Ivaldi Book 1 Chapter 5

More Tales from the Font of Knowledge

| never felt comfortable with Chitra s friends from the Grea Clans. | always sispeded
them of laughing at me. | don’'t take myself over-seriously, but no one likes to fed that he
is being made afool of. So | stuck to my own friends, espedally Ozin, who frequently
teased me dout my “lofty connedions,” but always kindly, as if to congratulate me on an
enviable pieceof fortune.

“If I may, though,” he said to me once, “I should like to give you a pieceof advice”
“Which is?’
“Don't fal in love with her.” He paused. “Or isit too late dready?’

I thought for a moment. Did | love Chitra? She was unique in my experience. My
relationship with her meant far more than the caual encounters of the past: she wasthe
first woman | truly enjoyed out of bed aswell asin it, an interesting human being as well
asawilling pieceof flesh. But love her?

“I resped Chitra,” | finally replied. “I enjoy her company both as friend and lover. But |
am not in love with her.”

Ozin nodded. “You seg” he said, “you have to understand her position —”

“Asof yet,” | interrupted drily, “1 understand only a few of her positions. But I'm
learning.”

Ozin looked blank for a moment, then roared with laughter. “As - as| was sying,” he
gasped, “you have to understand her, ahem, position as aleading member of a Grea
Clan. Like any unmarried woman in this day and age, she is freeto take her lovers where
she pleases. But, when she marries, it will be to a man from another Grea Clan — no
lesser Ivaldin, and certainly no foreigner. | wanted to be sure you understood that.”

“It'sall right by me,” | shrugged. “I’'m in no hurry to marry, her or anyone dse and, as|
said, I’'m not in love with her.”

“Good,” said Ozin, and that was the end of that topic. | soon forgot that conversation, but
later | had reasonto recdl it.

Ozin lived on the top floor of a building overlooking Red Hibiscus Plaza in a quarter of
the aty not quite a abby as my own. Thefirst time | visited him there, he welcomed
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me into what had once been a recegotion room, but had now bemme aprivate museum
and library, cluttered with models of ships and houses, statuettes of gods, people, and
animals, thearicd wegpons and costumes, and, above dl, paper. Bound books, scrolls,
and loose sheds were jammed into shelves and strewn aaosstables. Maps hung
crookedly on the walls. Light by which to study all these things greamed abundantly
through windows in the walls and celli ng, and showed plainly that most of the wlledion
was in reed of dusting.

Ozin cleaed off a corner of the divan, eyeing it dubioudly as if it might collapse & any
moment, and urged me to sit down. | sat carefully, nealy putting my foot on a airious
objed which | picked upand examined while Ozin went to the kitchen for soma. When
he returned, | tried awkwardly to clea a spacefor the thing without spilli ng fresh,
scdding somainto my lap.

“Just drop it on the floor,” he said. “It won't bre&k.”

“What isit? Some kind of war helm?’ It seamed too fantasticdly decorated, not to
mention flimsy, for such a purpose, but it did look like something to be worn on the hea.

“You might say it’s been through the wars.” Ozin chuckled, “but acualy it’s a mask, the
mask of the Meshvid King. We used it in one of my plays, ‘Harem Nights.” Did you see
it?" | regretted | had not.

“But what are the horns for?’
“Ah. You haven't head about the Meshvid?’

“Only vaguely. They live up north somewhere in the mountains. I1valdin opinion seansto
be that they are violent, barbaric, and stupid.”

“As generdlizations go, that’s corred. But did you know they have horns?’

“Horns?’ | said blankly. | was familiar with the nea-universal metaphor for the
cuckolded man, and was momentarily distraded with the vision of an entire racewhose
women made ahabit of betraying their husbands. But that seamned to describe the
sexualy-liberated Ivaldin more than the backward Meshvid.

Ozin interrupted my bemused thoughts. “Horns, like mountain sheg,” he said. “Like
these.” He groped on a shelf and produced a small bronze statue of along-haired sheg
with a proud pair of spiralling horns. “The Meshvid raise these shegp for wool and med,
and have horns exadly like them. Y ou've never head the story? Well, then...”

