that are not so. Not many have beliefs that do them as much
credit as yours do you. You and I shall talk of this again some other time."

I watched her small, scarlet-clad figure until it was lost from sight in the

darkness and silence of the rows of cots. While we talked, most of the sick had
fallen asleep. A few groaned. Three slaves entered, two carrying a wounded man
on a litter while the third held up a lamp so they could see their way. The

light gleamed on their shaven heads, which were covered with sweat. They put the
wounded man on a cot, arranged his limbs as though he were dead, and went away.
I looked at the Claw. It had been lifelessly black when the Pelerine saw it, but
now muted sparks of white fire ran from its base to its point. I felt
well\al51indeed, I found myself wondering how I had endured lying all day upon the
narrow mattress; but when I tried to stand my legs would hardly hold me. Afraid
at every moment that I would fall on one of the wounded, I staggered the twenty
paces or so to the man I had just seen carried in.

It was Emilian, whom I had known as a gallant at the Autarch's court. I was so
startled to see him here that I called him by name.

"Thecla," he murmured. "Thecla\a133"

"Yes. Thecla. You remember me, Emilian. Now be well." I touched him with the
Claw.

He opened his eyes and screamed.

I fled, but fell when I was halfway to my own cot. I was so weak I don't believe

I could have crawled the remaining distance then, but I managed to put away the
Claw and roll beneath Hallvard's cot and so out of sight.

When the slaves came back, Emilian was sitting up and able to speak\al51though they
could not, I think, make much sense of what he said. They gave him herbs, and
one of them remained with him while he chewed them, then left silently.

I rolled from under the cot, and by holding on to the edge was able to pull

myself erect. All was still again, but I knew that many of the wounded must have
seen me before I had fallen. Emilian was not asleep, as I had supposed he would
be, but he seemed dazed. "Thecla," he murmured. "I heard Thecla. They said she
was dead. What voices are here from the lands of the dead?"

"None now," I told him. "You've been ill, but you'll be well soon."

I held the Claw overhead and tried to focus my thoughts on Melito and Foila as
well as Emilian\al51on all the sick in the lazaret. It flickered and was dark.

IX

Melito's Story\al51The Cock, the Angel, and the Eagle

"Once not very long ago and not very far from the place where I was born, there
was a fine farm. It was especially noted for its poultry: flocks of ducks white

as snow, geese nearly as large as swans and so fat they could scarcely walk, and
chickens that were as colorful as parrots. The farmer who had built up this

place had a great many strange ideas about farming, but he had succeeded so much



better with his strange ideas than any of his neighbors with their sensible

ones, that few had the courage to tell him what a fool he was.

"One of his queer notions concerned the management of his chickens. Everyone
knows that when chicks are observed to be little cocks they must be caponized.
Only one cock is required in the barnyard, and two will fight.

"But this farmer saved himself all that trouble. 'Let them grow up,' he said.

'Let them fight, and let me tell you something, neighbor. The best and cockiest
cock will win, and he is the one who will sire many more chicks to swell my
flock. What's more, his chicks will be the hardiest, and the best suited to
throwing off every disease\al51when your chickens are wiped out, you can come to me
and I'll sell you some breeding stock at my own price. As for the beaten cocks,
my family and I can eat them. There's no capon so tender as a cock that has been
fought to death, just as the best beef comes from a bull that has died in the

bull ring and the best venison from a stag the hounds have run all day. Besides,
eating capons saps a man's virility.

"This odd farmer also believed that it was his duty to select the worst bird

from his flock whenever he wanted one for dinner. 'It is impious,' he said, 'for
anyone to take the best. They should be left to prosper under the eye of the
Pancreator, who made cocks and hens as well as men and women.' Perhaps because
he felt as he did, his flock was so good that it seemed sometimes there was no
worst among it.

"From all I have said, it will be clear that the cock of this flock was a very

fine one. He was young, strong, and brave. His tail was as fine as the tails of
many sorts of pheasants, and no doubt his comb would have been fine too, save
that it had been torn to ribbons in the many desperate combats that had won him
his place. His breast was of glowing scarlet\al51like the Pelerines' robes here\al51but
the geese said it had been white before it was dyed in his own blood. His wings
were so strong that he was a better flier than any of the white ducks, his spurs
were longer than a man's middle finger, and his bill was as sharp as my sword.
"This fine cock had a thousand wives, but the darling of his heart was a hen as
fine as he, the daughter of a noble race and the acknowledged queen of all the
chickens for leagues around. How proudly they walked between the corner of the
barn and the water of the duck pond! You could not hope to see anything finer,
no, not if you saw the Autarch himself showing off his favorite at the Well of
Orchids\al51the more so since the Autarch is a capon, as I hear it.

