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The boy who plaited the manes of horses arrived, fittingly enough, on the day of the Midsummer
Hunt: when he was needed worst, though Wald the head groom did not yet know it. The stable seethed
inamuted frenzy of work, asit had done since long before dawn, every groom and apprentice
vehemently polishing. Thelord's behest wasthat dl the horsesin his stable should be brushed for two
hours every morning to keep the fine shine and bloom on their flanks, and this morning could be no
different. Then there was dso dl the gear to be tended to. Though old Lord Robley of Auberon wasa
petty manor lord, with only some hundred of horses and less than half the number of groomsto show for
alifetimésgriving, hislowly status made him al the more keen to present himsdlf and hisretinue grandly
before the more powerful lords who would assemble for the Hunt. Himsdf and hisretinue and hislovely
young wife.

Therefore it was an eerie thing when the boy walked up the long stable aide past men possessed
with work, men so frantic they did not look up to glance at the stranger, up the aide brick-paved in
chevron style until he cameto the stall where the lady's milk-white palfrey stood covered withersto
croup with afitted sheet tied on to keep the beast clean, and the boy swung open the heavy stal door
and walked in without fear, asif he belonged there, and went up to the pafrey to plait its mane.

Hewas an eerie boy, s0 thin that he seemed deformed, and of an age difficult to guess because of
histhinness. He might have been ten, or he might have been seventeen with something wrong about him
that made him beardless and narrow-shouldered and thin. His eyes seemed too gathered for a
ten-year-old, gray-green and cam yet ferd, like woodland. His hair, dark and shaggy, seemed to bulk
large above histhin, thin face.

The pafrey's hair wasfar better cared for than his. Its silky mane, coddled for length, hung down
below its curved neck, and itstail was bundled into awrapping, to be let down at the last moment before
the lady rode, when it would trail on the ground and float like awhite bridd train. The boy did not yet
touch thetail, but histhin fingersflew to work on the palfrey's mane.

Wad the head groom, passing nearly at arun to see to the saddling of the lord's hotblooded hunter,
stopped in histracks and stared. And to be sureit was not that he had never seen plaiting before. He
himself had probably braided athousand horses manes, and he knew what atime it took to put even a
row of small looped braids along a horse's crest, and how hard it was to get them even, and how
horsehair seems like a demon with amind of its own. He frankly gawked, and other grooms stood beside
him and did likewise, until more onlookers stood gathered outside the palfrey's stdl than could rightly see,
and those in the back demanded to know what was happening, and those in the front seemed not to hear
them, but stood asif in atrance, watching the boy's thin, swift hands.

For the boy's fingers moved more quickly and deftly than seemed human, than seemed possible,
each hand by itself combing and plaiting along, dender braid in one smooth movement, asif he no more
than stroked the braid out of the mane. That itsalf would have been wonder enough, aswhen agroomis
S0 apt that he can curry with one hand and follow after with the brush in the other, and have ahorse done
in haf thetime. A shining braid forming out of each hand every minute, wonder enough—Hbuit that wasthe
least of it. The boy interwove them as he worked, so that they flowed into each other in a network,
making of the mane adelicate shawl, avell, that draped the pafrey's fine neck. The ends of the braids
formed aslky hem curving down to apoint at the shoulder, and at the point the boy spiraled the
remaining mane into an uncanny horsehair flower. And dl the time, though it was not tied and was by no
means a cold-blooded beast, the palfrey had not moved, standing still asastone.

Then Wald the head groom felt fear prickling at the back of his astonishment. The boy had carried
each plait down to thelast three hairs. Y et he had fastened nothing with thread or ribbon, but merely
pressed the ends between two fingers, and the braids stayed as he had placed them. Nor did the braids



ever seemto fal loose ashewasworking, or hairsfly out at random, but al lay smooth aswhite silk,
shimmering. The boy, or whatever he was, stood still with hishands at his Sdes, admiring hiswork.

Uncanny. Still, the lord and lady would be well pleased. .. Wad jerked himself out of amazement
and moved quickly. "Get back to your work, you fellows!" heroared at the grooms, and then he strode
into the gl

"Who areyou?' he demanded. "What do you mean coming in herelikethis?' It was best, inalord's
household, never to let anyone know you were obliged to them.

