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PHOENIX IN THE ASHES

The sun’ s blind, burning face pushed upward past the scarred rim of the river canyon; brands of light
seared Hoffmann's closed eydids. He stirred, and sighed. The tem-perature rose with the sun; fliesand
red antstook the day shift from the mosguitoes.

Hoffmann kicked free of the blankets and sat up. He brushed flies from hisface, sand from hiswatch
cydd. “Sixam. ...” Something stung hisfoot. “ God damn!” He crushed an ant, felt the familiar
throbbing begin to spread up hisfoot; he was dlergic to ants. There was no antidote—it meant half a
day’ s nagging pain and nausea. He put on his pants, hobbled down to the river to splash his head and
shoulderswith the still-cool waters of dawn. The river moved duggishly past him, only two hundred
kilometers from the Gulf; the water was Slted to the color of coffee with too much cream. But Colorado
meant “the color red.” He won-dered whether it had been different, in the past, or whether, somewhere
upstream, theriver still ranred. . . . “Someday we' Il get to find out, Hoffmann.” He stood up, dripping,
noticed a piece of scrap meta haf-buried in the sand. He squatted down again, dug with hisfingers.
“Sted . . . talk about the middle of nowhere! Y eah. Looksgood. . . .” Hewent back up the bank.

He gathered brush for afire, cooked rehydrated eggs and bacon. A find bat surrendered to the day,
chirping shrilly overhead on its erratic return to the shadowed caves on the far canyon wall. Sparrows
rustled in the dusty trees behind him. He tossed out stale bread, watched the birds drop down to peck
and wrestle; the sun’s heat burned away the wetness on his back, faded the ends of his dark, shaggy hair.



He studied theroll of USGS map reproductions again, laborioudy trans-|ating from the English. * Huh!
Los Angeles basin! San Pe-dro; nice bay...wonder what it looks like now? Probably like a crater,
Cristovao: navy yards, a Long Beach.” He pronounced it “LonaBecha” “Well, we'll know by night-fall,
anyhow ...” Helaughed suddenly, mocking. “They say talking to yourself meansyou' re crazy, Hoffmann.
Hdl, no—only if you answer yourself.”

He forced his swollen foot into a hiking boot, pulled on hiswrinkled shirt and drooping lesther hat, and
threw his bedrall into the cockpit behind the * copter’ s Single seat. The bulge of oversized fud tanks made
the * copter look pregnant: He called it the Careless Love. He brushed the blazing metd of the door.
“Don’'t short on me again, machine—they didn’t build you to give me trouble. Get meto the basin, one
more day, then I'll check thewiring; promise...” Hiseyesfound the starry heavensin the Brasilian flag on
the door. He looked past the ship at the smoothly rising gravel of the dope, toward the barren, tortured
peaks, basalt black or the yellow-gray of weathered bone. He remembered pictures of the moon;
pictured himsdlf there, the first man to walk another world since before the Holocaugt; thefirst manin
two hun-dred and fifty years. ... He smiled.

As he climbed into the cockpit, he struck his aching foot on the door frame. “Mother of God!” He
dropped into the pilot’s seat, grimacing. “ Thisday can only get better.” He started the engine. The
‘ copter roseinto the sky in aswirling storm of sand.

* * % %

Amanda sipped tea, watched sun sparks move on the water of the bay through the unshuttered window
of her sster’ s house. She set down her beaker, returned to brushing the dark, silken hair of Alicia, her
niece. Red highlights flickered between her dye-stained fingerslike light on the water, a mahogany echo
of the auburn strands that escaped around the edges of her own head-covering. Aliciatwisted on her lap;
sudden impatience showed on the small snub-nosed face. “ Ow! Aunt Amanda, tell us another story,
please?’ Shetugged at the laces of Amanda s leather bodice, untying them.

Amanda shook her head. “No, Alicia, | can't think of any more stories; I've dready told you three. Take
Dog outside, you and Mano can make him chase sticks.” Shedid thelittle girl down, steadied small, bare
feet on thefloor, and retied the laces of her vest. Dog whined under the table as the children pulled at the
scruff of hisneck. Heraised abristled yellow face, his jaws snapped shut over ayawn with a clack of
mesting teeth. He scraiched, and sighed, and obeyed. She heard histoenails clicking on thefloor tiles,
and then happy laughter in the courtyard: sounds she seldom heard.

Her sgter returned from the fire, moving dowly because of the clubfoot invisible beneath her long dress.
She propped her crutch againgt the table and sat down again in the high-backed chair. “ Areyou sureit's
dl right for them to play with Dog, Amanda? After dl, hewas...wedl—"



Amandasmiled. Hewas asnarling, starving mongrel when she had hurled rocks at him for stealing eggs
and broken hisleg. And then, in remorse, she had thrown out food to him, and given him shelter. When
he stood on his hind legs he was astall as she was; his mustard-brown hide was netted with battle scars,
his flopping ears were torn. He would attack any man who gave her trouble, and that was why she kept
him...But he dept peacefully a her feet through the long, empty hours, and rested his ugly head againgt
her knee as she sat at her loom; and whomever sheloved, heloved . . . and that was a so why she kept
him. “It'sdl right, Teresa. I'm sure.”

Her sster nodded, turning her cup on the plate. Rainbows revolved in the beaker’ s opa escent glaze.
Teresaput her handsto her bulging ssomach suddenly. “Ah! I'm kicked night and day. Thelittle devil ... |
have bruises, would you bdieveit?’ She sighed.

Amandalaughed sympatheticaly, covered her envy, be-cause Teresatried to cover her pride.

“How do you ever think of those stories you tdll the children?’ Teresa pressed on, too brightly; Amanda
fet her own smile pinch. “ All those wondrous cities and strange Sights, balloons big enough to carry men
inabasket...hon-estly, Amandal Sometimes| think José enjoys them more than the children...You're
s0 good with children...” Amandawatched the brightness break apart. “ Oh, Amanda, why didn’t you
obey Father! Y ou’ d have children too, and a husband—"

“Let’snot bring that up, little sster. Let’ s not spail the afternoon—"" Amanda studied the dark wood of
the tabletop; the fine lace of the cloth Teresahad made by hand caught on her calloused fingers. To have
the money, to have the time...“| mademy choice; I’ velearned to livewithit.” Even if it was wrong.
She looked away abruptly, out the window at the sea.

“I know. But you' rewasting away ... it bresks my heart to seeyou.” Teresa s brown eyesrested on
Amanda s hands and were suddenly too bright again with brimming tears. “Y ou were dways so thin.”

But once there was aman who had called her beautiful; and when he touched her—Amandafelt her
cheeks redden with shame. “By the Word, Teresa; it'sbeen eight years! I'm not wasting away.” Teresa
jerked dightly at her oath. Embar-rassed, she picked up her beaker.

“I'msorry. I’'mvery...moody, these days.”

“No...Teresa... | don't know what | would ever have done without you and José. Y ou’ ve been so kind,
S0 generousto me. | never would have managed.” No resentment moved in her.



“Itwasonly justice.”” Old indignation flickered on Tere-sa sface. “ After dl, Father gave me your dowry
aswdl asmine; it wasn't fair. | wish you' d let us do more—"

“I’ve taken enough dready. Truly. It was more than | deserved that Father lets me have the cottage. And
that José lets you give away his possessions like you do. He' sakind man.”

Teresa patted her ssomach, smiled again. “He treats me very well. | don’'t know why | deserveit.”

“I do.” Amandasmiled with her, without pain. The wind carried the sound of bells from the temple tower
in Sanpedro town.

“The evening bells; Jose should be coming home...now.” Teresareached for her crutch, pushed herself
up from the chair. Amandarose, pulling up her vell as she heard acommotion in the courtyard, shrill
delighted voices and abarking dog. José camein through the hall, dark and smiling, achild trailing on
each arm. Amanda dropped her eyes, as Teresa did, peeked upward to see José gently raise hiswife's
chin with afingertip. Longing pierced her; she pressed her own rough hands against the lavender weave
of her shapelessdress.

“My husband ...”

“My wife. And Amanda: it'sgood to seeyou, wife ssgter.”

Sheraised her eyes, looked down again, made avkward as she dways was by the warm concernin his
eyes. “Jose. Thank you.”

Two more figures entered, crowding the smal room. Aman-da’ s breeth caught on anger as she
recognized her other sster, Estella, with her husband Houardo.

“Josg, why didn’t you tell me we re having more guests!” Teresapulled at her vell, flustered.

“| thought since Amandawould be here, Wife, there' d be plenty to eat for two more.” José beamed at
hisunsubtle inspiration.

“Yes, therewill be, Josd” Amanda said, meeting his gaze directly, made reckless by resentment. “I can't



stay. | have too much...work ... to do.” She glanced away, a Estella. She could only see the eyes,
scornful, beautiful and cod-black, above the fine cloth of Estella svell. Memory filled inthe face, pae,
moonlike, flawless; the body, soft, sensudly cushioned, with none of the sharp, bony angles of her own.
Estellawas two years older, but looked two years younger now. Houardo' s hand was on Estella’'s
shoulder, possessively, as dways, atouch that stirred no longing in her. Teresahad said that Houardo
beat hiswife, without cause, in fits of jealousy.

But if there was no longing, there was aso no sympathy in her now, as she endured their stares. Estella
had loved not well, but wisdly, marrying the son of the town’ swedthiest merchant; athing which she
never let her disinherited sister forget. Amanda noticed that the rich cloth of Estella sdresswasthe
muddy rose color of imitation, not the pure, fragile lavender-blue that only her own dye could produce.
She smiled, safe behind her vell. “1 haveto finish apiece of cloth, if I'mto get it to market.”

“Amanda...” Teresastarted forward, leaning on Jos€ s shoulder.

“Good-bye, Alicia, Manalito ...” She dipped out through the halway, into the fading heat of the desert
afternoon. Dog joined her as sheleft the shaded courtyard, licked at her hands and her bare, dusty feet.
She stroked his bony back. Dog would not share aroom with Houardo.

Amanda followed the pam-lined road that led to her fa-ther’ sfields, her toes bunching in the warm dirt;
trying to outdistance her own futile resentment. She dowed at last, breathing hard, a cramp burning her
gdefrom thelong rise of the road. She looked back over the bay, saw ships, like toys, moving under the
wind. And they go away, forever...“Hewill come back!”

Dog barked, histall waving.

She looked down, her shoulders drooped as she reached to pat his head. “ And what would hefind, if he
did...?" Her cdloused hands knotted, loosened. They go away forever. But thefutility, the bitterness,
the sorrow and the dreams never |eft her, never gave her rest. Still looking down, she saw awrinkled,
thumb-sized lump in the dirt; she crouched to pick it up, seeing more scattered acrosstheroad in the
reaching shadows. Dates hung in bulging clusters below the green frond-crests, in the trees above her
head. The crop was turning, the earliest to ripen were dready falling along the road. She picked them
from the dirt eagerly, filling the pockets she had sawn into the seams of her dress.

Asthetrack wound through the last of the fields before the pasture, she saw her father standing in the
road. She stopped; he was not aone, but with three other men. Other merchants, she supposed, come to
dicker about the shipment of hisgrain...She saw that one wore theinlaid ornamenta chain of the mayor:
he had come to designate the tribute to be sent to the fortressin the hills of Palos Verdes. Her heart
lurched; the men of the mayor sometimes took women, aswell, for trib-ute. But they had seen her; she
could not turn back now. She moved toward them again, walking on hot coals.



The agent of the mayor turned back to the fields, disinter-ested, as she drew closer. Shefelt the other
men’seyes on her, vaguely curious, and on her father’ s broad, unyielding back. He had not looked at
her; would not ook at her, or speak, ever again. She kept her eyes carefully downcast, seeing only the
edge of hislong ves, therich earth-red of hislonger robe benegth it, his sandaed feet. | have only two
daughters, he had said. She did not exist, he would not speak to her, and so she could never speak to
him again. Her feet made no sound in the road; the men began to talk of wheat as she passed them.

Suddenly they fell sllent again. Amandaraised her head, looking out acrossthe fieldstoward theriver. A
high, throb-bing sound in the air; she frowned, searched her memory, but no recognition came. One of
the men muttered something. She saw him point, saw adark spot on the sky, abird’ sform, growing
larger and larger, until it was no longer abird form or the form of anything she knew. The noise grew with
it, until sheimagined that the air itself broke againgt her ear-drums like the sea. She covered them with
her hands, frozen inside her terror, asthe monster swept over the green leaf-wall of the olive orchards.
Theworkersin the field began to break and run, their shining scythesfaling in the whest, their shouts lost
in monstrous thunder ... .that ceased, abruptly, leaving a shattered silence.

The monster plummeted toward the half-mown wheet, keen-ing a death song. At the last moment a
tearing cough camefromiit, it jerked upward, itswingsablur . . . and smashed down again into thefield,
with the grinding crunch of aship gutted on the rocks. Fingers of sudden flame probed the crumpled
corpse, pale smoke spiraed. In the eternity of a heartbesat, she redlized that the broken thing was not
aive, that it was a ship that flew, like the baloon-shipsin the south. And then she saw a new movement,
saw the flames give birth to ahuman form. The man fell, fire eeting hisarm, crawled, ran desperately.
Behind him the flames spread over the ship, the stink of burning reached her, and a cracking noise. The
meachine exploded, split by God' s lightning, im-paing on her eyestheimage of the running man struck
down by amighty, formless hand. Blinded and deafened, she top-pled in the road, while the sky rained
blazing debris. “Mercy...have mercy on us, sweet Angd...!” Dog began to howl.

One of the merchants came to take her arms, helped her to her feet. She blinked at his stunned face, lost
to her behind splotches of dark brilliance ashe let her go.

“Are—areyou dl right, maid?’

She could barely hear him. She nodded, hearing other voices fogged by her deafness.

“Angd, Son of God—" Her father turned away as she looked toward him. “Did you ... it, Julio? An
accursed thing...down by God in my own field! My wheat fidd; why did this—miracle happenin my
fiddd?’ He shook hishead, to clear hiseyes, or hisregret. The others shook their headswith him,
murmuring things she couldn’t hear. The mayor’s man stood &t the edge of theirrigation ditch, hisface
gray with shock.



Amanda looked out acrossthefield again at the smoking ruins of the machine spread over the flattened
whest. Therewere no field-workers at dl that she could see now, only the sprawled form of the man
struck down by God. Her hands wadded the cloth at her stomach as a sound pierced the fog of her ears,
and the man in thefield lifted his head. She saw only redness—her blindness, or blood.

“...I,]dp-..”

She shut her eyes.

“Look! Lisgen—" The mayor’sman pointed. “He' s4till dive, inthefidd. We ll haveto kill him.”

“No!” her father said. “Y ou’ll make my field barren if you shed blood.” He shriveled dightly asthe other
turned back coldly toward him. “He' |l die anyway. Let God punish him as He seesfit. Let him diedowly;
he' sasorcerer, he deservesto suffer for it.”

Amanda sfingerstwisted on her dress, swest tickled her ribs. The stranger’ s head fell forward, his hands
moved, clutching at the golden, broken grass.

“...hdpme...for Christ' ssake...hdpme...”

“Ligten! He scdling on devils,” one of the merchants said. “If you go into thefield, he might lay acurse
onyou.”

“God will punish him.”

“Themetal thing—"

“...ayuda..”

“Don't go near it! God only knowswhat demons are dlill left inddeit...”



“..please..”

Amanda heard a sob, choked back her own sob of anguish. Father, he sees us! Please, help him—
She turned imploringly, but no onelooked &t her.

“... that such athing happened here. We must consult the Prophet’ sBook ...” Their voices droned on,
the cries from thefield grew weaker, broken by hopeless silences.

“... peloarmo de Deus, please...”

Amanda started toward the ditch. She heard an oath, looked back at the startled faces of the men, froze
as she saw her father’ sface. Will you humiliate me again, Amanda, before the mayor and God? She
stopped, stepped back into the road, her head down.

The merchant who had helped her up came toward her, said kindly, “Thisisno place for you, maid; there
isevil here, these things are too strong for awoman’s mind. Go home.”

She fatered; she glanced again at her father, signaled to Dog and turned away down the road.

Amanda entered the cool, shuttered darkness of her cot-tage. She dammed the bottom half of the door,
leaned againgt the lime-washed adobe of the wall, feeling the bricks erode under her fingers, tiny flecks of
clay. Intheyard Dog harried chickens, barking. “ Dog, stop it!” He stopped, silencefdl around the fading
clutter of the chickens. She heard agull’scry, asit whedled above theriver, heard init the cry of the man
in her father’ sfidd. It isn’t right—

But it wasn't right for her to fed thisway: It was asin to meddle with magic, to harness the power of
demons. It was unnatura. The Book of the Prophet Angel taught that these things must be denied, they
had been damned by God. And surely she had seen the stranger struck down, before her eyes, by God's
wrath. Surdy—

She moved away from the door, pulled down her vell, unfastened the ties of her tiff, congtricting bodice.
The damp folds of her worn dress beneeth it fell free. She Sghed in relief, stretching. The weaving must
be finished tonight, or she would never have the cloth dyed by market day ...

* * * %



He woke in darkness, retched with the blinding pain in his head. The matted wheat was sodden with
blood under his cheek. Weakness settled his somach; he lay without moving, shivering inthewarm air,
gtaring at his own groping hand. There was one memory, like abeacon on ablack sea of pain: They
would not help him...His eyes closed, the wheat between his fingers became the stuff of dreams, became
the endless, rippling grass of the Pampas.

Hewasfifteen, living on hisuncl€ sranch in the Argentine province. His cousins had gotten him drunk on
the namelessliquor that the ranch hands sucked out of hollow gourds. He had bragged, and they had
saddled the half-wild mare who was the color of blood...And she had reared and thrown herself over on
top of him, spraining his back.

Helay inthe crumpled grass, every breath searing in his chest; stared at hisuncle sblack, gleaming
boots, like bars against the endless freedom of the sky. “Help me, Uncle Josef—""

Get up, Cristovao.

“I can't; it hurtstoo much, please help me.”

Help yoursdlf, Cristovao. You must learn to be strong, like my sons. You must be independent. Get
up.

“lcan't. | can't.”

Get up. The boot lifted his shoulder: he cried out.

“I can't!”

Get up, Cristovao. You can do anything you have to do.

“Peasehdp me”

Get up.



Get up. Get up—!

* * * %

Amandarose from her stool, began to work the finished piece of cloth free from theloom at last. The
candlesflick-ered, her shadow danced with her on thewall. The weaving soothed her in the quiet hours
of the evening, patterned her thoughts with its peaceful rhythm. Often she sang, with no one but Dog to
hear, and the cricketsin the yard for achorus.

She folded the cloth carefully, kept the edge from sweeping the floor. ..and noticed thet the crickets were
dlent. She stood till, listening, heard an unidentifiable noisein the yard. Dog stirred where he lay
deeping, growled softly. He climbed to hisfeet, went to the door and snuffled at the crack. Another smdll
sound, closer to the cottage. Dog' s hackles rose, her skin prickled. A coyote or wildcat out of the
desert, hunting ... adrunken herder or field hand, who knew she lived done—

Something struck the door, struck it again. Dog began to bark, drowning her cry of surprise. “Dog, be
quiet! Who' sthere? What do you want?’ No answer came. “ Go away then! Leave medoneor I'll set

my dog on you!”

She heard afumbling, a scratching, dide aong the wood, and asound that might have been human. She
moved toward the door giffly, caught in asudden, terrifying prescience. Her hand shook as she
unlatched the top of the door, pulled it open—*No!” Her hands covered her unvelled face, denying the
nightmare that was the face before her.

The man from her father’ sfield clung to the lower door with blistered, blackened hands. A gash opened
the sde of his head, dashed his cheek, oozing duggish red; his eyes showed white in a death mask of
crusted blood and filth.

“Sweet Angdl!” Amanda whispered, sstumbled back, hands still covering her face. “1 can’t help you! Go
away, go away—" Dog crouched, his muscles coiled.

“Please...” Tears pilled down the stranger’ sface, runneling the crusted mask. She wondered if he even
saw her. “Please”



She dropped ahand to Dog’ s neck, rubbed it, felt his crouching tension ease. She unlatched the bottom
door and pulled it open.

The stranger sumbled forward into the room. Amanda caught the bruising burden of hisweight, led him
to her pdlet and let him dip down her arms onto the blanket that covered the straw. He lay weeping
mindlesdy, likeachild, “ Obrigado, obrigado ...” Dog nosed histangled legs.

She poured water into abowl from the olla by the door, crossed the room again and took up the newly
woven cloth from the loom’sstool. He' |l die anyway— She hesitated, |ook-ing back; then biting her lip,
she began to tear the cloth into strips.

* * * %

He sank through twisting corridors of smoke, lost in the endless halls of dream, where every convolution
turned him back into the past and there was no future. He opened the doors of hislife, and passed
through. . ..

He opened the door to the crowded outer office, pushed hisway through the confusion of milling recruits
around the counter. He felt his blood pressure rise with every jarring contact, at every sight of an army
uniform. He broke through, almost ran down the hall to Mario Coelho' s office.

“Wherethe hdl is Hoffmann?’

He dowed, hearing his name, and the voice of Esteban Vacafrom the Corps of Engineers.

“Relax,” Coelho sad. “If he'shdf an hour late, he' s early; you know that. | think he makesapoint of it.”

“Mother of God; | just don’t understand why you put up with it!”

“You know why | put up with it. He' sthe best damned prospector I’ ve ever seen; he knows more about
metalsthan haf the chemigtsin Brasil. HE suncanny at ferreting out deposits ...” Coelho’ s chair
squesked.



“How much of an ingtinct does he need to find the Los Angeles basin? | suppose only some crazy fool
who taksto himsdf in acrowd would even want to go look for it.”

Laughter.

“You dtak to yoursdf, too,” Coeho sad, “if you spent most of your lifein the middle of nowhere. ...

“And besides, | know Il never talk behind my back.” Hoffmann grinned as he entered the room, saw
Codho’ sthick neck redden with embarrassment. “ So, you want me to scout the Los Angelesbasin.” He
draddled achair, resting hisarms on the hard back. “ That’ snews. | thought we didn’t have the fossil-fuel
resources to mine clear up in the North-west Territory. Or did we take over Venezuelawhile | was
adeep?’ The Los Angeles basin...Hefdt a sudden eagerness, the sense of freedom and fulfillment that
only prospecting brought into hislife.

“Wedidn't; but they estimate it won'’t take us much longer. If that’ s so, the Corps of Engineersisthinking
of reopening the Panama Cand: If it’ sfeasible we' ve solved the transporta-tion problem. And the coast’s
inhabited—which gives usalocal pool of gook labor, to do the dirty work in theruins.” Vaca smiled.

“You gtink, Vaca,” Hoffmann mumbled. Vacalooked up sharply.

“Come on, Hoffmann.” Cod ho tapped hisfountain pen wearily on the blotter. “Nobody makes you work
for us. All we need from you isareport on whether the Los Angeles basin isworth our while.”

Hoffmann shrugged unapologeticaly, felt them assessing his rumpled civilian clothes, the battered hat
jammed down over his shaggy hair, his muddy desert boots. Even Coelho, who ought to be used to it,
and to him, by now. Hoffmann said absently, “I useyou, youuseme...”

They looked a him.

“All right, I do want the job. I’m ready whenever you are. What background stuff canyou...” He
watched as Codho' s face dissolved into the milky white globe of astreet lamp; got up, Staring asVaca's
face became the face of hisuncle. The desk was a spreading, formless darkness, a gaping mouth to
swalow him. Ragged teeth tore into hisflesh as he fdll through the doorway of another dream. . . .

* * * %



Amanda started out of anodding dream at the stranger’ s cry. The candle before her on the bare wooden
table was haf burned away, like the night beyond the door. She got up from her stool, sumbling over
Dog at her feet, and went to knedl again beside the pallet. She had stripped off the bloody rags of the
sranger’ s clothing and bathed him, picked metal from historn flesh, bound his wounds and burns with
the hedling pith of aoe veraleaves broken from the serrated bush in the yard. And she had prayed, as
she worked, that he would die, and God would take away the torment of his suffering from them both. . .

But hedid not die, and helay now huddled between her blankets, shivering and swesting, hisface onfire
under her hand. She wiped it again with cool water, saw fresh blood on the white linen that swathed his
head. He mumbled words that she dmost understood, atered strangely. She whispered reassurance,
tried to till hisrestless motion. His blistered hand closed spasmodically on her dress, jerking her down.
“Mae, I'mcold...s-so cold, mae ...” She struggled as his other hand trapped her wrist, and she heard
the threadbare cloth beginto tear. “... cold ...”

