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                      by G. L. Parry

     Karred’s pride and joy was the toy boat his father made for his birthday.  The hull was painted bright red and the rigging was held in place with metal pulleys and winches that really worked.  It had a lead keel to keep it upright, and the sails were rigged just like a real ocean-going yacht’s.  Not that Karred had ever seen a real yacht, or even an ocean.  But he had seen pictures--those three-dimensional ones that you could look right into and his boat looked just like one of those and that was good enough.
     If he set everything up properly he could make it sail across the pond beside the house, straight to the other side without once tipping over.  He remembered the first time it made it all the way as he ran around the bank to meet it at the far side, lifting it from the water with a bark of triumph.  Papa wouldn’t let him go near the real river, the Sri-man, which was so wide Karred could see only a dark line of foliage on the opposite shore.  He knew the chances of his boat making it that far were miniscule, even though it would be the biggest thrill of his life and he wouldn’t get it back.  There were hungry monsters living in the waters, too, which could swallow his boat even if it were large enough for him to be sitting in and steering for himself.  For now, the pond was as far as he was allowed to venture.  Papa made him promise to stay within sight of the house, at least until he was thirteen or fourteen and sensible enough to take care of himself.  
     For now, the gate in the eastern hedgerow marked the limits of his playtime world.  He never strayed into the forest or out across the fields and creeks.  He knew Mama was always watching, and that disobeying would only get him grounded.  Papa was usually busy in his workshop, talking to the smart people who came in carriages from the Institute of Learning to ask questions about the many things that made the World, and how they worked.  Papa was the most intelligent person in the Great Valley, and probably all of Engsa.  That was no idle boast, as Karred smugly told his friends.  It was plainly true, and everybody knew it for a fact.  Papa was a different sort of person, and the Professors and students from the city muttered that he was a genius.  He certainly didn’t look like any of the other people who lived in Kchai-sa-man.  That was because he was a human being, and he had come to the city in a spaceship from another planet far far away.

     Papa had a locked room full of machines for turning pieces of wood and metal into useful and fantastic shapes.  Leather belts ran all over the place, powered by a water-wheel beside the house which carried the power indoors.  Things called gearboxes made the machines turn so fast they became a blur and you could feel their high-speed movement blowing threateningly against your fur.  Karred was never allowed in there on his own, but sometimes Papa gave him a pair of safety glasses and let him help.  He vividly remembered the loud screeching noises the bits and drills made, the pungent smell of sawdust and the heaps of shiny metal shavings collecting in the new innovation Papa had introduced to Kchai-sa-man: recycling bins.  One day Karred would know how to operate them, and would be able to make the things he dreamed about that Papa said the World wasn’t ready for quite yet but would be one day.  No other city in the Great Valley had anything like them, and he knew Kchai-sa-man was the envy of all who visited her.

     Papa never failed to answer Karred’s questions, even the really tricky ones.  The explanations were usually too complicated  first time, but he had a knack of making them simple enough that Karred quickly understood.  He knew why objects fell towards the ground, and what made the sun shine, and that lightning was scary for a good reason.  Papa had ways of demonstrating the truth behind his words, using diagrams and symbols scrawled across the blackboards in his study.  

     Karred had vowed he would master them all one day and be an important person at the Institute, just like Papa and First-Elder Marric.  He could already count to a thousand and multiply and divide large numbers in his head, and Papa said he would soon be doing calculus--whatever that meant, but it sounded impressive.  His teacher had even accused him of cheating, but Karred proved her wrong in front of the whole class and she never underestimated his mathematical ability again.