The boy looked at him silently, turning his head in the dert yet indifferent way of acat.

"I have asked you aquestion! What isyour name?"

The boy did not speak, or even move hislips. Then or thereafter, aslong as he worked in that
stable, he never made any sound.

His stolid manner annoyed Wald. But though the master groom could not yet know that the boy
was amute, he saw something odd in hisface. A hafwit, perhaps. He wanted to strike the boy, but even
worse he wanted the praise of the lord and lady, so he turned abruptly and snatched the wrapping off the
pafrey'stail, letting the cloud of white hair float down to the clean straw of the sall. "Do something with
that," he snapped.

A swest, intense glow came into the boy's eyes as he regarded histask. With hisfingers he combed
the hair smooth, and then he started arow of small braids above the bone.

Most of thetail heleft loose and flowing, with just acluster of braids at the top, afew of them
swinging hafway to the ground. And young Lady Aelynn gasped with pleasure when she saw them, and
with wonder at the mane, even though she was alord's daughter born and not unaccustomed to finery.

It did not matter, that day, that Lord Robley's saddle had not been polished to asufficient shine. He
waswell pleased with hisgrooms. Nor did it matter that his hawks flew poorly, his hounds were unruly
and hisclumsy hunter ssumbled and cut its knees. Lords and |adies|ooked again and again at hisyoung
wife on her white pafrey, itstail trailing and shimmering like her blue silk gown, the delicate openwork of
its mane as dainty as the lace kerchief tucked between her breasts or her dender gloved hand which held
the caparisoned reins. Every hair of her mount was as artfully placed as her own honey-gold hair looped
in gold-beaded curls atop her fair young head. Lord Robley knew himself to be the envy of everyone
who saw him for the sake of hislovely wife and the showing she made on her white mount with the
plaited mane.

And when the boy who plaited manestook his place among the lord's other servantsin the kitchen
linefor the evening medl, no one gainsaid him.

Lord Robley was a hard old man, hisold body hard and hale, his spirit hard. It took him lessthan a
day to pass from being well pleased to being greedy for more: no longer was it enough that the lady's
palfrey should go forth in unadorned braids. He sent a servant to Wald with silk ribbonsin the Auberon
colors, dark blue and crimson, and commanded that they should be plaited into the pafrey's mane and
tall. Thisthe strange boy did with ease when Wald gave him the order, and he used the ribbon endsto tie
tiny bows and love knots and leave afew shimmering tendrils bobbing in theforelock. Lady Adynnwas
enchanted.

Within afew days Lord Robley had sent to the stable thread of silver and of gold, strings of small
pearls, tassdls, pendant jewels, and fresh-cut flowers of every sort. All of these things the boy who
plaited manes used with ease to dressthe lady's pafrey when he was bid. Lady Aelynn went forth to the
next hunt with tiny bells of silver and gold chiming at thetip of each of her mount's dainty ribbon-decked
braids, and eyes turned her way wherever sherode. Nor did the boy ever seem to arrange the mane and
tall and forelock twice in the same way, but whatever way he choseto plait and weave and dressiit
seemed the most perfect and poignant and heartachingly beautiful way a horse had ever been arrayed.
Once he did the pafrey's entire mane in one grest, thick braid along the cre<t, gathering in the hairsashe
went, S0 that the neck seemed to arch as mightily as a destrier's, and he made the braid drip thick with



flowers, roses and greet lilies and spires of larkspur trailing down, so that the horse seemed to go with a
mane of flowers. But another time he would |leave the mane loose and floating, with just afew braids
shimmering down behind the ears or in the forelock, perhaps, and this aso seemed perfect and poignant
and the only way a horse should be adorned.

Nor wasit sufficient, any longer, that merely the lady's milk-white pafrey should go forth in braids.
Lord Robley commanded that his hotblooded hunter aso should have his mane done up in stubby
ribboned braids and rosettes in the Auberon colors, and the horses of hisretinue likewise, though with
lesser rosettes. And should hiswife choose to go out riding with her noble guests, al their mounts were to
be prepared like hers, though in lesser degree.