She went limp on the straw beside him to save her dress, shuddered as he pressed againgt her. “No—"
Shefelt thefever heat even through her clothing; but there were no more blankets to keep him warm.
“Angd, Son of God, forgiveme...” She put her amsaround him and let him find the comfort of her own
warmth. He sighed, and quieted, touching her in hisddirium as a child seeksits mother, as a husband
seeks hiswife. Amanda heard the steeple bells sound mid-night in the town below, remembered them on
too many nights, when she lay adonewith deepless sorrow. Sowly her rigidness softened; her hair dipped
free of its cloth as she moved her head, and spread across her shoulders. Memory caressed her with a
stranger’ s unknowing hands, and Amanda began to weep. . . .

* * * %

Diego Montoyawas amerchant, dealing with the captains of the shipsthat sailed the long coast to the
southern lands. He had no sons but only the burden of three daughters who must be dowried for
marriage. But he was awedthy man, by the standards of Sanpedro, and he had determined that his
daughterswould marry well...and so recover hislossesin giving them away. His eldest daughter, Estella,
was a beauty, and he had managed to match her to the wealthiest heir in town. And then he had begun to
negotiate amatch for his second daughter, awkward, reed-thin Amanda

He had protected his daughters, like the valuable property they were, particularly keeping them from the
sallorswith whom he dealt and whom he knew too well. Again and again he impressed on his daughters
the need for chasteness and obedience, the Prophet’ s warnings about the sins against natu-ral law that
damned the souls of the footloose sailors and their women.

But Amanda had drawn water from the well in the court-yard, and the handsome, black-haired boy



drank as he waited while his captain spoke with her father insde. He was differ-ent from the sailors she
had seen, somehow in her heart she felt he was not like any man she had ever seen—and helooked at
her over the cup’sedge in away no man ever had, hesitantly, with pleasure. She stole glances at him, at
his bare brown arms, his rough gray tunic, the laces of his sanda s hugging his caves. He wore golden
plugs stretching his earlobes.

“Thank you, maid.” He set down the cup, caught at her with his eyes as she began to turn away. “Are
you”—he seemed to be trying to think of something to say—"are you the daughter of this house?’ He
looked embarrassed, asif he’ d hoped it would be something more profound.

“The second daughter.” Knowing that she should not, she stayed and answered him.

“What' syour name?1’m Miguel,” he acknowledged his effrontery with abob of hishead. “I—I think
you arevery far.”’

She blushed, looking down again, twisting the soft laces of her bodice. “Y ou shouldn't say that.”

“I know . .."

“My—nameis Amanda.”

Her father saw them together by the well as he came to the doorway and ordered her sharply into the
house.

But the next afternoon she dipped away, to meet Miguel on the path that wound aong the river, and
every afternoon, through the week that his ship wasin port. Migue answered questions her heart had
never known how to ask, that had nothing to do with the limits of the world she knew. He was eighteen,
hardly older than shewas, but he had Ieft his home in the far south years before, longing to see what lay
beyond the headlands of the harbor. He told her tales of the peoples of the south and their strange cities,
strange customs, strange beasts. He told her of men who flew, suspended benesth great bags of air; who
crossed mountains higher than the shimmer-ing peaks she could see at the desert’ slimits, to visit the
southern lands. He said that they came from aland where there were wonders even he could not imagine,
boasted that someday he would find away to stedl aboard one of the airships and explore dl the new
wondersthat hid behind the mountain wall.

Amandafound herself dreaming with him; dreaming that she would be with him forever, sharein his
adventure, have hislove, and his children...For she had always been afraid of the things that passed



between aman and wife, things amaiden hardly dared to whisper about. But lying on the warm
riverbank, he had unfastened her veil to kiss her lips, freed her hair from its covering, sghing in wonder
and cdling it flame. And hisfingers had touched her breast through the cloth of her gown, and started
another flame, inside her. That night she had gone to the temple, heavy with guilt, and prayed to God for
guidance. But the next afternoon, shelet him touch her again...and only the impossibly knotted cord that
pinioned her cotton drawers kept her amaiden, at last.

And then, suddenly, the week they had shared was gone, and they clung together in the shadowed hesat
of the olive grove. “How can | leave without you, Amanda? Comewith me—" Hisfingerslifted tendrils
of her hair.

“Stay here, with me, Migue! Let me speak to Father, he'll let us marry—"

“I can't. | can’'t Say in one place, there are too many places| ill haven't seen. Come away with me, let
me share them with you... Y ou want to see them, too; | seethem in your eyes! I’ll buy you strings of
opds, to match thefirein your hair...sky-blue butterfly wings that shinewith their own light...We Il cross
the mountain wal in abaloon. Come away with me, Amandal” He caught her hands, kissed her hungrily,
drawing her toward the road.

The temple bells began to sound for evening prayer in the village. She pulled free, tearsweling in her
eyes. “| can’'t— the Prophet forbidsit!” Afraid of God' swrath, and her father’s, afraid of the shameit
would bring on her family, and to her...afraid that none of those things mattered enough to keep her from
his arms, she ran, sobbing, back through the trees.

“Amanda... | loveyou! I'll come back; wait for me! Please wait for me—""

* * * %

Amandawoke up, aching with stiffness and remembered grief, to the sound of the morning bells. She
gasped as she focused on the stranger’ s naked side lying againgt her own; tilled her urgeto leap away,
asmemory stilled her terror. His head rested on her shoulder, pillowed on her spreading hair; the stains
on the bandage were dark now, but hisface still burned with fever. Helay quietly, hisribsbardly rising,
fdling. With infinite care she drew her numbed arm from beneath him, covered him again and stood up.
Dog scratched at the door; shelet him out into the dawn, |et in the pungent, sage-scented air to cleanse
the smdll of sickness. She noticed aline of dark stains acrossthe hard dirt floor, tracing the stranger’s
path from door to bed. Oh God, why must you send me this new trial?

The stranger lived, on the edge of degth, through the long day; and that night again she held himin her



arms, startled from her deep by the ghosts of his haunted fever dreams. Names of people, citiesand
objects, words in ameaningless tongue, filled her own unquiet rest with strange, unnatural dreams. And
yet, time and again he spoke the names of places she knew: Losangeles, Palos Verdes, her own
Sanpedro.

The dreams clung to him like death’ s shroud while two days passed, and three, and four. Amanda
carried water from theriver, heated it, washed bandages and dressed his wounds. She bathed his
parched body, forced liquids down histhroat. He was damned, but in hiswillfulness and sinful pride he
struggled for his own destiny, defying the powers of nature and God. She shared in his defiance of fate,
afraid to stop and question why.

At last anight came when he dept in her arms breathing quietly and deeply, unharrowed by dreams; and,
touching hisface in the morning, she knew that he had won. She cried again, as she had cried on thefirst
night.

Late in the afternoon the stranger woke: Amandalooked up from her loom to find him staring silently a
her face. She pulled up her veil self-conscioudy, wondered how long she had been sitting revedled to
him, and went to knedl down at hisside. He tried to speak, araw noise caught in histhroat; she gave him
water and he drank, gratefully.

“Where...wheream 1?7 The words werethick, like his swollen tongue.
“You arein my house.” Habitually she answered what aman asked, and no more.

His hand moved under the blanket, discovering his naked-ness. He looked back at her, confused. “Have
| been...werewe—?1 mean, are you a—" She flushed, stiffening upright. “I’'m sorry ... | can’'t seemto
remember, my heed—" He lifted his hand with an effort; hisfingers grew rigid asthey brushed the thick,
swathing bandages. He stared at his hand, aso bandaged. “ Meu Deus ... an accident? Was | inan
accident?’ He looked away, taking in the small, windowless room, the streaming dusty light that struck
her loom from the open door. “Whereisthis place?’

“Thisisthe village of Sanpedro.” She hesitated. “Y ou fdll from the sky, into my father’ sfield. God...God
struck you down. Y ou nearly died.”

“I did?’ He sighed suddenly, closing the eye not covered by bandage. “1 can believeit.” Hewas quiet for
along time; she thought he had fallen adeep. She Sarted to get up; his eye opened. “Wait! Wait...don't

g)—



She knedled down again, feding thetensionin hisvoice.

“Who are you?’

“Amanda. Amanda Montoya.”

“Whoam17?’

She blinked, shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“I don’'t know either ...” His hand pressed his head again, the words faded. “ Chrigt ... | don’t remember
any-thing. Not anything—" He broke off. “ Except. ..except ... thefidld: people, standing in aroad,
looking a me... but they wouldn't help me. They saw me, they knew, but they wouldn't help me.” He
trembled. “God...they wouldn’t hdp me...” And hedept.

* * * %

“I know the name San Pedro...” he said stubbornly between sips of broth as she fed him. She had killed
achicken while he dept, and made soup to give him strength. “‘1 saw it, somewhere ... the Los Angeles
basin? Does that mean anything?’ He looked up at her, hopeful, swalowed another mouthful of soup.
Hiseyewas asgray as sorrow in the candlelight, and fear lurked init.

“Yes. It'sthe desert, dl around us, to the north, to the mountains— We only go into it for metals.”

“Metagl” He pushed up onto his elbows, spilling soup, sank back with agroan. “Metals—" Hishand
reached for something, found it gone. She wiped soup from his haf-grown beard and his chest. “ Damn
it,” hewhigpered, “it will come back. It will. When I’'m stronger I'll go to the—the place where it
happened, and I’ [| remember.”

“Yes” Amandasaid softly, thinking he expected an an-swer. “ Yes, I’'m sure you will.”

The gray eye glanced at her, surprised; she realized that he had not been speaking to her. She offered



him more soup; he shook his head carefully. “Why do you cover your face— Amanda? Y ou didn't
before ... or your hair; | remember, your hair isred.”

“Y ou weren't supposed to seeit!” She wondered, morti-fied, what else he remembered. “ The prophet
Angel teachesusthat it isn't modest for awoman to show herself to aman who is not her husband.”

He smiled siffly with one side of hismouth. “I’m deeping in your bed, but you won't et melook at your
face...Whoisthis*Angd’?’

Shefdt irritation prick her at the tone of hisvoice. “No wonder you practice sorcery, if you've never
received hisWord. Angd isthe son of God, who led our people here from the south. He revealed that
the only true and righteous life is one within the pattern of nature, the life dl creatureswere meant to live.
To do sorcery, to try to put yourself in the place of God, from fase pride, isto bring down ruin—asyou
were shown. That'swhy my father and the other men wouldn’t help you. It was God' s punishment.”

His expression doubted her, changed. “Y ou were there—"

“Yes” Shelooked down.

Hetook a deep breath, held it. “ But—when | came down to your door, you helped me. Why? Weren't
you afraid of God' s punishment, too?’

She smiled. “There slittle more that God could do to me, or | to God. ...” She got up and moved away,
gavethelast of the soup to Dog where he lay under the table, her own hunger forgotten.

“ Amanda?’

She straightened up, looked back at the stranger.

“WhenI'mwe|—"

“Then you must leave.” She rubbed her armsinside the loose deeves of her dress. “ Or peoplewill call
meaharlot.” And they call me too many things already.



“But what if | can't—" Hedidn't finishit.

She went back to her loom. When she looked up again, he was deeping.

Day's passed; the swollen redness dowly went out of hiswounds, the sight of his blistered arm no longer
turned her ssomach. But still he sometimes dropped off to deep in the middle of a sentence, to wake
minutes or hourslater, out of amumbling, ddlirious dream; adream that he could never remember. He
pressed her angrily, amost desperately, for the details of his dreams, old ones and new, swearing at her
once because she couldn’t write them down.

“Women are not taught to write,” she had snapped. “Women are taught to serve their husbands,
and—and their fathers. Only men have aneed to write.”

“What kind of garbageisthat?’ He struggled to Sit up, propping his back againsgt the cool wall. “ You
need to write, so you can tell mewhat | say! This place is the damnedest, most backward piece of redl
edtate in the entire Northwest Territory!” Hefrowned, andyzing. “In what' sleft of it—"

Sheglared & him. “ Thenit' sapity you'll haveto stay here. Perhgpsthat’s God' sfind punishment to
you.” She dared many things, in her speech with this stranger, that she would never have dared with a
man of her own village or one strong enough to strike her.

He looked up sullenly. “What makesyou think I’ [l stay in San Pedro?”

“Because your flying ship isbroken. You' |l never get back to wherever you came from, across the desert
and the moun-tain, without it.”

He was slent; she saw tension drawing the muscles of his hollowed cheek. “1 see” he said findly.
“What...what happensto ‘ sorcerers in San Pedro?’

“Anything.” She hardened her voice, and her heart. “ They’ re outcasts. They can pray for forgiveness,
and do penance at the temple, if someone will sponsor them. But you' re an outsider. Y ou have no family,
and no money; no one will protect you. If you offend people, they will soneyou. If not, they’Il ignore
you; you' |l haveto beg to live. Some walk out into the desert, and never come back—'’ The silent,
burning mirror of light; the scented, fevered wind; the shimmering, unattainable peaks of
Sangabri€l. ... It had drawn her away, as she gathered brush, more than once; but never far enough.



The stranger sat, stricken, his uncovered eye express onless with the confusion of hisemotions. Almost
defiantly he sad, “What if | won't leave here?’

“Then Dog will tear your throat out.”

Hedid down thewall onto the straw, pulling the blanket up over his shoulders, and turned his back on
her. That night she lay deepless on her own new pallet of straw, hearing the hard, bitter voices of the
midnight bells.

The next morning she knelt a her metate, watching the sun rise over the distant peaks as she ground the
grain she had gleaned from her father’ sfields. Dog lay stretched on the coal dirt, tonguelolling, looking
half-dead in his eye-rolling ec-stasy. She smiled, glanced up as he raised his head and barked once,

inquiringly.

The stranger stood in the doorway of the cottage, wearing historn, close-fitting pants and nothing else.
The pants hung precarioudy around his hips; hisribs showed. He sat down abruptly against the house,
sghedin stisfaction, smiled a her. “1t’sabeautiful morning.”

She looked down, watching the motion of the smooth granite mano beneath her palms, made ashamed at
the sght of him and by the memory of her crudlty.

But if hewas angry, or afraid, he showed no sign, only stretched his scarred limbs gingerly in the soothing
heet of the early sun. He watched her form the flat, gritty loaves of unleavened bread. “Can | help?’

“No,” shesaid, startled. “No, enjoy the sun. Y ou—you need to go dowly, to recover your strength.
Besides, thisiswoman'swork.” She chided, mildly.

“It doesn’t look too complicated. | expect | could learn.”

“Why should you want to?” She wondered if the blow on the head had driven him mad, aswell. ““It’'s
unnatural for aman to want to do women’ swork. Don't you remember anything?”

“| don't remember that. But then,” he shrugged, “I don’t think | was ever an Angelino, either. | only



thought—maybe | could help out with some of the work around here. Y ou never ssemtorest...You'd
have moretimefor your hobby.” His voice was oddly cgjoling.

“Hobby?’ She struck her flint against the bar of stedl, saw sparks catch in the tinder-dry brush benesth
the oven. “What hobby?’

“Y our weaving.” He scratched his bandaged head, smiling cheerfully. “Mother of God, thisitches.” He
scratched too hard, winced.

Sheturned to sare at him, at the linen that bound his head, in stunned disbelief. “1t' s not my hobby! It's
how | stay dive: by weaving cloth. It took me two monthsto finish the piece | toreinto rags, to bind your
wounds!”

His hand froze againgt his head. “I’'m sorry. | didn’t know that—people wove cloth by hand...” He
looked down at his pants. “Let me make it up to you, Amanda. Let me work while you weave; it doesn’t
matter if it swomen’swork. I'm just grateful to have my life”

Smoke blew into Amanda s eyes, brought stinging tears. She wiped them away and didn’t answer.

But shelet him help her with the endless, wearying tasks that wove the pattern of her life, so that she
could weave cloth, instead. At first he was too wesk to do more than toss the sparse handful of grainto
the sparse handful of scrawny chickens, hunt for their occasional eggs, sit on astoal in the sun tending her
cooking pot. He ate ravenoudy, never quite seeming to realize how little there was, and she was glad that
it was the autumn harvest, when the little was more than usud. And she was glad that he would soon be

gone...

But as his strength returned he began to do more, though he still collapsed into dreaming trances
sometimes while he worked. He mumbled to himsdf, too, asthough herealy were alittle mad, ashe
fetched water up the long slope from the river, walked out across the brown pasturesto the desert’s
edge, bringing back brush and deadwood to chop up for her fire. She was afraid to send him to town, or
even into her father’ sfieldsto glean—for his own sake, or hers, she didn’t know. But, of his own accord,
he began to fish from the riverbank: He gutted and scaled his glassy-eyed catches, spit-ted them over the
firefor her dinner; and asthe days passed she began to fed atrace of softness cushioning the sharp
edges of her bones. She watched the stranger’ s own emeaci-ated body fill out, saw, unwillingly, that he
had a strong and graceful build. She cut adlit in one of her blankets to make him a poncho; to protect him
from the hot sun, to protect hersdf from the shameful embersthe Sight of him began to stir within her.

At last, asthough he had postponed it aslong as he dared, the stranger asked her to take him to the



place where he had fallen to earth. Sheled him back through the rustling shadows aong the pam-lined
track, to the field where his machine lay in piecesin the amber sea of grain. He stopped in the road,
gtared, hisface burning with hope ... but he only shook his head and crossed theirrigation ditch, dry now,
into the field. He began to search through the grasses, forgetting her, hunt-ing for his past as Dog hunted
for squirrels.

Shefollowed him, strangdly excited, afraid to interfere, and heard his sudden exclamation. “What iSit?’
She came hesitantly to hisside, tugging at her snagged skirts.

“I don't know...” He knedled down by aflat piece of metd, warped at one end. She saw arectangle of
green paint, aydlow diamond insdeit, ablue circlefilled with stars. A band of white, with lettering,
arced acrossthe sky. “But that,” he pointed at the rectangle, “isthe Brasilian flag!”

“What'sBres|?’

“A place. A country.”

“Where? Beyond the mountains? Isit like the mayor’ sdoman?’

“I don’'t know.” He frowned. “That’sdl | can remember. But the words Ordem e Progresso: that
means ‘order and progress ... | think it does. Brasilian must be the other language | speak—for
whatever good that doesme.” He got up.

Dog came bounding to them, something large and brown flopping in hisjaws. Amandagrimaced, “ Dog!
Don't bring your carcassesto me—!”

“No, wait, it'snot an anima. Come here, Dog! Bring it here, good boy ...” The stranger held out his
hand; Dog came to him obediently, tail beating. Amandawondered if Dog knew afelow outcast by
ingtinct, or why he gave this one other person histrust. It lookslike ahat—" The stranger pried it loose
from Dog' s massive jaws, pounded his back in appreciation. Dog smiled, panting. “Could it befrom

around here?’

She shook her head.

Heturned it in hishands: “It must be mine,” and he looked inside. His breath caught. ** Cristovao



Hoffman,”” hesaid quietly. “ Cristoveo. ..I’m Cristovao Hoffmann!”

“Do you remember—7?’

“No.” His mouth pulled down. “No, | don’t remember! Hell, for dl | know Cristovao Hoffmann’ sthe
man who made that hat!” He looked back at her, defeated, set the hat on top of his bandages; it fell off.
“But it doesn't matter. Il be Cristovao Hoffmann; it doesn’t fed so bad. | have to be somebody. Christ,
maybe | made the hat.” He started away across the field to the main wreckage, the mutilated skeleton of
the flying ship. She picked up his hat, began to strip wheat from the stalksto fill it up.

When she reached the charred hulk of the flying ship, she found him lying sensdessin the grass.

* k x %

The clouds closed around him like soft wings as he reached the wreck, stealing him away from the dream
world of hiswaking reality, back into the reality of his dreams. He chose adoor: The clouds parted, and
hewasflying. ...

Hoffmann followed the frayed brown-green ribbon of theriver out of the mountains, looking down on the
sun’s anvil pocked with skeletal shrubs: the desert that stretched to the sea. “If anybody’ s crazy enough
to live here now, they’ ve got to be sane enough to stay by the water...” On every Sde, for asfar ashe
could see, afaint rectangular gridwork patterned the desolation. He caught occasiona flickers of blinding
whiteness, the sun mirrored on metal and glass. Thiswasthe Los Angeles basin: hundreds of square miles
of accessible duminum, stedl and iron....copper, tungsten, rare earth lements.... dl therichesof a
benevolent nature, waiting for discovery and recognition. Waiting for him. Wait-ing for him...Hisskin
itched with desire; tomorrow he would begin to explore.

But with the desperate scarcity of one thing—fossil fuels—no one would ever make use of his discovered
bounty, unless there was an available pool of loca labor to do what ma-chines could not. He knew small
primitive villages and colo-nies stretched northward up the coast from the South American continent, cut
off from al but the most fragmentary dirigible contact with the Brasilian Hegemony: Today hewould
search for those. If there was an available subsistence agriculture the specialists could upgrade, then the
loca population, and even imported |aborers, could be put to work mining the treacher-ous, possibly
radioactive ruins. The people would have more food, better medical care—and lose their freedom of
choice, and their lives, in gruding servitude to the government. It had been the way of governments since
thefirg city-state, and though it troubled Hoffmann somewhat that he had a part in it now, he seldom
thought about why. Prospecting was the one thing that gave any real meaning to hislife, that evoked any
real emotion in him: He endured hisfellow men to the extent that they made it possible for himto livethe
way he did; beyond that, he choseto live without them.



He began to see the form of San Pedro Bay, promising for shipping. From the air, the land was visibly
patterned by ruins beneath the amorphous sandpiled pavement of desert. The bay was more deeply incut
than he remembered on the maps, with ascalloped rim. “*Like acrater, Cristovao...”” he repeated.
“Jesus, what a beautiful harbor!” He could see Signs of habitation now, asmall mud-brick town, bright
sallsin the harbor, fields and pasturage aong the river. He used his binoculars, thought he detected other
sgns of habitation farther aong the northwestward curve of the coast; pleased, he dropped lower,
buzzing thefidds. “Someirrigation, prinm+itive ... bet they don’t rotate their crops. ...” Tiny figures
huddled, staring up at him, or fled the * copter’ s shadow in terror. They were as nonessentid to him asthe
rest of human-ity, lessred than the shining, lifeless wilderness of the desert.

And then, dbruptly, theumbilica of vibrating roar that gave him life within his glass-and-metal womb was
cut. Faint cries of fear and dishelief reached him through the windshield glass, echoed in hismind, ashe
begantofal....

* k k %

The stranger jerked awake, sitting up from Amanda s lap in the shade of the broken ship. His breath
came hard; he rubbed his swesting face. “ Mae do Deus...” He looked back at her, at the shadowing hull
above them. “It happened again?’

She nodded.

“| wasfdling...that wasfaling, the—the Careless Love. Theédectricd sysemwas...was...Damnit!
Damnit! It'sinthere, my wholelife! But every timel reach for it, it dips between my fingers...like
mercury...”

“Maybeif you didn’t try, it would come. Maybe you try too hard.” She wondered what good it would
do him to know, but knew that even she would need to know.

“How am | supposed to stop trying?’ He covered the frugtration in his voice. “ Did |—say anything?’

“Yousad, ‘Cristoval.”” The name wasn't quite the same, when he pronounced it. “You said, ‘ Craters’
And that we didn't...turn our crops around.” She made circling motions with her hand.

“*Rotate your crops,” he said absently. “ Alternate them, from field to field, season to season, to et the



fieldsredt. It'sgood for the soil...” He stopped. “Maybe | was some sind of advisor. Maybe | could
teach your father better farming methods—"

A small, sharp laugh escaped her. “I don't think he’ d listen to you. Not after he watched you struck
down by God.”

He grimaced, got up, staring at the burned-out wreck. He leaned down to pick up a handful of charred
papers. “Maps. They'rein English...but | can’t read it anymore.” He bunched them in hishand, didn’t
drop them, looking south acrossthe bay. “It'sagood harbor. And that’ simpor-tant...”

“Yes, itis” Sheanswered, knowing now that he didn’t need an answer.

“Where do the ships go from here?’

“Mostly south, for along way. In the southern lands there are airships that fly with balloons, not sorcery,
and cross the mountainsto astrange land.” Her heart constricted.

“Thereare?’ he said, suddenly excited. “If | could find aship in port, to take me—"

“Not unless you could pay for it.”

