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The Wings


by George Right 


My name is Eyolta Laaren-Shtraye.  It sounds aristocratic, but I’m not a noblewoman. My father, Tnai Laaren, was the third son of a well-to-do farmer, but a farmer’s life was never attractive to him.  Besides, he knew that his father would not want to split up the estate much and the third son’s share would be minuscule.  Therefore, he ran away from home the moment he turned fourteen. A couple of months later he reached the coast and signed up as seaman apprentice with a merchant ship departing for northern seas.  The first voyage was successful; although the crew had to battle bad weather and the savages of the northern jungles, the ship came back with a cargo of exotic kura fruits and silver nuggets.  Of course, this enriched the merchant rather than the sailors.  The merchant immediately launched another trading expedition, which was also successful at first, but on the return voyage the ship was boarded by an Isuldrum privateer.  After a pitched battle the Isuldrumians won.  Father was lucky: usually Isuldrumian pirates and privateers simply abandon the prisoners in a few lifeboats from the captured ship in the middle of the ocean, but this time the privateer’s crew suffered serious losses and had to be replenished, so the losers were offered a chance to join the victors.  This was how my father became seaman apprentice of privateer Black Pearl.  For three years fate kept him safe in storms and battles both; he fought alongside all others and received a share of the loot.  Then the captain of the Black Pearl learned on a port visit that Ilsudrum and Ranaya have signed yet another permanent peace agreement (the fourteenth, I think), providing for revocation of their privateers’ letters of marque and joint measures against banditry on the high seas.  The captain informed the crew of this development and added that he was not going to obey and was setting sail immediately; those crewmen who had no stomach for the life of a pirate were free to take their share and disembark.  Most men stayed, including my father; indeed, a pirate’s life differs from that of a privateer only formally.  The Black Pearl sailed north again and spent a few more years ruling its uncharted seas, robbing and sinking any and all ships – Ranayan, Ilsudrumian, Gantrusian, and others, not shunning an occasional coastal raid.  Finally, however, two frigates of the Ilsudrum Imperial Navy tracked and caught up with the pirates.  After a desperate battle the burning Pearl sank, and the surviving pirates were fished out of the water, clapped in chains and transported to Knurro island, which was an Ilsudrumian colony at the time.  Were the Pearl a Ranayan ship, undoubtedly the prisoners would’ve wound up on the gallows, but the Ilsudrumians treated their compatriots – not all prisoners were such, but the victors didn’t bother to check – more mercifully and sold them into plantation slavery (the mother country outlawed slavery over two hundred years ago, but it still flourishes in the colonies).  It was five long years before the slaves managed to rebel, do away with the guards and capture a ship then in the harbor; need I mention that my father was yet again among the rebels?  Again he sailed on a pirate ship, seeing many strange lands and fighting many battles; again his share grew as the loot accumulated in the ship’s holds.  But a pirate’s fate is fickle; the ship ran into a terrible storm and was dashed against the rocks.  Only my father and two of his comrades made it to the shore; it was a desert island where they spent four years in dire need, because the island was small and barren.  One of the pirates died there.  The remaining two were lucky the fifth year when a Ranaya-bound ship passed by and picked up the shipwrecked.


This was how my father came home after almost sixteen years away – penniless, even though during the heyday of his career as a pirate he had enough silver to easily buy his entire native village.  This time, though, he straggled in a poor man, only to learn that his father was at death’s door while both of his older brothers have died previously, leaving him the only heir.  Surprisingly, peaceful rustic life turned out to be deadlier than swashbuckling on the high seas …  Actually, after all the battle wounds and privations the village calm didn’t seem as unbearable to father as before.  Once he inherited the house and the farm, he married Yanata, a girl from the same village and my future mother, the very first mating season.  But he was not fated to live out his days on firm ground under the family roof.  The farm was in pretty poor shape after the death of the older brothers and didn’t get much better, and the very next year’s crop was unusually poor.  When the creditors and tax collectors showed up, father knew that he was in a bad way.  He barely managed to pay some debts and postpone others, so he decided to turn back to his habitual way of making a living and sail again.  His wife begged him not to do it, but he said that this would be the last time and that this time he was not going to tempt fate and get involved in piracy, but rather sign up for a fairly safe voyage.  His experience would allow him to join as a boatswain or even captain’s mate, rather than a simple sailor, as the traders were interested strictly in one’s seafaring craft, rather than a title or an officer’s diploma.  With luck, this position would’ve earned him a sum sufficient to shore up his finances, if not to become rich.  He sailed, unbeknownst to him leaving his wife pregnant, and no one had seen him or his ship ever since.  Consequently, I was probably born after his death, and all I know about him comes from my mother.


Perhaps it’s for the best that he wasn’t present at my birth; who knows how it would’ve turned out …  Although it’s possible that he would’ve taken Mama’s side and helped her withstand all the jeering and derisive looks.  Having had a taste of her pirate husband’s wild manner, the villagers mostly whispered amongst themselves at first, afraid of taunting Mama openly; but when it became clear that he was not coming back, the harassment kicked in with a vengeance, as if they were hurrying to reward themselves for prior restraint …  Maybe Mama would’ve left her native village if she had where to go, but she hadn’t. More importantly, she could expect worse treatment anywhere else – these anyo were at least not complete strangers.  The money left by her husband dwindled and the farm, which required a firm hand, kept falling apart, so Mama had to sell everything and move to a run-down shack on the outskirts of the village, where we lived off the small vegetable garden. She made a little money from sewing and weaving, but very rarely, because the villagers avoided dealing with her despite the skill she acquired in those trades.


This could not have lasted indefinitely; the disaster that had to strike did so the third year.  The village was hit by the Scarlet Plague.  Learned anyo say that this terrible disease is carried by rodents, which were abundant that year; but the village gossips decided otherwise, of course.  They claimed that Yanata and her cursed offspring were to blame, and a mob armed with scythes and pitchforks surged toward the small house on the outskirts … 


Oh yes, I forgot to explain why they hated me so.  I’m used to it being immediately obvious, but you are reading my account and can’t see me.  The thing is, I was born winged.


This happens with anyo sometimes, very rarely, although they say it used to happen more often.  But if you consider for how many centuries the winged ones were burned alive, sometimes with their mothers, as it was believed that wings indicate adultery with the Devil …  Now, fortunately, we live in more enlightened times.  It’s been more than a hundred years since the Council of Pootnuroi acknowledged wings to be a regular deformity, like being hunchbacked or bowlegged, not connected with the forces of Hell.  Later, a winged man, Nuyo of Farrl, was even canonized as a third-rank saint and is now considered the protector of the winged.  Thirty years ago King of Ranaya Akloyat III the Kind even granted the winged the same rights as the regular anyo, although many – even those who sympathize with the winged and acknowledge that being born that way is not their fault – believe that this edict is no longer necessary.  Medical progress has made the amputation of wings an almost completely safe operation – only one in ten patients die from sepsis; amputation of an arm or a leg, which has to happen on the battlefield sometimes, is chancier.  Indeed, these days most winged ones are operated on in infancy, so that nothing but a couple of small scars, which later fade almost completely, reminds that these anyo have been different once.  The operation costs money, of course, especially from a good surgeon, and the poor can’t afford it.


No matter the difficulties with the farm, Mama would’ve been able to scrape together enough money for an operation.  The very neighbors who later showed up at our door with scythes and pitchforks would’ve pitched in out of compassion to another’s trouble.  I have to admit that the tight knit of a rural community shows up not only in persecution.  But Mama didn’t want to do it, and neither argument nor ridicule could persuade her.


Truth be told, most of those who have their children’s wings removed do the right thing.  Those are wings in name only: pitiful stumps the size of a palm, sometimes a tad bigger.  They’re only an impediment with no good use.  But mine, now – I was born with real wings.  Unfolded, each of them is longer than I’m tall.  This presents no difficulty in walking or standing because they fold very compactly; only lying on my back for a long time is unadvisable, as the wings “go to sleep.”  Well, one can always lie on one’s side or belly.  I understand very well why Mama was reluctant to excise such wonderful wings.  She thought that if worse came to worse, I could have it done myself when I grew up.  I’m grateful to her for that decision.  Although those wings became my curse, I probably wouldn’t have forgiven her for any other.


Yes, these are wonderful wings.  I can use them to fan myself when hot or to cover myself from rain or sun; and no matter what those who consider being winged a deformity say, they’re just beautiful when unfolded.  But … they can’t do the most important thing.  They can’t lift me up.


As a child I used to think that I only lacked training.  It used to be that all I could do was hang holding onto a sturdy branch, limp as a sausage, unable to pull myself up, but then I learned to do multiple pull-ups.  Why should the wings be any different?  I flapped them for hours until utterly exhausted, I tied weights to them, but all in vain.  The wings create wind gusts, beat up clouds of dust, I can even feel them cancel a part of my weight on the downswing – but only a very small part, very far from the whole.


I once jumped off the roof of a house when I was seven, two high stories and an attic (I’ll tell about my city home a bit later).  I thought back then that I couldn’t launch myself from the ground because there wasn’t enough room to swing my wings, but if I were in the air, I would’ve been able to use their full amplitude (of course, I hadn’t known such fancy words back then) without fear of getting them caught on the ground.  This was a pretty smart idea, by the way.  What was less smart was the notion that since there was this method of teaching swimming by simply throwing the student in the water – sink or swim – then one could learn to fly the same way.  To be honest, this was Lluyor’s idea; I don’t think he meant bad – we were real friends back then and he was scared stiff when I plunged from the roof to the ground, perhaps more than I was.  I felt only anger and disappointment, which blocked out even pain.  (My, but it’s difficult to tell about oneself!  Rather than telling everything in order, I’m tempted to talk about several things at once; it’s premature to talk about Lluyor.  But he appears soon, so I might as well finish the tale of that flight.)  Fortunately, I had enough sense to jump over the garden rather than the paved courtyard; as a result I twisted an ankle, bruised both wings in a last desperate swing, crushed tnual bushes and got scratched by their thorns.  Doctor Vaaine said that I got away easy, and that was true.  Were it Lluyor, he’d’ve probably broken both his legs.  My wings failed to carry me into the sky, but at least they slowed down my fall.  That was my only consolation back then, which kept my hope alive.


No, it wasn’t easy to keep hope alive through those years when the whole world seemed united against me.  How I hated my schoolteachers when they looked at me sternly, almost accusingly, and quoted the Holy Trilogy: “Every creature happy be with its lot; to birds belongs the open sky; but an anyo is no bird and fly he can not (they always accented those words, staring only at me, out of the whole class), but may avail himself of an ascent of spirit …”  Duh – of course an anyo is no bird!  Birds have feathers, but my wings are leathery, like those of viofns.  Viofns even look like anyo a bit, just much smaller and all covered in fur, and they’re only animals.  But there are much larger and smarter viofns in the wild tropical forests of the Northern hemisphere, up to two cubits long.  I saw them in the city bestiary; they sat and watched the visitors with their large sad eyes … but at least they could fly, even if only inside the cage.  I looked at them enviously – not that I wanted to become an animal, but one can envy a tree its longevity without wanting to become a tree, right?  Why, why can they fly when I can’t?  My wings are no worse!


But it’s time to finally tell what happened the day when a mob of villagers invaded our home.  They would’ve murdered Mama and me both, but she managed to escape and run off with me in her arms.  She wouldn’t have made it far – a child that’s almost three years old is fairly heavy, and there were enough healthy strong men among the pursuers.  She was almost captured at the road that runs past the village, but just then a rider happened by.  The Scarlet Death epidemic was only beginning and the roads were not closed yet.


He was dressed in a black velvet doublet with red lapels and high boots; there was a sword on his left side (which looked strange, as these days the noblemen have switched to rapiers almost entirely, and he didn’t look like a soldier) and a long-barreled pistol stuck under his belt on the right side, which Mama didn’t notice at first.  She ran to that anyo for protection, despite realizing that a nobleman wasn’t likely to interfere in a villagers’ quarrel.


But he did not let her down.


“Stop!” he ordered in a commanding tone, and the mob halted although he hadn’t touched his weapons.  “What do you want with this woman?”


“Master, she and her Devil’s spawn have brought the Scarlet Death upon our village!”


“Is she sick?”  He looked into Mama’s face, looking for signs of the disease, but it was hard to tell after the bruising she’d received and her mad dash.


“She’s healthy, master, but we have three dead already!”


“So leave her alone!  And this helpless child must be what you call the Devil’s spawn?  Really, a fit opponent for a whole crowd of big oafs!”


“Look closer, master, don’t you see?”


He bowed down from the saddle, extending his hands, and this gesture was so commanding and decisive that Mama obediently surrendered me to him.  This is the only moment of that day that I remember myself, rather than knowing it from Mama’s tales – a strange man’s face lowered over mine.  No one but Mama had looked at me that closely before.  I was afraid at first, but then he began feeling my wings carefully, and I laughed from the tickling.


“Amazing!” he murmured, “they’re so large!”  He addressed Mama: “Is this why they want to kill you?”


“Yes, master.”


He thought for a moment.  The mob interpreted that as indecision and surged forward, but he drew his pistol and pointed it at the villagers.  Although there was only one bullet in the gun (if it was loaded at all), it worked.  Grumbling, our pursuers backed off.


“Do you have a husband or other children?” he inquired.


“No, master.  My husband perished at sea and Eyolta is our only child.”


“Very well.  My wife died and I need a woman to keep house.  I will take you to the city, if you agree.”


Surrounded as she was on three sides by a murderous mob, could Mama spend any time thinking about it?  She only nodded diffidently, afraid that the offer would turn out to be a cruel joke.  But the rider silently helped her climb on his tyorl’s back, handed me to her and again took the animal’s horns.  None of the villagers dared stand in the steed’s way; only a lad somewhat more brave than the others yelled in fury: “The Scarlet Death will come for you!” and immediately hurried to hide behind the others’ backs.


“I have my own relationship with death,” the rider smirked and spurred the tyorl.


Those of a romantic bent would probably believe that he saved my mother because he was charmed by her beauty, but it’s unlikely that there’s even a grain of truth in that, even though she really is beautiful even now, not to mention back then.  Beaten up, her dress torn, she did not look at all charming right then, plus the mating season was a long way off.  I think that for all the apparent folly of the act it was based on a very practical consideration – that anyo decided that it was best to employ a woman who owed him her life; this makes even more sense when you consider that few women would agree to enter that home or to avoid showing that she made a great sacrifice at every opportune moment if she did enter it.


They spoke of nothing on the way; he didn’t even ask Mama her name.  A couple of hours later they entered the gates of Yartnar, the capital of one of Ranaya’s eleven provinces.  It was late evening; the last parting rays of the sun shone through the crenellations of the city wall while Liya’s blue crescent shone opposite, high over the northern horizon.  But Liya’s light is insufficient in that phase, and even a city of Yartnar’s size only has streetlights on its main avenue, so the city dwellers were mostly hurrying home, leaving the streets to their nighttime masters – thieves and robbers.  Only the all-night taverns had torches burning invitingly at their entrances, and their doors slammed every minute after admitting yet another reveler.  After all the distress Mama had suffered that day she didn’t look too much at what was going on in the streets, and so paid no attention to the citizens that shied away in fear from their tyorl once they recognized its rider; even she did, she would’ve attributed their reaction to her disheveled appearance or to my wings.


Soon they left the main avenue and spent a long time navigating narrow lanes in swiftly gathering darkness, until finally the tyorl stopped by the fence surrounding a small two-story house with a sharply sloping gambrel roof that stood away from the others at the end of a lane.  There was no light in any of its windows.


“I will pay you twenty yonks a month,” the rider said; these were his first words in over two hours.  The sum was not much, although not too miserly; in any event, Mama had no choice.  She fled her native village penniless, and even her dress was ruined.


“As the noble sir wishes,” she responded.


“I’m not a nobleman,” he smirked. “My name is Kjotn Shtraye.  You can call me ‘Master Shtraye.’”


Because of that title she thought him a trade guild head or a merchant chief at first, but his lifestyle didn’t resemble that of a perennially busy craftsman or merchant.  Master Shtraye didn’t leave the house on most days and didn’t entertain anyone at home except his friend Doctor Vaaine.  (The doctor was highly interested in me and asked Mama for permission to thoroughly examine me; after the exam he loudly proclaimed me an amazingly healthy child.  Mama cried when she heard that; he was the first person who didn’t call me deformed, whether with disgust or compassion.  Actually, Master Shtraye also showed some reserved affection for me, but it was more like an interest in an exotic animal – at least that’s how it seemed to Mama back then.)  Shtraye’s lifestyle resembled that of an unregulated professional, a painter or a musician, who also enjoy being called “master,” but there was nothing in the house to indicate such pursuits.  It did have an excellent library (Mama couldn’t appreciate its quality, not being literate back then, but the sheer number of groaning bookcases was impressive), and the master of the house often spent entire days reading, but it didn’t look like he himself wrote anything.  Mama was completely lost as to the nature of his employment, but was afraid to ask, believing that he would have told her himself if he so desired.  She gathered from some chance remarks that he was in government service, but that service couldn’t have been too onerous, as he went out infrequently and usually came back fairly soon.