All these orders Wald passed on to the boy who plaited manes, and the youngster readily did as he
was bid, working sometimes from before dawn until long after dark, and never seeming to want more
than what food he could eat while standing in the kitchen. He dept in the hay and straw of the loft and did
not use even a horseblanket for covering until one of the grooms threw one on him. Nor did he ask for
clothing, but Wad, ashamed of the boy's shabbiness, provided him with the clothing due to aservant.
The master groom said nothing to him of a servant's pay. The boy seemed content without it. Probably he
would have been content without the clothing aswell. Though in fact it was hard to tell what he was
thinking or feeling, for he never spoke and his thin face seldom moved.

No one knew his name, the boy who plaited manes. Though many of the grooms were curious and
made inquiries, no one could tell who he was or where he had come from. Or even what he was, Wad
thought sourly. No way to tell if the young snip was ahafwit or abastard or what, if he would not talk.
No way to tell what sort of ayoung warlock he might be, that the horses never moved under his hands,
even the hotblooded hunter standing like astump for him. Scrawny brat. He could hear well enough; why
would he not talk?

It did not make Wald like the strange boy, that he did at once whatever he was told and worked so
hard and so silently. In particular he did not like the boy for doing the work for which Wald regped the
lord's praise; Wald didiked anyone to whom he was obliged. Nor did he like the way the boy had
arrived, asif blown in on agust of wind, and so thin that it nearly seemed possible. Nor did helikethe
thought that any day the boy might leavein likewise. And even didiking that thought, Wald could not
bring himself to give the boy the few coppers aweek which were his due, for he didiked the boy more.
Wad believed there was something wrongheaded, nearly evil, about the boy. His face seemed wrong, so
very thin, with the st mouth and the eyes both wild and quiet, burning like a steedy candle flame.

Summer turned into autumn, and many gusts of wind blew, but the boy who plaited manes seemed
content to stay, and if he knew of Wad's didike he did not show it. In fact he showed nothing. He
braided the palfrey's mane with autumn starflowers and smiled ever so dightly as he worked. Autumn
turned to thefirgt dripping and dismd, chill days of winter. The boy used bunches of bright festhers
instead of flowers when he dressed the palfrey's mane, and he did not ask for awinter jerkin, so Wad
did not give him any. It was seldom enough, anyway, that the horses were used for pleasure & this
season. The thin boy could spend his days huddled under ahorseblanket in theloft.

Hard winter came, and the smallpox season.

Lady Adynn was bored in the wintertime, even more so than during the rest of the year. Atleastin
the fine weether there were walks outside, there were riding and hunting and people to impress. It would
not be reasonable for alord's wife, nobly born (though ayounger child, and female), to wish for more
than that. Lady Adynn knew full well that her brief days of friendships and courtships were over. She had
wed tolerably well, and Lord Robley counted her among his possessions, a beautiful thing to be prized
like hisgold and his best horses. He was amanor lord, and she was his belonging, hislady, and not for
othersto touch even with their regard. Shewas entirely his. So there were walksfor her inwalled
gardens, and pleasure riding and hunting by her lord's side, and people to impress.

But in the wintertime there were not even the walks. There was nothing for the Lady Aelynnto do
but tend to her needlework and her own beauty, endlesdy concerned with her clothes, her hair, her skin,
even though she was so young, no more than seventeen—for she knew in her heart that it wasfor her



beautty that Lord Robley smiled on her, and for no other reason. And though she did not think of it, she
knew that her lifelay in hisgrasping hands.

Therefore she was ardently uneasy, and distressed only for hersdlf, when the woman who arranged
her hair each morning was laid abed with smallpox. Though as befitsalady of rank, Adynn hid her
dismay in vexation. And it did not take her long to discover that none of her other tiring-women could
serve her nearly aswell.

"Mother of God!" sheraged, surveying her hair in the mirror for perhaps the tenth time. "The groom
who plaits the horses manesin the stable could do better!" Then the truth of her own words struck her,
and desperation made her willing to be daring. She smiled. "Bring him hither!"

Her women sslammered and curtseyed and fled to consult among themselves and exclaim with the
help in the kitchen. After some few minutes of this, abold kitchen maid was dispatched to the stable and
returned with ashivering waif: the boy who plaited manes.