“How much?’

“Morethan nothing, whichisal you have. And dl | have.”

“How am | supposed to get the money? | can’t do any-thing!” His hand struck the blackened frame.
“Tamates! | can't do anything...it's never going to come back. Let’sgo.” He started abruptly back
toward the road.

When they returned to the cottage, he took the leather hat and stood before the broken mirror on the
wall. He began to unwrap the bandages that covered hishead. As he pulled the fina clinging strips avay
from his skin, she saw his hands drop, nerveless, to his sides;, the streamer of bandage fluttered down.
She saw hisfacein themirror: the hdf-heded scar that gaped adong his cheek and scalp, the stunned
revulsonin hiseyes.



“Cristoval.” shewhispered, “it wasworse, before. It will be much better, intime. Much better...” She
met hiseyesinthe mirror, eyesas gray as sorrow.

Helooked away; went to the door, and out, wordlesdly.

She sat weaving, waiting, through the hot autumn after-noon, but he did not return. She watched the cloth
grow as she passed the shuttle back, and back again, through the taut threads; thinking how much it had
grown, in So short atime, because the stranger had come into her life. She went down to theriver, but he
was not there; she bathed, and washed her hair. Suppertime came, and passed. Dog sat in the doorway,
whining into the twilight. Hungry for broiled fish, she drank water and ate dry bread...Hewould fell the
dead orange tree, he had said, beforeit fell on her house ... hewould build her apamleaf canopy in the
yard to shade her while she cooked. A fence of adobe bricks ... ahenhouse ... ashower ... ared bed. A
lifefor alife...

She blew out the candle, lay down on her palet of straw and in the darkness remembered the fed of his
body againgt her, the touch of his hands. He had gone out into the desert; he would walk toward the
unreachable mountains, trying to go home. And he would lie down at last and die, done, and the
buzzardswould pick hisbones. She heard thetalling of the midnight bells: Fitiless and unforgiving, they
mocked her, and named her. Amanda, Amanda. . . .

* * * %

“Amanda?’ The door raitled; Dog legped to hisfeet, barking joyfully. “ Amanda? Will you let mein?’

Sheran to the door, wrapped in her blanket, her hair streaming. She unbolted it, threw it open; the light
of the full moon struck her face. Cristoval’ s shadowed eyes|ooked long on her, in sllence. At last he
stepped forward, into the house. She lit acandle as he bolted the door, brought him bread and a pitcher
of water. He drank deeply, sighed. She sat across from him at the table, covering her face with a corner
of her blanket, but feeling no embarrassment. She didn’'t ask where he had been, he didn’t tell her; he
kept hisface dightly averted, hiding his scar.

“Amanda—" Hefinished the bread, drank again. “ Tell mewhy you're not married.”

She started. “What, now?’



“Yes, now. Please.”

“I have no dowry,” she said smply, hoping he would understand that much and let it go. “No man would
take me.”

An unreadable expression crossed hisface. “But your father must be awealthy man, he ownsall these
fidlds—why does he treat you like this, why do you livein this hove ?’

She reddened. “He svery generousto let melive here! | defied him, and he disowned me. Hedidn't
have to give me anything; | would have been like you. But he lets me stay in this cottage, and gleanin his
fields. | suppose he would have been ashamed to watch his daughter become a beggar or awhore.”

“Why did you disobey him?What did you do?’

“I wouldn’'t marry the man chosen for me. He was agood man; but | thought—I thought | wasin love...”
She tasted hitterness, remembering the red-haired girl she had once been: who sat with her embroidery
for hours at the window, gazing out over the bay, who wept with unconsolable loss, for her heart had
been stolen, and she had not had the strength to follow it; who found that the staid ritud of lifein
Sanpedro was suffocating her, and her dreams were dying. He said he would come back...and she had
believed him, and vowed that she would wait for him.

But her father had known none of that, thinking only that his spindly, homely daughter longed to marry
any man; that it was high timeto get her a husband, to make order out of her girlish maiden’ sfancies.
And when he had told her of the match, she had run sobbing from the room and sworn that she would
never marry. Her father raged, her mother scolded, her sisters wept and pleaded. But she sat as still and
unreachable as her aged grandmother, who rocked endlesdy by the fire, blind with cataracts, and deaf:
who had had hair of flame, like her own, once, in youth...

And a last her father had given her an ultimatum, and in her childish vanity she had spurned the marriage,
and he had disowned her. He had given her dowry to Teresa, ungainly of body but fair of heart, and for
Teresa he had chosen well—a man who desired her for her soul, and not for her riches.

“And so | cameto live here, and learned what it isto be poor. My vanity starved to desth, long ago. But
by then it wastoo late.” She glanced down at the rough hand holding the blanket edge. “ Thereisno end
to my sin, no end to my punishment, now.” Her hand did down, taking the blanket with it; Cristova
looked at her strangdly. She pulled it back up, defensive. “1 am il avirgin; my marriage sheets would
not dishonor my husband. But | don’'t haveamaiden’ssoul ...” Shefelt her wordsfading. “In my mind,
lying doneat night, | have sinned, and sinned. ...” She reddened again, remembering her thoughtsthis



night. “Sweet Angdl; I'm so tired!” Her voice shook. “I would gladly have married, a hundred times over,
by now! But what man would have me now?’

She heard Cristova draw along breath. “I would have you. Amanda...will you marry me?’

Her blush degpened with anger. “ Y ou! Do you think | don’t know why you' re asking me? | may bejust
awoman, but I’m not such afool that | can’t see what you' ve been trying to do to me. Y ou’ ve smiled,
and wheedled, and tried to make me depend on you, so that when you were well | wouldn’t make you
leave. And s0 you' d even marry me, to save yoursdf?’

“Wadl, what the hell’ swrong with that?” His scarred hand knotted on the table. “ Y ou just told me you'd
marry any-body, to save yourself from the hardship, and the londliness. Why isit wrong for me to want
the samething? 1 don’'t want to die afriendless beggar in this self-righteous hell, either! I'm not asking
you to love me—I don’t love you. | want to marry you to save mysdlf, because there’ s no other way |
can; that'sall. If you accept, take me out of your own need. I'll be agood husband to you. I'll carry my
share of the weight. Together, maybe we could even make a decent life for our-salves.” He glanced
down, turned hisface squardly to her in the light. “ God knows I’m not much to look at, now, Amanda.
But...but in the dark—"

She studied hisface, her eyes catching only once on the scar, used to it from dressing his wound. Apart
from it hisface was pleasant, dmost handsome now with familiarity, under the short, sun-faded hair. He
was no more than thirty, perhaps no older than herself: He was strong and, behind the strangeness of his
peculiar habits, somehow gentle. She did not think he would beat her. And— “And I’'m not...much to
look at, either, now; | know.” She sighed. “Loveisnot aright to demand in marriage. Loveisareward.
Yes, then, Cristovd; | will be your wife. Tomorrow we will go to see my father.” Her shoulders sagged;
pulling the blanket close around her, she rose and went to her bed.

Cristovd followed her with his eyes before he blew out the candle. She heard him lie down on hisown
pallet, heard hisvoicein the darkness. “ Thank you.”

* k% k %

They waked dowly dong the road to town, silently. Amanda listened to the cresking gulls and the
twittering waking spar-rows. Thisis my wedding day, she thought, surprised. Will | be different
tomorrow, if we're wed? Will he? She glanced a Cristoval, hisface turned away toward the sea. He
didn’t touch her but walked as though he were entirely aone, brooding. Everything will be different.
I’ve lived alone for so long. . . .



“Amanda,” he said suddenly, startling her. “ Do we have to go to your father?” Her bresth caught; she
saw that they were passing the fidld where hisruined ship lay. “I mean, isn't there—apriest, or
somebody, who could just marry us quietly, instead?’

She saw the unhealed wound that still lay behind his eyes, felt her own fear drain out of her. “Each manis
his own priest, with the Prophet’ s Book to guide him. My father must give us his blessing, or we will be
living in sin, and no better off than we were done. We' |l go to my sister first, she can spesk to Father for
me; and, | hope, make him lisen—"

He sighed, nodded. “ * Casamento e mortalha, no céu setalha...

“What?" Shelooked up at him.

He shrugged. “* Marriages and shrouds are made in heaven.””

José came to the door of his house; surprise showed on hisface, and then incredulity. “ Amandal”

“Jost. Thisis... thisismy bethrothed. Cristova...Hoffmann.” She struggled with the word.

“By the Book... Teresal Amanda s here. And’—he laughed—"by the Prophet Angdl, she' sbrought a
man with her!”

* k% k %

Teresa, José, and the laughing children went ahead of her asthey reached her father’ s courtyard at lat;
Cristoval walked grimly beside her. Her heart fluttered like bird wings under the wedding vest, beaded
with pearls, that Teresa had given her to cover her faded dress. Cristoval wore one of Jose' srobes, a

vest and head-covering, in place of his poncho and hisflopping hat. He could passfor atownsman; but
she knew that it would not fool her father. The sun’s heet made her suddenly giddy.

The heavy door of the house swung open, and Diego Montoya came out into the yard. His broad,
jowled face widened with asmile a the sght of his grandchildren; they danced around him, chanting,
“Aunt Amanda s getting married!”



Her father’ s obsidian eyesflickered up, seeing her in her wedding vest, seeing the scarred stranger beside
her. “Te-resa, what' sthe meaning of this?” Behind him her mother came to the door, and her sster
Egdla

Teresahung on her husband' s shoulder, hisarm around her waist, steadying her. “Father, Amanda has
asked meto speak to you for her. Thisman would take her for hiswife, even though she hasn’t any
dowry. Please, Father, she begs your forgiveness for the past; she asksyou to give her in marriage, so
that she may live asadutiful wife, and—and make amendsfor the grief that her willfulness has caused
you.”

Her father stared at Cristovd, thewordslogt in the rising fury of hisredization. “Amandal” He spoke
directly to her for thefirst timein eight years; she dropped her eyes, despair-ing. “What new mockery is
this?” He came toward them; his hand closed on the cloth of Cristova’ s head-covering. Hejerked it off,
revealing the ragged wound and the short, sun-faded hair. Her father threw the cloth to the ground,
disgusted, moved away again. “Why do you shame methisway?’ He turned back, hisvoice agonized.
“How have offended God, that such a creature was born a child of mine? How can you come here, and
tell me you would marry this—" He gestured, hishand condricted into afigt.

“Father!” Teresasaid, gppalled, not understanding. The children hung on her skirts, eyeswide.

“By the Son of God, | won't stand for it! No more; no more humiliation, Amanda!” He reached down,
caught up astone. Helifted his hand.

Amandacried out, cringing. Cristoval pressed against her, hisbody asrigid asmetd.

José moved forward, caught hisfather-in-law’ sarm. “Farther, no!” He pulled the hand down, hisarm
graining; Montoyaglared at him. “Forgive me, Father. But | won't let you do such athing before the
children.” He shook his head. “What' sthis man done to make you hate him?”

Amanda sfather looked at the stone. “He sthe sorcerer whose machine fell into my field. Heis despised
by God; it was God' swill that he should die; no man would raise ahand to help him. But
my—daughter,” the word cut her, she flinched, “would defy naturd law, defy God, again, to help him.
And now she asksto marry him. Marry him! God should strike them both dead!”

“Perhaps He' s punished them enough,” José said quietly. “ Even a sorcerer can repent and be forgiven.”

Crigtova put hisarm around Amanda. “ Sir—" She heard atremor in hisvoice, very faint. “God—God



has stripped the evil thoughts from my mind; | can’t remember anything of what | was.” Hetouched his
head. “1 only want to marry your daughter, and live quietly; nothing more.”

“Nothing?’ Montoya said sourly.

“I don’'t demand adowry. Infact, I'll giveyou a... abride payment for her, instead.”

Amanda’ s eyes widened; she saw every faceturn to Sare at her, at Cristoval.

“What kind of a payment?’ The merchant pressed forward into her father’ s eyes.

“Y ou use metds, don't you? Aluminum? Sted ?1’ll give you my shipinthefield, what' sleft of it.”

“It' saccursed; it sfull of demons.”

“Y ou haverituasto purify metas. If the ship was your own to make into...natura objects, the curse
could belifted. ...”

The merchant weighed and considered.

“Theremust be at least haf aton of usable scrap metas|eft there. Maybe more.”

“Oh, please, Father!” Teresaburst out. “Think of the honor it does you. No one has ever made such an
offer, for anyone' s daughter!” Amanda saw tears wetting her mother’ sveil, felt the look of astonished
envy in Estela sdark and perfect eyes. She suddenly saw that one of the eyeswas not perfect, swollen
by a black-and-purple bruise. Amandalooked away.

“Half aton...?" her father was saying. He drew himsdf up. “ The mayor’s men came herelooking for
you, you know. In case you were il dive.”

“No,” Crigtova said. “I didn’t know.” His hand tight-ened on Amanda s shoulder. “Why? What does
that mean?’



“Nothing.” Her father shrugged. “Y our body was gone from thefield. | told them God had taken it avay
to hell— what else could | say? | thought you were dead. So did they; they seemed relieved.” A smile
sruggled in the folds of hisface. “The mayor has halved my field tribute this harvest, because of the
miracle.” He dropped the stone, Sighed. “Half aton. It must surely be God' swill in the matter... All right,
Amanda, | will seeyou wed. But that isdl. We'll go to the temple now. And then | will call agathering,
to blessthe machine.”

* k% k %

Amandakndt by Cristova before the dtar in the silent temple while her father pronounced the words
above them, and her family looked on. There would be no ritual, no feasting, no celebration. It was
nothing like her dreams. .. But the dreams go away forever. She remembered how long it had been
since she had prayed in the temple; it had been too far to walk into town, to be met by stares and
whispered scorn. She gazed without emotion at the rainbow of light that broke acrossthe dusty tiles,
bel ow the dtar window fused from colored shards of glass.

And then she followed her husband home, walking two paces behind him, eyes downcast.

He caught fish for their wedding supper while she finished the new piece of cloth on her loom, trying to
recd| the habits of adutiful wife. Silent, patient, obedient ... she had not been any of those, to her
stranger-husband, until now. She must please him, now, and learn to make the best of it.

But asthe evening passed shefdt hisirritation at her awkward deference, and, not understanding, she
tried harder; felt her tension grow, and her resentment.

“Damnit, Amanda, what' s the matter with you!”

Shelooked up at him meekly. “Forgive me, my husband. Have | displeased you?’

“Yes” Hefrowned from his segt at the table. “What the hell isthis slent treetment? And why wouldn’t
you walk beside metoday?’ His hand covered his cheek, unconscioudy. “ Are you that ashamed to be
married to me?’

“No!” Tearsof exasperation blurred her eyes. “No. Y ou’ ve honored me greetly, in the eyes of my family.
But it's proper for awoman to defer to aman, in speech, inactions.... in al things.”



“Evenif he swrong?’

“Yes.” Her hands clenched on the cloth of her dress. “But, of course, aman is never wrong.”

“Mother of God, Amanda—you don’t believe that?’ Helooked at her. “1’m aman. Up until now I've
made plenty of mistakes, and you haven't been afraid to let me know about them.”

“I—I’'msorry. It' sjust that I’ velived donefor so long...but I'll change. | want to be agood wifeto
you.” A tear burned her cheek, caught on her veil.

“Y ou can be; just stay the way you were. Do what you want, talk when you fed likeit. Don’t hang on
me! | haven't got the patiencefor it. I—I think I’ ve lived donefor along time, too, Amanda, and | don’t
want to have to change my habits; | don’t expect you to change yours. We re sharing spacein time,
that'sdl. Let'sdoit aspainlesdy aspossble”

“If that iswhat you wish, my husband ...

“Amandal” Hisanger dapped her. “None of this‘my husband,” ‘my wife.’ It'sjust Cristovao, and
Amanda. And in the future, walk with me, not behind me; | felt like | owned aservant, adave...” He
rubbed his head, staring into space.

“But it’ sthe custom; every wife follows her husband.” Shefelt aterrible reief begin to loosen her knotted
muscles.

“Not your sster Teresa.”

“She' scrippled. José hasto help her walk.”

“She doesfineon acrutch. | don’t think that' swhy he doesit at dl. | think it’ s because he wants her
there”

Amandawiped her eyes, sartled, amazed. “But—but, you and I, people would...laugh at us.”



“So what? After awhile they won't even notice us any-more.” He stood up, came toward her; her heart
best fagter. “And the vell—"

Shejerked away from him, appaled. “Would you humili-ate me so, before every man in town—?"

“No.” He caught her arm. “No, Amanda. But in our home you can let me see your face, can’'t you? Y ou
are my wife, now.” Hedrew her veil down gently, pulled the cloth from her hair. Her hair came undone,
Spilled loose over her shoulders, hefilled his handswith it. “Like spun copper...spun gold. ..like flame.
..." She good very ill. His hands found the laces of her leather vest, untied them; his voice was husky.
“I...just want you to know that, in town today, you were the most beautiful woman | saw.”

Like flame...She heard nothing more. On her wedding night shelay at last with her husband, and
dreamed that the man who made love to her was someone se.

* k k %

The days passed, and the weeks, and the months; Sanpedro entered the gentle season of winter.
Amandadid as her husband wished by doing as she ways did, self-conscioudy at fird, but easily and
gratefully again, in time, as she cameto redize how much her independence had grown to be a part of
her, asource of pride and integrity, adefense againgt theindignities of life.

As he had promised, Cristoval worked hard, sharing the endless tasks of her daily existence and freeing
her to make the cloth that was their only item of trade for the village market. He walked with her, too, for
miles aong the sea’ s shining edge, on the days when she gathered thetiny fluted shells she used to make
lavender dye. He questioned her about her discovery; shetold him how she had boiled them in sdty
water, desperate with hunger; how the tiny sea snails had been inedible, but how, because they turned the
water purple, she had never been as hungry again. Cristoval had |ooked out across the bay, where Dog
plunged beside them, shattering the foam. “Y ou’ Il never be hungry again, Amanda; we' ll never be hungry,
if | canhelpit.”

Farther aong the beach they had come on adead fish mired in aclot of greasy black scum. Cristoval
squatted down besideit, took some on his fingers and sniffed it, fascinated.

“It' sthe seafilth, that fouls the water’ s surface and can kill fish and birds.”” She waved Dog back. “It
happens farther up the coast, too; at Santabarbara.”



Cristoval wiped hisfingers on the sand. “Doesit?’ His voice waswondering. “ But that’sgood! It's all,
Amanda; don’'t you know what that means? It means they can establish amajor outpost here, they can
put in wells...they can mine metals with—with gook labor. ...”

“Who can?’ she asked, frightened.

He stopped, staring at her strangely. He touched her arm for amoment, as though to reassure her, or
reassure himself of her redity. “I don’'t know,” he muttered. “Naobody, | hope.”

Latein thewinter he had goneto her father and asked permission to till apart of the grassy pasturdland
adjoining the whest fieldsin return for haf the crop. Amanda had protested unhappily, saying they could
glean enough to get by on and that it was too much extrawork. But he had said it would be an
investment in the future and worth it ahundred-fold: “Y ou were right in what you told me once, Amanda.
With aman like your father, you don't tell him things. Y ou show him...”

And when the wheat grew up past her knees, past her waist, amost up to her breasts, she had begun to
understand the method in the madness of tilling fresh ground. And the method had not escaped the
merchant’ s eye of her father, ether, for he began to ask Cristova questions, rewarding them with acow
and, intime, even asking them into hishome.

Amanda had blossomed with the spring, the ache of hunger forgotten, and the aching wesariness that had
aged her before her time. She would never be plump and comely like her sisters, but she took a secret
pleasurein the new soft curvesthat she discovered in the broken mirror on thewall. Cristoval fished and
worked their field; she wove and tended the green sprouts in the garden patch; the work was il
unending, but now it filled her with hope and pride instead of hopeless despair. At night she no longer lay
deepless hearing the midnight bells, but fell into dreams quickly and easily. And if in her dreams she
sometimes found aface that she reached for with longing and could never forget, she knew that her regret
was nothing to her husband' sin hislonging for the things he might never remember. He was a thoughtful
and satisfying lover; he brought peace and fulfillment to her bodly, if not her soul.

The sudden fits of haunted deep that took him through the locked doors of hismind to walk in his
forgotten past grew more and more infrequent; though his hair grew in pure white dong the seam of the
scar. Asthe dreamsfaded, hisinterest in them seemed amogt to fade aswell. He no longer grew angry
because she couldn’t describe their detailsto him, and the projects and problems of hisnew life left him
little strength or time for seeking after the old one.

But as he stopped pressing to remember, more and more bits and fragments of hislife begantorise
unbidden to the surface of hismind. A rare animation would take him, and carry her with him, when he
remembered a place he had traveled to see and described to her the brief, bright flashes of itsterrifying
wonder: A forest of tree and shrub that grew so densely that he had hacked hisway through it with a



hatchet, to find a gleaming mound of shattered glass, stitched with vine, embroidered by fragile blossoms
inthe colors of dawn...A ruined city filled with bones, on atredess plain beneath asullen, metdlic sky; a
wind 0 bitterly cold that the rain froze into stinging pellets. .. The shadow of aman long dead, imprisoned
by some ancient sorcery forever in the surface of abuildingwall...

He rarely mentioned people or memoaries of hisown land, only the memories of searching the strange and
dien ruinsof the“Northern Hemisphere.” He never seemed to wonder whether someone was searching
for him, or waiting for him, or mourning for him. She wondered whether he chose not to tell her of awife
or lover or friends, or whether there was truly no one he wanted to remember. For, at first, he had
seldom spoken to her at dl about thingsthat didn’t directly concern her. Instead he would mumbleto
himsdlf, answering himsdf, oblivious. She discovered gradually thet it was not because he believed that,
being awoman, she would have nothing to say; but rather because he lived, somehow, com-pletely
within himsalf—as though two men lived together in one, behind his eyes. Perhaps, she thought, there
were two men; the old one, and the new.

But his solitary conversations aggravated her, as her own traditiona behavior had aggravated him. She
had learned not to be silent, and so she began to answer him, stubbornly, chipping at the shell of his
isolation. And after atime, asthough, like hersdf, he had had to learn that he could, he began to talk to
her instead; became a.companion for her londly days, and not just asilent presence in her house.

* * % %

Spring passed into summer, blistering summer moved againinto fal. Amandalet hersdf be carried by the
flow of unnum-bered days, thoughtlesdy, unquestioningly. At last one day sheleft the marketplacein the
heat of noon, climbing dowly past the shuttered houses along the curving street. The seabreeze was
strong, tangy with salt and the tartness of sea-weed, sweeping her skirts ahead of her. She was poorer
by one piece of cloth, richer by abasket of fruits and cheese, arazor and anew pair of leather sandals
for Cristoval, abangle of copper and colored stones. She looked down at her wrist, bare for so many
years, touched the bracelet, fedling aslight-footed as a girl with joy. Brightness danced dong it like
sunlight across the sea; she kept her eyes on it and forgot the hot, weary journey home to the cottage.

She looked up only once, stopping in the shadow of the date pamsto gaze out at the field where
Crigtovd’ sairship had lain. Therewas no sSign now that it had ever existed; the freshly turned earth lay
waiting for the winter crop. She smiled briefly and went on her way.

She opened the gate in the new-made fence, her eyes searching the yard for Cristoval ... heard voices
from be-hind the cottage, strangers’ voices. She waked quietly through the shadow beside the house,
looked out again into bright-ness, shielding her eyes. She saw Cristova sitting on the milking stool beside
the spotted cow, listening to two men she had never seen before. Dog lay warily beside him.



“... report to the Brasilian government on the feasibility of mining the Los Angeles basin. But you never
came back, and so we camelooking ...”

Amanda dropped her basket. Her hand rose to her mouth; she bit her knuckles to keep from crying out.

“... thefossl-fud stuationistoo critical, we can't afford to clean out the cana now. The Venezuelan
war’ sreached astdemate; we' |l haveto stop al further plansfor expansion of our mining operations,
unless someone like you can discover an independent source of oil or cod—" The speaker looked at
Crigtova hopefully.

Crigtova shrugged, hisface polite and expressionless, his hand covering his scar. “How did you—find
me, here?’

“The ‘miracl€ of your crash filtered down the coast. We didn't know if we' d find you dive or deed, or
not a al. But we had to come and see; you' re that important, Hoffmann.”

Helaughed uncomfortably. “I don’t know why ...”

