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Ledf, lolling cozily with Shadow on athick heap of fursin the airwagon's snug passenger castle, heard
rain beginning to fall and made a sour face: very likely he would soon have to get up and take charge of
driving thewagon, if the rain was the sort of rain he thought it was.

Thiswasthe ninth day since the Teeth had begun to lay waste to the eastern provinces. The
airwagon, carrying four who were fleeing the invaders fierce appetites, wasfloating along Spider
Highway somewhere between Theptis and Northman's Rib, heading west, heading west as fast ascould
be managed. Jumpy little Sting was at the power reins, beaming dream commands to the team of Sx
nightmaresthat pulled the wagon dong; burly Crown was amidwagon, probably plotting vengeance
againgt the Teeth, for that waswhat Crown did most of the time; that |eft Leaf and Shadow at their ease,
but not for much longer. Listening to the furious drumming of the downpour againgt the wagon's
taut-stretched canopy of big-veined stickskin, Leaf knew that this was no ordinary rain, but rather the
dread purplerain that runsthe air foul and brings the no-leg spiders out to hunt. Sting would never be
ableto handle the wagon in apurple rain. What a nuisance, Leaf thought, cuddling close against
Shadow's deek, furry blue form. Before long he heard the worried snorting of the nightmares and felt the
wagon jolt and buck: yes, beyond any doubt, purple rain, no-leg spiders. Histime of relaxing was just
about over.

Not that he objected to doing thisfair share of the work. But he had finished hislast shift of driving
only half an hour ago. He had earned hisrest. If Sting was incapable of handling the wagon in this
weatherand Shadow too, Shadow could never manage in a purple rainthen Crown ought to take the reins
himself. But of course Crown would do no such thing. It was Crown's wagon, and he never droveit
himsdf. "I have aways had underbreeds to do the driving for me," Crown had said ten days ago, asthey
stood in the grand plaza of Holy Town with the fires of the Teeth blazing in the outskirts.

"Y our underbreeds have dl fled without waiting for their master,” Leaf had reminded him.

"S0? There are othersto drive.”

"Am | to be your underbreed?’ Leaf asked camly. "Remember, Crown, I'm of the Pure Stream
stock."

"l can seethat by your face, friend. But why get into philosophica disputes? Thisis my wagon. The
invaderswill be here before nightfall. If you would ride west with me, these aretheterms. If they're too
bitter for you to swalow, well, stay here and test your luck against the mercies of the Teeth.”

"| accept your terms,” Leaf said.

So he had come aboardand Sting, and Shadowunder the condition that the three of them would do
al thedriving. Leaf felt degraded by thathiring on, in effect, as an indentured underbreedbut what choice
was there for him? He was alone and far from his people; he had lost dl hiswedth and property; he
faced sure death as the swarming hordes of Teeth devoured the eastland. He accepted Crown's terms.
An arigocrat knowsthe art of yielding better than most. Resist humiliation until you can resist no longer,
certainly, but then accept, accept, accept. Refusal to bow to the inevitableis vulgar and mel odramatic.
Leaf was of the highest caste, Pure Stream, schooled from childhood to be pliable, awillow in the wind,
bending fredly to the will of the Soul. Prideis adangerous sin; so is stubbornness; so too, more than the
others, isfoolishness. Therefore, he labored while Crown lolled. Still, there were limitseven to Leaf's
capacity for acceptance, and he suspected those limits would be reached shortly.

Onthefirgt night, with only two small rivers between them and the Teeth and the terrible fires of Holy
Town staining the sky, the fugitives halted briefly to forage for jellymel onsin an abandoned field, and as
they squatted there, gorging on ripe succulent fruit, Leaf said to Crown, "Where will you go, once you're



safe from the Teeth on the far Sde of the Middle River?’

"I have digant kinsmen who livein the Flatlands," Crown replied. "I'll go to them and tell them what
has happened to the Dark Lake folk in the east, and I'll persuade them to take up arms and drive the
Teeth back into theicy wilderness where they belong. An army of liberation, Leaf, and I'll lead it."
Crown's dark face glistened with juice. He wiped at it.

"What are your plans?’

"Not nearly so grand. I'll seek kinsmen too, but not to organize an army. | wish smply to go to the
Inland Sea, to my own people, and live quietly among them once again. |'ve been away from home too
many years. What better timeto return?' Leaf glanced at Shadow. "And you?' he asked her.

"What do you want out of thisjourney?'

"l want only to go wherever you go," shesad.

Leaf smiled. "Y ou, Sting?"

"Tosurvive" Sting sad. "Jugt to survive.”

Mankind had changed the world, and the changed world had worked changes in mankind. Each day
the wagon brought the travelers to some new and strange folk who claimed descent from the old
ancestral stock, though they might be water-breathers or have skinslike tanned leather or grow severa
parsof ams. Human, dl of them, human, human, human. Or so they inssted. If you cdl yoursdf human,
Leaf thought, then | will call you human too.

Stll, there were gradations of humanity. Leef, as a Pure Stream, thought of himself as more nearly
human than any of the peoples dong their route, more nearly human even than his three companions;
indeed, he sometimes tended to look upon Crown, Sting, and Shadow as very much other than human,
though he did not consider that afault in them. Whatever dwelled in the world was without fault, so long
asit did no harm to others. Leaf had been taught to respect every breed of mankind, even the
underbreeds. His companions were certainly no underbreeds: they were solidly midcaste, al of them, and
ranked not far below Leaf himsdf. Crown, the biggest and strongest and most violent of them, was of the
Dark Lakeline. Shadow's race was Dancing Stars, and she was the most elegant, the most supple of the
group. She was the only femal e aboard the wagon. Sting, who sprang from the White Crysta stock, was
the quickest of body and spirit, mercurid, volatile. An odd assortment, Leaf thought. But in extremetimes
one takes one's traveling companions as they come. He had no complaints. He found it possible to get
adong with dl of them, even Crown. Even Crown.

Thewagon came to ajouncing halt. There was the clamor of hooves stamping the sodden soil; then
ghrill high-pitched criesfrom Sting and angry booming bellowings from Crown; and findly aseries of
muffled hissing explosions. Leaf shook his head sadly. " To waste our anmunition on no-leg spiders’

"Perhaps they're harming the horses," Shadow said. " Crown isrough, but he isn't supid.”

Tenderly Leaf stroked her smooth haunches. Shadow tried dwaysto be kind. He had never loved a
Dancing Star before, though the sight of them had long given him pleasure: they were dender beings,
bird-boned and shallow-breasted, and covered from their anklesto their crested skulls by fine dense fur
the color of the twilight sky in winter. Shadow's voice was musical and her motions were graceful; she
was the antithesis of Crown.

Crown now gppeared, ahulking figure thrusting bluntly through the glistening beaded curtains that
enclosed the passenger castle. He glared malevolently at Leaf. Evenin his pleasant moments Crown
seemed angry, an effect perhaps caused by his eyes, which were bright red where those of Leaf and
most other kinds of humans were white. Crown's body was a block of meat, twice as broad as Leaf and
half again astall, though Leaf did not come from asmall-statured race. Crown's skin was glossy,
greenish-purplein color, much like burnished bronze; he was entirely without hair and seemed morelike
amassve satue of an oiled gladiator than aliving being. His arms hung well below his knees; equipped
with extrajoints and terminating in hands the Size of great baskets, they were superb instruments of
daughter. Lesf offered him the most agreeable amile he could find. Crown said, without smiling in return,
"Y ou better get back on thereins, Leaf. The road's turning into one big swamp. The horses are uneasy.
Itsapurpleran.”



Leaf had grown accustomed, in these nine days, to obeying Crown's brusque orders. He started to
obey now, letting go of Shadow and starting to rise. But then, abruptly, he arrived at the limits of his
acceptance.

"My shift just ended,” he said.

Crown stared. "'l know that. But Sting can't handle the wagon in thismess. And | just killed abunch
of mean-looking spiders. Therell be moreif we stay around here much longer.”
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"What are you trying to do, Leaf ?'

"l guess| dont fed like going up front again so soon.”

"Y ou think Shadow here can hold thereinsin this storm?' Crown asked coldly.

Lesf stiffened. He saw the wrath gathering in Crown'sface. The big man was holding his natural
violencein check with an effort; there would be trouble soon if Leaf remained defiant. Thisrebelliousness
went againg dl of Lesf's principles, yet he found himsdf perssting in it and even taking awicked pleasure
init. He chose to risk the confrontation and discover how firm Crown intended to be. Boldly he said,

"Y ou might try holding the reins yourslf, friend.”

"Leaf!" Shadow whispered, appalled.

Crown's face became murderous. His dark, shining cheeks puffed and went taut; his eyes blazed like
molten nuggets, his hands closed and opened, closed and opened, furioudy grasping air. "What kind of
crazy stuff are you trying to give? We have a contract, Leaf. Unless you've suddenly decided that a Pure
Stream doesn't need to abide by

"Spare methe class prejudice, Crown. I'm not pleading Pure Stream as an excuse to get out of
working. I'mtired and I've earned my rest.”

Shadow said softly, "Nobody's denying you your rest, Leaf. But Crown'sright that | can't driveina
purplerain. | would if I could. And Sting can't do it ether. That leaves only you."

"And Crown," Leaf said obstinately.

"There'sonly you," Shadow murmured. It waslike her to take no Sdes, to serve ever asamediator.
"Goon, Lesf. Before therésred trouble. Making trouble like thisisn't your usua way."

Leaf felt bound to pursue his present course, however perilous. He shook his head. "Y ou, Crown.
Youdrive"

In athrottled voice Crown said, "Y ou're pushing me too far. We have a contract.”

All Leaf's Pure Stream temperance was gone now. "Contract? | agreed to do my fair share of the
driving, not to let myself be yanked up from my rest a atimewhen..."

Crown kicked at alow wickerwork stool, splitting it. His rage was boiling close to the surface.
Swallen veinsthrobbed in histhroat. He said, ill controlling himsdlf, " Get out there right now, Lesf, or
by the Soul I'll send you into the All-Is-Onel!™

"Beautiful, Crown. Kill me, if you fed you haveto. Wholl drive your damned wagon for you then?

"I'll worry about that then.”

Crown started forward, swallowing air, clenching fists.

Shadow sharply nudged Leaf'sribs. "Thisis going beyond the point of reason,” shetold him. He
agreed. He had tested Crown and he had his answer, which was that Crown was unlikely to back down;
now enough was enough, for Crown was capable of killing. The huge Dark Laker loomed over him,
lifting his tremendous arms as though to bring them crashing againgt Leaf's head. Leaf held up hishands,
more agesture of submisson than of self-defense.

"Wait," hesad. "Stop it, Crown. I'll drive."

Crown's arms descended anyway. Crown managed to hat the killing blow midway, losing his
ba ance and lurching heavily againgt the side of the wagon. Clumsily he straightened. Slowly he shook his
head. In alow, menacing voice he said, "Dont ever try something like thisagain, Lesf."

"It'stherain," Shadow said. "The purple rain. Everybody does strangethingsinapurpleran.”

"Even s0," Crown said, dropping onto the pile of fursas Leaf got up. "The next time, Leaf, therell be
bad trouble. Now go ahead. Get up front."

Nodding to him, Leaf said, "Come up front with me, Shadow."



Shedid not answer. A look of fear flickered across her face.

Crown sad, "Thedriver drivesaone. Y ou know that, Leaf. Areyou still testing me? If you're testing
me, say S0 and I'll know how to dedl with you."

"l just want some company, aslong as| haveto do an extra shift.”

"Shadow stays here."

Therewas amoment of slence. Shadow wastrembling. "All right," Leaf said findly. " Shadow stays
here"

"I'll walk alittle way toward the front with you," Shadow said, glancing timidly a Crown. Crown
scowled but said nothing. Leaf stepped out of the passenger castle; Shadow followed. Outside, in the
narrow passageway leading to the midcabin, Leaf hated, shaken, shaking, and seized her. She pressed
her dight body againgt him and they embraced, roughly, intensely. When he released her she said, "Why
did you try to cross him like that? It was such astrange thing for you to do, Lesf."

"l just didn't fed like taking the reins again so soon.”

"I know that."

"l want to be with you."

"Youll bewith mealittlelater,” she said. "It didn't make sense for you to talk back to Crown. There
wasn't any choice. You had to drive.”

"Why?"

"Y ou know. Sting couldn't doiit. | couldn't do it."

"And Crown?"

Shelooked a him oddly. "Crown? How would Crown have taken the reins?’

From the passenger castle came Crown's angry growl: ™Y ou going to stand there all day, Leaf? Go
on! Get in here, Shadow!"

"I'm coming," shecdled.

Leaf held her amoment. "Why not? Why couldn't he have driven? He may be proud, but not so
proud that."

"Ask me another time," Shadow said, pushing him away. "Go. Go. Y ou haveto drive. If we don't
move adong well have the spiders upon us."

On thethird day westward they had arrived at avillage of Shapechangers. Much of the countryside
through which they had been passing was deserted, athough the Teeth had not yet visited it, but these
Shapechangers went about their usud routines asif nothing had happened in the neighboring provinces.
These were angular, long-legged people, salow of skin, nearly green in hue, who were classed generdly
somewhere bel ow the midcastes, but above the underbreeds. Their gift was metamorphos's, adow
softeningof the bones under voluntary control that could, in the course of aweek, dragtically dter the
form of their bodies, but Leaf saw them doing none of that, except for afew children who seemed
midway through strange transformations, one with ropy, seemingly boneless arms, one with grotesquely
distended shoulders, one with tiltlike legs. The adults came close to the wagon, admiring its beauty with
soft cooing sounds, and Crown went out to talk with them. "I'm on my way to raisean army,” he said.
"I'll be back in amonth or two, leading my kinsmen out of the Hatlands. Will you fight in our ranks?
Together well drive out the Teeth and make the eastern provinces safe again.”

The Shapechangerslaughed heartily. "How can anyone drive out the Teeth?' asked an old onewith a
greasy mop of blue-white hair. "It was the will of the Soul that they burst forth as conquerors, and no one
can quarrel with the Soul. The Teeth will stay in theselands for athousand thousand years.”

"They can be defeated!” Crown cried.

"They will destroy dl that liesin their path, and no one can stop them.”

"If you fed that way, why don't you flee?" Leaf asked.