The cleaning maid (hired to help mother who would’ve been hard-pressed to cope with a two-story house otherwise) might’ve explained it to her, but the old woman was exceedingly reticent.  It didn’t seem proper to Mama to ask the grocer’s delivery boy, especially since the lad didn’t seem eager to talk, preferring to decamp immediately after receiving his money; usually he didn’t even enter the house and transacted on the doorstep.  This behavior might’ve alarmed Mama, but she hadn’t lived in a city before and thought that city denizens simply weren’t accustomed to chat with the neighbors.  She was thus compelled to live the same reclusive kind of life as her master; even more so since he at least was visited by Dr. Vaaine.  Actually, Mama had me, and this was probably the main reason she hadn’t tried to end her isolation, rather than shyness of unfamiliar city life.  Had she struck up an acquaintance with the neighbors, sooner or later they would’ve found out about her child, and Mama had already had bitter experience with her village friends.  Actually, she was used to doing without company since my birth; after almost three years of persecution her current peaceful life, the tall fence separating it from the hostile outside world, suited her just fine.


Her relationship with Master Shtraye was purely professional at first.  He did question her about me a couple of times, but otherwise their conversations (if they could be called that) concerned only housework.  But one day Mama came to the library to dust when Shtraye was there, reading by the window.  She didn’t notice him right away from behind the bookcases, and once she did see him, she apologized and started leaving to clean later, but he stopped her: “No, Yanata, you’re not a bother, quite the opposite.  Please hand me the second volume of Yirkloy, it’s on the third shelf in that corner.”  Mama looked that way, hoping that the requested book would be of a different color, but, alas, most of the book spines on that shelf were of a similar gray-brown shade.  She had to bashfully admit that she couldn’t read.  “Really, I should’ve guessed,” Shtraye grumbled, “but this doesn’t befit the anyo keeping my house.”  Before Mama had time to be afraid of being fired, he added: “Do you want me to teach you?”


Mama agreed, of course, and that’s how their lessons began.  Shtraye was pleasantly surprised by Mama’s keen mind and used to observe, half-jokingly, that at that speed they would soon tackle foreign languages.  In fact, in time Mama did learn Ilsudrumian – especially since she had picked up some words from father during their short marriage – but reading that language was hard for her, and as far as I remember, she never read in Ilsudrumian for pleasure.


But Ilsudrumian came later; that first year she had enough to learn in Ranayan.  Naturally, Shtraye’s house held no ABC books, so Mama (and later myself) had to learn to read from adult books which her master gave her with a purpose; first they were historical works, and after she was proficient enough and acquired a taste for reading, those of philosophy.  Shtraye discussed what she read with her and explained difficult spots, sometimes openly delighting in her naivetй, other times listening to her fresh and original thoughts with much interest and even surprise.  Perhaps those lessons were just a whim and an amusement to him at first, but then he noticed that it was actually interesting to converse with his maidservant (unthinkable just half a year prior, when she was still an illiterate peasant). Sometimes those conversations lasted long into the night, until the hour when the scarlet Lla shines its ominous light on the earth silent with fear and even the royal guards don’t venture out in the streets without an amulet to repel the netherworld forces; when mournful howling of tvurks resounds from the swamps and the tyorls in their pens hear it in their sleep and twitch their ears and shuffle their hooves.  But Mama didn’t even notice the arrival of that stage, when village mores direct every good anyo to sleep, lest the prowling spirits of darkness notice his soul.  She was no longer taciturn in Shtraye’s presence, although she still excused herself when Doctor Vaaine visited – she was still shy of him despite his good humor.


But those intellectual sessions didn’t relieve her of her duties.  Once she was laundering the master’s shirt (this was usually the job of the second maid, but the old woman was sick that day) and noticed a large dark-red stain on the cuff.  She tried telling herself that this was red ink or perhaps wine, but her keen sense of smell confirmed that it was blood, fresh blood.  Mama stood there for some time, staring at the cuff and running her finger across it; then she gathered her resolve, put the shirt in the tub, dried her hands and went looking for her master.


Shtraye was resting in the living room; he sat in his favorite deep armchair, feet outstretched, arms crossed on his chest, and eyes half-closed.


Mama addressed him: “Excuse me, master, are you wounded?  Perhaps I should go fetch a doctor or bind it myself?”


“Wounded?”  He opened his right eye in surprise.  “Why do you think that?”


“There’s blood on your work shirt.”


“Oh, that …  That’s not my blood, this is professional.”


“Professional?”  Mama really didn’t want to accept the obvious explanation.


“Don’t you know already?”  He opened the other eye and turned his head toward her.  “Then it’s time you knew.  I’m Yartnar’s royal executioner.”


Mama only gasped quietly and remained standing, looking at him and not knowing what to say.  Not that this was completely unexpected – she had long suspected something, but had tried to banish the thought.


“Oh, and another thing,” he added nonchalantly, “since we have no secrets between us any more …  The position of maidservant is not that secure, whereas you and the girl both need support.  As for myself, I’d rather not find out one day that you’ve found other employment.  So I think it best for both of us if I marry you.”


The mating season was long over, so this offer couldn’t have been motivated by an outburst of passion.  Still, Mama looked at him in total bewilderment.


“Are you joking, master?” she said finally.


“Not at all,” he answered.  “By the way, you can call me Kjotn.  Provided you agree, of course.”


“Yes …  Kjotn,” she said, amazed at herself.


She couldn’t ever explain to me why she agreed back then, when literally seconds prior that anyo inspired in her a terror that eclipsed even the memories of their long conversations over books.  Perhaps she was simply overwhelmed by those two revelations, one on the heels of the other … but I think it was something else.  She never said so, but I’m guessing that the terror she felt upon learning of Shtraye’s profession was a fear not of him, but for him.  She felt acute pity for an anyo forced into such a monstrous (in her opinion) occupation and doomed to eternal disgust of his brethren …


Actually, there’s nothing more stupid than the prejudice against executioners who do useful and necessary work, especially in a society that so honors its soldiers!  A soldier kills law-abiding citizens, albeit foreign ones, and oftentimes it does his own country more bad than good; whereas an executioner cleanses society of criminals and definitely does it good – and the society repays him with ingratitude most vile!  Would that it were true only of the unlettered and uneducated anyo, but the educated and the noble-born often reason no better!  My Stepfather’s only friend Doctor Vaaine was the rare exception.  When I asked him about this many years later, he responded with a smirk that he and Master Shtraye were in fact colleagues.  “It’s just that I treat individual anyo and he doctors society as a whole,” he explained. “But both of us have to use fire and iron, cause pain and lop off hopelessly diseased members, all for the sake of a cure.  Besides that, mastery of both our professions requires learning the makeup and properties of anyo bodies.”  Actually, this last aspect caused their acquaintance – the doctor purchased bodies from the executioner for anatomic studies.  I learned of that later, and then asked to be present at one such study, in secret from Mama; I can note proudly that I endured that show honorably and even assisted the doctor a little toward the end.


Of course, I don’t mean to say that every executioner in Ranaya has an excellent home library, reads philosophical works and speaks several languages.  Most executioners, especially in the provinces, really don’t differ much from popular coarse brute image.  But it’s the same story with soldiers – unlike the glorious officers of the Royal Guard, a rank-and-file infantryman or even a commander of some faraway garrison usually have little education or manners.  The royal executioners in the capitals, even provincial ones, are a sort of a royal guard of the executioners’ guild; unlike the municipal executioners they belong not to the local police, but to Royal Secret Chancellery, reporting directly to Chancellor of the Keep.  Naturally, not just anyone can become a royal executioner – only a real master who had trained for the job since childhood can obtain this position.  Every such master has a duty to train his replacement, and although formally the position of royal executioner is not hereditary in Ranaya (unlike, say, in Ilsudrum), typically the apprentice is a relative.  That was how Lluyor came to live in our home (finally I get to him!).


He was something like a nephew twice-removed to my Stepfather.  Usually a master takes an apprentice when the boy is no younger than twelve, but Lluyor was orphaned early and none of the closer relatives wanted to accept the burden, so had not Kjotn Shtraye agreed to take him on, the child would’ve been simply tossed out into the street.  Need I say that all of those relatives, being good anyo, sincerely despised their executioner kin and avoided seeing him without dire need?


So Lluyor came to live with us when he was in his ninth year and I was in my seventh.  He was two years older and a boy, but I already knew how to read and knew all kings of Ranaya from Kayllan the Conqueror, and in general felt the mistress of the house.  I can’t say that my Stepfather pampered me, this wasn’t in his nature; I understand now that he was kind to me and perhaps even loved me, but it was hidden behind a permanent calm coolness, which was probably not the best way to deal with a child.  He had never hit me, never even raised his voice – but when I happened to be guilty of some infraction, he nailed me to my place with such an icy stare that I really would’ve preferred a slap followed by forgiveness and a hug.  But there was no touching; I think he only patted my head a couple of times during all those years.  Usually, when he was pleased with me, he only said something like: “good, you’re making progress.”  Perhaps that’s why I’ve never thought of him as a real father; although more likely I’ve simply retained some memories of the early years in the depths of my mind, of a time when there was no father or when Mama still called him “Master Shtraye.”  After all, I had no one to compare him to.  I was a total recluse until the age of ten, with only mother and Stepfather for company, plus Doctor Vaaine from time to time and Lluyor in the last years.


Actually, I didn’t suffer from it.  I was not allowed to bother Stepfather when he read or rested, but otherwise I had the run of the house and the garden.  That included the library, of course; I couldn’t reach the shelves and wreak havoc when I was little, and by the time I grew up I was already indoctrinated in proper respect for books.  Still, books couldn’t fascinate me for long at that age, and I had plenty of other amusements.  Just the house itself, with its tall lancet windows, the wide stone staircase, ancient bulky furniture (the monumental legs of the tables rose like columns), the heavy drapes ideally suited for hiding behind, paintings on the walls, dark with age, and the tower-like grandfather clock in the living room seemed a huge knightly castle to me.  The house also had an attic that over several generations had accumulated all sorts of junk in its dim dusty gut; it was an inexhaustible treasure trove to me.  The smells of stale things and sun-warmed wood seemed the most romantic ever.  I used to spend hours there, unearthing now an old cloak with a stray coin from Paarn II’s reign in its pocket, then a worn-out leather armor jacket with bronze plates, now a tatty wall hanging depicting a tvurk hunt (it raised an especially big cloud of dust and I enjoyed watching the dust motes swirl, flashing, in the beam of sunlight shining through the small semi-round window), then some household implements, and occasionally things whose purpose was a mystery to me (later I learned that there were worn-out small torture instruments among those).  When I got tired of poking through all those things, I used to sit down in the massive legless armchair or on the iron-bound chest and daydreamed.  In my fantasies I became a queen in her throne room or a pirate chief in a booty-strewn captain’s cabin.  Often I would lie on my stomach next to the window, my nose pushing against the glass; I looked down on the ground below, flapped my wings, and I seemed to fly …


The garden was another remarkable place.  One of the previous executioners – the house didn’t belong to the Shtraye family, it was the property of the Secret Chancellery and passed from one royal executioner to the other – anyway, one of Stepfather’s predecessors was a passionate gardener and spent almost all his spare time straightening flower beds, hunting down pests, and cutting bushes and trees into fancy shapes; however, Stepfather was completely indifferent to this calling and allowed the garden to go wild.  Need I explain what a boon that was to me?  The pavers of the alley, grass growing profusely through their cracks and spaces, were to me a path to an enchanted castle; fierce northern savages hid in the jungle of the wildly overgrown bushes, and the trees I climbed were now the masts of a flagship, then the guard towers of a colonial fort …


In other words, I was never bored in my own company.  I think my first reaction to the news of Lluyor’s imminent arrival was akin to a pang of jealousy: was I now to share my riches with someone else?  But then the thought of acquiring a playmate filled me with happy excitement and I couldn’t wait for the Stepfather to bring him.


And then there he was on the threshold, a pale skinny boy in tired, much-darned clothes and a gray pack on his shoulder.  His deceased parents, despite having been of a respectable enough tradesmen class rather than slum indigents, were never prosperous, and their fortunes went from bad to worse after his shoemaker father got his head bashed in during a drunken brawl.  Lluyor’s mother soon fell ill and never recovered; her death left the boy with nothing but debts.  Perhaps you expect to hear me say that Stepfather helped his distant relatives during that difficult time, but that was not the case.  He had no interest in them whatsoever.  He only learned of Lluyor’s sorry fate when the boy’s aunt contacted him, after exhausting all other means of settling the orphan without burdening herself.


Of course, Stepfather gave Lluyor a stern warning regarding my wings, but he had no heart for taunts anyway.  First, he was still stunned by his parents’ death, and second, he knew that he was now an executioner’s apprentice and thought his future to be horrible and hopeless.  (By the way, I didn’t know Stepfather’s trade back then.)  Before her death, his mother charged her son with remembering the dignity of his class and never mix with never-do-wells and beggars, but Lluyor later admitted to me that he had seriously considered running away and becoming a poor panhandler rather than an executioner.  He said that he gave up on that idea because of me … but I think that in reality he simply decided, once he was in our home, that he could always run away and in the meantime it would be sinful not to live a life of satiety and comfort such as he had never known.


And so, despite his greater age and being of “the stronger sex” (a stupid expression that I nevertheless had thought to be natural for a long time), he was completely demoralized.  (I already knew that fancy word back then!  I saw it in the chronciles: “By the fourth hour of the battle the enemy was completely demoralized.”)  Therefore Lluyor accepted my leadership with almost no resistance.  I think that my wings have played a role, too.  When I first saw him, I beat my wings once for joy – I’ve had this stupid habit for a long time before I learned to control myself – and he stared at me with eyes wide open, but in delight rather than anger or fear.  I’ve found this quite natural, actually.  I’ve always thought that those who have no wings miss them terribly and simply envy us.  At least I saw no other explanation for their rage.  I knew about rage already – the memories of the flight from our village were already dim but Mama had told me a few things to me, in careful words, when explaining why I couldn’t go outside the gate.  Still, the knowledge was of an abstract quality, and I never thought that Lluyor could harbor any antipathy to me because of my wings.


To make a long story short, we became friends.  You might say that it was fated – the friendship of two outcasts, a winged girl and a future executioner – but don’t forget that we were young and not inclined to think of such gloomy matters.  We simply enjoyed playing together.  Finally the queen had her subject and the pirate captain her boatswain.  Of course, we were not always on the same side in our games; often I would attack him from the bushes as a bloodthirsty northern savage, or he would attack my positions as an enemy general.  Actually, sometimes a game would end with my cross observation that “generals don’t fight like that,” followed by a lecture on the basics of strategy and tactics, which I gathered from the historical literature – very naпve and often completely erroneous lecture, but one he listened to with mouth open.  He had no way of checking anyway, since at his eight years of age he still could neither read nor write.


But I soon learned that my authority was not limitless.  I always went barefoot in the summer; not because Yartnar’s royal executioner scrimped on footwear for his daughter, of course, but simply because I liked it that way.  Since I never left the courtyard, my parents (I’ll call them that even though Shtraye was not my birth father) didn’t mind.  Lluyor came to our home in the spring and didn’t know of this habit of mine.  The sun was warmer every day and I couldn’t wait for the day I could shuck the clogs I got so tired of during the winter.  Finally, for the first time that year I ran barefoot over the alley tiles warmed up since the morning, laughing with delight, and shot up the tree where Lluyor was already waiting for me – and suddenly noticed that my general was not looking at me the way one is supposed to look at his queen at all.  Now it was my turn to listen to a lecture that only destitute bums and village bumpkins go barefoot.  Apparently his parents were speaking through his lips then – his shoemaker father who looked at the world through the prism of his craft, and his mother who commanded him to “uphold the dignity of his class” no matter what, even as she died in total poverty.  But I didn’t understand that back then.  First I thought that he was blabbing complete nonsense and immediately told him so; but, uncharacteristically, he didn’t admit defeat.  With growing amazement I realized that my authority was rapidly deteriorating in his eyes; I glanced again at my dangling legs and suddenly it seemed to me that this sight was indeed degrading and unseemly.  I dropped off the branch clumsily, hurting my heel, and limped quickly to the house to get my clogs, feeling blood rising to my cheeks.


That’s how it became clear that he had an influence on me, too.  Neither then nor later was it a useful influence, I think.  Only later did I realize a simple truth – the less you sympathize with someone, the less the chance that you’ll become infected with their prejudices.