“Because you're the best damned prospector in Brasil—’

“It doesn't matter, for Christ’s sake,” the second man said. “'Y ou know you don’t belong here,
Hoffmann. Let us get you out of this dirty, godforsaken hole. There are doctorsin Brasil who can treat
your problem; you' [l remember every-thing, intime. At least you'll be back in civilization again, living like
ahuman being, and not likeadog.” He glanced down, his disgust showing.

Cristova stood up dowly.

Amanda shut her eyes, Cristova’ sface patterned on her eyelids. And in her mind she saw him clearly for
thefirgt time: her husband; the strange and gentle stranger who had come to her door, accursed,
hopeless, and changed her own accursed, hopd esslife forever. She pressed back against the warm wall,
not bresthing.

“No. I'm sorry.” Cristova shook his head. “I’m not going with you.”



“Diablo!” thefirst man said. “Why not? Codlho didn’t risk coming six thousand kilometerson asailing
ship, dressed like a peon, for you to turn him down!”

“Hedidn’t comefor meat al. He camefor the ... government.”

“We need you, Hoffmann. We can force you to go with us—"

Dog growled where helay, the hair on hisback ridging.

“I| don't think so.” Cristova smiled faintly. “1 don’t know what you want of me; | don’t think | ever will. |
don't even know what oil looks like anymore. | might aswell be dead, for al the good I’ d beto you. I'm
content here; let’sjust leaveit at that.”

“Hoffmann.” The second man looked at him with pity and dismay. “Can’'t you feel what you'regiving
up?1f you could only know what your old life meant to you: Can't you re-member, don’t you know the
discoveries you' ve made; the things you must have seen; the knowledge that’ s till locked inside your
mind...how important you were to your people?’

Crigtova kept hissmile. “I only know how important | am, to someone, now—and someoneisto me.”

The second man looked puzzled. He produced something from insde his deeveless coat. “Y ou' reright;
you might aswell be dead. Take this, then; in case you ever...remember, and want away out. It'sa
distress beacon; they’ Il pick it up in El Paso. We'll try to send someoneto you.”

“All right.” Cristova took the dark, hand-sized box.

“ Sgjafeliz, Hoffmann. Adeus.”

“Good-bye.”

The two men turned, started back across the yard toward her. Amanda picked up her basket, stood
giffly, with dignity, asthey noticed her and, staring, passed on by.



“Hoffmann’ s?’ thefirst man said, incredulous.

“ Sera possivel—!” the second man murmured, looking at her, shaking his head. “ Deus da ofrio
conforme a roupa. ...”

When they were gone from the yard, she ran to Cristova, clung to him, wordless. The strange box
jabbed her back as he put hisarms around her.

“Amandal What'sthe matter?”’

“Oh, my husband.” She sighed, againgt his robe. “Who— who were those men?’ She glanced up,
watching hisface,

“Nobody. ..nobody important.” He smiled; but the old sorrow showed in his eyes, like acolorlessflame.
He pried himsalf loose from her gently, looked down at the hard, dmost featureless box still clutched in
his hand. He threw it away over the fence. “Nobody who'll ever hurt you now. My prospecting days are
over. ...” Hesghed, put hisarm around her again, drew her close; he reached down to scratch Dog's
leathery ears. “But you know, Amanda, intime, if we ever have any money, we could take aship along
the coadt, see the south. Maybe we' d even find those balloon airships of yours.” He laughed. “But we
won't take aridein one! Would you like that?’

She nodded, resting her head on his shoulder. “Y es, my husband; I'd like that very much.”

“Amanda...” hesaid, surprised, wonderingly. “My wife. My wife.”

AFTERWORD-
PHOENIX IN THE ASHES

This story was described by one reviewer as* a Southern California love story with a difference.”

| often get the inspiration for a story from a song. This story was inspired by two different songs,
one by Judy Collins, called “ Albatross,” and the other an old folk song called “ Take Me Out of
Pity.” The former isa haunting love song that I’ d always imagined taking place in a kind of
Arthur Rackham fantasy world; but a friend of mine envisioned it as happening in New En-gland,



and thereisalinein it about “ a Spanish friend of the family.” The other song, also known as
“The Old Maid's Lament,” is a traditional song with a much more pragmatic outlook. Somehow
the two songs and all the disparate images fused in my mind, and with further input from my first
husband, Vernor, as| was trying to plot a story around them, the novel ette ended up taking place
in Southern California after a nuclear war. (Two potential alternate scenarios involved a woman
in colo-nial times becoming involved with a humanoid alien stranded on Earth, or a war between
populations of a double planet system. | still wonder sometimes what the story would have turned
into if I'd followed either of those ideas through; they may yet mutate into something else and
turn up in some future story | write.)

Originally I’d intended to call the story “ Take Me Out of Pity,” which | saw as having a nice
double meaning, in the context. But my editor asked me to reconsider, saying that if some critic
happened to didlike the story, calling it “ Take Me Out of Pity” was like* putting your head on the
block and handing someone the ax.” | changed thetitle. (I seemto have a knack for picking
arcanetitles. | originally wanted to call my novel The Snow Queen “ Carbuncle,” after the city in
which most of the action takes place. | liked the ambience of a word that meant either “ jewel” or
“fester” —the city being both—but unfortunately people who only know the mean-ing “ fester”
seem to far outnumber the ones who know both meanings. | got very mixed reactions when | told
people what | was calling the book ... some nods and smiles, a lot of blanching. | was finally
convinced, by another editor, not to call my novel Fester. Now, quite frankly, even | can’'t imagine
why | ever wanted to.)

* k% k %

VOICESFROM THE DUST

4:30. 4:30 in the morning. 4:30 and fifteen Martian sec-onds. . . Petra Greenfeld picked up the
wood-grained elec-tric clock and shook it. Hurry up! Hurry up ... or else stop. She set it down onthe
desk again, too hard in the low gravity, and rubbed her eyes. To think I’ ve been up all night, and there
isn’'t even a man in my room. | really must be crazy. She laughed, wesakly. How can | be crazy and
have a sense of the absurd?

But then why was she Sitting here, if shewasn't crazy? Why had she been sitting here dl night, like
someone con-demned, waiting for the dawn? Why wasn't she adeep in her bed like any norma human
being—? She swiveled her chair to look at the rumpled deeping bag on the cot. Because when she dept
the pull was stronger, it pried open her dreams and painted the walls of her mind with the red walls of the
Vadley, and led her, again and again, to an unknown destination. . . .

“Oh, stop it.” She shut her eyes, and turned back to the desk. She wasn’t obsessed; she was just upset.
Why shouldn’t she be upset—that damned Mitradati! Her fist tightened on the graffiti-covered blotter.
That egotigtical tin god. So he was sending her back to “ civilization” today, was he? So her poor, frail



little mind needed arest, did it? Just wait until she got back to Little Earth and made her complaint.
They'd let her conduct her investigation without interference, they’ d see that her judgments weren't
irrationa. And that narrow-minded apeman could go suck an egg. .. Better yet, why couldn’t she take
one of the buggies, and go to the placefirst? She' d find her proof, she knew whereto look, exactly
where—

She got up from her chair, shaking her head, and began to move restlesdy around the small room. Think
about some-thing else, anything ese... My God, am | really losing my mind? Thisisn’t normal.
Maybeit would be best to get awvay from here, for awhile; from Mitradati, from—the artifact. She
hadn’t been up to the pole in weeks, hadn’t seen amovie, or had a decent dinner, or called Fred. And
stuck here with this baker’ s half-dozen of impossible—No. She couldn’t redly blame them. Who had
been more impossible than she had, these past two weeks?

Shelooked over at Elke' s unused bed, under the curve where the ceiling became the outer wall. Elke
had been deeping with Sergel lately, and she suspected it was as much from uneasiness about her asit
was from passion. At least Elke was sympathetic, and supportive...but Elke was ameteorologist, not a
geologist, and what did she know? And Sergei, with his damned Russian obsession about
parapsy-chology; making the whole idea sound like something out of a Grade Z science fiction movie.
Shewas glad he had Elke to distract him, before his endless prying curiosity made her do something she
would regret.

She saw the cigarettes and lighter Elke had |eft on the stool by her cot. She picked up the pack
mindlesdy, took out acigarette, lit it, inhaled—and, coughing disgustedly, ground it out with her dipper
on the cold metal floor. At least | haven’t gone completely insane. She went back to the desk, looked
at the clock again. 4:43. Dawn...soon it would be dawn. But why was dawn so important? The hopper
wouldn’'t be going to the north pole until afternoon, on their bi-weekly supply run; thistime taking her
along in disgrace at Mitradati’ s order. That was why she was upset, and angry, why she couldn’t stop
thinking about the artifact—

The artifact: she had seenit lying like adiamond in the rubbly detritus along acanyon wall, twelve days
ago, as she and Mitradati had collected rock specimens. And the moment she had seen it, touched it, she
had known, she had known—It appeared to be alump of fused ore, unusual, but not extraordinary. Y et
somehow she had sensed an unrightness about it, an unnaturalness. And when she had tested it and found
an dloy that had never been known to form outside of alaboratory, she had dared to tell the others
about her suspi-cion...about her beief: That this piece of metal could never have been produced by
natural geologic processes, that it had been made by an intelligent, dien life-form. And furthermore, that
its presence could be akey to an even greater discovery—iproof that humanity was not aone.

Thereaction had been immediate, and negative. Even she had redlized—4till redized—that theideawas
incredible. Some of the others, Taro, Shailung, hadn’t been totally unreason-able; suggesting that it might
be apiece of space junk, something from their orbita l1ab. But Shiraz Mitradati had rejected theidea
coldly, in spite of having no better explana-tion—calling it, and by implication her judgment, irrationd.
She had argued with him, pointing out that her past work with an archeologica crew had given her afed



for geologica samplesthat were something more....that even a conservartive estimate claimed observers
from another star system would visit this one once in every million years, notimeaat al, in geologic terms.

She had gone on arguing with him, continuoudy, while her conviction grew that the most vauable
discovery they would ever make on Mars must lie somewhere herein the Mariner Valey. And as her
conviction grew that out in the thousands of square kilometers of this tremendous canyon system, she
aone could find that proof . . .

Petrawrapped the collar of her bathrobe tightly under her chin. Even though this small temporary base
was buried under two meters of insulating soil, the determined Martian cold crept in, and it was aways
coldest just before the dawn. And darkest. Anger drove the chill out of her again as she remembered
Mitradati’ s contemptuous sarcasm, the hodtility lying so clearly below the surface of his‘rationa” mind:
“Smply becauseit’s 2001, Petra, that doesn’t mean an dien monalith iswaiting for us.” The taunt till
stung her...No: Haunted her. Haunted—She remembered the ook on hisface, as though he hadn’t
expected to say the words himsalf. And she remembered the dmost physical pain asthe words burst into
gars behind her eyes. In that instant certainty had crystalized out of the vague urges moving her forward,
and she had known what she had to do. As she knew it now. . . .

Petra swore softly and crossed the room to her dresser, pulled open adrawer. Thefirst time she had
seen Shiraz Mitradati, among the scientists awaiting departure from L2 for the journey to Mars, she had
been strongly attracted to him. But it had been purely a physical attraction, and abruptly short-circuited.
Mitradati was an Iranian: athough Iran had used its il money to catch up with the 20th Century (before
clean hydrogen fusion had made oil obsolete), she had dis-covered that socid progress—at least asfar
as Mitradati was concerned—had not kept up with technologica progress. Hewasabdiever inlran’s
old regime, who would have been much happier in her presence, she suspected, if she' d been wearing a
val.

But once they reached Little Earth on Marsthey had gone their separate ways, on separate research
projects; up until three months ago, when she had joined this particular geolog-ica team, ateam that
Shiraz Mitradati was nominaly in charge of . Neither Elke nor Shailung seemed to fedl the sameirritation
with Mitradati that she did, and she had wondered whether it was al her own fault, her own
outspokenness, her own opinionation... Damn it! I’m teaching at Harvard because | happen to have
something to say. It took two to make an argument. Shiraz had refused a perfectly reasonable request
to let her investigate her find more fully, and his growing irrationd hostility had nothing to do with ‘ reason’
or ‘logic’ It was no wonder her own conviction had hardened into an obsession; that even while shewas
awake the need to go on with her search filled her mind. He had no right to stop her; why should she let
him stand in her way, she didn’'t haveto—

Petrablinked, shivering violently; found hersdlf half-naked, in the act of getting dressed. She stood for a
moment staring down at the bulky red sweater clutched between her handsin a death-grip, watched her
hands begin to tremble. Then she pulled the sweater roughly on over her head, fastened her pants, and
sat down to put on her worn sneakers. She could see the clock on the desk: amost 5:00. A quarter of an
hour Ieft until dawn; now was the time, before anyone €l se was awvake. She couldn’t afford to have



anyone stop her now—she stood at the mirror, folding her straight black hair into aknot at the back of
her head, fagtening it with aclip; moving methodically now, her face frozen into placidity. Dark eyes
gtared back at her from the mirror, her own eyes, screaming at her silently, What are you doing to me?
She shook her head at the caged image, “ Oy, Gottenyu, Petra—" She picked up her flashlight and left
the room.

Shewaked slently down the dim halway, knowing that the room partitions were paper thin. She dipped
into the dark stairwell midway dong it, switched on her flashlight and went down the stepsinto the
storage area. She needed avehicle, her pressure suit, and—the other thing she had to find. She moved
cautiousy among piled crates and equip-ment, following athin streamer of light through the dark room,
and through the blackness that clotted her brain. Thiswastheright thing, the only rationd thing to do ...
then why am| so afraid?

Theroom filled with light, an explosion againgt her senses. She cried out in surprise and protest, turning—

“Shiraz!” Squinting against the sudden brightness she pulled the figure into focus. She raised her hand
with the flashlight to shield her eyes, half threatening. “What are you doing here?” An accusation.

“I might ask the same of you.” She thought there was atrace of sullennessin his accented Oxford

English.

“I’'m going to prove I’mright. I’m going out to find.....to find—it.” She glanced down, confused, asthe
image dipped away from her. She looked up again, brandishing the heavy flashlight as he moved. “Don't
getinmy way, Shiraz! I'll kill you if | haveto,” knowing, desperately, that she meant every word of it.

“I know you will. I’ d do the same, to you, to anybody, now.” He moved away from the out-curve of the
wall, coming toward her, his hands open and empty. “ Petra, listen to me. I’'m not here to stop you. I’ ve
come for the same reason you have.”

“Don’t try to humor me, Shiraz. It won't work.”

“Humor you! For God s sake! Do | look like | want to be here?’” He was close enough now that she
could see hiseyes, seethe fury and the desperation that mirrored her own. “1 don’t want to be here! But
| couldn’t hep mysdif ... | couldn’t stop it. Could you—?" with something in his voice that she had never
heard before.

“No.” She shook her head, her hand dropped to her side. “1 couldn’'t stop it, either...But dl thistime,



you denied it! Why?’

“How could | admit to athing likethat? That | heard ‘voices whispering in my head—like some bloody
lunatic. People would have thought | was mad!” She saw hisfiststighten, and waited for the outburst. But
heonly said at last, wesarily, “I'm sorry.”

She looked down, rubbing her hand across her mouth. “Y es, so am I. We should try not to make this
any harder thanitis” Sheredized for the firgt timethat he was dready wearing his pressure suit. She
turned away, picking a path through the boxes and equipment to the locker, to take out her own suit. She
watched her tiny, crumpled image reflecting over and over as she pulled it on. “WE |l haveto hurry if we
want to get out of here before anyone wakes up.” Shelistened to her mind, watching her body obey it
unqguestion-ingly—the way a stranger would, the way she watched her reflections move, echoes of her
of.

“l know.” Shiraz tested hisair tanks.

“We have explosives here, don't we? Where are they? We' |l need them—"

“It'staken care of. I ve dready put what we want in the back of the buggy.”

“Good.” She nodded, checking her own suit. “Do you—do you know why?’

“No. Doyou?’

“No.” Shelooked away, down the long half-cylinder of the lower leve, toward theair lock. “I don’t like
being somebody’ sgolem.”

She waked dowly dong thefloor platform, awkward in her insulated suit, to the balloon-tired
exploration vehicles parked sde by sde. “Which one?’

Shiraz followed. “Thefirgt one. That' swhere | put the bomb.”

She opened the door and climbed in on the driver’ sside; he got in on the other, without protest. She
wondered whether he was too tense to drive; managed a brief sympathy for the extrastrain hisinability to



accept this nightmarish loss of control must add to the tangle of emotionsthat aready held them both.
She leaned past the seat’ s headrest, glanced into the back of the pressurized cab; saw the drab,
unremarkable metal container waiting, and the red radiation trefoil onitsside. “Oh, my God...” They had
st off small, clean aomic blaststo creste measurable seismic tremorsin their analysis of the planet’s
core. But why do we need one now? She turned back, fastening her safety harness. “Do you know how
to detonate one of these? I’ ve never—worked with one.” He shrugged, wiping away swest. “1’ve
watched it done.” She nodded. She checked the fuel gauge, not sure how far they were going: Full, as
usua, afull oneliter of water. She started the fusion power unit.

* * * %

They passed through the lock and up onto the flat, wind-scoured surface of the still-dark canyon floor.
The canyon was more like a plain, more immense than any she had ever seen on Earth. Here, where the
sub-canyons of Capri Chasm and Gangis Chasm intersected, the floor of the Mariner Va-ley was nearly
two hundred kilometers wide; wide enough that the distant two-kilometer wall bounding this trisection of
the floor seemed more like aline of distant mountains danc-ing a adesert’ s edge. She turned dmost due
west, toward the mouth of Gangis Chasm, knowing as she had known for so long, with such aching
certainty, that thiswaswhere her destiny lay.

“Kismet,” Shiraz said absently, not even looking at her.

“Kind of florid; isn't it?” She managed asmile.

He managed laughter. “ Perhgps there is amonolith waiting for us, after dl.”

The headlight spilled out like bright fluid, highlighting the stone-studded ground. The dim brown of the
undifferentiated surface till in darkness stretched to the far canyon wall, which became a gleaming band
of gold asthe sun rose behind them. Petraglanced at the side mirror; seeing the unnatura cylindrical
hummock of their buried Iab silhouetted with the low, conicd hillsthat lay scattered like acase of hives
over theflatness. She looked out again at the dowly brightening plain, and at Shiraz’ s dark, tense profile
at the corner of her Sght. She had meditated often enough on the symbolism of his name, finding it more
than fitting in her aggravation— Mitradeti, from Mithra, the mace-wielding Persan god of war, the
paterndistic Protector of his People...Now sud-denly she remembered another of Mithra s aspects. god
of the light that precedes the dawn. Shelet her mind probe the possibilities, searching for one that might
be asymbol, of hope.

Thejouncing vibration of their progressincreased uncom-fortably; she eased her foot on the accelerator.
InMars' lighter gravity every bounce and swerve was accentuated, but the jarring that followed it was
gentler than on Earth. She remembered her first painful ride, years before, in adune buggy: the grotesgue,
frivolous Earthside hybrid that had become so indispensable to her work in the desert, and to the



exploration of Mars...remembering the stark fantasy of the desert, and the tennis ball-sized bruisesthe
seatbelt had |eft on her hip-bones. She felt suddenly, unbearably homesick.

Why me?...why us? Why were they doing this;, why couldn’t they at least understand. .. Because it
doesn’t have to let us understand anything. Shetried to focus her resent-ment againgt the straitjacket
bondsthat held her free will prisoner. Even terror, even fear—anything to give her strength. But emotion
dissipated the way the paper-thin film of frost sublimed asthe ground warned. It was usdless, it was
pointless.

The day opened onto the full rust-red brilliance of the endless Martian desert. The dusty sky was salmon
pink now around the horizon, degpening rapidly to ablack-red zenith. The cloud of fine dust lifting behind
them became an auburn haze againgt the sunlight. She turned southward, dightly, to take them through the
gap of flat desert pavement between atremendous black-sand dunefield to her left, and the
kilometers-long dope of dumped earth and talus that fanned from the canyon’ s north rim on her right.
Above the jumbled dope she could see the pit in the profile of the sheer canyon wall, wheretherim of a
shalow crater had fallen away with the collgpsing dliff-face.

She could picture the canyon and the cratered plains that lay above it asthey looked from the air. She
had seen them coming here from the polar base, from the southeastward descending arc of the shuttle's
trgjectory from pole to equa-tor. She pictured the chain of magnificent volcanoesthat werethe Tharsis
Mountains lying beyond the far end of the Vdley, four thousand kilometers to the west—those mountains
that dwarfed any on Earth, asthe grest rift valey itsef dmost defied her attempts to comprehend its
scale. She had been deeply moved by the wonders of this dien world, where geology existed on such a
grand scale: loved its strangeness and its familiarity, with the breadth of emotion that belonged to al who
loved the faces and forces of the natura world, and the depth of emotion that belonged to those who
truly under-stand them. And never more than now: Where am | going? Will | ever see them again?

Or ever see Earth again. .. The limonite-stained cliffs were much closer on their |eft, now; thered,
convoluted walls reminded her of the Near East, her journey to Petra, the City in the Rock—her
namesake. She saw in her mind the ancient city, hidden in acleft of red sandstone, itstemplesand
dwellings built from and into the rock itsdlf: atimeessthing, apart of the earth... And the sun-bleached
mudbrick villages that had not changed in athousand years, or two, or three; that lay drowsing on
parched hillsides an hour’ s drive from some twenty-first century metropolis. An hour’ sdrive, in an
air-conditioned time machine. .. She had spent three yearsin Isradl, asthe geologist for a
Harvard-sponsored archeologica crew, and they had beenin Td Aviv during Isragl’ s Fiftieth
Anniversary celebrations, laughing, drinking, dancing, embracing and being embraced by joyful tota
drangers.

Y esterday and today . ..and tomorrow: She was here on Mars, now, as a part of this project that
cdebrated the turning of anew millennium. Enough honor for alifetime... But I’ m not ready for it to
end! Will there really be a tomorrow? And what kind will it be—none that | ever imagined...She
saw suddenly in her mind the smiling, freckled face of Fred Haswell, astronomer; who has been so much
apart of this place, become so much more than just afriend to her, before his stay here had ended four



months ago. Now, not knowing whether she would ever see him again, or touch him or fed aman...Oh,
Lord; thisisno timeto get horny! She bit her lip.

“A penny for your thoughts?’ Mitradati said.

Shelooked away instead of a him; at the menhirs of dark volcanic stone that crouched like confused
giants aong their path, casting long shadow-fingers across the black sand. There were red anti-shadows
stretched in opposition, where the ground was free of sand inthewind'slee. “I ... | waswatching my
whole life pass before my eyes, | think.” She felt hersalf begin to blush, and kept her face turned away.

“lsn’'t that what you' re supposed to do before you die?” Softly.

“I guess 0. But | hope not.” Her gloved hands tightened on the whed!. “There—isn’'t much elseto think
about. Or to say. Isthere?’ Shelooked back at him, at last.

“No.” He shook his head, leaned back againgt the head-re<t, his own hands closing over his elbows.
“Turn up the heater, will you? 1’ m feding rather cold.”

She turned up the heater. Up ahead, beyond thefield of black sand, she could see another, smaller
avalanche of dirt and rock spilling down from the opposite wall of the canyon. She looked back at him as
hisgazeleft her. Mind control makes strange bedfellows. She Sghed, studying hisprofile again, his
close-cut, curly hair, the bushy, drooping mous-tache that had so fascinated her thefirst time she saw
him. She smiled unhappily, looking away again, paying attention once moreto their progress up the
canyon. Her interests and hiswere smilar; their heritage, reaching back over thousands of years, was
amilar. But their personditieswere till poles gpart. Or were they too much dike—?

“Have you ever been to see Persepolis?’

“No.” She shook her head, loosened her stiffening neck muscles. “I wish I’ d had the chanceto ...” She
went on, determinedly, “I will seeit, the next time | work in the Near East. | want to climb those
meagnificent gars”

“ And see those columns standing like sentind's above the past, againgt a blue sky—" He stared out & the
glaring red-black dome above them. Petrasaw ahandful of tiny clouds, very high up, their whiteness
tinted faintly pink by the haze of dust. “ Did you know that some of the beliefsin the Old Testament were
influenced by the teachings of Zoroaster?’



She smiled, nodding. “ The name of the Pharisees probably came from theword for * Perdan.””

“How far do you think we' re going?’

“| don't know ether.”

“If you get tired of driving, let me know, and I'll change with you.”