"Oh, we have time. But welll be gone long before your return with your army." There were giggles.
"Well keep oursaves clear of the Teeth. We have our ways. We make our changes and we dip away.”

Crown perdsted. "We can use you in our war against them. Y ou have vauable gifts. If you won't
serve assoldiers, at least serve us as spies. WEl send you into the camps of the Teeth, disguised as..."



"Wewill not be here," the old Shapechanger said, “and no one will be ableto find us," and that was
theend of it.

Asthe airwagon departed from the Shapechanger village, Shadow at thereins, Leaf said to Crown,
"Do you redly think you can defegt the Teeth?!

"l haveto."

"Y ou heard the old Shapechanger. The coming of the Teeth wasthe will of the Soul. Can you hope
to thwart that will?*

"A rangormisthewill of the Soul dso," Crown said quietly. "All the same, | do what | can to keep
myself dry. I've never known the Soul to be displeased by that.”

"It'snot the same. A rainstorm is a transaction between the sky and the land. We aren't involved init;
if we want to cover our heads, it doesn't alter what's redlly taking place. But theinvasion of the Teethisa
transaction between tribe and tribe, areordering of socid patterns. In the great scheme of things, Crown,
it may be anecessary process, preordained to achieve certain ends beyond our understanding. All events
are part of somelarger whole, and everything balances out, everything compensates for something else.
Now we have peace, and now it'sthe timefor invaders, do you see? If that's so, it'sfutileto resst.”

"The Teeth broke into the eastlands,”" said Crown, "and they massacred thousands of Dark Lake
people. My concern with necessary processes begins and ends with that fact. My tribe has nearly been
wiped out. Yoursisgtill safe, up by itsferny shores. | will seek help and gain revenge.”

"The Shapechangers laughed at you. Otherswill so. No onewill want to fight the Teeth.”

"I have cousinsin the Flatlands. If no one dsewill, they'll mobilize themselves. They'll want to repay
the Teeth for their crime againg the Dark Lakers. ™

"Y our western cousins may tell you, Crown, that they prefer to remain where they are safe. Why
should they go east to diein the name of vengeance? Will vengeance, no matter how bloody, bring any of
your kinsmen back to life?"

"They will fight," Crown said.

"Prepare yoursdlf for the possbility that they won't.”

"If they refuse,” said Crown, "then I'll go back east mysdlf, and wage my war alone until I'm
overwhelmed. But don't fear for me, Leaf. I'm sure I'll find plenty of willing recruits.”

"How stubborn you are, Crown. Y ou have good reason to hate the Teeth, asdo weal. But why let
that hatred cost you your only life? Why not accept the disaster that has befdlen us, and make anew life
for yourself beyond the Middle River, and forget this dream of reversing theirreversible?!

"l have my task," said Crown.

Forward through the wagon Leaf moved, going dowly, head down, shoulders hunched, feet atickle
with the urgeto kick things. Hefdlt sour of spirit, curdled with dull resentment. He had let himself
become angry at Crown, which was bad enough; but worse, he had |et that anger possess and poison
him. Not even the beauty of the wagon could lift him: ordinarily its superb construction and el egant
furnishings gave him joy, the swirl-patterned fur hangings, the banners of gossamer textiles, theintricate
carved inlays, the graceful strings of dried seeds and tasselsthat dangled from the vaulted ceilings, but
these wonders meant nothing to him now. That was no way to be, he knew.

The airwagon was longer than ten men of the Pure Stream lying head to toe, and so widethat its
spanned nearly the whole roadway. The finest workmanship had goneinto its making: FHower Giver
artisans, no doubt of it, only Flower Givers could build so well. Leaf imagined dozens of thefragilelittle
folk toiling earnestly for months, dl smilesand silence, long, dender fingers and quick, gleaming eyes,
shaping the great wagon as one might shape apoem. The main frame was of lengthy pale spars of light,
reslient wingwood, eegantly laminated into broad curving strips with a colorless fragrant mucilage and
bound with springy withes brought from the southern marshes. Over this daborate armature tanned
shesets of stickskin had been stretched and stitched into place with thick yellow fibers drawn from the
stickcreatures own gristly bodies. Thefloor was of dark shining nightflower-wood planks, buffed to a
high finish and pegged together with great skill. No metal had been employed in the congtruction of the
wagon, nor any artificia substances: nature had supplied everything. Huge and mgestic though the wagon



was, it wasairy and light, light enough to float on avertical column of warm air generated by magnetic
rotorswhirling in its belly; so long as the earth turned, so would the rotors, and when the rotors were
spinning the wagon drifted cat-high above the ground, and could be tugged easily dong by the team of
nightmares.

It was more a mobile palace than awagon, and wherever it went it stirred excitement: Crown'slove,
Crown'sjoy, Crown's estate, awondroustoy. To pay for the making of it Crown must have sent many
soulsinto the All-1s-One, for that was how Crown had earned hislivelihood in the old days, asahired
warrior, asurrogate killer, fighting one-on-one duels for rich eastern princelings too wesk or too lazy to
defend their own honor. He had never been scratched, and hisfees had been high; but al that was ended
now that the Teeth wereloosein the eastlands.

Lesf could not bear to endure being so irritable any longer. He paused to adjust himsdlf, closing his
eyes and listening for the clear tone that sounded aways at the center of hisbeing. After afew minuteshe
found it, tuned himsdf toiit, let it purify him. Crown's unfairness ceased to matter. Leaf became once
more hisusua sdif, dert and outgoing, aware and responsive.

Smiling, whigtling, he made hisway swiftly through the wide, comfortable, brightly lit midcabin,
decorated with Crown's wegpons and other grim souvenirs of battle, and went on into the front corridor
that led to the driver's cabin.

Sting sat dumped at the reins. White Crystd folk such as Sting generaly seemed to throb and tick
with energy; but Sting looked exhausted, emptied, haf dead of fatigue. Hewasasmall, snewy being,
narrow of shoulder and hip, with colorless skin of awaxy, horny texture, pocked everywhere with little
hairy nodes and whorls. His muscles were long and flat; hisface was cavernous, beaked nose and tiny
chin, dark mischievous eyes hidden in bony recesses. Leaf touched his shoulder. "It'sdl right,” he said.

"Crown sent meto relieve you." Sting nodded feebly but did not move. The little man was quivering
likeafrog. Leaf had dwaysthought of him asindestructible, but in the grip of this despondency Sting
seemed more fragile even than Shadow.

"Come," Leaf murmured. "Y ou have afew hoursfor resting. Shadow will ook after you."

Sting shrugged. He was hunched forward, staring dully through the clear curving window, stained
now with splashes of muddy tinted water.

"Thedirty spiders," he said. His voice was hoarse and frayed. "Thefilthyrain. The mud. Look &t the
horses, Leaf. They're dying of fright, and soam |. Well dl perish on thisroad, Ledf, if not of spidersthen
of poisoned rain, if not of rain then of the Teeth, if not of the Teeth then of something else. Theresno
road for us but this one, do you redlize that? Thisisthe road, and we're bound to it like helpless
underbreeds, and well dieonit.”

"Well die when our turn comes, like everything else, Sting, and not amoment before."

"Our turn is coming. Too soon. Too soon. | fed desth-ghosts close at hand.”

"Sing!"

Sting made aweird ratcheting sound low in histhroat, asort of rusty sob. Ledf lifted him and swung
him out of the driver's seet, setting him gently down in the corridor. It was as though he weighed nothing
at al. Perhgpsjust then that was true. Sting had many strange gifts. "Go on,"

Lesf sad. "Get some rest while you can.”

"How kind you are, Leaf."

"And no moretak of ghogts."

"Yes" Sting said. Leaf saw him struggling against fear and despair and weariness. Sting appeared to
brighten amoment, flickering on the edge of hisold vitdity; then the brief glow subsided, and, smiling a
pale amile, offering awhisper of thanks, he went &ft.

Leaf took his placein the driver's sedt.

Through the window of the wagonthin, tough sheets of stickskin, the best qudity, carefully matched,
perfectly trangparenthe confronted adismal scene. Rain dark as blood wasfailing at a steep angle,
scourging the spongy soil, kicking up tiny fountains of earth. A bluish miasmarose from the ground,
billows of dark, steamy fog, the acrid odor of which had begun to seep into the wagon. Leaf sighed and



reached for the reins. Death-ghosts, he thought. Haunted. Poor Sting, driven to the end of hiswits.

And yet, and yet, as he consdered the things Sting had said, L eaf redlized that he had been fedling
somewhat the same way, these past few days: tense, driven, haunted. Haunted. As though unseen
presences, mocking, hogtile, were hovering near. Ghosts? The strain, more likely, of al that he had gone
through since the first ondaught of the Teeth. He had lived through the collgpse of rich and intricate
civilization. He moved now through astrange world, al ashes and seaweed. He was haunted, perhaps,
by theweight of the unburied past, by the memory of al that he had logt.

A rite of exorcism seemed in order.

Lightly he said, aloud, "If there are any ghostsin here, | want you to listen to me. Get out of this
cabin. That'san order. | have work to do."

He laughed. He picked up the reins and made ready to take control of the team of nightmares.

The sense of an invisible presence was overwhelming.

Something a once pa pable and intangible pressed clammily againgt him. He felt surrounded and
engulfed. It'sthefog, he told himsdlf. Dark blue fog, pushing &t the window, sedling thewagon into a
pocket of vapor. Or wasit? Leaf sat quite till for amoment, listening. Silence. He relinquished thereins,
swung about in his seet, carefully ingpected the cabin. No one there. An absurdity to be fidgeting like this.
Y et the discomfort remained. Thiswas no joke now. Sting's anxieties had infected him, and the malady
was feeding on itsdlf, growing more intense from moment to moment, making him vulnerableto any stray
terror that whigpered to him. Only with atranquil mind could he attain the State of trance a
nightmare-driver must enter; and trance seemed unattainable so long as he fdlt the prickle of some
invisible watcher's gaze on the back of hisneck.

Thisrain, he thought, thisdamnablerain. It drives everybody crazy. In aclear, firm voice Lesf sad,
"I'm adtogether serious. Show yourself and get yoursdlf out of this cabin.”

Slence,

Hetook up the reins again. No use. Concentration was impossible. He knew many techniquesfor
centering himsdlf, for leading his consciousnessto apoint of unassailable serenity. But could he achieve
that now, jangled and distracted as he was? He would try. He had to succeed. The wagon had tarried in
this place much too long aready. Leaf summoned al hisinner resources; he purged himself, one by one,
of every discord; he compelled himsdf to dideinto trance.

It seemed to be working. Darkness beckoned to him. He stood at the threshold. He started to step
across.

"Such afool, such afoolish fool," said a sudden dry voice out of nowherethat nibbled at hisearslike
the needle-toothed mice of the White Desert.

Thetrance broke. Leaf shivered asif stabbed and sat up, eyes bright, face flushed with excitement.

"Who spoke?

"Put down those reins, friend. Going forward on thisroad is a heavy waste of spirit."

"Then | wasn't crazy and neither was Sting. Thereis something in herel”

"A ghog, yesaghogt, aghost, aghost!" The ghost showered him with laughter.

Leaf'stension eased. Better to be troubled by areal ghost than to be vexed by afantasy of one's
own disturbed mind. He feared madness far more than he did the invisible. Besides, he thought he knew
wheat this cresture must be.

"Where are you, ghost?'

"Not far from you. Here | am. Here. Here." From three different parts of the cabin, one after another.
Theinvisble being began to sng. Its song was high-pitched, whining, agrinding tone that stretched Leef's
patience intolerably. Leaf till saw no one, though he narrowed his eyes and stared as hard as he could.
Heimagined he could detect afaint veil of pink light floating aong the wall of the cabin, asmoky haze
moving from place to place, ashimmering film like thin oil on water, but whenever hefocused hiseyeson
it the misty presence appeared to evaporate.

Leaf sad, "How long have you been aboard this wagon?"

"Long enough.”



"Did you come aboard at Theptis?'

"Wasthat the name of the place?' asked the ghost disngenuoudly. "1 forget. It's so hard to remember
things”

"Theptis," said Leaf. "Four daysago.”

"Perhapsit was Theptis," the ghost said. "Fool! Dreamer!"

"Why do you cal me names?

"Y ou travel adead road, fool, and yet nothing will turn you fromit." Theinvisible one snickered. "Do
you think I'm aghogt, Pure Stream?"

"I know what you are.”

"How wise you've become!”

"Such apitiful phantom. Such amiserable drifting wraith. Show yoursdlf to me, ghost.”

Laughter reverberated from the corners of the cabin. The voice said, speaking from apoint closeto
Leaf's|eft car, "Theroad you choose to travel has been killed ahead. We told you that when you came to
us, and yet you went onward, and still you go onward. Why are you so rash?!

"Why won't you show yoursdf? A gentleman findsit discomforting to speek to the air.”

Obligingly the ghost yielded, after abrief pause, somefraction of itsinvighbility. A vaporous crimson
stain appeared inthe air before Leaf, and he saw within it dim, insubstantia features, like projectionson a
screen of thick fog. He believed he could make out awispy white beard, harsh glittering eyes, lean
curving lips, awhole forbidding face, afleshlesstorso. The stain degpened momentarily to scarlet and for
amoment Leaf saw the entire figure of the stranger revealed, along narrow-bodied man, dried and
withered, grinning ferocioudy at him. The edges of the figure softened and became mist. Then Lesaf saw
only vapor again, and then nothing.

"l remember you from Theptis" Leaf sad. "Inthetent of Invisibles.”

"What will you do when you come to the dead place on the highway?' the invisible one demanded.
"Will you fly over it? Will you tunnd under it?"

"Y ou were asking the samethings at Theptis," Leaf replied. "I will make the same answer that the
Dark Laker gave you then. We will go forward, dead place or no. Thisisthe only road for us."

They had cometo Theptis on thefifth day of ther flightagrand city, a plendid mercantile emporium,
the gateway to the west, sprawling athwart a place where two grest rivers met and many highways
converged. In happy times any and al peoples might be found in Theptis, Pure Streams and White
Crystals and Flower Givers and Sand Shapers and a dozen others jostling one another in the busy
sreets, buying and sdlling, selling and buying, but mainly Theptiswas acity of Fingersthe merchant caste,
plump and industrious, thousands upon thousands of them concentrated in this one city.

