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			The Saga of Cuno

			 who was sometimes a dog and sometimes a man

			SEASON OF SPRING EQUINOX

			Something about our eyes, the way we used our hands, the timbre of our voices, aroused distrust among the people of this stark land. Luckily, our protector, Steini the Priest, provided us a snug cottage and traded at market for us, so we were able to keep mostly to ourselves. 

			Mother tended her dye pots, her wheel, and her loom, and Dad took care of our horses. We did Steini a few favors—keeping rot off his root cellar and warding off a rival priest who thought to settle not far enough away. Dad also brewed beer, which, like Mother’s crafts, Steini prudently and profitably sold as products of his own household.

			If Mother and Dad were content at hearth and pasture, my brother Sulgrinn and I, being young men, needed more range. We wandered the district, though it held little of interest or beauty save a few hot springs for bathing. Even where snow stubbornly held sway, seething mudpits pocked the ground, letting loose sudden burning spouts, as if an ill-wishing whale fumed under the crust of the black, jagged earth. Desolations of tree stumps, many near as wide as our cottage, told of once lofty forests felled for assembly halls which, though fit for giants, made little room for fellowship with strangers such as we were. Never did the song of wolves course the night, nor did the hoarse, vigorous calls of ravens greet us by day. Only the sharp bark of hungry foxes and the seagulls’ mournful whine gave voice to the bleak land. 

			Sulgrinn took his fun with young farmhands, sometimes playing jokes on them, sometimes seducing them. I lay now and then with lone-dwelling spinsters or widows, or shepherdesses in remote huts. As pleasurable as that was, I looked forward most to market days. In dog form, I tussled and frolicked amongst the stalls with the children and the other dogs. The merchants tolerated my modest doggie thefts, some tossing me scraps of sausage, cheese, and other tasty tidbits. I also gathered juicy gossip, for loose talk flowed easily into my floppy ears. That’s how we learned of two crafty divorces and an upcoming wedding. 

			It was like this. Gudrun, desiring Thord, counseled him to divorce on the grounds that his wife often wore men’s britches. Gudrun herself had won a divorce on similar grounds, by sewing for her first husband a shirt cut so womanishly low, it exposed his nipples. Once free of their spouses, Thord and Gudrun announced they would marry each other. 

			Steini the Priest, prompted by Mother’s gentle hints, got us invited to the wedding. Even with his patronage, we met with no more friendliness than we expected. This disturbed us not, for we didn’t go to the wedding in hopes of forging neighborly bonds. Nor did we go, as some later claimed, in order to watch the portioning of the guest gelt, though knowing who got what did turn out to be useful. We attended the wedding simply to see if we might do something for Thord’s former wife Aud. 

			Despite her garb, Aud was not really what I’d call mannish. Still, she was a strong-headed woman. Thord’s kinfolk thought so, too. Bracing themselves for retaliation, they patrolled the wedding hall heavily armed. They needn’t have worried. Aud’s kinsmen had not the same fiber as Aud herself. Rather than crashing Thord’s wedding and smashing everything up, they contented themselves by sulking at home.

			The next day, we visited Aud. She retained us. 

			It would take us a few weeks to get things ready, but we agreed that the delay worked in everyone’s favor. By the time we raised a ritual platform, the two most powerful men at the wedding, one a kinsman of Gudrun and the other the district chief, would be sailing for the conquering land of Denmark. 

			We had barely knocked the platform together when Aud took matters into her own hands. She rode to Thord’s farmhouse at night, taking only a thrall for company. While the boy held her horse, she burst into the house and slashed open her former husband’s chest. The knife cut so wide and deep, it was doubted for a few months that Thord would regain use of his arms. 

			

			Such a woman has no need of sorcery. She never paid us a thing. That’s when it helped to know who got the most guest gelt. 

			SEASON OF SUMMER SOLSTICE 

			At the summer market, Thord bruised my ribs with a kick, stinting even a scrap of his wares. I cared not. I wasn’t after his withered apples and mold-raddled cheese. I slinked back to his stall, lingering just out of reach, to eavesdrop on the quarrel between him and his new wife Gudrun. 

			The basis was thus. Thord’s mother Rigmor had sent them a message claiming that our proximity had become unbearable. Thord must come and get her, and her things, so she could live in his household. 

			No one could deny that her guest gelt had been stolen before she spent even a pfennig of it. We agreed, though, that her complaint was mainly a ploy to get what she had long craved: a hearth less lonely than her own. Her cottage perched on a spit of land accessible only by sea or by an arduous trip through a wasteland riddled with potholes, some of which might suddenly erupt, drenching horses and people with scalding mud. 

