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SECTION TEN -- LACERATIONS

CHAPTER 98 -- always, always

The little boy wandered through camp, out of the way.

The sun had recently set, but everyone was busier.

The boy already was old enough to know what this meant.

This meant a fight was coming.

It was all very interesting. And a little scary. His ma was busy cooking food, too busy for him to be underfoot, trying to help. She had told him, gruffly, to go get out of the way.

Well... more than a little gruffly...

He didn't want to be a problem. So, he had gotten out of the way.

And besides, it was all terribly interesting. Even if it was also a little scary.

But, after a while, it just became a bit... much.

He wanted to go home.

But home was busy. And it was too busy here--so busy that he didn't exactly remember how to go home from here.

So he stayed out of the way.

And after another while, he tried to find a place even farther out of the way, where he could wait until things became less busy. Or until his ma came looking for him.

He hoped she wouldn't be too much longer. He wanted to go home.

He saw a firepit over to the side, out of the way. No one was there. He could wait there, and still watch some of what was happening here, and not be bothering anyone.

Pleased with his plan, the little boy trotted over toward the fire...

... oh.

Someone was there. Sitting so quiet and so still, the boy hadn't even noticed him.

Maybe he wanted to be out of the way, too.

The boy wavered. He didn't have anywhere else to go. Everywhere else was crowded and busy. Everywhere else, he would only be in the way.

But... maybe it would be okay to be out of the way with someone else. They could be out of the way together, over where it was quiet and not so tiring.

And besides--the little boy realized as he edged a little closer to the firepit--it was Jian who was trying to also stay out of the way.

That made it okay!

Happily smiling, the boy resumed his trot to the fire.

But Jian did not look up. Only stared at the lowly fire.

The little boy slowed to a walk. Jian didn't look mad. He only looked a little tired, and maybe a little sad.

The boy felt like that, too, sometimes. In fact, he felt like that right now. So: he would be quiet, and sit over on the side, not too far, not too close. That way Jian would know that someone else was glad he was there. And was also tired. And not in the way.

The little boy stepped, a little unsteadily, over a log, into the low ring of light. Good, here felt nice and warm. Warm, and not too much light, and nothing big and busy that ever would hurt him.

Maybe he would take a nap, here. But first...

"Hi," said the little boy, quietly.

Jian looked up for a moment--looked at him, and smiled a little smile, as little as the boy.

"Hi," he said.

And he sighed, as if seeing the boy had made him more sad. And then he looked back at the fire.

But still he was smiling that little smile. So everything was okay.  Or better, anyway.

The boy nodded to himself, and scrunched down next to a log, not too close, and not too far away.

A few minutes passed. The fire shifted slowly across the coals.

Jian's smile drifted away.

"Um... do... do you know a story?" The little boy wondered why he had asked Jian that. He knew Jian liked to listen to stories, and liked to tell stories, too, sometimes. He also knew Jian liked to play with the children... although, he hadn't been playing with them reccently much. Maybe he was too busy.

Maybe, he had to be a grown-up now.

Maybe that was why Jian looked a little sad.

The boy felt sad, too. Somehow, in the back of his mind, he felt that boys and girls should always be boys and girls, even when they grew up. He wanted to grow up, but he liked being who he was, too. Couldn't he be both? He knew most grown-ups didn't want to be both.

Maybe they couldn't be both.

But some of them... a few... Sometimes his ma was a grown-up and a little girl, too.

Not often. But sometimes.

The little boy liked Jian, because Jian was who the little boy wanted to be. Jian was a grown-up and a little boy somehow. Both together.

But… maybe even Jian could not be both. Not all the time. Maybe he thought he would have to stop being both, sooner or later.

And that just wasn't right.

Jian should be both.

Because… if he could do it, anyone else could do it, too.

But it didn't seem right, right now, to ask to play a game.

So, maybe Jian would know a story. One that would help them not be sad.

The little boy sat, waiting to see if Jian wanted to tell a story. If not, that was okay. They would just sit together by the fire. Being a little less sad, for being together.

Jian's eyes had narrowed, just a little, while he stared at the fire. That was good. It meant he was thinking.

"Once upon a time..." he murmured.

The boy wriggled happily, and scooted over closer to Jian. Not too close. Just enough to let Jian know that someone appreciated him.

"...there was a dragon,  a beautiful dragon--who lived up in a cave, all by herself."

Oh, good! The little boy loved to hear about dragons! He wished that he could be friends with a dragon.

"Was she a good dragon, or a bad dragon?"

"Well," Jian smiled, "sometimes she had a temper, and roasted whoever was near!" The little boy giggled. "She wasn't a very good dragon," Jian said, as his smile slipped away like a tear down his cheek. "Not really."