Since the school year begins in winter, it was too late to send Lluyor to school that year, but of course Stepfather wasn’t content with his future apprentice’s total illiteracy and tried to teach him the way he once did my mother and then me.  But Lluyor wasn’t interested in the intricacies of reading and arithmetic; he did his lessons, just barely, out of fear of his strict tutor (the royal executioner still inspired trepidation in him), but all his thoughts were of escaping to play in the courtyard, as opposed to me – I frequented the library more and more.  I was only seven when I began noticing that the worlds of the courtyard and the attic, already investigated down to the last pebble and dust mote, were not as boundless as they used to look; and compared to the universe that unfolded from the pages of books they were outright tiny and even dull.  Gradually an idea of my own country grew out of all that reading and my playing queen; without much cunning I named it Eyonaya, drew its detailed map and set about creating its history, writing down its chronicles from the most ancient times.  Those “chronicles” are probably still somewhere in the attic of the royal executioner’s house in Yartnar …


Naturally Lluyor was attracted to this game, and at first it captivated him no less than me, but he quickly tired of my excessively academic approach.  He could never learn the names of real rulers, and here he was expected to remember imaginary ones.  Even though he could participate in their creation, he forgot them as easily as he invented them, so that the next day his new version of events in Eyonaya had nothing in common with the one recorded in the chronicles the previous day.  I couldn’t accept that and got angry and yelled at him when he persisted.  Finally he declared that this was a stupid game and he was rather going out to play ball with the other boys.  This was obviously said to rile me, as he was not barred from leaving the courtyard.  He practically never used this privilege, though, since he didn’t know – or, rather, he did know – how the neighborhood boys would receive an executioner’s apprentice.  That time he didn’t get past the gate, either.  Nobly I eschewed pointing this out to him, but I’ve never again asked him to play Eyonaya, which became exclusively mine.  I wrote down the last chronicles of Eyonaya at the age of thirteen …


Nevertheless Lluyor remained my friend with whom I shared my innermost secrets, including my yearning to fly, of course.  Not that it would’ve been easy to conceal anyway – he often saw me trying to work out my wings.  I’ve already tried staying up by jumping off low points of trees, but Lluyor suggested a radical method: the jump off the roof that I’ve already mentioned.  Of course, I never told my parents whose idea it had been; and, after all, it was my own fault that I listened to him and became so sure of my success as to not even think about any safety measures.  I wasn’t even scared to jump, if you can imagine that – I’ve already had plenty of experience of dream flying.


That year Lluyor entered first grade (at first Stepfather wanted to put him into second, since he already knew how to read and write, but after sober consideration of the student’s love of learning decided against it).  The future executioner’s apprentice reception was cold, as was to be expected.  Once you consider that learning process was no fun for him, to put it mildly, it’s no surprise that he finally dropped out of school.  Lluyor didn’t dare tell at home; he left every morning, as if for class, and spent the entire day playing with boys whose acquaintance he managed to make (they lived in another neighborhood and didn’t know that he was an executioner’s apprentice).  Those boys included other truants and actual barefoot ragamuffins whose parents simply didn’t have money for their schooling – but, of course, he never lectured them on the unseemliness of such behavior.


Naturally, all this came to light some time later, and naturally, it came out the worse for Lluyor.  I’ve already mentioned that Stepfather never hit me, but he did whip Lluyor that once, saying that an executioner’s apprentice ought to have other than theoretical notion of pain.  He also caught it (verbally) from Mama and me.  What incensed me the most was not even that he had dropped out of school, but that he lied to all of us, including his best friend – myself.  When I conveyed my indignation to him (we were sitting in the attic; to be more precise, I sat while he preferred to sprawl on his belly on the drape with the hunting scene), he declared angrily that everybody lied, including “Uncle Kjotn and your Mom, too.”  When I demanded proof, he told me with a pleased look that Kjotn Shtraye was not my birth father.


This was not shocking news to me, as I’ve long suspected it, but it was still unpleasant to hear – again, not the fact itself but that it was kept secret from me.  That very day I had a frank talk with my mother and got the truth out of her.  That was also when she first told me much of what I’ve already told you …  I never told who I learned this from, but it was easy enough to figure out, so Lluyor caught hell for that, too.  Although I asked that he not be punished, Stepfather replied: “He deserves it because he did it in anger, rather than of love of truth” – and he was right, really.


My relationship with Lluyor took a sharp turn after that.  I tried to win his friendship back, but it was useless.  It wasn’t just that fight – our interests just kept diverging.  I had the books, he had the street boys with their primitive games.  From them, he picked up ideas like “only sniveling cowards make friends with girls” plus a few about winged ones – from “devil’s spawn” to “freak.”  Had he mentioned me in his circles, it would’ve hurt his status a lot more than being an executioner’s apprentice.


By the way, in time he managed to turn that last factor in his favor.  He had to go to school again next year, again into first grade since he had missed so much.  Even though he wasn’t exceptionally strong, he was now two years older than his new classmates; that’s a significant difference at that age, so few dared pick on him.  For his part, he turned his curse into an advantage and proclaimed aggressively that he was a future royal executioner and would cut off the head of any offender when he grew up, and that he was going to learn torture at twelve (which was not true – an executioner’s apprentice only starts learning his weapons at that age).  There were some who preferred to make friends with such an ominous person, while the rest decided to keep their distance.


It never went as far as open animosity between us, although I noticed distaste in his eyes – but then again, I was angry with him, too: we are least inclined to forgive others our own disappointment with them.  A kind of an armed neutrality prevailed – we just tried not to notice each other, and met only at dinner and supper.


I was ten when I was sent to school (straight into fourth grade).  There had been no need previously, since I already knew a lot more than was taught in early grades.  In fact, Stepfather could’ve continued teaching me or else hired tutors in a pinch – his royal executioner’s income would suffice.  (He not only drew a comfortable salary but also received money from the criminals’ relatives, who paid for the easiest possible death; this was allowed unless the sentence called for the opposite.  This doesn’t mean that Stepfather extorted money or deliberately caused the condemned extra suffering unless he was paid – he just didn’t consider it unseemly to accept gratuities for a job well done.  Nor was it an easy job, by the way.  “How shoddily are our bodies designed!” he told Doctor Vaaine once.  “Not only are they unable to live normally without bothering us with diseases, they can’t even die normally, without redundant suffering!”)  The reason I was sent to school was different: Stepfather decided that I couldn’t stay a recluse all my life and had to learn to deal with other anyo.  I was all for it because by that time my permanent confinement was beginning to wear on me even despite the books, and I craved new acquaintances and experiences.  Mama was against it as she guessed what kind of welcome I’d get.  But Stepfather thought that if I didn’t learn to stand up for myself then, afterwards it would be too late, and his opinion was decisive in that house (not to mention right).


I had no idea what was awaiting me (the parents’ arguments on the subject took place outside my hearing, I only learned of them later).  Of course, I already knew that there were anyo who disliked winged ones, and that there were even quite a few of them, like Lluyor’s friends or the residents of our old village.  But I believed that such prejudice was confined only to stupid and uneducated anyo and I wouldn’t have to deal with it at school, where the children of guild masters and noblemen went; at most there would be a couple of fools that could be ignored.  Besides, I was certain that my broad knowledge would make an impression and help me find friends, just like it did with Lluyor.


My appearance in class caused a furor.  I haven’t noticed signs of hostility at first; they surrounded me and stared like at a carnival show freak, while I naively took it to be admiration.  When I was asked to beat my wings I did it willingly; I answered their questions honestly, believing the interest to be genuine and not detecting the scorn; when they laughed at my answers I laughed with them, thinking that they were simply very joyful kids; I feigned a smile even when my wing got pulled on the first time, although it hurt … and then it began.


Like in most schools in Yartnar province (with the exception of fancy restricted boarding schools), girls and boys studied together in that school, but interacted little.  Boys had their own cliques, with their leaders and favorite victims, the girls had theirs.  But my arrival upset that order: everyone ganged up on me.


I was hated twice over – for being winged and for being the executioner’s daughter.  The last name Shtraye is not that popular, but still my Stepfather was not the only one to have it in the city.  I could’ve lied that I wasn’t related to him, but thought it beneath my dignity (actually, they would in any case spied on me to find out where I went after school … but I only realized it later).  I didn’t even tell them that he wasn’t my birth father.


I hoped that diligent studies would change the situation.  How naпve I was!  I was also hated for being a star student.  They didn’t like good students to begin with, and for a winged one to so openly demonstrate her superiority was unforgivable.  Worse than that, the teachers whom I viewed as my last line of defense, who were supposed to protect me both as the best pupil and simply as a child in their care – those very teachers, imbued with the spirit of the Holy Trilogy, saw it as their duty “to cure me of sinful pride.”  Were I pitiful and miserable, as befitting their view of being winged as a deformity, most likely I would’ve garnered their sincere empathy; but I dared learn better than the “normal” children, defend my dignity, and argue with adults – it had to be sinful pride, of course.  By the way, none of them ever explained what was sinful about pride – quotes from the Holy Trilogy don’t count, as they contain only assertions, not proofs.  I can’t say that the teachers openly encouraged bullying, but the little monsters usually called children are very good at detecting the mood of adults.


There were several anyo in that class who secretly sympathized with me but didn’t dare defy the others; the most they could afford was avoid bullying.  But I’m grateful for that, too.  As for the bullies, the former victims were the worst – pathetically grateful to the pack for finally picking another target, they tried to earn points with it and also re-enact their past humiliations on me …


They didn’t leave me alone even after school – three or four would follow me to chant taunts loudly at best or throw dirt or stones at worst.  I was safe only near home – they were afraid to come near the executioner’s house.  Arriving, I would cast away the book bag, run up to the attic, array the old torture instruments before me (I’ve already figured out what they were), and indulge in dreams of vengeance.  I imagined my enemies convulsing and screaming in pain, and begging for mercy, of which there’d be none, of course.  Alas, the reality was very different …


I don’t want to tell of all the abuse I had to go through.  It’s enough to say that I still dream of fighting my tormenters sometimes.  And I still wish them dead.  Yes, even now.


At first I still hoped that I’d suffer enough and then they’d leave me alone, but finally I broke down and declared to Stepfather that I was not going to school any more.  “If you don’t want to, don’t,” he answered with his usual calm.  “But then you’ll spend your life at home, afraid to go into the street.  Is that what you want?”  “No,” I answered after some thought, and added: “Teach me to fight!”  “That’s what I wanted to hear,” he smiled.


Lluyor was already twelve and Stepfather trained him in fighting skills.  The royal executioner must know his weapons like a good soldier.  Wrong is the one who thinks that executioners deal only with helpless opponents.  First, anything can happen during an execution, from an armed attempt to free the condemned to a bribing of the guards and warders.  Second and more importantly, an executioner is not protected from vengeance by the relatives and accomplices of the executed in his daily life.  Executioners used to work in masks; this still happens if a professional isn’t available and a regular anyo has to carry out the sentence, but it makes no sense for the royal executioner – everybody knows who he is and where he lives.  It’s certainly possible to set things up so that the executioner is anonymous, but then it’d be logical to demand the same protection for the judges and the other participants in the judicial process, which would be humiliating to royal justice.  As King Akloyat II responded to the executioners’ petition in his time: “After all, I, too, approve death sentences; should I rule in a mask, then?”  But the King is protected by the guard and the Secret Guard, whereas the executioner can count only on himself.  It’s true, though, that an attempt on an executioner’s life is punished as severely as an attempt on a high official.  The royal executioners belong to the official class, even though their work is mostly physical and they ought to be considered tradesmen.


Actually, since Lluyor’s birthday was in the summer (just like all anyo), his training had started a while before – it’s been more than a half a year by then.  Previously, though, I had no desire to join him.  Especially in the winter, when I would wake up in the morning, look in the window and see Stepfather have Lluyor run topless around the house and rub himself down with snow.  I snuggled back into my warm bed with great relish and (I admit) not without some gloating at my ex-friend’s misfortune, happy that I was spared those torments.  In general, while I was delighted to climb trees and spar with Lluyor with sticks when I was younger, now books held a lot more appeal for me than physical exercise.


Now it all changed and I joined the training of my own free will.  Stepfather gave me no breaks for either my sex or age.  All my muscles ached after those sessions, I was covered in bruises from blows I’d let through, but hate gave me strength and I progressed quickly.  Soon Lluyor, while still stronger than me, lagged me in deftness and skill, which apparently gave him another reason for resentment, but by then I cared little about that.


By the way, he was no use to me at school.  He was still attending third grade because of all he’d missed while I was in fourth, a year ahead of my peers; but still, he often saw me bullied at recess and never once stood up for me, even though it wouldn’t have required any special courage from him, since my tormenters were younger than he.  He simply pretended not to notice what was going on, and I never debased myself by asking for his help.


Everything stayed the same for a while.  I knew that together they were stronger than me no matter what, and therefore a gradual improvement of my fighting abilities wouldn’t have made a proper impression.  No, the strike back had to be a sudden and crushing blow.  I knew that in my mind, but have you any idea how hard it was to bear the taunts without using my newly learned moves?  I’m still proud that I managed it.


Finally I decided that it was time.  I had to hit one of the leaders, of course.  I hated them all equally, so my feelings didn’t get in the way of a rational choice – that is, picking the weakest opponent.  Therefore, rather than picking one of the boys (although I’m quite sure that I would’ve been able to thrash any of them, too, even at the cost of damage to my own face), I chose Yanata Tniiren.  Yes, that odious little jerk with a whiny voice was my mother’s namesake, which annoyed me even more…  When once again she was conducting a mob of her friends and toadies, I challenged her to meet me after classes.  This amused her to no end and she agreed, of course; almost the entire class gathered to admire the fun show beating of the “executioner’s freak” at the empty lot behind the school building.  The moment Tniiren approached me with her nasty little smile, I lit into her.


Of course she had expected me to fight like a girl, flailing my arms and scratching, and never expected a kick in the belly followed immediately by a hook to the jaw.  Not a minute later she fled, screeching and bawling, but I caught up with her, knocked her down and kept hitting.  I already knew where the pain points on an anyo’s body were, and aimed for them.  It was just like in my fantasies – she writhed and screamed: “No, Eyoltie, please don’t!”  “Oh, so I’m Eyoltie now, am I?!” I growled, hammering her hated snoot again and again …


Our classmates didn’t even realize what was going on right away, especially since I beat my wings in ecstasy, raising clouds of dust; when two boys tried separating us, I just knocked them off.  Only four of them managed to drag me away from my victim.  She lay down in the dust, sniveling and not even trying to get up; her face was one big bruise.


Her father, a Yartnar nobleman, tried making a fuss about it and even visited our house for that purpose, but Stepfather only told him calmly that he would be delighted to discuss the matter at the Secret Chancellery.  Apparently the elder Tniiren had a few sins on his account (perhaps fairly innocent ones, but fear feeds on itself), because he immediately declared that he’d been misunderstood and quickly saw himself out.


The junior Tniiren had lost her leadership perch among the girls of our class after her public humiliation.  Interestingly, ever since then she had always addressed me as “Eyoltie” if she had to talk to me, which she generally avoided.


No one dared bother me now.  I was strongly tempted to trap them all separately for well-deserved payback, but I realized that I wouldn’t have gotten away with that.  Well, that they left me alone was good enough.


Of course, they hated me even more now.  Were I not winged, I think I would’ve had a good chance to become a pack leader myself, and those who bullied me yesterday would be seeking my favor (not that this would’ve given me any pleasure – I simply detested them).  But, obviously, they couldn’t forgive a winged one her triumph over themselves.  Even those who previously dared furtively to express compassion did not become my friends then.  Perhaps they were ashamed of their earlier timidity and they didn’t want to look like brownnosers … but I think that they simply reasoned the way the teachers did – they pitied me while I fit their idea of a wretch, but once I dared to stand up for myself they thought it near obscene and their pity devolved onto the beaten-up and deposed Tniiren.  Yes, it was the same twisted logic that makes decent anyo despise executioners who serve the cause of law and justice and empathize with the bloody murderers they dispatch.  As a result, there was a vacuum around me; my classmates pretended that I wasn’t there while I pretended that they didn’t exist.  I still observed them sometimes out of a corner of my eye.  For example, I was amused by how fast the old favorite victims regained their former status – their feats in persecuting the “freak” did them no good.


Well, to hell with them all!  Dealing with live anyo once again showed me that books were much better comrades.  Perhaps Stepfather, too, had acquired his passion for reading because of the others’ alienation in his youth …


My training continued; by the age of fourteen I was pretty good with the rapier and the small sword, throwing knives and the pistol.  I also had my own tyorl, Yarre, Stepfather’s gift for my thirteenth birthday.  Mama almost fainted the first time she saw me astride that gift, for Yarre did not at all resemble a tame creature fit for a young girl’s riding lessons.  No, he was a magnificent beast – six hundred pounds of chiseled muscle undulating under shiny black fur, a head held proudly upright and horns spanning three cubits – in other words, one of those that can beat back a whole pack of tvurks all by their lonesome.  He wasn’t completely unbroken to the saddle, else he would’ve simply killed me, but he showed his assertiveness right away.  I didn’t manage to last a minute on his back the first time.  Flailing my wings helplessly, I crashed down to the ground and winced with pain.  Yarre stood still like nothing had happened, calmness personified, and only glanced at me sideways with a round brown eye.  He seemed to smirk.


Of course I took the challenge, and of course, three minutes later I sprawled in the dust again.