			Most people considered Rigmor meddlesome and over-talkative, but Thord was ready to agree to her request. After all, it would be the women who mostly put up with her. For that same reason, Gudrun didn’t take such a generous view on her mother-in-law sharing her household. She swore, in fact, she would put a wide floor between her own bed and Thord’s, if Rigmor moved in. Let her go to Thord’s sister, she said. 

			Thord pointed out what they both already knew, that Rigmor would not live with her daughter, whom she considered lazy and quarrelsome. 

			Then let her stay where she is, Gudrun said. She claimed that Rigmor lived comfortably, draining Thord’s coffers—the sister put in not a pfennig—and over-indulging her servant. This was a mute and lame girl Thord had passed on as of no use to his own household. Not to mention the guest gelt Rigmor got at the wedding. 

			I don’t know why Gudrun added that. Rigmor’s message stated clearly that we’d stolen all of it. 

			Gudrun said that, anyway, Rigmor’s cottage lay little more than a stone’s throw away. True enough, when the wind lay still they could see each other’s cooking smoke. Yet while most of Thord’s neighbors lived within a short ride, the holding he’d nicked out for his mother, as I said, lay on an awkward patch more easily reached by boat than horseback, and neither the old woman nor the maiden could handle a boat. We were her nearest neighbors, and even so we had to stand on our roof to see her house from ours.

			At our hearthside that night, we agreed that Rigmor had put Thord in a bind. His closed-handedness had eroded the status he’d inherited from his father. The way Gudrun had managed his divorce from Aud didn’t help. He had hoped to reverse this decline with the wedding’s guest gelt. Then he let Aud get away with cutting him, and his prestige fell still more. If it became known that he turned away his own mother, it could not get lower. 

			Thord and Gudrun cared not that the mother had been robbed of what was to them a paltry bag of gelt and to her a small fortune. Nor did they pause to consider the terror of an elder, living alone on a remote holding, robbed even as she lay in her own bed. She’d awakened, unfortunately, while I took hold of the gelt. On discussing the incident later, we agreed I had not been clumsy. The problem was, her bed stood against the wall, and she’d tucked the gelt well under her mattress.

			In short, however they wanted to see it, Gudrun and Thord knew that refusing Rigmor’s request would put them in a bad light. He would be seen as a poor protector and, worse, in thrall to his wife. Gudrun would be shunned as too heartless to carry out the most basic duty of a kinswoman. Whether Gudrun dragged her bed across the room or across the great hall, Thord had no choice but to bring his mother home. 

			He could have left it at that, but thinking to enhance his prestige, he decided to do something about us as well. 

			Being wealthy, though notoriously stingy, Thord had no trouble rounding up a dozen or so supporters—hard-pressed, all—to visit us. He didn’t tell them, I guess, that they would also have to help move his mother’s household. On arriving at Rigmor’s cottage, Thord ordered most of them to crate and haul everything to his boat. He and a few chosen friends then rode to our holding. 

			At the time, we knew nothing of Thord’s plans, either to move his old mother to his holding that day or to ride against us. All we knew was what I’d gleaned at market, that Rigmor wanted to live with Thord, and that neither he nor Gudrun wanted her to move in. We learned everything else later. Had we known that day what Thord had in mind, Sulgrinn and I would have stayed home. Instead, we went to a hot spring where we liked to bathe. 

			

			Dad had just come back from the pasture when Thord and his companions galloped into view. Mother was tending our garden out front.

			We were proud of the bounty Mother’s care had raised from the little patch, though it were only herbs and simples, leathery greens and leeks, and some shy flowers. A wattle fence sheltered it from the wind, and old seaweed and horse manure had broken the surly clods into yielding soil. 

			Thord and his four men smashed right through the windbreak and milled about, their horses kicking and crushing. Dad and Mother deemed it wise to suppress their stately bearing, and assumed cringing meekness. 

			We later agreed that at the exact time Thord arrived, Sulgrinn and I were about halfway to our spring. He suddenly stopped. We must get home, he said. I turned back without question, for Sulgrinn’s name as keen-eyed had not been idly given. By the time we arrived home, though, Thord and his gang were gone.

			After destroying our humble dab of paradise, Mother and Dad told us, Thord stood in his stirrups and loudly issued us a summons to the þing, to answer accusations of theft and sorcery. Dad and Mother responded with quiet words and nods. Thord repeated the summons, probably hoping, Dad wryly observed, to evoke tears or wrath. They reaped only more nods. Finally, they left. 

			Mother and Dad did not bother to fix the garden, knowing full well that soon even Steini the Priest would no longer tolerate our presence.

			The destruction of the garden incensed my brother and me, but the accusations laid against us stoked our anger to a white-hot blaze. No one had ever been so audacious as to throw us an open challenge. It didn’t take us long to agree on a course of action, nor much longer to build a ritual platform, for we had prepared the lumber for it when we thought we would do something for Aud. When Sulgrinn saw that Thord and his companions had put out to sea, we mounted the platform and began singing potent incantations.