“All right. Thanks.” She redlized, with a selfish possessiveness, that she was grateful to have even the
driving to help keep her mind occupied.

They reached the end of the gigantic dope of fallen cliff-face a last, and she angled their track acrossthe
canyon floor again, closing with the northern wall. She watched the wall come at them, inexorably, rising
and rising, arippling tida wave of stone; sheimagined herself drowning. Hours had passed dready, and
continued to pass. The sun roseto its zenith behind them and began to drop forward, getting into her
eyes, as shefollowed their unchosen course aong the foot of the canyon wall. They had brought no food
with them, but she was not hungry or thirsty, not even tired. Mitradati said little and she said less; her
self-awareness ebbed. Shefdt hersdf dipping further into akind of fataistic boredom, her thoughts
amog formless, meaningless.

She could not remember anything she had been thinking, when at last shewas ableto redlizeit. They
were passing the point of a protruding arm of the red-stained cliff; she began to see another of the
endless sde canyonsthat crendlated the heights. But a sudden emotion, utterly unexpected, filled her as
the new subcanyon emerged before them: Anticipation? Excitement? Recognition. ... Inexplicable
knowledge that they were reaching the journey’ send at last.

Shiraz stirred in his seet, leaning forward, peering out with what looked like eagerness. “We re dmost
therel”

“Yes—" And the dien emation, or lack of emotion, within her became recognizable longing again. The
shapeless fears that had dulled her desire to reach this god fell away and were forgotten. This canyon
was broader and deeper than most; she studied it for away up into its network of dry channelsand
tumbled rock. The canyon became a sheer cleft about a kilometer above them, above an outcropping of
ress-tant strata; but below that point the wal had been undercut, when water, and later windblown sand,
had eaten away the weaker rock beneath it to form anatural shelter. Her eyeslingered on that hollow in
the rock, amemory of the cliff-dwellings of the American Southwest moving acrossit like acloud



shadow. She could see nothing up there, yet...And yet she was certain now that something was there,
something more important than anything a human being had ever discov-ered—

“Can’'t you get up there any faster?’” Shiraz' s voice was sharp with frustration.

She got them up there, asfast as she could, over terrain and past obstacles that she would never have
dared if she had had any freedom to make ajudgment. She stopped the buggy at last, twenty meters
below the final ledge that wastheir destination. “1 can't get us any closer than this. We'll haveto climb
from here”

“All right.”

Shiraz picked hishelmet up from the floor, and she picked up her own, catching it on the steering whed

in her haste. She settled it on, bardly latching it in place in time before they were unsealing the doors and
legping down into the thick, talc-fine, cloying dust. The red-stained dust was darker and duller where it
had been disturbed, making her think of midden soil. Making her redlize that they were about to unearth a
greater mystery, and gaze on the future/past. . . She saw Shiraz haul the drab, rectangular container that
was the bomb out of the back seat, and felt dark doubt gnaw at the edges of her desire. “Do you think
anyone will come after us? Maybe they’ re dready searching—they must wonder where we' ve gone.”
Sheredized for thefirgt timethat she had never switched on the radio, never even thought to try. An
unfamiliar heaviness clogged her chest.

“Probably. They know something iswrong by now. But we must have a big lead on them, whatever they
decideto do. It won't make any difference.” Doubt clouded his own face again.

They struggled up thefina dope, pushing and lifting and dragging the metal box and each other; until they
stood finaly on the wide ledge bel ow the overhang of ancient basdlt. Petraturned sowly, bregthing hard,
her heart pounding with exer-tion and excitement.

The compulsion that had drawn them here by an invisble thread intengfied sunningly insde her; as
though she had passed through a doorway, |etting the psychic pull she had known only as a deep,
formless vibration burst over her, reverberate through her. She was dimly aware of ahuman sound, a
grunt of astonishment, had no ideawhether it had come from Shiraz’ sthroat or her own. She was frozen
in the moment, utterly absorbed in the awareness of what was hap-pening to her, athing that no human
being had ever experi-enced before: the communication of an dien mind. The presence grew and grew
insde her own mind, taking form, focusing. She strained toward it with dl her will, straining to
understand—



And suddenly she did understand, as the swollen presence clogged her brain and paralyzed her synapses:
acold, unfed-ing radiation, without meaning, without—life. Like ama-chine ... amachine programmed to
lieinwait for centuries; but not in order to share with humankind the secrets of an interstellar society.
There was no intelligence here, there would be no answer, no revelation, just—

A pileof ruins. Acrossthe plateau, ajumble of red native stone, awarren of broken circles and
irregularitiesfilled with rubble, reaching back and back into the russet shadows below the overhang. A
ruin. A cypher, empty of meaning, long since empty of life. Still she did not know—and she redlized that
shewould never know; never fed illumination break the heavy clouds of compulsion... The Unknown
held her in bondage, and she meant less than nothing to it. The emotion that swelled in her, straining at her
bonds, was not dien any longer—it was not even fear, but anger. Her eyes burned with fierce
disappointment, and fiercer determination: She would know, she would find out! She moved forward,
unexpectedly freeto move, taking easy, unresisted bounds acrossthe level surface. Shiraz called after her
and shefdt him follow. She reached the ruins ahead of him, found that they were even moreimmense
than she had redlized. The broken walls were twice her height, wearing deep skirts of dust, and they
stretched away for hundreds of meters. She ran her gloved hands over the dust-filmed wall, dong theline
that age was etching between perfectly-matched precision-cut surfaces of stone. The ruining of this place
had taken along time. She was suddenly, totaly certain that it was an ancient thing; that it had been
waiting, waiting for millennia. But not for her ...

Shiraz stopped beside her, bent over to set the bomb con-tainer down againgt the wall. When he
straightened again she saw the despair on hisface. And she knew then, just as certainly, that thiswasall
they would ever know, all that they had ever been meant to understand. .. They had not been chosen
receivers of an aien secret to be shared with al of humanity; they were the chosen destroyers, because
humanity had never been intended to know of this. “We re going to blow it up.” Not a question.
“Nothing will beleft.” And the mindless presence within her reveled at her understanding—at its own
victory, and their defeat—without any comprehension of the significance of the act.

He nodded wordlessy, prying thelid loose on the box. Helifted out a small remote control unit and st it
aside; the detonator, she supposed. She watched him begin to flick aswitch, twist aknob, inside the box.

“Isthe process very complicated?’

He shrugged, flicking another switch. “A bit. Not terribly.”

“Isthere any chance of making amistake—?7’

Helooked up at her, bitterly. “Not intentionally.” He looked down again, agtiff, resisted movement. “I
have to concentrate. ...”



She turned to gaze out over the rim of the ledge, down the valey, seeing the sun washed canyon floor
beyond like the ruddy golden fields of heaven. Searching for movement, fruitlesdy.

“All right.” He stood up finally, dust coating his knees. The detonator wasin hishand. “Let’s get out of
here”

They began to walk back toward the sunlit rim of the ledge, toward the buggy waiting below, toward
safety. And every step became dower, more leaden, more difficult...moreimpossible. “ Shiraz?’ Her
panic leaped with the terror she heard in her own voice. She stood straining like an animd at theend of a
leash.

“Petra... | can't go any further. | can’'t—" She saw his empty hand reaching as his body jerked around
to face her. Five meters beyond him lay the path down to the buggy, and escape.

But they would not be dlowed to useit. “No withesses?’ she said softly, meeting his eyes.

“No...” Helooked down at the detonator in his hand. She watched him try to throw it away, and fall.

She swallowed, wetting her dry throat. “Oh, God. | won-der if our medica plan covers blowing yoursalf
up while mind-controlled?’

“Allah! Can’'t you do anything but make jokes—"

Shelaughed uncertainly. I’ ve ether got to laugh or cry, and if | haveto diel’ d rather dielaughing.”

He made anoise that was either amused or disgusted. “Wheat are the rules of this game? | wonder if
we're dlowed to lie down flat?’

“Try.” Shefought her trembling body with onelast, fran-tic calling-up of outrage and fear; felt her knees
give way, dropping her painfully onto the rocks. But her spinewas asted rod and she knelt, paralyzed,
watching Shiraz struggle to do the same. “It' sagood position for prayer, at leadt...”



Help me, God, help me—

Shewas sure it was alaugh, thistime. “Where s Earth; I’ ve lost track of Mecca.”

“Youcan't seeit from here.” Shetwisted, trying for one more glimpse down the canyon. “If you had a
last wish, what would it be?’

“That | was somewheredse”

“Scared?’ Her own voice broke.

“Shitless” Heraised his hands unsteadily, holding the detonator out like an offering, knedinginthisdien
temple where they were about to become a human sacrifice. ... He murmured something in alanguage
shedidn’t understand. And he pressed the button.

She kept her eyes open, saring in agonized dishdief: Asablinding bal of orange light blotted out the
slver dome, acloud of smoke and rubble roseto blot out thefire, afist of smoke and shock and sound
swept toward them through a split-second'’ s eternity—struck her with sickening force, throw-ing her
back and over therim of theledge like arag toy.

* * % %

Aweake, awvare, shefound hersdf lying dazed on the dope. Still alive. Shefdt her body with her mind:
sprawling twisted on its Side, head down, faceplate down in the red dust. Stones and pebbles till pelted
her. She thought she heard, dimly, the bang of astone on metd; tried to raise her head, gasped as pain
like an eectric shock stabbed at the base of her neck. But before her head dropped forward again she
saw the buggy, barely three meters below her, and the till body wedged againgt it. ...

“Shiraz?’ Shelay face down again, putting al her sirength into the oneword. * Shiraz—?" No answer.
Grimly shedrew aleg in, pushed off; crawled and did on her ssomach down the dope, whimpering and
cursing. Shereached hisside, saw hisface through his helmet glass, saw blood on it. And his eyes shut,
no response. She couldn’t tell whether hisbulky, insulated suit was still pressurized, whether he was even
ill dive. But oneleg lay crumpled beneath him, like atwisted branch, like nothing that belonged to a
human being. She dmost shut her eyes; didn't, as she focused on the faintest whisper of whitenessin the
ar aboveit. A tiny, fragile cloud of condensing moisture ... the suit had torn. She fell back, bright fire
exploding in her head as she struggled to release the catch on the equipment belt at her waist. She pulled
it loose, forced it under his suited leg above the tear, not even aware that she was sobbing now. She



drew it tight and jammed the catch, barely able to see her hands through golden fog, the rushing water of
noise that drowned her senses. Theradio. If she could only get to the radio. Shetried to push hersdlf up,
to reach the door handle. But the one meter to the door handle might aswell have been the distance to
the sun. She collgpsed helplessly across hislegs, her strength gone.

But she knew, with ironic grief, before her senses | eft her too, that she wasfreeto useit if she could. That
her mind was free of the compulsion at last, that at least she would be free forever when shedied. ..

* * * %

“Hello, Shiraz.” Petraentered the quiet, dim-lit room where Shiraz Mitradati lay, sat down in the chair at
his bedside with exquisite care. “Dr. Leidu told me you felt liketalking. I'm glad. Sodo I.” She drew the
collar of her robe closer around the thick, white neck brace. “ There' s not redlly anyone else who
understands. ...”

“I know.” He amiled at her from the pillows, hisface hollow and tired. “ Thanks for coming. It' sgood to
see you—up and around aready.”

“All it took was alittle chicken soup. It works miracles. Y ou should try it.” Her mouth twitched, still not
quite ready for laughter. Her head hurt, asit had hurt for the past four days, relentlesdy. “I1t will be good
to see you up and around again, too.”

“Not for abit, I’'m afraid.”

She glanced down, uncomfortably.

“But I'd never beup again at dl if you hadn’t stopped that leak in my suit. | want you to know how
grateful | am for that.”

She looked up again, smiling, embarrassed. “| never be-lieved they’ d ever find us, anyway; notintime.
But they saw the dust cloud from the explosion. The thing that dmost killed us saved us, inthe end.”

“But why didn't it kill usinthefirst place? We had no right to survive; it wasimpossible, we should have
been incinerated—""



“Didn’'t they tell you?" Sheturned her head too quickly, felt the drug-dulled ache flare up, making her
wince.

“Tell mewhat? ... | haven't been in the mood for much conversation since | woke up.” His hand moved
along the cold metd rail at the edge of the bed, tightened.

“That you made amistake.” Her smilefdt red, and warm, and right to her thistime. “Y ou never
disengaged the fail-safe on the bomb; only the core explosive went off, there was no atomic blast. That's
the only reason we re il in— il hereto talk about it.”

“Wel.” Faint humor brightened his eyes. “No on€e' s per-fect, after all—not even me. What about the
run?’

“Partly buried. Part of the overhang came down onit. A team isthere excavating aready.”

“Has anyone e se had any—trouble, working with it?’

“No. No moretrouble.” She settled back in the plastic chair, trying to find the position that hurt the least.

“Can anyone explain what happened to us? How some-aien thing we never even saw could turn usinto
time bombs?’ Hisvoice grew more agitated.

“They found the thing that did it.” Shefdt him look at her abruptly. “ Just amachine.” Just a thing.
“Nothing more than atwisted-up mess of ceramic and metd. Therewas il alittle‘life’ init; enough to
pick up on instruments once our people started searching the rubblefor it...” She saw him tense. “But
the blast broke itsback.” Her hands felt her neck brace unconscioudy. “1 knew that, | fdlt it, even before
we were rescued—that we werefindly free”

“How—how doesit work?’

Shetried to shrug. “They havenoidea...yet.” She wondered suddenly what would happen to humanity if
they ever found out. “But | told them everything | remembered. Enright figures the thing must have been
|eft there on pur-pose, like—like a mousetrap, for any sentient creatures that might pose athreat. He



saysit must set up afeedback in the mind; in away, you yourself provide your own mind control. What
appealsto you draws you, and helps tune out your willpower.”’

“But why? Why would someone leave something like that in aruin? And—why us? Why were wethe
victims?' He pushed himsdlf up from the pillows, hurling his anger againgt an unreachable persecutor, an
unrightable wrong.

“Wefound the bait, the piece of cheese—that artifact.” It ssemed to her asthough it had happened a
lifetime ago. She wondered how many other treacherous clues were scattered through the Mariner
Valey; harmlesdy, now. “Maybe we were the most curious; | don’'t know.” Linestightened be-tween
her eyes. “Just lucky, | guess.” Trying to keep it light, she heard her own unhealed fear betray her. “But
why the ruin was | eft boobytrapped. ... Do you remember what it—what it felt like, that thing,”” her own
voice attacked it, “when it got into our minds?’

He nodded, tight-lipped. “ Ruthless. Arrogant. Megaomaniacd ... as though the oneswho set it up would
have enjoyed making us grovel, watching us destroy oursalves.”

She wrapped the tie of her bathrobe around her fingers. “Yes...Ironic, isn't it, that after dl its arrogance
we were too dumb to destroy oursaves. But a—fedling like that belongsto an invading army, amilitary
outpost; assuming they were anything like us...”

“ Are anything likeus”

“Were.” She moved her head cautioudy from side to sde. “ Those ruins have been there for three
millennia, a least. Maybe they were boobytrapped because the Martian Foreign Legion was being
forced to retreat. The way the place was built of native sone—and it extends underground, too; asif it
was designed to stay hidden. Maybe they expected avisit from the Other Side.”

“Or from us. They wouldn’'t have bothered to be so subtle with an active aggressor, I'm sure.”

“Maybe not. No one else ever found it, or came back to reclaim it, anyway.”

Hishead fell back against the pillow, he stared a the ceiling. “1 wasjust thinking. ...”

“What?’



“About ‘flying saucers ...and Ezekid’s‘whedsintheair.” Good Lord. What kept them from tampering
with hu-manity, | wonder?’

“Maybethey did.”

He grimaced.

She amiled faintly. “ And alousy messthey made of it, if s0.”

“But that' s all meaningless, now, anyway. The only red proof we have of other lifein our system—or in
the gdlaxy—is here on Mars: these ruins, left by some ruthless monsters who have been dead for
thousands of years. A relic, acuriogty, aproblem for the academics.” His hands bunched the blankets.
“Itisvtworthit! Itisn't worth dying for. It isn't even worth. . .having survived.” Helooked down aong
the bed at his hidden body. “ They told you, about my—about my leg?’

Shefollowed his pointing hand unwillingly, saw the terri-ble lack of symmetry that she had tried not to see
benesth the blankets. His broken leg had been injured too badly; without the sophisticated medical care
available on Earth, they had not been able to saveit. Dizzy, she said evenly, “ Y es, they told me. I'm very
sorry.” She met his gaze until helooked away. “But it was worth it, Shiraz.” A part of her ownmind
shouted that shelied, that the price he had paid—they both had paid—in suffering and terror wastoo
high. For the sake of his sanity and her own, shelet her voice drown it out: “We won, even by default.
We redive, we have thar artifactsto study, we'll learn their secrets” What secrets, from an
aban-doned outpost? Cooking pots and dirty underwear? “We are going to learn what it was all
about, after al. Our monalith, our dien treasure...God, | can't wait to get at it! Proof that other intelligent
beingsexist inthe universe. It redly isatreasure of knowledge—" finding to her surprisethat shewas
genuinely beginning to fed the enthusiasm she forced into her voice. She saw aspark of belief beginto
catch in the cold emptiness of Shiraz’ s eyes, reached out to him, stretching forward. “Oh!” She sank
back, raised her handsto her head, dazzled by pain-stars. “ Such aheadache | never had in my life; likea
dozen hangovers piled on top of each other.”” She lowered her hands to the neck brace, swallowing her
pain, because histrace of a smile had disappeared. “And how do you like my horse collar? | fed likel
should be pulling aplow.”

“At least it ssomething you'll be ableto get rid of. | expect you'll be able to get back to your work quite
soon. | wish | could be aslucky. That'sthe only redl regret | have— that the rest of my stay herewill be
wasted. | won't be ableto finish my work ...”

“Dreck,” shesaid sharply. “I don’'t seewhy not. It'snot your mind that you'velost.” He looked back at
her, frown-ing. She put out her hand, carefully thistime, and touched hisarm. “Y ou' |l get around



perfectly well with acanein one-third gee. And with aprosthesis, back on Earth, you' |l be better than
new. Wait and see...you' || want to get back to work. Thisis our discovery, yoursand mine. Y ou won't
be able to stay away—not from the discovery of alifetime. | know you; and believe me, you' re much too
vainfor thet, Shiraz.”

“Am1?" Thefrown eased into an uncertain bemusement; helay back. “1 know, thousands of other
people have had to live withiit. | suppose | shall go onliving too; likeit or not...Maybe amissng leg will
give me acertain exotic mystery, like an eye patch; and make me more atractive to the ladies—"

She saw suddenly that he had lied when he said that he had only one regret. “Especialy when you tdll
them that story about being kidnapped by aiens. Alienswho haven't been here for thousands of years.”

“Maybe it might even make me more atractive to you.” He held her eyes, with an expresson she
couldn’t read.

Sheblinked, slent with surprise.

“Maybe when we' re both back on Earth, when you come to see Persepalis, you' d go to dinner with
me?’

“Why do we need to put it off for years?’ Shelet asmile form dowly, hesitantly; was glad, when she saw
hissmile answer it at last. “ Afterwards, we could go up to my place, sip alittle wine, watch our own
private Late Show. ... | could even check out 2007 at the tape library—"’

For amoment, they stopped smiling.

AFTERWORD-
VOICES FROM THE DUST

Thisisone of only three short stories that I’ ve written. Most of my “ short” works have been
either novelettes or novellas. A lot has been written about the novella, in particular, being a
length uniquely suited to science fiction, and one in which science fiction writers work far more
often than mainstream writers. The reason seems to be that science fiction writers are dealing
with societies and backgrounds that are new and strange to the average reader, and these
elements of the story hove to be devel oped along with the basic plot and character—a
complica-tion that mainstream writers generally don’t have to deal with. This makesit very



difficult to set up every point that needs to be established in under 7500 words, the official length
of a short story. Occasion-ally I’ ve been able to do it, when the basic story is straightforward
enough; thiswas one of the results. (I calculate that it is just about exactly 7500 words, in fact.)

The setting of this story is an actual area of Mars, which | have tried to describe asrealistically as
possible, using information gained from the Mariner missions. There is also an element of the past
in its creation, however. | have a background in anthropology, and specifically in archeology, and
| found the original title, VVoicesfrom the Dugt, which inspired this story on an archeol ogy textbook
| saw while browsing in a used book store. I’d originally wanted to make the protagonist, Petra
Greenfeld, an archeologist, but couldn’t justify sending her to Mars (as opposed to, say,
Barsoom), so | had to be content with making her a geologist with archeological experience.

* k x %

THE STORM KING

They said that in those days the lands were cursed that lay in the shadow of the Storm King. The pesk
thrust up from the gently rolling hills and fertile farmlands like an impossible wave cresting on the open
sea, abrooding finger probing the secrets of heaven. Once it had vomited fire and fumes; ash and molten
stone had poured from its throat. The distant ancestors of the people who lived beneath it now had died
of itswrath. But the Earth had spent Her fury in onefina cataclysm, and now the mountain lay quiet,
dark, and cold, its mouth choked with congesled stone.

And yet ill the people lived in fear. No one among them remembered having seen its summit, which was
aways crowned by cloud. Lightning played in the purple, shrouding robes, and distant thunder filled the
dreams of the folk who dept below with the roaring of dragons.

For it was adragon who had come to dwell among the crags: that elemental focus of dl storm and fire
carried on the wind, drawn to a place where the Earth’ sfire had died, aplace still haunted by ancient
grief. And sharing the spirit of fire, the dragon knew no law and obeyed no power except its own. By
day or night it would rise on furious wings of wind and sweep over the land, inundating the cropswith
rain, blasting treeswith itslightning, battering walls and tearing away rooftops, terrifying rich and poor,
man and beast, for the sheer pleasure of destruction, the exatation of uncontrolled power. The people
had prayed to the new gods who had replaced their worship of the Earth to deliver them; but the new
gods made Their homein the sky, and seemed to be beyond hearing.

By now the people had made Their namesinto curses, asthey pried their oxcarts from the mud or

looked out over fidds of broken grain and felt their bellies and their children’ s bellies tighten with hunger.
And they would look toward the distant peak and curse the Storm King, naming the peak and the dragon
both; but dwaysin whispers and muitters, for fear the wind would hear them, and bring the dark storm



sweeping down on them again.

* k% k %

The storm-wracked town of Wyddon and its people looked up only briefly in their sullen shaking-off and
shoveing-out of mud as a stranger picked hisway among them. He wore the woven legther of acommon
soldier, his cloak and leg-gings were coarse and ragged, and he walked the plankslaid down in the
gtinking street as though determination aone kept him on hisfeet. A woman picking through baskets of
stunted leeks in the marketplace saw with vague surprise that he had entered thetiny village temple; a
man putting fresh thatch on atorn-open roof saw him come out again, propelled by the indignant,
orange-robed priest.

“If you want witchery, find yourself awitch! Thisisaholy place; the gods don’'t meddlein vulgar magic!”

“| can seethat,” the stranger muttered, staggering in ankle-degp mud. He climbed back onto the boards
with some difficulty and obvious disgust. “Maybe if they did you' d have Streets and not rivers of muck in
thistown.” Heturned away in anger, dmost sumbled over amud-colored girl blocking hisforward
progress on the boardwal k.

“Y ou priests should bow down to the Storm King!” The girl postured insolently, looking toward the
priest. “ The dragon can change dl our lives more in one night than your gods have donein alifetime.”

“Sut!” The priest shook his carven staff at her; its neck-lace of golden bells chimed like absurd laughter.
“There sawitch for you, beggar. If you think she can teach you to tame the dragon, then go with her!”
He turned away, disappearing into the temple. The stranger’ s body jerked, asthough it strained against
his control, wanting to strike at the priest’ s retreating back.

“You'reawitch?’ The stranger turned and glared down at the bony figure standing in hisway, found her
studying him back with obvious skepticism. Heimagined what she sasv—aforeigner, his straight black
hair whacked off like aserf’s, his clothes crawling with filth, hisface grimed and gaunt and set in a bitter
grimace. He frowned more deeply.

The girl shook her head. “No. I'm just bound to her. Y ou have businessto take up with her, |
see—about the Storm King.” She smirked, expecting him to believe she was privy to secret knowledge.

“Asyou doubtless overheard, yes.” He shifted hisweight from one leg to the other, trying fruitlesdy to
easethepainin hisback.



She shrugged, pushing her own tangled brown hair back from her face. “Well, you' d better be able to
pay for it, or you' ve come along way from Kwansai for nothing.”

