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King Dog
A Movie for the Mind’s Eye
Ursula K. Le Guin
New Introductory Note
A little background: The character of King Ashthera, with his dog, and his gambling streak, is derived from King Yudhisthira in the Mahabharata, the wonderful and interminable epic of India. When, towards the end of the story, Yudhisthira gets to Heaven, he is outraged to find some of his enemies are there, and some of his friends are not; and he decides not to enter Heaven at all unless they let his dog in with him. I stole all that.
The theme of figuring out what one’ s duty is and how to follow it is from the Mahabharata too. The rest is my invention. Yudhisthira’s dog’s name is Dharma, but Ashthera’s dog is just Dog.
Why did I write this story as a screenplay – a format that doomed it to obscurity from the getgo?
Noel Young at Capra Press was nothing if not adventurous. He not only published it, but published it back-to-back (in the old Ace Doubles format) with a screenplay by Raymond Carver and Tess Gallagher, Dostoevsky. It made a handsome little book, which was published in 1984, and is long out of print. (Last I looked it had 7 listings on Abebooks, ranging from $15.00 to $200.00.) Noel is dead and Capra no longer exists. I salute him, and all the small-press publishers who still set the standards for quality, integrity, and courage in the publishing game.
Writing King Dog as a screenplay was not the result of courage but of necessity. I wrote it first as a dramatic narrative poem. It was not a good poem. It was a very bad one. I knew the story was good, though, so I tried to turn it into a novel. It would not be turned. Its peculiarities of language and movement were intractably non-novelistic. I realised at last that it was a drama – something I had never written. But not a stage play. Settings and landscapes were of essential importance, the pacing was filmic, and it was visual in film terms – quick-cut, wide shot, pan, close-up, and all the rest. When I saw that, I saw what it was. It’s a movie, stupid.
I’d been to Hollywood – with the great writer/director Michael Powell, trying to sell the screenplay of Earthsea we wrote together. I knew an industry that treated Michael Powell like a ringworm wasn’t going to give me the time of day. PBS had had a true success in 1981 with the film of my Lathe of Heaven, on the script of which I did a lot of rewriting; but its producer David Loxton had already had so much trouble trying to get The Left Hand of Darkness into production that I knew it was no use asking him to look at an unknown quantity. So I wrote King Dog not as a shooting script, spaced out so as to show about 100 words per page and full of intrusive signals like INT and EXT and OS and VO and (BEAT), etc., but modified to be readable as narrative.
My agent, Virginia Kidd, knew she had a hard sell on her hands, but she never complained; she liked a challenge. When Noel Young asked us for something new, she promptly sent him King Dog – and he took it. I was very happy then, because I like this story. I’m happy now to get it where some more people may find it exists, because I still like it. And I’m proud of it: it made Michael Powell cry.
So here it is, a story-as-screenplay, and I invite you, the reader, to produce this movie, in that incredibly equipped, absolutely up-to-date, unsurpassed-in-Hollywood studio, your mind. You are a courageous producer, a wonderful crew, and the best director in the world. Thank you!
Ursula K. Le Guin
2008
Part One: The Stranger Comes
The Opening: Tollin Bay.
It is late dusk on the shore of a great bay. The wet sand or mud of the beach shines dimly down by the quiet, blue-grey water. Far off across the bay, dark mountains stand between it and the sea, and over them a little rusty stain is left from sunset, low in the sky. Far down the shore to the left are a few faint yellowish lights —firelight or lamplight in fishermen’s huts. A boat is passing; a candle in a horn lantern, very dim, sways on the mast. The shadowy sail fades across the water till it can be seen no more. Above it, high up in the sky, a star shines out.
The star brightens, keeps brightening, and its motion becomes apparent — it is falling, falling, to the bay in a great brilliant arc. A deep thunder noise increases, louder and louder. The brightness is blinding: the bay mouth, the mountains, the water, the silhouette of a wooded island out in the bay, all are distinct, spectrally vivid white and black, as in a lightning flash prolonged unbearably — and then in one instant both noise and light cease, as the “star” falls behind the island.
Silence. Twilight. Down the beach a lantern swings, and faint indistinguishable voices are calling. A dog barks excitedly in the distance.
Images of Romond’s Journey to the Capital.
An old man is speaking, a Councillor called Batash; as we hear his voice we see these images on the screen:
A man, very dimly seen, in silver clothing and helmet, comes towards us up from the water’s edge on the beach of Tollin Bay.
A dog runs along the water’s edge and across the mud flats, barking wildly.
The man in silver — Romond — carrying his helmet in his hand, with shadowy figures of fishermen and villagers accompanying him, goes away down the beach towards the little town. It is nearly dark. Romond and the villagers are talking, mostly in gestures, pointing out to sea.
In hot, sunny weather, Romond, wearing the tunic part of his silver suit but also wearing leather breeches and carrying a leather backpack and a walking stick, trudges along a dusty country road, deeply rutted with wagon tracks.
In the rain, beside a big plowed field, Romond is talking to three or four peasant women and men. They are at some distance — the landscape, the big, lonely, halfwild landscape, is the dominating presence in this and many other scenes — and we can’t hear what they say, but Romond talks earnestly and they listen intently, nodding or interrupting once or twice. He points to the ground and makes gestures indicating some activity. A gesture — “it’ll grow this high!” He laughs, they laugh, dark toothless grins. He salutes them, turns, and walks on along the wagon-track towards us. As he walks, Batash is ending his speech.
BATASH’S VOICE: My lord the King! They say this man is wise. The fishermen of Tollin Bay saw a star fall in the sea between the nightfall and the night, and then saw this man come across the bay in a silver boat, they say, a boat without sail or oars, they say. He left Tollin and went from town to town. He can cure the cough, they say, he can prevent the plague. He knows the secrets of the earth, when to plant the seed and where to mine for lead. He’s walked for half a year across your kingdom, coming to your city Aremgar. He hopes to serve your majesty, though he knows well that your majesty needs no service, being complete as is the sun at noon.
The Throne Room of the Palace in Aremgar.
Now we see the face of the old man, Batash, as he finishes speaking; and then we see that Romond is standing beside him; and then as the camera pulls back, the whole group of courtiers who stand facing the throne. It is as if we sat on the throne, seeing these men.
This is a society in the Bronze Age. There are none of the luxuries and appurtenances of industrial high technology. But it is a civilisation. The throne room is large, long, high, and beautiful, lit with a diffuse indirect daylight from hidden windows, decorated with fine tapestries. The courtiers, all men, a dozen or so, are dressed with elegance and style, in clear soft colors; the cut of their clothes is not recognisable as coming from any place or period on Earth, but it’s not outlandish at all. Romond wears his silver suit minus the helmet, and does not stand out too badly.
The courtiers face the throne, and none of them turns his back on it at any time, but they are not servile or particularly formal; this is a working government carrying on daily business.
Councillor Batash is a stout, handsome man, not so old after all, about sixty. Kida, a minister, is fortyish, dark, alert, well-fed, shrewd. Fezat, the king’s youngest brother, is in his twenties, very handsome, with a pleasant, thin face; the other brother of the king, Bolhan, is about thirty, also handsome, but with a bad complexion, puffy and discolored. Harish Ashed, the Lord of the North, brother of the king’s wife, is a barrelchested, broad- shouldered, vigorous man, not tall, in soldier’s gear. He is about thirty, as are most of the other courtiers — Batash is the oldest man there.
When Batash has finished his peroration, Kida takes up the introduction.
KIDA: His name is Romond the Traveller, my lord. He’s lived twelve days now in my house, a welcome guest. He tells good stories about the foreign lands he’s seen. The world grows stranger every time he talks.
BATASH: But there’s no foreign land where he can have seen so strong a kingdom ruled by a king so righteous!
BOLHAN: Who bets against such heavy odds.
HARISH: Yes, Traveller, in those foreign places did you ever see a king who was threatened with invasion and wouldn’t lift his hand to —
BATASH: So strong a kingdom, I say, strong and secure —
HARISH: Secure!!
His roar brings sudden silence, in which he and Batash recollect themselves and turn again towards the throne. In the pause, Romond steps forward, and now addresses the throne. He has a slight foreign accent, a self-possessed manner, a warm, quiet voice. He turns to each man as he names them.
ROMOND: Lord Harish Ashed, Lord Bolhan, Lord Fezat, my kind hosts, your majesty! The experience of others is uncertain gain. The traveller tells his stories, and the old say In my day, but each of us must live our days and none can live them for us. So I came to live some of the days of my life in your kindly kingdom, under your bright sun.
As Romond speaks the viewpoint shifts, pulling back to include King Ashthera sitting on his throne, facing the courtiers. The throne is of dark wood inlaid with gold wire tracery and opals: old, fragile, regal, precious. The king, a man of thirty-four or thirty- five, is dressed in darker, plainer clothes than most of the courtiers. He has an unremarkable face. A dog, a big, handsome hound, nothing fancy, sits alert beside the throne. Also alert and relaxed, the king responds to Romond’s speech with a pleasant nod. Romond steps back to stand beside Kida, who looks pleased and says something to him in an undertone. Bolhan, ostensibly addressing Romond, speaks for the king’s ears.
BOLHAN: A pity that you came in cloudy weather.
HARISH: Kingdom? What kingdom? A country torn apart, half of it thrown away, thrown to the dogs —
FEZAT: (goodnaturedly) Harish, leave out the poetry. Say what you want to say.
HARISH: I will speak!
BOLHAN: Or bellow, as the case may be.
HARISH: King Ashthera, my sister’s husband, my king! You know that if you don’t fight for it, King Kammin will take over the whole EasternProvince and then invade from there. You talk about peace. Peace, when his sword’s drawn! We can choose to fight or to surrender, to win or get beaten, to live or to lie down and die — but we can’t choose peace!
A COUNCILLOR: The EasternProvince sent messengers again this morning, your majesty. They beg again for troops to help them hold the border before it’s too late to make a stand.
HARISH: Your father won the EasternProvince in a great battle. You cannot let his victory go to waste!
BATASH: Who says cannot to the king? But I will say, majesty, that the time seems ripe. The only jewel missing in your crown is the ruby of Victory.
HARISH: We must strike before Kammin moves —
THE COUNCILLOR: The EasternProvince fears for its freedom —
ASHTHERA: Freedom?
There is a little silence before he speaks again.
ASHTHERA: Freedom is a very tricky business. Justice, though, justice is a human matter, justice is in our hands, isn’t it? Well, my father won that land, all right — took it from Kammin’s father. More of their people live on that land; but we won the battle. The victory. Now King Kammin and I each claim the land. So where’s the right? With the victor — is that right?
Again a silence.
ASHTHERA: If justice is simply a matter of winning, why drag armies in? Why kill people?
FEZAT: You want a single combat with King Kammin...?
ASHTHERA: He’d never take me on. My reputation with a sword’s too good. I thought I might challenge him to a game of dice.
HARISH: Dice!
BATASH: A game of dice, majesty?
BOLHAN: Well, brother, you run true to form.
HARISH: A game of dice!!
The king looks at them all, his gaze lingering a moment on Romond.
ASHTHERA: The odds at dice are even. Our rights are about equal. Our armies may be equal, or may not. Do you think righteousness wins wars? Which righteousness? I’d rather trust to luck.
HARISH: I’d fight — I’d fight for you, for my sister, for our cause — to keep from shame — And you laugh at that, you joke!
ASHTHERA: I’m not joking, Harish.
KIDA: But, my lord —
BATASH: Your majesty is pleased to — to...
ASHTHERA: I was always lucky, playing dice, you know.
A couple of the courtiers, including Batash, look as if they did indeed know. Ashthera goes on:
The Goddess loves a gambler. And win or lose, we’ll save the cost of war. In money and in lives.
HARISH: Soldiers’ lives? Save them? What for?
ASHTHERA: The hitch is, will King Kammin bet with me. He’s not a gambling man. Well, my lords! Shall I send my challenge? The EasternProvince, best of three — winner takes all.
BATASH: For shame, my lord!
FEZAT: He might play — for shame. But if he lost—
ASHTHERA: He wouldn’t pay. Well, then, you could have your war.
HARISH: Our war? Yours — your war — your right — your duty as the king! The land is yours!
ASHTHERA: As much as it is Kammin’s, anyway.
HARISH: I speak of your whole kingdom — the InnerLand — the Northland my sister brought you! Would you gamble that away? Are you so afraid of fighting?
FEZAT: (cuts in adroitly) I doubt Kammin would have the nerve for single combat. He fancies himself a strategist. Safe behind the lines, in other words.
ASHTHERA: Well, my friends, consider my suggestion. We must make up our minds tonight. Now will you leave our guest an hour with me?
As the courtiers withdraw, the king’s brothers Fezat and Bolhan join him a moment as he steps down from the throne. He strokes the dog’s head as he listens to them.
FEZAT: You’re caught, Ashthera. No way out. Don’t put it off by playing games. War’s your duty, and you know it.
BOLHAN: Dutiful Ashthera!
FEZAT: Quit sneering, Bolhan.
BOLHAN: I’m not. I’m stating fact. I see a rabbit in a trap and say, there’s a trapped rabbit. Or, projectively, there’s rabbit stew for supper.
FEZAT: You’re drunk.
BOLHAN: Temporarily, yes. But our brother the king drinks the sour wine pressed out by trampling barefoot on his conscience, and is always drunk.
FEZAT: Come on.
Fezat and Bolhan leave. A couple of servants have been setting the throne room in order, and now go out quietly. Romond is standing where he has stood throughout the audience. Ashthera now turns to look at him. They look at each other for a moment in silence. The high room is quiet around them.
ROMOND: In the inmost room of the great house, splendor becomes silence.
ASHTHERA: This isn’t the inmost room. I’ve never found it.
He continues to look at Romond, smiling but reserved, studying him as one might study a person recognized from a picture or from a meeting very long ago.
ASHTHERA: I’ll take you as close to it as I can.
The dog close beside him, Ashthera goes to a tapestried wall behind the throne and holds the tapestry aside for Romond; they enter a small door hidden by the tapestry. They are in a corridor now, a rat-run between the palace walls, dusty and cramped, littered with bits of wood and plaster, light coming from somewhere up where the roof meets the high wall. The dog goes first, then Romond, then the king.
The Inner Room
They come out through a narrow little door into a room with high ceiling, whitewashed walls, bare wood floor. There is a string cot and a low table, the height for a person sitting on the floor. On the table is a book, handmade, handlettered, a rare object, old and much handled. Clear, calm light enters from a broad window set high up in the wall; up in the window, on the inner ledge, a tabby cat is sleeping, having given the newcomers one uninterested, slit-eyed stare. On the wall facing the window is a single large tapestry, somewhat ragged and much darkened by age, threads and patches of color and gold in it catching the light. As the king and his guest sit down to talk this tapestry dominates the room, and Romond glances up at it from time to time. Its subject is a single large figure, an androgynous dancing god/dess, holding the sun in the right hand and the moon in the left. The figure is graceful, erotic, and threatening; the face, however, is totally serene. The background and lower part of the tapestry are composed of a mass of small figures, which as the light catches them stand out, now one, now another: corpses, people dying of plague, women in childbirth in prison, warriors disembowelled, a bound slave being blinded, a baby spitted on a sword, horses foundering under loads, oxen at the slaughterhouse, dogs whipped, people and animals starving thin, broken tools, houses collapsing in earthquake, altars befouled, palaces burning. All these small images form a dark, burnished mass or heap beneath the dancing feet of the god/dess; and at the bottom of the tapestry is woven the image of a wide-mouthed bowl of reddish clay, into which thin streams of red, black, and gold run from the mass of tormented figures.
Ashthera sits down crosslegged on the floor, inviting Romond with a gesture to sit on the cot. His manner is easy and goodhumored. The hound settles down at once beside him, head on forepaws, eyes watchful: habit, love, and training.
ASHTHERA: Duty. A strange thing. My brothers, my brother- in-law, my councillors, the generals, the priests, they all know what my duty is. But when I ask for justice, nobody answers.
ROMOND: (answers with evident caution) Will you play at dice with King Kammin for this province that’s in question?
ASHTHERA: I won’t be allowed to. Kings can’t play. Blood’s what kings drink, not water.
ROMOND: But if you could — you’d risk half your kingdom on a game?
ASHTHERA: Risk it? I’d give it to him! And give my brothers the other half. Bet with Bolhan for it, maybe, best of three; he’s always wanted it. But he’s no gambler. And he’d lose. He always does.
Ashthera looks shrewdly at Romond before he goes on:
It’s no secret that I’m king against my will. I always win; but that doesn’t mean I choose. What I’d have chosen would be to walk, to walk on the roads, in the forests, by myself, alone. But Fezat is right. There’s no way out, no road into the forest. The righteous king must lead the rightful war… I had a dream the other night that a little animal was in my pocket, like a pet mouse a boy might have. I took it to the GreatTemple to show to the priests. I had to show it to them. I knew they’d take it and sacrifice it. Why is it that one can’t choose, in dreams? While they were doing that, I came back here and searched all over the palace for something I’d lost, but it wasn’t here. Something I couldn’t find, no bigger than a mouse, a little frightened animal. Today I keep on feeling in my pockets; but there’s nothing in them but my hands.