The day Crown's airwagon reached Theptis much of the city was ablaze, and they halted on abroad
stream-split plain just outside the metropolitan area. An improvised camp for refugees had sprouted
there, and tents of black and gold and green cloth littered the meadow like new nightshoots. Lesaf and
Crown went out to inquire after the news. Had the Teeth sacked Theptis aswell? No, an old and sagging
Sand Shaper told them. The Teeth, so far as anyone had heard, were ill well to the east, rampaging
through the coastd cities. Why thefires, then? The old man shook his head. His energy was exhausted,
or his patience, or his courtesy. If you want to know anything else, he said, ask them. They know
everything. And he pointed toward atent opposite his.

Lesf looked into the tent and found it empty; then he looked again and saw upright shadows moving
about in it, tenuous figuresthat existed a the very bounds of visibility and could be perceived only by
tricks of the light asthey changed place in the tent. They asked him within, and Crown came dso. By the
smoky light of their tentfire they were more readily seen: seven or eight men of the Invisible stock,
nomads, ever mysterious, gifted with ways of causing beams of light to travel around or through their
bodies so that they might escape the scrutiny of ordinary eyes.

Leef, like everyone else not of their kind, was uncomfortable among Invisibles. No one trusted them;
no one was capable of predicting their actions, for they were creatures of whim and caprice, or else
followed some code the logic of which wasincomprehensible to outsders. They made Leaf and Crown



welcome, adjusting their bodies until they werein clear sight, and offering the visitors aflagon of wine, a
bow! of fruit. Crown gestured toward Theptis. Who had set the city afire? A red-bearded Invisble with a
raucous rumbling voice answered that on the second night of the invasion the richest of the Fingers had
panicked and had begun to flee the city with their most precious belongings, and astheir wagonsrolled
through the gates the lesser breeds had begun to |oot the Finger mansions, and brawling had started once
the wine cellars were pierced, and fires broke out, and there was no one to make the fire wardens do
their work, for they were al underbreeds and the masters had fled. So the city burned and was il
burning, and the survivors were huddled here on the plain, waiting for the rubble to cool so that they
might salvage vauablesfrom it, and hoping that the Teeth would not fal upon them before they could do
their dfting. Asfor the Fingers, said the Invisble, they were dl gone from Theptis now.

Which way had they gone? Mainly to the northwest, by way of Sunset Highway, at first; but then the
approach to that road had become choked by stalled wagons butted one up against another, so that the
only way to reach the Sunset now was by making a difficult detour through the sand country north of the
city, and once that news became general the Fingers had turned their wagons southward. Crown
wondered why no one seemed to be taking Spider Highway westward. At thisa second Invisible,
white-bearded, joined the conversation. Spider Highway, he said, is blocked just afew days journey
west of here: adead road, a useless road. Everyone knows that, said the white-bearded Invisible.

"That isour route," said Crown.

"l wishyouwdl," said theInvisble. "You will not get far."

"l haveto get to the Hatlands."

"Take your chances with the sand country," the red-bearded one advised, "and go by way of the
Sunst.”

"It would waste two weeks or more," Crown replied. " Spider Highway isthe only road we can
congder." Leaf and Crown exchanged wary glances. Leaf asked the nature of the trouble on the
highway, but the Invisbles said only that the road had been "killed,” and would offer no amplification.

"Wewill go forward," Crown said, "dead place or no."

"Asyou choose," said the older Invisible, pouring morewine. Already both Invisbleswerefading;
the flagon seemed suspended in mist. So, too, did the discussion become unredl, dreamlike, as answers
no longer followed closaly upon the sense of questions, and the words of the Invisbles cameto Leaf and
Crown as though swaddled in thick wool. Therewas along interval of slence, at last, and when L esf
extended his empty glass the flagon was not offered to him, and he realized findly that he and Crown
were alonein thetent. They left it and asked at other tents about the blockage on Spider Highway, but
no one knew anything of it, neither some young Dancing Stars nor three flat-faced Water Breather
women nor afamily of Fower Givers. How reliable was the word of Invishles? What did they mean by
a"dead" road? Suppose they merely thought the road was ritualy impure, for some reason understood
only by Invishles. What value, then, would their warning have to those who did not subscribe to their
supergtitions? Who knew at any time what the words of an Invisble meant?

That night in the wagon the four of them puzzled over the concept of aroad that has been "killed," but
neither Shadow's intuitive perceptions nor Sting's broad knowledge of triba dia ects and customs could
provideillumination. In the end Crown reaffirmed his decision to proceed on the road he had origindly
chosen, and it was Spider Highway that they took out of Theptis. Asthey proceeded westward they met
no one traveling the opposite way, though one might expect the eastbound lanesto be thronged with a
flux of travelersturning back from whatever obstruction might be closing the road ahead. Crown took
cheer in that; but Leaf observed privately that their wagon appeared to be the only vehicle on theroad in
either direction, asif everyone else knew better than to make the attempt. In such stark solitude they
journeyed four dayswest of Theptis before the purplerain hit them.

Now theInvisble said, "Go into your trance and drive your horses. I'll dream beside you until the
awakening comes.”

"| prefer privacy.”

"Y ou won't be disturbed.”



"l ask youto leave."

"Y ou treat your guests coldly.”

"Areyou my guest?' Leaf asked. "l don't remember extending an invitation.”

"Y ou drank winein our tent. That createsin you an obligation to offer reciproca hospitaity.” The
Invisible sharpened his bodily intengity until he seemed as solid as Crown; but even as Leaf observed the
effect he grew thin again, fading in paiches. The far wall of the cabin showed through his ches, asif he
were hollow. Hisarms had disappeared, but not his gnarled longfingered hands. He was grinning,
showing crooked close-set teeth. There was a strange scent in the cabin, sharp and musky, like vinegar
mixed with honey. Thelnvisible said, "I'll ride with you alittle longer,”" and vanished dtogether.

Leaf searched the corners of the cabin, knowing that an Invisible could dways befelt evenif he
eluded the eyes. His probing hands encountered nothing. Gone, gone, gone, whisking of to the place
where snuffed flames go, en? Even that odor of vinegar and honey was diminishing. "Where are you?"
Leaf asked. "Still hiding somewhere close?' Silence. Leaf shrugged.

The stink of the purple rain was the dominant scent again. Time to move on, ssowaway or no. Rain
was hitting the window in huge murky windblown blobs. Once more Leaf picked up thereins. He
banished the Invisble from hismind.

These purple rains condensed out of drifting gaseous clots in the upper atmospheredank clouds of
chemical resduesthat arose from the world's most stained, most injured places and circled the planet like
malign tempests. Upon calliding with amass of coal air such a poisonous cloud often discharged its
burden of reeking oilsand acidsin the form of adriving rainstorm; and the foulness that descended could
befatd to plants and shrubs, to smal animals, sometimes even to man.

A purple rain was the cue for certain somber creatures to come forth from dark places: scuttering
scavengers that picked eagerly through the dead and dying, and larger, more dangerous things that
preyed on the dazed and choking living. The no-leg spiders were among the more unpleasant of these.

They were snister sphericd beaststhe Sze of large dogs, voracious in the gppetite and ruthlessin the
hunt. Their bodies were plump, covered with coarse, rank brown hair; they bore eight glittering eyes
above sharp-fanged mouths. No-legged they were indeed, but not immobile, for asingle huge fleshy foot,
something like that of asnail, sprouted from the underbellies of these spiders and carried them adong a a
dow, inexorable pace. They were poor pursuers, easily avoided by healthy animals; but to the numbed
victims of apurple rain they were deadly, moving in to strike with hinged, poison-barbed claws that
leaped out of nichesaong their backs. Were they truly spiders? Leaf had no idea. Like dmost everything
else, they were arecent species, mutated out of the-Soul-only-knew-what during the period of stormy
biologica upheavasthat had attended the end of the old industrid civilization, and no one yet had studied
them closdly, or cared to.

Crown had killed four of them. Their bodies lay upside down at the edge of the road, upturned feet
wilting and drooping like plucked toadstools. About a dozen more spiders had emerged from the low
hills flanking the highway and were gliding dowly toward the stalled wagon; aready severd had reached
their dead comrades and were making ready to feed on them, and some of the others were eyeing the
horses.

The six nightmares, prisoners of their harnesses, prowled about uneasily in their condricted ambits,
anxioudy scraping at the muddy ground with their hooves. They were big, sturdy beasts, black as death,
with long feathery ears and high-domed skulls that housed minds as keen as many human's, sharper than
some. Therain annoyed the horses but could not serioudy harm them, and the spiders could be kept at
bay with kicks, but plainly the entire Stuation disturbed them.

Leaf meant to get them out of here asrapidly as he could.

A dimy coating covered everything the rain had touched, and the road was a miserable quagmire,
dippery asice. Therewas peril for dl of themin that. If ahorse sumbled and fdll it might splinter aleg,
causing such confusion that the whole team might be pulled down; and asthe injured nightmares thrashed
about in the mud the hungry spiders would surely movein on them, venomous clawsrising, striking,
delivering stings that stunned, and leaving the horses pardyzed, hel pless, vulnerable to eager teeth and



strong jaws. Asthe wagon traveled onward through this swampy rain-soaked district Leaf would
congtantly have to steady and reassure the nightmares, pouring his energy into them to comfort them, a
strenuous task, atask that had wrecked poor Sting.

Leaf dipped thereinsover hisforehead. He became aware of the consciousness of the six fretful
horses.

Because he was il awake, contact was misty and uncertain. A waking mind was unableto
communicate with the animasin any useful way. To guide the team he had to enter atrance Sate, a
dream state; they would not respond to anything so gross as conscious intelligence. He looked about for
manifestations of the Invisble. No, no sign of him. Good. Leaf brought his mind to dead center.

He closad his eyes. The technique of trance was easy enough for him, when there were no
digtractions.

Hevisudized atunnd, narrow-mouthed and dark, danting into the ground.

He drifted toward its entrance.

Hovered there amoment.

Went down into it.

Floating, floating, borne downward by warm, gentle currents: he sinksin adow spira descent,
autumn leaf on aoringtime breeze. Thetunnd'swallsare circular, crysdline, lit from within, the light
growing in brightness as he drops toward the heart of the world. Gleaming scarlet and blue flowers,
brittle as glass, sorout from crevices at meticuloudy regular intervals.

He goes deep, touching nothing. Down.

Entering a place where the tunnel widensinto around smooth-walled chamber, seded at theend. He
sretches full-length on the floor. Thefloor isblack stone, dick and dippery; he dreamsit soft and
yielding, womb-warm. Colors are muted here, sounds are blurred. He hears far-off music, percussve
and muffled, rat-a-rat, rat-a-rat, blllooom, blllooom. Now at least heis able to make full contact with the
minds of the horses.

His spirit expandsin their direction; he envelops them, he takes them into himsdlf. He sensesthe
Separate identity of each, picks up the shifting play of their emotions, their prancing fantasies, their fears.
Each mare has her own distinct response to therain, to the spiders, to the sodden highway. Oneis
restless, oneistimid, oneisfurious, oneissullen, oneistense, oneistorpid. He feeds energy to them. He
pulls them together. Come, gather your strength, take us onward: thisisthe road, we must be on our
way.

The nightmares ir.

They react well to histouch. He believesthat they prefer him over Shadow and Sting asadriver:
Sting istoo manic, Shadow too permissive. Leaf keepsthem together, directsthem eadlly, givesthem the
guidance they need. They areinteligent, yes, they have personalities and goas and idedls, but dso they
are beasts of burden, and Leaf never forgetsthat, for the nightmares themselves do not.

Come, now. Onward.

Theroad isghastly. They pick at it and, their hooves make sucking sounds coming up from the mud.
They complain to him. We are cold, we are wet, we are bored. He dreams wings for them to make their
way easer. To soothe them he dreams sunlight for them, bountiful warmth, dry highway, an easy trot. He
dreams green hillsdes, cascades of yellow blossoms, the flutter of hummingbirds wings, the droning of
bees. He gives the horses sweet summer, and they grow cam,; they lift their heads, they fan their
dream-wings and preen; they are ready now to resume the journey. They pull as one. The rotors hum
happily. The wagon didesforward with a smooth coasting motion.

Leaf, degp in trance, is unable to see the road, but no matter; the horses seeit for him and send him
images, fluid, shifting dream-images, polarized and refracted and diffracted by the strangenesses of their
vison and the digtortions of dream communication, Sx Smultaneous and individud views. Hereisthe
road, bordered by white birches whipped by an angry wind. Here isthe road, an earthen swath dicing
through aforest of mighty pines bowed down by white new snow. Hereisthe road, aribbon of fertility,



from which dazzling red poppies spring wherever ahoof strikes. Fleshy-finned blue fishes do headstands
beside the road. Paunchy burghers of the Finger tribe spread brilliantly laundered tablecl oths dong the
grassy margin and make lunch out of big-eyed reproachful oysters. Masked figures dart between the
horses legs. The road curves, curves again, doubles back on itsdlf, crossesitsalf in a complacent loop.

Ledf integrates this dizzying many-hued inrush of data, sorting thereal from the unreal, blending and
focusing theinput and using it to guide himsdlf in guiding the horses. Serenely he coordinates their
movements with quick confident impulses of thought, so that each anima will pull with the same force.
Thewagon is precarioudy baanced on its column of ar, and an unequal tug could well send it dewing
into the treacherous thicket to the left of the road. He sends quicksilver messages down the thick conduit
from hismind to theirs. Steady there, steady, watch that boggy patch coming up! Ah! Ah, that's my girl!
Spiderson the left, careful! Good! Yes, yes, ah, yes! He patstheir heaving flankswith astrand of his
mind. He rewardstheir agility with dreams of the stable, of newly mown hay, of sdlionswaiting at
journey's end.