			Magic first rises with a sense of extreme heaviness. Though the weight is but a trick, a stout and secure platform underfoot helps you through it. Then comes an urge to release water, much the way a sea-drowned man drains from his mouth and ears and everywhere else. Then a gnarled, turgid wind tosses your limbs. Then a fire hotter even than a smith’s forge spirals into and out of you, burning all in its path, though it consumes not a thing. Finally, the spell catches, and everything happens at once. If you didn’t piss yourself on the first round, you will by the time the magic’s finished thrashing you. 

			In the gloaming of summer twilight, the sea began to lash and surge. Only Sulgrinn could see it from our platform, but the ecstasy of its savage and obedient sway moved us all. Higher and higher, our voices and hands plucked waves and wove winds. 

			The people watching from the shore to which Thord strove would later praise his courage and seamanship. He and his crew did show a desperate will to live. Over the gunwales went everything, from the equipage to the household goods Rigmor had packed so carefully, kettle to quilt, the crockery swaddled in moss as if it were Roman glass, as the neighbors learned from salvaging the flotsam. The crew did cruelly drive the horses leaping into the wrath-foamed tide.

			The boat passed the worst reefs. She nearly made it in. Then Thord or his helmsman mishandled her and she broached to. 

			Many claimed that our last breaker drove her onto the rocks. Keen-eyed Sulgrinn saw it: poor seamanship wrecked that boat. 

			It was too bad that Rigmor and her girl had to pay the price for Thord’s arrogance.

			SEASON OF THE AUTUMN EQUINOX

			The neighbors feared Steini the Priest as much they feared us, as I learned dogging around the market the following week. Even after the bloated bodies of Thord and his companions, including his old mother and the maiden, washed onto the land, people made one excuse after another to avoid confronting Steini about us. Maybe the rich salvage, together with memories of Thord’s high-handedness and stinginess, calmed their outrage. 

			Who could say for sure, they pondered, if the storm was maliciously wrought or merely a freak of weather? And poor Rigmor could no longer testify about the robbery. Anyway—not to speak ill of the dead—she always had been one to exaggerate things. And—again not to speak ill of the dead—everyone knew Thord had treated his mother shamefully. If his kin defamed us, well, it was only natural they would try to shift the blame away from him. Some complained when we did not attend the þing, but no one came to arrest us. Steini himself we placated with twisty words and a particular herbal tea that Mother blended. We shared with him some coin as well, though being a generous man he never demanded tithe or rent. He never asked, either, how we got more local coin than our wares earned at the market.

			

			What mostly kept us safe, though, was the absence of three people who had more drive than their slack-sinewed neighbors. Gudrun had loved Thord, despite their incessant quarreling, and she lacked neither courage, intelligence, and resoluteness, nor powerful allies, not least of whom was her kinsman Gwennhael, who held power and prestige second only to the district chief Jofurr. However, she lay abed at her parents’ holding, suffering a difficult pregnancy not helped by her husband’s death. As for Gwennhael and Jofurr, they had not yet returned from Denmark, where they had sailed shortly after the wedding. When these three—Gudrun, Gwennhael, and Jofurr—were ready to attend to recent events, our time in the district would be up. 

			On the first day clear enough for travel, Dad set off on our black stallion, a spirited animal only he could mount. A strong man named Toki lived outside the western edge of the district, about a day’s ride from us. This Toki had an eye for fine fighting horses and a compulsion to own them, and we had hopes that he would agree to protect us in exchange for the stallion. Meanwhile, Mother, Sulgrinn, and I paid a call to Steini the Priest, with the goal of gaining time enough, before we had to leave the neighborhood, to glean a bit more of that guest gelt, for Toki was known as a greedy man who loved gold as much as horses.

			Snow crusted the ground, and the air, brittle as glass, made little stabs within my chest with every breath. We saw, as we approached Steini’s house, a thrall leading a pony and a horse to the barn. I recognized the boy, for at the market I had often tagged behind his master, none other than Gudrun’s kinsman, Gwennhael. 

			I’d been unhappy when Gwennhael left for Denmark. Doglike, I’d grown attached to him. I was more unhappy to see him returned sooner than expected, and yet more unhappy to find him at Steini’s. Only urgent business would bring him here when his ship would barely have weighed anchor. It was easy to guess what that business was. 

			We wondered if we should turn back, then decided Gwennhael wasn’t the type to attack another man’s guests, and we unarmed at that. Mother added, we were unlikely to get the chance to say anything for ourselves, but if we kept quiet we would leave knowing more than we had on arriving. So we went on in. 