By the end of the day I was all covered with bruises and scuffs, but Yarre and I parted as respectful opponents.  I resumed my attempts the next day and by the evening I was finally able to leave the saddle when I, rather than he, wanted it; but it was several days before Yarre fully acknowledged my authority.


Ever since then, especially when I grew despondent, I would often saddle Yarre and gallop away from Yartnar.  Away from its narrow streets and stuffy dirty alleys, away from the open sewers and foul-smelling taverns, from the laundry hanging out to dry in the courtyards and the mattresses drying out on balconies, away from its damp gray walls and sullen towers – and away from the countless anyo teeming in the city like maggots in a corpse.  Yarre and I raced across green hills and copses, seeking no roads and picking no specific direction, and the sun that swam in the puddles burst from under his hooves while my wings filled with wind and I seemed to fly over the ground …


We used to come home fairly soon at first, but later we started going farther and farther, where there were no habitations for miles, not even solitary hamlets.  I felt it when the swift gallop pleased Yarre no more and allowed him to slow down to a walk.  He moved unhurriedly through belly-high grass, while atop his back I squinted at the sun through the leaves and snatched sweet-sour ketnal berries from supple branches.  Then I would alight from the saddle and leave Yarre to graze while I wandered the sun-filled glades or swam in nameless rivers or just lounged on the grass, thinking how wonderful it’d be to be the only anyo in the world.  Not that I wished ill on my mother or Stepfather, but maybe sometime later when they weren’t around any more …


Those expeditions scared Mama, by the way, which is understandable: a thirteen-year-old girl, winged to boot, riding all alone into the outback …  But Stepfather and I argued that there was nothing to fear.  I couldn’t get lost since Yarre always unerringly found his way home, while his horns and hooves and, in a pinch, swift legs were sound protection from both wild beasts and wild anyo.  Besides, I could protect myself, too – I always went on those outings with a long dagger on my belt and two pairs of throwing knives in my shirt.


Once we rode too far to come back before dark.  This didn’t worry me, because tyorls have good night vision.  As far as the “hour of Lla” superstition, I’ve never even considered crediting such nonsense; I haven’t even heard of it before I went to school.


I enjoyed riding in the dark under the stars, past the black woods and villages cowering fearfully in the dark, with nary a lonely light.  Stupid are the anyo who believe night to be the domain of death …  The night is full of life.  Cicadas trilled, lingering calls of the night birds sounded from time to time, a spicy aroma of strange flowers was in the air, and a scarlet dawn was building in the west, as if the sun decided to turn back.  But this was no sun, it was the scarlet Lla rising above the horizon in its perpetual journey from west to east.  The churchmen say that Lla moves backwards because it’s the domain of the Devil, who wanted to go against God even in that.  This theory is consistent in its own way: Lla is where hell is, and its scarlet light is the reflection of hellfire, while blue Liya houses paradise and is smaller than Lla because the saved are fewer than the damned.  It’s just that the telescope, invented about a hundred years ago, shows that there’s no hellfire on Lla.  With a telescope one can see round things on it that imagination can interpreted as huge cauldrons, but Doctor Vaaine says that those are just round mountain ranges, like the volcano craters.  Well, if they’re volcanoes, they’re long extinct.  Nor were any paradise gardens detected on Liya, although its surface can’t be seen nearly as well.


Of course, far from many anyo are aware of the accomplishments of science.  Not too far from the city I caught up with some late travelers.  They looked back when they heard the pounding of hooves, and then plunged into the woods headlong.  They must’ve thought that it was the Princess of the Night herself, the Born-Without-Mother, Devil’s daughter Atnorai surveying her demesne.  Certainly the imposing size of my tyorl and his glow-in-the-dark eyes made an impression in a sudden appearance on the night road, not to mention my widespread wings …  I just laughed happily, turning my face up to the burning visage of Lla.


After that I often came home after dark, especially since the days were growing shorter with fall’s approach.  The city gates are no longer locked overnight in our civilized times and the guards only trailed me with suspicious glances, but they soon grew accustomed to me.  Mother grumbled over my late return but I was exempted from responding by devouring my late supper.  Then I’d take a lamp and some book and go to my room.  I usually fell asleep by morning, the book dropped on the bedcover.


I had to give up my outings in winter.  First, I hate cold, especially icy wind in my face.  Second, galloping across virgin snow is not too pleasant for a tyorl, either.  And then there were the clothes.  There’s one inconvenience associated with wings: they’re too big to insert into any semblance of sleeves, and if you don’t have outside help, even special slits.  My clothes have to be altered to leave my back bare halfway down from the shoulders.  This is not considered indecent, but it’s too cold to wear such clothes outside of summer.  I have to put a cloak or a fur wrap over my folded wings (I look hunchbacked in a jacket), but however wide it is, it’s still too tight for the wings.  Try walking in a fur coat put on such that your arms are pinned to your body.  Not too comfortable, right?  That’s why I try not to leave the house needlessly in winter.


Then, of course, with the New Year came spring, the sun warmed up, birds began arriving from the north, and all that – I’m sure you had to write about such things numerous times in school essays, just like me.  Yarre, tired of spending the winter in the tyorlen, was happy to run free again, so once again we galloped across fields and forests.  Five days after my fifteenth birthday was the first anniversary of our friendship, and that was when the thing happened that upended my entire life later.


It was exceptionally hot those days; for all my love of warmth, even I acknowledged that it was too much.  I woke up in the middle of the night on tangled and sweat-dampened sheets, not knowing how to escape the stifling heat, with tatters of some viscous nightmare still crawling through my brain.  I got up, walked to the window and spent a few minutes fanning myself with my wings, but the warm air brought almost no relief.  Then, still not fully awakened from my stupor, I pulled on just my riding pants, ran silently down the stairs to the courtyard and threw open the doors of the tyorlen.  Yarre stretched his face out to me and trumpeted quietly; he had it hard in the stuffy stable, too.  I saddled him and led him out into the street.


We raced away from the city swiftly through the night, the headwind finally cooling down our overheated bodies.  It was totally dark – Lla has already set while Liya hasn’t risen yet.  I had no idea where we were going and just trusted Yarre completely.  This time he was choosing open spaces; perhaps even his keen night vision was insufficient to maneuver between the trees at such an hour, or perhaps he simply realized that I wouldn’t be able to avoid whipping branches in the darkness.  I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s the latter; tyorls are very smart.  Finally he slowed down to a walk.  By that time my eyes were more or less adjusted to the blackness and I could make out the jagged edge of a forest against a bit lighter sky in the distance and some hill on the left.  It looked like we were in the middle of a large meadow.  I pulled on Yarre’s horns slightly, suggesting a stop, and carefully slid down his flank, feeling the earth like water with my foot, lest I land on some sharp stones.  But my sole touched only soft grass and I alighted with no further hesitation.  The grass was a bit cool, but with not a drop of dew – it was still too warm.  I wouldn’t have minded a dip, but it didn’t look like there were any bodies of water nearby, so after a short stroll across the meadow I simply lay down in the grass, wings outspread, and gazed at the starry sky.


The stars!  Now that the light of the moons wasn’t in the way, they sparkled in all their splendor; the Heaven’s Highway was clearly visible, while the Eyes of the Tvurks (also called the Slow Stars) resembled large diamonds.  I habitually located the Leader, trying to discern how much it had moved against the closest Fixed Stars.  The ancient anyo used to believe that when the Heavenly Pack catches up with the Traveler, the world will end.  Of course, it’s just a stupid superstition that even the Church had condemned …  Much lower, just above the horizon, shone the warm yellowish light of Kayo, the only of the Fast Stars visible at that time.  There are only three Fast Stars, or planets, and they’re not actual stars.  One can see their round disks in a telescope, and scientists have long concluded that they are worlds just like hours, and that the peculiar loops they describe on the sky are due to their movement around the sun.  But the scientists still argue as to why the Heavenly Pack is moving across the sky and how are its stars otherwise different from the fixed ones.  Doctor Vaaine used to say that most likely all stars move, but the Eyes of the Tvurks are closer than the others and thus their movement can be detected even during the short lives of the anyo.  This is supported by the fact that many of the Slow Stars are brighter than the Fixed ones.  Actually, all real stars are suns just like ours …


When I first heard those explanations – “worlds and suns just like ours” – I asked the doctor if they were populated by anyo just like us, of course.  “I think so,” he answered. “Just like us … or a tad different.”


A tad different!  He never knew the storm his words kicked up in my mind.  I have puzzled over the question of where the winged ones come from and why even those like me, with real wings, can’t fly, so many times before!  But now I understood – there’s a race of winged anyo somewhere among the stars.  A long time ago they must’ve visited our wingless world.  It must be that they landed during mating season and have left offspring.  Then they flew away, or perhaps got murdered out of fury and envy.  Most of their children and grandchildren perished, too, but some that looked more like the regular anyo survived.  It has been long known that the traits of ancestors can be transmitted over many generations.  That is why winged ones are still born in our world …  But our world is somehow different from that other one, so even the strongest wings can’t lift an anyo here.  If only I could go back to that planet which I could call my birthplace for a much better reason …


This was by far not the first time I’ve thought about it while looking at the stars – but tonight, when they were so distinctly visible, I understood equally distinctly that I would never reach them, and that my dreams of flying once I grew up were equally ephemeric.  Had any of the winged ones managed it, there’d be mentions of it in the chronicles.  But there were none; the protocols of the old clerical trials charging the winged ones with flying to witches’ sabbaths at night could not be taken seriously.


I felt my eyes fill with tears of acute self-pity.  No one could see my weakness here, in the midst of a meadow at night, but still I deliberately stretched my lips in a smile, as I always did when I felt like crying.  It didn’t work; tears ran down my cheeks and I wiped them off angrily.  The stars shimmered, doubled, and blurred …


Finally I blinked the last tears away and dried my eyes, but the stars didn’t settle down.  More precisely, one of them didn’t – it kept moving.


I’ve seen meteors before, but this was no meteor.  Those are like sparks from a fire, dying in a few seconds, but this star moved calmly and assuredly without changing its brightness.  I tracked for perhaps a minute or more and then jumped up. “Yarre!”


He came up to me, still chewing grass.  I vaulted into the saddle and slammed my heels into his furry flanks: “Yo!”  He surged forward, probably somewhat confused by my sudden friskiness, but then settled down to his usual gait.


However fast my tyorl was, this star was faster.   It crept from zenith toward the horizon slowly but inexorably, moving north-west (as I’ve figured by that time).  Besides … maybe I only imagined it, but it seemed to descend not like the regular stars, which set for us but rise for those in the west; this one seemed to actually get closer to the ground.


A dark bulk of a forest loomed in front of us and Yarre moved his head, suggesting a detour, but I obstinately squeezed his horns: forward!  Branches and leaves whirled overhead, and soon there came the first whack of a branch on bare skin.  I leaned down to Yarre’s CROUP but straightened up again in a few minutes to keep an eye on the star appearing in gaps between leaves.  I tried shielding myself from the whipping branches with my wings, but they’re not insensate, either, by the way.


Liya rose somewhere behind us, its ghostly bluish light indicating the tree trunks and casting a net of black shadows on the ground.  It became easier to navigate through the forest, but the star was no longer visible, having sunk too low.  I could only hope that Yarre would be able to hold direction despite knowing nothing about where we were racing and why.  Strangely, the thought that the star itself might change course never occurred to me.


Finally the forest ended and I saw it again, almost at the horizon already.  Desperately I urged Yarre on, even though he was already doing all he could.  We crossed a fenced pasture (twice Yarre leaped railings beautifully), tore down the only street of some village, causing a racket in several birdhouses; then we got lucky when we hit a good road that lasted a while, but then it veered off and it was fields again, then we had to ford a small river (I was long past suffering from heat by then, so the water seemed disgustingly cold), then the crenellations of some town’s wall gaped in the moonlight on our left …  The star had already sunk below the horizon; I caught a glimpse of it once more from the top of a gently sloping hill, but it disappeared before we got started down.


Already Liya shone from the left rather than from behind and the sky began to get lighter; the scarce morning clouds took on a pink tinge.  Sunrise was near.


Yarre turned his head toward me and gave me a look that said clearly: “I’ll keep running if you’re in danger, but if not, let’s rest or you’ll drive me into the ground.”  Perhaps the star had landed only a few miles away!  But what if it keeps going for another hundred, three hundred, or a thousand miles?  Why do I even think that it’s going to land?


Suddenly I remembered that I wasn’t exactly dressed for a daytime ride and that no one home knew where I was.


“All right, Yarre,” I said, letting go of his horns. “Rest up and then we’ll go home.”


When we entered Yartnar the sun was already high enough to be hot.  I wrapped myself in my wings as if in a cloak, but still the gate guards and anyo in the streets gave me startled and mocking looks, and some yelled.  I kept hoping that my absence at home remained undiscovered – Stepfather typically got up late and Mama, too, had lost her peasant habits over the years of city life – but it was not to be.  The moment I rode into the courtyard Mama ran over, looking at me with eyes wide with fear.  True, too, I was quite a sight – half-naked, barefoot, branch-whipped, and with forest debris in my hair.  I hastened to reassure her that I was all right and that I was simply “out for a swim.”


Of course, I had to listen to several icy statements regarding reckless behavior from Stepfather, but although he was right, as usual, this time I left his words unheeded.  I was impatient to meet Doctor Vaaine and tell him everything: of the three anyo I could trust he knew the most about astronomy even though medicine was his chief occupation.  Prior to that I had never shared my idea of winged anyo from the stars either with him or with my parents; it was my very personal dream, too ephemeral to share with anyone else.  But now that I’ve seen a flying star …  Still, a false sense of pride prevented me from visiting Doctor Vaaine myself, so for several days I waited for him to show up at our home.  Actually, I waited for news of heavenly guests that had landed somewhere to the northwest even more.  But everything was quiet: neither official news nor even unusual rumors disturbed Yartnar.  Finally Doctor Vaaine paid us a visit (by then I was ready to simulate some ailment to hurry up his arrival, which would’ve been the height of folly – you can imagine the state I was in then!) and I found an occasion to tell him, as casually as possible, about the flying star I saw at night.  (I told him the exact date but omitted mentioning that I had chased the star head over heels for several hours, of course.)  The doctor was intrigued by this news; he regretted sleeping that night rather than watching the sky, but he didn’t look shaken.  In his opinion it must have been a large meteor flying a very flat and high trajectory that actually may not have fallen to the ground.  I already opened my mouth to voice my hypothesis, but right away I imagined vividly how it would amuse the doctor and how he would demolish it in three minutes or less – “you see, young lady …” – while never letting go of his kindly smile, and I closed it without uttering a sound.  I kept waiting for sensational news, but there were none in the course of many days.  In the end I began to doubt whether that mad gallop under the stars even happened or I’d simply dreamed it all after falling asleep on the meadow. “Yarre!” I would say, looking into his large brown eyes. “Yarre, do you remember?”  Alas, tyorls can’t talk.


Fall came; the leaves acquired a feverish blush in their last agony, and every day more of their contorted corpses piled on the ground.  Flocks of birds headed north, howling sadly.  The mating season and the fall school vacation were approaching.


I’ve never liked that time despite the vacation, first and foremost because of the cold, the always overcast sky, the dreary fall rains.  That’s how it was in my childhood when I knew virtually nothing of mating seasons.  At least those seasons didn’t affect Mama and Stepfather much – I saw no difference in their behavior, unlike with other anyo …


Of course I understand that anyo have to procreate somehow.  But can’t it be done with dignity, without madness and frenzy?  To use fancy words, it is disgusting to watch the light of reason in the eyes of anyo (not very bright in the first place for many) be dimmed by the clammy gleam of desire …  Of course, today is different from the ancient barbarity.  The civilized countries do everything they can to minimize mating season damage.  All deals made during mating season are void; during that time rulers issue no decrees, envoys conduct no talks, courts adjourn all sessions, and even the executioners are not on the job – all even slightly serious business is postponed until anyo regain their calm and sensibleness.  School lets out, too, even though all but the oldest grades are not affected – because the teachers are.  Still, every such season violence engulfs the world.  The number of crimes jumps more than tenfold, rebellions usually occur precisely at that time, and although most rulers are smart enough to not start new wars during that period, the ones already on not only keep going but become a lot more vicious for soldiers and civilians alike.


For fairness’ sake I acknowledge that a substantial part of Ranayan and world poetry has been created during mating seasons.  But I never liked those hysterical verses, soaked in covetous madness.  It’s much more interesting to read philosophical verses often penned by the selfsame poets, but at a more appropriate time.


Actually, not everyone is affected by the mating season – I’ve already mentioned my parents.  They even got married out of that time.  Doctor Vaaine says that there’s nothing more stupid than getting married during mating season.  Really, everybody understands that it’s best to avoid conducting serious and consequential business during that period, and isn’t marriage a serious and consequential business?  Although as far as I know, Doctor Vaaine had never been married.


