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Chapter the First

Robbery!
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A certain troubadour had but one possession: his lute. Other than the clothes on his back, this was all he owned or wanted to own. Usually he thought of his lute as her rather than it, and sometimes he called her his wife. He believed her the finest lute in the world, there was none other like her. Her name was Ariella. The troubadour's name was Rymer. 

There was a summer fair not far from a large village. Rymer always dined well after a fair. He played his lute all day in the sunshine and sang ballads of the southern lands, of grapevines and unicorns, of brave ships and sailors, of lovely girls and hardy lads, of crusaders and kings. 

At this year's fair he did well. People in the crowd tossed copper coins to him, and once or twice a silver. By the time darkness fell and it was time to go the troubadour had a fat wallet full of heavy coins. He slung the wallet at his belt and Ariella over his shoulder and set off for his camp in the woods.

But he had not gone far before two rowdy villains jumped out from behind a tree, hit him on the head with a stick, and made off with both his wallet and his lute. 

Just before Rymer passed out he heard one of the robbers say,

"Let's smash the lute. We have no use for it."

"No," the other replied. "We can sell it for a couple silvers. Take it along."

And Rymer knew no more till the following dawn.

*   *   *
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WHEN HE CAME TO WITH a throbbing headache, he washed his face in a stream. Then, without a second thought, he arose and began to follow the two thieves.

Their track was not difficult, for the two were clumsy and careless. They trampled grass, broke tree limbs and left many footprints in the damp earth along the stream. The sheriff's men would have had no trouble following, but the troubadour knew the sheriff could not be troubled by the likes of himself. 

The track led for miles through the forest, toward the distant foothills. Rymer followed all day. Once he found where they had rested for lunch, leaving a discarded bottle and some chewed bones. The troubadour picked and ate a few blackberries found along the way.

At last, toward evening, he came to a clearing with a small village and an inn. There was smoke rising from a chimney and a smell of cooking stew that made his stomach growl. He regretted he had not a single copper for a meal. Yet he did not hesitate, but pushed open the door and went in.

The inn keeper was a large man with a ruddy face. Rymer did not beat about the bush, but asked him at once if he had seen two men answering to the thieves' description.

"Ah," the inn keeper frowned. "That would be Skun and Woggins, the two worthless layabouts. They were here not two hours ago. They bought a keg of mead with cash coin. They tried to sell me a fine lute, inlaid with pearl and silver. But they wouldn't tell me where they'd found it, so I didn't buy."

The troubadour asked the inn keeper where he could find these two bandits. The inn keeper scratched his head.

"I wouldn't go messing with those two, now. Not that they're so bad themselves. But they live in the same house with a fearful ogre. It's said the three of them rob travelers in the hills — the ogre's name is Arge, and he's the leader. I've heard he sometimes eats people. A fellow like yourself now, it's likely he'd have your arms for breakfast and your legs and liver for dinner."

Nevertheless, Rymer insisted on knowing where the ogre and bandits lived. The inn keeper, guessing him to be one of their victims, offered him a bowl of stew and a bed for the night if only he'd call off his search. Yet the troubadour insisted, and finally the inn keeper relented, giving him directions to the ogre's cabin.

*  *  *
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NOW, WHETHER RYMER might have completed his mission that very evening, found the ogre and rescued Ariella, (or been killed in the attempt) we will never know. For certain it is that men make plans, but only God decides. Refusing the inn keeper's offer of a meal, he set off in the early dusk, hoping to find his destination before midnight, while the Moon was yet up. 

Perhaps if he had eaten first, his life might have taken a different course; for he was still light headed and dizzy. The knock on the head had done him no good, and he had eaten nothing but a few berries that day. Rymer set off up the hill, away from the inn and into the woods. But he had gone only a few yards when he grew confused, lost the trail, and found himself blundering. 

Panting for breath and dizzy, he sat down at the bole of a huge old oak to rest and get his bearings. In a moment he was dozing — only to be awakened minutes later by a terrible sound, like a dull saw tearing through green wood. Rymer opened his eyes and found himself staring across the clearing at another pair of eyes like hot orange coals. 

The awful rasping sound came again, and Rymer realized it was the sound of a beast snorting. Terrified, he leaped to his feet and turned, hoping to seize a branch and swing into the oak tree above him. 

He had only time to turn when the beast slammed into him, sending Rymer flying through air. For the second time in two days he was knocked unconscious. His last memory was of an overpowering, foul stench, like a hundred old socks steeped in rancid lard.