"Everything was bugs for breakfast for this happy pair until one night the cock
was wakened by a terrible row. A great, eared owl had broken into the barn where
the chickens roosted and was making his way among them as he sought for his
dinner. Of course he seized upon the hen who was the particular favorite of the
cock; and with her in his claws, he spread his wide, silent wings to sail away.
Owls can see mar-velously well in the dark, and so he must have seen the cock
flying at him like a feathered fury. Who has ever seen an amazed expression on
the face of an owl? Yet surely there was one on that owl in the barn that night.
The cock's spurs shuffled faster than the feet of any dancer, and his bill

struck for those round and shining eyes as the bill of a woodpecker hammers the
trunk of a tree. The owl dropped the hen, flew from the barn, and was never seen
again.

"No doubt the cock had a right to be proud, but he became too proud. Having
defeated an owl in the dark, he felt he could defeat any bird, anywhere. He
began to talk of rescuing the prey of hawks and bullying the teratornis, the
largest and most terrible bird that flies. If he had surrounded himself with

wise counselors, particularly the llama and the pig, those whom most princes
choose to help guide their affairs, I feel sure his extravagances would soon

have been effectively though courteously checked. Alas, he did not do so. He
listened only to the hens, who were all infatuated with him, and to the geese

and ducks, who felt that as his fellow barnyard fowl they shared to some extent
in whatever glory he won. At last the day came, as it always does for those who
show too much pride, when he went too far.



"It was sunrise, ever the most dangerous time for those who do not do well. The
cock flew up and up and up, until he seemed about to pierce the sky, and at

last, at the very apogee of his flight, perched himself atop the weathervane on
the loftiest gable of the barn\al51the highest point in the entire farmyard. There
as the sun drove out the shadows with lashes of crimson and gold, he screamed
again and again that he was lord of all feathered things. Seven times he crowed
so, and he might have got away with it, for seven is a lucky number. But he
could not be content with that. An eighth time he made the same boast, and then
flew down.

"He had not yet landed among his flock when there began a most marvelous
phenomenon high in the air, directly above the barn. A hundred rays of sunlight
seemed to tangle themselves as a kitten snarls a ball of wool, and to roll
themselves together as a woman rolls up dough in a kneading pan. This collection
of glorious light then put out legs, arms, a head, , and at last wings, and
swooped down upon the barnyard. It was an angel with wings of red and blue and
green and gold, and though it seemed no bigger than the cock, he knew as soon as
he had looked into its eyes that it was far larger on the inside than he.

" 'Now," said the angel, 'hear justice. You claim that no feathered thing can

stand against you. Here am I, plainly a feathered thing. All the mighty weapons
of the armies of light I have left behind, and we will wrestle, we two.'

"At that the cock spread his wings and bowed so low that his tattered comb
scraped the dust. 'I shall be honored to the end of my days to have been thought
worthy of such a challenge,' he said, 'which no other bird has ever received
before. It is with the most profound regret that I must tell you I cannot

accept, and that for three reasons, the first of which is that though you have
feathers on your wings, as you say, it is not against your wings that I would
fight but against your head and breast. Thus you are not a feathered creature

for the purposes of combat.'

"The angel closed his eyes and touched his hands to his own body, and when he
drew them away the hair of his head had become feathers brighter than the
feathers of the finest canary, and the linen of his robe had become feathers
whiter than the feathers of the most brilliant dove.

" '"The second of which,' continued the cock, nothing daunted, 'is that you,
having, as you so clearly do, the power to transform yourself, might choose
during the course of our combat to change yourself into some creature that does
not possess feathers\al51for example, a large snake. Thus if I were to fight you, I
should have no guarantee of fair play.’

"At that, the angel tore open his breast, and displaying all the qualities

therein to the assembled poultry, took out his ability to alter his shape. He
handed it to the fattest goose to hold for the duration of the match, and the

goose at once transformed himself, becoming a gray salt goose, such as stream
from pole to pole. But he did not fly off, and he kept the angel's ability safe.

" "The third of which,' continued the cock in desperation, 'is that you are

clearly an officer in the Pancreator's service, and in prosecuting the cause of
justice, as you do, are doing your duty. If I were to fight you as you ask, |
should be committing a grave crime against the only ruler brave chickens
acknowledge.'

" "Very well,' said the angel. 'It is a strong legal position, and I suppose you
think you've won your way free. The truth is that you have argued your way to
your own death. I was only going to twist your wings back a bit and pull out
your tail feathers.' Then he lifted his head and gave a strange, wild cry.
Immediately an eagle dove from the sky and dropped like a thunderbolt into the
barnyard.

"All around the barn they fought, and beside the duck pond, and across the
pasture and back, for the eagle was very strong, but the cock was quick and
brave. There was an old cart with a broken wheel leaning against one wall of the
barn, and under it, where the eagle could not fly at him from above an