From them, for they love him, he knowsthey love him, he gets warm dreams of the highway, dl
beauty and joy, al images converging into asingle idealized view, magestic groves of wingwood treesand
broad meadows through which clear brooks flow. They dream his own past life for him, too, feeding
back to him nuggets of random autobiography mined in the ssams of hisbeing. What they tranamit is
filtered and transformed by their dien sensihilities, colored with halucinatory glows and tugged and
twisted into otherdimensional forms, but yet heis able to perceive the essentia meaning of each tableau:
his childhood among the parks and gardens of the Pure Stream enclave near the Inland Seg, his
wanderyears among the innumerable, unfamiliar, not-quite-human breeds of the hinterlands, hisbrief,
happy sojourn in the fog-swept western country, his eastward journey in early manhood, ways
following the will of the Soul, ways bending to the breezes, accepting whatever destiny seizeshim,
eastward now, his band of friends closer than brothersin his adopted eastern province, his sprawling
lakeshore home there, al polished wood and billowing tented pavilions, his collection of relics of
mankind's former timespieces of machinery, elegant coils of meta, rusted coins, grotesgue Satuettes,
wedges of imperishable plastichoused in its own wing with its own curator. Lost in these reveries he
ceases to remember that the home by the lake has been reduced to ashes by the Teeth, that his friends of
kinder days are dead, his estates overrun, his pretty things scattered in the kitchen-middens.

Imperceptibly, the dream turns sour.

Spiders and rain and mud creep back into it. He is reminded, through some darkening of tone of the
imagery pervading his dreaming mind, that he has been stripped of everything and has become, now that
he has taken flight, merely adriver hired out to abegtia Dark Lake mercenary who ishimsdf afugitive.

Leaf isworking harder to control the team now. The horses seem less sure of their footing, and the
pace dows; they are bothered about something, and a sour, querulous anxiety tinges their messagesto
him. He catches their mood. He sees himsdlf harnessed to the wagon aongside the nightmares, and it is
Crown at thereins, Crown wielding aterrible whip, driving the wagon frenziedly forward, seeking dlies
who will hdp him fulfill hisfantasy of liberating the |ands the Teeth have taken. Thereis no escape from
Crown. He rises above the landscape like amonster of congealed smoke, growing more huge until he
obscures the sky. Leaf wonders how he will disengage himself from Crown. Shadow runs beside him,
stroking his cheeks, whispering to him, and he asks her to undo the harness, but she says she cannot, that
itisther duty to serve Crown, and Leaf turnsto Sting, who is harnessed on his other sde, and he asks
Sting for help, but Sting coughs and dipsin the mud as Crown'swhip flicks his backbone.

There isno escape. The wagon hedls and shakes. The right-hand horse skids, nearly fals, recovers.
Leaf decides he must be getting tired. He has driven agreet dedl today, and the effort istelling. But the
ranisdill falinghe breaks through the vell of illusions, briefly, past the scenes of spring and summer and
autumn, and sees the blue-black water dropping in wild handfuls from the skyand thereisno one elseto
drive, so he must continue.

Hetriesto submerge himsdlf in deeper trance, where he will be lessreadily deflected from control.

But no, something iswrong, something plucks at his consciousness, drawing him toward the waking
gate. The horses summon him to wakefulness with frightful scenes. One beast shows him the wagon



about to plunge through awall of afire. Another picturesthem at the brink of avast impassable crater.
Another gives him the image of giant boulders strewn across the road; another, amountain of ice
blocking the way; another, a pack of snarling wolves; another, arow of armored warriors standing
shoulder to shoulder, lances at the ready. No doubt of it. Trouble. Trouble. Trouble.

Perhaps they have come to the dead place in the road. No wonder that Invisible was skulking
around. Lesf forces himsdlf to awaken.

Therewas no wal of fire. No warriors, no wolves, none of those things. Only a paisade of newly
felled timbers facing him some hundred paces ahead on the highway, timberstwice astdl as Crown,
sharpened to points at both ends and thrust deep into the earth one up against the next and bound
securdly with freshly cut vines. The barricade spanned the highway completely from edge to edge; onits
right it was bordered by atangle of impenetrable thorny scrub; on itsleft it extended to the brink of a
Steep ravine.

They were stopped.

Such a blockade across a public highway was inconceivable. Leaf blinked, coughed, rubbed his
aching forehead. Those last few minutes of discordant dreams had |eft amurky, gritty coating on his
brain. Thiswall of wood seemed like some sort of dream too, avery bad one. Leaf imagined he could
hear the Invisibl€'s cool laughter somewhere close a hand. At least the rain appeared to be dackening,
and there were no spiders about. Small consolations, but the best that were available.

Baffled, Leaf freed himsdlf of the reins and awaited the next event.

After amoment or two he sensed the joggling rhythms that told of Crown's heavy forward progress
through the cabin. The big man peered into the driver's cabin.

"What's going on? Why aren't we moving?"'

"Dead road."

"What are you talking about?"

"Seefor yoursdlf," Leaf said wearily, gesturing toward the window.

Crown leaned across Lesf to look. He studied the scene an endless moment, reacting Sowly.
"What'sthat? A wall?'

"Awadl, yes"

"A wall acrossahighway?| never heard of anything like that."

"The Invishlesat Theptis may have been trying to warn us about this."

"A wal. A wal." Crown shook with perplexed anger. "It violates all the maintenance customs! Soul
takeit, Leaf, apublic highway is-"

"--sacred and inviolable. Y es. What the Teeth have been doing in the east violates a good many
maintenance customstoo,” Leaf said. "And territorial customsaswell. These are unusud times
everywhere." He wondered if he should tell about the Invisible who was on board. One problem a a
time, he decided. "Maybe thisis how these people propose to keep the Teeth out of their country,
Crown."

"But to block a public road--"

"Wewerewarned."

"Who could trust the word of an Invisble?"

"Therésthewal," Leaf said. "Now we know why we didn't meet anyone € se on the highway. They
probably put thisthing up as soon as they heard about the Teeth, and the whole province knows enough
to avoid Spider Highway. Everyone but us.”

"What folk dwell here?'

"No idea. Sting's the one who would know."

"Yes, Sting would know," said the high, clear, sharp-edged voice of Sting from the corridor. He
poked his head into the cabin. Leaf saw Shadow just behind him. "Thisistheland of the Tree
Companions," Sting said. "Do you know of them?"

Crown shook hishead. "Not |," said Lesf.

"Forest-dwellers” Sting said. "Tree-worshippers. Smal heads, dow brains. Dangerousin battlethey



use poisoned darts. There are ninetribes of them in thisregion, | think, under asingle chief. Once they
paid tribute to my people, but | supposein thesetimesal that has ended.”

"They worship trees?" Shadow said lightly. "And how many of their gods, then, did they cut down to
makethisbarrier?'

Sting laughed. "1f you must have gods, why not put them to some good use?"

Crown glared a the wall across the highway as he once might have glared at an opponent in the
dudling ring. Seething, he paced anarrow path in the crowded cabin. "We can't waste any moretime.
The Teeth will be coming through thisregion in afew days, for sure. Weve got to reach theriver before
something happensto the bridges ahead.”

"Thewal," Leef said.

"There's plenty of brush lying around out there,” said Sting. "We could build abonfire and bum it
down."

"Greenwood," Leaf said. "It'simpossible.”

"We have hatchets," Shadow pointed out. "How long would it take for usto cut through timbers as
thick asthose?"

Sting said, "Wed need aweek for thejob. The Tree Companionswould fill usfull of darts before
wed been chopping an hour."

"Do you have any ideas?' Shadow said to Leef.

"Well, we could turn back toward Theptis and try to find our way to Sunset Highway by way of the
sand country. There are only two roads from here to theriver, this and the Sunset. We losefive days,
though, if we decide to go back, and we might get snarled up in whatever chaosisgoing onin Theptis, or
we could very well get stranded in the desert trying to reach the highway. The only other choicel seeis
to abandon the wagon and look for some path around the wall on foot, but | doubt very much that
Crown would"

"Crown wouldn't," said Crown, who had been chewing hislip in tense silence. "But | see some
different possibilities"

"Goon."

"Oneisto find these Tree Companions and compel them to clear thistrash from the highway. Darts
or no darts, one Dark Lake and one Pure Stream side by side ought to be able to terrify twenty tribes of
pinheed forest folk."

"And if we can't?' Leaf asked.

"That brings usto the other possibility, which isthat thiswal isn't particularly intended to protect the
neighborhood against the Teeth at al, but that these Tree Companions have taken advantage of the
genera confusion to set up some sort of toll-raising scheme. In that case, if we can't force them to open
the road, we can find out what they want, what sort of toll they're asking, and pay it if we can and beon
our way."

"Isthat Crown who'staking?' Sting asked. "Taking about paying atoll to underbreeds of the forest?
Incrediblel™

Crown said, "'l don't like the thought of paying toll to anybody. But it may be the smplest and
quickest way to get out of here. Do you think I'm entirely a creature of pride, Sting?"

Leaf stood up. "If you'reright thet thisisatoll gation, thered be some kind of gateinthewadl. I'll go
out there and have alook at it."

"No," said Crown, pushing him lightly back into his seet. "There's danger here, Leaf. Thispart of the
work falsto me." He strode toward the midcabin and was busy there afew minutes. When he returned
hewasin hisfull armor: breastplates, helmet, face mask, greaves, everything burnished to ahigh gloss. In
those few places where his bare skin showed through, it seemed but a part of the armor. Crown looked
like amachine. Hismace hung at hiship, and the short shaft of his extensor sword rested easily dong the
ingde of hisright wrigt, ready to spring to full length at a squeeze. Crown glanced toward Sting and said,
"I'll need your nimblelegs. Will you come?"

"Asyou say."



"Open the midcabin hatch for us, Leaf."

Leaf touched acontrol on the board below the front window. With a soft, whining sound ahinged
door near the middle of the wagon swung upward and out, and a stepladder sprouted to provide access
to the ground. Crown made a ponderous exit. Sting, scorning the ladder, stepped down: it wasthe
specid gift of the White Crystal people to be able to transport themsel ves short distancesin extraordinary
ways.

Sting and Crown began to walk warily toward the wall. Leaf, watching from the driver's seet, dipped
hisarm lightly about the waist of Shadow, who stood beside him, and caressed her smooth fur. Therain
had ended; agray cloud till hung low, and the gleam of Crown's armor was aready softened by fine
droplets of moisture. He and Sting were nearly to the palisade, now, Crown constantly scanning the
underbrush asif expecting a horde of Tree Companionsto spring forth. Sting, loping along next to him,
looked like some agile little two-legged beast, the top of his head barely reaching to Crown's hip.

They reached the palisade. Thin, late-afternoon sunlight streamed over itstop. Kneding, Sting
ingpected the base of the wall, probing at the soil with hisfingers, and said something to Crown, who
nodded and pointed upward. Sting backed off, made ashort running start, and lofted himself, rising
amog as though he were taking wing. Hisleap carried him soaring to the wall's jagged crest in aswift
blurred flight. He appeared to hover for along moment while choosing aplaceto land. At last he dighted
in aprecarious, uncomfortable-looking postion, sprawled aong the top of the wall with his body arched
to avoid the timber's sharpened tips, his hands grasping two of the stakes and his feet wedged between
two others. Sting remained in this desperate contortion for aremarkably long time, studying whatever lay
beyond the barricade; then he let go hishold, sprang lightly outward, and floated to the ground, a
distance some three times his own height. He landed upright, without sumbling. Therewas abrief
conference between Crown and Sting. Then they came back to the wagon.

"It'satoll-rasng scheme, dl right,” Crown muitered. "The middle timbers aren't embedded in the
earth. They end just a ground level and form ahinged gate, fastened by two heavy boltson the far sde.”
"l saw at least ahundred Tree Companions back of thewall," Sting said. "Armed with blowdarts.

They'll be coming around to visit usin amoment.”

"We should arm ourselves,” Leaf said.

Crown shrugged. "We can't fight that many of them. Not twenty-five to one, we can't. The best
hand-to-hand man in theworld is helpless againgt little forest folk with poisoned blowdarts. If we aren't
able to awe them into letting us go through, well have to buy them of somehow. But | don't know. That
gate isn't nearly wide enough for the wagon."

Hewas right about that. There was the dry scraping squed of wood against woodthe bolts were
being unfastenedand then the gate swung dowly open. When it had been fully pushed back it provided an
opening through which any good-size cart of ordinary dimensions might pass, but not Crown's
magnificent vehicle. Five or Six stakes on each Side of the gate would have to be pulled down in order for
the wagon to go by.

Tree Companions came swarming toward the wagon, scores of themsmall, naked folk with lean
limbs and smooth blue-green skin. They looked like animated clay statuettes, casudly pinched into shape:
their hairless heads were narrow and elongated, with flat doping foreheads, and their long neckslooked
flimsy and fragile. They had shalow chests and bony, meatless frames. All of them, men and women
both, wore reed dart-blowers strapped to their hips. Asthey danced and frolicked about the wagon they
set up aragged, irregular chanting, tuneless and atond, like the improvised songs of children caught up in
frantic play.

"Well go out to them," Crown said. "Stay calm, make no sudden moves. Remember that these are
underbreeds. So long as we think of ourselves as men and them as nothing more than monkeys, and
make them redlize we think that way, well be able to keep them under control.”

"They'remen," said Shadow quietly. "Same aswe. Not monkeys."

"Think of them aslike monkeys," Crown told her. "Otherwise were lost. Come, now.”

They left the wagon, Crown firg, then Leaf, Sting, Shadow. The cavorting Tree Companions paused
momentarily in their sport asthe four travel ers emerged; they looked up, grinned, chattered, pointed, did



handsprings and headstands. They did not seem awed. Did Pure Stream mean nothing to them? Had they
no fear of Dark Lake? Crown, glowering, said to Sting, " Can you spesk their language?’

"A few words'

" Speak to them. Ask them to send their chief hereto me.”

Sting took up aposition just in front of Crown, cupped his hands to his mouth, and shouted
something high and piercing in asingsong language. He spoke with exaggerated, painful darity, asone
doesin addressing ablind person or aforeigner. The Tree Companions snickered and exchanged little
yipping cries. Then one of them came dancing forward, planted his face a handsbreadth from Sting's, and
mimicked Sting's words, catching the intonation with comic accuracy. Sting looked frightened, and
backed away haf apace, butting accidentaly into Crown's chest. The Tree Companion loosed astream
of words, and when hefdl slent Sting repested his original phrase in amore subdued tone.

"What's happening?' Crown asked. "Can you understand anything?”

"Alittle Very little"

"Will they get the chief?"

"I'm not sure. | don't know if heand | are talking about the same things.”

"Y ou said these people pay tribute to White Crystal.”