			Steini greeted us with friendliness, but his manner was strained. Gwennhael treated us with courtesy that lacked any warmth. We had been wise to plan the end of our stay here. If on his part Gwennhael was dismayed to see us, whom clearly he had come to speak against, he did not show it any more than I did betray the feelings that the sight of him raised in me. This was by no means the first time I had met in man form someone I knew only in dog form. Never before, though, had I spent time in man form with someone under whose glamour I’d fallen as a dog.

			Steini, tactfully, did not delay the proceedings beyond offering mulled cider and some cake. Gwennhael, after his cold greeting, addressed only the Priest, speaking of us as if we were not sitting right there. 

			Sulgrinn, as quick to anger as he was to merriment, plainly found his manner insulting. Mother’s placid mien contained his wrath.

			I endured. Besides Gwennhael’s glamour, another thing made it difficult for me, and me only. Throughout his visit, regardless of the fact that he never spoke to us, save with the briefest words courtesy demanded, Gwennhael flicked me with glances, very quick, yet very penetrating. I did my best not to catch his eye, even as I could not resist stealing glances at him. It was my dog’s heart compelling me, we agreed later, and maybe it compelled Gwennhael as well, for the glamour between man and dog is nearly always both-felt. It is a most cunning kind of magic, too, for part of its working is to rob its subjects of the wish to throw it off, whatever they might suffer for it.

			Gwennhael said to Steini, I’ve received complaints that your tenants have been making trouble in the district. My kinswoman Gudrun, backed up by several others, informed me that her deceased husband personally issued them a summons to the þing, on charges of theft and sorcery.

			Steini responded in roundabout terms, implying that Gudrun’s spite was goaded by grief and perhaps shame over neglecting her husband’s mother. Figuring Gwennhael would get around to the tempest, he added, everyone knew that at this time of year, the sea could be impetuous—

			Gwennhael cut Steini off with a polite gesture. He had not ridden out here, while his ship rode at anchor half-unloaded, to indulge in gossip. He came only to deliver a simple warning. We had not attended the þing, nor sent a proxy or any excuse. Thus, given the gravity of the charges and the overall situation, the general inclination in the district was to put us to death. 

			This news came as a shock, for I had heard nothing of it at the market only the week before. Gudrun must have risen from her childbed with a vengeance, to turn opinion against us so quickly. Sulgrinn flushed dark, but Mother’s subtle gesture, together with her radiant composure, again subdued him. This was just as well, for Steini’s skillful negotiation won us our lives. 

			Ultimately Gwennhael promised Steini we would not be pursued if we left the district tomorrow.

			

			As soon as those terms were reached, Gwennhael rose, bade us all farewell, and departed. He left behind no doubt that he would keep his word. 

			We later agreed, with some humor, that Steini’s wrath, expressed after the meeting, fell on us not so much for anything we’d done, but for having gotten him in bad with Gwennhael. Death was no less than we deserved, Steini swore, and only his duty as host had prompted him to intercede for us. We thanked him and vowed to keep the terms, not least because defying Gwennhael meant defying the whole district.

			Thord’s raid on our little holding had weakened our comfort in it. Still we left the next day with little cheer. Three times before, the force of evil rumors had driven us from our abode. We had learned the hard way, too, that simple contentment raises envy higher even than heaps of gold. This time, at least, we did not face a long and treacherous voyage over the sea, as we had the second time. 

			We headed west on our three fine horses, hoping that when we met Dad on the road he would bear good news. Around midday Sulgrinn spotted him, and we picked up our pace that we might meet sooner. 

			Once we were all together again, our journey fell into a more comfortable rhythm. Dad shared news both good and bad. 

			Toki had agreed to take us in, though he drove a mighty hard bargain. When Dad asked his protection in return for the stallion, Toki laughed and said it was a poor trade, even for such a fine animal, given that the whole district buzzed with rumors against us. Dad assured him that Gudrun, who had spread the slander, could hardly be trusted, given the way she’d tricked her first husband into divorce, and wronged Thord’s first wife, too. This was a skillful thrust on Dad’s part, for Gudrun had once rejected Toki, and he relished any words against her. Dad pressed his advantage by telling Toki that another man wanted the stallion, but Dad was reluctant to let him have it, since he was likely to try and put him to the plough. Toki agreed that the man in question was a milk-liver who never put his horses up to fight, unlike himself, who regularly put his best horses to the test. Dad commented that given his fighting spirit, a family under his protection would not be at the mercy of jealous and scheming neighbors. 

			Toki gave in, with the promise of the stallion—plus coin, which, of course, we didn’t have to spend, not daring yet to trade with Rigmor’s guest gelt. We would have to give up all four of our horses. This was too bad, especially since Mother was fond of her little mare, but it couldn’t be helped. 