His next awareness was a jumble. There were good things and bad. There was the good of being held and rocked, as if in his mother's arms. There was the bad of the ache in his head, as if an axe were buried there. There was a crooning voice, the taste of warm soup in his mouth. There was the spinning and swirl of the world as he tried to focus and look at it. There was that foul, rancid stench, though somewhat less intense than that first moment. 

Finally there came a time when his eyes opened and the world stopped spinning and swirling, though it was still fuzzy and soft. 

"Do you hurt all over?" a girl's voice said. 

A face came into view, and Rymer flinched, thinking at first it was some hag of a witch, with straggled hair and face greasy with grime and soot. Then he realized it was a mere girl.

"No," he answered her question. "I don't think my right foot hurts at all." He tried to smile, which made both his feet hurt. 

"Well, drink this anyway," she said. "I don't think it will make you any worse." She held a steaming bowl to his lips. 

The soup was plain but hearty. Rymer realized how hungry he was, and drank near half the bowl without pause. 

"I have to work now," she said without waiting for his thanks. "You just rest, don't try to get up. I'll be back soon. You could stay here a day or two, I guess."

"But I have to go and find―" But she was gone before he could finish. 

Rymer sipped the soup more slowly, feeling the aches in his bones. He noticed his clothing was nearly in rags. He sat up, groaning with the effort, and looked around. 

He was lying on a pallet in some sort of tack room. Harness and rigging of all sorts decorated the walls and hung from the ceiling. Yet there was a thin layer of dust on everything, with spiders in the corners, as if the room were not much in use. He listened but could hear nothing. Peering out a narrow window he could see an empty pasture, a pond, trees on the other side. The deep forest. He felt a twinge of fear, remembering that monster of the gloom. 

He thought about rising and going out, but fell asleep instead.

There was a dream - Ariella was changed to a beautiful woman. She was held prisoner in a tower by a fearsome giant. She called to him in her sweetest voice. He tried to run to her, but vines snagged his feet. . .

"That was old Snarler," the girl said. 

Rymer started, realizing he had dozed. The girl was doing something with a bucket of water.

"What?" He rubbed his face, wishing his vision would stop blurring. 

"In the forest. You're lucky he didn't kill you, you know. Old Snarler. He's a wild boar, thinks he's king of the wood. He's ripped more than one man's guts out, he has. But he wouldn't hurt me, we're friends. You're lucky I came along when I did."

Rymer realized that smell was back, like the wrong part of a barnyard. It must be the girl.

"Who are you?" he asked. 

"Oh, they call me Swine Girl," she said. "Princess of the pig sty. And what do they call you, if I may know?"

"Just Rymer, not prince or king of anything. I sing songs for a living. Do you know what a troubadour is?"

"Of course. That's from the French. It means someone who finds, or searches."

Rymer was surprised. She spoke as if she had been to school. 

"What are you doing with that bucket of hot water?"

"I'm going to wash your clothes. Take them off."

"What? Look here, now. . ."

But he was given no time to protest. She was swift and strong for such a small girl. Before he knew it he was stark naked and his clothing was soaking in the bucket.

She tossed him a horse blanket.

"Here. Put this around you, go on down to the pond, and bathe. It's clean water. Cleaner than you are, anyhow."

"You're a fine one to talk. You smell like you've been wallowing with the hogs."

"That's different, I'm Swine Girl. I do wallow with the hogs, as well as sows. You, on the other hand, have dried blood and other disgusting stuff all over you. Better wash or the hounds will follow you." And she shoved him out the door. 

Rymer found himself staggering down the hillside toward the pond. Glancing back, he noticed a barn further up the hillside, and some other outbuildings. The main house was out of sight. 

He reached the pond, indeed feeling the filth on his skin. He threw the blanket off and plunged in, finding the water unexpectedly warm for this time of year. He wondered if there might be a hot spring somewhere nearby. The water felt like a blessing against him. He plunged his head under and swam a few feet, then discovered he could not touch bottom. 

He turned and floated on his back, letting the water wash grime from his skin as grace washes away guilt. He looked up into the blue sky and felt a moment of wondrous joy. Life, he thought, is so full of surprises. A few days ago I didn't know this place existed - how could I have dreamed I would be here, floating naked between two infinite bluenesses?

He turned again and dove, determined to reach the pond's bottom. Yet though he swam straight down for as far as he could hold his breath, he could not touch sand. He relaxed and floated lightly to the surface, feeling his lungs about to burst. 

He swam to shore, put on the blanket, trudged shivering back up the hill. 

"You worried me a moment," Swine Girl said when he had returned. 

"I watched you disappear in the pond. You were under so long. . ."

"I was only swimming," Rymer said. "It's a deep
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