Ashthera looks at his hands, palm and back; then strokes the dog’s muscular neck.
ROMOND: (speaks cautiously, curious, testing) I have heard that King Kammin is a tyrant, bloodthirsty.
ASHTHERA: In his country you’d hear the same of me.
ROMOND: It’s not true, then?
ASHTHERA: Of course it’s true. I tell you, kings drink blood. Where have you travelled, Romond the Traveller? Where you’ve been, do kings go into the forest alone, and drink water, and sit so still that mice make nests in their shirt pockets?
ROMOND: No, my lord.
ASHTHERA: Where you come from, do tigers live on grass?
ROMOND: No, my lord.
ASHTHERA: Tigers are obedient. They do their duty. They drink blood. What is my conscience to the will of God?
ROMOND: What is your conscience but the will of God?
ASHTHERA: Ah! I knew the stranger hid a friend!
ROMOND: You bring the stranger quickly to the hidden room.
ASHTHERA: I am a gambler.
ROMOND: So I see.
ASHTHERA: When I bet, when I act on chance, on the fall of the dice, I win. When I act as I ought to do, as duty bids, I lose. I’m a hound that can start the hare of chance and run it till it drops, but that’s not the nature of a king. Kings are tigers, killing with a blow. Kings are above chance; they are Fate, they are Destiny. Isn’t it so, in the country you came from?
ROMOND: In the country I came from there are no kings.
ASHTHERA: A messenger of good news. No kings! I’d like to hear about your country. Kida tells me you made some suggestions about the commerce of our Southern ports; I want to hear those too. Come eat with me, we’ll talk.
He gets up, lithe and almost boyish; Romond stands up too.
ASHTHERA: Will you accept a house here in Aremgar for as long as you want to stay — and whatever furnishings you need?
ROMOND: The gift is kingly.
ASHTHERA: It’s not a gift. I’m laying stakes. Come this way, Romond.
Ashthera leads Romond out the second, higher door of the room, into a particularly splendid series of hallways and rooms, furnished grandly, in contrast with the austerity of the inner room. The door closing behind them is hidden by a flowery tapestry. They go off together, talking, the dog following at a little distance, tail up and head down, sniffing at carpets and chairlegs.
The House of the Traveller.
The Palace Compound is a kind of town within the city of Aremgar; the gardens are extensive, and among them are many houses for courtiers and guests. This is the house the king has given Romond — a pleasant place, with a deep porch all round shaded by big, dark, old trees and with slatted blinds for privacy. Fatheyo and Jaga, middle-aged servants, man and wife, are showing Romond about the house; the rooms are bare and airy, very clean. Jaga, slightly lame, says nothing and hangs back, uneasy with the foreigner. Fatheyo, the wife, is respectful, but treats Romond rather as if he were deaf or childish, because of his foreign accent. They come into a room which runs almost the length of one side of the house, and the outer wall of which is all sliding doors, now open, that give on the shady porch.
ROMOND: Ah, here’s where I’ll sleep, I think.
FATHEYO: (nods vigorously) Sleep here, very good. We’ll bring the feather bed in here —
ROMOND: There’s a cot here already.
FATHEYO: A string cot, no, no, we’ll bring in the feather bed.
ROMOND: I’d prefer this. Really.
Fatheyo is resistant to the idea, sneers at the string cot, frets, accepts the inevitable since all foreigners are crazy, and nods resignedly. Romond smiles at her. She responds with a dignified smile.
FATHEYO: You clap your hands if you want us. All right? Like so. Loud, if you want the old man! He’s deaf.
ROMOND: Thank you, Fatheyo. Thank you, Jaga.
FATHEYO: Thank you, Sir Traveller.
As they leave, Fatheyo bumps into Jaga because she is going backwards, partly out of respect and partly out of curiosity, keeping an eye on the foreigner. They go off grumbling connubially at each other.
When Romond is alone in the room he goes out onto the porch and surveys it and the deep, shady gardens beyond it, then comes in and slides the doors shut. He opens and shuts the door the servants left by. He sits down then on the cot and from a concealed pocket in his silver tunic takes a device like a small dictaphone. After some tuning or fiddling he speaks into it, with no foreign accent.
ROMOND: Bara Romond. Record for Anduse Deji…. Listen, Anduse. I’m in a very interesting situation here. I definitely want to stay on. Register me for a depth field-report on a Class 8 H-N society. Two T-years at the minimum. Say ten at the max. Use this coordinate for confirmation or directives. Right? Stop record.
He clicks off the instrument, looks around for a place to store it, finds a small sliding-door wall-cabinet with a key, which he pockets after locking the device away. He looks distinctly pleased with himself: a scientist with a sweet piece of research. He reopens a sliding door to the sweet, shady air and flowering vines of the porch, and stands there, stretching.
Outside the GreatTemple of Aremgar.
The outer courtyard of the GreatTemple is a very large paved area, partly walled, opening onto a wide, dusty street. Across it, facing the street, rise the long steps and the austere facade of the temple, blank white walls, fiercely bright in the hot sunlight. The courtyard is full of a cheerful, restless crowd milling around and talking, children shouting and running, all in a festival mood. Batash and Romond are making their way through the crowd, getting jostled on the way and occasionally separated, which does not keep Batash from talking on.
BATASH: After the goat sacrifice he asks divine support for this war, you see, and then he’ll come out with his brothers and the queen. You haven’t met the queen yet, it’ll take a while, she keeps to herself. Northern women, it’s hard to know what to expect, that part of the country is very backward, very backward.
The high, carved doors of the temple are flung open wide, and from them issues music, ringing and percussive: gongs, bells, woodblocks, and the huge, deep, dragging notes of long horns. The crowd goes silent, attentive, all faces to the temple. From the dark interior a procession comes out into the glaring light: priests and priestesses, barefoot and in white; then Harish Ashed, beaming, holding up his hands which are covered to the wrists in blood. The crowd cheers, a rhythmic hai! hai! hai! hai! Then Bolhan and Fezat come out, Bolhan looking glassy-eyed; then as the great horns blow, a short, dark woman with a grimly set face; then the king. As the others descend the temple steps the king stops at the top of the steps and speaks to the crowd in a ringing voice.
ASHTHERA: You who go forth to fight or who send your beloved forth to fight, do not be afraid! It is the soldier’s duty to kill or to be killed, and glory rewards the dutiful. If you strike down the enemy you win the right to his lands and goods. If you are struck down in battle you win in that moment the right to heaven. So go forth gladly to this way, knowing that you dance the dance of God!
He holds out his arms in the same position as those of the figure on the tapestry in the inner room: his hands and arms are red with blood. The crowd shouts out its wild rhythmic chant of enthusiasm. Priests scatter tiny gold sequins in showers from the steps, and people push to catch them. Ashthera makes his way straight down the temple steps into the crowd, which parts widely for him, two moving walls of smiling, cheering faces, many people bowing to touch the earth or dropping on their knees. Ashthera, looking ahead, strides past his wife and brothers, Romond and Batash. He is dressed very splendidly and walks erect and rather fast. Fezat and the queen follow him. Harish Ashed runs part way back up the temple steps and shakes his bloody hands, exhibiting them, and the crowd falls back into the rhythmic cheering chant.
HARISH: We’ll drive those mad dogs back! They’ll learn what color blood is! We’ll be back to celebrate our victory, here, before the summer’s over!
The Inner Room.
It is dusk; the high, white walls of the room are dim. Ashthera, alone, sits motionless on the floor, crosslegged, in a posture of meditation, but profoundly dejected. Silence. The last unfinished call of a bird outside. The hound is crouched beside Ashthera, and it sniffs once at his hands, which are still masked in blood, now dried brown and scaly. Ashthera’s expression is inward-turned, but his gaze is steadily on the tapestry, on the feet of the dancing figure, and the innumerable small figures under its feet, gazing at the tangled scenes of war and famine and misery, gazing till the images, the eyes and hands break up into the meaningless textures of the warp and weft, and go dark.
The InnerGardens of the Palace in Aremgar.
In the warm spring of this warm land, the trees are in full leaf, casting dark shadows on bright grass; the sun shines on great flowering bushes, ponds where the lilies are opening, fountains. Sheltered by a wing of the Palace and by high walls, the inner gardens are beautiful and peaceful. The two children of the king run and play here, the princess Shiros, a bright-faced, dark-eyed girl of ten, and the prince Hantammad, a stout eight-year-old. He is chasing his sister, shouting.
HANTAMMAD: Wait, Shiros! Wait! Shiros, wait!
But she outruns him, and they vanish among the trees and shrubbery. Swallows dip over the ponds, Birds sing near and far. Presently the queen, Tassalil, comes across the grass from the Palace. She is a small woman, compactly built, no beauty, about the same age as her husband.
TASSALIL: Shiros? Hantammad?
But she is not calling aloud, not really trying to find where the children have got to; they’ll turn up. She stops to examine a rose-tree, rubs a leaf for rust or mildew, sniffs a blossom with an intent, almost unbelieving look. She stands to gaze across the sunlit pond. She is self-absorbed, very quiet. The nearby bird sings again.
From the Palace side, Fezat approaches her among the flower- beds. She sees him, and they greet each other with a smile, reserved and affectionate, saying nothing at first.
FEZAT: I hate to disturb you here.
TASSALIL: You never disturb me.
FEZAT: What a nice place this is!
TASSALIL: This is my kingdom.
FEZAT: And the heart of ours. The inmost garden of the Inner Lands.
They separate a little, Fezat walking down to the pond’s edge. From there he speaks without fully turning back to Tassalil.
FEZAT: Have you seen him?
TASSALIL: Not since the sacrifice.
FEZAT: Two days now.
TASSALIL: I’ll have to go.
FEZAT: In that room — ?
TASSALIL: (nods, gazing across the pond.)
FEZAT: At least he doesn’t run off into the forest anymore.
TASSALIL: No. Not even to the gambling house.
FEZAT: He can’t stay in there.
TASSALIL: (shakes her head in agreement. She is impassive.)
FEZAT: I know — I think I know how he feels. But you’re the one to speak to him.
TASSALIL: The children are over there somewhere.
FEZAT: I wish I could stay here with them.
As he goes towards the trees he calls the children, “Shiros! Tammad!” — and they come running across the grass to him. The queen goes slowly towards the palace, with a pause and a long glance back at Fezat and the children.
The Inner Room.
Tassalil comes through the splendid, sunlit rooms that give on the inner garden, and lifts the hanging that conceals the door of the inner room. As she does so she looks back to make sure no one is watching her. Her movements are unhesitating, circumspect, calm, controlled. She knocks once and opens the door slowly.
In the high, bare room, bright with sunlight, Ashthera is sitting in the same position, crosslegged, his back straight, his face turned to the tapestry. His hands are on his knees. His face is hard and haggard.
Tassalil stands a moment watching him, then speaks in a very low, quiet voice.
TASSALIL: I’ll bring water, Ashthera.
When she comes back with a pitcher and basin, the hound follows her and comes in with her, uneasy, wanting to greet Ashthera but restraining itself, waiting unhappily. Tassalil sets the basin on the table and then touches her husband on the shoulder, holding the pitcher ready. He takes it from her and drinks, a long draft. She takes it back and pours water out into the basin. He kneels at the table and begins to wash the dried brown blood off his arms and hands, running his wet hands over his face and hair. Tassalil kneels facing him, quiet. The hound watches and whines once. The tabby cat is fast asleep up on the window ledge. The sound of birds singing and once a child’s shout comes in the window from the gardens.
Tassalil speaks very quietly, unemphatically; her voice is rather husky, and there is a singsong quality, a touch of dialect, in the way she speaks.
TASSALIL: War has been declared…. The messenger from King Kammin came this morning. I saw my brother Harish Ashed later on, all in harness, pawing at the ground....My women say the city’s like it was on coronation day. Flags, and rumors, and running up and down....
There is a pause. Ashthera sits back on his heels. They are not quite facing each other. Both of them speak quietly; the room is secret, quiet, high, full of light.
TASSALIL: Do you think we might lose this war?
ASHTHERA: I’ve already lost.
TASSALIL: Lost what?
ASHTHERA: My truth.
TASSALIL: (shakes her head in calm, absolute denial.)
ASHTHERA: I lied. Aloud, and knowing that I lied.
TASSALIL: Never. You have never lied.
ASHTHERA: “Go kill and be rewarded, be killed and be rewarded, heaven and earth are yours by right of war!”
TASSALIL: The words are sacred. They’re in the Book of Ashantari.
As she speaks she touches the old book on the table beside her. While Ashthera speaks, she watches the serene face of the dancing god/dess above him.
ASHTHERA: Spoken with the heart against it, any word is a lie. I never lied till I stood there on the temple steps. I never hoped to know what the truth is, but I thought I could hold to the piece of it that had been given me. Not the sun, not the moon, only a little rock, a little stone, my truth. You drop it and it’s gone. How can you tell it from all the other stones, all the pebbles, the grains of sand on all the beaches….
TASSALIL: You said what you had to say. You had no choice. Regret is weakness.
ASHTHERA: So I came in here with my weakness.
TASSALIL: But you must come out soon. Strong.
ASHTHERA: Come out and speak the next lie, and the next. I know. I will. Give me a little time. I have to learn to walk. My little truth was light, no burden, but lies are lead. I can hardly get up off the ground. Weak-kneed. Unkingly. Even the king’s wife looks contemptuous.
TASSALIL: That’s not true.
ASHTHERA: See how they breed, the lies? Like flies!
TASSALIL: I am not contemptuous! How could I be? I’ve never understood you — you know that. You’re beyond my reach. I was a child in a fortress in the mountains. Hunters, soldiers, horses, falcons, hounds. A red stag gutted by the fire in the snow, the horned men dancing on midwinter’s day, the old women chattering by the hearths. And all the talk was food, and blood, and hides, and hunts, and raids. And there were always the mountains and the forests and the snow, nothing else, and that was all I knew, when I came here. When I came here ten years ago, to you, and to the sunlight, and the gold, and the silk, and the roses in the gardens, and the flowering trees in sunlight, to you, to marry you. What did I know about kindness then? or patience? or peace? What did I know of strength, but swords? What did I know of truth, but words? What true man did I ever know, but you? You are my truth.
ASHTHERA: (after a pause) What a relief shame is….
Their hands meet.
TASSALIL: Did you sleep last night?
ASHTHERA: I heard the watchmen call all night. I heard every dog in Aremgar. I heard the mice making love.
TASSALIL: Sleep for an hour now.
ASHTHERA: I must see that messenger.
TASSALIL: King Kammin’s messenger can wait. He can wait in hell. Sleep for a while. I’ll bring my harp.
She goes out. Ashthera stands up and stretches, stares a moment at the tapestry, lies down on the cot. Tassalil returns with a small, heavy-framed harp and sits on the floor beside the cot, tuning the strings.
TASSALIL: Shiros has learned to play the Apple Dance, and Tammad sings with her.
ASHTHERA: Let me hear them tonight.
TASSALIL: This peg’s loose.... (She spits on the peg and rubs the saliva into it.) Who’s this man my women call the Silver Man?
ASHTHERA: Romond, he calls himself. A traveller. Travels very light, no burdens; a very practical man.
TASSALIL: Where does he come from?
ASHTHERA: From beyond the Mountains of the Moon, he says. From a country where they have no king.
TASSALIL: Barbarians.
ASHTHERA: There’s no need to have a king if each man acts as a king. Freedom is the mother of order, he says.
TASSALIL: Order is the mother of freedom. Why do you hold your kingship cheap, Ashthera?
ASHTHERA: Because I have better things to do.
TASSALIL: The forest.
ASHTHERA: Yes, the forest. But don’t worry. I’m on the leash now.
He closes his eyes, lying relaxed. Tassalil tests her instrument with a run of arpeggios.
ASHTHERA: Tassalil, listen. Your father wants Hantammad at his court. He should go there, since he’s going to be Prince of the North. Will you take Shiros there too, and live there, till I come back from the East?
TASSALIL: Go back to my father’s court — back to Jogen?
ASHTHERA: The North is half our children’s heritage. Tammad will be prince there, when Shiros is queen. Besides… Jogen is a good fort.
TASSALIL: You think the war might come to Aremgar?
ASHTHERA: (closing his eyes again) I’d give odds on it. Five to three.
TASSALIL: Harish says we’ll have no trouble driving Kammin back to his own border. Or farther if we want.
ASHTHERA: I wouldn’t bet on that....Once you start to beat the drum, how do you stop the dancing?
TASSALIL: I’ll take the children north. There; it’s because the frame’s warped.
She retunes one string, and plays, and presently sings softly to her playing:
TASSALIL’S SONG
O come my king!
I dance beside the river,
I see the river flow.
I will dance life over,
I will dance death forever.
I sing, I sing
The name I do not know.
In love’s name I destroy.
I am danced by joy.
I sing, I sing
O come my king!
Part Two: King Kammin’s War
At the Gates of the Palace Compound in Aremgar.
The slanting sunlight of early summer morning is full of people and animals, dust and bustle; the air rings with excited and cheerful voices. If you were sitting up over the gates of the compound in the little guard-tower you would be able to make out that over to the right a packtrain is making ready to set out, and to the left some kind of military expedition, both horse and foot, is beginning to pull itself together. Everybody gets in each other’s way, including the large crowd of citizen onlookers and their children. Trumpets snarl, a troop of armed horsemen pass down a cross-street at the gallop; townsfolk scramble out of the way and cheer. All sounds are clear, all colors bright, all movements lively.