"Paid,” Sting said. "l don't know if thereés any alegiance any longer. | think they may be having some
fun at our expense. | think what he said was insulting, but I'm not sure. I'm just not sure.”

"Stinking monkeys"

"Careful, Crown," Shadow murmured. "We can't speak their language, but they may understand
ours."

Crown said, "Try again. Speak more dowly. Get the monkey to speak more dowly. The chief, Sting,
we want to see the chief! 1an't there any way you can make contact?"

"l could go into trance," Sting said. "And Shadow could help me with the meanings. But I'd need time
to get mysdf together. | fed too quick now, too tense.” Asif to illugtrate his point he executed atiny
jumping movement, blur-snap-hop, that carried him laterally afew pacesto the left. Blur-sngp-hop and
he was back in place again. The Tree Companion laughed shrilly, clapped his hands, and tried to imitate
Sting'slittle shuttling jump. Others of the tribe came over; there were ten or twelve of them now,
clustered near the entrance to the wagon. Sting hopped again: it was like atwitch, atic. He sarted to
tremble. Shadow reached toward him and folded her dender arms about his chest, as though to anchor
him. The Tree Companions grew more agitated; there was a hard, intense quality about their playfulness
now. Trouble seemed imminent. Leaf, standing on the far sde of Crown, felt a sudden knotting of the
muscles at the base of his ssomach. Something nagged at his attention, off to hisright out in the crowd of
Tree Companions,; he glanced that way and saw an azure brightness, e ongated and upright, aman-size
gtrip of fog and haze, drifting and weaving among the forest folk. Wasit the Invisble? Or only sometrick
of the dying daylight, dipping through the residua vapor of the rainstorm? He struggled for asharp focus,
but the figure uded his gaze, dipping ticklingly beyond sight as Leef followed it with hiseyes,

Abruptly he heard ahowl from Crown and turned just in time to see a Tree Companion duck
beneath the huge man's elbow and go sprinting into the wagon. " Stop!" Crown roared. "Come back!"
And, asif asigna had been given, seven or eight others of the lithe little tribesmen scrambled aboard.

There was death in Crown's eyes. He beckoned savagely to Leaf and rushed through the entrance.
Leaf followed. Sting, sobbing, huddled in the entranceway, making no attempt to hat the Tree
Companionswho were streaming into the wagon. Leaf saw them climbing over everything, examining,
ingpecting, commenting. Monkeys, yes. Down in the front corridor Crown was struggling with four of
them, holding onein each vast hand, trying to shake free two others who were climbing hisarmored legs.

Leaf confronted aminiature Tree Companion woman, agnomish bright-eyed creature whose bare
lean body glistened with sour sweat, and as he reached for her she drew not a dart-blower but along
narrow blade from the tube at her hip, and dashed Ledf fiercdly dong theingde of hisleft forearm. There
was aquick, frightening gush of blood, and only some moments afterward did he fed the fiery lick of the
pain. A poisoned knife? Well, then, into the All-1s-One with you, Leaf. But if there had been poison, he
felt no effects of it; he wrenched the knife from her grasp, jammed it into the wall, scooped her up, and



pitched her lightly through the open hatch of the wagon. No more Tree Companions were coming in,
now. Leaf found two more, threw them out, dragged another out of the roofbeams, tossed him after the
others, went looking for more. Shadow stood in the hatchway, blocking it with her frail arms
outstretched. Where was Crown? Ah. There. In the trophy room. "Grab them and carry them to the
hatch!" Leaf ydled. "Wererid of most of them!"

"The stinking monkeys," Crown cried. He gestured angrily. The Tree Companions had seized some
treasure of Crown's, some ancient suit of mail, and in their childish buoyancy had ripped the fragilelinks
gpart with their tug-of-war. Crown, enraged, bore down on them, clamped one hand on each tapering
skull"Don't!" Leaf shouted, fearing darts in vengeanceand squeezed, cracking them like nuts. He tossed
the corpses asde and, picking up historn trophy, stood sadly pressing the sundered edgestogether ina
clumsy attempt at repair.

"You'vedoneit now," Leaf said. "They were just being inquisitive. Now well have war, and well be
deed before nightfall.”

"Never," Crown grunted.

He dropped the chain-mail, scooped up the dead Tree Companions, carried them dangling through
the wagon, and threw them like offa into the clearing. Then he stood defiantly in the hatchway, inviting
their darts. None came. Those Tree Companions still aboard the wagon, five or six of them, appeared
empty-handed, silent, and dipped hastily around the hulking Dark Laker. Leaf went forward and joined
Crown. Blood was till dripping from Lesf's wound; he dared not induce clotting nor permit the wound to
close until he had been purged of whatever poison might have been on the blade. A thin, Straight cut,
deep and painful, ran down hisarm from elbow to wrist. Shadow gave a soft little cry and seized is hand.
Her breath was warm against the edges of the gash. "Are you badly injured?’ she whispered.

"I don't think so. It'sjust a question of whether the knife was poisoned.”

"They poison only their darts,” said Sting. "But ther€lll be infection to cope with. Better let Shadow
look after you.”

"Yes" Ledf said. He glanced into the clearing. The Tree Companions, as though thrown into shock
by the violence that had come from their brief invasion of the wagon, stood frozen aong the road in slent
groups of nine or ten, keeping their distance. The two dead oneslay crumpled where Crown had hurled
them. The unmistakable figure of the Invisible, transparent but clearly outlined by adark perimeter, could
be seen to the right, near the border of the thicket: his eyes glittered fiercely, hislipsweretwisted in a
strange smile. Crown was gtaring a him in dack-jawed astonishment. Everything seemed suspended,
held floating motionlessin the bowl of time. To Leaf the scene was an egrie tableau in which the only
sense of ongoing process was supplied by the throbbing in his dashed arm. He hung moored at the
center, waiting, waiting, incapable of action, trapped like othersin timelessness. In that long pause he
realized that another figure had appeared during the melee, and stood now camly ten paces or so to the
left of the grinning Invisible: a Tree Companion, taler than the others of hiskind, clad in beads and
gimcracks but undeniably abeing of presence and mgesty.

"The chief hasarrived,” Sting said hoarsdly.

The stasisbroke. Leaf released hisbresth and let hisrigid body dump.

Shadow tugged at him, saying, "L et me clean that cut for you." The chief of the Tree Companions
stabbed the air with three outstretched fingers, pointing at the wagon, and called out five crisp, sharp,
jubilant syllables; dowly and grandly he began to stalk toward the wagon. At the same moment the
Invisbleflickered brightly, like asun about to die, and disgppeared entirely from view. Crown, turning to
Ledf, sadinathick voice, "It'sdl going crazy here. | wasjustimagining | saw one of the Invisblesfrom
Theptis skulking around by the underbrush.”

"Y ou weren't imagining anything,” Leaf told him. "He's been riding secretly with us since Theptis.
Waiting to see what would happen to us when we came to the Tree Companions wall. "

Crown looked jarred by that. "When did you find that out?' he demanded.

Shadow said, "L et him be, Crown. Go and parley with the chief. If | don't clean Leaf's wound soon”

"Just aminute. | need to know the truth. Lesf, when did you find out about this Invisble?’



"When | went up front to relieve Sting. He wasin the driver's cabin. Laughing a me, jeering. The
way they do."

"And you didn't tell me? Why?'

"There was no chance. He bothered me for awhile, and then he vanished, and | was busy driving
after that, and then we came to the wall, and then the Tree Companions--"

"What does he want from us?' Crown asked harshly, face pushed closeto Lesf's.

Leaf was starting to fed fever risng. He swayed and leaned on Shadow. Her taut, resilient little form
bore him with surprising strength. He said tiredly, "I don't know. Does anyone ever know what one of
them wants?' The Tree Companion chief, meanwhile, had come up besidethem and inalusty,
self-assured way dapped his open pam severd times againgt the sde of the wagon, as though taking
possession of it. Crown whirled. The chief coolly spoke, voice leve, inflections controlled. Crown shook
his head.

"What's he saying?' he barked. "Sting? Sting?'

"Come," Shadow said to Leaf. "Now. Please.”

She led him toward the passenger castle. He sprawled on the furs while she searched busily through
her case of unguents and ointments; then she came to him with along green vid in her hand and said,
"Ther€ll be pain for you now."

"Wait."

He centered himsalf and disconnected, aswell as he was able, the network of sensory apparatus that
conveyed messages of discomfort from hisarm to hisbrain. At once hefet his skin growing cooler, and
he redlized for the first time since the battle how much pain he had been in: so much that he had not had
the wisdom to do anything about it. Dispassionately he watched as Shadow, dl efficiency, probed his
wound, parting the lips of the cut without squeamishness and swabhbing itsred interior. A faint tickling,
unpleasant but not painful, was all he sensed. She looked up, finaly, and said, "Ther€ll be no infection.

Y ou can dlow thewound to close now." In order to do that Leaf had to reestablish the neura
connectionsto acertain degree, and as he unblocked the flow of impul ses he felt sudden startling pain,
both from the cut itself and from Shadow's medicines; but quickly heinduced clotting, and a moment
afterward he was deep in the disciplines that would encourage the sundered flesh to hedl.

The wound began to close. Lightly Shadow blotted the fresh blood from hisarm and prepared a
poultice; by thetime she had it in place, the ggping dash had reduced itsdlf to athin raw line. "Y oulll live"
shesaid. "You were lucky they don't poison their knives." He kissed thetip of her nose and they returned
to the hatch area.

Sting and the Tree Companion chief were conducting some sort of discussion in pantomime, Sting's
motions sweeping and broad, the chief's the merest flicks of fingers, while Crown stood by, an impassive
column of darkness, armsfolded somberly. AsLeaf and Shadow regppeared Crown said, "Sting isn't
getting anywhere. It has to be atrance parley or we won't make contact. Help him, Shadow."

Shenodded. To Leaf, Crown said, "How's the arm?"

"Itll bedl right."

"How soon?’

"A day. Two, maybe. Sorefor aweek."

"We may befighting again by sunrise.”

"Y ou told me yoursdlf that we can't possibly survive a battle with these people.”

"Even 0," Crown said. "We may befighting again by sunrise. If there's no other choice, well fight."

"And die?'

"Anddie" Crown said.

Leaf waked dowly away. Twilight had come. All vestiges of the rain had vanished, and the air was
clear, crisp, growing chill, with alight wind out of the north that was gaining steedily in force. Beyond the
thicket the tops of tall ropy-limbed trees were whipping about. The shards of the moon had moved into
view, rough daggers of whiteness doing their dow dance about one another in the darkening sky. The
poor old shattered moon, souvenir of an eralong gone: it seemed a scratchy mirror for the tormented
planet that owned it, for the fragmented race of races that was mankind. Leaf went to the nightmares,



who stood patiently in harness, and passed among them, gently stroking their shaggy ears, caressing their
blunt noses. Thelr eyes, liquid, intelligent, watchful, peered into hisamost reproachfully. Y ou promised us
agtable, they seemed to be saying. Stallions, warmth, newly mown hay. Leaf shrugged. In thisworld, he
told them wordlesdly, it isn't dways possible to keep one's promises. One does one's best, and one
hopes that that is enough.

Near the wagon Sting has assumed a cross-legged position on the damp ground. Shadow squats
beside him; the chief, mantled in dignity, stands stiffly before them, but Shadow coaxes him with gentle
gestures to come down to them. Sting's eyes are closed and his head lolIsforward. Heisdready in
trance. Hisleft hand grasps Shadow's muscular furry thigh; he extends hisright, pam upward, and after a
moment the chief puts his own pam to it. Contact: the circuit is closed.

Leaf has no ideawhat messages are passing among the three of them, but yet, oddly, he does not feel
excluded from the transaction. Such asense of love and warmth radiates from Sting and Shadow and
even from the Tree Companion that heisdrawn in, heis enfolded by their communion. And Crown, too,
isengulfed and absorbed by the group aura; hisrigid martial posture eases, his grim face looks strangely
peaceful. Of courseit is Sting and Shadow who are most closaly linked; Shadow is closer now to Sting
than she has ever been to Ledf, but Leaf isuntroubled by this.

Jedl ousy and competitiveness are inconcelvable now. Heis Sting, Sting is Ledf, they dl are Shadow
and Crown, there are no boundaries separating one from another, just asthere will be no boundariesin
the All-Is-One that awaits every living creature, Sting and Crown and Shadow and Leef, the Tree
Companions, the Invisibles, the nightmares, the no-leg spiders.

They are getting down to cases now. Leaf isaware of strands of opposition and conflict manifesting
themsdvesin theintricate negotiation that istaking place. Although heis gill without aclue to the content
of the exchange, Leaf understands that the Tree Companion chief is stating a position of demandcalmly,
bluntly, immovableand Sting and Shadow are explaining to him that Crown isnot at dl likely toyied.

More than that Leaf isunableto perceive, even when he is most deeply enmeshed in the larger
consciousness of the trance-wrapped three. Nor does he know how much timeiselapsing. The
symphonic interchangedemand, response, devel opment, climaxcontinues repetitively, indefinitely, reaching
no resolution.

Hefeds, at last, arunning-down, an attenuation of the experience. He beginsto move outside the
field of contact, or to have it move outside him. Spiderwebs of sengbility still connect him to the others
even as Sting and Shadow and the chief rise and separate, but they are rapidly thinning and fraying, and
inamoment they snap.

The contact ends.

The meeting was over. During the trance-time night had fallen, an extraordinarily black night against
which the stars seemed unnaturdly bright. The fragments of the moon had traveled far acrossthe sky. So
it had been alengthy exchange; yet in theimmediate vicinity of the wagon nothing seemed dtered. Crown
stood like a statue beside the wagon's entrance; the Tree Companions till occupied the cleared ground
between the wagon and the gate. Once more atableau, then: how easy it isto dideinto motionlessness,
Leaf thought, in these impoverished times. Stand and wait, stand and wait; but now motion returned. The
Tree Companion pivoted and strode off without aword, sgnaing to his people, who gathered up their
dead and followed him through the gate. From within they tugged the gate shut; there was the screeching
sound of the bolts being forced home. Sting, looking dazed, whispered something to Shadow, who
nodded and lightly touched hisarm. They walked hdtingly back to the wagon. "Well?' Crown asked
findlly.

"They will dlow usto pass" Sting said.