The Tale of the Meshvid and the Mage

The Six-Fingered Mage was never fond of the Keless; in their polite cntempt for other
races, they were reminiscent of the villagersin hs birthplace who had feaed and
shunned him becaise he was ever so dightly different from themselves. But he had an
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honest desire to recompense the Keless for his educaion, and this he found occasion to
do when the Meshvid invaded the Grea Forest.

The Meshvid had come from beyond the Snowy Mountains sme decales before, and
had settled in the high foothill s just below the snow line. No one knew how they had
crosed the Mountains. It was thought to be impossble, and certainly the Meshvid never
offered to go badk. The hea-loving plains-dwellers had no use for the old and craggy
hill s, so the Meshvid lived there undisturbed, and would have had no trouble had they not
gone looking for it.

The Meshvid were herders, taking med, milk, and wool from their big-horned, sure-
footed mountain shegp. Hunting and gathering suppied their additional needs. They
knew nothing of farming and were slow to learn, preferring to stick to their traditional
methods of survival. But still they flourished and multiplied in their new home, and soon
had considerably reduced the game in the immediate territory. Searching further afield,
they came to the Greda Forest which covered the lower foothill s and stretched away over
the plains to the south. Here was game — fat, plentiful, and strangely unafraid.

The Meshvid hunted there fredy for a brief while, and the animals leaned to fea them,
but they soon came to the notice of the Kelesg, who know all that goes on in the Forest
they tend in the name of the Grea Mother. The Keless, utterly opposed to any kind of
killi ng, confronted the Meshvid and forbade them to hunt in the Grea Forest. The
Meshvid laughed at these strange, pale people — so cdm, so condescending, seemingly
so defenseless— and carried on hunting. The Keless defended themselves by the only
means they would use: magic. The Meshvid were beset by strange sounds and smells,
monsters, sudden floods and storms, and swarms of stinging inseds. These inexplicable
events frightened the Meshvid, and they retreaed to the hill s. They had come avay from
the encounters physicaly unhurt; the wound was to their pride when they learned that
they would never have come to harm at the hands of the Keless, who were by choice,
belief, and breeding reluctant to injure ay living being.

This information came from a wandering minstrel who brayed with laughter as he told
the Meshvid: “None of that was red, you see It was al magicd ill usion. You only
thought you saw and head those things. None of them could redly have hurt you.”

The Meshvid had never before encountered magic, or had any reason to doubt their
senses. They were astonished and dsgusted by a people who would not defend
themselves by force of arms, but resorted to vile trickery to drive off their enemies.
However, they reasoned, a people who would not fight should be eay to conquer.

The Meshvid resolved on war as the sensible and smple way to expunge their

humiliation and take the Forest for their own. Led by their king, Anaksha Khan, alarge
army set out in full battle regalia for the Forest. Spurs jingled, wegpons glinted in the
sunlight, and a breezestirred the banners emblazoned with the Bladk Ram, the insignia
both of the royal house and of Grisa, the mountain god of the Meshvid, whose mount was
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the Ram. The king wore his battle aown, a helm of bladk iron set with a proud pair of
curling ram’'s horns.

Against this brave cmpany stood one man, smiling and unarmed. He avaited them at the
Forest’s edge, leaning casualy against atreewith his arms folded on hs chest. He was
dressed in no remarkable fashion, nor bore any device or token of rank. Anaksha Khan
shrugged to himself. These wretched cowards had no notion of how to properly offer
surrender, but smply sent out some undistinguished peon to represent them in their pleas
for mercy.

At Anaksha s order the amy cameto a halt, row upon row of warriors mounted on hardy
mountain ponies. “So, little man,” the king boomed heatily, “Do you come to challenge
me to single combat?’ Laughter swept the ranks at his Highness wit. The man also
smiled.

“I could hardly offer you such unequal terms,” he said. “1 have come to defea your entire
army.”

Anaksha Khan roared with laughter; the Meshvid could appredate braggadocdo, even
from we&lings. On regaining his breah he asked, “W hat terms have you been sent to
offer us?