Tassalil, dressed for travel, rides out of the gates on a big horse; Shiros and Hantammad, excited, trying to be dignified, come after her on ponies. The packtrain of horses and fine white mules, all in good trim and gear, festive with ribbons, is ready to go. Ashthera rides past the gate on a dapple grey mare; he wears leather breeches and jerkin, a light bronze breastplate. He swings off his horse and goes to the children. Hantammad sits very erect on his fat pony. Their farewell is self-consciously manly and restrained: the boy stoops almost unwillingly for a formal kiss on the forehead. Ashthera turns to Shiros. They begin their farewell with the same reserve, but when Ashthera kisses her forehead Shiros throws her arms about him, and he hugs her. The child is in tears and he talks tenderly to her; their voices are lost in the noise of the crowd, and only once can her words be heard clearly for a moment.
SHIROS: I will. Father —
Again he reassures her, again they embrace; she straightens up in the saddle, mindful of her duty as princess. Ashthera goes to Tassalil and stands by the saddle, his hand on the silver-decked bridle of her horse. Again what they say to each other is lost in the jingle of harness, the shouting of commands to man and beast, and the general commotion. Tassalil stoops so that their heads are close together. Their hands part. Very erect in the saddle, Tassalil guides her horse to a space held open in the middle of the packtrain, Shiros and Hantammad following. Shouts, whipcracks, neighing and braying, a peacock flies screaming from under the feet of the horses, and the packtrain is under way, heading north through the city streets. The crowd cheers for the queen, children run alongside the procession. As Ashthera, at the gate, turns away alone for a moment, courtiers are already closing in on him: Batash, Kida, and others. Romond stands aside, inside the gate, watching. Harish Ashed rides up on a stocky, hairy warhorse, shouting.
HARISH: Have they left for the North yet? I was at the barracks—
And seeing the dust of the packtrain down the wide street, he canters after it, still shouting.
HARISH: Hey, clear the way there! Hey! Tammad! Can’t you wait to say goodbye to your uncle!
Smiling now and talking, Ashthera goes past the gates, walking between Fezat and Batash.
ASHTHERA: I want the gardens kept up, but the whole east wing may as well be closed.
They come to his grey horse, held for him by a young soldier; he embraces Batash with emotion and affection. He mounts. Fezat mounts his bay and with a flourish of the hand goes off at a trot to find his troop. Ashthera wheels his horse and for a time is lost in the milling confusion as the army of the InnerLand sorts itself out to go to war. Men are coming together into troops, cavalry beginning to form ranks. In the bright slanting light full of dust the confusion begins to make sense: the army is on the move, heading east: cavalry with banners, high-backed saddles on small, spirited, unshod horses, leather-jacketed riders with bow, quiver, and lance; foot soldiers, armed with sword, pike, lance, or bow, with leather shields and helmets, not in uniform and not marching in step; supply wagons pulled by mules and by big white oxen. The people of Aremgar line the way, children, women, old men, smiling, cheering, waving. As the vanguard of the army passes the GreatTemple the king is seen riding under long banners, in breastplate and helmet of bronze, with his brothers and Harish Ashed, leading the horse troops. In the courtyard of the temple the priests and priestesses bow down deeply as he passes, all but one who, in dusty clothes, grimacing, in trance, dances wildly on the temple steps, spinning and stamping and turning, arms outstretched and hands as if holding hollow spheres; she seems almost falling from exhaustion, but dances on. The footsoldiers now coming past the temple turn to look at her. A drum in the ranks starts up a lively beat and the foot soldiers drop more or less into the rhythm of the march. A flute begins a tune and the soldiers pick up the song and belt it out:
O what did your grandmother say to the sheriff?
Go and pick me a rose, a rose.
O what did your grandmother say to King Kammin?
Go home and pick your nose, your nose,
Go home and pick your nose!
The morning sunlight makes a glory of the dust and the banners rising out of it, as they go on out of the city, singing.
The March of the Army of the Kingdom to the East.
In the broad light of summer afternoon they are passing a dark forest, in a deep lane: through summer weeds on the top of the bank one would see the faces of helmeted riders, Ashthera, Bolhan, Fezat laughing, Harish Ashed yawning, and horses’ ears flicking, and the plumes on bridles, tops of wagons, lances, spearpoints passing, and hear the noise of marching feet and accoutrements jingling and voices talking and the drum softly beating the rhythm of “What did your grandmother say. ...“
The Encampment of the Army of the Kingdom.
In late evening of a hot summer day, in flat grasslands, around the king’s pavilion cookfires and tents are scattered out in a broad circle. Sentinels pass, moseying along. The horses are picketed in long lines; the humped white oxen lie chewing their cud. The king’s pavilion is open to the air on three sides. The group nearest the one canvas wall is engaged in serious drinking. They have pillows and some folding campstools. Under the propped-up front flap of the tent the gamblers sit cross-legged in a large circle, their faces half lit by flickering candle-lanterns. Their dice are not cubical but twelve-sided, with symbols not dots, and some blank facets. The game is intense, with taut silences broken by enigmatic, low-voiced statements:
DICE PLAYERS: Four tigers.
That’s eight and eighteen.
One sword to the king.
Silence again; the rattle and roll of the dice; faces peer to see them fall. Then Ashthera’s face, laughing, and a general laugh as he rakes in the stake — small, crude gold coins.
A DICE PLAYER: Damn, he’s done it again!
Ashthera replaces the coins in the circle of lantern light.
ASHTHERA: Double stakes?
DICE PLAYERS: Done!
Double!
Throw!
From the wagons nearby a woman’s voice rises in a scream that dies off into a swooning laugh. The drinkers and the gamblers look up and laugh or grin, and go back to the dice or the leather bottle passing from hand to hand.
Images of the War in the East.
Darkness, and the woman’s voice rising now into a terrible, prolonged scream: and men’s voices shouting hoarsely, and horses neighing, and drums beating frantically. Out of darkness the first image:
A horse’s bloodstreaked belly and legs as it rolls. It gets up and starts off wildly, then drops to a walk, carrying an empty saddle and dragging reins.
A cavalry charge seen at some distance, left to right, across plowed lands, clods flying, the horses laboring, crows frightened up cawing overhead.
Harish Ashed on his heavy horse, plumes flying, at full gallop and close by, right to left, roaring —
HARISH: This way! follow me! This way!
He swings his sword over his head to bring his troop after him. He keeps turning in the saddle to look for them.
Hand to hand combat with short swords, footsoldiers in armor of leather, wood, and bronze; the fighting is ugly, awkward, cautious, desperate. There is no way to tell which soldier is on which side, except that some of them wear a crude hawk figure on helmet or shield.
Farm buildings and hayricks on fire, horses running in the night.
Rainclouds over a low swell of land, a grey day; the enemy army attacks, a dark swarming of men and horses coming straight across the land at us.
Rain. Rain beating on bloody ground, making mud. A glimpse of the corpse of a child, naked and half sunk in mud.
Images of the Retreat and Invasion.
Rain in the forest. Ashthera’s face under a dripping leather cap- helmet, under dark, dripping trees, intently following something on a map which Fezat is holding.
FEZAT: If they break through here at the ford, we’ll have to pull back behind these hills.
ASHTHERA: Right. Better send the wagons back now.
Cavalry in heavily forested, hilly country: men lead the horses, left to right, struggling to make their way through trees and underbrush. Harish Ashed brings up the rear, looking haggard, with several days’ growth of beard, glancing back over his shoulder continually.
A winter day. Snow patchy on the ground. In similar forest country, a cavalry party led by the king crosses a shallow creek at full gallop, left to right. Ashthera swings his horse around and returns to the ford; he waits there, gesturing the men onward patiently till the last one is across and riding up the wooded hill. A larger party of cavalry, wearing the hawk emblem, break from the woods on the left, and Ashthera sets his heels to his horse and rides breakneck after his men, laughing wildly, while the enemy pursue.
Plum blossoms nod in the spring wind. A village burns: blue smoke rises peacefully.
Full, bright sunlight on a town under siege. Townsfolk crowd out the western gate with bundles, carts, chickens, children, an old scolding bejewelled woman in a litter, dogs, goats, cows, a scared girl of fifteen carrying a kitten. In the town streets, soldiers are running. At the eastern wall, at a breach in the wall, fighting, assaults. On a rise outside the eastern wall a mounted troop in close array comes at the canter, and draws up on the hilltop to watch the taking of the town. One face is seen close for a moment in profile, watching steadily, a firm, heavy face under a hawk- crowned helmet: King Kammin. Then a different face: Fezat’s, white, staring without seeing, against stones splattered with blood, in the bright sunlight.
The Palace in Aremgar in autumn. The gardens are neglected, unkempt; leaves blow across the ponds, the fountains are dry.
The gates of the Palace in Aremgar in autumn rain and wind. A packtrain is ready to set out, but this time there is no fine harness, no loaded carts, no crowd. The wide streets are deserted. The servants and riders work hurriedly. Kida and Romond are already mounted. Batash comes puffing from the palace compound with a coffer, which he makes a servant stuff into one of the mules’s packloads.
KIDA: Come on, Batash!
With help from an old servant, Batash mounts his horse. A boy runs past down the street, shouting.
BOY: They’re at the Eastern Gate! The enemy king! At the Eastern Gate!
Romond looks around with interest to see if he can see the enemy. Kida is very nervous.
KIDA: Come on, come on! Get moving, there!
The servants, alarmed, are already whipping up the packhorses and mules, and the train sets off hurriedly through the empty, windy streets, going northward.
The Throne Room of the Place in Aremgar.
A cool, grey daylight in the beautiful room, which stands empty.
King Kammin enters with an escort of fifteen or twenty men, all in well-worn battle gear. They look about them in silence. Kammin gazes at the throne; then, with some effort and selfconsciousness, he mounts the dais, pauses to examine or pretends to examine the inlaid arms of the throne, and at last turns and seats himself, while his men grin and applaud by slapping their sword-sheaths or striking their fist into their hand.
KAMMIN’S MEN: Long live King Kammin! Long live! Long live!
Part Three: Jogen
The Approach to Jogen.
It is a winter day in the mountains. The peaks are hidden by freezing mist, which crawls down every slope and canyon. Through ice-coated branches of underbrush the rocks of a steep streambed appear fantastically covered with ice, the falls like curtains of stalactites. At some distance down the stream-gorge, indistinct in the mist, a small troop of men is slogging along, going uphill. One of them is being helped to walk by another. They look animal-like, crouching, insignificant in this vast landscape. They disappear in the trees and rocks and snow and mist.
Above the gorge the eye looks up to the rocky edges of the gorge, and up farther, higher slopes, snowy and forested, arriving at last at a stone fort high in the mountains: Jogen. The walls are squat and dark above alpine meadows and chasms. It is not a mediaeval castle, but a bronze-age fort. The outer portal is big enough to let a loaded wagon through, closed with massive crosslaid gates, in one of which a narrow door is cut just high enough for one horse or man at a time. This small gate is open to let in a party of four hunters carrying a dead stag. It is closed behind them, and three great log-bars running in hasps are rammed across it.
The Courtyard of Jogen.
After the huge, intimidating winter landscape the courtyard, formed by the outer defense walls and the front wall of the fort, seems all on a small and lively, human scale. A kicking horse is being curried in front of the stables; a group of women talk and work around steaming kettles hung over big open hearths; a boy works at the windlass bringing water up from the well; the hunters carry their stag across the cobbles to an arcade where butchering is done, and hang it up to gut beside a clean pig carcass already hanging there. The live pigs crowd in a big sty in a corner. A dozen or fifteen dogs are terrifically excited by the deer carcass, and have to be whipped off, with a lot of shouting. Dirty snow, urine-stained, lies shoved up against the walls. Prince Hantammad, now nine, rushes up the stone steps that lead into the fortress keep, yelling at the top of his voice.
HANTAMMAD: They got a stag! A ten-pointer!
The Hall of Jogen.
Hantammad erupts into the big, long, low, dark stone hall, with its enormous fireplace in which a fire is banked to burn steadily. At the farther end of the hail long trestle-tables are set, and the lords of the castle are just sitting down to dinner — thirty people or so, a fairly rough looking lot, the men mostly in dirty sheepskins and the women bundled up with shawls for warmth. Tassalil and Shiros maintain some distinction and cleanliness in their dress, but no elegance. Batash, Kida, and Romond are there, none of them looking as sleek as when we last saw them. Hantammad slips into a seat between his mother and her father, the old Lord of Jogen, a dark, crouched, crippled man who never speaks. The chair at the head of the table, at the queen’s left, is empty.
TASSALIL: There you are. Sit down and be still.
She looks down the long table, very much the chatelaine and chief housekeeper, alert, calm, maternal.
TASSALIL: May the food be blessed. Share this with us.
She pours out a little beer from the pitcher onto the floor, and drops a bit of food from her plate, ceremonially: this is a ritual act. As soon as she has done this, everybody at table falls to eating with tremendous energy and no forks or spoons — some of them have pocket knives. A yellow dog under the table, cautious but determined, has already lapped up the beer and got the bit of meat dropped for the gods.
Later in the evening, the tables have been cleared and stacked, and most people are sitting around the center of the Hall of Jogen, near the long, deep fireplace. Romond, with the two children, sits on the sheepskins that serve as hearthrugs; old Batash is fast asleep in a chimney seat, his feet in the ashes. Tassalil sits in a wooden chair nearby, spinning with a drop spindle. Other women in a halfcircle near her also spin; the only light comes from the fire and from a couple of oil lamps set up to help a woman working at a big vertical loom against the wall. Down at the other end of the hearth place some of the men of the fort are talking softly and drinking, in the shadows. There are a lot of shadows.
On the hearthstones, Romond has set up a simple scientific demonstration or two: a Leyden jar, with its crackling spark; the demonstration of the field of a magnet with iron-filings on a bit of parchment — things he can do with materials at hand, as a showpiece to entertain the children. Hantammad wriggles restlessly; Shiros watches intently. She is now a pretty girl of eleven. Her manner is mature. She is fond of Romond and at ease with him, a little flirtatious. As the spark leaps she laughs with delight.
SHIROS: Oh, magic! Make it do it again!
Romond obliges. Batash jumps in his sleep and mutters.
BATASH: Unnatural.
HANTAMMAD: That’s just sparks. That see-through thing you made was better, that thing that made the mountains all come up close. This is stupid.
SHIROS: All right, if it’s so stupid, you do it.
HANTAMMAD: I don’t want to. I only like what men do.
Hantammad gets up and strides off to the beer-drinkers.
SHIROS: Hunting deer and hunting bear and hunting robbers, and then boasting about it. Boring! — Romond, tell a story. The one about the cities that float in the sky. No — the one about the country where there aren’t any men. That one’s funny. No, but wait a minute, I wanted to ask: What was the boat you came in, when you came here? My father said the fishermen said it was silver and had no sails and no oars.
ROMOND: That’s right, princess.
He has lost almost all trace of foreign accent by now.
SHIROS: How did it go — what made it move?
ROMOND: The same magic as you see here.
SHIROS: (looks dubiously at the crude glass jar) Where is your boat now?
ROMOND: Hidden until I need it.
SHIROS: Did you make it get tiny, and hide it in your pocket, like the story about the Red Prince and his magic horse?
ROMOND: (only grins).
SHIROS: Oh, I used to want a little tiny live horse to keep in my pocket — I used to dream about it! Kitten, come here, kitten. Are you going to grow up into a horse?
She scoops up a young kitten wandering past and flattens it by petting it. The mother cat is nursing a couple of other kittens in a warm corner of the hearth.
SHIROS: What country did you come from, when you came over the sea, Romond?
But Romond does not reply, noticing that Tassalil has risen from her chair and is standing listening, intent. The dogs down in the courtyards are barking, deep baying barks, remote through the slit windows and stone walls. Everyone (except Batash) is now alert, listening. Tassalil has gone to one of the deep slit windows and pulled aside the oiled cloth hung across it to keep the wind out.
TASSALIL: The dogs. — There’s torchlight. — Go to the women’s side, Shiros. You, with her. You, with me.
Shiros, carrying the kitten, at once obeys, going out with the women. Tassalil goes towards the front door, the men following. Batash is waking up.
BATASH: What’s up? What’s up? Where’s everybody going?
ROMOND: (is on his feet) Would it be an attack?
KIDA: Not in the dark —
A MAN OF THE FORT: If Soya has fallen, it might be a retreat —
They are all hurrying towards the door to the courtyard
In the Courtyard of Jogen.
Tassalil comes down the stone steps into the courtyard, followed by the men. Torches are being lighted, and horn lanterns, which hiss and smoke in the wind and snow, casting more shadows than light. The hounds clamor and men shout, horses in the stables whinny and stamp, but sounds are muffled by the snow, and as Tassalil reaches the barred front gates everything is silent.
TASSALIL: Open the gates! The king is come.
A WATCHMAN: (calling from the watchroom over the high gates) Armed men! A troop on foot! Armed men at the gate!
The queen stands facing the gate, silent. The watchman returns to the ladder-head leading down into the courtyard.