			Dad had further news, which turned out to be more interesting than he expected. Not only did Toki’s and Gwennhael’s holdings adjoin each other, but the two men were half-brothers. Toki’s manner in referring to Gwennhael had made it clear to Dad that the two men didn’t get along. After some discussion, we agreed that these ties worked to our advantage. Living on Toki’s holding would put us in close proximity to Gwennhael, but as long as we didn’t violate our terms Gwennhael would have nothing to say about it. Moreover, Gwennhael wasn’t the type to cross another man’s honor, let alone his own half-brother’s, even if they did hold little love for each other. Thus, Toki’s protection would, in a sense, also bind Gwennhael.

			I added what I had heard about Gwennhael, when I’d gone about as a dog in the market. His influence, I’d gathered, drew not only from a wide network of kinsmen and contacts, but from a rare alloy of generosity, physical strength and courage, courtesy, and a charisma utterly lacking in arrogance. Moreover, he possessed a particular talent for sensing the undercurrents of a situation. The district chief Jofurr considered Gwennhael honest and reliable, both in advice and in deed. Taking all that into account, we had been wise not to go against him. 

			I hadn’t yet mentioned the warmth I’d felt sitting near Gwennhael, a warmth that had nothing to do with Steini’s generous hearth. Still, Dad, Mother and Sulgrinn knew I had more to say, and that I would come out with it in my own time. And so we went on quietly, while I turned some thoughts in my mind. 

			When Sulgrinn was nearly a man, he had told us he might enjoy fucking with men, though at the time he had not yet tried it. I myself have ever craved sex only with women. Nevertheless, I couldn’t deny an intense pull to Gwennhael, and his physical glamour was part of it. 

			When I finally came out with these thoughts, we did enjoy a good laugh, that I, not Sulgrinn, would be the one seduced by Gwennhael. Dad said that given Gwennhael’s fame, the same thing must happen to many other men, and many women, too. 

			And many dogs, too, Sulgrinn teased. 

			Just as I like to take dog form, Sulgrinn’s truths like to take joke form. He had noticed the glances Gwennhael gave me during the visit, and wondered if Gwennhael might have found me familiar, without, of course, knowing me as the dog that tagged after him at market. We agreed this was much more likely than the possibility that Gwennhael had cast a spell over me. Still, Mother suggested we do a ritual, just in case, after we reached our new home. 

			The conversation had taken on a somewhat light-hearted mood, but eventually grim exile silenced us. Nostalgia for our old country over the sea mingled with the reality that we had again been cruelly cast out. 

			As dusk crept over the land, it brought to me not its usual comfort, but a sense that I was not in myself, but rather watching myself riding along. I didn’t mention this aloud. The rising moon finally displaced the uncertain gloaming, and the feeling dispersed, even as thoughts of Gwennhael came over me again, growing more and more vivid to my inner vision. 

			We sat in a warm room, he a man and I a dog. He glanced at me, just as I lifted my head to look at him. Our eyes locked—and he knew who I was. 

			The next thing I knew, I lay sprawled on the ground. Worse, Mother, Dad, and Sulgrinn had ridden on—they hadn’t noticed me fall! My horse, luckily, stayed near, and at her friendly nudge, I mounted and soon caught up with my family. 

			Small as it seemed—I fell asleep and took a tumble, with only a bump on my head and a bruised hip to show for it—the incident upset and disturbed us. No one needed point out its ominous cast. By mutual consent we spoke no more of it, for too much talk on one topic, as Dad often said, can be as potent as incantations. 

			The terrain did nothing to lift our gloom. This part of the district had an especially desolate and hostile mien. Never well settled yet heavily logged, swathes of rotting stumps and moss spread where once stood deep forests of majestic firs. Creeping mists alive with moonlight, usually a source of enjoyment and even revelry for us, seemed to twine our horses’ legs with malignant intent. 

			Glad we were when through the clinging fog wafted the homey spice of turf smoke from Toki’s holding. Yet we did pass by the hump of his dwelling, preferring to go on to the cottage given us, cold and dark as it was. 

			• • •

			Sulgrinn had bitterly denounced Steini the Priest for making us leave. He might even have cursed him, had Mother permitted. Not long after we settled in our new home, though, we came to agree: Steini was an honorable man who had done his best for us in a sticky situation. 

			Toki was another kind of person. He priced his protection not by friendship and mutual respect but by bribery and flattery, and his power in the locality lay not in true prowess and generosity, but in a willingness to bully and exploit his neighbors. As the months passed, it became clear that, once more, it was only a matter of time before those neighbors turned on us. Then Toki, in turn, would betray us in some fashion. 