It was not to be considered that such abeggar should go in to the lady. Her tiring-women squeaked
in horror and made him bathe first, in awashbasin before the kitchen hearth, for there was astrong smell
of horse and stable about him. They ordered him to scrub his own hair with strong soap and scent himsalf
with lavender, and while some of them giggled and fled, others giggled and stayed, to pour water for him
and see that he made a proper job of hisablutions. All that was demanded of him the boy who plaited
manes did without any changein histhin face, any movement of his closed mouth, any flash of hisferd
eyes. At last they brought him clean clothing, jerkin and woolen hose only alittle too large, and pulled the
things as straight as they could on him, and took him to the tower where the lady waited.

Hedid not bow to the Lady Aelynn or look into her eyesfor hisingtructions, but his till mouth
softened alittle and his glance, cdm and dert, like that of awoodland thing, darted to her hair. And a
once, asif he could scarcely wait, he took his place behind her and lifted her tressesin hishands. Such a
soft, fine, honey-colored mane of hair as he had never seen, and combs of gold and ivory lying at hand
on arosawood table, and ribbons of silk and gold, everything he could have wanted, hisfor the sake of
hiskill.

He started at the forehead, and the lady sat asif in atrance beneath the deft touch of his hands.

Gentle, he was s0 gentle, she had never felt such asoft and gentle touch from any man, least of al
from her lord. When Lord Robley wanted to use one of his possessions he seized it. But this boy touched
her as gently as awoman, no, amother, for no tiring-woman or maid had ever gentled her so... Yet
unmistakably hiswas the touch of aman, though she could scarcely have told how she knew. Part of it
was power, she could fed the gentle power in histouch, she could fed—uncanny, atogether eerie and
uncanny, what she wasfeding. It was asif hisquick fingers caled to her hair in soft command and her
hair obeyed just for the sake of the one quick touch, al the while longing to embrace... She stayed
bregthlesdy ill for him, like the horses.

He plaited her hair in braids thin as bluebdl stems, only awisp of hairsto each braid, one after
another with both his deft hands asif each was as easy as a caress, making them stay with merdly atouch
of two fingersat theend, until dl her hair lay in aslky cascade of them, catching the light and glimmering
and swaying like arich drapery when he made her move her head. Some of them he gathered and
looped and tied up with the ribbons which matched her dress, blue edged with gold. But most of them he
left hanging to her bare back and shoulders. He surveyed hiswork with just awhisper of asmilewhen he
was done, then turned and I eft without waiting for the lady's nod, and she sat asif under aspell and
watched his thin back as he walked away. Then she tossed her head at hislack of deference. But the
swinging of her hair pleased her.

She had him back to dress her hair the next day, and the next, and many days thereafter. And so
that they would not have to be dways bathing him, her tiring-women found him aroom within the
manorhouse doors, and a palet and clean blankets, and achange of clothing, plain course clothing, such
as servantswore. They trimmed the heavy hair that shadowed his eyes, aso, but he looked no lessthe
oddling with histhin, thin face and his calm, burning glance and his mouth that seemed scarcely ever to
move. He did as he was bid, whether by Wald or the lady or some kitchen maid, and every day he



plaited Lady Aelynn's hair differently. One day he shaped it dl into abright crown of braids atop her
head. On other days he would plait it close to her head so that the tendrils caressed her neck, orina
haughty crest studded with jewds, or in asingle soft festhered braid at one sde. He ways I eft her tower
chamber a once, never looking at the lady to seeif he had pleased her, asif he knew that she would
always be pleased.

Always, shewas.

Things happened. The tiring-woman who had taken smallpox died of it, and Lady Adlynn did not
care, not for the sake of her cherished hair and most certainly not for the sake of the woman herself.
Lord Robley went away on ajourney to discipline a debtor vassa, and Lady Aelynn did not care except
to be glad, for there was a sure sense growing in her of what she would do.

When even her very tresses were enthralled by the touch of this oddling boy, longing to embrace
him, could she be otherwise?