"How courteous of them."

"But they claim the wagon and everything that isin it.”

Crown gasped. "By what right?"

"Right of prophecy,” said Shadow. "Thereis aseer among them, an old woman of mixed stock, part



White Crydtal, part Tree Companion, part Invisible. She hastold them that everything that has happened
lately in the world was caused by the Soul for the sake of enriching the Tree Companions.”

"Everything? They see the ondaught of the Teeth asasign of divinefavor?’

"Everything," said Sting. "The entire upheavad. All for their benefit. All done so that migrationswould
begin and refugees would come to this place, carrying with them val uable possessions, which they would
surrender to those whom the Soul meant should own them, meaning the Tree Companions.”

Crown laughed roughly. "If they want to be brigands, why not practice brigandage outright, with the
right name on it, and not blame their greed on the Soul 7'

"They don't see themselves as brigands,” Shadow said. "There can be no denying the chief's sincerity.
He and his people genuinely believe that the Soul has decreed dl thisfor their own specia good, that the
time has come--"

"Snoerity!™

"--for the Tree Companions to become people of substance and property. Therefore they've built
thiswall acrossthe highway, and as refugees come west, the Tree Companions relieve them of their
possessions with the blessing of the Soul.”

"I'd like to meet their prophet,” Crown muttered.

Leaf said, "It was my understanding that 1nvisibles were unable to breed with other stocks."

Sting told him, with ashrug, "We report only what we learned as we sat there dreaming with the
chief. The witch-woman is part Invisible, he said. Perhaps he was wrong, but he was doing no lying. Of
that I'm certain.”

"And |," Shadow put in.

"What happens to those who refuse to pay tribute?' Crown asked.

"The Tree Companions regard them as thwarters of the Soul'sdesign,” said Sting, "and fdl upon them
and put them to death. And then seize their goods.”

Crown moved restlesdy in ashdlow circlein front of the wagon, kicking up gouts of soil out of the
hard-packed roadbed. After amoment he said, "They dangle on vines. They chatter like foolish
monkeys. What do they want with the merchandise of civilized folk? Our furs, our statuettes, our
carvings, our flutes, our robes?"

"Having such things will make them equd in their own sght to the higher stocks" Sting said. "Not the
things themsalves, but the possession of them, do you see, Crown?"

"They'll have nothing of ming!"

"What will we do, then?' Leaf asked. "Sit here and wait for their darts?"

Crown caught Sting heavily by the shoulder. "Did they give usany sort of time limit? How long do we
have before they attack?'

"Therewas nothing like an ultimatum. The chief seemsunwilling to enter into warfare with us™

"Because he's afraid of his betters!”

"Because he thinks violence chegpens the decree of the Soul," Sting replied evenly. "Therefore he
intends to wait for usto surrender our belongings voluntarily.”

"Hell wait ahundred yeard"

"Hell wait afew days," Shadow said. "'If we haven't yielded, the attack will come. But what will you
do, Crown? Suppose they were willing to wait your hundred years. Are you? We can't camp here
forever."

"Areyou suggesting we give them what they ask?'

"I merely want to know what strategy you havein mind," she said. "Y ou admit yoursdlf we can't
defeat them in battle. We haven't done avery good job of awveing them into submission. Y ou recognize
that any attempt to destroy their wall will bring them upon uswith their darts. Y ou refuse to turn back and
look for some other westward route. Y ou rule out the dternative of yielding to them. Very well, Crown.
What do you havein mind?'

"Well wait afew days," Crown said thickly.

"The Teeth are heading thisway!" Sting cried. "Shdl we St here and let them catch us?*

Crown shook hishead. "Long before the Teeth get here, Sting, this place will befull of other



refugees, many of them, as unwilling to give up their goodsto these folk aswe are. | can fed them
aready on the road, coming thisway, two days march from us, perhaps less. Well make aliance with
them. Four of us may be helpless against a swarm of poisonous apes, but fifty or ahundred strong
fighterswould send them scrambling up their own trees.”

"No onewill comethisway," said Leaf. "No one but fools. Everyone passing through Theptis knows
what's been done to the highway here. What good isthe aid of fools?"

"We camethisway," Crown snapped. "Are we such fools?*

"Perhaps we are. We were warned not to take Spider Highway, and we took it anyway."

"Because we refused to trust the word of Invisibles™

"Widll, the Invisbles happened to betdling the truth, thistime," Leef said. "And the news must be dl
over Theptis. No onein hisright mind will come thisway now."

"| fedd marchers dready on the way, hundreds of them,” Crown said. "I can sensethesethings,
sometimes. What about you, Sting? Y ou fed things ahead of time, don't you? They're coming, aren't
they? Have no fear, Leaf. WEIl have dliesherein aday or so, and then let these thieving Tree
Companions beware." Crown gestured broadly. "L eaf, set the nightmares|oose to graze. And then
everybody insde the wagon. Well sedl it and take turns standing watch through the night. Thisisatime
for vigilance and courage.”

"Thisisatimefor digging graves," Sting murmured sourly, asthey clambered into the wagon.

Crown and Shadow stood the first round of watcheswhile Leaf and Sting napped in the back. Leaf
fell adeep at once and dreamed he was living in some immense bruta eastern citythe buildings and street
plan were unfamiliar to him, but the architecture was definitely eastern in style, gray and heavy, dl
parapets and cornicesthat was coming under attack by the Teeth.

He observed everything from a many-windowed gallery atop an enormous square-sided brick tower
that seemed like a surviva from some remote prehistoric epoch. First, from the north, came the sound of
the war song of theinvaders, anasty unendurable buzzing drone, piercing and intense, like the humming
of high-gpeed polishing whedls at work on meta plates.

That dread music brought the inhabitants of the city spilling into the streetsall stocks, Flower Givers
and Sand Shapers and White Crystals and Dancing Stars and even Tree Companions, absurdly garbed
in mercantile robes as though they were so many fat citified Fingersbut no one was able to escape, for
there were so many people, colliding and jostling and stumbling and falling in helpless heaps, thet they
blocked every avenue and dleyway.

Into this chaos now entered the vanguard of the Teeth; shuffling forward in their peculiar bent-kneed
crouch, trampling those who had falen. They looked half-beast, half-demon: squat thick-thewed
flat-headed long-muzzled creatures, naked, hairy, their skinsthe color of sand, their eyes glinting with
insatiable hungers. Lesf's dreaming mind subtly magnified and distorted them so that they came hopping
into the city like aband of giant toothy frogs, thump-thump, bare fleshy feet dapping pavement in Sinister
reverberations, short powerful arms swinging dmost comicaly at each legping stride. The kinship of
mankind meant nothing to these carnivorous beings. They had been penned up too long in the cold,
mountainous, barren country of the far northeast, living on such scraps and strings as the animas of the
forest yielded, and they saw their fellow humans as mere mesat stockpiled by the Soul againgt this day of
vengeance. Efficiently, now, they began their roundup in the newly conquered city, seizing everyonein
sght, cloistering the dazed prisonersin hastily rigged pens. these we egt tonight at our victory feast; these
we save for tomorrow's dinner; these become dried mest to carry with us on the march; these wekill for
gport; these we keep as daves. Leaf watched the Teeth erecting their huge spits. Kindling their fierce
roasting fires.

Diligent search teams fanned out through the suburbs. No one would escape.

Leaf stirred and groaned, reached the threshold of wakefulness, fell back into dream. Would they
find him in histower? Smoke, gray and greasy, boiled up out of a hundred parts of town. Leaping flames.
Rivulets of blood ran in the Streets. He was choking. A terrible dream. But wasit only adream? Thiswas
how it had actualy been in Holy Town hours after he and Crown and Sting and Shadow had managed to
get away, thiswas no doubt asit had happened in city after city along the tormented coastal strip, very



likely something of this sort was going on now inwhere?Bone Harbor? Ved-uru? Alsandar? He could
smédll the penetrating odor of roasting mesat. He could hear the heavy laloping sound of a Teeth patrol
running up the stairs of histower. They had him. Y es, here, now, now, adozen Teeth bursting suddenly
into hishiding place, grinning broadly -- Pure Stream, they had captured a Pure Stream! What a coup!
Beasts. Beasts. Prodding him, testing his flesh. Not plump enough for them, eh? This one's pretty lean.
Well cook him anyway. Pure Stream medt, it enlarges the soul, it makes you into something more than
you were. Take him downgtairs! To the spit, to the spit, to the—"

"Lee?'

"l warn you, you won' like the flavor.”

"Ledf, wake up!"

"Thefires, oh, the gtink!"

"Led!"

It was Shadow. She shook him gently, plucked at his shoulder. He blinked and dowly sat up. His
wounded arm was throbbing again; he felt feverish. Effects of the dream. A dream, only adream. He
shivered and tried to center himself, working at it, banishing the fever, banishing the shreds of dark
fantasy that were still shrouding hismind.

"Areyou dl right?' she asked.

"I was dreaming about the Teeth," hetold her. He shook hisheed, trying to clear it. "Am | to stand
watch now?"

She nodded. "Up front. Driver's cabin.”

""Has anything been happening?'

"Nothing. Not athing.” She reached up and drew her fingertips lightly dong the sides of hisjaws. Her
eyeswere warm and bright, her smilewasloving. "The Teeth arefar avay, Leaf."

"From us, maybe. Not from others."

"They were sent by the will of the Soul.”

"I know, I know." How often had he preached acceptance! Thisisthewill, and we bow toit. Thisis
the road, and wetravel it uncomplainingly. But yet, but yethe shuddered. The dream mode persisted. He
was atogether disoriented. Dream-Teeth nibbled at hisflesh. Theinner chambers of his spirit resonated
to the screams of those on the spits, the sounds of rending and tearing, the unbearable reek of burning
cities. Inten days, half aworld torn apart. So much pain, so much death, so much that had been beautiful
destroyed by relentless savages who would not hat until, the Soul only knew when, they had had their full
measure of revenge. Thewill of the Soul sends them upon us. Accept. Accept. He could not find his
center. Shadow held him, straining to encompass his body with her arms.

After amoment he began to fed lesstroubled, but he remained scattered, diffused, present only in
part, some portion of hismind nailed asif by spikesinto that monstrous ash-strewn wasteland that the
Teeth had created out of thefair and fertile eastern provinces.

Shereleased him. "Go," she whispered. "It'squiet up front. Y ou'll be ableto find yoursdf again.”

Hetook her placein the driver's cabin, going silently past Sting, who had replaced Crown on watch
amidwagon. Hdf the night was gone. All was gtill in the roadside clearing; the great wooden gate was
shut tight and nobody was about. By cold starlight Leaf saw the nightmares browsing patiently at the
edge of the thicket. Gentle horses, amost human. If | must be visited by nightmares, he thought, let it be
by their kind.

Shadow had been right. In the stillness he grew calm, and perspective returned. Lamentation would
not restore the shattered eastland, expressions of horror and shock would not turn the Teeth into pious
tillers of the soil. The Soul had decreed chaos: so beit. Thisisthe road we must travel, and who dares
ask why? Once the world had been whole and now it is fragmented, and that isthe way things are
because that isthe way things were meant to be. He became less tense. Anguish dropped from him. He
was Leaf again.

Toward dawn the visbleworld logt its sharp starlit edge; a soft fog settled over the wagon, and rain
fel for atime, alight, pureran, barely audible, altogether different in character from yesterday's vicious
gorm. In the strange light just preceding sunrise the world took on adelicate pearly mistiness; and out of



that mist an gpparition materiaized. Leaf saw afigure come drifting through the closed gatethroughita
ghostly, incorpored figure. He thought it might be the Invisible who had been lurking close by the wagon
snce Theptis, but no, thiswas awoman, old and frail, an attenuated woman, smaller even than Shadow,
more dender. Leaf knew who she must be: the mixed-blood woman.

The prophetess, the seer, she who had stirred up these Tree Companions to block the highway. Her
skin had the White Crystal waxiness of texture and the White Crystal nodes of dark, coarse hair; the
form of her body was essentidly that of a Tree Companion, thin and long-armed; and from her Invisble
forebears, it seemed, she had inherited that perplexing intangibility, that ook of existing dways on the
borderland between halucination and redlity, between mist and flesh. Mixed-bloods were uncommon;
Leaf had rardly seen one, and never had encountered one who combined in hersaf so many different
stocks. It was said that people of mixed blood had strange gifts. Surely this one did. How had she
bypassed the wall? Not even Invisibles could travel through solid wood. Perhapsthiswas just a dream,
then, or possibly she had someway of projecting an image of hersdlf into his mind from a point within the
Tree Companion village. He did not understand.

He watched her along while. She appeared real enough. She halted twenty paces from the nose of
the wagon and scanned the entire horizon dowly, her eyes coming to rest at last on the window of the
driver's cabin. She was aware, certainly, that he waslooking at her, and she looked back, eyeto eye,
garing unflinchingly. They remained locked that way for some minutes. Her expresson wasglum and
opague, awithered scowl, but suddenly she brightened and smiled intensely at him and it wassuch a
knowing smilethat Leaf was thrown into terror by the old witch, and glanced away, shamed and
defeated.

When helifted his head she was out of view; he pressed himself against the window, craned his neck,
and found her down near the middle of the wagon. She was ingpecting its exterior workmanship at close
range, picking and prying at the hull. Then she wandered away, out to the place where Sting and Shadow
and the chief had had their conference, and sat down crosdegged where they had been sitting. She
became extraordinarily till, asif shewere adeep, or in trance. just when Leaf began to think she would
never move again, she took a pipe of carved bone from apouch at her waig, filled it with agray-blue
powder, and lit it. He searched her face for tokens of reveation, but nothing showed on it; she grew ever
more impassive and unreadable. When the pipe went out, shefilled it again, and smoked a second time,
and dtill Lesf watched her, hisface pushed awkwardly against the window, hisbody growing stiff. The
firg rays of sunlight now arrived, pink shading rapidly into gold. Asthe brightness deepened the
witch-woman imperceptibly became less solid; she was fading away, moment by moment, and shortly he
saw nothing of her but her pipe and her kerchief, and then the clearing was empty. The long shadows of
the Sx nightmares splashed againgt the wooden palisade. Leaf's head lolled. I've been dozing, he thought.
It'smorning, and al'swell. He went to awaken Crown.