The man answered forthrightly, and again failed to use ay honorific salutation. “Our
terms are very smple,” he said. “You will turn your army around, march right badk
home, and never return to this Forest.” He antinued to smile fably, never moving from
his relaxed position. Anaksha Khan began to fed that this miserable madman was not
paying him the deference due a @nquering monarch.

“Insed! Worm!” he shouted, “Y our people had better find another emissary — | am
through with thisone!” Spurring his horse, sword in hand, he dharged at the messenger.
The man straightened, standing fealessbefore Anaksha's rush, and made asweeping
movement with his arms, stretching them wide & if to encompassthe eitire amy.
Anaksha Khan suddenly noted that the man had six fingers on ead hand. Sparks cradled
at histwelve fingertips, and there was a smell of lightning. Then several things happened
at once Anaksha s horse stopped in mid-gallop, pitching the king over its ned to the
ground with no regard for royal dignity. All the Meshvid army put their hands to their
heads and stared at ead other in horror, though none had noticed the king's undignified
acadent. Rather, eat was trying to determine what the heavy weight on his head might
be, and his eyes grew wide in shock when he saw that ead of his neighbors heads was
now decorated with amassve, curling pair of ram’s horns. All the horses were shifting
nervously, spooked by the noise and light, and sensing their riders’ fea. Anaksha Khan
strugded to get to hisfed and recover his mudded senses. The six-fingered man was
again leaning negligently against histreg looking entirely harmless Anaksha hesitated
while his army fidgeted and muttered, none of them knowing whether to charge or to
flee
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Then the Mage spoke: “Meshvid, you neal not fea those horns, for they are yours now,
and in any case ae only asymbol of your red punishment, whichisa arse. The arseis
this: beastly you have been and beastly you shall remain, ever barbaric and quarrelling
among yourselves, and this will ke you too busy to medde with peaceloving folk for
many generations. When your kind is ready to join the ranks of civilized people, you will
no longer have horns, and by then you should know better than to attadk your neighbors.
Go badk to your hill's, raise your sheep, and fight like rams among yourselves. Never
come to the Forest again, for the moment you set foot here you will | ose what little sense
you have, and beaome true beasts. Now go!”

He waved hisarms at them, and the Meshvid army broke and scatered, men and horses
dike eger to be out of the read of the terrible Mage. They fled to their hill s and crags,
and al came to passas the Mage had deaeed. The history of the Meshvid became along
series of internal quarrels and battles, strugges for power and property. They developed
some heroic literature, atalent for building massve fortresses of stone, and little dse.

Asthe Mage left the scene of the battle, a Keless observer climbed down from atree ad
said to him, “Master, | am awed by your power, but I do not seehow even you can curse
an entire people, generation upon generation, for centuriesto come. There ae limitsto
the dficagy of any pieceof magic.”

The Mage responded: “Y ou Keless think you know all thereis of the theory of magic.

Y ou have never understood that the true dfedivenessof a arrseisrooted in the minds of
the acairsed. The only red magic | made there was the horns. The rest will come true
because the Meshvid believe it will, and the horns will merely be ever-present reminders
of the fate which they believe is theirs.”

“And what about them going mad upon entering the Forest?’ asked the Kelessn alittle
anxiously. The Mage dapped him on the shoulder.

“Well, my friend, if they believe that, it will certainly come to pass Y ou will not be
troubled by the Meshwvid for along time.” And thus he left the Forest proteded by the
Meshvid's own feas.

Of course, the Meshvid soon forgot the anbarrassng curse, and came to regard the horns
as avirile embelli shment, so much so that, many generations later, when boys began to

be born without horn buds, these unfortunates were considered inferior and unmanly. If
born of noble blood, they were given away to lesser families, or killed at birth. But the
Meshvid retained a gred fea of magic. They were convinced that the Grea Forest was
swarming with evil magicians, and that for any Meshvid to enter there meant certain
madness So the Kelesg lived in peacefor centuries, and the animals roamed undisturbed
in the Forest.
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