When next he had plaited her mane of honey-colored hair and turned to leave her without aglance,
she caught him by one thin arm. His eyes met hers with a steady, gathered look. She ssood— shewas
taller than he, and larger, though she was as dender as any maiden. It did not matter. Shetook him by
onethin hand and led him to her bed, and there he did as he was bid.

Nor did he disagppoint her. His touch—she had never been touched so softly, so gently, so deftly,
with such power. Nor was he lacking in manhood, for all that he was asthin and hairlessasaboy. And
hislips, after al, knew how to move, and histongue. But it was the touch of histhin handsthat she
hungered for, the gentle, tender, potent touch that thrilled her amost asif—she were loved. ..

Hesmiled a her afterward, dightly, softly, awhisper of asmilein the muted haf-light of her
curtained bed, and hislips moved.

"Youareswine" hesad, "dl of you nobles.”

And hegot up, put on his plain, coarse clothing and | eft her without a backward glance.

It terrified Lady Aelynn, that he was not truly amute. Terrified her even more than what he had
sad, though she burned with mortified wrath whenever she thought of the latter. He, of al people, a
mute, to speak such wordsto her and leave her helplessto avenge hersdlf... Perhapsfor that reason he
would not betray her. She had thought it would be safe to take amute as her lover... Perhaps hewould
not betray her.

Infact, it was not he who betrayed her to her lord, but Wald.

Her tiring-women suspected, perhaps because she had sent them on such along errand. She had
not thought they would suspect, for who would think that such awisp of abeardless boy could bea
bedfellow? But perhaps they aso had seen the wild glow deep in his gray-green eyes. They whispered
among themselves and with the kitchen maids, and the bold kitchen maid giggled with the grooms, and
Wald heard.

Even though the boy who plaited manes did al the work, Wald considered the constant plaiting and
adorning of manes and tails a great bother. The whole fussy business offended him, he had decided, and
he had long since forgotten the few words of praiseit had garnered from thelord at first. Moreover, he
didiked the boy so vehemently that he was not thinking clearly. It seemed to him that he could berid of
the boy and the wretched onus of braids and rosettes al in one stroke. The day the lord returned from his
journey, Wad hurried to him, begged private audience, bowed low and made his humble report.

Lord Robley heard himinicy silence, for he knew pettinesswhen he saw it; it had served him often
inthe past, and he would punishit if it mided him. He summoned hiswife to question her. But the Lady
Adynn'shair hung lank, and her guilt and shame could be seen plainly in her face from the moment she
came before him.

Lord Robley's roar could be heard even to the stables.

He strode over to her where she lay crumpled and weeping on his chamber floor, lifted her head by
its honey-gold hair and dashed her across the face with his sword. Then heleft her screaming and



stinging her wound with fresh tears, and he strode to the stable with his bloody sword till drawn. Wald
fleeing before him dl the way; when thelord burst in al the grooms were scattering but one. The boy
Wald had accused stood plaiting the white palfrey's mane.

Lord Robley hacked the pdfrey's head from its braid-bedecked neck with his sword, and the boy
who plaited manes stood by with something smoldering deep in his unblinking gray-green eyes, sood
camly waiting. If he had screamed and turned to flee, Lord Robley would with great satisfaction have
given him acoward's death from the back. But it unnerved the lord that the boy awaited his pleasure with
such mute—what? Defiance? There was no servant's bow in this one, no faling to the soiled straw, no
groveling. If he had groveled he could have been kicked, stabbed, killed out of hand... But thissilent,
watchful waiting, like the dertness of awild thing—on the hunt or being hunted? It gave Lord Robley
pause, like the pause of the wolf before the stlanding stag or the pause of the huntsman before the
thicketed boar. He held the boy at the point of his sword—though no such holding was necessary, for the
prisoner had not moved even to tremble— and roared for his men-at-arms to come take the boy to the
dungeon.

There the nameless stranger stayed without water or food, and aside from starving him Lord Robley
could not decide what to do with him.

At firgt the boy who plaited manes paced in his prison restless y—he had that freedom, for he was
so thin and small that the shackles were too large to hold him. Later helay in a scant bed of short straw
and stared narrow-eyed at the darkness. And yet later, seeing the thin cascades of moonlight flow down
through the high, iron-barred window and puddle in moon-glades on the stone floor, he got up and began
to plait the moonbeams.