They breskfasted lightly. Leaf and Shadow led the horsesto water at asmal clear brook five
minutes walk toward Theptis. Sting foraged awhilein the thicket for nuts and berries, and, having filled
two pails, went aft to doze in the furs. Crown brooded in his trophy room and said nothing to anyone. A
few Tree Companions could be seen watching the wagon from perchesin the crowns of towering
red-leaved trees on the hillsde just behind the wall. Nothing happened until midmorning. Then, & atime
when dl four travelers were within the wagon, a dozen newcomers appeared, forerunners of the refugee
tribe that Crown'sintuitions had correctly predicted. They came dowly up the road, on foot, dusty and
tired-looking, staggering beneath huge untidy bundles of belongings and supplies. They were
suare-headed muscular people, astall as Leaf or taler, with the look of warriors about them; they
carried short swords at their waists, and both men and women were conspicuoudly scarred. Ther skins
were gray, tinged with pae green, and they had more fingers and toes than was usual among mankind.

Leaf had never seen their sort before. "Do you know them?' he asked Sting.

"Snow Hunters," Sting said. ""Close kin to the Sand Shapers, | think. Midcaste and said to be
unfriendly to strangers. They live southwest of Theptis, in the hill country.”



"One would think they'd be safe there," said Shadow.

Sting shrugged. "No one's safe from the Teeth, eh? Not even on the highest hills. Not eveninthe
thickest jungles.”

The Snow Hunters dropped their packs and |ooked around. The wagon drew them first; they
seemed stunned by the opulence of it. They examined it in wonder, touching it as the witch-woman had,
scrutinizing it from every sde. When they saw faces |ooking out at them, they nudged one another and
pointed and whispered, but they did not smile, nor did they wave greetings. After atime they went onto
thewall and studied it with the same childlike curiogity. It appeared to baffle them. They measured it with
their outstretched hands, pressed their bodies againgt it, pushed at it with their shoulders, tapped the
timbers, plucked at the sturdy bindings of vine. By thistime perhaps a dozen more of them had come up
the road; they too clustered about the wagon, doing asthe first had done, and then continued toward the
wall. More and more Snow Hunters were arriving, in groups of three or four. Onetrio, standing apart
from the others, gave the impression of being tribal |eaders; they consulted, nodded, summoned and
dismissed other members of the tribe with forceful gestures of their hands.

"Let'sgo out and parley,” Crown said. He donned his best armor and selected an array of elegant
dress wegpons. To Sting he gave adender dagger. Shadow would not bear arms, and Leef preferred to
arm himsdlf in nothing but Pure Stream prestige. His status as amember of the ancestral stock, he found,
sarved him aswel asasword in most encounters with strangers.

The Snow Huntersabout ahundred of them now had gathered, with gtill more down the waylooked
apprehensive as Crown and his companions descended from the wagon. Crown's bulk and gladiatorial
swagger seemed far more threatening to these strong-bodied warlike folk than they had been to the
chattering Tree Companions, and Leaf's presence too appeared disturbing to them. Warily they moved
to form aloose semicircle about their three leaders, they stood close by one another, murmuring tensdly,
and their hands hovered near the hilts of their swords.

Crown stepped forward. "Careful," Leaf said softly. "They're on edge. Don't push them.”

But Crown, with adigplay of dick diplomacy unusud for him, quickly put the Snow Hunters at thelr
ease with awarm gesture of greetinghands pressed to shoulders, pams outward, fingers spread wideand
afew hearty words of welcome. Introductions were exchanged. The spokesman for the tribe, an
iron-faced man with frosty eyes and hard cheekbones, was caled Sky; the names of his co-captains
were Blade and Shield. Sky spokein aflat, quiet voice, everything on the same note. He seemed empty,
burned out, aman who had entered some realm of exhaugtion far beyond mere fatigue. They had been
on theroad for three days and three nights almost without a halt, said Sky. Last week amajor force of
Teeth had started westward through the midcoastal |owlands bound for Theptis, and one band of these,
just afew hundred warriors, had lost itsway, going south into the hill country. Their amless wanderings
brought these straying Teeth without warning into the secluded village of the Snow Hunters, and there
had been aterrible battle in which more than haf of Sky's people had perished. The survivors, having
dipped away into the trackless forest, had made their way by back roads to Spider Highway, and,
numbed by shock and grief, had been marching like machines toward the Middle River, hoping to find
some new hillside in the sparsely populated territories of the far northwest. They could never return to
their old home, Shield declared, for it had been desecrated by the feasting of the Teeth.

"But what isthiswall?" Sky asked.

Crown explained, teling the Snow Hunters about the Tree Companions and their prophetess, and of
her promise that the booty of all refugees wasto be surrendered to them. "They liein wait for uswith
their darts," Crown said. "Four of uswere helpless againgt them. But they would never dare chalenge a
force the sze of yours. Well havetheir wall smashed down by nightfall!”

"The Tree Companions are said to befierce foes,” Sky remarked quietly.

"Nothing but monkeys," said Crown. "They'll scrambleto their tregtopsif we just draw our swords.”

"And shower uswith their poisoned arrows," Shield muttered. "Friend, we have little ssomach for
further warfare. Too many of us have falen thisweek."

"What will you do?' Crown cried. "Give them your swords, and your tunics and your wives rings
and the sanda s off your feet?"



SKy closed his eyes and stood motionless, remaining slent for along moment. At length, without
opening hiseyes, he said in avoice that came from the center of animmensevoid, "Wewill talk with the
Tree Companions and learn what they actually demand of us, and then we will make our decisonsand
form our plans.”

"Thewadlif you fight beside us, we can destroy thiswall, and open the road to dl who flee the
Teeth!"

With cold patience Sky said, "We will speak with you again afterward,” and turned away. "Now we
will rest, and wait for the Tree Companionsto comeforth.”

The Snow Hunters withdrew, sprawling out along the margin of the thicket just under thewall. There
they huddled in rows, staring at the ground, waiting. Crown scowled, spat, shook his head. Turning to
Leaf hesad, "They havethetruelook of fighters. There's something that marks afighter gpart from other
men, Leaf, and | can tel when it'sthere, and these Snow Hunters have it. They have the strength, they
have the power; they have the spirit of battle in them. And yet, see them now! Squatting there like fat
frightened Fingerd”

"They've been beaten badly,” Leaf said. "They've been driven from their homeland. They know what
itistolook back across a hilltop and see the firesin which your kinsmen are being cooked. That takes
the fighting spirit out of a person, Crown."

"No. Losng makesthe flame burn brighter. It makes you feverish with the desire for revenge.”

"Doesit? What do you know about losing? Y ou were never so much as touched by any of your
opponents.”

Crown glared a him. "I'm not spesking of dueling. Do you think my life has gone untouched by the
Teeth? What am | doing here on thisdirt road with al that | till own packed into asingle wagon? But I'm
no walking dead man like these Snow Hunters. I'm not running away, I'm going to find an army. And then
I'll go back east and take my vengeance. While theyafraid of monkeys'

"They've been marching day and night,” Shadow said. "They must have been on the road when the
purplerain wasfdling. They've spent al their strength while we've been riding in your wagon, Crown.
Oncethey've had alittle rest, perhaps they--"

"Afraid of monkeyd"

Crown shook with wrath. He strode up and down before the wagon, pounding hisfistsinto his
thighs. Leaf feared that he would go across to the Snow Hunters and attempt by bluster to force them
into an dliance. Leaf understood the mood of these people: shattered and drained though they were, they
might lash out in sudden savageirritation if Crown goaded them too severdly. Possibly some hours of
rest, as Shadow had suggested, and they might feel more like helping Crown drive hisway through the
Tree Companions wall. But not now. Not now.

The gate in the wall opened. Some twenty of the forest folk emerged, among them thetribal chief
andLeaf caught his breath in awethe ancient seeress, who looked across the way and bestowed on L eaf
another of her penetrating comfortless smiles.

"What kind of crestureisthat?' Crown asked.

"The mixed-blood witch,” said Leaf. "I saw her a dawn, while | was standing watch."

"Look!" Shadow cried. "Sheflickers and fadeslike an Invisble! But her pdt islike yours, Sting, and
her shapeisthat of--"

"Shefrightensme," Sting said hoarsdly. He was shaking. "' She foretells death for us. We havelittle
time left to us, friends. Sheisthe goddess of deeth, that one.” He plucked at Crown's elbow, unprotected
by the armor. "Come! Let's start back aong Spider Highway! Better to take our chancesin the desert
than to stay hereand die!™

"Quiet,” Crown snapped. "There's no going back. The Teeth are dready in Theptis. They'll be
moving out along thisroad in aday or two. There's only one direction for us."

"But thewall," Sting said.

"Thewadl will bein ruinsby nightfal,” Crown told him.

The chief of the Tree Companions was conferring with Sky and Blade and Shidld. Evidently the
Snow Hunters knew something of the language of the Tree Companions, for Leaf could hear vocal



interchanges, supplemented by pantomime and sign language. The chief pointed to himself often, to the
wall, to the prophetess; he indicated the packs the Snow Hunters had been carrying; he jerked histhumb
angrily toward Crown's wagon. The conversation lasted nearly half an hour and seemed to reach an
amicable outcome. The Tree Companions departed, thistime leaving the gate open.

Sky, Shield, and Blade moved among their people, issuing ingtructions. The Snow Hunters drew
food from their packsdried roots, seeds, smoked mestand lunched in silence. Afterward, boyswho
carried huge waterbags made of sewn hides dung between them on poles went off to the creek to
replenish their supply, and the rest of the Snow Hunters rose, stretched, wandered in narrow circles
about the clearing, asif getting ready to resume the march. Crown was sei zed by furiousimpatience.
"What are they going to do?' he demanded. "What dedl have they made?"

"l imagine they've submitted to theterms” Leaf said.

"No! No! | need their help!" Crown, in anguish, hammered a himself with hisfigs. "l havetotak to
them," he muttered.

"Wait. Don't push them, Crown."

"What's the use? What's the use?' Now the Snow Hunters were hoisting their packsto their
shoulders. No doubt of it; they were going to leave. Crown hurried across the clearing. Sky, busily
directing the order of march, grudgingly gave him attention. "Where are you going?' Crown asked.

"Westward," said Sky.

"What about us?'

"Marchwith us, if youwish."

"My wagon!"

"Y ou can't get it through the gate, can you?”'

Crown reared up as though he would strike the Snow Hunter in rage. "1f you would aid us, the wall
would fal! Look, how can | abandon my wagon? | need to reach my kinsmen in the Flatlands. I'll
assemble an army; I'll return to the east and push the Teeth back into the mountains where they belong.
I'velost too much time dready. | must get through. Don't you want to see the Teeth destroyed?”

"It'snothing to us," Sky said evenly. "Our lands are lost to us forever. Vengeance is meaningless.

Y our pardon. My people need my guidance.”

More than half the Snow Hunters had passed through the gate dready. Leaf joined the procession.
Onthefar sdeof thewall he discovered that the dense thicket aong the highway's northern rim had been
cleared for aconsiderable distance, and afew small wooden buildings, hostelries or depots, stood at the
edge of the road. Another twenty or thirty paces farther along, a secondary path led northward into the
forest; thiswas evidently the route to the Tree Companions village. Traffic on that path was heavy just
now. Hundreds of forest folk were streaming from the village to the highway, where a strange, repel lent
scene was being enacted. Each Snow Hunter in turn halted, unburdened himsdlf of his pack, and laid it
open. Three or four Tree Companionsthen picked through it, each seizing oneitem of valueaknife, a
comb, a piece of jewdry, afine cloakand running triumphantly off with it. Once he had submitted to this
harrying of his possessions, the Snow Hunter gathered up his pack, shouldered it, and marched on, head
bowed, body stumping. Tribute. Leaf felt chilled. These proud warriors, homeess now, yielding up their
remaining treasures tohe tried to choke of the word, and could notto atribe of monkeys. And moving
onward, soiled, unmanned. Of al that he had seen since the Teeth had split the world apart, thiswasthe
most sad.

Leaf started back toward the wagon. He saw Sky, Shield, and Blade at the rear of the column of
Snow Hunters. Their faces were ashen; they could not meet his eyes. Sky managed a haf-hearted salute
as he passed by.

"I wish you good fortune on your journey,” Lesaf said.

"I wish you better fortune than we have had,”" said Sky hollowly, and went on.

Leaf found Crown standing rigid in the middle of the highway, hands on hips. "Cowardsl" he caledin
abitter voice. "Weaklingd"

"And now it'sour turn,” Leaf said.

"What do you mean?"'



"Thetime's comefor usto face hard truths. We have to give up the wagon, Crown."

"Never."

"We agree that we can't turn back. And we can't go forward so long asthe wall's there. If we stay
here, the Tree Companionswill eventualy kill us, if the Teeth don't overtake usfirdt. Listento me,
Crown. We don't have to give the Tree Companions everything we have. The wagon itself, some of our
gpare clothing, some trinkets, the furnishings of the wagonthey'll be satisfied with that. We can load the
rest of our goods on the horses and go safely through the gate as foot-pilgrims.”

"l ignorethis, Ledf."

"I know you do. | aso know what the wagon meansto you. | wish you could keepit. | wish | could
stay with the wagon myself. Don't you think I'd rather ride west in comfort than dog through therain and
the cold? But we can't keep it. We can't keep it, Crown, that's the heart of the situation. We can go back
east in the wagon and get lost in the desert, we can Sit here and wait for the Tree Companionsto lose
patience and kill us, or we can give up the wagon and get out of this place with our skins ill whole.
What sort of choices are those? We have no choice. I've been telling you that for two days. Be
reasonable, Crown!"

Crown glanced coldly at Sting and Shadow. "Find the chief and go into trance with him again. Tell
him that I'll give him swords, armor, hispick of the finest thingsin the wagon. So long as helll dismantle
part of thewall and let the wagon itsdf pass through.”

"We made that offer yesterday,” Sting said glumly.

"And?’

"Heingsts on the wagon. The old witch has promised it to him for apalace.”

"No," Crown said. "NO!" Hiswild roaring cry echoed from the hills. After amoment, more camly,
he said, "I have another idea. Leaf, Sting, come with me. The gate's open. Well go to the village and
seize the witch-woman. WEI grab her quickly, before anyone redlizes what we're doing. They won't
dare molest uswhile she'sin our hands. Then, Sting, you tell the chief that unlessthey open the wall for
us, well kill her."