I don’t know whether I have inherited my calm disposition in this matter from my mother (for sure it’s not from Laaren the pirate) or my Stepfather is right in saying that nature only gave anyo the chance for conception during that time and they whip themselves into frenzy all by themselves.  Be that as it may, although I did start showing seasonal changes as I grew up – lip swelling and such – during that period I feel none of the “heat” or even “stirring of the blood” that the poets have so frequently described, any more than on any other day.  My stupid classmates thought, of course, that I only played hard-to-get because no boy would be interested in a winged girl, while dreaming of the opposite.  Well, what can you expect, they can only judge others by their own yardsticks …  Doctor Vaaine says that in general mating season affects women less because of their passive role – with animals it’s the males fighting over females, rather than vice versa.  But I think that the fact that I’ve been brought up on serious books rather than romantic fiction, books that never extolled love madness but often pointed out its deleterious effects on whole nations (especially in olden times, when the rules I’ve already mentioned were not yet commonly accepted).  Be that as it may, I’m glad and proud of keeping my head all thirteen months of the year.


Anyway, I was sitting at home during another school vacation and the measured susurration of the rain made me dispirited.  Stepfather used to say that dejection and boredom is the lot of slackers, so I honestly tried to follow his advice by poring over a Gatrussian language primer (I was already fluent in Ilsudrumian and Old Kyarokh by that time).  But my gaze kept wandering off the lines and the complex patterns of Gantrussian grammar failed to gain purchase in my memory.  Finally I just supported my heavy head with my hands and sat staring in the window, rivulets of rain snaking endlessly down its glass.  Lluyor found me at that pursuit.


“You bored?” he inquired.


“What’s with this entering without knocking?” I responded irritably and with no change in posture.  By that time we almost didn’t socialize at all outside of joint exercises, if even mock fighting can be called socializing.  Lluyor was already sixteen and considered an adult; he frequented the local pub together with his old street friends and even Stepfather, who couldn’t stand alcohol, couldn’t prevent him.  He considered me a little girl and never missed a chance to underscore that, as if in payback for all the times in our childhood when he looked up at me despite being two years older …  Actually, I never missed a chance to gloat when he came back from the pub with a black eye, either, rarely as it happened – few wanted to tussle with Yartnar’s future executioner even in a drink-induced fog.


“Take it easy,” he responded in an unexpectedly friendly tone, “it’s not like we aren’t related.  Rather than rot here, how about a little stretch?  I need a partner.’


I finally looked at him and saw that he was carrying a sword.  I don’t like swordplay.  Lluyor was older and a boy, but I often beat him in rapier fencing thanks to my dexterity and suppleness.  However, the heavier sword gives the stronger opponent an advantage, so unless I managed to pull an agile move early in the game I usually lost a protracted duel, and it was difficult to deal with Lluyor quickly – Stepfather’s lessons did benefit him, too, much more so than any school subject.


Swords used to be the most important weapon even as recently as two hundred years ago, but now they’re out of favor.  Soldiers still use them – firearms still take too long to load, plus gunpowder and bullets have a tendency to run out – still, even in the army most units are not armed with swords.  A sword-carrying anyo is a rarity in civilian life; usually it will be some conservative member of the old aristocracy, dead set against all “newfangled ideas” even when those ideas are already a few hundred years old.  Gunpowder made heavy armor obsolete, which ushered in the era of light rapiers and smallswords for edged weapons.


Those arguments had failed to excuse me from sword exercises.  Stepfather heard me out and then remarked with a smirk that those considerations were neat and logical but would not likely convince a sword-armed opponent.  Of course, unlike Lluyor, no one made me learn to use a sword – or a rapier, or a throwing knife, or a handgun.  A regular Ranayan girl wouldn’t even think of picking up a weapon … but a regular Ranayan girl has no wings.


In other words, I didn’t want to give Lluyor a chance to beat me, so I suggested he ask Stepfather.


Lluyor grimaced. “He’s angry with me.  He says he ain’t teaching me combat skills for me to use them in a bar fight.  All right, so I drank some with my friends; what, I can’t have any fun?  All I can do now is think of torturing and killing anyo all my life?”


I grinned: “So why do you want to practice with a sword, then?”


“Well, I’m bored …”  Logic was never his strong suit. “Let’s go, eh?”


“I don’t want to,” I groused.


“How about rapiers?”


This was something new.  He was almost buttering me up, and I couldn’t understand why.  A hope stirred that perhaps he was tired of our hostility and was making the first step toward peace …  Alas, I will probably never shake the bad habit of thinking better of others than they deserve.


“Where can we go?” I said. “It’s raining.” (Stepfather had no concept of bad weather where exercise was concerned.  He always kicked us out, but I didn’t want to do that of my own free will.)


“The attic,” Lluyor responded, “there’s room enough.”


And so we went up to the attic together just like many years ago.  I haven’t been there for a while and was surprised by how small and confined it appeared.  We pushed old junk aside as well as we could, freed up room for a duel and crossed rapiers.


It was a hard fight and no kidding about it.  When the count reached 8:5 in my favor Lluyor finally saluted and lowered his weapon, acknowledging defeat.  I stood there fanning myself with my wings while he pulled an old tapestry with hunters out of its chest and lay down, hands behind his head.  Lluyor was off to the side, obviously leaving room for me, so I sat down beside him.


“Fan some more,” he requested, apparently unable to cool down after physical exertion in a stuffy room.  I smelled his sweat, which I disliked but decided to ignore for the sake of this sudden resurrection of an old friendship; besides, I realized that I didn’t exactly smell of tnual flowers then, either.


But the conversation was a tough slog.  Lluyor must’ve been embarrassed to reminisce about childhood while realizing that I wasn’t likely to fancy stories of his present life.  Neither did I know what to talk about after all those years of estrangement.  Finally our growing unease prompted him to ask what I was reading.  I was reading Yirkloy, which was hardly of much interest to Lluyor; for all his mind and erudition (just two of the reasons Stepfather prized his so highly), this philosopher had an exceptionally tedious and lumbering style of writing, so much so that I preferred even battling the Gantrussian grammar textbook to untangling Yirkloy’s page-length sentences.  Girls who read Yirkloy are possibly even rarer than girls who can wield a sword, but I care nothing for stupid gender stereotypes in this regard, even if I don’t like reading this stuff.  A cultured anyo must know Yirkloy, if only to have the right to disagree with him.


Be that as it may, Lluyor asked and I responded.  Happy that we’ve found at least something to talk about, I began explaining the ideas of the founder of negativism (trying to stay at my listener’s level), leavening them with my own rebuttals (so what that I was only fourteen?  Whoever believes that only adults may think independently will never learn to do so.)  Lluyor listened politely for a while, but then couldn’t help interrupting me in the middle of a sentence to inform me that he was reading a book, too.  Trying not to sound sarcastic, I inquired about the book and he readily quoted a sleazy rhyme of the kind I’ve recently mentioned.  Seeing my skeptical (if not nauseated) reaction, he observed, offended, that poetry was way better than boring exploits of the philosophers.  “Perhaps Yirkloy’s writings are boring,” I admitted out of my inborn truthfulness, “but better boring wisdom than boring stupidity.”


Lluyor decided to show off his learning: “As your favored philosophers say, theory is verified by practice.”  Before I understood what he said, he suddenly grabbed me and locked his lips on mine.


I don’t even know what was more disgusting – another’s saliva in my mouth or seeing those lust-filled eyes, for the first time gleaming so close as to see them clearly.  A spasm gripped my throat and I felt about to throw up.  I jumped, pushing Lluyor away, but he held on.  Then I hit him in the jaw with my fist, rapidly and hard like Stepfather taught me, as if attacking a mortal enemy; not that he wasn’t one at that moment.  His head jerked, teeth jangling, and he sank back; the blow must’ve been hard enough to knock him out for a couple of seconds.  I jumped up, got out my handkerchief and wiped my lips; but that wasn’t enough, I had to rinse my mouth right away, and in general I felt I had to have a bath as soon as possible, as if he had smeared me in something foul with just that look alone.  I leaped over him, picked up the rapier and bolted for the stairs.


“Idiot!” he called after me. “Webbed fool!  Waiting for a prince, are you?  Who the hell would want a freak?”


I almost fell down the stairs and ran smack into Stepfather on a landing.  Of course he asked what happened, but I only mumbled something and shook my head (I didn’t want to speak until after I’ve rinsed my mouth) and ran toward the bathroom.


Afterwards I told Stepfather everything, of course – I don’t see why not.  He actually located Lluyor while I was bathing and forced him to tell all.  Of course, Lluyor professed an injured obliviousness: “Nothing happened, I just kissed her, and it’s mating season and she’s already fourteen.”  Indeed, Ranayan law sets fourteen as the minimum mating age for women.  Nor was there rape, that revolting crime that happens only during mating season, although I’m sure that had I not resisted so forcefully, Lluyor would’ve carried out his intention.  Technically he was in the clear; nevertheless, for Stepfather this was the last drop.  He announced that Lluyor’s training was complete and only the last stage of an actual unassisted execution was left.  After that he was to leave home and live as he saw fit until the position of Yartnar’s royal executioner became vacant.  “And, young anyo,” Stepfather added, “mind that you don’t pretend before the Chancellery officials that you can’t do it.  This won’t help you stay in the house – I will simply declare you fundamentally unfit for the job.  This will cause me some problems as a failure to groom a successor, but without an executioner’s certificate you won’t have any means of earning a living.”  Apparently Lluyor saw right away that it would be useless to beg and plead; he only mumbled something sourly under his breath, but didn’t dare repeat it aloud when Stepfather invited him to do so.  Any other time of year it may have taken a long time to wait for the next execution – sometimes there are no crimes worthy of such a harsh punishment for half a year or more in the capital and its environs – but like I said, crime shoots up during mating season, plus it’s usually done without much thinking and is solved quickly, so there was no doubt that the nearest execution would occur immediately after the season’s close, or in less than a month.


Lluyor and I saw nothing of each other during that time despite still living under the same roof.  Even our joint exercises have ceased, as Stepfather now only worked out with me.  Finally the day came when Lluyor had to prove his professional fitness to the commission.  He had to execute a woman convicted of poisoning her husband.  I didn’t go to watch (even my Stepfather I only saw working once, and I had to keep that from mother), but later I learned that Lluyor did his job with an obvious relish, so much so that one of the commissioners reprimanded him for extra cruelty not stipulated in the sentence.  Nevertheless, he got his certificate and could now serve as executioner in any Ranayan province; but he’d have to wait for Stepfather to vacate his post of Yartnar’s royal executioner before he could claim it (with all the pertinent rights and privileges).  Lluyor was paid the sum stipulated by law, which was enough for about three months of modest living, after which he was on his own.  He never came back to the house; once he had the certificate, he gave Stepfather a mocking bow and hurried away, quickly disappearing in the nearest alley.


I felt greatly relieved when I learned I wouldn’t see him again, at least in the near future, as Stepfather was hale and healthy and not about to retire.  Still, there was a trace of worry deep in the back of in my mind.


As if winter alone is not enough, the new school year began with it, but the good part this time around was that this one was to be my last.  I began thinking of what to do after graduation more often.  It would’ve been nice to gain admission to the Royal University – I hoped that the company there would be smarter than at school – but that wasn’t easy.  Even though Akloyat the III had decreed that women are allowed to pursue higher education (just like he decreed that winged ones are so allowed) and those decrees are still in force, in practice those who have been denied equal rights for centuries still run into various roadblocks.  The solution seems easy – hold only written examinations and have all papers identified by number rather than name, and then all applicants will be graded fairly.  But no: “the sacred traditions of Ranayan universities demand that all who seek the honored title of ‘student’ meet personally with the professors,” and thereafter one is free to guess whether her grade was lowered because of what’s in her head or what’s behind her back or in her pants, if you pardon the expression.  Since I don’t have what a good scholar is supposed to have in the latter two places …  Well, of course I did hope that what’s in my head would overcome the rest of it, but there was another problem – tuition.  There’d be no problem with that while Stepfather was on the job, but I didn’t like the idea of being dependent on him for that.  Wouldn’t it be better to first find a job and save for my education?  I didn’t relish the prospect of sewing or cooking, of course; I wasn’t much good at either, plus such jobs were likely to be literally stupefying.  It would’ve been ideal to find a position as some scientist’s secretary; that’d be a job both to earn money and spend time wisely …


All of those plans became void in an instant five tendays before New Year, which was when the grocer’s delivery boy (slightly more talkative than his predecessor of fifteen years prior) brought news of visitors from the stars.


To be more precise, he brought news of a tramp who came from somewhere west and was now at a nearby pub spinning tales of aliens.  Any sober-minded anyo would’ve decided that this was a tall tale invented to earn the tramp a few free drinks, but I have seen that moving star!


Hoping that the tramp was not yet totally plastered, I quickly pulled on boots, draped a fur cloak on my shoulders, strapped on a rapier and a dagger (a pub is not the safest place to be) and ran out into the street despite Mother’s protests.


The tramp was still there, ensconced in a thick throng of listeners right in the middle of the room.  Most of them didn’t believe him, of course, but willingly bought him drinks for “pretty lies.”  I barely managed to push my way through the boisterous crowd.


“… so them’s almost just like anyo,” he told for what must’ve been a tenth time, “but with big round heads and no hair…”


“No hair?” I exclaimed in surprise.  I’ve never heard that winged ones were prone to excessive hair loss.


The storyteller glanced at me, probably wondering what a young apparently noble-born girl was doing in such a place. “Yeah, no hair,” he deigned to answer. “Them heads shine in the sun.”


Whatever, let them shine, I thought – perhaps they shave their heads like our priests do – and asked the more important question: “Can they fly?”


“Sure they can!” He seemed amazed by my stupidity. “Did they walk here from the stars, or what?” Some anyo laughed.


“That’s not what I mean,” I explained impatiently. “They probably flew in an airship from the stars …”


“No, not an airship.” The tramp lifted a finger didactically and sipped from his mug. “They flew here in a tower.  Big huge tower, taller than any castle, and it thunders fire from the bottom.”


“Lies without blushing, eh?” laughed a rich bass above me ear.


“Whaddaya mean, no blushing?” another joker chimed in, “look at his nose!”


“Without a tower!” I yelled over the laughter. “Can they fly without a tower, by themselves?  Like birds or viofns?”


“Yeah!” the tramp nodded vigorously, sliding his empty mug across the table. “They fly through the sky faster’n any bird.”


“So they have wings?” I insisted, feeling my furious heartbeat.


“Sure they do!” I must’ve been a total idiot in his eyes already. “If they fly, they do!  How else do you fly?”


“Like the tower flies,” I objected vengefully.


“Well … the tower’s different …” he drawled, clearly baffled.


I now firmly suspected that he had not seen the aliens himself but was only retelling rumors.  Nevertheless, I kept pushing my only source of information: “So you saw them yourself?”


“Like I see you!” he responded confidently.


“Did you speak to them?”


He paused momentarily and I knew for sure that he was lying.


“They don’t talk our language,” he weaseled. “How’d I speak with them?”


“All right, so where was that?  Where’s that tower of theirs?”


“The tower?  Beyond the sea, on an island.”


I kept up: “Which sea, which island?”


“Which sea?  That one, what’s its name… Ilsudrumian.”


“There’s no such sea!  Irsalian, perhaps?”


“Yeah, sure, Irsalian Sea!  I just misspoke.”


“The one in the northwest, right?”


“Sure, where else?”


“Liar!  Irsalian Sea is in the south!”


There were more chuckles in the crowd.  “Look how she got him – must be a scholar,” someone commented.


“Guys, get this gal off my back!” the tramp pleaded. “She don’t give me no chance to tell!”


This heartfelt plea was greeted with guffaws from most present, but some appeared ready to oblige.


“I actually know that you’re telling the truth!” I exclaimed hurriedly.  Some anyo, including the storyteller, stared at me in surprise. “But you weren’t there yourself, right?  You were told all that.”


“Yeah …” the tramp mumbled grudgingly, staring into his mug.  He knew that his show was over for today.


I continued the interrogation: “So who told you, and where?”


“A sailor, in Lloyet port.”


That sounded right – Lloyet is in the northwest.


“Did he see them himself?”


“He said he did.”


“Still, which sea and what island?  Try to remember!”  I recited the seas and large islands to the northwest of our continent.  I could see that the tramp wanted to lie by picking the first likely name, but he didn’t dare test my perceptiveness after getting burned once.


“I don’t remember.”  He shook his head sorrowfully.


“All right, don’t be upset.”  I put a silver coin down in front of him.  Someone grunted and someone whistled at my generosity.  “Should you remember, come to Shtraye house in the Old Stone Alley and ask for Eyolta.  There’ll be more money if you don’t lie!”


What had to happen happened then.  The moment I identified myself a space cleared around me as if by itself.  The crowd murmured, and I clearly heard the word “executioner” a couple of times.  The moment I leave they will tell the tramp who lives in Shtraye house, and thereafter this anyo won’t dare approach our house even for ten times the money.  Damn those superstitions!


Still, I lived the next three days in the hopes that he’d remember and come over.  Doctor Vaaine visited us on the fourth day.  I intercepted him at the entrance and told him the news, reminding him of the moving star I’d seen.  But it turned out that he didn’t need additional confirmation any more.