He started, before he realized that his coloring and his eyes gave that much away. “I can pay.” He drew
his dagger from its hidden sheeth; the only wegpon he had lft, and the only thing of value. Helet her
glimpsethejewded hilt before he pushed it back out of sight.

Her gray eyeswidened briefly. “What do | cal you, Prince of Thieves?’ with another glance at hisrags.

“Cdl meYour Highness” not lying, and not quitejoking.

She looked up into hisface again, and away. “ Cal me Nothing, Y our Highness. Because | am nothing.”
Shetwitched ashoulder a him. “And follow me.”

* * * %

They passed the last houses of the village without further speech, and followed the mucky track oninto
the dark, dripping forest that lay at the mountain’ sfeet. The girl stepped off the road and into the trees
without warning: hefollowed her recklessy, haf angry and haf afraid that she was aban-doning him. But
she danced ahead of him through the pines, staying dwaysin sght, dthough she was plainly impatient
with hisown lagging pace. The dank chill of the sunlesswood gnawed his aching back and swvarms of
stinging gnats feasted on his exposed skin; the bare-armed girl seemed as obliviousto the insects as she
wasto the cold.

He pushed on grimly, as he had pushed on until now, having no choice but to keep on or die. And at last
his persistence was rewarded. He saw the forest rise ahead, and buried in the flank of the hillside among
the treeswas amossy hut linteled by immense stones.

The girl disappeared into the hut as he entered the clearing before it. He dowed, looking around him at
the cluster of carven images pushing up like unnatura growths from the spongy ground, or dangling from
treelimbs. Most of the images were subtly or blatantly obscene. He averted his eyes and limped between
them to the hut' s entrance.

He stepped through the doorway without waiting for an invitation, to find the girl crouched by the hearth
inthe hut’ s cramped interior, wearing the secret smile of acat. Beside her an incredibly wrinkled, ancient



woman sat on athree-legged stool. The legs were carved into shapes that made him look away again,
back at the wrinkled face and the black, buried eyesthat regarded him with flinty bemusement. He
noticed abruptly that there was no wall behind her: the far sde of the hut melted into the black volcanic
stone, anatura fissure opening into the mountain’ s side.

“So, Your Highness, you' ve come al the way from Kwansai seeking the Storm King, and away to tame
its power?’

He wrapped his cloak closdly about him and grimaced, the nearest thing to asmile of scorn that he could
manage. “ Y our girl hasaquick tongue. But I ve come to the wrong place, it seems, for real power.”

“Don’'t be so sure!” The old woman leaned toward him, shrill and spiteful. “Y ou can't afford to be too
sure of anything, Lassan-din. Y ou were prince of Kwansai; you should have been king there when your
father died, and overlord of these lands aswell. And now you’ re nobody and you have no home, no
friends, barely even your life. Nothing iswhat it seemsto be ... it never is”

Lassan-din’s mouth went dack; he closed it, speechless at last. Nothing iswhat it seems. Thegirl caled
Nothing grinned up at him from the floor. He took a deep breath, shifting to ease his back again. “Then
you know what I’ ve comefor, if you aready know that much, witch.”

The hag half-rose from her obscene stool; he glimpsed aflash of color, abrighter, finer garment hidden
beneath the drab outer robe she wore—the way the inner woman till burned fiercely bright in her eyes,
showing through the wasted flesh of her ancient body. “Call me no names, you prince of beggars! | am
the Earth’s Own. Y our puny Kwansal priests, who call my sisterhood ‘ witch,” who destroyed our holy
places and drove usinto hiding, know nothing of power. They'refoals, they don’t believein power and
they are powerless, charlatans. Y ou know it or you wouldn’t be here!” She settled back, wheezing.
“Yes, | could tell you what you want; but suppose you tell me.”

“I want what'smine! | want my kingdom.” He paced restlessly, two steps and then back. “1 know of
elementds, dl the old legends. My people say that dragons are scorm-bringers, born from ajoining of
Fireand Water and Air, three of the four Primes of Existence. Nothing but the Earth can defy their fury.
And I know that if | can hold adragoninitslar with the right spdlls, it must give mewhat | want, like the
heroes of the Golden Time. | want to useits power to take back my lands.”

“Y ou don’t want much, do you?’ The old woman rose from her seat and turned her back on him,
throwing a surrep-titious handful of something into thefire, making it flare up baefully. She stirred the pot
that hung from ahook aboveit, spitting five timesinto the noxious brew as she stirred. Lassan-din fdt his
empty stomach turn over. “If you want to cha-lenge the Storm King, you should be out there climbing,
not here holding your hand out to me.”



“Damnyou!” His exasperation broke loose, and his hand wrenched her around to face him. “I need
some spdll, some magic, some way to pen adragon up. | can’t do it with my bare hands!”

She shook her head, unintimidated, and leered toothlesdy a him. “My power comes to me through my
body, up from the Earth Our Mother. Shewon’t listen to a man—especialy one who would destroy Her
worship. Ask your priests who worship the air to teach you their empty prayers.”

He saw the hatred rising in her, and felt it answered: The dagger was out of its hidden sheath and in his
hand before he knew it, pressing the soft folds of her neck. “I don’'t believe you, witch. Seethis
dagger—" quietly, deadly. “If you give mewhat | want, you' || have thejewdsinitshilt. If you don't,
you'll fed its blade cut your throat.”

“All right, al right!” She strained back asthe blade’ stip began to bite. He let her go. Shefelt her neck;
the girl sat perfectly till at their feet, watching. “1 can give you something—aspdll. | can't guarantee
She'll listen. But you have enough hatred in you for ten men—and maybe that will make your man's
voice loud enough to penetrate Her skin. Thismountain is sacred to Her. She till lisensthrough itsears,
even if Shenolonger breathes here”

“Never mind the superdtitious drivel. Just tell me how | can keep the dragon in without it striking me dead
withitslightning. How | can fight firewith fire—"

“Youdon't fight firewith fire. Y ou fight fire with water.”

He stared at her; at the obviousness of it, and the absurdity—* The dragon is the creator of storm. How
can mere water—7"

“A dragon is anathema. Remember that, prince who would be king. It is chaos, power uncontrolled; and
power always hasaprice. That' sthe key to everything. | can teach you the spell for controlling the
waters of the Earth; but you' re the one who must useit.”

* k k %

He stayed with the women through the day, and learned as the hours passed to believe in the mysteries of
the Earth. The crone spoke words that brought water fountaining up from the well outside her door while
he looked on in amazement, his weariness and pain forgotten. As he watched she made a brook flow



upstream; made the crystal droplets beading the forest pinesjoin in adiadem to crown his head, and then
with aword released them to run cold and hel pless astearsinto the collar of hisragged tunic.

She seized the fury that rose up in him at her insolence, and challenged him to do the same. He repeated
the ungainly, ancient spellwords defiantly, arrogantly, and nothing hap-pened. She scoffed, hisanger
grew; she jeered and it grew stronger. He repeated the spell again, and again, and again...until at last he
fdlt the terrifying presence of an dien power risein hisbody, answering the cal of hisblood. The droplets
on the trees began to shiver and commingle; he watched an eddy form in the swift clear water of the
stream— The Earth had answered him.

Hisanger failed him at the unbelievable sight of his success...and the power failed him too. Dazed and
strengthless, at last he knew his anger for the only emotion with the depth or urgency to move the body of
the Earth, or even hisown. But he had done the imposs ble—made the Earth move to aman’ s bidding.
He had proved hisright to be aking, proved that he could force the dragon to serve him aswell. He
laughed out loud. The old woman moaned and spat, twisting her hands that were like gnarled roots,
mumbling curses. She shuffled away toward the woods as though she werein atrance; turned back
abruptly as she reached the trees, pointed past him at the girl standing like aghost in the hut’ s doorway.
“Y ou think you’ ve known the Earth; that you own Her, now. Y ou think you can take anything and make
it yours. But you' re as empty asthat one, and as powerless!” And shewas gone.

Night had fallen through the dreary wood without hisredl-izing it. The girl Nothing led him back into the
hut, shared abowl of thick, strangely herbed soup and a piece of stae bread with him. He ate gratefully
but numbly, the first warm meal he had esten in weeks, hismind drifted into waking dreams of banqueting
until dawninroyd hals.

When he had eaten his share, wiping the bowl shameesdy with a crust, he stood and walked the few
pacesto the hut’ sfurthest corner. He lay down on the hard stone by the cave mouth, wrapping his cloak
around him, and closed his eyes. Sleep’sdarker cloak settled over him.

And then, dimly, he became aware that the girl had fol-lowed him, sood above him looking down. He
opened hiseyes unwillingly, to see her unbelt her tunic and pull it off, kned down naked at hisside. A
piece of rock crystal, per-fectly trangparent, perfectly formed, hung glittering coldly against her chest. He

kept his eyes open, saying nothing.

“The Old Onewon’'t be back until you' re gone; the sight of aman calling on the Earth was too strong for
her.” Her hand moved insnuatingly dong histhigh.

Herolled away from her, choking on acurse as hisback hurt him sharply. “I’mtired. Let me deep.”



“I can help you. She could have told you more. I’ ll help you tomorrow ... if you liewith metonight.”

Helooked up at her, suddenly despairing. “ Take my body, then; but it won't give you much pleasure.”
He pulled up the back of histunic, baring thelivid scar low on his spine. “My uncle didn’t make acripple
of me—but he might aswell have.” When he even thought of awoman therewas only pain, only
rage...only that.

She put her hand on the scar with surprising gentleness. “1 can help that too ... for tonight.” She went
away, returned with asmall jar of ointment and rubbed the salve dowly into his scarred back. A strange,
cold heat sank through him; asensuoustingling swept away the grinding ache that had been hisonly
companion through these long months of exile. Helet his bresth out in an astonished sigh, and the girl lay
down beside him, pulling &t his clothes.

Her thin body was as hard and bony asaboy’s, but she made him forget that. She made him forget
everything, ex-cept that tonight he was free from pain and sorrow; tonight he lay with awoman who
desired him, no matter what her reason. He remembered lost pleasure, lost joy, lost youth, only
yesterday...until yesterday became tomorrow.

* * * %

In the morning he woke, in pain, aone and fully clothed, aching on the hard ground. Nothing. ... He
opened his eyes and saw her standing at thefire, gtirring akettle. A Dream—? The crud betrayd that
was redlity returned tenfold.

They aetogether in aslence that was sullen on his part and inscrutable on hers. After last night it seemed
obviousto him that she was older than she looked—as obvious as the way he himsalf had changed from
boy to old man in aspan of months. And hefelt an insubstantiality about her that he had not noticed
before, an dusivenessthat might only have been an echo of hisdream. “I dreamed, last night ...”

“I know.” She climbed to her feet, cutting him off, comb-ing her snarled hair back with her fingers. “You
dream loudly.” Her face was closed.

Hefdt afrown settle between hiseyes again. “I have along climb. I’ d better get started.” He pushed
himsdlf up and moved giffly toward the doorway. The old hag still had not returned.

“Not that way,” the girl said abruptly. “Thisway.” She pointed as he turned back, toward the cleft in the
rock.



He stood ill. “That will take meto the dragon™?”’

“Only part way. But it' seasier by half. I'll show you.” Shejerked abrand out of the fire and started into
the maw of darkness.

He went after her with only amoment’ s uncertainty. He had lived in fear for too long; if hewas afraid to
follow thiswitch-girl into her Goddess swomb, then he would never have the courage to chalenge the
Storm King.

Thelow-ceilinged cleft angled steeply upward, anatura tube formed millenniaago by congeding lava.
The girl began to climb confidently, as though she trusted some guardian power to place her hands and
feet surdly—a power he could not depend on as he followed her up the shaft. The dim light of day
snuffed out behind him, leaving only her torch to guide them through utter blackness, over rock that was
ater-nately rough enough to flay the skin from his hands and dick enough to give him no purchase a dl.
Thetunnd twisted like aworm, widening, narrowing, stegpening, folding back onitself in an agony of
contortion. His body protested its own agony as he dragged it up handholds in asheer rock face, twisted
it, wrenched it, battered it againgt the unyielding stone. The acrid smoke from the girl’ storch stung his
eyesand clogged hislungs; but it never seemed to dow her own tireless motion, and she took no pity on
his weakness. Only the knowledge of the distance he had come kept him from demanding that they turn
back; he could not believe that this could possibly be an easier way than climbing the outside of the
mountain. It began to seem to him that he had been climbing through thisfoul blacknessfor dl of eternity,
that thiswas another dream like hisdream last night, but one that would never end.

Thegirl chanted softly to herself now; he could just hear her above his own labored breathing. He
wondered jealoudy if she was drawing strength from the very stone around them, the body of the Earth.
He could fed no pulsein the cold heart of the rock; and yet after yesterday he did not doubt its presence,
even wondering if the Earth sgpped his own strength with preternatural malevolence. | ama man, | will
beaking! hethought defiantly. And theway grew steeper, and his hands bled.

“Wait—!" He gasped out the word at last, as hisfeet went out from under him again and he barely saved
himself from diding back down thetunnd. “I can't goon.”

Thegirl, crouched on aleve spot above him, looked back and down at him and ground out the torch.
Hisgrunt of protest became agrunt of surprise as he saw her silhouetted against agrowing
gray-brightness. She disappeared from his view; the brightness dimmed and then strengthened.

He heaved himsdlf up and over thefind bend in the wormhole, into aspace large enough to stand inif he
had had the strength. He crawled forward hungrily into the brightness at the cave mouth, found the girl



kneeling there, her face raised to the light. He welcomed the fresh air into hislungs, cold and cleansing;
looked past her—and down.

They were dizzyingly high on the mountain’ sside, above the tree line, above a sheer, unscaable face of
gone. A fast-falling torrent of water roared on their left, plunging out and down the cliff-face. The sun
winked at him from the cloud-wreathed heights; its angle told him they had climbed for the better part of
the day. He looked over at the girl.

“You'relucky,” she said, without looking back at him. Before he could even laugh at the grotesque irony
of the statement she raised her hand, pointing on up the mountain-side. “ The Storm King degps—another
sormispast. | saw the rainbow bresk this sunrise.”

Hefelt asurge of strength and hope, absorbed the indiffer-ent blessing of the Holy Sun. “How long will it
deep?

“Two more days, perhaps. Y ou won't reach its den before night. Sleep here, and climb again
tomorrow.”

“And then?’ He looked toward her expectantly.

She shrugged.

“I paid youwell,” not certain in what coin, anymore. “I want afair return! How do | pen the beast?”’

Her hand tightened around the crystal pendant hanging againgt her tunic. She glanced back into the cave
mouth.

“There are many waters flowing from the heights. One of them might be diverted to fal past the entrance
of itslar.”

“A waterfal? | might aswell hold up arose and expect it to cower!”

“Power dways hasits price; asthe Old One said.” Shelooked directly at him at last. “ The storm rests
herein morta form—the form of the dragon. And likedl mortds, it suffers. Its sirength liesin the scales



that cover its skin. The rain washes them away—the storm is agony to the ssormbringer. They fdl like
jewds, they catch thelight asthey fal, likeatrail of rainbow. It’sthe only rainbow anyone here has ever
seen ... asign of hope, because it means an end to the storm; but a curse, too, because the storm will
adwaysreturn, endlesdy.”

“Then| could haveit a my mercy. ..."” He heard nothing ese.

“Yes. If you can make the Earth moveto your will.” Her voice wasflat.

Hishandstightened. “1 have enough hate in me for that.”

“And what will you demand, to easeit?” She glanced at him again, and back at the sky. “The dragonis
defiling this sacred place; it should be driven out. Y ou could become a hero to my people, if you forced
the dragon to go away. A god. They need agod who can do them some good...”

Hefdt her somehow till watching him, measuring his response, even though she had looked away. “|
came here to solve my problem, not yours. | want my own kingdom, not akingdom of mud-men. | need
the dragon’ s power—I didn’t come here to drive that away.”

Thegirl said nothing, till staring at the sky.

“It' sasmple thing for you to move the waters—why haven't you driven the dragon away yoursdlf,
then?’ Hisvoicerasped in his parched throat, sharp with unrecognized guilt.

“I'm Nothing. | have no power—the Old One holds my soul.” Shelooked down &t the crystal.

“Then why won't the Old One do it?’

“She hates, t0o. She hates what our people have become under the new gods, your gods. That’swhy
shewon't.”

“I’d think it would give her great pleasure to prove the impotence of the new gods.” His mouth stretched
sourly.



“Shewantsto diein the Earth’ stime, not tomorrow.” The girl folded her arms, and her own mouth
twisted.

He shook his head. “I don't understand that...why didn’t you destroy our soldiers, our priests, with your
megic?’

“The Earth moves dowly to our bidding, because Sheiseternd. An arrow is small—but it moves
swiftly.”

He laughed once, gppreciatively. “1 understand.”

“There sacairn of stones over there.” She nodded back into the darkness. “Food isunder it.” He
redized that this must have been a place of refuge for the women in times of persecution. “Therest isup
toyou.” Sheturned, merging abruptly into the shadows.

“Wait!” hecdled, surprisng himsdlf. “Y ou must betired.”

She shook her head, a deeper shadow against darkness.

“Stay with me—until morning.” It was not quite ade-mand, not quite aquestion.

“Why?" He thought he saw her eyes caich light and reflect it back at him, likeawild thing's.

Because | had a dream. Hedid not say it, did not say anything else.

“Our debts have balanced.” She moved dightly, and some-thing landed on the ground at hisfeet: his
dagger. The hilt was pock-marked with empty jewe settings; stripped clean. He leaned down to pick it
up. When he straightened again she was gone.

“You need alight—!" he called after her again.



Her voice came back to him, from agreat distance: “May you get what you deserve!” And then silence,
except for the roaring of thefals.

He ate, wondering whether her last words were a benedic-tion or a curse. He dept, and the dreams that
came to him werefilled with the roaring of dragons.

With the light of anew day he began to climb again, following the urgent river upward toward its source
that lay hidden in the waiting crown of clouds. He remembered his own crown, and lost himsdlf in
memories of the past and future, hardly aware of the harsh sobbing of his breath, of flesh and snew
strained past a sane man’ s endurance. Once he had been the spoiled child of privilege, hisfather’sonly
son—living in theworld' s eye, his every whim acommand. Now he was as much Nothing asthe
witchgirl far down the mountain. But he would live the way he had again, his every wish granted, his
power absolute—he would live that way again, if he had to climb to the gates of Heaven to win back his
birthright.

The hours passed endlessly, inevitably, and al he knew wasthat dowly, dowly, the sky lowered above
him. At last the cold, moist edge of clouds enfolded his burning body, drawing him into another world of
gray mist and gray si-lences; black, glistening surfaces of rock; the white sound of the cataract rushing
down from even higher above. Drizzling fog shrouded the distances any way he turned, and heredlized
that he did not know wherein thislayer of cloud the dragon’s den lay. He had assumed that it would be
obvious, he had trusted the girl to tell him al he needed to know...Why had he trusted her? That pagan
dut—his hand gripped the rough hilt of his dagger; dropped away, trembling with fartigue. He began to
climb again, keeping the sound of falling water nearby for want of any other guide. Thelight grew vaguer
and more diffuse, until the darknessfaling in the outer world penetrated the fog world and the haze of his
exhaustion. He lay down at last, unable to go on, and dept beneath the shelter of an overhang of rock.

* * * %

He woke stupefied by daylight. The air held a strange acridness that hurt histhroat, that he could not
identify. The air seemed dmost to crackle; his hair ruffled, athough there was no wind. He pushed
himsalf up. He knew thisfegling now: astorm was coming. A siorm coming ... astorm, here? Suddenly,
fully awake, he turned on his knees, peering deeper benegath the overhang that sheltered him. And inthe
light of dawn he could seethat it was not asmple overhang, but another opening into the mountain’s
sde—awider, greater one, whose depths the day could not fathom. But far down in the blacknessa
flickering of unnatura light showed. His hair rosein the dectric breeze, hefdt hisskin prickle. Yes.. yed
A smadll cry escaped him. He had found it! Without even knowing it, he had dept in the mouth of the
dragon’slair al night. Habit brought athanksto the godsto hislips, until he remembered— He muttered
athank you to the Earth beneath him before he climbed to hisfeet. A brilliant flash silhouetted him; a
rumble like distant thunder made the ground vibrate, and he froze. Was the dragon waking—?

But there was no further disturbance, and he bresthed again. Two days, the girl had told him, the dragon



might deep. And now he had reached hisfind trid, the penning of the beast. Away to hisright he could
hear the cataract’ s endless song. But would there be enough water in it to block the dragon’ s exit?
Would that be enough to keep it prisoner, or would it strike him down in lightning and thunder, and
sweep his body from the heights with torrents of rain?...Could he even move one droplet of water, here
and now? Or would hefind that dl the thousand doubts that gnawed inside him were not only usdless but
pointless?

He shook it off, moving out and down the mist-dim dopeto view the cave mouth and the river tumbling
past it. A thin stream of water dready trickled down the face of the opening, but the main flow was
diverted by afolded knot of lava. If he could twist the water' s course and hold it, for just long enough . .

He climbed the barren face of stone at the far Sde of the cave mouth until he stood above it, confronting
the sinuous stedl and flashing white of the thing he must move. It seemed amost dive, and hefelt weary,
defeeted, utterly inggnificant at the sight of it. But the mountain on which he sood was agreater thing
than even theriver, and he knew that within it lay power great enough to change the water’ s course. But
he was the conduit, hiswill must tap and bend the force that he had felt tir in him two days ago.

He braced hislegs apart, gathered strength into himsdlf, trying to recall the fed of magic moving in him.
He recited the spell-words, the focus for the willing of power—and felt nothing. He recited the words
again, putting al his concentra-tion behind them. Again nothing. The Earth lay sllent and inert beneath his
feet.

Anger rosein him, at the Earth’ s disdain, and against the strange women who served Her—the jegl ous,
demanding an-ger that had opened him to power before. And thistime he did fed the power gtir in him,
duggishly, feebly. But there was no sign of any change in thewater’ s course. He threw al his conscious
will toward change, change, change—but till the Earth’ s power faltered and mocked him. Helet go of
theritua words a lagt, fet the tingling promise of energy die, having burned away al hisown strength.

He sat down on the wet stone, listened to the river roar with laughter. He had been so sure that when he
got here theforce of his need would be strong enough. .. 1 have enough hate in me, he had told the girl.
But he wasn't reaching it now. Not the redl hatred, that had carried him so far beyond the limits of his
strength and experience. He began to concentrate on that hatred, and the reasons behind it: theloss, the
pain, the hardship and fear. . . .

Hisfather had been agresat ruler over the lands that his ancestors had conquered. And he had loved his
queen, Lassan-din’ s mother. But when she died, hisunhedling grief had turned him ruthlessand
iron-willed. He had become a despot, capricious, crudl, never giving an inch of his power to an-other
man—even his spoiled and insecure son. Disease had |eft him wasted and witlessin theend. And
Lassan-din, barely come to manhood, had been helpless, unable to block his jedlous uncle' streachery.
He had been attacked by his own guard as he prayed in the temple (In the temple—hismouth pulled



back), and maimed, barely escaping with hislife, to find that his entire world had cometo an end. He had
become a hunted fugitive in hisown land, friendless, trusting no one—forced to lie and stedl and grovel to
survive. He had eaten scraps thrown out to dogs and lain on hard stonesin the rain, while the festering
wound in his back kept him away fromany re<t. . . .

Rdiving each day, each moment, of his suffering and humiliaion, hefelt hisrage and his hunger for
revenge grow hotter. The Earth hated this usurper of Her holy place, the girl had said ... but no more than
he hated the usurper of histhrone. He climbed to hisfeet again, every muscle on fire, and held out his
hands. He shouted the incantation adoud, asthough it could carry dl the way to hishomeland. His
homeland: hewould seeit again, makeit hisown again—

The power entered him asthe final word left his mouth, paralyzing every nerve, sopping even the breath
in histhroat. Fear and e ation were swept up together into the maelstrom of his emotions, and power
exploded like asun behind his eyes. But through the fiery haze that blinded him, he could till seethe
water heaved up fromits bed, astedy wall crowned with white, crumbling over and down on itsdlf. It
swept toward him, aterrifying cataclysm, until he thought that he would be drowned in the rushing flood.
But it passed him by where he stood, plunging on over the outcropping roof of the cave below. Eddies of
foam swirled around his feet, soaking his stained leggings.