			Some news I gathered while dogging around the market confirmed our cares. A priest named Snorri—the same we’d warded from Steini’s parish—had lately visited Gudrun. When Gudrun confided to this Snorri her unslaked wish to avenge the death of her husband, he counseled her to bide her time. Toki would do the job for her, he said, and in the bargain he would get his due for harboring us in the first place. 

			We did not doubt the priest’s insight, even as the season trapped us. When winter draws close, people draw in and grow more unwilling to aid strangers. In short, we found ourselves stuck between an unreliable protector and poor prospects elsewhere. On those premises, we made a fatal mistake.

			Toki had formed a habit of dropping in at our cottage, especially after Dad’s beer finished fermenting and was deliciously flavored with Mother’s herbs. We did not enjoy his company, but he was our patron. Besides, we counted on him to trade for us at the market, even if the provisions he brought us in exchange for our goods were far inferior in value.

			On a visit early in the season of the sun-waning, he boastingly described his encounter with a man from a big farm adjoining his own holding. This man, named Elden, was a head taller and much hairier than Toki, but the two of them held a few traits in common. They both were known far and wide as vain bullies, and they both loved fine horses. 

			According to Toki, Elden swaggered up to the stall where Toki sold, among his own meager goods, our beer and some yarn Mother had dyed in really beautiful colors, including a pure leaf-green no other artist could attain. I happened to be there, as a dog, and can attest that Toki gave a fairly accurate account of his meeting with Elden. 

			Toki initiated their conversation, saying, I’ve heard you’re no coward, Elden of Bjorgarfjord. 

			His gambit may sound like admiration, but it was intended to provoke. Not only did Toki probe Elden’s mettle, he deliberately insulted Elden’s vanity, for the big man preferred to be known as Elden of Eldenstead, his own large and prosperous holding. 

			

			Elden did not take the bait, for he had business to do. He told Toki he had come to buy the black stallion he got from the witch man, meaning Dad.  

			Toki bluntly told him the stallion was not for sale. 

			Elden seemed to think Toki was haggling and offered to trade four stud horses and so much more gelt besides, the neighbors would call Toki the cleverest huckster in the world. 

			Toki didn’t intend to sell the stallion at any price, but Elden’s words were particularly ill-chosen, for the whole district knew that only Toki’s kinship with Gwennhael saved him from having to face the þing for crafty dealings. 

			I’m no huckster, Toki said, his face turning red, and that horse is not for sale. He added,  even if the stallion were for sale, Elden would not get him for any price. 

			Elden responded by letting Toki know that he was more full of himself than he had a right to be. He followed up with a curse: I hope you’ll be forced to sell that stallion, he said, for a far less generous price than I’ve offered. 

			This curse of Elden’s, though of the kind thrown by people who have no magic, only threats, did end up fulfilling itself. Not that it did Elden himself a bit of good.

			By now, a crowd had gathered. Gwennhael came to see what was happening, with the clear intention to intervene if things got further out of hand. His presence only provoked Toki to show off. 

			Step up, Toki challenged Elden, and let’s see if you can bully me out of those horses. 

			Instead of stepping up, Elden stepped back, drawing a laugh from the crowd. You think you’re hot shit, he blustered, but by the end of the summer I’ll come take a look at those fine animals, and we’ll see whose barn houses them this winter. 

			 Sure, Toki replied. Come on over. Just be ready to fight fair. 

			After Elden left and the crowd dispersed, Gwennhael advised Toki to go carefully, for Elden was likely to make good on his threat. 

			We thought his advice uncharacteristically foolish, not by a lack of sense, but in that he bothered to give it at all. Predictably, Toki retorted he could tend his own

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05.15.14 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05.16.03

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05.16.12

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05.17.14

			
			
			Lovely Consort: Gentleman, if you please. 

			
			
			Lovely Consort: Gentleman, scan back over the last forty hours. 

			
			
			
			
			
			Lovely Consort: Yes, yes, to the point.

			
			
			
			Lovely Consort: Forward to date 05.17, hour 9, same coordinates.  

			
			
			Lovely Consort: See if you can find him, Gentleman. 

			
			
			QL: It’s enough. A womb of war, the Barren Plain. FR marches to us. 

			Lovely Consort: We’re fit to meet him. 

			QL: With justice in his ranks. 

			Fool: And our realm all cut in pieces, ho ho. 

			Lovely Consort: Oh, shut it, Fool. 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lovely Consort: Yes. If we must war, let the battlefield be ours to choose. 

			Fool: Zing diddy ho ho. 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			QL: Nay. Here we will work to appease our enemy, my daughter’s consort, over her dead body. We will find and inch to a miserable death those responsible for the foul deed that did her in. 