They werefar finer than any horsehair, moonbeams, finer even than the lady's honey-colored locks,
and his eyes grew wide with wonder and pleasure as he felt them. He made them into braids asfine as
slk threads, flowing together into alacework as close as woven cloth, and when he had reached as high
as he could, plaiting, he stroked asif combing along mane with hisfingers and pulled more moonlight
down out of sky—for this stuff was not like any other stuff he had ever worked with, it dipped and did
worse than any hair, there seemed to be no beginning or end to it except the barriers that men put in its
way. He stood plaiting the fine, thin plaits until he had raised a shimmering heap on the floor, and then he
stepped back and dlowed the moon to move on. His handiwork helaid carefully asde in acorner.

The boy who plaited moonbeams did not deep, but sat waiting for the dawn, his eyes glowing
greenly in the darkened cell. He saw the sky lighten beyond the high window and waited tolidly, asthe
wolf waits for the gathering of the pack, as awildcat waits for the game to pass aong thetrail below the
rock whereit lies. Not until the day had neared its mid did the sun'srays, thrust through narrow spaces
between the high bars, whedl their shafts down to where he could reach them. Then he got up and began
to plait the sunlight.

Guards were about, or more dert, in the daytime, and they gathered at the heavy door of his prison,
peering in between the iron bars of its smal window, gawking and quarreling with each other for turns.
They watched his unwavering eyes, saw the dight smile come on hisface as he worked, though histhin
hands glowed red asif seen through fire. They saw the shining mound he raised on the floor, and
whispered among themsalves and did not know what to do, for none of them dared to touch it or him.
One of them requested a captain to come look. And the captain summoned the steward, and the steward
went to report to the lord. And from outside, cries began to sound that the sun was standing till.

After the boy had finished, he stood back and |et the sun move on, then tended to his handiwork,
then sat resting on hisfilthy straw. Within minutes the dungeon door burst open and Lord Robley himsdlf
grodein.

Lord Robley had grown weary of muitilating hiswife, and he had not yet decided what to do with
his other prisoner. Annoyed by the reports from the prison, he expected that an ideawould cometo him
when he saw the boy. He entered with drawn sword. But al thoughts of the thin young body before him
were sent whirling away from hismind by what he saw laid out on the stone floor at hisfeet.

A mantle, akingly cloak—but no king had ever owned such acloak. All shining, the outsde of it



slver and theinsde gold—but no, to call it silver and gold wasto insult it. More like water and fire, flow
and flame, shimmering asif it moved, asif it were dive, and yet it had been made by hands, he could see
the workmanship, so fine that every thread was worth agasp of pleasure, the outside of it somehow
braided and plaited to the lining, and al around the edge afringe of threads like bright fur so finethat it
wavered intheair likeflame. Lord Robley had no thought but to settle the fiery gleaming thing on his
shoulders, to wear that glory and be finer than any king. He seized it and flung it on—

And screamed as he had not yet made hiswife scream, with the shriek of mortal agony. Hiswhole
hard body glowed asif in afurnace. His face contorted, and he fell dead.

The boy who plaited sunbeams got up in aquiet, dert way and walked forward, as noiselesson his
feet asalynx. He reached down and took the cloak off the body of the lord, twirled it and placed it on
his own shoulders, and it did not harm him. But in that cloak he seemed insubstantia, like something
moving in moonlight and shadow, something nameless roaming in the night. He walked out of the open
dungeon door, between the guards clustered there, past the lord's retinue and the steward, and they dll
shrank back from him, flattened themselves againgt the stone walls of the corridor so as not to come near
him. No one dared take hold of him or try to stop him. He walked out through the courtyard, past the
stable, and out the manor gates with the settled air of one whose businessis done. The men-at arms
gathered atop the wall and watched him go.

Wald the master groom lived to an old age sweating every night with terror, and died of a
weekened heart in the midst of anightmare. Nothing else but his own fear harmed him. The boy who
plaited—mane of sun, mane of moon—was never seen again in that place, except that children
sometimestold thetae of having glimpsed him in thewild heart of astorm, plaiting the long lashes of wind
andran.