WATCHMAN: They ask to enter. Ten men — maybe twenty — There’s the prince! Prince Harish Ashed at the gate!
TASSALIL: Help me, you men there.
She already has her hands on the wooden lockbars of the small gate. The bolts are shot, the clumsy gate swings open. Torches are gathered thick in the entranceway inside, men crowding, some with swords drawn, some holding the collars of the dogs to hold them down. Outside the opened gate is snow blowing in the darkness.
Out of that come men, one or two at a time. The third to come in is Harish Ashed, in breastplate, and bearskin cloak, lumbering, haggard, lame.
TASSALIL: Welcome, my brother Harish. Where is the king?
Harish Ashed stops and stares at her unrecognizing. Then be puts out both hands to her. There are tears frozen on his face.
HARISH: Oh, Tassalil! Defeat! All lost.
Other men come in past Harish Ashed and the queen, some cloaked like him, some in ragged inadequate clothing; they all look gaunt, exhausted, bewildered, cold.
TASSALIL: Harish, is the king with you?
Two last men come in the gate, one dragging a bandaged leg, teeth set, eyes shut, supported by the other man. Tassalil drops her brother’s hands and goes forward to these two, moving abruptly, speaking roughly.
TASSALIL: Here, see to this man. Take his arm, you. — Welcome, my lord Ashthera.
The second man is Ashthera, thin and frostburned. Seeing the wounded man taken over by others, he turns to Tassalil and takes her hands, smiles, but does not speak. The torches flare about them. A dog has broken free and is leaping at Ashthera, probably in wild welcome but seeming to threaten; somebody hauls it off, swearing. The courtyard is full of all the people of the fort by now.
TASSALIL: Has Soya fallen?
ASHTHERA: Three days ago. We sent you word.
TASSALIL: No word came. Where’s the enemy? How close behind you?
ASHTHERA: In Soya. They didn’t follow us.
TASSALIL: Where is our army?
ASHTHERA: (makes a slight gesture: anywhere, nowhere...) How is it with you here, Tassalil?
TASSALIL: All well. Come in, you’re cold.
She takes his arm. He goes with her, walking stiff-legged and slowly, turning his head away from the dazzle of the torches. They go through the crowded courtyard and up the snowflecked stone steps.
The Hall of Jogen.
Harish Ashed is following close behind them, and when they all come inside in the firelight he begins to cry, putting his big, gloved hands up to his face. The king and his men go straight to the fireplace, crowding in close to it for warmth; some drop to their knees, stretching their hands almost into the flames. Tables are dragged out, lamps lit, logs fetched, servants run at the queen’s bidding; the women give the orders. There are a couple of reunions between soldiers and wives, hugging and tears. Food is set out, wineskins are passed. The soldiers begin to unbuckle their sword belts and take off their cloaks. Big basins of hot water have been brought in, and some of them take off their shirts and begin to wash. The huge room is full of voices and bustle in the firelight and lamplight.
TASSALIL: Take these clothes out into the snow, freeze the lice out of them. — You, there, more water for the baths. — Where’s the man whose leg was hurt?
ROMOND: I’ve had a look at him. He’s doing pretty well.
TASSALIL: Who was he? I didn’t see his face.
ASHTHERA: Kartari, he’s called. He’s not from Jogen. — Harish, old friend, come on, drink this. Hot wine. It’ll melt the ice out of your belly.
BOLHAN: Give it to me if he won’t drink it. He doesn’t need thawing. Melted to tears, our General is.
Bolhan has lost a lot of weight and looks ill and frost bitten, with a badly-healed scar at the hairline. He already has a drinking-horn in hand. Tassalil looks at him and then at Ashthera unable to ask the question in her eyes.
BOLHAN: Fezat is dead.
He drinks, and will say no more.
ASHTHERA: He was killed in the battle near... (he forces his memory for the name)... Ajjen, on the Ram. The great battle on the river. Harish, come on, you’re worn out. (To Tassalil) He’s carrying a lance wound from Ajjen. It won’t heal.
HARISH: There’s nothing left. He’s dead. Driven — Everything lost — nothing left —
TASSALIL: Come, brother. Come with me. You know the way to your room. This is Jogen Fort. We were children here.
HARISH: Where’s Father?
TASSALIL: Here, right here. Father, it’s Harish.
With the assistance of one of the men of the fort, she is helping Harish Ashed out of the hail. They pass the old Lord of Jogen, who sits crouched in an armchair, wrapped in a bearskin rug. Harish stumbles to a stop before him.
HARISH: Father —
The old man continues to stare. Presently, with effort, he mouths a couple of meaningless sounds. One side of his face contracts irritably. Tassalil coaxes Harish to go on towards the inner door.
Ashthera has washed; the floor is sloppy with water, and a boy is strewing sawdust or straw to sop up the puddles. A woman brings Ashthera a white woollen shirt, which he pulls on.
ASHTHERA: Batash! I didn’t see you! My good old friend, what a joy to see you! When did you leave Aremgar? — Who else is here? Romond! Lord Traveller! I thought you’d have travelled to a healthier climate by now. What keeps you here in this bad time?
ROMOND: The awful greed to find out what happens next, my lord.
BATASH: We left the city as Kammin’s advance guard entered it. It was all a rush — I couldn’t even bring the records of the Treasury —
ASHTHERA: Well, since there’s no longer a Treasury...
BATASH: The retreat was called much too suddenly. There was no proper warning. Nothing was done that should have been done. It was very badly managed —
ASHTHERA: Well, you see, Kammin outflanked us, on Bennan Plain. I’m sorry your notice was so short. But I’m glad you got out — If I had to wonder whether you all were alive or not, in Kammin’s jails — (Tassalil comes back, and he asks her:) Tassalil, is it too late to see the children?
TASSALIL: I’ve sent for them.
ASHTHERA: Is it late? I lost all count of time coming uphill in the snow. There’s so little daylight here in winter in the North. But it was the darkness and the snow that let us get away. The cloak of the mountain goddess.
TASSALIL: Sit down, Ashthera.
ASHTHERA: If I sit down I won’t be able to get up. Here they are!
Shiros and Hantammad come in. When he holds out his arms both hesitate, then Shiros flings herself on him, crying. He kneels to equalize their heights.
SHIROS: I thought it was the enemy attacking the fort. I thought you were dead. I thought you were dead. I put on my best dress so they wouldn’t despise me.
ASHTHERA: Daughter, little daughter, don’t be afraid.
SHIROS: I try not to be afraid.
ASHTHERA: (kneeling, speaks tenderly yet with formality) How beautiful you are, how beautiful, child who will be queen!
HANTAMMAD: I wasn’t afraid. I never am afraid.
The boy stands in front of his mother, rather sullen, sturdy. Ashthera smiles, goes to him, and kisses his forehead. There is none of the intensity of the relationship with Shiros.
HANTAMMAD: Father, I have a sword, the Castellan gave it to me. If the war goes on I can fight along with you and Uncle Harish and Uncle Fezat. The war isn’t over, is it?
ASHTHERA: It’ll last a while yet, prince.
SHIROS: Then — we haven’t — lost — ?
Her self-control is very precarious; she has been in mortal terror and is still very frightened. Ashthera turns back to her and speaks gently.
ASHTHERA: We’ve lost more than I knew we had, my dear. But here we are, in no present danger. Listen, I’ll tell you when to put your best dress on — when there’s real danger. All right? Now I think you need to quiet down. Bedtime.
HANTAMMAD: I want to show you my sword —
TASSALIL: Bed.
She rounds up the children and sends them off with the old women who look after them in Jogen.
TASSALIL: Will many more of our men be coming here?
ASHTHERA: No. I sent them scattering out west and south. Those who can will go home. Some will stay in Ravashan, some in the forest villages. Have you the means of keeping the eighteen of us who came tonight?
TASSALIL: We make out all right so long as we can hunt.
ASHTHERA: I’ll stay till spring, then. We can’t do much till good weather comes.
BOLHAN: We can’t do anything whether it comes or not.
TASSALIL: They won’t take this fort. Twenty men could hold Jogen against a thousand.
ASHTHERA: Good! But I don’t plan to stay holed up here. There’s still a war to win.
There is an uncomfortable silence. Finally Batash, after some hemming, has the courage to speak.
BATASH: My lord, if the enemy holds the capital — and has conquered as far north as Soya —
ASHTHERA: If he’s come as far as Soya he’s come too far. King Kammin’s men are in our cities, inside the borders, inside the walls. Inside us, like grass in the stomach of a cow. And like a cow we’ll chew our cud, we’ll grind up King Kammin and his army, one by one and blade by blade, and then we’ll shit them out.
KIDA: But, my lord, we have — we lost —
ASHTHERA: The battles. Yes. We lost the battles. Harish and his battles and his victories! There will be no more battles.
BATASH: But, majesty, our army —
ASHTHERA: We have no army. I don’t want an army. I want a rabble — thieves, cowards, robbers, cut-throats. Raids, forays, horse-stealing, harassment. Empty towns. Empty barns. Empty granaries. Unplowed fields. Kammin will march his armies west and south, come spring, looking for battles and victories. He’ll find nothing. No subjects, no cattle, no grain, no rest. Dogs in the barren fields, dogs in the forest, dogs yapping at his heels. But no more victories. There are eight thousand dead beside the Ram at Kammery and Ajjen. Those were victories. The river stank. Plague in the villages. People ate rats, and then the rats ate them. Well, the Dancer has had her dance on the battlefields. And now the dog will have his day. — I’m very tired. My lady, will you have the barber come to me tomorrow morning? Good night, my lords!
He and Tassalil leave by the inner door; the others bow. A silence while they regroup about the fire.
KIDA: That is the man who, on a jewelled throne, in a golden city, a powerful, rich, beloved king, tried to get rid of his kingship — give it away, gamble it away, anything, so that he could go hunting in the woods. And now having lost it all, he stands here, a fugitive with lice in his shirt, and says he’ll win his kingdom back! He’s beyond me.
BATASH: He is beyond us all.
ROMOND: At the top, you have to look down. At the bottom, you have to look up.
KIDA: He looks neither up nor down, I think. He stands aside.
BATASH: He is my king. He has come back. He is beyond our questioning. Lice in his shirt or not, he is the king!
Very angry, the old man moves away.
KIDA: Is he mad or sane?
ROMOND: Sane, I think, but a gambler. For the highest stakes. — Why did he kneel down to Shiros?
KIDA: Why, she’s the heir, she’ll be queen after him.
ROMOND: Queen of what? The kingdom he lost? What did he kneel to in her?
KIDA: He’s been driven into hope. As Harish into despair.
Batash comes back to them, his indignation having found words.
BATASH: We are the lice in his shirt. And I am glad, I’m honored to be the king’s louse! You’ve never understood him, Kida, you never will. He’s a man who does his duty. It’s as plain as that. Good night, my lords.
Batash goes stiffly out.
KIDA: Good night, my lord Batash. (To Romond) If only that were plain!
ROMOND: To the clear heart all things are clear.
KIDA: And all things simple to the simple mind.
In the Anteroom of the Queen’s Rooms in Jogen Fort. It is morning, bright on the snowy steeps out the deep narrow window. A barber, using a formidable straight razor of iron, is shaving Ashthera’s head to the scalp. The queen, Romond, Bolhan, and a couple of others are there: this is a ceremony, albeit a private one. As Ashthera comes up dripping and shaven from the rinse, Bolhan stares savagely, with misery.
BOLHAN: Dutiful Ashthera! Like a plucked chicken. What good does that do Fezat?
ASHTHERA: None.
TASSALIL: How did he die, Ashthera?
ASHTHERA: (indicates his lower belly) A lance here, they said. I never saw him. We were retreating. We couldn’t bury him, or any of them. Where is the altar-place of Jogen?
TASSALIL: Under the round-tower. There’s only the Old Goddess here.
ASHTHERA: Any stone dropped in any pool makes the same circle.
TASSALIL: I’ll bring the oil and grain.
She goes out. Ashthera puts on a clean shirt: white, and not unlike the priests’ clothing in the Temple in Aremgar.
ASHTHERA: Will you sacrifice with me, Bolhan?
BOLHAN: I’ve given the Goddess enough. My health, two years of my life, my money, my brother. Oil and grain aren’t what she eats! Nor barber’s sweepings either.
The barber and his little son are sweeping up the haircuttings with care and reverence, and putting them in a carved box, in what is clearly a ceremonial act. Ashthera nods to Bolhan without reproof, and goes out, followed by Romond.
The Altar-Place of Jogen.
The basement of a tower: a circular, vaulted room without windows. A bowl of fire on the altar is the only light. The altar stone is massive and phallic; behind it stands a carved wooden figure two or three feet high, very old, cracked, blackened. It is in the same dancing posture as the tapestry figure in the Inner Room of the Palace in Aremgar, and holds the Sun and the Moon; but this figure is female, not androgynous. It is crude, sinister, and powerful. Between the incurving wall and the altar stand Romond, Batash, Kida, fifteen or twenty women and men of Jogen, and Tassalil. Ashthera, officiating as priest, offers ceremonial wooden vessels of grain and oil. His face in the flickering light of the fire is grave, calm, and wet with tears.
ASHTHERA: My brother! Fezat my brother! Go now. Go free!
He pours out the oil on the fire, which flares and steadies. He speaks the ritual words with solemnity and intensity:
Let the boat go from shore.
Let the ship go from shore.
Let the soul go from shore.
Let the river of one shore carry him to you.
Romond watches, interested, intent, detached as always. Tassalil watches, her face full of hate and anger as she stares at the figure of the Goddess. Ashthera at last turns to them, his expression tranquil. Tassalil turns and hurries out of the room without waiting for him.
Images of Winter in Jogen.
A hunt on the snow-covered high hills: the hunters knee-deep in snow — the bear glimpsed running.
A group of women are working and singing a monotonous spinning-song in the great hall of the fort. Ashthera and Shiros laugh at a kitten who is facing up, puffing and spitting, to an inquisitive hound-puppy.
A bright, icy day in the courtyard of the fort; various occupations and activities are in full swing. In a relatively clear corner, Ashthera is giving Hantammad a lesson in swordsmanship. Chickens run squawking, pigs grunt, one of the guard dogs barks incessantly. Kartari, the man who came in wounded with Ashthera, stands on a crutch beside Romond watching the demonstration of parry and lunge.
KARTARI: I never saw anybody use a sword like that. As if he shut his eyes and let the sword do the seeing. Nobody’s ever touched him.
ROMOND: (watching fascinated) I believe it.
In the hail of Jogen, on a winter night, snow thuds at the shutters of the slit-windows. At the fireside, Romond is telling a story to a large circle of listeners, men, women, children.
ROMOND: So he’s sailing along through the air like a bird, pleased with himself as he can be, when all of a sudden something makes him turn around and look over his shoulder —
In the shadows, Bolhan and Harish Ashed are drinking. Bolhan whistles a dreary little tune between his teeth; Harish sits sodden, staring, in despair. Snow at the windows. Snow blowing on the wind in the darkness outside the walls.
The Hall of Jogen.
Later on in the same evening, the circle at the fire has been reduced to the king and queen, Romond, Batash, Kartari, and a few women, who are spinning, as is the queen.
BATASH: Where did you learn those tales of yours, Traveller? Where’s the land you lived in, before you set out on your travels? West of here?
ROMOND: Not west. Not east. Too far to say, too far to remember.
ASHTHERA: Across the river no one can cross.
He smiles, watching Romond. One of Shiros’s kittens is sleeping on his knee.
ONE OF THE WOMEN: Is it a country of magicians?
ROMOND: Magic’s in the eye that sees. The mind’s art is knowledge. But they’d seem magicians here: people who live two hundred years, who have no illnesses, who never go hungry, who never have wars.
KARTARI: Do such gods praise any gods?
ROMOND: Not with altars or sacrifice.
TASSALIL: How, then?
ROMOND: Perhaps with — by upholding the idea of truth, the idea of justice —
TASSALIL: That old story. By righteous action God is praised. So much the worse for your people, who have so much happiness and waste it! What’s cold and hunger and sickness and fear of death, what’s war, even, if one could be free of soul? But to endure all that and to give praise for it — that’s slavery. That’s the betrayal.
Ashthera is watching her gravely. His hair has grown out about two months’ worth, a crewcut effect. She speaks to all of them, but always to him.
TASSALIL: I want to say this, once, before spring comes, and I see my husband go, and my home destroyed, and my children the servants of foreigners. I’ll be silent then, but I’ll speak now. No god deserves one grain of sacrifice, one word of praise. Let the Dancer dance, and make and unmake the worlds, what’s that to me? What do I see of the dance but lies defeating truth, and injustice given power, and cruelty triumphing over courage? What god worth worship would let a child die frightened and in pain? What god would let Kammin defeat Ashthera? I will not dance that dance. I will not ask for mercy or for justice. I will praise the one thing worth praising: our love, our fidelity, ours, not the gods. We don’t live forever, not even two hundred years, forty or fifty years and we die — and that’s what I praise, our mortal love. We love because we die. In our death is our freedom.
After a long pause Ashthera answers.
ASHTHERA: I can’t answer you with comfort. I lost that along with truth.
TASSALIL: That lie you suffered for, that lie that brought the war, that wasn’t your lie. You spoke as duty bade you. It was the god’s lie, not yours!