			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05.17.18

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			B-one: Nothing much. 

			
			
			
			B-one: Really, father, it’s nothing. 

			Naphto: Come, come. 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Naphto: The two of you, together? 

			B-one: Never.   

			Naphto: Just him, then.

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Naphto: A very ugly jest.

			B-one: Agreed. I’ll speak with him.

			Naphto: Needless to say… 

			
			
			Naphto: You are satisfied with your portion, are you not?

			B-one: Satisfied and grateful, father. 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05.18.14

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Fool (in gesture-language): Ha! 

			
			
			
			
			QL (to Lovely): Come sit with us. 

			
			
			Lovely: While my husband chases your whim, your knights will more than ever run riot!

			QL (with a slight smile): My knights? Naughty? 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			QL (to Lovely): And who might you be, woman? Are you my daughter, come to bid me how to boss my men? 

			
			
			
			
			Lovely (also on her feet): They’re out of control! They molest my staff and corrupt my knights. And you unwilling or unable to….

			
			
			
			
			
			Lovely Consort: May I know, madam, what moves you to this wrath?

			
			
			
			
			
			Lovely Consort: By the gods, madam, where does this come from? 

			
			
			

			
			Lovely Consort: Madam, my respects. 

			
			
			
			
			
			Lovely Consort: What under rain was that all about? 

			
			
			
			Lovely Consort: My wife, you go too far.

			Lovely: She wants a plump entourage to cushion her insane impulses, her rash tempers. She enjoys terrorizing us. (Very quietly:) She always has.

			
			Lovely Consort: Just words. 

			Lovely: Just words? With just words, she has you happily running off on a futile mission. Then, while you wander Outside, her knights will throw us over. You’ll return to nothing, from this abortion of a campaign, with nothing accomplished.

			Lovely Consort: You over-fear. 

			Lovely: Better over-fear than over-trust.

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05.18.21

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lovely: Not at all. 

			
			

			
			Lovely: Why not? We’re sisters! Or has age robbed your fond memory of— 

			QL (to Regal Consort): You, flat-face. How came my man to be pilloried? 

			Regal Consort (puffing himself up): I put him there, madam. 

			QL: Did you now? Did you?

			Regal Consort: Your knave did abuse and abase my own servant, so we took him in hand. In echo of your own decree, madam.  

			
			
			Regal: He did dare, and I am with him. 

			QL: You would not commit this defiance, by the gods. 

			Regal Consort: We would, by any god you name, pillory any man who would beat our flob. 

			
			
			
			QL: How will I be here? 

			Regal (huffing and twitching from her fit of hilarity): You should not be here, Mother. Please. Be sensible. Return to Lovely Domain. We agreed. (To Lovely:) Didn’t we? A month at Lovely, while I fix up my domain.…. (Giggling.) Well, I guess that won’t happen.

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Fool: That’s true, for you made your daughters your mother, and gave them a whip and lifted your ass over your head for it to be used. 

			

			
			
			Regal Consort: This creature should be whipped. And pilloried. 

			Fool: An I lied, would I be spared, mother dear?

			Gentleman: Hush, Fool. 

			
			
			
			
			Lovely: It’s your choice, mother. 

			QL: Then forever shall I keep Serene as my abode. 

			Regal Consort: With your knights? Lovely’s right. These multiple commands, yours and ours, cannot abide under one roof. Tumult, riot, new reaches of debauchery.

			QL (laughing, though without humor): You would fear new reaches of debauchery? Come now. You’re surely a thing to welcome any novel species of perversion! 

			Regal (as if QL had not spoken): How about twenty-five followers? That’s plenty! 

			
			
			
			
			Lovely (muttering): In your own sweet time you gave it.

			QL: I made you my guardians, my depositories. And now you would take all from me. But how now, Regal. You say I must keep five and twenty. Is that right?

			Regal: Yes, madam. Twenty-five.

			
			
			Regal: Mother—

			Lovely: Good, madam. What need you followers, after all? My staff is well-trained and plenty. Is it not enough? 

			

			
			
			QL: What do you mean, why need I followers? 

			
			
			Regal: Mother, it’s not—

			QL: Even the drab smulkins who toil in the filthiest Works treasure more than their needs require. 

			
			
			Fool (in gesture-language): Foolish friend. Is it not clear? Her mind is beclouded.

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			2491.05.19.01

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Fool (daring to squeak on my behalf): Should duty dread to chastise majesty’s folly? 

			QL (to both of us): Out of my sight!

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			2491.05.19.40

			
			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05.20.18

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			B-one: Savage and disgusting! 

			Naphto: Dangerously so. Listen. Regal Consort has summoned me, no doubt, to berate me for the small aid I gave QL—some provisions and an entourage of sorts, though hardly her best picked men.