The power left him like the water’ s surge falling away. He took a deep breeth, and another, backing out
of theflood. Hisbody moved duggishly, drained, abandoned, an empty husk. But his mind was full with
triumph and rgoicing.

The ground beneath hisfeet shuddered, jarring hiseation, dropping him giddily back into redlity. He
pressed his head with his hands as pain filled his senses, amadness crowding out coherent thought—a
pain that was not his own.

(Water...!) Not aplea, but outrage and confusion, ahorror of being trapped in aflood of molten fire.
The dragon. Herealized suddenly what had invaded his mind; realized that he had never stopped to
wonder how a storm might communi-cate with aman: Not by human speech, but by stranger, more
elementa means. Water from thefal he had created must be seeping into itslair. ... Hisface twisted with
satisfaction. “Dragon!” He called it with hismind and his voice together.

(Who cdls? Who tortures me? Who fouls my lair? Show yoursdf, davel)

“Show yoursdlf to me, Storm King! Come out of your cave and destroy me—if you can!” Thewildness
of his chalenge wastinged with terror.



The dragon’ sfury filled his head until he thought that it would burst; the ground shook benegth hisfet.
But the rage turned to frustration and died, as though the gates of liquid iron had bottled it up with its
possessor. He gulped air, holding his body together with an effort of will. The voice of the dragon pushed
asde histhoughts again, trampled them underfoot; but he knew thet it could not reach him, and he
endured without weakening.

(Who are you, and why have you come?)

He sensed agrudging resignation in the formlesswords, thefed of aritud aseternd astherain.

“I am aman who should have been aking. I’ ve come to you, who are King of Storms, for helpin
regaining my own kingdom.”

(You ask mefor that? Y our needs mean nothing, human. Y ou were born to misery, born to crawl, born
to struggle and be defeated by the powers of Air and Fire and Water. Y ou are meaningless, you are less
than nothing to me!)

Lassan-din fdt the truth of hisown inggnificance, theweight of the. dragon’sdisdain. “ That may be,” he
said sourly. “But thisingignificant human has penned you up with the Earth’ sblessing, and | have no
reason to ever let you go unlessyou pledge meyour aid.”

Therage of the storm beast welled up in him again, so like hisown rage; it rumbled and thundered in the
hollow of the mountain. But again a profound agony broke its fury, and the raging ssorm subsided. He
caught phantom images of stonewallslit by shifting light, the smell of weter.

(If you have the strength of the Earth with you, why bother mefor mine?)

“The Earth movestoo dowly,” and too uncertainly, but he did not say that. “1 need afury to match my
own.”

(Arrogant fool,) the voice whispered, (you have no mea-sure of my fury.)

“Y our fury can crumble walls and blast towers. Y ou can destroy afortress castle—and the men who
defend it. | know what you can do,” refusing to be cowed. “And if you swear to do it for me, I'll set you
free”



(Youwant acadtleruined. Isthat al?) A tone of false reason crept into the intruding thoughts.

“No. | dsowant for mysdf ashare of your strength— protection from my enemies.” He had spent half a
hundred cold, deepless nights planning these words; searching his memory for pieces of dragonlore,
trying to guessthelimits of its power.

(How can | giveyou that? do not share my power, unless| strike you dead with it.)

“My people say that in the Golden Time the heroes wore mail made from dragon scales, and were
invincible. Can you give metha?’ He asked the question directly, knowing that the dragon might evade
the truth, but that it was bound by immutable natural law and could not lie.

(I can giveyou that,) grudgingly. (Isthat al you ask of me?)

Lassan-din hesitated. “No. One morething.” Hisfather had taught him caution, if nothing else. “One
request to be granted at some future time—arequest within your power, but one you must obey.”

The dragon muttered, deep within the mountainsde, and Lassan-din sensed its growing distress asthe
water poured into the cave. (If it iswithin my power, then, yesl) Dark clouds of anger filled hismind.
(Free me, and you will have everything you ask!) And more— Did he hear that last, or wasit only the
echoing of hisown mind? (Free me, and enter my den.)

“What | undo, | can do again.” He spoke the warning more to reassure himsaf than to remind the
dragon. He gathered himself mentaly, knowing thistime what he was reaching toward with al his
strength, made confident by his success. And the Earth answered him once more. He saw theriver shift
and heave again like aglistening serpent, cascading back into its origina bed; opening the cave mouth to
his sight, fanged and dripping. He stood aone on the hillside, deafened by his heartbeat and the crashing
absence of theriver’ svoice. And then, calling his own strength back, he did and clambered down the
hillside to the mouth of the dragon’s cave.

Theflickering illumination of the dragon’ sfire led him deep into amaze of stone passagewayss, his boots
dipping on the wet rock. Hishair stood on end and hisfingertipstingled with static charge; the air reeked
of ozone. Thelight grew stronger as he rounded afinal corner of rock; blazed up, echoing and reechoing
from the walls. He shouted in protest asit pinned him like a creeping insect against the cave wall.



The light faded gradualy to atolerable leve, letting him observe as he was observed, taking in the
towering, twisted, black-tar formations of congealed magmathat walled this cavern ... the sudden,
heart-stopping vision they enclosed.

He looked on the Storm King in silence for atime that seemed endless.

A gligtening layer of cast-off scaleswasits bed, and he could scarcely tell where the mound ceased and
the dragon’ s own body began. The dragon looked nothing like the legends described, and yet just ashe
had expected it to (and somehow he did not find that strange): Great mailed clawslike crystal kneaded
the shifting opal escence of its bed; its foreegs shim-mered with the flexing of its muscles. It had no
hindquarters, its body tapered into the fluid coils of asnake' sform woven through the glistening pile.
Immense segmented wings, asleathery asabat’s, asfragile asabutterfly’s, cloaked its monstrous
grength. A long, sSinuous neck stretched toward him; red faceted eyes shone with inner light from aface
that was closest to acat’ sface of all the things he knew, but fiercely fanged and grotesquely distorted.
The horns of a stag sprouted from its forehead, and foxfire danced among the spines. The dragon’ssize
was athing that he could have described easily, and yet it was somehow immeasurable, beyond his
comprehengon.

Thiswas the creature he had chalenged and brought to bay with hisfeeble spell-casting . . . this
boundless, pitiless, infinite demon of the air. His body began to tremble, having more sense than he did.
But he had brought it to bay, taken itsword-bond, and it had not blasted him the moment he entered its
den. Heforced his quavering voiceto carry boldly, “I’m here. Whereis my armor?’

(Leave your usdless garments and come forward. My scales are my strength. Lie among them and cover
yoursdlf with them. But remember when you do that if you wear my mail, and share my power, you may
find them hard to put off again. Do you accept that?)

“Why would | ever want to get rid of power?| accept it! Power isthe center of everything.”

(But power hasits price, and we do not always know how high it will be.) The dragon stirred restlesdy,
remembering the price of power asthe water till pooling on the cavern’sfloor seeped up through its
shifting bed.

Lassan-din frowned, hearing a deceit because he expected one. He stripped off his clothing without
hesitation and crossed the vast, shadow-haunted chamber to the gleaming mound. He lay down below
the dragon’ s ba eful gaze and buried himsdlf in the coal, scintillating flecks of scde. They were damp and
surprisingly light under histouch, adhering to his body like the dust rubbed from amoth’swing. When he
had covered himsdf completdly, until even his hair glistened with myriad infinitesmal lights, the dragon
bent its head until the horrible mockery of a cat’ s face loomed above him. He cringed back asit opened
its mouth, showing him row behind row of inward-turning teeth, and aglowing forge of light. It et its



breath out upon him, and his sudden scream rang darkly in the chamber as lightning wrapped his
unprotected body.

But the crippling lash of pain was gone as quickly asit had come, and looking at himself he found the
coating of scales fused into afilm of armor as supple as his own skin, and as much apart of him now. His
scae-gloved hands met one another in wonder, the hands of an alien creature.

(Now come.) A greet glittering wing extended, inviting him to climb. (Cling to me asyour armor clingsto
you, and let me do your bidding and be donewith it.)

He mounted the wing with elaborate caution, and at last sat astride the reptilian neck, clinging to it with an
uncertainty that did not fully acknowledge itsredlity.

The dragon moved under him without ceremony or sign, dithering down from itsdais of scaleswith ahiss
and rumble that trembled the closed space. A wind rose around them with the movement; Lassan-din felt
himsdlf swallowed into avor-tex of cold, terrifying force that took his breath away, blind-ing and
deafening him as he was sucked out of the cave-darkness and into the outer air.

Lightning cracked and shuddered, penetrating his closed lids, splitting gpart his consciousness; thunder
clogged his chest, reverberating through hisflesh and boneslike the crashing fdl of an avdanche. Rain
lashed him, driving into his eyes, swallowing him whole but not dissolving or diss-pating hisarmor of
scaes.

In thefirst wild moments of ssorm he had been piercingly aware of an agony that was not hisown, a part
of the dragon’ s being tied into his consciousness, while the fury of rain and storm fed back on their
creator. But now there was no pain, no awareness of anything tangible; even the substanti-ality of the
dragon’ s existence benesth him had faded. The e ementa storm was dl that existed now, he was aware
only of itsraw, unrelenting power surrounding him, sveeping him on to hisdestiny.

After an eternity lost in the sorm he found hissight again, felt the dragon’ s rippling motion beneeth his
hands. The clouds parted and as his vision cleared he saw, ahead and below, the gray stone battlements
of the castle fortress that had once been his ... and was about to become his again. He shouted in
half-mad exultation, fegling the dragon’ s surging, unconquerable strength become his own. He saw from
hisincredible height thetiny, terrified forms of those men who had defeated and tormented him, saw them
cowering like worms before the doom descending upon them. And then the vision wastorn apart againin
ablinding explosion of energy, aslightning struck the stone towers again and again, and the screams of
the fortress s defenders were lost in the avalanche of thunder. His own sensesredled, and hefdt the
dragon’ s solidness dissolve beneath him once more; with utter disbelief felt himsdf faling, liketherain. . .
.“No! No—!"



But hisredling senses righted abruptly, and he found him-self standing solidly on his own feet, on the
smoking battle-ments of his castle. Storm and flame and tumbled stone were dl around him, but the
blackened, fear-filled faces of the beaten defenders turned as oneto look up at his; their armsrose,
pointing, their cries reached him dimly. An arrow struck his chest, and another struck his shoulder,
staggering him; but they fell away, rattling harmlesdy down his scaled body to hisfeet. A shaft of sunlight
broke the clouds, setting &fire the glittering cargpace of hisarmor. Already the storm was begin-ning to
dissipate; above him the dragon’ s retreat stained the sky with aband of rainbow scalesfaling. The voice
of the slorm touched hismind afind time, (Y ou have what you desire. May it bring you the pleasure you
deserve))

The survivors began, one by one, to fal to their knees below him.

* * * %

Lassan-din had ridden out of exile on the back of the whirlwind, and his people bowed down before him,
not in welcome but in awe and terror. He reclaimed his birthright and histhrone, purging hisream of
those who had over-thrown it with vengeful thoroughness, but never able to purge himsdlf of the
memories of what they had done to him. His treacherous uncle had been killed in the dragon’ s attack,
robbing Lassan-din of hislonged-for retribution, the payment in kind for his own crippling wound. He
wore his bitterness like the glittering dragonskin, and he found that like the dragonskin it could not be cast
off again. His people hated and feared him for his shining aienness, hated him al the morefor his
attemptsto secure his place astheir ruler, seeing in him theliving symbol of hisuncl€ sinhumanity, and his
father’s. But he knew no other way to rule them; he could only go on, as hisfather had done before him,
proving again and again to his people that there was no escaping what he had become. Not for them, not
for himsdf.

They cdled him the Storm King, and he had al the power he had ever dreamed of—but it brought him
no pleasure or ease, no escape from the knowledge that he was hated or from the chronic pain of his
maimed back. He was both more and |less than aman, but he was no longer aman. Hewas only the
king. His comfort and happiness mattered to no one, except that his comfort reflected their own. No
thought, no word, no act affected him that was not performed out of selfishness; and more and more he
withdrew from any contact with that imitation of intimecy.

Helay done again in hischambers on anight that was black and formless, likedl hisnights. Lying
between silken sheets he dreamed that he was starving and dept on stones.

Pain woke him. He drank port wine (aslately he drank it too often) until he dept again, and entered the
dream he had had long ago in awitch’ s hut, adream that might have been something more. . . . But he
woke from that dream too; and waking, he remembered the witch-girl’ s last words to him, echoed by the



storm’ sroaring—*May you get what you deserve.”

That same day heleft hisfortress castle, where the new stone of its mending showed whitely againgt the
old; left hisrulein the hands of advisors cowed by threats of the dragon’ sreturn; left hishomeand again
on ajourney to the dreary, gray-clad land of hisexile.

Hedid not cometo the village of Wydden as a hunted exile thistime, but as a conqueror gathering tribute
from his sub-ject lands. No one there recognized the one in the other, or knew why he ordered the
village priest thrown bodily out of hiswretched templeinto the muddy Street. But on the dreary day when
Lassan-din made hisway at last into the dripping woods beneath the ancient vol canic peak, he made the
fina secret journey not as a conqueror. He came alone to the ragged hut pressed up against the brooding
mountain wall, suffering the wet and cold like afriendless stranger.

He came upon the clearing between the treeswith an unnatural suddenness, to find afigurein
mud-stained, earth-brown robes standing by the well, waiting, without surprise. He knew ingtantly that it
was not the old hag; but it took him alonger moment to redize who it was. The girl called Nothing stood
before him, dressed as awoman now, her brown hair neatly plaited on top of her head and bearing
hersalf with awoman’ s dignity. He stopped, throwing back the hood of his cloak to let her see hisown
glittering face— though he was certain she dready knew him, had expected him.

She bowed to him with seeming formdity. “The Storm King honors my humble shrine.” Her voice was
not humblein theleast.

“Y our shrine?’ He moved forward. “Where sthe old bitch?”’

She folded her arms as though to ward him off. “Gone forever. As| thought you were. But I’'m till here,
and | sarvein her place; | am Fallatha, the Earth’ s Own, now. And your namesake till dwellsin the
mountain, bringing grief to dl who liveinits cloud-shadow. ... | thought you' d taken dl you could from
us, and gained everything you wanted. Why have you come back, and come like abeggar?’

His mouth thinned. But this once he stopped the arrogant response that came too easily to his
lips—remembering that he had come here the way he had to remind himself that he must ask, and not
demand. “1 came because | need your help again.”

“What could | possibly haveto offer our great ruler? My spells are nothing compared to the storm'’s
wrath. And you have no use for my poor body—"



Hejerked a the mocking echo of his own thoughts. “Once | had, on that night we both remember—that
night you gave me back the use of mine.” He gambled with the words His eyes sought the curve of her
breasts, not quite hidden benegth her loose outer robe.

“It was adream, awish; no more. It never happened.” She shook her head, her face still expressionless.
But in the dlencethat fell between them he heard asmal, uncanny sound that chilled him. Somewherein
the woods a baby was crying.

Fdlathaglanced unthinkingly over her shoulder, toward the hut, and he knew then that it was her child.
She made amove to sop him as he started past her; let him go, and followed resignedly. He found the
child inade, an infant squalling in a blanket on abed of fragrant pine boughs. Its hair was mid-night black,
itseyeswere dark, its skin dusky; his own child, he knew with a certainty that went beyond smply what
his eyes showed him. He knelt, unwrapping the blanket—Iet it drop back as he saw the baby’ sform. “A
girl-child.” Hisvoicewas dull with disgppointment.

Fdlatha s eyes said that she understood the implications. “ Of course. | have no more use for a boy-child
than you have for that one. Had it been amale child, | would have l€eft it in the woods.”

His head came up angrily, and her gaze dapped him with his own scorn. Helooked down again &t his
infant daughter, feding ashamed. “ Then it did happen. . . .” His handstightened by hisknees. “Why?’
Looking up &t her again.

“Many reasons, and many you couldn’t understand. . . . But one was to win my freedom from the Old
One. Shegtolemy soul, and hid it in atree to keep me her dave. She might have died without telling me
whereit was. Without asoul | had no center, no strength, no redlity. So | brought anew soul into
mysdf—thisone's,” smiling suddenly at the wailing baby, “and used its focus to make her give me back
my own. And then with two souls,” the smile hardened, “1 took hers away. She wandersthe forest now
searching for it. But shewon't find it.” Falatha touched the pendant of rock crysta that hung against her
breast; what had been ice-clear before was now a deep, smoky gray color.

L assan-din suppressed a shudder. “But why my child?” My child. Hisown gaze would not stay away
from the baby for long. “ Surely any village lout would have been glad to do you the service.”

“Because you haveroya blood, you were aking' s son— you are aking.”

“That's not necessarily proof of good breeding.” He sur-prised himself with his own honesty.



“But you called on the Earth, and She answered you. | have never seen Her answer aman before. . .
and because you werein need.” Her voice softened unexpectedly. “ An act of kindness begets akind

soul, they say.”

“And now you hope to beget some reward for it, no doubt.” He spoke the words with automatic
harshness. “ Greed and pity—afitting set of godparents, to match her rea ones.”

She shrugged. “Y ou will see what you want to see, | suppose. But even ablind man could see more
clearly.” A frown pinched her forehead. “ Y ou’ ve come hereto mefor help, Lassan-din; | didn’'t cometo
yw.”

He rubbed his scale-bright hands together, a motion that had become a habit long since; they clicked
faintly. “ Does— doesthe baby have aname?’

“Not yet. It isnot our custom to name a child beforeitsfirst year. Too often they die. Especidly in these
times”

He looked away from her eyes. “What will you do with— our child?’ Redlizing suddenly that it maitered
agreat ded to him.

“Keep her with me, and raise her to serve the Earth, as1 do.”

“If you hedp meagain, I'll take you both back to my own lands, and give you anything you desire.” He
searched her face for aresponse.

“| desireto bel€eft in peace with my child and my god-dess.” She leaned down to pick the baby up, let it
seek her breast.

Hisinspiration crystdlized: “Damnit, I'll throw my own priestsout, I'll make your goddessthe only one
and you Her high priestesd!”

Her eyes brightened, and faded. “A promise easily spoken, and difficult to keep.”

“What do you want, then?’ He got to hisfeet, exasperated.



“Y ou have a boon |eft with the dragon, | know. Make it leave the mountain. Send it away.”

Heran hishands through his glittering hair. “No. | need it. | came here seeking help for myself, not your
people.”

“They’re your people now—they are you. Help them and you help yourself! Isthat so impossible for you
to see?’ Her own anger blazed white, incandescent with frustration.

“If you want to berid of the dragon so much, why haven’t you sent it away yoursdlf, witch?’

“I would have.” Shetouched the baby’ stiny hand, its soft black hair. “Long ago. But until the little one no
longer suckles my strength away, | lack the power to cdl the Earth to my purpose.”

“Then you can't help me, ether.” His voice wasflat and hopeless.

“I dtill have the salve that eased your back. But it won't help you now, it won't melt away your dragon’s
skin. ... | couldn’t help your real needs, evenif | had dl my power.”

“What do you mean?’ Hethrust hisface a her. “Y ou think that’ swhy I’ ve come to you—to berid of
this skin? What makes you think I"d ever want to give up my power, my protection?’ He clawed at his
ams,

“It'snot aman’ s skin that makes him agod—or amon-ger,” Falathasaid quietly. 1t swhat lies beneath
the skin, behind the eyes. Y ou' velost your soul, as1 lost mine; and only you know whereto find it. ...
But perhapsit would do you good to shed that skin that keeps you safe from hatred; and from love and
joy and mercy, all the other fedings that might pass between human beings, between your people and
their king.”

“Yed Yes, | want to befreeof it, by the Holy Sun!” His defiance collgpsed under the weight of the truth:

He saw at last that he had come herethistimeto rid himself of the same things he had cometo rid himself

of—and to find—Dbefore. “1 have alast boon due me from the dragon. It made me as| am; it can unmake
me.” He ran hishands down his chest, fedling the dippery, unyieding scales hidden beneeth therich cloth

of hisshirt.



“Y ou mean to seek it out again, then?’

He nodded, and his hands made fists.

She carried the baby with her to the shelf above the crooked window, took down asmall earthenware
pot. She opened it and held it close to the child’ sface still buried at her breast; the baby sagged into
deep in the crook of her arm. She turned back to his uncomprehending face. “ Thelittle one will deep
now until I wake her. We can take theinner way, aswe did before.”

“Y ou'recoming? Why?’

“You didn't ask methat before. Why ask it now?’

He wasn't sure whether it was a question or an answer. Fedling as though not only his body but his mind
was an empty shell, he shrugged and kept Slent.

They made the nightmare climb into blackness again, worming their way upward through the mountain’s
entrails; but thistime she did not leave him where the mountain spewed them out, close under the
weeping lid of the sky. He rested the night with the mother of his child, the two of them lying together but
gpart. At dawn they pushed on, Lassan-din leading now, following the river’ srushing torrent upward into

the past.

They cameto the dragon’ scave at last, gazed on it for along whilein silence, having no strength left for
speech.

“Storm King!” Lassan-din gathered the rags of hisvoice and his concentration for a shout. “Hear me! |
have come for my last request!”

Therewas an dien dirring ingde hismind; the chargein the air and the dim, flickering light deep within the
cave seemed to intengfy.

(So you have returned to plague me.) The voice insde his head cursed him, with the weariness of the
ages. Hefdt the stretch and play of storm-sinews rousing; remembered sud-denly, dizzily, the fed of his
ride on the whirlwind.



(Show yoursdf tome.)

They followed the winding tunnel as he had done before to an audience in the black hal radiant with the
dust of rain-bows. The dragon crouched on its scaly bed, its glowering ruby eye fixed on them.
Lassan-din stopped, trying to keep a semblance of self-possession. Fallatha drew her robes close
together a her throat and murmured something uninteligible.

(I seethat thistime you have the wisdom to bring your true source of power with you . . . though she has
no power in her now. Why have you cometo me again? Haven't | given you dl that you asked for?)

“All that and more,” he said heavily. “Y ou’ ve doubled the weight of the griefs | brought with me before.”

(1?) The dragon bent its head; its horn raked them with claw-fingered shadows in the sudden, swelling
brightness. (I did nothing to you. Whatever consequences you' ve suffered are no concern of mine.)

Lassan-din bit back a stinging retort; said, camly, “But you remember that you owe me one fina boon.
Y ou know that I've cometo collect it.”

(Anything within my power.) The huge cat-face bowed ill-humoredly; Lassan-din felt his skin prickle with
the gtatic energy of the moment.

“Then take away these scdes you fixed on me, that make me invulnerable to everything human!” He
pulled off hisdrab, dark cloak and therich, roya clothing of red and blue benegth it, so that his body
shone like an echo of the dragon’ sown.

The dragon’ s faceted eyes regarded him without fegling. (I cannot.)

Lassan-din froze as the words out of hisblackest night-mares turned him to stone. “What—what do you
mean, you cannot? Y ou did thisto me—you can undo it!”

(I cannot. | can give you invulnerability, but | cannot take it away from you. | cannot make your scales
dissolve and fall away with abreath any morethan | can keep the rain from dissolving mine, or causing
me exquisite pain. It isin the nature of power that those who wield it must suffer fromit, even astheir



victims suffer. Thisis power’ s price—I tried to warn you. But you didn’'t listen . . . none of them have
ever ligened.) Lassan-din felt the sting of venom, and the ache of an ageless empathy.

He struggled to grasp the truth, knowing that the dragon could not lie. He swayed as belief struck him at
ladt, likeablow. “Am | ... am | to go through the rest of my lifelikethis, then? Likeamonster?’ He
rubbed his hands together, a usdless, mindless washing motion.

(I only know that it isnot in my power to give you freedom from yourself.) The dragon wagged its head,
itsface swdling with light, dazzling him. (Go away, then,) the thought struck him fiercely, (and suffer
elsawherel)

Lassan-din turned away, sumbling, like abeaten dog. But Falatha caught at his glittering, naked
shoulder, shook him roughly. “Y our boon! It still owes you one—asKk it!”

“Ask for what?” he mumbled, barely aware of her. “ There s nothing | want.”’

“Thereis! Something for your people, for your child— even for you. Ask for it! Ask!”

He stared at her, saw her pale, pinched face straining with suppressed urgency and desire. He saw in her
eyesthe end-less sunless days, the ruined crops, the sodden fields—the mud and hunger and misery the
Storm King had brought to the lands below for three times her lifetime. And the rediza-tion cameto him
that even now, when he had lost control of hisown life, he till had the power to end thisland’ s misery.