Ashthera sets the little sleepy cat carefully down on the hearth and strokes it, then stands up. He speaks softly, gazing into the fire; he and Tassalil are utterly concentrated upon each other now.
ASHTHERA: Peace gets lost when truth does; and happiness I suppose goes with them. But there is joy, Tassalil. I know joy. I learned it first in the forest, alone; and then with you. And sometimes winning at dice, and sometimes this past year, in the war, in defeat. You can’t earn it, you can’t keep it, you fall into it. Joy is the abyss between myself and God. It is the river.
TASSALIL: In which you drown.
ASHTHERA: Alone, maybe. But there is... fidelity, you called it. Mortal love. Trust between us. A boat on the river.
TASSALIL: Yes. You I will trust. Not the god, but you.
ASHTHERA: Do you trust me, Tassalil? You foresee me dead, everything lost, come spring, when I promised life and hope. If I win my kingdom back, and if I come again to Aremgar, will you come with me then?
TASSALIL: (bitterly) To the Palace gardens.
ASHTHERA: They’ll be destroyed. All to do over. You are winter, you are the north, you are the dark. You only know me, you among them all. I am your truth, you said. You are my freedom, Tassalil.
She does not answer. They stand apart from the others, intensely together but not touching, before the deep, hot light of the fire. A faint clamor of the dogs baying down in the courtyard, and then far off the howling of wolves on the mountainsides. Ashthera lifts his head listening.
ASHTHERA: The wolves. Her dogs.
At the Outer Gate of Jogen.
It is morning in early spring, a bright, windy day of thaw — snow still lying in shadowed places, water running, puddles flashing sunlight, leafbuds on branches. The double outer gate of the fort is standing wide open. Ashthera and a troop of about twenty-five men are outside the gates, ready to go, and the people of the fort are gathered in the courtyard and gateway to see them leave. Ashthera is talking to his brother Bolhan.
ASHTHERA: If I’m killed, you’ll be regent until Shiros is crowned. I leave you a short, encumbered lease on a roofless house. Live there as kings live, brother!
Bolhan, hung-over and hangdog, nods; and they embrace. The king turns to Harish Ashed.
ASHTHERA: Till your wound’s healed, Harish, guard my treasure here.
They both look up at the window of the gate tower, from which Tassalil, Shiros, and Hantammad watch them.
ASHTHERA: I don’t think it likely, but if they do mount an attack from Soya —
HARISH: I can hold the fort.
Ashthera smiles, embracing Harish. Romond has come forward from the gateway. Ashthera turns cheerfully to him.
ASHTHERA: Well, goodbye, Traveller!
ROMOND: I’m coming with you, if I may. My skills in medicine might come in handy.
Ashthera considers him a little quizzically: not at all mistrustful, but curious as to his motives. When he speaks it is — as always when he speaks to Romond — with a certain caution and respect, yet easily.
ASHTHERA: This isn’t your war, Romond.
ROMOND: No, it’s not. But I’ve been in your service over a year now —
ASHTHERA: Friend, but not servant. Nor subject. I am not your king.
Romond replies after a slight pause, with a slight smile.
ROMOND: That’s true.
ASHTHERA: Come on, then.
The small troop of armed men set off on foot. Ashthera turns once and unsheathes his sword, holds it up with a flourish and a broad smile, looking up at the gate tower. He sheathes it and goes on. A couple of the dogs of Jogen have broken loose and race excitedly along with the troop as they go down the mountainside. One of the soldiers is whistling ‘What did your Grandmother say,” in the minor.
Part Four: King Ashthera’s War
Images of the Guerrilla War.
The general mood of the imagery of Part Two, King Kammin’s War, was exciting and dramatic, full of action and tension. The guerrilla war goes on for three years, and the images used to show it would be quieter and grimmer, moving into increasing poverty and weariness. People are dominated by landscape — small figures in wide shots.
Ashthera, Romond, a troop of thirty or forty are concealed in thickets, watching the deployment of a troop of mounted enemy soldiers in farmlands. Ashthera’s men look like bandits; Kammin’s men are well fed and in notably trim battle harness. They don’t wear a uniform, but they have a distinctive style of clothing and gear, and they have their breastplate or shield or helmet decorated with the stylized hawk device.
Night, very dark, so dark one can see only vague bulks and the edges of things: an obscure creeping figure... a knife cutting picket lines... horses nickering and then taking off at a gallop into the dark, while voices shout.
An autumn day on a farm. Kartari is helping a few peasants, mostly women, load seed-grain onto a farm cart. They work hurriedly, and set off down a rutted lane, tugging at the harness of the oxen to make them hurry. A donkey colt trots after the cart. An old man comes hobbling after them, swearing and shouting.
OLD PEASANT: Wait!
PEASANT WOMAN: I thought you wasn’t coming with us, Dad.
OLD PEASANT: Well, can’t you wait, wait till I get on! I set fire to the barn. They won’t get nothing out of us!
As he talks with crazy satisfaction, he is hauling himself up onto the cart. The peasants wince and look back at their farm. Smoke is blurring the little barn.
KARTARI: Well done, Dad!
The ox-drawn cart jolts on
Summer: grain fields on fire — the thick gold stand of grain, the line of fire pale in the sunlight, the black waste smoldering. Some of Kammin’s soldiers stand at the edge of the field, staring, helpless.
In the forest, a guerrilla camp. Romond is bandaging a man’s arm.
WOUNDED MAN: Aren’t you going to put mud on it?
ROMOND: No.
WOUNDED MAN: Back home, we get mud and make a plaster on cuts like that.
ROMOND: Keeping ’em clean works better. You’ll see.
The man, a slow sort, looks dubious.
An officer of King Kammin’s army, in splendid bronze and leather, is riding a good horse beside a stream, in lightly wooded country. The camera draws away from him across the stream. The sound of an arrow: thwish-thock. The man looks around, hunches his shoulders, crouches over slowly, slips out of the saddle almost as if he were doing some kind of trick riding, and lands in a heap. The heap is motionless. The horse does whatever the horse does — waits, or walks, or grazes, or takes fright. Silence. The sound of the stream.
Rain, pelting down, thick. Hands, grubbing in mud for some kind of roots, digging greedily, desperately shoving whatever is found into a sack.
King Kammin at the head of mounted troops sets out from the gates of the Palace in Aremgar, on a dark, rainy afternoon.
Romond is walking in broken hill country, in a forest; he keeps looking around; he stops to check a small pocket compass and looks again at the hills and gorges, worried and puzzled. He pockets the compass and sets off back the way he came. About four yards from him a man comes blundering out of the trees: an armed soldier with the hawk device on his shield, a big man, also lost, looking panicky and exhausted. They stare at each other a moment in shock. The enemy soldier, with an inarticulate moaning growl, draws his sword and comes heavily at Romond. After a moment of panic indecision Romond backs up while drawing something out of his pocket, some shining object which he hastily points at the soldier. The man stops in his tracks, staring. Very slowly his sword-arm drops; his knees buckle; and suddenly, grotesquely, he topples over. Romond has already stuffed the weapon away. He hurries forward, step ping over the motionless, staring man, and hurries into the woods, muttering as he goes.
ROMOND: Damn fool, damn fool, damn fool —
Romond is coming in from this venture to a guerrilla camp hidden in a fold of the hills. Ashthera, very thin and in ragged dented battle gear, but with a joyous smile, comes to greet him.
ASHTHERA: Where the devil have you been!
ROMOND: (shamefaced) I got lost —
In twilight, at the edge of a ditch among spring weeds in flower, lies a hideously wounded, naked corpse. Farther down the ditch, three or four men are playing at dice; the stakes are the dead man’s clothes, sword, and helmet, neatly stacked; the hawk emblem is visible on the helmet. The gamblers’ voices are low: “Three tigers… Ten and ten...“
Twilight, running water, beautiful and silky in the dusk. The margin of a great river. In the mud and reeds above waterline human bones are lying, a lot of them, a horse’s skull, a rusted stirrup. Curlews are crying.
Rain. A great number of men, mounted and on foot, trudge across a broad landscape. A faint, continual yapping of dogs.
A hillside in grey weather; in the distance the ruins of a burnt village or farm. King Kammin is in the middle of a furious argument with his generals. They all look worn and strained. We are too far from them to hear what they say.
The Palace in Aremgar in flames. No one fights the fire. The trees of the Palace gardens burn like torches.
Ashthera in deep forest, talking with charcoal burners, men and women who look like shaggy black bears. They are giving him directions.
ASHTHERA: Across the river, or along beside it?
A CHARCOAL BURNER: They was looking for a place to cross when we seen ’em.
Ashthera grins.
A battle at a river ford, in the deep forest. Kammin’s men, a troop of forty or fifty on foot, as they try to cross the river, are decimated by archers hidden among trees behind them on the right bank. One man struggling through the shallows slips on underwater rocks, and two arrows strike his back and neck; he slides down into the water. A long curl of blood in the running water downstream. Only about half the troop is left when they abandon the attempt to get across the river and regain the shore to stand and fight, but there is nobody to fight, the archers have vanished. As they set off downstream, shadowy figures dog them through the underbrush.
Light snow is falling. Ashthera, Romond, Kartari, mounted on gaunt ponies, ride at the head of a ragged troop through a village which looks abandoned, half destroyed; but people have gathered at the end of the street, and are shouting.
VILLAGERS: The king! King Ashthera! Long live the King!
And the weary soldiers grin and walk more briskly.
The ruined, half-burnt Palace in Aremgar, in sunlight. Workmen with planks, a carpenter planing, women planting seedling trees.
Plowlands, the scene of the cavalry charge we saw early in the war: but now, instead of horsemen sweeping over the curve of the fields in a charge, we see a scattered army trudging away from us, shrinking against the brightening Eastern sky.
Hands, planting roots or shoots in wet, dark earth, working fast and skillfully.
The Streets of Aremgar.
In full sunlight, a crowd approaches the Palace from the north, and presently can be sorted out into an irregular but sizeable body of armed guerrilla soldiers escorting the king, and the people of Aremgar welcoming them, with dogs and children everywhere. It is no parade. Everybody is very poorly dressed and many are in rags, nobody looks prosperous; the children especially are skeletal, pot bellied, with bright eyes. But the people press forward to pat and touch the soldiers and to touch the king’s footprints, to hold up their children to see him pass; they laugh and weep and cry out —
THE PEOPLE OF AREMGAR: Ashthera! Ashthera! The king, the king!
Ashthera and his immediate escort, mounted on a motley lot of horses and mules, work forward slowly through and with the crowd, into the open place in front of the Palace gates. The wall stands, but there are no gates in the portal. The palace itself has been partly rebuilt but is not finished; there is a good deal of scaffolding up, everything looks raw and makeshift. Ashthera sits his horse a minute looking at it. His face is expressionless. He dismounts. The crowd gives him room, watching his every move. He makes a formal ritual gesture, as at the altar in Jogen, and speaks loudly and clearly:
ASHTHERA: Now God be praised that we have come home at last in peace!
He goes forward through the gateway to the Palace. Romond, Kida, soldiers, priests, and courtiers follow him.
The Throne Room of the Palace in Aremgar.
There is no ceiling, only newly finished wooden beams across the bright blue sky. The throne is gone; on the dais is a litter of fallen plaster, shreds of burnt tapestry. The king and his party enter. With him is an officious chamberlain.
CHAMBERLAIN: The Throne Room was destroyed in the fire and looting, but as you see, your majesty, it is in the process of being restored—
ASHTHERA: We smoked the rats out, didn’t we?
He goes to the door in the wall that led to the corridor to the Inner Room; no tapestry conceals it now. He opens the door. It opens onto a mess of rubble and scaffolding and a sheer fall. Past the raw corner of a wall are the Palace gardens — a wreckage of mud and lumber.
CHAMBERLAIN: The whole west wing was burnt out and had to be torn down—
ASHTHERA: Good. Unbuilding is the important thing.
He turns away from the door, leaving it open on nothingness. He stands looking around with a peculiar, cold, aloof expression. Romond pushes forward and is in time to support him when he lurches and falls in a faint. Romond lowers him to the floor and kneels by him. Commotion amongst the courtiers. Romond answers their questions and alarmed protests sternly.
ROMOND: He’s worn out, that’s all. He’s tired! Has he slept for the last five years?
A Barracks Room in the Palace in Aremgar.
The room is a little cell, with a low ceiling and whitewashed walls; daylight enters it from a window that looks on a clay wall and the city roofs of tile and thatch. Ashthera lies sleeping on a cot. Romond — thin, and tanned, and needing a haircut, but looking no older than before — kneels at a low table, on which he has opened a small box or kit. We glimpse enameled steel, miniature precision tools and instruments, ranks of tiny vials. He is deftly putting together something which as he turns to Ashthera we see to be a small hypodermic. He gives Ashthera a shot, twists up the hypo in a bit of rag and drops it in his pocket, closes up the kit and slips it into another pocket, and then hunkers over to sit closer to the cot. Ashthera’s eyes are open now. He mutters a few words in which only the word ‘palace’ is distinguishable.
ROMOND: We’re in the east wing, the soldiers’ quarters. It wasn’t burned.
ASHTHERA: This is the Palace. I can’t stay here.
ROMOND: Lie still. You’ll be all right.
ASHTHERA: I can’t stay in the Palace. Let me go.
He struggles to get up, but can barely lift his head.
ROMOND: Where do you want to go?
ASHTHERA: The forest.
ROMOND: But the war’s over. You won it. You’ve come home.
ASHTHERA: This is not my home.
ROMOND: The prize you fought for —
ASHTHERA: Not prize, prison. Earned, not won. Not one, but many, many, many years. Too long. Let me go free!
ROMOND: It’s not I that keep you.
ASHTHERA: Be merciful, my lord. I am your dog.
He does not beg, but prays to Romond, quietly, with tears in his eyes. Romond, serious, circumspect, alert, replies:
ROMOND: You are the king, my lord.
ASHTHERA: I am the king, my lord. Your dog the king. I’ve done your hunting for you. Now let me go. I beg you let me go!
ROMOND: Ashthera, I am Romond.
ASHTHERA: Don’t tie me up here — let me go —
Romond gets up and goes to the door, opens it and speaks in a low voice to someone outside it.
ROMOND: I think we’d better move him out of the palace. My house wasn’t damaged. Ask Lord Kida if the king might stay there while he recovers his strength.
The House of the Traveller.
On the sunny, screen-sheltered porch of the House of the Traveller in the Palace compound, Ashthera lies in a sort of deckchair, looking out into the May foliage. His face is still worn and strained. His hair is short, as it was at Jogen.
Old Jaga brings Batash to the door that leads onto the porch from the house, and Romond greets Batash there.
ROMOND: Don’t tire him.
Batash nods, and comes forward with anxious haste, trying to tiptoe.
BATASH: My lord —
ASHTHERA: Batash!
They embrace with unconstrained emotion. Romond stands watchful and calm as always.
BATASH: Welcome home, my lord — peace-winner — victor —
ASHTHERA: Are they all well, up there in the fort?
BATASH: They are indeed, my lord. The queen sends all her duty and fond praise to you. Princess Shiros is blooming. Prince Hantammad is tall and strong. And the queen’s brother Harish Ashed still suffers at times from his wound, but sends glad homage and duty to your majesty in this most fortunate and long-hoped-for —
ASHTHERA: (gently stems the tide) And my brother?
BATASH: Lord Bolhan came south with me — he’s here! We would have come together to present homage, but your physician here tells us, one at a time. I know that your majesty’s health is returning, and rejoice that all will go well now —
ASHTHERA: The queen. She is well, Batash?
BATASH: (with sudden simplicity) They were very hard winters in the fort, my lord. (With some return to his florid courtierly manner.) My lord, I am sorry to see you in mourning. (With a gesture indicating his own hair, which is uncut and braided in the usual fashion of men here. After a pause:) A death among your kin —?
ASHTHERA: They were hard winters everywhere in the war. And hard summers. They call the king their father. Doesn’t a father cut his hair in mourning when a son dies, when a daughter dies? Or a thousand daughters and a thousand sons —
Romond interposes very quietly. Batash takes the hint and rises.
Ashthera stops abruptly, with a cold, ironic look.
BATASH: I must not stay and tire you, my lord. I’ll come back tomorrow.
ASHTHERA: Has the queen spoken of coming here to Aremgar?
BATASH: Oh, surely, my lord — after the roads are repaired — traveling is still a miserable business, I can tell you, not a decent horse left for love or money, and the roads like wolftraps, and half the villages still in ruins so there’s no inns to put up at and rest —
Romond is deftly getting Batash to the door as he talks.
BATASH: Be well, be well, my dear lord! I’ll come tomorrow!
Romond returns, and kneeling at a little table near Ashthera, he mixes something in a pottery cup as he speaks.
ROMOND: In the third winter of the war — by that stream, a tributary of the Ram —
ASHTHERA: The Hovad.
ROMOND: Right. The Hovad. In the rain. When we’d lost the horses.
ASHTHERA: And Kammin’s men had got them.
ROMOND: That was the low point, I think. That winter your kingdom was the ground under your feet. You had lost the war. Right?
ASHTHERA: The war, and all the horses.