“Yes, young lady, it does look like you’ve seen a sky ship,” he nodded.  “I had a letter from the Royal Scientific Society – this information had reached them already.  Our honored colleague from Ilsudrum, whose credibility is beyond doubt, wrote us regarding space aliens that have landed at that time on one of the islands west of Gantru.  He hadn’t seen them himself but refers to trustworthy sources in Gantru.”


West of Gantru!  Half a world away!  Actually, I could’ve guessed just from how long it took the news to arrive … and here I was trying to catch up with them on a tyorl!  Oh, why am I so unlucky?!


Stepfather came down – he saw doctor Vaaine walking the path to the house and was wondering why he wasn’t coming up.  I told him everything for the first time, and it turned out that he, too, knew about it already.


“This doesn’t concern my job yet,” he said, “but I’ve heard about the first reports on this arriving at the Secret Chancellery two tendays ago, albeit relying on unverified sources.  There’s a directive out to squelch rumors as potentially disturbing; that loudmouth of yours is probably in jail already on vagrancy charges, although I’m not sure – that’s the municipals’ job …  But if it’s true, soon there’ll be corroborating reports and then it won’t be possible to censor this news.”


“What are you talking about!” I exclaimed angrily.  “Here we have guests from another world, and all your Chancellery can think of is hiding it!”


“I, too, wouldn’t like those gentlemen messing with what they can’t really control,” doctor Vaaine agreed.  “On the other hand, what they do is understandable.  Right now we’re in the same position in which the northern savages were when the first Ranayan ship arrived at their continent.  I can’t say that most savages’ lives became any better after that.”


“You think they want to colonize?”  The thought hadn’t occurred to me.


The doctor spread his hands: “Who knows?  Maybe they intend to conquer us, maybe they want to trade with us, although I can’t imagine what we could possibly offer to a space-faring people …  Perhaps they’ve already departed forever while we’re guessing and worrying over here.”


His tone indicated that he wouldn’t have minded that last option despite all his scientific curiosity – but of course, nothing would be worse for me.  Unbearable to believe something for so long without admitting it even to oneself, and then encounter it suddenly only to lose it again forever!  Anything but that!  I didn’t believe that the aliens were here to invade, but even if it were so, they’d have to recognize me as one of their own.  And if I had to fight against the army of Ranaya to gain my true home, the world of the winged, I was ready even for that.


But I had to hurry.  How much time had passed since their flying tower landed?  It was the end of summer, so – the fall, the mating season, half of winter …  six months!  And it would take no less to get there.  In our world no ship would stay that long at a newly discovered land, but here it was a whole planet rather than an island or even a continent!  Oh, please let them wait for me!


I was so excited that I was ready to run out into the street, saddle Yarre and race to the city gate.  Every second of delay seemed a catastrophe.  Still, I managed to remind myself that I had half a world to cross.  Half a world – not many sailors can boast of such a journey.  I had to prepare well, of course.


I didn’t tell Stepfather anything.  At that point I hadn’t yet decided whether I was going to leave the house that was my home all those years secretly, only leaving a message behind, or whether there would be a parting explanation; but even in the latter case I wasn’t going to reveal my plans until I was fully ready.  Actually, logic argued for a secret departure.  First of all, I was still underage and my parents could restrain me both morally and legally, by force if need be.  Second …  I could imagine how hard the parting was going to be (especially with Mother), and I wasn’t sure I would be able to persist in my decision.  But a secret leave seemed a betrayal to me – I was ready to betray my country, but not my relatives.


Since it was unpleasant to think about all that I saved that for later, preferring to quiz the doctor and Stepfather about what they knew in the meantime.  But they knew little – the initial report that had reached us across two continents and an ocean was too brief and probably distorted.  However, the aliens’ flying capabilities seemed to have been confirmed.  Perhaps I should’ve waited for better information – I didn’t even know yet where the aliens had landed! – but time was wasting, and I decided that I would find out all I had to know on the way.  I set Lloyet as my first intermediate destination: should I manage to board a westbound ship there, I wouldn’t have to cross the land border with Ilsudrum, which I wasn’t keen on doing.  The peace between Ranaya and Ilsudrum still held despite interminable frictions over the northern colonies, but I was concerned with another problem – as far as I knew, Ilsudrum didn’t provide for equal rights of the winged.  The Ilsudrumian Empire is both more ancient and conservative that the Kingdom of Ranaya.


I’ve considered another possibility as well – since my journey’s destination was so far west, perhaps traveling east would be quicker?  I spent a long time examining the globe in the library and measuring it with a thread, but without knowing the precise coordinates of the flying tower I couldn’t answer that question definitively.  However, going east meant crossing some really wild country, including the Great Desert of Gwayorat, plus I didn’t know any eastern languages, so I decided to stick to the original plan.


For three days I prepared for the journey secretly from my family, mostly selling rather than buying things.  I reasoned that since my route lay through civilized countries, at least at first, it made more sense to buy supplies as needed on the way than to carry lots of luggage.  I had to sell not only all my clothes but the ones I intended for travel, but also all of my books.  Alas, it didn’t bring much (when I mentioned a better price in one of the shops the appraiser claimed that he really wasn’t supposed to buy anything from such a pip… – he glanced at the rapier at my belt – from such a young lady without her parents’ permission; I had to back down).  My savings were meager, too – Stepfather preferred buying things I asked for to giving me cash.  My entire fortune at the moment was barely adequate for a trip to Lloyet, most likely with nothing left to cover ship passage.  I knew where money was kept in the house and knew that I could take some without damaging the family finances too much, but to steal from one’s parents?  But as time went on, I knew better and better that I couldn’t afford to disclose my plans.


To sum it up, by the fourth day I was still agonizing over the decision and castigating myself for that.  Stepfather left home early for an execution, so the moment looked right for leaving.  Even if I were to take the money, no reprimands would reach me, since I was leaving home forever …  Forever.  I think that was the first time I realized that.  The simple word seemed scarier than all the travails of a long journey.


There was some noise downstairs while I chewed over my doubts.  The front door slammed, there were strange voices on the stairs … and then I heard Mama scream.


Darting out of my room, I saw two guards carry a stretcher upstairs.  Another one followed it; a fourth stranger, a civilian, was saying something to crying Mama.  Stepfather was lying on the stretcher, covered with a cloak, his face unnaturally pale, dried blood in the corner of his mouth.  His eyes were closed.


I ran up to the newcomers. “Is he dead?!”


“No, he’s alive but unconscious.  He’s been seriously wounded,” the civilian answered.  He turned out to be a physician who happened to be nearby when tragedy struck.


It happened when Stepfather was coming home after performing his duties.  Masked bandits attacked him in a narrow alley which was empty despite the early hour.  There were five or six of them.  Despite the suddenness, Stepfather managed to kill two and wound at least one, to judge by the blood traces in the snow; but just as two passerby appeared at the end of the alley and immediately ran for guards, one of the criminals managed to strike a fateful blow.  Stepfather was still conscious by the time the patrol arrived, but he hadn’t recognized his attackers; he only gave orders to be taken home and for Doctor Vaaine to be summoned, and passed out.  His wound was bandaged in the home of a physician who lived nearby and then he was carried home.


Stepfather was carefully installed in his bedroom.  Doctor Vaaine arrived and discussed something with his colleagues in hushed tones; then the man was paid for his services and bowed out.  Vaaine told Mama to boil some water and chased everyone out of the room.  Two guards remained downstairs just in case.


I’m not sure how much time passed before the doctor joined us outside, shaking his head disapprovingly.  “He’s still alive, but his chances are bad.  The blade went straight through and damaged his spine.  Even if Kjotn makes it, he won’t walk again.”  Mama had forced herself to calm down, but now she cried again.  I felt my eyes getting dangerously wet, too, and ground my teeth in an attempt to suppress that show of weakness.  I had it worse than Mother at that moment.  I wanted to cry not only because of Stepfather – seeing him dying I realized that I did love him after all – but because of acute pity on Mama, who was about to lose her daughter, too.


Because nothing in the world could dissuade me from my wish to return to the world of the winged.


I kept telling myself that this parting was not final, that I might still fly back to Yartnar with my new friends from the stars and that they might agree to take Mama with them on the flying tower for all of us to live happily ever after in the sky …  Yes, those were very naпve childish dreams, but they helped me hold on.  I didn’t cry.


An investigator from the Secret Chancellery showed up and asked whether we had any suspicions as to the identity of the criminals.  We told him that we knew nothing tangible and could only surmise that this was revenge of some executed person’s friends.  The investigator confirmed that he inclined toward that idea, too, especially since that very morning Stepfather had executed a bandit chief who had been on the run for many a year.  Then he asked the doctor about his prognosis; upon hearing that Stepfather won’t be able to attend to his duties in any event, he informed us that while we would be paid compensation, the house had to go to the new Royal Executioner, so we had to look for new quarters.  When I heard that, I suddenly realized that I did have some suspicions.  Indeed, who but Lluyor had an interest in Stepfather’s death, which would bestow on him a house and lucrative employment?  He also had a grudge against Stepfather and even voiced a threat when kicked out of the house.  Plus Lluyor’s tavern friends were certainly not much better than the bandits of the now leaderless band …  I immediately told all that to the investigator, disregarding Mother’s surprised and reproachful gaze – she obviously thought the very idea monstrous.  The official, though, thought this hypothesis quite credible and stated that Lluyor won’t assume the position until after a full investigation.


But I had no time to learn how it would all come out.  I had made a firm decision to leave the following day.


I won’t relate the details of the conversation I had with Mother the next morning.  I’m sure you can understand that it was neither pleasant nor easy.  At first she couldn’t believe that I was serious, then she decided that surely this was just a teenage thing I’d abandon upon sober consideration (“But you’re such a smart girl!”).  I have to admit that the idea did look crazy – a not-yet-fifteen girl setting out “to the edge of the world” (amazing how persistent those illiterate expressions are!) to meet some other-world aliens about whom nothing is known but a few murky rumors and who might not be so friendly.  My father, who also ran away from home at fourteen (“and you know what became of him”) got mentioned along with Stepfather’s critical condition, as well as the impending difficulties with moving and starting a new life where my help would be indispensable.  Set against all that heavy artillery, the most pathetic and almost funny contention was that I had to finish school.  All that was true, but I wasn’t about to miss my chance to get to the world of the winged, no matter how tenuous it was.  “Do you at least understand that before you ever get there someone might do to you what would make your school troubles look like nothing?  We were almost killed in our own village!  What about all those foreign anyo in other countries that don’t have our humane laws?”  I objected that I was unarmed both in the village and at school, whereas now I had both weapons and the skills to use them.  This idea seemed to scare Mama even more so I quickly added that I wasn’t about to reveal my wings in inhospitable places.  Finally she realized that neither pleading nor tears were going to change my mind and that even were she to report me to the police, I’d run away anyway; it was better to let me go and provide some money for the journey.  “You’re cruel, Eyolta,” she said.  “It’s not my fault I was born winged among the wingless,” I retorted.  It seemed Mama took that personally, although I didn’t mean it that way.


Finally the preparations were over; I got dressed and went down the stairs I’ve so often used to run to the courtyard …  Stepfather haven’t regained conscience and I didn’t go to his room.  First, it made no sense; second, I was afraid that it might shake my determination.  For the same reason I wasn’t looking at the walls, the drapes, the ancient paintings, wasn’t trying to preserve every speck of that house in my memory – no, I tried doing everything as if I was just going on another ride in the country.  I went to the courtyard and led Yarre out of the tyorlen.  He snorted indignantly to indicate his displeasure with the cold and the snow that was tickling his nose, but one quick run around the courtyard cheered him up – it was better than spending winter in the barn.


Mama and I embraced (if you ever hug a winged person, take him by the shoulders, not the wings) and then stood in silence for a while.


“Will you come back?” she finally asked.


“Yes,” I responded.


We both knew it was a lie.


Again I felt wet warmth in my eyes and turned away quickly toward the tyorl.  As if detecting my mood – or just to warm up quicker, perhaps – Yarre immediately broke into a fast trot.  I never looked back, not that it made any sense a few seconds later – the snow, falling in large white clumps, concealed everything like a thick fog.  It must’ve obliterated my tracks very quickly…


That evening I stopped overnight in a highway inn for the first time in my life.  Waking up in a strange bed the next morning, at first I couldn’t figure out where I was; only looking out the window into the courtyard where two servants were hitching a brown tyorl to a sled amidst trampled snow did I remember everything.  I think I believed that I’ve left home forever only at that moment.


The first few days passed without any unpleasant adventures, but even so I had plenty of reasons for gloomy contemplations.  Not only did I leave my home; I also left without learning of Stepfather’s fate or whatever the investigation of Lluyor would uncover.  Even nature didn’t cheer me up – the damp cold wind, the wet snow, the glum winter landscapes were so not like the happy summer days when Yarre and I escaped the city!  I was now much further away from Yartnar than during the longest of those outings.


Still I had some happy minutes even during those days.  It happened in the evenings, sometimes at sunset, sometimes in the twilight hours, when I finally made it to the next inn.  After a long, tiresome, and cold ride, it was so good to burst into a warm room with a fire crackling joyfully in a huge hearth, oil lamp lights flickering cozily along the walls, the aroma of sappy wood mixing with the delightful smell of roasting meat, and the buzz of quiet conversations floating above the tables!  I would stamp my boots at the threshold, brush snow off my cloak, signal the innkeeper and stretch out blissfully on a free chair closest to the hearth.  Sometimes there would be a slight delay if the innkeeper, unable to believe that such a young person was traveling alone, waited for the rest of the company to enter.  But, finally sure of his mistake, either the proprietor or one of the servants would hurry to my side, I would hand him a silver coin with a royal gesture and order “a room for one, with a fireplace and hot water service” – so far I had enough money to afford it.  “And take care of my tyorl.”  “Shall I serve dinner in your room?” the innkeeper would ask deferentially with no more allowances for my age (my money engendered even more respect than my rapier).  Unfailingly I’d answer: “No, I’ll dine in the common room.”  Not that I enjoyed the company of other anyo so much even after a long trek across the snow desert (well, admittedly there was some of that, but only in the first few minutes); it’s just that I hoped to hear news of the aliens from listening to the conversations of other travelers.


Alas, I was to be disappointed.  They talked about anything at all – of the latest harvest and beer prices, of rheumatism and tvurk hunting, of wives, kids, and tyorls; gossip of the Governor’s court, Yartnar and capital nobility was especially popular, as was that of the royal court (with somewhat greater discretion, albeit inversely proportional to the quantity of alcohol consumed) – but the event which I was inclined to grade as perhaps the most important in our world’s history seemed to concern them not at all!  I just couldn’t believe it.  I’ve entertained the thought that they were afraid to discuss it (remembering Stepfather’s report of the order to suppress rumors), but hearing them carelessly gossip about the royal family, I had to discard this explanation.  It looked like they really did believe that beer, tyorl colorings, and joint pain afflicting someone’s wife aunt for the third winter in a row were more important than the arrival of space aliens!


I lost my patience a few times and tried to start a conversation about this myself, but was always rebuffed with a disdainful “tall tales!” (as if the local and capital gossip they were discussing was God’s honest truth) or, at best, with “these are overseas matters, let the Gantrussians deal with them themselves.”  Only once did a skinny unkempt guy (a typical apprentice in his cups) showed some interest and declared that it’d be best for those fliers from alien stars to go back where they came from of their own accord, “and take our winged ones with them, to clean the air.”  The bloke stank of sweat and beer, prompting in me an acute desire to explain to him exactly whose departure would make the air cleaner, but I restrained myself.  I needed neither scandal nor, especially, a revelation, which was why I only unbuttoned but never took off my fur-lined cloak even when sitting down by the fire in the common room.  Only later, in my room upstairs behind a locked door could I release my wings, and that was the second happy moment of my evenings…


When I woke up the morning after the conversation with that cretin, the room was filled with bright sunlight.  I looked through the window; the sky was clear of clouds for the first time since I’ve started my journey and the snow sparkled gaily in the sun. I can’t say that cheered my up much: winter is such an idiotic season that even sun means cold rather than warmth then.  Even the white smoke from the village chimneys rose in a peculiar manner that told right away that it was freezing outside.  But there was nothing to it but getting dressed and coming downstairs.


“Leaving, miss?” the innkeeper asked and continued without waiting for the obvious answer: “I’d wait if I were you.  It’s dangerous to travel in such weather.”


“Why, is it that cold?” I asked skeptically.  At that moment one of the guests came inside; an icy breath of air came through the open door and snow dust sparkled in a shaft of sunlight.


“Not just cold,” the innkeeper replied. “There’ll be a big snowstorm today.”


“It seems the sky is clear and there’s almost no wind,” I objected, remembering the way smoke rose.


“Maybe now,” he insisted. “My bones’ve been aching since last night.  There’s a storm coming, I’m tellin’ you.”


I just shrugged.  I was rather skeptical of this weather forecasting method, plus I had an inkling that the innkeeper simply wanted to keep a profitable client for another day.  And how dangerous could a storm be?  That part of the kingdom had good roads and was fairly densely settled.