"That's why she lived alone."

"Mm-hm. Everyone was scared of her. And she wanted everyone to be scared of her. I think she wanted to feel safe."

"You mean, she was scared of everyone else."

"Yes. She was scared they would find a way to hurt her."

"But… if she was nice, then no one would want to hurt her!"

"Oh? Really?" The fair man looked up from the fire; his eyes were lost in its shadows. "Do you ever see people who want to hurt nice people?"

"Well... yeah. Bad people want to hurt nice people."

"Sometimes people are able to hurt you more, if you are nice. It is the nicest people who hurt the most when people hurt them, too."

"Oh. She was mean so she wouldn't get hurt."

"No. She thought she would never be hurt so deeply. If you're mean," he sighed as he turned to stare far away again, into the low red glow of the fire, "then everyone wants to hurt you. But they cannot hurt you quite as much. Because, if you're mean... then other people, and what they do, don't matter to you."

"Oh. So... But it's better to be nice... isn't it?"

A moment passed. In the fire, a coal popped.

"The problem with being mean," Jian said, "is that you hurt yourself, even if everyone else is too scared to try to hurt you. And it never stops. You're always hurting. Always, always..."

"Oh. So... when you're nice, maybe sometimes no one is hurting you."

Jian nodded. "Yes, that's right. But, when people are scared, they sometimes hurt themselves, rather than risk being hurt by other people."

That required some thought, so Jian and the little boy sat in silence. The boy thought of the great and beautiful dragon, living all alone and mean.

"She wasn't happy. Was she?"

"No. Always sad. And angry."

"When you're nice, you can be happy sometimes."

"Mm-hmm."

"Do... Is there... If someone is nice, can they go where no one will hurt them?"

"Yes," Jian nodded. "I do believe that's true. But, you cannot ever find it by being mean."

"…you have to try being hurt."

"Yes."

"I want to go there," the boy decided.

Jian smiled.

"'cause," said the boy, "no one there is scared that someone will hurt them!"

"That isn't quite true," Jian said. "There is one person there, who is always being hurt."

"Who is it?"

"The King."

The little boy blinked.

"Oh. That's sad. Everyone is happy but him?"

"No, he is happy, too. But not the same way. He knows, more than anyone, how much happiness costs. And, he is the strongest one, so he can bear being hurt."

"Oh. That makes sense, I guess."

"And," said Jian, "he is the nicest person there."

"That's good. Kings should be nice," said the boy. But something in Jian's voice, or in what he said, was tickling the back of his mind. Something about the nicest people...

"Oh." The boy swallowed. "You mean... he is the nicest person, so it hurts him the most... for always."

"That's right. Very good!" Jian nodded at the boy, before turning back to the fire.

"I'm glad I am not the King..." murmured the little boy.

Jian snorted. "You might be surprised how many people want to be the King, if only they could."

"Why?" shuddered the boy.

"They think they would never, ever be hurt, if they could be the King. Not ever, ever..."

"They must not know him very well!"

"No, they don't." Jian chuckled, hardly. "It isn't funny... but it's funny. The King is the only one who will always, always be hurting. And some people want to be the King, so they won't ever, ever hurt anymore. And they always end up hurting themselves, trying to be the King."

"Not me!" the boy declared.

He smiled, because he knew that that was the right thing to say. He knew that that was the right thing to say, because Jian was smiling--and looked a little less sad.

After that, there was a comfortable silence for a while.

"So," said the boy, after the while had passed. "What about the dragon?"

"Hm? Oh, yes. I'm sorry." Jian shook his head, and seemed to awaken himself. "Well, the dragon lived all by herself, and she wasn't nice," he began again in a stronger voice.

But then, the bustle all around them grew stronger, too. Strong enough, that Jian and the little boy both looked up and around, outside the glow of their fire.

Jian and the boy both sighed.

"There's gonna be a fight now. Isn't there?"

"Yes. I think so."

"I hope we win."

"I hope it comes out good for everyone," said Jian...

"...but I don't think it will."

.......

Thirty years later and more, the boy is sitting in the living room of his house, his living work around him, his own little boys, playing with toys he has worked out of wood.

He is not so little any more.

He is a Kingsman.

Khase Sage Exemplar is sitting with this man, near the man's own low fire of coals, within the man's own circle of warmth, in a chair the man has wrought from a log with his own hands. A finer chair to lean back on, than that log so long ago.

"And, he never finished the story?" asked the sage as he scribed his notes.

"I never saw him again."

But the man smiled, with only a distant regret. Khase had seen that smile before, would see it again, many times.

That was Jian's smile.

Wherever Jian was, thought the sage, he must surely be smiling, too.
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