ROMOND: You smile, remembering it. You smiled then. You were a happy man. In that damned rain and mud, all of us with dysentery, eaten up with lice, you were — you could do anything with us. Your people would have risen from the dead to go on fighting for you. Sometimes I swear they did. You weren’t just strong, you were joyful. Joyful! Now... if you smiled once, the whole month riding home in triumph to Aremgar, I didn’t see it.
ASHTHERA: I’m a crossgrained man, Romond.
ROMOND: And an evasive one.
ASHTHERA: Yes. But I’m getting older. Unlike you.
ROMOND: (evading this) Do you find strength in suffering, and weakness in victory, in happiness?
ASHTHERA: It isn’t that simple. But you know that I don’t play to win. I play to play.
ROMOND: What’s wrong with winning?
ASHTHERA: Same as losing. It stops the game. It’s an end. A barrier.
ROMOND: A barrier to what?
ASHTHERA: To the other side of the river.
ROMOND: Yes, your river....How do you cross a river that only has one shore?
ASHTHERA: There are rafts, they say. Small boats:
Ashthera is watching Romond keenly, a little ironically, as he says this.
ROMOND: Here. Drink this. Spring tonic.
Ashthera obediently gulps the stuff down.
ASHTHERA: Disgusting. — You’re asking questions, as usual; but I think there’s something that in fact you want to tell me. Is that so?
ROMOND: Yes, it is.
ASHTHERA: Go on.
ROMOND: When you’re recovered, I want to leave your kingdom. Travel on, for a while.
ASHTHERA: (nods) You know you’ll be missed. As counsellor, physician, story-teller, question-asker. You know I’ll miss my friend. You know that you’re free to go, and free to return, and always welcome to me. Where will you go?
ROMOND: To King Kammin.
ASHTHERA: To ask him questions, I imagine?
ROMOND: Yes.
ASHTHERA: Very well. But take care he leaves you your tongue to ask them with.
ROMOND: I will.
A pause. Romond sits down on the matting near Ashthera.
ROMOND: It’s not really by choice that I go, you know. I’d much rather stay here.
ASHTHERA: It’s not by choice that I stay. We follow our duty; I blind, you seeing — that’s the difference. Will Kammin know you?
ROMOND: You mean, know that I fought for you —
ASHTHERA: No. Know you, as I knew you.
ROMOND: (cautiously, uncertain) How do you mean, my lord?
Ashthera glances at him, ironic, protesting, and accepting; he makes the slightest gesture of humility — ‘if you will have it so’ — but says nothing. He fetches a deep sigh and closes his eyes, looking tired. They sit side by side in the leaf-broken sunlight, not talking. Romond’s face is puzzled and troubled.
On the Road East
Romond, mounted on a good horse, with bulging saddlebags, rides along a country lane in a misty summer dawn, riding towards the sunrise. As he goes we hear Batash’s voice:
BATASH: Going over to the enemy! Going to visit at King Kammin’s court! It’s beyond me. I thought I knew him. He’s a foreigner. It comes down to that. No matter how long they stay, you can’t trust them, you can’t trust foreigners.
The Throne Room of the Palace in Aremgar.
The room has been repaired and refurbished, with a fine painted ceiling, and there is a new throne, less imposing than the old one — gilt wood, no jewels. The same people are there as were there the first time we saw this room, except for Romond, Harish Ashed, and Fezat. Everybody looks five years older and a good deal shabbier. Ashthera, answering Batash, rises from the throne and comes down among the others.
ASHTHERA: He’s a traveller, Batash. He travels on.
BATASH: What business has he got with King Kammin?
ASHTHERA: The same business he had with us. — I’m for the road too, my lords. At the new moon I’ll ride north to Soya, where the queen is now. I want you with me, Kida, to see that the harvest gets shared out, in the north and center. When I come back, I intend to live for a month in the GreatTemple. Bolhan, you and the Council will continue to see to the rebuilding of Aremgar and the restoration of trade, as you’ve been doing so ably while I was ill.
BATASH: When will you be back from the north, my lord?
ASHTHERA: I don’t know. Autumn I suppose. — Come!
He is speaking to a big hound, a handsome, long-eared, young dog, which happily follows him out of the room, past the wall in which the small door to the Inner Room was; there is no door, no hanging there now.
A Villa in Soya.
It is a summer afternoon in the outskirts of the small northern city of Soya. The mountains of Jogen are a looming backdrop to the orchards and paddocks of a villa at the end of town, in hilly, pretty country. Down in a roughly marked playing court a ball game something like jai-alai is going on, played roughly, with body contact; the players are boys of thirteen and fourteen, hot, noisy, dusty, half naked, shouting. One of them is Hantammad, now fourteen. Farther up the hillside a group of girls sit in the grass under a big, shady tree; they are fifteen and sixteen, their hair braided and pinned up, their clothing light and pale-colored. They are playing dice, and there is a lot of laughing; one girl shrieks—
GIRL: Four tigers, Shiros! Four tigers!
Shiros, a beautiful adolescent, laughs and makes a face as the other girl rakes in the winnings.
Under another tree, still higher up the hill, are Ashthera and Tassalil. He is stretched out on the grass; she is sitting rather stiffly by him. Her hair, tightly braided and drawn back, has gone iron grey. She looks darker, drawn together. On beyond them, on the curve of the high bill, Harish Ashed sits all alone, hunched up like a bear.
ASHTHERA: He’s still in pain from that back wound, isn’t he?
TASSALIL: (nods)
ASHTHERA: Is it that that makes him so withdrawn?
TASSALIL: Not the pain. The wound, maybe.
ASHTHERA: (looks questioning)
TASSALIL: It’s in his back.
ASHTHERA: But he wasn’t running away! The lancer came at him from behind. Everybody knows that.
TASSALIL: You were all running away. Retreating. Defeated.
ASHTHERA: (beginning on a defensive note) And the men who defeated us, the men we ran away from — where are they now? (A pause) Just before I left Aremgar there was some news from King Kammin’s court. When he got home there after five years with what was left of his army, he found his nephew sitting on his throne. A fellow called Morromin. So now they’re fighting over it. Poor Kammin! First he lost my kingdom, now he’s losing his. — Yes, we were defeated, that winter. But now we are... undefeated, you could say.
TASSALIL: My brother and I, we’re northerners, we’re not… not flexible people, here. We can’t turn and turn again. If we break, we stay broken.
ASHTHERA: The winters of the famine... in the fort.
He indicates the mountains. No response from Tassalil: an iron profile.
ASHTHERA: Yet you came through. And brought them all through. Hantammad’s as healthy as an ox. Shiros is beautiful, and not as shy as she was, either. You brought them through the bad time. It’s over. You don’t have to turn and turn, time does it for you. (Gently, teasing, lovingly.) There’s peace, Tassalil; there’s plenty; the sun does shine… Will you come to Aremgar next spring?
TASSALIL: I don’t want to go South again.
ASHTHERA: The gardens....We replanted all that was burnt.
TASSALIL: Hantammad will be Prince of the North. I want to stay with him while he takes on his responsibilities. He’s obstinate and thoughtless. He needs a great deal of guidance.
ASHTHERA: And Shiros?
TASSALIL: She must go South to learn her duties there as heir apparent.
ASHTHERA: A queen should teach a queen.
TASSALIL: I am not a queen. I am a woman who was married to a king. I never belonged there, in that comfort, that beautiful garden — this is where I belong. I don’t look for anything more from life, Ashthera.
ASHTHERA: I didn’t ask you to take, but to give.
TASSALIL: (inflexible) I have nothing left to give.
ASHTHERA: Then it’s you who’ll escape, and before I do, if I ever do — you who go free after all, and I—
He breaks off his passionate outburst. She looks at him, very startled, not comprehending. He gets up and walks off down the grassy slope through sunlight and tree shadows, the lop-eared hound following. Harish Ashed’s hunched, heavy, grieving figure is motionless on the curve of the slope.
In the GreatTemple in Aremgar.
Altar fires burning in bowls illuminate the large Altar Room and, fitfully, the figure of the dancing god/dess: a statue, more than life-size, sophisticated work, much gold, bejewelled, vigorous, androgynous. There is a loud rhythmic music of bells, woodblocks, bowed metal. Many worshippers stand or kneel, not clearly seen in the flickering light. A priestess dances, and a high, sexless voice sings:
I have eaten death:
The god is in my mouth,
The god is between my teeth.
Death is sweet,
I have swallowed death.
O my lord husband,
I have eaten you,
You are in my belly,
You are in my womb,
O my sweet son.
The Courtyard of the Temple in Aremgar.
It is early morning, before sunrise, a red sky above the eastern wall of the great paved court. Ashthera enters it from the street; two soldiers who have come with him from the Palace stand out in the street, one of them holding the lop-eared hound on leash. Ashthera, at the foot of the steps of the temple, takes off his cloak, shirt, and shoes, dropping them on the stones. Barefoot and wearing only breeches he approaches the door, mounting the steps, until suddenly a person in white appears in the doorway, barring the way, a tall, imposing, heavy figure with a high headdress. Neither face nor figure nor voice make it certain that this priest is a man, or a woman, or a eunuch.
PRIEST/ESS: What do you want here?
ASHTHERA: (almost voicelessly) A way.
PRIEST/ESS: If you enter here you leave outside this door your name and all you own and are.
ASHTHERA: I have no name. I leave all willingly.
The priest/ess turns and leads him up the steps into the dark entrance of the temple.
A Small Inner Room of the Temple.
It is reminiscent of the Inner Room of the Palace — bare, whitewashed, a single high horizontal window letting in a sunny light; but there is no tapestry, no furniture at all. On a mat sits a woman with white hair and dark eyes in very simple white clothing; she has a strange, lined face.
Ashthera comes to the doorway. He goes down on his knees, and kneeling bows his forehead to the floor. He speaks kneeling, without raising his eyes, huskily.
ASHTHERA: I seek a way, Mother.
The voice of the Priestess is both high and husky, expressionless, birdlike. She is calm, faintly smiling like the images of the dancing god/dess, utterly unemotional, seemingly mild.
PRIESTESS: Come in and rest, poor man. Sit there. Have some wine. Where did you lose your way?
Ashthera sits formally, crosslegged, on a mat like the one she sits on. She pours him and herself one small cupful of wine from a thin, battered, gold pitcher into a thin gold cup. He drinks from it, one swallow, then she drinks from it and sets it down.
ASHTHERA: When I was born, Mother.
PRIESTESS: Oh, then you’ll find it soon enough. When you die.
ASHTHERA: Meanwhile I have the life you gave me.
PRIESTESS: A king’s life. A very good life, as lives go. A good king’s life.
ASHTHERA: A dog’s life, Mother.
PRIESTESS: But a good dog.
ASHTHERA: Yes. I have obeyed. I have served, I have ruled. I have begotten, I have killed. I have built up and unbuilt, made and destroyed. I have danced that dance through. I have served the god. Now let me serve you! Let me dance without moving, let me speak silence. Let me lay down my kingdom and go alone.
PRIESTESS: Alone? Oh, you ask for a great deal.
Ashthera bows his head as if in assent or receiving sentence.
PRIESTESS: You wish to renounce. You wish to give up all power, pleasure, wealth, will, and world.
ASHTHERA: Yes.
PRIESTESS: In order to renounce, you must renounce renunciation.
Ashthera glances up at her despairingly.
PRIESTESS: You want to give too much to me. All that power and gold, all that justice and truthfulness, all those laws, a crown, a kingdom, what can I do with them? How can I hold them? My hands are full: they hold the Sun and the Moon. Give me nothing, king. Give me emptiness. That I can hold easily.
ASHTHERA: I beg your mercy. I can bear no more.
He bows his head to the floor once more. After a time the Priestess speaks, a little more formally, though in the same mild tone.
PRIESTESS: Man born a king, as all men are born; man called king, as few men are called: give me light things, give me empty things. Give me your anger, your judgment, and your fidelity. Then you’ll walk out of here as free as any bird. Give me your anger, your indignation against untruth, your hatred of the lie. Can you give me that, righteous king?
ASHTHERA: (in a stronger voice, with hope) I give up anger.
PRIESTESS: Give up your judgment on men, your knowledge of injustice and justice, give me that, righteous judge.
ASHTHERA: I give up judgment.
PRIESTESS: (almost singing, almost mocking) Give up your trust in men. Give up your duty to them. Give up your fidelity, man of good faith!
Ashthera does not reply.
PRIESTESS: Give up fidelity.
He struggles, but cannot answer.
PRIESTESS: Trust is an empty thing. Can’t you give it up to me?
No answer. At last she speaks again with the same emotionless tone, perhaps amused, without anger, judgment, or human warmth.
PRIESTESS: Get up, King Dog. Get up, and take your crown, your throne, your sword, your wealth, your power, your collar and your leash. Be answerable, and a king. There’s no freedom for you on this shore of the River.
Ashthera stands up slowly, bows deeply standing, and leaves the room. He goes out through the corridors of the Temple, past the great Altar Room, where the dancing and singing go on always, day and night. As he comes to the front doors of the Temple we see him from the courtyard, as we saw him entering the Temple, but alone this time, barefoot, in white breeches. He comes down the steps and crosses the empty courtyard, comes out onto the wide street and walks west to the open place in front of the gates of the Palace compound. There are a few people in the street, but they hurry about their business, and he is not noticed. He comes to the Palace gates, and greets the lounging guards by name:
ASHTHERA: Demyo — Adla —
One guard and then another do a double take, recognize him, draw their swords hurriedly in salute, shout flustered orders, and a young officer bellows out —
OFFICER: Open for King Ashthera! Way for the King!
Part Five: Eight Years Later
The Palace Compound in Aremgar: the House of the Traveller.
In the summer afternoon, the gardens of the Palace Compound look pretty much as they did before the war, except for the rebuilt gate and buildings. Romond, on a sturdy pony, with travel gear, saddlebags, and so on, rides under the trees, over the little bridge, to the House of the Traveller. He dismounts in front of it. Fatheyo comes out on the porch. She is an old woman now. She looks at Romond without recognition — he has on a hat that covers his hair, and wears foreign-style clothing. He comes up the steps smiling to greet her.
ROMOND: Well, Fatheyo! How are you? Who’s living here now?
FATHEYO: Oh, it’s you, my lord Romond! Welcome home.
ROMOND: Home — yes. I like that. He said it was my house, but to keep it empty for me for eight years — ! Your king is both kind and constant, do you know that, Fatheyo?
FATHEYO: Come on in, my lord, do you want a bath? But King Ashthera isn’t king, you know. Queen Shiros is the queen now. Hey! Jaga! Come and take the horse! The old fool can’t hear anything anymore. The king went across the river about a year ago now. What do you want to eat after your bath?
ROMOND: Went across which river?
FATHEYO: (in a matter of fact tone) The one nobody can cross. You don’t look a day older.
This is literally true: Romond has not changed at all.
FATHEYO: Hey! Jagaaa! — He fell sick, poor soul, and then he gave the crown to his daughter and made her queen, and then he went away into the forest. I’ve got your clean shirts in the chest. Where’s your silver clothes now?
ROMOND: In my pack, Fatheyo.- — Hullo, Jaga. How’s your stiff arm?
The old man has come hobbling around the corner of the house to take the pony to the stable.
JAGA: Stiffer.
Romond follows Fatheyo into the shady, peaceful house, and looks around with evident pleasure in being there.
ROMOND: Who’s in the High Council now?
FATHEYO: Well, there’s that Prince Zeham, that the queen married, he’s from some other country. And there’s her uncle Lord Bolhan. And the old general. I’ll heat water for your bath.
ROMOND: (calling after her) Don’t heat the water, Fatheyo, I’ll take a cold bath. I want to go see Lord Kida before evening.
Fatheyo grumbles off indistinguishably.
The Porch of Kida’s House.
In the sunny evening of the same day, Romond is walking towards Kida’s house, in another part of the compound. The walls of the palace are visible in the background. Kida is on the deep, screened porch of his house, and he eyes the approaching visitor.
KIDA: Well, Traveller! Back from your visit to King Kammin, are you? Much good I hope you got of it.
Romond comes up the steps, and makes a slight, formal bow.
ROMOND: Lord Kida. — I got some good. Some knowledge, anyhow. Not the kind of good I met with here.
Kida watches him shrewdly.
ROMOND: Kida, is the king dead?
KIDA: What king?
ROMOND: Your king. My king. Ashthera! Dead and forgotten?
KIDA: Neither. Both.
ROMOND: He gave up the crown to Shiros. He went — into the forest?
KIDA: Yes.
ROMOND: Well?
Kida understands, reluctantly, that Romond’s ignorance is genuine.
KIDA: A man without a crown is not king. A man in the forest has no name.
ROMOND: But — you don’t know where he went, where he is?
KIDA: He went away, Romond. By now he’s probably dead. He was ill when he left.
ROMOND: What kind of illness?
KIDA: Stones on the liver, the physicians said. No doubt you could have cured him.
ROMOND: I didn’t know he was ill!
KIDA: Would you have come?
ROMOND: Yes.
KIDA: He always trusted you. Sometimes I did. I always liked your stories, anyway.
ROMOND: If I’d known —
KIDA: If you’d stayed here you would have known.
ROMOND: Did he go north, to Queen Tassalil?
KIDA: She died five years ago.