So I said goodbye to the innkeeper (who kept shaking his head in disapproval) and went outside.  Immediately the cold air assaulted my face like icy needles.  I wrapped my fur cloak tighter, tugged my hat down and put on warm mittens.  A servant led steam-puffing Yarre out of the tyorlen.  The tyorl cast looks hither and yon with alarm – it looked like he didn’t like the weather, either.  Despite that I jumped up into the saddle and rode out of the courtyard.


Soon the village was behind us and the road plunged into the woods.  It was very quiet aside from the soft crunch of snow under Yarre’s hooves.  Dislike of winter notwithstanding, I couldn’t help admiring the trees’ snow cover; myriads of light sparkling crystals have draped not only every branch, but even every single needle, turning it into a silver arrow.  There was no color other than white in the woods.  Looking at this picture, Doctor Vaaine would have probably said that it was due to a sharp drop in temperature causing swift crystallization of atmospheric water vapor and that an intrusion of a cold air mass into a warmer one was bound to cause a disturbance in the weather, but I failed to consider such things then.


Presently the road began climbing, and once I left the woods at the top of a tyorlshoe-shaped hill, I first felt a sharp gust of cold wind.  Looking over my shoulder, I saw a heavy bruise-colored storm cloud advancing from south-west.  There was a small hamlet in the valley below me, about a dozen houses in all; when I got there the wind was already dragging wisps of snow across the ground, raising small eddies once in a while.  There was no inn in that village and I rode straight through, knowing from the map that there was a larger one ahead where I could rest my tyorl and warm myself up with some dinner.  There was less than eight miles to go, and I expected to stay overnight in Kaarve, the first town of the Llanker province on that road.


As I was passing the last house of the hamlet, a stout peasant woman shaking out a blanket on her porch called to me: “Where you going?  See a storm a-brewing?”  I waved her off just like I did the innkeeper.  Being a city girl, I simply couldn’t imagine that some wind and snow could be a real danger, especially to my mighty tyorl.


The storm caught me about three miles past the hamlet.  Just a second before there were only a few snowflakes dancing in the air, when suddenly a real snow squall hit me and Yarre.  I bent down in the saddle and protected my left cheek against the cruel wind with a mitten, but it didn’t help much.  Driving snow lashed my face and sneaked behind my collar; tears flowed from my eyes.  But even after I managed to blink them away I didn’t see any better, as everything around me was shrouded in a thick white haze blocking any vision beyond a dozen cubits.  Yarre turned his head to the right, away from the wind; it seemed that he suggested returning to the village.  But we were already too far away, and besides, I didn’t want to give up, which was why I only stubbornly squeezed his flanks with my knees, urging the tyorl forward.


All I could do was rely on his senses.  Like me, Yarre had never been to these parts, but the road was almost perfectly straight, at least according to the map …  Another gust of wind flung icy snow in my face; I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to pull my hat further down.


Yarre was slowing down.  The wind, previously from the left, had changed direction and was blowing from ahead.  I rubbed my face, quickly going numb, with a mitten; when that didn’t help, I undid the top hook of my cloak (cold immediately invading my bosom), took the scarf off my neck and wrapped it around my head up to the eyes.  The face responded with pins and needles of returning sensation, but now the snow eagerly intruded behind my collar, no matter how tightly I wrapped myself.


A bush loomed out of the swirling snow on my left, the wind whistling through its naked branches …  A bush in the middle of the road?!  I looked around in alarm and noticed only then that Yarre was already knee-deep in snow.  We were off the road!  I was about to inform the tvurk-bait of what I thought of his ability to walk straight, but cursing is rather inconvenient when your mouth is wrapped with a scarf.  I turned to constructive thinking instead.  The wind was from the left, so Yarre must have inadvertently veered to the right trying to avoid it.  To get back to the road we only needed to tack sharper against the wind.


I lay almost flat on the tyorl’s back, hiding from the fury of the storm behind his horned head.  Suddenly I felt ashamed of my burst of anger – Yarre didn’t even have hands to protect his face from wind and snow, and his short hair was not as warm as my fur cloak …  I stroked his shoulder in an “I’m sorry” gesture, but he was so busy with his struggle against the elements that he must not have felt it.


In the meantime, the cold was beginning to get to me even through the cloak.


His head bent down stubbornly, so low that I could barely reach his horns, Yarre plowed forward against the wind; finally I simply hugged his neck.  He went some distance and stopped; was he out of strength?  No, it was just that he came up against impassable snowdrifts reaching up to the tyorl’s chest …  Either we managed to miss the snowed-under road again or the wind fooled us again with another direction change.


I rose in the stirrups, futilely trying to discern something, anything, through the snowstorm.  Alas, all my book learning was useless in this situation …  “Yarre!” I shouted, barely hearing my own voice through the howling wind. “Seek the road!”  The tyorl turned right side to the wind and moved in a new direction.  Some time later our way was blocked by some ravine; I had a fleeting thought of hiding from the snowstorm there, but its sides were too steep for the idea to work.  Again I let Yarre pick the way; first he went along the ravine, then the gully veered off; Yarre trudged forward, sinking deep into the snow with every step, but at least the wind was mostly in our backs.  My teeth chattered anyway.


Suddenly it seemed to me that I could see blurred house shapes through the shroud of flying snow, a bit off our path.  Have we managed to reach the village, after all?  Or was it the hamlet we’ve left behind?  I would’ve been glad to be there, too …  The vision lasted for only a moment before being obscured by more waves of snow, but I was sure that I’ve seen it.  I pulled the tyorl’s horn decisively, tacking sharply into the wind again.  “Forward, Yarre, houses near!”


He seemed not to share my enthusiasm, but obediently moved through the snowdrifts, plowing through belly-deep snow.  The temptation to seek the road was great – it had to be somewhere near if a habitation was nearby, and it wouldn’t be as deeply snowed under as the rest of the terrain – but I remembered the outcome of our previous searches and decided not to risk it.  Even now I wasn’t sure that we were going in the right direction, but then I glimpsed the dark silhouettes again through a break in the snow.


I don’t know how much ground we covered against the wind – perhaps a mile, perhaps a couple hundred cubits.  But when almost-exhausted Yarre finally reached the supposed hamlet, there were no houses there.  It was a small, sparse copse in the middle of an empty plain, open to all winds and utterly unsuitable for shelter.


Then I had a thought I should’ve had at the ravine.  Even though the copse was no shelter, it was a landmark!  If it was marked on the map (however doubtful I was of that), then I could at least determine our location.  Perhaps there was some habitation nearby.


I started untying the knot on my travel bag; I couldn’t manage it with my hands frozen inside the mittens, so finally I took them off and stuck them inside my belt.  Now I managed to untie the bag, but my hands went completely numb.  The moment I took the map out and unfolded it, another gust of wind tore it from my unbending fingers and carried it off into the snowy gloom.


I urged Yarre into a fruitless chase.  The desperate lunge across the snowdrifts only lost us in the storm again while the tyorl lost more strength for no good reason.  There was so much snow around us now that we wouldn’t have been able to go far whatever way we chose.


Where a minute ago I was mostly angry and annoyed, I was now in the grip of sheer terror.  Cold had deadened my entire body; I could no longer feel my toes and the skin between my hat and my scarf was totally numb, too.  Finally I realized that I hadn’t simply lost my way, but that I could perish, actually die in the most literal sense of the word right here in a geographically tiny gap between several settlements, perhaps only half a mile from the nearest habitation, my frozen corpse to lie under the snow until the spring!..


I recalled a horrible story about Yorp Tnaaksen, a famous traveler and explorer of the southern lands.  Once he was caught in a terrible snowstorm on his way to the camp; his tyorl ran out of strength and he himself was sure to die.  He then slit open the tyorl’s belly and crawled inside.  The warmth of the guts allowed him to survive the snowstorm and hold out until his comrades arrived to help; they couldn’t start searching until the storm died down…  I had first read this story in early childhood, before I had Yarre, but even then it made a very hard impression on me.  Tnaaksen couldn’t even put the poor animal out of its misery, since he was interested in the tyorl’s surviving as long as possible, and it did die slowly.  I never blamed the traveler, realizing that he had no other choice, but still…  I couldn’t eat meat for several days afterward – even the most appetizing-looking bits made me imagine those bloody, pulsing, still living guts.


Least of all could I imagine ever finding myself in a similar situation!  That was in the high latitides of the harsh and wild southern lands where snow stays on the ground year-round, and here I was in the familiar temperate climate almost smack in the middle of the Ranai kingdom!  And unlike Tnaaksen, I couldn’t expect anyone to look for me.


Still, I wasn’t going to do this to Yarre – anything but that!


But this thought gave me another idea.  I used my disobeying fingers to undo the top clasps of my cloak (but not the lower ones, lest the wind blow it apart).  The snow immediately invaded, but I was too numb to notice it much.  I undid the clasp of my jacket, brushed snow off Yarre’s fur and lay down on the tyorl’s back, hugging him tightly.  Now only the thin fabric of my shirt separated us, and I hoped that the living heat of his mighty body would warm me.  Soon I did feel warmer; at the same time I noticed how the fight with the elements had exhausted me.  My eyes kept closing, I desperately wanted to sleep.  I knew that sleeping in the cold was mortally dangerous, but Yarre kept marching somewhere and the rhythmic swaying of his large body kept lulling and soothing me…


Soon there was no cold, no wind, or snow; I was back in Yartnar with Mama, young and happy, and Stepfather, alive and well, and Lluyor, a boy of nine.  “But haven’t you grown, Lluyor?” I asked.  “No,” he answered, “that was just a game, have you forgotten?  We were playing princess and the villain.  We’re friends, Eyolta, friends forever!”  “And you’re not wounded?” I asked Stepfather.  “No,” he responded, “that was just a dream you had.  Now you’re awake and we’ll always be together.”  All three of them laughed at my slowness.  “And have I dreamed that I can’t fly?” I asked hopefully.  “Of course!” Mama said, “you’re an excellent  flyer.”  Then I spread my wings, beat them and lifted off the floor effortlessly; then I, too, laughed, circled the room once and flew out the window.  It was a wonderful summer day, and large flowers that looked like tnuals, but of many colors, bloomed everywhere; I kept rising higher and higher, the warm summer wind carried me over the blooming earth, and I never in my life have I been so fully and completely happy…  Stepfather, Mama, and Lluyor ran behind me and their voices got weaker and weaker, but that didn’t concern me – I knew that I would have my fill of flight and come back to be together with them again.  “Good thinking, young lady,” said Doctor Vaaine, “now allow me to introduce the travelers from the stars.”  I turned my head and saw winged anyo, men and women, flying by my side and waving.  Two flew close and picked me up.  “Hold carefully!” a third anyo instructed.  I wanted to tell her that this was unnecessary since I could fly perfectly well myself, but just then one of the star men inquired skeptically: “Is he even alive?”  “Alive, see, he’s breathing,” one of those holding me responded.  “Well, the boy’s really lucky, then, got another life, like,” the other alien echoed.  “You’re your eyes!” somebody objected in a shrill voice. “What boy?  It’s a girl!”  “Really? And the rapier?”  I wanted to explain that in addition to nobles and soldiers, Ranaian law allowed rapiers for the royal officials, members of city councils, professors and students of royal universities, merchants of the top three classes, and craftsmen of the master rank or higher, as well as the children of all of the above from the age of thirteen.  Of course, “children” means “sons,” but fortunately, the law doesn’t state so explicitly.  To my surprise I discovered that my tongue wasn’t under my control and all I could produce was a few moans.  Sunlight dimmed, the sky, the blooming earth and soaring anyo had vanished, and the only sensations left were that of being carried and of uncommon lightness.  Still I felt that only a small effort would return me to the summer sky.


“Put her down here,” the first of the female voices instructed, “and take off her clothes.  Saikre, where’s the alcohol?”


Still not quite sure what was going on, I felt being laid down on something soft, then my boots and stockings being pulled off, followed by the outer clothing.  Then I was turned over on my belly.  Then, suddenly, there was a deafening scream.


That screech woke me up completely, and I realized that I was ready to kill that screamer.  Not just because her voice was exceptionally unpleasant, but first and foremost because she had robbed me of the most wonderful dream of my life.


Actually, I had no strength even to open my eyes, let alone kill somebody.


“Pshaw, Saikre, you fool,” said the same female voice that has been giving orders, after a short pause.  “Why scream?  Yeah, wings, all right, so what?  It’s not her fault for being born this way.  That’s her fate, then.  You’d a’been the same if it was your fate.”


“God save you, mistress, what are you saying?” the screamer Saikre responded fearfully.  “Aren’t you afraid of the dark powers?”


“Shut it, fool!” the mistress snapped.  “What dark powers?  Don’t you know that by both church and civil law the winged ones are our equals now?  See, she has a rapier, and probably money, too …  the purse is pretty heavy.  Could be she’s some count’s daughter, they have winged ones born to them, too.  We must take good care of her.  Yashna, Kitnaya, don’t just stand there like two stumps, rub her down!  Oh darn, how can I rely on you, better I do it myself.  Bring water and clean bedding!”


Two powerful rough hands began rubbing me down with alcohol, so that soon all my skin was on fire; but I was still lying listless, eyes closed, and wished only to be left alone and allowed to sink back into the blackness of sleep.  I was turned over a few times, I felt the touch of warm water, then of homespun towels and clean sheets; finally I was mercifully covered with a warm blanket, and the light was snuffed out.


A memory gap covers the next few days.  The viscous fog of nightmares alternated with black emptiness; only once in a while did I realize for a few moments that I was lying sick in a strange room, when I greedily gulped cool water from a cup someone held to my lips.  Finally, one bright sunny morning – yes, I know it’s a horrible clichй, but what can I do if that’s the way it was? – I woke up.  Woke up, rather than regained consciousness.  I spent some time simply lying there, watching the dust motes dance in the sunlight and getting used to the world’s reality, then got a hand free of the blanket and touched my forehead.   It was moist but cool; I had no fever any more.


I was still very weak, even that little movement made me a little dizzy.  Still, I put up a pillow and dared to sit up.  The room I was in was furnished in a pretentious bad taste: a bulging, disproportionate hulking dresser, a tacky picture of the King in a massive frame, obviously bought at a village fair, two extremely high-backed chairs, some candleholders shaped like chubby child’s hands …  There was an obligatory icon nailed to the ceiling – “a praying anyo must turn to the sky.”  A stupid custom – it’s been long known that the Earth is round, which means that anyo praying in different parts of the globe looking skyward are actually looking in all different directions.  So does most of them look in the wrong direction?  Or does god surround the Earth from all sides?  Perhaps he had simply swallowed us all, and our entire world and all the others to boot are in his stomach?  This heretical thought seemed amusing to me and I laughed.


After looking around the room I turned to my own person and pulled back the blanket.  With some surprise I discovered that I was wearing pajama pants, an expensive and only recently fashionable garment that was considered almost a luxury.  I never wore pajamas at home, for convenience rather than cost reasons – what can be sillier than getting dressed for sleep?  I wore nothing above the waist, though that was not surprising – where would they find a pajama shirt to fit a winged one?  I noticed that I had lost a lot of weight – my ribs stuck out like roots on a forest path.  No surprise, either, I haven’t eaten anything for how long?  I had a fleeting memory of being fed warm soup, but I could definitely use something more substantial right then.


As if in response to my thoughts of food, the door opened almost without squeaking and a stout wide-faced woman of middle age, her hair hidden under a snood, entered the room.


“Finally awake, eh?” she greeted me.  “The doctor was right, then, the crisis is over … Consider yourself lucky – you’re alive and no limbs lost.  Could’ve easily lost all fingers in that frost.  You must have hot blood…”


“What is this place?” I interrupted.


“The place?  This is the Silver Tyorl Inn in the Kutna village, girl.  Where were you going?”


“Yarre!” The recollection made me ignore her question.  “My tyorl!  Is he all right?”


“All right, all right.  At first he was falling down after bringing you here, but now he’s over at the tyorlen, putting away enough food for two.  You must put up a statue of him, you’d be dead if not for him…”


“I must see him!” I jumped up off the bed, but listed sideways before I could take a step.  Beating my wings in a reflex effort at balance, I still had to drop back onto the bed.


“Stay put yet, it’s too early for you to run about,” the woman grumbled, approaching the bed.  She behaved as if there was nothing unusual about my looks until then, probably because she’s seen enough of my wings while I was delirious, rather than out of politeness.  Now that I’ve used them, I did catch a sudden flare of interest in her eyes. “Especially in this outfit.”


“It’s fine,” I groused.  Of course I wasn’t about to run to the tyorlen through the entire inn in just pajama pants, but to wrap myself in a fur cloak in a warm room would be too much.


My host sat down on the bed beside me, looking at me openly now.  After a short silence she asked in a lowered voice: “Hey, can you fly, too?”


“No,” I answered dejectedly.


“But then why …” She made a vague gesture that was probably intended to signify the movement of a surgeon’s knife.