Crown chuckled. "Once she realizeswe're serious, shelll tell them to hop to it. Anybody that old
wantsto live forever. And they'll obey her. Y ou can bet on that. They'll obey her! Come, now.” Crown
started toward the gate at a vigorous pace. He took a dozen strides, halted, looked back.

Neither Leaf nor Sting had moved.

"Wel? Why aren't you coming?'

"I won't doit," said Leef tiredly. "It's crazy, Crown. She'sawitch, she's part Invisibleshe dready
knows your scheme. She probably knew of it before you knew of it yoursalf. How can we hope to catch
her?'

"L et meworry about that.”

"Evenif wedid, Crownno. No. | won't have any part of it. It'san impossibleidea. Evenif wedid
seize her. Weld be standing there holding a sword to her throat, and the chief would giveasigna, and
they'd put a hundred dartsin us before we could move amuscle. It'sinsane, Crown.”

"| ask you to come with me."

"Y ou've had your answer."

"Then I'll go without you.”

"Asyou choose," Ledf said quietly. "But you won't be seeing me again.”

"ER

"I'm going to collect what | own and let the Tree Companions teke their pick of it, and then I'll hurry
forward and catch up with the Snow Hunters. In aweek or so I'll be at the Middle River. Shadow, will
you come with me, or are you determined to stay here and die with Crown?"

The Dancing Star looked toward the muddy ground. "1 don't know," she said. "Let methink a

"Sing?"

"I'm going with you."

Leaf beckoned to Crown. "Please. Come to your senses, Crown. For the last time -- give up the



wagon and let's get going, dl four of us"

"You disgust me"

"Then thisiswherewe part,” Leaf said. "I wish you good fortune. Sting, let's assemble our
belongings. Shadow? Will you be coming with us?'

"We have an obligation toward Crown," she said.

"To help him drive hiswagon, yes. But not to die afoolish death for him. Crown haslost hiswagon,
Shadow, though he won't admit that yet. If the wagon's no longer his, our contract isvoided. | hope youll
joinus"

He entered the wagon and went to the midcabin cupboard where he stored the few possessions he
had managed to bring with him out of theeast. A pair of glistening boots made of the lesthery skins of
stick-creatures, two ancient copper coins, three ornamental ivory medallions, ashirt of dark red silk, a
thick, heavily worked beltnot much, not much at dl, the salvage of alifetime. He packed rapidly. He took
with him adab of dried meat and some breed; that would last him aday or two, and when it was gone he
would learn from Sting or the Snow Huntersthe arts of gathering food in the wilderness.

"Areyou ready?’

"Ready asI'll ever be" Sting said. His pack was amost emptya change of clothing, a hatchet, aknife,
some smoked fish, nothing dse.

"Let'sgo, then."

As Sting and Leaf moved toward the exit hatch, Shadow scrambled up into the wagon. She looked
tight-strung and grave; her nostrils were flared, her eyes downcast. Without aword she went past L esf
and began loading hepack. Leaf waited for her. After afew minutes she regppeared and nodded to him.

"Poor Crown," she whispered. "Is there no way"

"You heard him," Leaf said.

They emerged from the wagon. Crown had not moved. He stood asif rooted,midway between
wagon and wall. Leaf gave him aquizzica ook, asif to ask whether he had changed hismind, but Crown
took no natice. Shrugging, Leaf walked around him, toward the edge of the thicket, where the nightmares
were nibbling leaves. Affectionately he reached up to stroke the long neck of the nearest horse, and
Crown suddenly cameto life, shouting, "Those are my animals! Keep your hands off them!™

"I'm only saying goodbye to them.”

"Y ou think I'm going to let you have some? Y ou think I'm that crazy, Leaf?"

Leaf looked sadly at him. "We plan to do our traveling on foot, Crown. I'm only saying goodbye.
The nightmareswere my friends. Y ou can't understand that, can you?"

"Keep away from those animals! Keep away!"

Leaf sghed. "Whatever you say." Shadow, as usual, was right: poor Crown. Leaf adjusted his pack
and moved off toward the gate, Shadow beside him, Sting afew pacesto the rear. Ashe and Shadow
reached the gate, Leaf looked back and saw Crown till motionless, saw Sting pausing, putting down his
pack, dropping to hisknees. "Anything wrong?" Lesf caled.

"Toreabootlace" Sting said. ™Y ou two go on ahead. It'll take meaminuteto fix it."

"We canwait."

Leaf and Shadow stood within the frame of the gate while Sting knotted hislace. After afew
moments he rose and reached for his pack, saying, "That ought to hold me until tonight, and then I'll seeif
| can't--"

"Watch out!" Lesf yelled.

Crown erupted abruptly from hisfreeze, and, |etting forth alunatic cry, rushed with terrible swiftness
toward Sting. There was no chance for Sting to make one of hislittle legps: Crown seized him, held him
high overhead like achild, and, grunting in frantic rage, hurled the little man toward the ravine. Arms and
legsflaling, Sting traveled on ahigh arc over the edge; he seemed to dancein midair for an instant, and
then he dropped from view. There was along diminishing shriek, and silence. Silence.

Leaf stood stunned. "Hurry," Shadow said. "Crown's coming!"

Crown, swinging around, now rumbled like amachine of degth toward Leaf and Shadow. Hiswild



red eyes glittered ferocioudy. Leaf did not move; Shadow shook him urgently, and findly he pushed
himsdf into action. Together they caught hold of the massve gate and, Straining, svung it shut, damming it
just as Crown crashed into it. Leaf forced the reluctant boltsinto place. Crown roared and pounded at
the gate, but he was unable to forceit.

Shadow shivered and wept. Leaf drew her to him and held her for a moment.

At length he said, "Wed better be on our way. The Snow Hunters are far ahead of us aready.”

"Sing'

"I know. | know. Come, now."

Half a dozen Tree Companions were waiting for them by the wooden houses.

They grinned, chattered, pointed to the packs. "All right," Leaf said. "Go ahead. Take whatever you
want. Take everything, if you like."

Busy fingers picked through his pack and Shadow's. From Shadow the Tree Companionstook a
brocaded ribbon and aflat, smooth green stone. From Lesaf they took one of the ivory medallions, both
copper coins, and one of his stickskin boots. Tribute. Day by day, pieces of the past dipped from his
grasp. He pulled the other boot from the pack and offered it to them, but they merely giggled and shook
their heads. "Oneisof no useto me," he said. They would not take it. He tossed the boot into the grass
beside theroad.

Theroad curved gently toward the north and began adow rise, following the flank of the forested
hillsin which the Tree Companions made their homes. Leaf and Shadow marched mechanically, saying
little. The bootprints of the Snow Hunters were everywhere along the road, but the Snow Hunters
themsalves were far ahead, out of sight. It was early afternoon, and the day had become bright,
unexpectedly warm. After an hour Shadow said, "I must rest.”

Her teeth were clacking. She crouched by the roadside and wrapped her arms about her chest.
Dancing Stars, covered with thick fur, usualy wore no clothing except in the bleskest winters; but her
pelt did her no good now.

"Areyouill?' he asked.

"It'l pass. I'm reecting. Sting"

"y es"

"And Crown. | fed so unhappy about Crown."

"A madman,” Leaf said. "A murderer.”

"Don' judge him so casudlly, Leaf. He's a man under sentence of death, and he knowsit, and he's
suffering from it, and when the fear and pain became unbearable to him he reached out for Sting. He
didn't know what he was doing. He needed to smash something, that was all, to relieve hisown
torment.”

"We'redl going to die sooner or later,” Leaf said. "That doesn't generaly drive usto kill our
friends”

"I don't mean sooner or later. | mean that Crown will die tonight or tomorrow."

"Why should he?"

"What can he do now to save himsdlf, Lesf?!

"He could yield to the Tree Companions and pass the gate on foot, as we've done.”

"Y ou know he'd never abandon the wagon.”

"Well, then, he can harness the nightmares and turn around toward Theptis. At least hed have a
chance to make it through to the Sunset Highway that way."

"He can't do that ether,” Shadow said.

"Why not?"

"He can't drive the wagon.”

"Therésno oneleft to doit for him. Hislifeés at stake. For once he could eat his pride and--"

"I didn't say won't drive the wagon, Leaf. | said can't. Crown'sincapable. He isn't able to make
dream contact with the nightmares. Why do you think he always used hired drivers? Why was he so



ingstent on making you drive in the purple rain? He doesn't have the mind-power. Did you ever seea
Dak Laker driving nightmares? Ever?

Lesf stared & her. "Y ou knew thisal aong?'

"From the beginning, yes."

"Isthat why you hesitated to leave him at the gate? When you were talking about our contract with
him?'

She nodded. "If dl three of usleft him, we were condemning him to death. He has no way of
escaping the Tree Companions now unless he forces himsdlf to leave the wagon, and he won't do that.
They'll fal onhim and kill him, today, tomorrow, whenever."

Leaf closed hiseyes, shook hishead. "I fed akind of shame. Now that | know we were leaving him
helpless. He could have spoken.”

"Too proud.”

"Yes Yes It'sjust aswdl hedidn't say anything. We dl have responsibilities to one another, but
there arelimits. You and | and Sting were under no obligation to die smply because Crown couldn't
bring himself to give up his pretty wagon. But gilltill" Helocked his handstightly together. "Why did you
findly decideto leave, then?

"For the reason you just gave. | didn't want Crown to die, but | didn't believe | owed him my life.
Besides, you had said you were going to go, no matter what."

"Poor, crazy Crown."

"And when hekilled Stingalifefor alife, Leaf. All vowsare cancelled now. | fed no guilt.”

"Nor |."

"| think the fever isleaving me."

"Let'srest afew minutesmore,” Leaf said.

It was more than an hour before Leaf judged Shadow strong enough to go on.

The highway now described a steady upgrade, not steep but making constant demands on their
stamina, and they moved dowly. Asthe day's warmth began to dwindle, they reached the crest of the
grade, and rested again at a place from which they could see the road ahead winding in switchbacks into
agreen, pleasant valey. Far below were the Snow Hunters, resting also by the side of afair-sze stream.

"Smoke," Shadow said. "Do you smdll it?!

"Campfires down there, | suppose.”

"| don't think they have any firesgoing. | don't seeany.”

"The Tree Companions, then.”

"It must beabigfire"

"No matter," Leaf said. "Areyou ready to continue?'

"l hear asound"

A voice from behind and uphill of them said, "And so it ends the usua way, in foolishness and desath,
and the All-1s-One grows grester."

Leaf whirled, springing to hisfeet. He heard laughter on the hillside and saw movementsin the
underbrush; after amoment he made out adim, faintly outlined figure, and redlized that an Invisble was
coming toward them, the same one, no doubt, who had traveled with them from Theptis.

"What do you want?' Leaf cdled.

"Want? Want? | want nothing. I'm merely passing through." The Invisible pointed over his shoulder.
"Y ou can see the whole thing from the top of thishill. Y our big friend put up amighty struggle, hekilled
many of them, but the darts, the darts-" The Invisible laughed. "He was dying, but even so he wasn't
going to let them have hiswagon. Such astubborn man. Such afoolish man. Well, ahappy journey to
you both."

"Dont leaveyet!" Ledf cried. But even the outlines of the Invisible were fading. Only the laughter
remained, and then that too was gone. Leaf threw desperate questions into the air and, receiving no
replies, turned and rushed up the hillside, clawing at the thick shrubbery. In ten minutes hewas a the
summit, and stood gasping and panting, looking back across a precipitous valley to the stretch of road



they had just traversed. He could see everything clearly from here: the Tree Companion village nestling in
the forest, the highway, the shacks by the side of the road, the wall, the clearing beyond the wall. And the
wagon. The roof was gone and the sides had tumbled outward. Bright spears of flame shot high, and a
black, billowing cloud of smoke stained the air. Leaf stood watching Crown's pyre along while before
returning to Shadow.

They descended toward the place where the Snow Hunters had made their camp. Breaking along
dlence, Shadow said, "There must once have been atime when the world was different, when al people
were of the samekind, and everyone lived in peace. A golden age, long gone. How did things change,
Leaf? How did we bring this upon ourselves?

"Nothing has changed,” Leaf said, "except the look of our bodies. Insde were the same. There never
was any golden age.”

"There were no Teeth, once.”

"There were dways Teeth, under one name or another. True peace never lasted long. Greed and
hatred dways existed."

"Doyou bdievetha, truly?"

"l do. | believe that mankind is mankind, al of usthe same whatever our shape, and such changes as
come upon us are trifles, and the best we can ever do isfind such happinessfor ourselves aswe can,
however dark the times."

"These are darker timesthan most, Lesf."

"Perhaps.”

"Theseare evil times. Theend of dl things gpproaches.”

Leaf smiled. "Let it come. These are the times we were meant to live in, and no asking why, and no
use longing for easier times. Pain ends when acceptance begins. Thisiswhat we have now. We make the
best of it. Thisistheroad wetravel. Day by day welose what was never ours, day by day we dip closer
to the All-1s-One, and nothing matters, Shadow, nothing except learning to accept what comes. Y es?!

"Yes'" shesad. "How far isit to the Middle River?

"Ancther few days."

"And from there to your kinsmen by the Inland Sea?"

"l don't know," he said. "However long it takes usis however long it will take. Areyou very tired?"

"Not astired as | thought I'd be."

"Itisn't far to the Snow Hunters camp. Well deep well tonight.”

"Crown," shesaid. "Sting."

"What about them?"

"They dsodeep.”

"Inthe All-Is-One," Leaf said. "Beyond dl trouble. Beyond al pain.”

"And that beautiful wagon isacharred ruin!"

"If only Crown had had the grace to surrender it freely, once he knew he was dying. But then he
wouldn't have been Crown, would he? Poor Crown. Poor crazy Crown." There was a stirring ahead,
suddenly. "Look. The Snow Hunters see us. There's Sky. Blade." Leaf waved at them and shouted. Sky
waved back, and Blade, and afew of the others. "May we camp with you tonight?* Leaf caled. Sky
answered something, but hiswords were blown away by the wind. He sounded friendly, Leaf thought.
He sounded friendly.

"Come," Ledf said, and he and Shadow hurried down the dope.