Romond winces, is silent, turns away. Kida at last takes pity on him.
KIDA: Come and sit down, Traveller. You must be tired. Though you look as young as ever. But age isn’t the only unkindness of Time. More’s the pity. Yes, Tassalil died, and so young Hantammad is Prince of the North. Thinks of calling himself king there, like his grandfather, so I hear.
ROMOND: Has he quarreled with Shiros?
KIDA: He doesn’t get on with Prince Zeham. Her husband. She chose him at a bride-choice. The old way, you know, where the young fellows all come and the girl takes her pick of ’em. We had thirty-six princes here, the youngest was seven and the oldest was sixty-two. She didn’t pick either of them. She picked for looks....Wonderful hats Prince Zeham wears. Plumes. They call him Prince Asparagus, in town here.
ROMOND: And Harish Ashed?
KIDA: Commands the army. Fat and full of aches and pains. Drinks with Bolhan — the way they did in Jogen. Bolhan is thin and full of poison. But he gets along with Prince Asparagus.
ROMOND: And Batash?
KIDA: Ough. The old fool is in disgrace. Worse and worse. He thinks, because he loved her father, that he can scold the queen.
ROMOND: She must have some loyalty to him.
KIDA: He steps on her husband’s toes. He has long toes. We all take short steps, these days. — By the way, I don’t suppose you have a cure for gout among your miracles?
ROMOND: (rather absently) Yes; a diet. You won’t like it.
KIDA: I can always kick the cook if I don’t.
ROMOND: I’ll tell it to the cook. But, Kida, about the king — Ashthera — no one even knows if he’s alive or dead?
KIDA: You always asked questions, and you never understood the answers. Alive or dead, there’s no Ashthera. What does a body’s life or dying amount to, in the forest? The falling of a leaf, man! The falling of a leaf.
Romond sits dissatisfied, resisting, grieving, but unable to say anything.
The Throne Room of the Palace in Aremgar.
The room is now fully restored, and more elaborately decorated with tapestries, furniture, and wall-paintings than it was before the war. The throne, which has had jewels set along the back and arms, stands empty. Queen Shiros, now about twenty-three, a pretty woman becomingly dressed, stands in the group of her courtiers, laughing and chatting. Except for Kida and a couple of other familiar, much aged faces, the courtiers are young, and splendidly clad. Beside Shiros is the Prince Consort Zeham, tall dark and handsome, with black eyes and hair and a pencil-line mustache like a Moghul prince or a matinee idol. Romond enters with Kida. Prince Zeham is speaking to one of the courtiers; he has a foreign accent and a drawl.
ZEHAM: He would be put to death, but the queen wishes to be merciful to the stupid old man.
Shiros sees Kida and Romond, and comes forward to welcome Romond, formally but very graciously. Bolhan comes forward. He has gone grey, and his face is full of red broken veins; he looks bitter, shaky, almost a grotesque.
BOLHAN: Welcome back, Traveller. How’s your friend King Kammin?
ROMOND: (bows) Lord Bolhan. Well, when I left, King Kammin was still a prisoner of his nephew Morromin, who’s now disputing the throne with another pretender. But I imagine you’ve heard all that. It was a difficult government to stay in favor with.
BOLHAN: Not for one so supple as my lord Romond.
SHIROS: (with regal automatic tact) I hope you found your house in order, Lord Romond? And if you need anything you have only to ask. It’s a great pleasure to me to renew our old friendship.
ROMOND: I’ve often thought of those nights in winter by the great fireplace in Jogen. Cold nights, warm hearts, as people say.
He speaks to Shiros respectfully enough but directly and with warmth, and she responds at once with genuine pleasure, her child -self for a moment.
SHIROS: And the stories you told! — the ship, the silver ship that you kept folded up in your pocket till you needed it! Oh, Zeham, you must ask Romond to tell a story, there never was such a tale-spinner!
ZEHAM: (perfectly polite, perfectly uninterested, perfectly stupid) Yes, of course.
ROMOND: My lady, I came in hope of seeing the king — your father. I did not know he’d been ill —
His words as soon as he says ‘the king’ are a cold wind: Zeham and others turn away; Bolhan grimaces; Shiros’s face becomes a mask.
SHIROS: You are welcome as long as you wish to stay, Lord Traveller.
ZEHAM: Come on, Shiros, it’s time to feed the deer.
The prince takes the queen’s hand and she turns willingly, and all the troop of courtiers move like a flock of peacocks to the door. Kida catches up to Bolhan as they go out, and we hear part of a question he is asking with some urgency but not loudly:
KIDA: But is the old man actually in prison? What did the —
Bolhan hushes him with an impatient gesture. They go out.
Romond lingers behind. Servants move deftly to set the room in order. Romond goes to the wall behind the throne and lifts aside the gorgeous flowered tapestry that covers it, revealing a blank wall no trace of any door. A servant watches him curiously, but says nothing. He goes across the room, past the empty throne, with a troubled look.
Images of Romond’s Search for Ashthera.
Romond is at a temple in the forest. He has been taken in for the night, and is sitting with the temple attendants at their fire. There are only eight or ten of them, various ages, dressed in the white temple garments, clearly very poor, humble, rustic people. The statue of the dancing god/dess in the sanctuary is squat and crude. Romond asks or has asked his question, and they shake their heads; the oldest of them makes a dropping gesture softly.
OLD PRIESTESS: The falling of a leaf.
Romond is on a well-beaten path through the forest. He is striding right along, until he comes to a clearing: the scene of one of the Images of King Ashthera’s War — the guerrilla camp in the hills. He stops, staring, and the soldiers in their ragged gear, the cookfires, the lean-tos of stick and canvas, all appear, a little shadowy and insubstantial in the empty clearing; and Ashthera comes forward smiling, saying, “Where the devil have you been!” — He fades away, it all fades away, and Romond stammers aloud to the empty clearing
ROMOND: I got lost—
In a peasant’s farmyard in lonely country, Romond talks with a toothless peasant, a man who looks like he was made out of dirt.
PEASANT: Oh aye, he did stay the night here, when he was fighting them Kammin men, them sojers, he was king then. He slep in the cowbarn there with his men. Would I forget that? It was the nex winter the cattle starve, I los all I had. Where’s he now? Ain’t he back where he belongs? How’d I know where he went?
A beautiful stormy sunset over wide, ploughed lands. Romond talks to a woman, standing off a way in the fields. She points to the west.
Hot sunlight on a dusty country road — the same scene as one of the Images of Romond’s Journey to the Capital. Romond goes trudging along, just as then, but this time going from left to right, westward.
In a misty, opalescent late afternoon, Romond comes to a little town on the western coast: Tollin. He is farther south on the bay shore than the opening scenes. Tollin is a beautiful, lonely, very poor place, a huddle of wooden houses and drying-sheds and quais and fishing-boats at the mouth of a small quiet river emptying into TollinBay. It looks out to the island in the middle of the bay, on which the star fell in the opening scene, and beyond it to the western hills which lie between the bay and the open sea. Romond comes up the riverside street and goes into an inn, a low, crooked door under a crudely painted sign of an anchor.
In the Dunes of Tollin.
Long dunes, topped with feathery grasses, fade and reappear in the mist and weak sunlight of morning. Leaving the quais and landings of the little town behind him, Romond comes walking up the beach, which is wide and flat and lonely at low tide. Up in the dunes a few huts crouch. He passes evidences of fishing, a beached overturned boat, a net hung up to mend on driftwood stakes. A lame dog, a middle-sized yellowish mongrel, runs down from the dunes at him, and barks and snarls, circling him. It will not come close to him when he speaks mildly to it, but will not leave him alone. Up in the sheltered vale between two dunes is a windowless hut, patched together out of driftwood and scrap lumber. An old man is sitting on the doorstep, hunched up against the cold wind that blows the mist and the dune-grass and his grey hair. The dog stands directly between him and Romond and barks desperately.
ASHTHERA: Be quiet, dog. Be quiet.
He puts out his hand and the dog comes to him at once and presses against his leg, still shaking and snarling. He strokes its neck and back to calm it, and after a vacant glance at Romond goes on staring out to sea. He looks very old and very ill, thin, wrinkled, his skin yellow, his hair long and grey.
ROMOND: Ashthera — my lord — my friend — I have... I have been looking for you.
Ashthera is not interested. His voice is thin and hoarse.
ASHTHERA: What did you want him for?
ROMOND: Do you know me?
Ashthera looks at him and then back at the bay, still indifferent.
ASHTHERA: I always knew you, lord.
ROMOND: I am Romond —
There is a pause. Ashthera seems to pull himself together a little, with effort; when he speaks it is with an effort of memory, and with dignity.
ASHTHERA: Yes. You were Romond. I was Ashthera. Is it time?
Romond does not speak for a while. He squats down near Ashthera, facing the bay, his arms over his knees. The dog growls a bit but sits still when Ashthera puts his hand on its shoulders. The mist is clearing off, blowing in tatters in the sunlight.
ROMOND: You always walked the edge. The ridgeway, that looks into both lands. You always read in the margins of the book. I could only read the words; you read the white where there are no words. Is that why I loved you? Idolatrous, ignorant, unimportant, the so-called king of an insignificant piece of a useless planet... . You looked at me, you looked through me, and talked to God. And I thought I understood something I had never understood. Ashthera, tell me, who am I?
ASHTHERA: The guide. I can’t find the way alone. I tried to. I’m very tired. Will you take me home?
ROMOND: (frowns, and then, reinterpreting the words) Yes. Yes! I will take you. I’ll take you where you deserve to be. Listen, Ashthera. I can cure you — you have years to live, you can’t be fifty yet. — If I had the equipment — (Interrupting himself in excitement) I can show you wonders, things beyond your knowledge, but they’re not beyond your understanding — Why should a mind like yours rot here forever? Why do you have to be wasted? (He stands up full of passion and enthusiasm.) Come, come with me. I’ll set you free, Ashthera. I’ll make you king of a real kingdom, your true inheritance at last!
ASHTHERA: I had enough of being king. Being free will do. Can we go now?
Romond forestalls Ashthera’s painful effort to get to his feet.
ROMOND: This evening. After sunset. I’ll come back. My boat’s on that island out in the bay. The way to the new life, Ashthera!
A5HTHERA: (patiently) I can’t see that far.
In the Dunes of Tollin in the Evening.
There is the same twilight quiet as in the opening scene — the mountains across the bay just visible in the afterglow, the blue dusk glimmering on the water. Romond approaches the hut in the dunes. He is wearing his silver suit, as when we first saw him, and is carrying a cloak for Ashthera; the sea-wind snaps and curls the cloak. A long way behind Romond, some fishermen are keeping an eye on his movements. They conceal a lantern, scuttle behind a dune. He takes no notice of them. The lame dog rushes out of the hut barking desperately and will not let Romond approach.
ROMOND: Ashthera! Call off your dog!
ASHTHERA: (inside the hut) Come on, dog. Come here.
The dog goes into the hut, whining. Romond follows cautiously. He has to crouch to get in the doorway. Inside the hut it is completely dark, until one begins to make out slivers of twilight showing in many cracks between the logs and boards. Ashthera is visible only as a movement of darkness across these streaks of light, and when he enters Romond too becomes a bulk of darkness only vaguely outlined by grey light from the doorway.
ASHTHERA: It’s all right, dog. Lie down.
ROMOND: Isn’t there a lantern?
ASHTHERA: No.
ROMOND: No light, no fire — you don’t even have a bed? Is this your holy life?
ASHTHERA: This is old age and poverty.
ROMOND: Here, put this on. It’s a cold evening.
ASHTHERA: Will I have to walk?
ROMOND: It isn’t far.
ASHTHERA: I thought I heard the river running by the door. It sounded closer every night. It can’t be far to walk.
They emerge into the outside dusk, which seems light, now. Romond helps Ashthera put on the cloak. Ashthera tries to walk, and Romond sees at once that he will have to help him. They hobble very slowly down the beach towards the mouth of the river. The feeble yellowish lights of the town gleam over the dunes. The dog, worried and cringing, follows them at a little distance.
The Boat-Landing of Tollin.
They arrive, painfully, at a small, low, wooden dock or quai, the one farthest downstream in the river, almost out in the bay, and so farthest from the town. Romond’s boat is tied up to the landing: a tiny, trim powerboat, hardly bigger than a kayak, all silver — presumably aluminum or some alloy.
It is difficult for Ashthera to get down into the boat. He has to sit on the dock-edge and drop down into the boat with Romond’s help, and finally sits on the thwart, exhausted and in pain. Romond reaches up to untie the painter. The dog stands shaking and whining on the landing just above them.
ASHTHERA: Come on, then! Jump!
ROMOND: No, leave the dog.
ASHTHERA: (in a shaky old man’s voice) Leave the dog?
ROMOND: We can’t take him.
ASHTHERA: (very upset) Wait! What’ll he do? He ate the food they gave me. It’s all he gets. He’s lame, they throw rocks at him in the village. I can’t leave him here.
ROMOND: There’s no place for dogs where I’m taking you.
ASHTHERA: Surely there’s room there for all who come?
Romond stands in the prow looking down at his passenger. He’s forgotten what he’s up against in Ashthera, and is eager to be off; he speaks with affection, impatience, frustration, and command.
ROMOND: Listen, Ashthera. You don’t understand. I’m not your god. I’m not your guide to death. I’m a man like yourself. I’m taking you on a journey which you can’t understand now, but you will, I promise. I’m taking you out of darkness to the light — to a new world, a new life. You must do as I say.
ASHTHERA: (with absolute simplicity) My lord, I have never understood. But the dog stayed with me. Even when I had no food for it.
ROMOND: I give up! Bring the dog.
Ashthera looks up at the landing, slaps the thwart; the dog jumps down into the boat and curls up tight against Ashthera’s leg.
Romond starts up the engine, which is almost noiseless, the faintest purr. The boat glides rapidly out onto the river.
On shore, villagers of Tollin come out from behind dunes or pilings and watch, silent; we hear one awed murmur:
A FISHERMAN: No oars. No sail….
They watch the boat go out into the current and turn into the open waters of the bay. There waves lift it and it is silhouetted a moment against the western sky, then disappears, going towards the island in the bay. The villagers slowly turn and trudge up the riverbank towards the town, muttering to one another.
They come into the riverside street among the little houses. It is nearly dark, and they are separating to go to their homes, with quiet goodnights, when a woman cries out:
WOMAN: Look! Look at the island! Look!
From the island out in the bay a light rises, first like a flare going up, then like a tower of silver: a tremendous white glare lights the whole scene, rising, a star shooting upward becoming a comet, then a spark, then gone at the top of the sky among the misty stars, leaving the villagers in the dark street above the river staring up in silence.
Part Six: On the Space Ship
All white. Pure white. Translucent and crystalline forms occur on the whiteness, changing place and shape sometimes softly and smoothly, sometimes too quickly for the eye to follow. The quality of the clear white light thickens and varies from time to time. An angle which might be the corner of the walls and ceiling of a white room, or the inside of a box, occurs and fades away. Oscillating waves, delicate curves of light, occur and fade, as do similar sounds. All these visual events are vague, white-on-white, just enough to keep the eye occupied and even strained. They occur during a series of different voices speaking, sometimes near, sometimes distant and distorted.
VOICE OVER 1: (cool and asexual) The condition has progressed too far. The kidneys and liver have been replaced, of course. Gross damage has been repaired. But total restoration is out of the question.
What might be an eye, all in shades of white, occurs for a while near the center of the field of vision, slowly turns into a whirlpool, and fades away.
VOICE OVER 1: You should have brought him sooner if you were going to bring him at all. There’s no use trying for longevity, this late, after such extensive trauma.
There are curving, flowing bulks of white which could conceivably be arms, shoulders, backs.
VOICE OVER 2: A society that permits bodily degradation of this kind — the idea is disgusting. How could you live among them for twelve years, Romond?
ROMOND’S VOICE: It wasn’t always easy.
Rolling regular waves of greyish white. A singing noise, a machine, increases, pulses, dies away.
VOICE OVER 1: We can guarantee, oh, five years of life at best. Ten with luck.
VOICE OVER 2: What made this scar?
ROMOND’S VOICE: An arrow.
VOICE OVER 2: A what?
VOICE OVER 3: He means a weapon. Not a symbol in a diagram, or a This-Way-to-the-Lobby sign, but a genuine arrow. How quaint!
The whiteness has begun to darken, and shadows run across it; there is something like a shower of arrows. A dull thrumming noise has begun.
VOICE OVER 1: We gave the animal a bone transplant. Neat job. Good fun. What did you bring it for? It isn’t even IQ testable.
The whiteness has darkened inward from the edges of the field of vision until it is now a brownish purple haze. The dog, with bones sticking out of it all over like arrows, walks snarling across the center. The thrumming noise is very loud.
VOICE OVER 2: He’s hallucinating. Increase the dosage.
White-out. The dog dissolves into dazzling sparkles.
Darkness and Stars.
A wonderful sky of stars, the veil of the Crab Nebula faint among them. Very slowly a silvery rim seems to grow around the field of stars, as the camera pulls back enough to show the huge viewport of the ship, and two men, small black silhouettes, gazing out. There is no sense of movement; the ship is stationary in orbit. The camera moves forward to fill the screen with stars again. Gradually and dimly the face and figure of the dancing god/dess of the tapestry of the Inner Room of the Palace are superimposed upon the field of stars, and the sun and moon in the god/dess’s hands glow brighter than the stars.