			B-one: You did well, father. 

			Naphto: I want you to report that I’m ill, to bed, that I cannot attend. The risk of surveillance dictates I must brave the storm to hand-post a message at Relay 10.3.

			B-one: What message could be vital enough to send you into such wild hazard?

			
			
			
			
			Naphto: All goes exceeding strange, my son. An ozone giant was reported to have split into three. Large Moon shines dull red, the clouds ripping open some moments as if to display to our eyes the dolorous orb. This storm endures with a fury beyond record. Nature herself is at odds with us, and QL unsound… 

			
			
			
			
			B-one: I will, father. 

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			 2491.05.20 (Hour unknown. It is night.)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Regal Consort: Stinking fox. (To Villain): Bind him.

			Regal (to Villain): Hard, hard! 

			Regal Consort: O filthy traitor!

			Naphto: I’m none.

			
			
			
			Regal: Where is my lunatic mother? Speak.

			
			
			
			
			
			Naphto: Unnatural daughter! Even refuge with our enemy will improve on the indignities her majesty suffered under this very dome.

			
			Regal Consort (with a gloating smile): Come, sir, you confess an exchange with FR?

			

			Naphto: Nay! I—I… I messaged only a neutral.

			
			
			Regal Consort: And false. Confess your confederacy with those who war on this—

			Regal: Where did you send her? (To Regal Consort:) Let him first answer that.

			Naphto: To those who would cherish her.

			Regal Consort: Were you not charged at peril—

			Regal (shrieking): Where?

			Naphto: To FR! Yes! Because I would not see thy cruel nails scratch out her eyes nor your fangs sink into her anointed flesh. I pay penance now, for letting you lock Serene against her! But I shall be redeemed, to see her return in triumph with a true ally.

			Regal Consort: You’ll see no such thing. 

			
			
			
			
			Regal (to Regal Consort, giggling): My love, look you. The eye remaining will mock its brother’s poor, empty socket. 

			Regal Consort (chuckling): How unkind. Let us take out the lousy thing.

			
			Regal Consort (holding up a pair of tongs): This? 

			
			Regal Consort (holding up a serving fork): Or this? 

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			Naphto (groaning): O cold darkness. 

			
			
			Regal Consort (clutching at her): I’m hurt, you stupid bitch! 

			
			Regal Consort: Get me to a doctor! 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			 2491.05.20 or 21

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Fool (to Head): Were it not for his humanish mold, my moldy human, ere long we flobs would have ended up (grabbing Head’s jaw and making him “chew”) supplying First Rank’s finest banquets.

			Gentleman: And smelt so delicious?

			Fool: Pah! 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			ACT I

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			Fool (to Gentleman, in gesture-language): Our, meaning, belonging to humans. 

			Gentleman (to Fool, in gesture-language): Exactly. Our home. 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lovely: Madam, I cannot express how much I love you. 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			QL: So be it, girl. Your truth shall be your dowry.

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			FR Nobleman: The promise made to me is broken, sir.

			FR: Yes. The promise made to you is truly broken. 

			
			
			
			
			FR Nobleman: With regret, I do relinquish my part in this broken agreement.

			FR (smiling, to Princess): Then I do take you, and your virtues I seize as your dower. 

			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Act II. 

			
			
			
			
			
			Act III. 

			Scene 1: QL wanders Outside in a record-breaking storm. The Fool harangues her, its way of spreading cheer. QL’s escort, a sloppy bunch of tavern knights, straggles here and there, some drunk, others stupefied by the lightning and torrential rain. 

			
			
			

			Regal (holding up the eyeball, triumphant): Vile jelly! Where is your luster now?

			Naphto: O cold darkness!

			
			Act IV (now)

			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05; day and hour unknown 

			
			
			
			
			Naphto: A hill?

			Madman: Do you hear the torrent? 

			Naphto: Yes! Yes, I hear it. 

			
			
			
			
			
			Naphto: Let me see. 

			
			

			
			Naphto: Leave me here, friend. Wait, take this purse. In it, find your due for being my faithful guide. May it prosper you!

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Naphto: A madman, I think. Though his rants hardly made less sense than some I’ve lately heard.

			Farmer: No man, and not human. It had eyes like two full moons, snouts galore, and ridgy, bending horns. 

			Naphto: Yes… Yes! It was a flob! Those snouts… 

			
			
			Naphto: Ah! That foul smulkin, that cursed flob! It’s harried me for days now! Halloo, halloo, loo, loo! My own sons, it turned against me. It wielded the device that blinded me! 

			Farmer: The smulkin blinded you? 

			
			
			
			
			
			2491.05 (Day and hour unknown)

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			2491.05 (or 6?) 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			(Day and hour unknown)
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