“I don’t want to.” Not wanting to get into details, I turned away.


She wouldn’t let up: “You seem not to be poor, you could find a good physician…”


I turned to her irately: “Listen, why won’t you cut your ear off?  You can live without it, right, without even going deaf?”


“All right, all right, don’t get all upset at me.  I mean nothing but good…  Forgive me.  What’s your name?”


“Eyolta Laaren-Shtraye.”


“A pretty name.  A noblewoman, are you?”


“No, I’m the daughter of a royal… official,” I informed neutrally.


“And I’m Maila Yekshe, owner of this inn.  They all call me Aunt Maila.  I tended you while you were laid out unconscious.  My servants are all fools, can’t trust them with anything.”


“Oh, I haven’t even thanked you,” I said, embarrassed. “You’ve practically saved my life…”


“Well, I wasn’t alone.” She smiled, clearly pleased.  “The doctor from Kaarva also looked after you.”


“How long have I been laid up here?”


“I think more than a tenday already.  Lessee, when was the storm?  Yeah, it’s the twelfth day today.”


“Damn!” I clenched my fists in fury at my own stupidity.  I let my hurry stand in the way of good advice and paid for it with such a major loss of time!  If I miss the aliens by a couple of days…


“Be glad you stayed alive,” the innkeeper said reasonably; how was she to know how crucial time was for me?  “You must be hungry, eh?”


“Oh yes!” I exclaimed, instantly forgetting the more distant concerns.


“I’ll go tell Kitnaya to bring something.  And don’t worry, I’ll give her strict orders to keep her mouth shut.”


Kitnaya, a short slender girl a couple of years older than myself, looked like a paragon of silent modesty, which didn’t mean that she and the other servants were not discussing me behind my back.  The entire inn had to be aware of the unusual guest, so I didn’t even try to hide my wings under the cloak when I went downstairs for the first time that very day.  Sure enough, heads began to turn when I appeared; some glanced furtively, but some stared openly.  Actually, the looks were more curious than hostile, but they didn’t please me either way.  I was a common sight in Yartnar and was out of habit of being stared at.  But I suppose that my rapier engendered enough respect in any event.


Aunt Maila talked me out of moving along, insisting that I wasn’t fully recovered yet; I felt that myself when my temperature went up right after dinner, although not as high as previously.  Besides, I was more inclined to take advice now, so I agreed to spend another two or three days at the inn.  I found out how much I already owed the innkeeper – the sum, which included first-class care and a doctor summoned from town, was considerable but not yet ruinous.  (Still, I decided to eat in the common room, which was cheaper.)  I really lucked out with Aunt Maila – another innkeeper in her position may very well have taken advantage of my helpless condition and simply appropriated my purse, rather than bother with a winged one…  And yet her advice to stay for a few days brought trouble upon my head, though through no fault of her own.


Usually travelers only stay a night at any inn, but in those days the roads were fouled up by the vagaries of weather, and many customers whose business wasn’t urgent preferred to linger for a few days, waiting for either warmer weather or the tyorl hoofs and skis of the less patient travelers to soften the way.  So the clientele of the Silver Tyorl was not changing very fast, and when I went downstairs the morning of the third day (fourteenth, counting from my arrival), most of those taking breakfast in the common hall knew me already.  I did attract a couple of surprised looks, but that was normal.


“Hey, what’s this?” a male voice called behind my back.  “I thought this was an inn, not a circus!”


I started as if slapped.  Really, there was no compelling reason to think that this statement was addressed at me, so I decided to ignore it, but I already felt that this was not going to be easy.


“Wings and a rapier to boot!” the voice kept up.  “That must be instead of a tail, what?”


I whirled abruptly, hand on the hilt, and immediately saw a large guy staring me in the face with a mocking smile.  His yellow teeth were large and long like a tyorl’s, while pockmarks on his face testified to a bout with disease.  His clothes indicated a lowborn towner, albeit not a poor one.


“Do you have something against winged people, or have I not heard correctly?” I squinted at him as I approached.  The talk at the nearby tables died down – the audience was waiting for a show.  Indeed it’s a circus, I thought disgustedly.


“Look, she talks, too!” the fellow announced in a surprised tone, “just like a real anyo!”


My hand gripped the hilt of the rapier.  Oh, to kill the lowlife right now, pin him to the chair – we’ll see his smile then!  But… he hadn’t so much as touched me, and he was unarmed.  By Ranayan law it would’ve been murder.  Nor could I challenge him to a duel, since he was lowborn.  The law says to sue the offender in such a case, but we were in an inn rather than the square by the city hall.  He knew all that and kept grinning insolently.


What he didn’t know was that Stepfather had taught me other skills beside the noble art of fencing.  When less than a step separated us, I suddenly took my hand off the hilt and hit him full force in the nose, feeling the cartilage crack under my knuckles.  A strong blow to the cheekbone can knock a man unconscious, but a good punch in the nose is a lot more painful, and most importantly, leaves a lifelong impression.


He screamed, covering the squashed remains of his snout with his hand; blood trickled between the fingers.  There were approving calls all around, someone even applauded – clearly no one expected such vigor from a girl.  They were not even appalled that a winged one hit a “normal” anyo; only later did I realize that his identity made all the difference.  Although he wasn’t even a craftsman, let alone of a noble or merchant class, no one sitting in that hall would’ve dared do that.


“I’m not hearing an apology,” I stated coldly, ready to spring back if he attacked.  He was almost certainly stronger than me – a grown and fairly big man, after all – but he didn’t even try to hit back.


“You crazy freak, you don’t know who you’re messing with!” he whined nasally. “I’m…”


This time he got it in the cheekbone and went down to the floor despite weighing a good couple of hundred pounds.  My knuckles hurt, too.


“What’s this?” another voice called out suddenly. “Who dares beat my servant?”


I looked around.  A young handsome man stood on the stairs, casually leaning on the railing.  I’m not being ironic – he was, in fact, gorgeous, and he knew it.  Four and a half cubits tall (a head and a half taller than me), exquisitely and proportionally built, with blond shoulder-length locks curled in the capital fashion, and sun-yellow eyes…  (I’ve always wanted to have such eyes, or at least sea-blue – but mine are an uninspired gray, like a stone in the dust!)  Nor were his looks the only prize he’d got in life’s lottery; his entire appearance bespoke wealth and nobility.  He wore a dark maroon velvet jacket, trousers of same, sharp-nosed boots shined to perfection (by that servant, perhaps), and white gloves (those are made from the skin of newborn tyorls and are very expensive).  A long rapier with a ruby-decorated pommel hung on his side in a silver-plated scabbard.


But I had no time for aesthetics.


“Sir, your servant had grievously offended me,” I informed him.  “However, I believe that I’ve already punished him properly and therefore will not demand satisfaction from you.”


“She believes!” he snorted, taking a couple of steps down the stairs. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”


“Eyolta Laaren-Shtraye, daughter of Yartnar’s Royal Executioner.”  I decided not to hide the fact this time.


He laughed out loud.


“Daughter of an executioner, you say?  Your Dad isn’t doing his job.  First of all, he should’ve cut off those fans of yours and made you look more like an anyo than a viofn.  Second, he should’ve whipped you more often, lest you think too high of yourself.  Well, that’s never too late to fix.”


He was approaching me leisurely as he was saying all that, and I drew my rapier when he was near.  Off to the side his servant moaned and groaned as he was getting off the floor, but I darted a look in his direction and saw that he was not yet a danger.


“I demand an immediate apology!” I cried, assuming a battle stance.  “Otherwise, defend yourself!”


But his hand didn’t even stray towards his rapier – he simply kept advancing at me, and by the duel code I had no right to attack first while his hands were empty!  What a ridiculous position!  I had to take a step back, then another one.  Giggles sounded around us.  On the third step I came up against a table, and suddenly he simply stretched forth a gloved hand, grabbed my rapier and pulled it with a twist.  The wrench was so powerful and unexpected that I let the hilt go.  The very next moment he was already twisting my arm, turning my back toward him.  I tried pulling away, but he was devilishly strong.  I beat my wings, hoping to hit him in the face, but he jerked my arm so powerfully that I cried out in pain and flopped on my belly onto the table.


“Yeah, never too late to knock the airs off a chick,” he repeated.  “I’ll spank you with your own rapier.”


“You don’t dare!” I yelled.  “I’m of the official class!”


But that very moment a searing blow hit my behind (what can I do but tell it like it was?), and I had to bite my lip to keep from crying out.  I think I’ve mentioned already that Stepfather had never hit me, nor was there any physical punishment at school – it wasn’t for lowborn, after all – so I had no idea what it was like.  But neither did this character have any idea what I was like.  He didn’t know that there were four throwing knives inside my jacket – two in pockets on the left, two on the right.  Since my left hand remained free, I stuck inside the jacket, shielding the move with a wing; he had the time to hit me one more time, and when he raised his arm for the third time, I stabbed him in the leg as hard as I could.


He cried out – from surprise more than from the pain, at first – and involuntarily relaxed his hold.  I immediately freed myself and faced him.  He stood there, looking at his thigh with the knife hilt protruding from it, then grabbed the edge of the table and raised his gaze at me.  His face, contorted with fury, held not a trace of beauty at that moment.


But my thirst for vengeance was not slaked yet.  When they say that only blood can remove disgrace, it’s not blood from the leg they mean!


He still had my rapier in his right hand, and since he was thus armed, I had the right to continue the fight.  I whipped out another knife and lunged forward, stabbing him directly in the heart.


His face acquired a curiously stupid expression.  Twice he opened and closed his mouth, like a beached fish.  The second time blood trickled down his chin.  Then he fell.


Blood was almost invisible against the dark maroon velvet, so many didn’t even realize immediately what had happened.  I bent down and calmly pulled my rapier out of the dead hand.  By the time I straightened up the stairs were already creaking under the feet of Aunt Maila, who was running down with speed surprising in someone of her girth.


“You poor wretch,” she exclaimed, “what have you done?!  This is the young earl tarr Mjoktan-Raatnor!”


“He insulted me and paid for it,” I responded.


“I doubt that his father the Governor of Llankera will accept that!”


Aha, so that’s why that bloke was so impudent.  The son of the member of the Council of Eleven!  Only the king is senior to a provincial governor.  Even the prime minister is less powerful – at least, he can’t depose a governor, but the Council of Eleven can fire the prime minister.


Of course, I would’ve done the same even had I known who he was.


But looking in Aunt Maila’s face, I realized that now was not the time to discourse on equality before the law.  It looked like I’d caused serious trouble to myself and her inn and now was the time to scram.  But of course I wasn’t going to run out into the winter weather without a warm cloak and my stuff, so I rushed upstairs past the shrinking innkeeper, rapier still in hand.


I’ve spent less than a minute in my room, but by the time I ran out, two soldiers with drawn swords were already coming up the stairs.  It was unlikely that they were tarr Mjoktan’s guards, else they’d’ve sprung into action earlier; more likely they were the inn’s customers who decided “to do their duty.”


We met in the middle of the stair.  One of them shouted: “Sheathe the rapier!” – thus dispelling any doubt that they wanted me.  After evaluating my chances with a rapier against two professional swordsmen, about a step away from them I jumped over the railing, straight onto a table below, smashing a plate of fried fish with my boot.  The soldiers didn’t risk repeating my jump (about six cubits – thank you, Stepfather!), ran down the stairs.  I streaked towards the exit, hoping to beat them, but saw two large anyo blocking it.  Nobody forced those to get involved – but either they counted on a reward for apprehending tarr Mjoktan’s murderer, or they simply caught the hunting bug.  The latter is even more likely when you consider that the prey was winged.


Seeing that the door was foreclosed, I jumped on the nearby table and then to the next one, heading for a window.  Someone grabbed me by the cloak; I whirled around and chopped him on the arm. A rapier is not a sword, but still its sides are sharpened, and the hapless hunter pulled his bloodied arm back with a shriek.  Still, he managed to slow me down for a couple of seconds and the faster of the two soldiers got close.  I seized a jug of wine from a terror-stricken Kitnaya and threw it at the soldier.  He never expected such a move and failed to either duck or cover; the jug broke on his head and the soldier went down.  I batted another hunter away with the rapier and leaped to the next table.  Here my luck gave out: although the table looked sturdy, one of its legs broke and I fell to the floor, bruising my knee and elbow.  The pursuers surged at me with jubilant yells – the very same anyo that had just applauded me when I beat up the impudent servant…  I stabbed the first comer – he fell back with a thin scream – and before the others could grab me, I dived under the table and emerged out on the other side.  Once I was on my feet, I saw that the route to the nearest windows was already blocked; only the farthest ones were still an option.  Dodging between tables and deliberately dropping chairs behind me, I vaulted over the bar.  There was an array of bottles in front of me; I grabbed a couple and tossed them at the crowd.  The next moment I saw a thick rope knotted about a ring let into the wall.  Following the rope with my gaze, I saw that it was supporting a massive chandelier; it would be lowered periodically to put in new candles.  Yes, that’d be heavier than a bottle or a jug!  My rapier or even a knife would be unable to sever this rope in one cut, but a large meat cleaver under the bar was quite a lucky break.  One swing sent the chandelier crashing down on my foes’ heads.  Yells and moans forced even those pursuers who were outside the chandelier’s range to glance back, while I ran along the bar and leaped over it again.  The cries behind me were getting louder; glancing behind my shoulder, I saw flames rising where the chandelier went down.  It was a gloomy winter day, so a few candles were lit (even if fewer than in the evening), and now one of them had apparently hit a wine puddle or someone’s flammable clothing.  At the very least someone’s clothes were aflame.  The fire must’ve been easy to put out in those first moments, but nobody seemed to think about that – everybody dashed for the doors and windows in panic.  I grabbed a heavy stool and knocked out the corner window.  Slashing my cloak and gloves on the shards, I finally made out into the street and immediately ducked behind a corner, not wanting to run ahead of a crowd.


Breathing heavily, I sank into the snow by the wall.  The tyorlen was not built right against the inn, so it was safe from the fire; let my pursuers scatter and the alarm to die down, and then I can get Yarre and ride off…  Alas, that sensible plan was immediately sabotaged.  A few anyo who must’ve forgotten where the tyorlen was in all the panic, turned the corner and halted, looking around in confusion.  I pressed myself into the wall, but that didn’t help.


“Look, it’s her!” one of them yelled, and all of them charged at me.  Two had rapiers, one brandished a long knife; I ran around the building toward the tyorlen.  Running through deep snow was hard; my pursuers had the same problem, but even though they couldn’t catch up with me, their loud yells – “Get her! Get her!” – attracted attention.  I put on a spurt of speed, but when I saw the tyorlen behind a corner, there were other anyo running at me from there.


Seeing that I couldn’t break through, I dashed to the side like a yirl chased by a tvurk.  But they were gaining on me.  Damn it, those were tall, long-legged anyo, who had an easier time with the snow, plus I’ve only just recovered from a serious illness…  I could hear angry ragged breathing behind me, then someone grabbed my cloak; I pulled away but immediately someone grabbed my hair and hauled back; I barely kept my feet but a strong blow between the wings tumbled me into the snow.


It was the end.  I knew that they were not bothering to arrest me any more.  It wasn’t that I knifed the governor’s son.  I’ve wounded or killed several customers, I set the inn on fire – they were going to rend me to pieces.  They were beside themselves with rage, maybe they’d calm down later, but it would be too late…


“Yarre!” I yelled as loud as I could through the raining blows.  “Yarre!!!”


The rapier was knocked from my hand.  I twisted in the snow, trying to protect my head.  The fur cloak buffered the blows, but someone smart was already tearing it off of me.  “A sword, a sword!  Where’s the soldier?!” someone howled.


Suddenly there was a trumpeting roar above my head, followed immediately by a scream of agony.  The beating ceased.  I turned and raised my head just in time to see one of my enemies fly through the air with his belly slashed open.  Another crashed into the snow by my side, splattering me with blood, half of his skull taken off by a mighty hoof blow.  Yet another lay motionless nearby.  Others were fleeing in all directions, shrieking in terror.  Magnificent and fearsome, Yarre towered over me like a demon of vengeance, blood dripping from his horns and a scrap of rope with which he had been tethered in the stall dangling off his neck.


Shaking as if with fever, I barely managed to pull the cloak back onto my shoulders, picked up my bag and rapier, rose and hugged the tyorl’s neck.  Hot tears filled my eyes and I knew that I was about to cry.  But it was too early to relax – my foes, realizing that they had not been scattered by Heaven’s wrath or a demon from Hell, but only by a tyorl, were running toward their own animals; others were heading our way with stakes pulled out of the fence…  I tried mounting Yarre; he was unsaddled and getting up was not too easy without a stirrup, especially in my condition.  He understood and kneeled, helping me get up.  “Forwardd, boy,” I whispered, getting hold of his blood-slicked horns, “forward!”


And he surged forward like he was on a fine paved road rather than snow.  I looked back and saw five or six pursuers, and the flames bursting out of the Silver Tyorl Inn’s windows.  So this is how I paid you for all your care, Aunt Maila… but what could I do?

to be continued