ASHTHERA’S VOICE: The stars are grains of sand. I have seen you dance on the sands of the river shore.
The faint, insistent, shrill barking of the yellow dog.
Images of the Space Ship.
These images give a picture of a huge ship, self-contained, a stable environment and a stable community, a very high level of technology, everything controlled: the acme of artificial environment. The technology and the science is beyond ours, and events, devices, appliances that we don’t understand are shown us. Everywhere, in brief cuts of people at meals, at desks, in the bridge of the ship, in exercise rooms, in the halls, laboratories, offices, we see bright whites and bright colors, cleanliness, comfort, order. Complex and beautiful machinery runs itself. There is a continuous flash and ripple of communications by light, sound, words and symbols running on screens. There is music on the sound systems, the walls of rooms and halls are muralled or hung with photographs, abstract paintings, and calligraphy. It is not a sterile, militaristic environment, but aesthetically rich, complex, even overloaded. Some of the images:
A stunning exterior view of the great ship, one side sunlit, the other invisible in the black nullity of shadow in space. A tiny planet-hopper approaches, enters a landing bay, while a mechanical voice says, “Unmanned exploratory vehicle A-7-4 with radioactive ore load now entering Bay 14.”
A computer on the bridge printing out sheets of columns of figures, each sheet headed: EXPLORATORY MISSION — STAR 11097 B — PLANETS 5, 6, 7, SUBSATELLITES 5A, 5B, 7A — SUMMARY OF HIGH VALUE MINERAL DEPOSITS.
Along the corridors are signs on doors such as: PLANET 3: BlO STUDIES. — PLANET 5: ECOSYSTEM — DIRECTOR OF MISSION: LIFE STUDIES, SYSTEM 11097B.
Maps of a solar system with ten planets: complex charts of routes of vehicles among the orbits of the planets, electronic displays of these vehicle routes, all starting from and returning to “SHIP” which is stationary between the fourth and fifth planets’ orbits. Whether this is or is not our solar system remains totally ambiguous; it could be.
A Lounge on the Ship.
It is a big, low-ceilinged, well-lit room, like the ambulatory patients’ visiting room in a very fine modern hospital. Comfortable chairs, game tables, bookshelves, many screens and consoles set for viewing from the chairs. No one is in the room but a man whom we see from the back, a short, bulky figure in a full-length loose white dressing-gown of Ship style. He is watching a running view of wildly exotic otherworldly scenery on one of the screens, while a voice murmurs over background music:
DISPLAY VOICE: The North Continent Range of Planet Four of this solar system is one of the most picturesque areas yet mapped by the Exploratory Mission. Though waterless…
ASHTHERA’S VOICE: (closer and clearer than the Display Voice) Who is that man?
ANDUSE DEJI’S VOICE: (clear and somewhat robotlike) He is from your world. Kammin is his name. King Kammin.
We now see Ashthera and Anduse Deji standing in the doorway of the lounge. Ashthera wears a white or grey dressing-gown like Kammin’s; he looks thin, but very much recovered and not older than his age, forty-five. Anduse Deji is a strong-looking woman in her thirties, of the same physical type as Romond (as are all the people of the Ship.) Her clothing is of the same general style or cut as Romond’s silver suit. She carries or wears a hand-sized device which includes a small mouth-mike. Her lips move in a totally different set of words than what comes out of the device, the words that we and Ashthera hear.
ASHTHERA: I’ve been ill, or asleep, or dead. I don’t know the dream from the not-dream.
ANDUSE: You were given a great many drugs. Come and sit down here.
ASHTHERA: That is truly Kammin?
ANDUSE: Yes. He is from your world. You have not met him?
ASHTHERA: Oh, yes. We fought a war…. I haven’t met him since we were children. At the signing of the treaty of peace between our fathers. We played flip-the-knife. He lost. How did he come here?
ANDUSE: Romond. He has been collecting kings. We insisted that, if you are an experiment, he must have a control.
She is aware that this makes no sense to Ashthera; so is her translating device, which goes tinny-voiced on the words ‘experiment’ and ‘control.’ She fiddles with it, but does not know how to explain. She says finally,
ANDUSE: Would you like to speak to King Kammin?
ASHTHERA: Speak to him? No. But if he’s here, where is my brother, Fezat? I’d like very much to speak to him.
ANDUSE: I have not heard his name.
ASHTHERA: He was a just man, a kind, brave man. How can you bring Kammin here and leave Fezat out?
ANDUSE: Please do not distress yourself. Romond —
Romond has looked into the lounge. Anduse now speaks away from the mike, and we hear her own voice, without the stilted and mechanical quality of the translating device/
ANDUSE: Romond, explain to him, will you? You did a great job programming this translator, but I still don’t have enough context. He wants to know why somebody isn’t here.
ASHTHERA: Is this a heaven only for kings, Romond?
ROMOND: It isn’t heaven at all, Ashthera.
Ashthera has risen, every inch a king.
ASHTHERA: Send me to hell with my brother and wife. I will not share heaven with King Kammin!
He stalks out of the lounge in regal wrath, leaving Romond and Anduse nonplussed. Kammin still stands across the lounge watching the scenery on the screen, his back to the others, motionless and withdrawn.
Darkness and Stars.
Ashthera stands alone at the huge window full of stars. A faint music on the sound system of the Ship.
ASHTHERA: I walk among the stars, but I am not in heaven. This isn’t heaven. Or hell. They are not the gods. I’m alive, I’m awake. I understand that. Then why is there the music? Why am I crying like a child?
The music begins to sound like the Temple music in Aremgar.
THE VOICE OF THE PRIESTESS: (soft, amused, emotionless) There’s no freedom for you on this side of the river.
A Laboratory-Library on the Ship.
This room has shining black walls muralled with cloud-chamber (accelerator) patterns, several pulpit-like stands containing non-self-explanatory machines or consoles, and eight or ten individual worktables fitted out with various devices and display apparatus. No music.
Davdre, a tall woman of Ship physique and dress, takes down from a storage slot in a whole wall of such slots a neat little device or cassette marked PLANET 3: ECOSYSTEM STUDY: YEARS 1-8. She returns with it to a worktable, where she drops it into a read-out device and starts scanning, scrolling it past very quickly. At the next such device at the next table, Anduse Deji is scanning, and writing in notes or additions by moving her fingers in fascinating rapid patterns over an unmarked plane, a keyless keyboard.
DAVDRE: You left Romond down on-planet too long, Anduse.
ANDUSE: You may be right.
DAVDRE: Bringing a Class Eleven native on board! — And then a second one!
ANDUSE: Well, the second one’s my fault. I insisted he have a control. It was probably a mistake.
DAVDRE: A control? But what’s the field of the experiment?
ANDUSE: (stoically) Ethics.
DAVDRE: Ethics?! Oh, really. You anthropologists — I keep trying to believe that you aren’t softbrained —
ANDUSE: Romond’s as much a psychologist as an anthropologist, and I really don’t think he’s softbrained. But he may be a bit bent. After ten years among primitives. It’s an occupational hazard.
DAVDRE: We should keep clear out of these primitive societies. They’re nothing but hazard. ‘Ethics!’ Wait, you’ll see!
ANDUSE: I know.
On the screen of her device now a poor-quality film in black and white is running. As the camera moves in on it slowly we can recognize the hall and the great fireplace of Jogen. Tassalil and Shiros — a child of eleven — are playing with the latest litter of kittens, and Tassalil laughs aloud, which we have never seen her do, and hugs her daughter. There is no soundtrack. The people on film are clearly unaware they are being filmed. Anduse watches, and speaks very softly:
ANDUSE: But I can see how one might become... attached.
The Ship’s Garden.
The garden is at an end or angle of the ship, and one is aware of the walls curving in behind the ferntrees and exotic flowering shrubs and vines. It is a beautiful hot-house, softly lit, without dirt or disorder. Ashthera is wandering down an aisle between the plants. The yellow dog — no longer lame, lively now and alert, though still an ugly yaller dawg — tears up to him in an ecstasy of greeting, bouncing all over him.
ASHTHERA: Hello, dog! There’s a good dog! You’re healed too, are you? Not lame, look at that. And fattened out. You’re healed, so am I. Yes! there’s a good dog! so am I.
Romond comes down the aisle among the ferns.
ROMOND: How are you feeling, my friend?
ASHTHERA: Very well.
ROMOND: Good! You look yourself again. Have you spoken with Kammin yet?
ASHTHERA: (speaks gently to the dog) Down, down now. — We don’t speak each other’s language.
ROMOND: But I showed you how to use the translator, you only have to turn it on and speak into —
ASHTHERA: I don’t speak his language in any language. Romond, you juggle us like dice.
ROMOND: It isn’t a game, Ashthera.
ASHTHRA: Oh, yes, it is; but you’re not the player. You only roll the dice. How does God play, Romond? Does God play fair, or cheat?
ROMOND: These questions are meaningless, in my language.
ASHTHERA: So you learned mine, in order to ask them. And you think I have an answer for you. You think I’ll tell you that God plays fair. And you think perhaps Kammin will tell you, in his language, that God cheats at dice. And thus you’re spared decision. You needn’t even bet. No stakes, no losses. Safe.
ROMOND: Ashthera —
ASHTHERA: I asked for all sorts of impossible things, justice, peace — even freedom — But I never asked for safety!
His scorn, though impersonal and without malice, is hard for Romond to endure. As he moves away through the flowery aisles of the garden, Romond follows him. Across the corridor, they come into the viewport room, with the great window that shows darkness and stars; but the shutters are closed, except for one narrow strip, so that they stand talking in an almost featureless, curving space, with one streak of stars across it vertically.
ROMOND: Ashthera, believe this: I didn’t bring you here to play with you, or control you — I wanted to free you. To heal your body, to free your mind — to show you what life can be —
ASHTHERA: You did, my kind Lord Death.
ROMOND: I am not —
ASHTHERA: I know. I know now that you’re not Death. Or that you don’t know it. If you did, your kingdom would be a great deal larger. As it is, it’s very small. Two ex-kings and a dog…. Why do I miss Fezat so much, here? And Tassalil. I keep thinking I’m about to see her, around that corner. I suppose it’s because I was dying when I came here. I keep thinking of them all, the dead. Even old Batash.
ROMOND: Batash isn’t dead. He’s in jail in Aremgar.
ASHTHERA: In jail? Batash?
ROMOND: (answers dispiritedly, not really interested) Your… (he gropes for the word) son-in-law, Shiros’s husband, Zeham, took a dislike to him. And the old man wouldn’t keep his mouth shut. Kept scolding the queen.
ASHTHERA: Shiros had him put in prison?
ROMOND: Well, she let it be done —
ASHTHERA: Harish Ashed did nothing?
ROMOND: He was back in the north with your son. Ashthera, this is gossip from a little world nine million miles away — a dustmote. Quarrels no longer yours. Duties you’ve outgrown. You must turn your back on all that. You’re not a king now. You’re a free man.
ASHTHERA: O my friend Batash! I brought the dog and never thought of you! An old man — a foolish old man locked in the dark by children —
ROMOND: Ashthera —
ASHTHERA: (with absolute authority) I will go home now. (He looks at Romond, and says more gently,) You can keep your other king.
The Lounge of the Ship.
Again King Kammin is alone in the lounge, sitting down this time, watching one of the screens; we see a glimpse of a drama from the home world of the Ship, an incomprehensible moment of dramatic action, words in an unknown tongue. Kammin, heavy and bowed, watches with dull submission.
Ashthera, wearing a dark tunic and breeches pretty much like those of his own people, enters and comes directly across the room to Kammin. Kammin gets up hurriedly. He is afraid of Ashthera, and takes a posture of defense, which relaxes somewhat as he listens, though it is not clear whether he understands anything Ashthera says. He watches Ashthera with hopeless, resentful submission and passivity, like a cowed, caged animal.
ASHTHERA: Kammin, I come to say farewell. Take my hand, across the deaths of all the women and men we killed. They’re dust now. Everything’s dust, the stars and all. Stay here and be free, among these gods who do without the gods. They don’t get angry, they don’t judge. They live in peace, and truth, and justice. They don’t keep dogs, or cats, or even lice. They’re free. Enjoy your freedom, brother enemy! I’m going back to my kennel.
Impassive, uncomprehending, not without dignity, Kammin shakes hands with Ashthera.
Now the camera begins to pull back and back, and this scene turns out to have been on a closed-circuit monitor screen, with Anduse Deji, Davdre, and a man of the Ship watching it. They are in the black-walled Laboratory-Library. As Ashthera leaves the lounge, Davdre turns off the picture, blanking the screen, and speaks with mild sarcasm.
DAVDRE: The experiment in Ethics grows complex.
ANDUSE: To put it mildly. Have we the right to keep him here against his will? Romond says he doesn’t know his will — is incompetent to make an informed choice. But the question of competence gets very sticky.
DAVDRE: Solution’s clear. It was a mistake. It should be rectified. At once.
ANDUSE: He couldn’t learn very much in five or ten years, anyway, and that’s all he’s got to live.
DAVDRE: Send him back to his world.
THE MAN: I agree.
Anduse flips the monitor back on for a moment: Kammin is still watching the screen in the lounge.
ANDUSE: What about that one?
DAVDRE: If he wants to stay I suppose he has to stay. The whole trouble is, Romond has been playing God. He made the choices. He pulled the strings.
ANDUSE: He threw the dice.
DAVDRE: The what?
ANDUSE: A native game of probabilities.
Images of the Crossing.
The images flow swiftly and lightly one into the next — the sun of this solar system and its planets, the Ship against the stars, a small planet-hopper coming out of the bay of the Ship and moving past the stars, approaching Ashthera’s world: a beautiful blue-green cloudy opal which is neither identifiable as the planet Earth, nor identifiably not the planet Earth, with a moon which seems perhaps marked differently from Earth’s moon perhaps not. And now the atmosphere rushes past in fire — but before the landing at the island in TollinBay, while the imagery builds up to that beautiful climax, we hear first Romond’s voice and then Ashthera’s.
ROMOND’S VOICE: Ashthera, I’ll take you back. But listen to me first. Stay — stay with us. You’re throwing away your life, your mind, your hope, for what? Batash may be dead by now. Most likely he’s been set free. Nobody took the old man seriously. He’s probably been free for months, telling everybody where they’re going wrong. You must not waste yourself for him! Conscience must be intelligent. The guide of right action is just proportion. You know that. Measure the difference between what you have to lose and what you can win. It is an abyss!
ASHTHERA’S VOICE: In that difference is God, in that abyss is joy. My dear friend Romond, you’ve sailed across the ocean of the stars and never got out of sight of land. You never will, till you learn not to hedge your bets. But anyway, there’s no use my staying here. There’s no freedom for people like me. I’m no good for anything but life. By nothing that I do can I attain a goal beyond my reach. That knowledge I owe to you. Goodbye, dear friend, Traveller.
Before the Gates of the Palace in Aremgar.
Summer sunlight pours down on the wide, dusty street and the walls; there is an echo of music from the GreatTemple, up the street.
With the yellow dog trotting importantly beside him, Ashthera comes down the street from the west, dressed like a commoner, and dusty with travel on foot. A considerable crowd, mostly of adults, is following him, not boisterous, not cheering, but silent, awed, not approaching him closely. This is a miracle, welcome but uncanny, the return of the well-loved king from the dead.
News has gone ahead, and there is coming and going and nervous consultation among the officers of the palace guard at the gates. The gates are left wide open, and they make way for Ashthera; but he does not enter the gates. He stops and waits in front of them. The dog wags its tail and sits down panting. Shiros, attended by several courtiers but in advance of them, comes hurrying down the walk from the palace doors. She looks terrified, angry, incredulous. She stares hard, but only for a moment, at Ashthera. She recognizes him, and stands stock still, and then, as if forced down, bows very deeply.
SHIROS: Father —
She is about to prostrate herself to him as he did to the Priestess. He goes to her, takes her hands, raises her. He says to her, speaking low so nobody else will hear, almost as to a child forgetful of manners:
ASHTHERA: You’re the queen, my dear, you’re the queen. Have to wear your best dress all the time. (louder) Set Batash free, my lady. That’s all I came for. Let him go with me. Jail’s no place for old men.
SHIROS: I will. Father —
He shakes his head, smiling. Releasing her hands, he steps back and bows deeply to her. She stands erect and accepts his duty.
In front of the Palace gates, a few minutes later, Batash, very much aged, a bit shuffly, blinking, bewildered, has just been brought out of the compound into the Street by guards. Ashthera embraces him and takes his arm. Batash, Ashthera, and the dog intent set off westward down the street. People watch, not speaking, , unjudging.
A large landscape, fields, forests, mountains. The three, Batash, Ashthera, and the dog, are going away from us, small figures on a long dusty road.
<<<<<<<>>>>>>>
Publication Information
King Dog
Copyright © 1985 by Ursula K. Le Guin
First published by Capra Press
oOo
Published by Book View Café
www.bookviewcafe.com
Table of Contents
Part Four: King Ashthera’s War
Table of Contents
Part Four: King Ashthera’s War