Heturned back into the sight of the dragon’ s hypnoticaly swaying head. “My last boon, then, is
something €l se; some-thing | know to be within your power, sormbringer. | want you to leave this
mountain, leave these lands, and never return. | want you to travel seven days on your way before you
seek anew settling place, if you ever do. Trave asfast asyou can, and asfar, without taking retribution
from thelands below. That isthefind thing | ask of you.”

The dragon spat in blinding fury. Lassan-din shut his eyes, felt the ground shudder and roll benesth him.
(You dare to command meto leave my chosen lands? Y ou dare?)

“I dammy right!” He shouted it, hisvoice bregking. “L eave these lands done—take your grief
elsewhere and be done with them, and me!”



(Asyou wish, then—) The Storm King swelled above them until it filled the cave-space, itseyes agarish
hellshine fading into the night-blackness of sorm. Lightning sheeted the closing wals, thunder rumbled
through the rock, a screaming whirlwind battered them down againgt the cavern floor. Rain poured over
them until there was no breathing space, and the Storm King roared its agony insde their skulls asit
suffered retribution for its vengeance. Lassan-din felt his sensesleave him; thinking the storm’ srevenge
would be the last thing he ever knew, the end of theworld. . . .

* * % %

But he woke again, to sllence. He stirred duggishly on the wet stone floor, filling hislungs again and again
with clear ar, filling his empty mind with the awareness that all was quiet now, that no storm raged for his
destruction. He heard amoan, not his own, and coughing echoed hollowly in the sllence. Heraised his
head, reached out in the darkness, groping, until he found her arm. “ Fallatha—7’

“Alive. .. prasethe Earth.”

Hefdt her move, Stting up, dragging hersdf toward him. The Earth, the cave in which they lay, had
endured the storm'’ srage with sublime indifference. They helped each other up, ssumbled aong thewall
to the entrance tunndl, made their way out through the blackness onto the mountain-side.

They stood together, clinging to each other for support and reassurance, blinking painfully inthe glaring
light of early evening. It took him long momentsto redize that there was more light than he remembered,
not less.

“Look!” Fdlatharaised her arm, pointing. Water dripped in aslver line from the deeve of her robe. “The
sky! The sky—" Shelaughed, a sound that was dmost asob.

Helooked up into the aching glare, saw patchesthat he took at first for blackness, until his eyes knew
them findly for blue. It was till raining lightly, but the clouds were parting; the tyranny of gray was
broken at last. For amoment hefelt her joy as hisown, afleeting, wild triumph—until, looking down, he
saw hishands again, and his shimmering body till scaled, monstrous, untransformed. .. Oh, gods—!”
Hisfigts clenched at the sound of his own curse, ausdess pleato usdess deities.

Fdlathaturned to him, her arm till around his shoulder, her face sharing hisdespair. “Lassan-din,
remember that my people will love you for your sacrifice. In time, even your own people may cometo
loveyouforit....” Shetouched his scaled cheek hesitantly, apromise.



“But dl they’ll ever seeishow | look! And no matter what | do from now on, when they see the mark of
damnation on me, they’ [l only remember why they hated me.” He caught her aamsin abruising grip.
“Falatha, hep me, please—I’ Il give you anything you ask!”

She shook her head, biting her lips. “I can't, Lassan-din. No more than the dragon could. Y ou must help
yourself, change yoursaf—I can't do that for you.”

“How?How can | changethisif al the magic of Earth and Sky can't doit?’ He sank to hisknees, feding
the rain strike the opa escent scales and trickle down—feding it dimly, bardly, asthough therainfell on
someoned<e. . .. Through dl of hislife, therain had never fdlen unlessit fell on him: the wind had never
dirred the trees, achild had never cried in hunger, unlessit was hishunger. And yet he had never truly felt
any of those things—never even been aware of hisownloss. . . . Until now, looking up at the mother of
hisonly child, whose strength of fedling had forced him to drive out the dragon, the one unsdlfish thing he
had ever done. Re-morse and resol ution filled the emptinessin him, as rage had filled him on this spot
once before. Tearswelled in hiseyes and spilled over, in answer to the calling-spdll of grief; ran down his
face, mingling with therain. He put up his hands, sobbing uncontrollably, unsafconscioudy, asthough he
werethelast man divein theworld, and aloneforever.

And as he wept he felt a change begin in the flesh that met there, face againgt hands. A tingling and
burning, the fed of skin deep-deadened coming dive again. He lowered his hands wonderingly, saw the
scalesthat covered them dissolving, the skin beneath them his own olive-brown, supple and smooth. He
shouted in amazement, and wept harder, pain and joy intermingled, like the tears and rain that melted the
cursed scales from his body and washed them away.

He went on weeping until he had cleansed himsdlf in body and spirit; set himself free from the prison of
his own making. And then, exhausted and uncertain, he climbed to hisfeet again, meeting the cam, gray
gaze of the Earth’ sgratitude in Fallatha s eyes. He smiled and she smiled; the unexpect-edness of the
expression, and the sight of it, resonated in him. Sunlight was spreading across the patchwork land far
be-low, dressing the mountain dopein royd greens, dthough therain ill fell around them. He looked up
amog unthink-ingly, searching—found what he had not redlized he sought. Fallathafollowed his glance
and found it with him. Her smile widened at the arching band of colors, the rainbow; not a curse any
longer, or amark of pain, but once again a promise of better daysto come.

AFTERWORD—
THE STORM KING

“The Sorm King” isone of two stories |’ ve written that | consider to be pure fantasies in the
classic sense. A lot of people seem to want to call most or all of my work fantasy (including a fair
number of men who apparently don’t want to believe women can write any-thing else), but despite
the intentional use of certain mythological references and symbols in some of my stones, |



consider myself primarily a science fiction writer. My imagination stubbornly insists that mass
ra-tios should be equal and rocket drives at least theoreti-cally functional; it gets nervousif a man
turnsinto a bird, simply because they don’t weigh the same. Never-theless, I’ ve always enjoyed
reading fantasy just as much as | enjoy reading science fiction and have always wanted to try my
hand at writing it.

In*“The SormKing” | wanted to create something with the feel of a classic fairy tale. Most of the
fairy tales we think of as children’ s stories are more correctly folk tales—tales passed down like
folk songs, by word of mouth, through generations, in basically the same eco-logical niche as
mythology. They are rooted in the cultures and superstitions of our ancestors, but they continue to
be told, and to exert power over us, because they are about the universal aspects of human
relationships. Because their roots are so ancient, some of the fairy tales we know sometimes seem
grotesque or almost dream+-like now, but we still recognize the basic morality tale that lies at their
heart. “ The SormKing” isthat sort of morality tale, told with a more modern viewpoint, but
drawing on my background in anthropology to give it an archaic fedl.

At the time | was working on this novelette, my life was going through another of its recent highly
unsettled periods, and | had a great deal of trouble finishing the story. My alienation was so
sever e that the two protago-nists actually had no names through the entire first draft; they were
merely sets of parentheses. A trip to England helped me get a fresh start on it—the feel of being in
a country with such deep layers of history, and actually seeing the beauty of the land and itsruins
of ancient places (where ancestors of mine might even have lived) was literally inspiring to my
muse. And | found the perfect image of the dragon in my story in a museum there. | came home
and finished the story at last.

* * * %

THE PEDDLER’SAPPRENTICE

by Joan D, Vinge and Vernor Vinge

Lord Buckry | of Fyffelounged on histhrone, watching histwo youngest sons engaged in mock battlein
the empty Audience Hall. The daggers were wooden but the rivalry was real, and the smaler boy was at
adisadvantage. Lord Buckry tugged on aheavy gold earring. Thin, brown-haired Hanaban was his
private favorite; the boy took after hisfather both in gppearance and turn of mind.

Thelord of the Flatlandswas atall man, his own unkempt brown hair graying now at thetemples. The
blue eyesin hislean, foxlike face dtill perceived with disconcerting sharp-ness, though years of experience
kept his own thoughts hid-den. More than twenty years had passed since he had won control of his
lands; he had not kept his precarious place aslord so long without good reason.



Now his eyesflashed rare approval as Hanaban cried, “ Trace, look there!” and, as his brother turned,
digtracted, whacked him soundly on the chest.

“Gotchal” Hanaban dhrieked delightedly. Trace grimaced with disgust.

Their father chuckled, but hisface changed suddenly as the sound of a commotion outside the chamber
reached him. The heavy, windowed doors at the far end of the room burst open; the Flatlander courier
shook off guards, crossed the high-cellinged, echoing chamber and flung himsdf into abow, hisrifle
clattering on thefloor. “Y our Lordship!”

Lord Buckry sngpped hisfingers; his gaping children s-lently fled the room. “ Get up,” he said impatiently.
“What in tarnation isthis?’

“Your Lordship.” The courier raised adusty face, wincing mentaly at hislord’ sHighland drawl. “ There's
word the sea kingdoms have raised another army. They’ re crossing the coast mountains, and—"

“That ain’'t possble. We cleaned them out not haf ayear snce.”

“They'vealot of folk dong the coast, Y our Lordship.” The horseman stood gpologeticdly. “ And Jayley
Sharkstooth’ s made a pact thistime with the Southlands.”

Lord Buckry stiffened. “ They’ ve been at each other’ sthroatslong as| can remember.” He frowned,
pulling & hisearring. “Only thing they’ ve got in common is—me. Damn!”

He listened distractedly to the rider’ s report, then stood abruptly, dismissing the man as an afterthought.
Asthe heavy doors of the hdl did shut he was dready striding toward the elevator, past the shaft of the
balligtic vehicle exit, unused for more than thirty years. His soft-soled Highlander boots made no sound
on the cold polished floor.

From the parapet of his castle he could survey awide stretch of hisdomain, therich, utterly flat farmlands
of the hundred-mile-wide valley—the lands the South and West were hungry for. The fields were dark
now with turned earth, ready for the spring planting; it was no time to be caling up an army. Hewas sure
his enemies were aware of that. The day was exceptiondly clear, and at the eastern reaches of hissight
he could make out the grayed purplewall of the mountains: the Highlands, that held his birthplace—and
something more important to him now.



The dry wind ruffled his hair as he looked back across thirty years; his sunburned hands tightened on the
seamless, ancient green-blackness of the parapet. “Damn you, Mr. Jagged,” he said to the wind.
“Where syour magic when | need it!”

* * * %

The peddier came to Darkwood Corners from the east, on Wim Buckry’ s seventeenth birthday. It was
early summer, and Wim could still see sun flashing on snow up the pine-wooded hill that towered above
the Corners; the snowpack in the higher hillswas melting at last, duicing down gulliesthat sood dry
through most of the year, changing Littlebig Creek into acold, singing torrent tearing at the earth below
the cabins on the north side of the road. Even aweek ago the East Pass had lain under more than thirty
feet of snow.

Something like silence came over the townspeople as they saw the peddler dragging his cart down the
eadt road toward the Corners. Hiswagon was nearly ten feet tall and fifteen long, with carved, brightly
painted wooden sides that bent sharply out over the wheels to meet a gabled roof. Wim gaped in wonder
as he saw those whedls, spindly aswillow wood yet over five feet across. Under the cart’ sweight they
sank hdf afoot and more into the mud of the road, but cut through the mud without resistance, without
leaving arut.

Even s0, the peddler was bent nearly double with the effort of pulling hisload. Thefdlow was short and
heavy, with skin agood deal darker than Wim had ever seen. His pointed black beard jutted at a
determined angle as he staggered along the rutted track, up to hisanklesin mud. Above his calvesthe
tooled leather of hisleggings gleamed black and clean. Sev-erd scrofulous dogs nosed warily around him
as he plodded down the center of the road; heignored them as heignored the staring townsfolk.

Wim shoved his empty mug back at Ounze Rumpster, sitting nearest the tavern door. “More,” he said.
Ounze swore, got up from the steps, and disappeared into the tavern.

Winm' s attention never |eft the peddier for an ingtant. Asthe dark man reached the widening in the road at
the center of town, he pulled his wagon into the muddy morass where the Widow Henley’ s house had
stood until the Littlebig Creek dragged it to destruction. The stranger had everyonge' s atten-tion now.
Even the town’ s smith had left hisfire, and stood in his doorway gazing down the street at the peddier.

The peddier turned his back on them as he kicked an arresting gear down from the rear of the painted
wagon and et it settle into the mud. He returned to the front of the cart and moved asmal whed setin
the wood panedling: anarrow blue pennant sprouted from the peak of the gable and fluttered briskly; crisp
and metdlic, apinging melody came from the wagon. That sound emptied the tavern and brought the
re-mainder of the Corners population onto the street. Ounze Rumpster nearly fell down the wooden
sepsin his haste to see the source of the music; he sat down heavily, handing the refilled mug to Wim.



Wimignored him.

Asthe peddler turned back to the crowd the eerie music stopped, and the creek sounded loud in the
dlence. Then the little man’ s surprising bass voice rumbled out a them. “ Jagit Katchetooriantz is my
name, and fine wrought goodsis my trade. Needles, adze-heads, blades—you need ‘em?’ Hepulled a
latch on the wagon’swall and apand siwung out from its Side, revealing rows of shining knife blades and
needles so fine Wim could see only glitter where they caught the sun-light. “ Step right on up, folks. Take
alook, take afed. Tell mewhat they might be worth to you.” There was no need to repest the
invitation—in seconds he was surrounded. As the townspeople closed around him, he mounted asmall
step set in the side of the wagon, so that he could till be seen over the crowd.

Wim's boys were on their feet; but he sat motionless, his sharp face intent. “ Set down,” he said, just
loudly enough. “Y our eyesis near busting out of your heads. They’ d skin usright fast if wetry anything
here. There stoo many. Set!” He gave the nearest of them, Bathecar Henley, asidewayskick in the shin;
they al sat. “Gimmethat big ring of yours, Sothead.”

Ounze Rumpgter’ syounger brother glared a him, then extended hisjeweled fist from afilthy woolen cuff.
“How comeyou're so feisty of asudden, Wim?' He dropped the ring peevishly into the other’ s hand.
Wim turned away with-out comment, passing the massive chunk of gold to Bathecar’ s plump, fair
girlfriend.

“All right, Emmy, you just take yoursdlf over to that wagon and see about buying us some knife
blades—not too long, say about s0.” He stretched hisfingers. “ And find out how they’ re fastened on the
rack.”

“Sure, Wim.” Sherose from the steps and minced away across the muddy road toward the crowd at the
peddier’ swagon. Wim grimaced, reflecting that the red knit dress Bathecar had brought her was perhaps
too smdll.

The peddler’ s spid continued, al but drowning out the sound of Littlebig Creek: * Just try your blades
‘gin mine, friends. Go ahead. Nary ascratch you' ve made on mine, see? Now how much isit worth,
friends? Il take gold, slver. Or craft items. And | need ahorse—lost my own, coming down those
blamed trails.” He waved toward the East Pass. The townspeople were packed tightly together now as
each, of them tried for a chance to test the gleaming meta, and to make some bid that would catch the
peddler’ sfancy. Emmy wriggled expertly into the mass; in seconds Wim could see her red dressright at
the front of the crowd. She was happily fondling the merchandise, competing with the rest for the
dranger’ s attention.

Hanaban Kroy shifted his bulk on the hard wooden step. “Three gold pigs says that outlander isfrom
down west. He just comein from the east to set us all to talking. Nobody makes knives like them east of



the pass.”

Wim nodded dightly. “Could be.” He watched the ped-dler and fingered the thick gold earring
haf-hidden in his shaggy brown hair.

Acrosstheroad, the merchant was engaged in afour-way bidding session. Many of the townsfolk
wanted to trade furs, or crossbows, but Jagit Katchetooriantz wasn't interested. This narrowed his
potentid clientele congderably. Even as he argued avidly with those below him, hisquick dark eyes
flickered up and down the street, took in the gang by the tavern, impaed Wim for along, cold instant.

The peddler lifted severa blades off the rack and handed them down, apparently receiving meta in
return. Emmy got at least two. Then heraised hisarmsfor quiet. “Folks, I'm red sorry for dropping in so
sudden, when you al was't ready for me. Let’ s us quit now and try again tomorrow, when you can
bring what you haveto trade. | might even take on some furs. And bring horses, too, if you want to.
Seain’ ashow I’'min need of one, I'll give two, maybe three adze heads for agood horse or mule. All
right?’

It wasn't. Severa frustrated townsfolk tried to pry merchandise off the rack. Wim noticed that they were
unsuccess-ful. The merchant pulled the lanyard at the front of the cart and the rack turned inward,
returning carved wood paneling to the outside. Asthe crowd thinned, Wim saw Emmy, clutching two
knives and apiece of print cloth, till talking earnestly to the peddler.

The peddier took asilvery chain from around hiswaist, passed it through the whedls of his cart and then
around anearby tree. Then he followed Emmy back across the road.

Ounze Rumpster snorted. “ That sure is ateensy ketter. Betchawe could bust it right easy.”

“Could be. . .” Wim nodded again, not listening. Anger turned his eyesto blueice as Emmy led the
peddler right to the tavern steps.

“Oh, Bathecar, just lookit the fine needles Mr. Ketchatoor sold me—"’

Sothead struggled to hisfeet. “Y ou stupid little—little— Wetold you to buy knives. Knives! And you
used my ring to buy needles!” He grabbed the cloth from Emmy’ s hands and began ripping it up.



“Hey—!" Emmy began to pound him in usdlessfury, clawing after her prize. *Bathecar, make him stop!”
Bathecar and Ounze pulled Sothead down, retrieved needles and cloth. Emmy pouted, “Big lout.”

Wim frowned and drank, his attention fixed on the peddier. The dark man stood |ooking from one gang
member to an-other, handsloosdly &t hisSdes, smiling faintly; the calm black eyes missed nothing. Eyes
likethat didn’t belong in the face of afat peddler. Wim shifted uncomfortably, gnawed by sudden
uncertainty. He shook it off. How many chances did you get up here, to try a contest where the outcome
wasn't sure— He stood and thrust out his hand. “Wim Buckry’ s the name, Mr. Ketchatoor. Sorry about
Sothead; he sdrunk dl thetime, “truth.”

The peddier had to reach up dightly to shake his hand. “Folks mostly call me Jagit. Pleased to meet you.
Miss Emmy heretells me you and your men sometimes hire out to protect folks such asme.”

Behind him, Bathecar Henley was open-mouthed. Emmy simpered; every so often, she proved that she
was not as stupid as she looked. Wim nodded judicioudly. “We do, and it' s surely worth it to have our
sarvice. There sasight of thievesin these hills, but most of them will back down from six good bows.”
He glanced at Sothead. “Five good bows.”

“Well then.” The pudgy little man smiled blandly, and for amoment Wim wondered how he could ever
have seen anything deadly in that face. “I"d like to give you some of my business.”

* k k %

And o0 they came down out of the high hills. It was early summer, but in the Highlands more like a
boisterous spring: Under the brilliant blue sky, green spread everywhere over the ground, nudging the
dingy hummocks of melting snow and outcropping shelves of ancient granite. Full leaping streams sang
down the dpinevaleys, plunged over fals and rapids that smashed the water to white foam and spread it
inglinting vells scarcely an inch deep over bedrock. The ragged peaks skirted with glacier fell further and
further behind, yet the day-grew no warmer; everywhere the chill water kept the air coal.

The peddler and his six “protectors’ followed awinding course through deegp soughing pine forest,
broken by apine meadows where bright starlike flowers bloomed and the short hummocky grass made
their ankles ache with fatigue. They passed by marshesthat even in the coolness swarmed with eager
mosguitoes, and Wim’ s high moccasins squel ched on the soft dank earth.

But by late afternoon the party had reached Witch Hollow Trail, and the way grew easier for the horse
pulling the merchant’ s wagon. Somewhere ahead of them Ounze Rumpster kept the point position; off to
the sde were fat Hanaban, Bathecar, and Shorty, while Sothead Rumpster, now nearly sober, brought



up therear. In the Highlands even the robbers— particularly the robbers—journeyed with caution.

For mogt of the day Wim traveled silently, listening to the streaming water, the wind, the twittering birds
among the pines—listening for sounds of human treachery. But it seemed they were alone. He had seen
one farmer about four miles outside of Darkwood Corners and since then, no one.

Y esterday the peddler had questioned him about the area, and how many folk werein the vicinity of the
Corners, what they did for aliving. He' d seemed disappointed when he’ d heard they were mostly poor,
scattered farmers and trappers, saying his goods were more the kind to interest rich city folk. Wim had
promptly allowed as how he was one of the few Highlanders who had ever been down into the Great
Vadley, al theway to the grand city of Fyffe; and that they’ d be more than glad to guide him down into
the Flatlands—for aprice. If alittle greed would concedl their rea intentions, so much the better. And the
peddier’ s partia payment, of strange, jewd -studded silver balls, had only added to the sincerity of their
interest in hisfuture plans.

Wim glanced over at the peddier, walking beside him near the dappled cart horse. Up close, the stranger
seemed even more peculiar than at adistance. His straight black hair was cut with unbelievable precison
at the base of his neck; Wim wondered if he'd set abowl on his head and cut around it. And he smelled
odd; not unpleasant, but more like old pine-needles than man. The slver thread stitched into the
peddler’ s soft leather shirt was finer than Wim had ever seen. That would be anice shirt to have— Wim
tugged absently at the loops of bead and polished metal hanging againgt his own worn linen shirt.

Though short and heavy, the stranger walked briskly and didn’t seemto tire; in fact, became friendlier
and more talk-ative as the afternoon passed. But when they reached Witch Hollow hefdll slent again,
looking first a the unusua smooth-ness of the path, then up at the naked bedrock wall that jutted up at
the sde of the narrow trall.

They had waked for about half amile when Wim volun-teered, “ This here' s caled Witch Hollow.
There sastory, how oncefolk had magic to fly through the air in strange contraptions. One of them lost
his magic hereabouts—up till twenty years ago, there was still a place you could see the bones, and
pieces of stedl, they say, dl rusted up. Some say thistrail through the holler ain't naturd, either.”

Jagit made no reply, but walked with his head down, his pointy black beard tucked into his chest. For the
firgt time since they had begun the journey he seemed to loseinterest in the scenery. At last he said,
“How long you figureit’ s been since thisflying contraption crashed here?’

Wim shrugged. “My granther heard the story from his own granther.”



“Hmm. And that’ sdl the ... magic you' ve heard tell of 7’

Wim decided not to tell the peddler what he knew about Fyffe. That might scare the little man into turning
back, and force a premature confrontation. “Well, we have witchesin these hills, like Widow Henley’s
cousin, but they’ re most of them fakes—Ieast the ones | seen. Outside of them and the bad luck that
folks claim follows sn”—agyrin twitched his mouth—"*well, | don’t know of no magic. What wasyou

expecting?’

Jagit shook his head. “ Something more than a piddling failed witch, that’ s sure. The more | see of this
country, themore | know it ain't the place | sarted out for.”

They walked the next milein slence. Thetrail pierced agranite ridge; Wim glimpsed Hanaban high up on
their left, pardlding the wagon. Red-faced with exertion, he waved briefly down at them, indicating no
problems. Wim returned the signa, and returned to his thoughts about the peculiar little man who walked
a hisside. Somehow he kept remem-bering yesterday, Hanaban whining, “Wim, that therelittle man
smédlsrotten to me. | say we should drop him,” and the unease that had crept back into his own mind.
Angry a himsdaf as much as anything, he' d snapped, “Y ou going ydlow, Han? Just because afeler’s
strange don’t mean he' sgot an evil eye.” And known it hadn’t convinced either of them. . .

Perhaps sensing the drift of hissilence, or perhaps for some other reason, the peddier began to talk
again. Thistimeit was not of where he was going, however, but rather about himself, and where he had
come from—a place called Sharn, aland of such incredible wondersthat if Wim had heard thetale from
someone €l se he would have laughed.

For Sharn was aland where true magicians ruled, where aflying contraption of steel would be
remarkable only for its commonness. Sharn was an immense land—~but acity aso, acity without streets,
asingle gleaming sentient crysta that challenged the sky with spears of light. And the people of Sharn by
their magic had become like gods; they wore cloth-ing like gossamer, threw themselves acrossthe sky in
lightning while thunder followed, spoke to one another over miles. They settled benesth the warm seas of
their borders, the weather obeyed them, and they remained young as long asthey lived. And their magic
made them dreadful warriors and mighty conquerors, for they could kill with scarcely more than athought
and anod. If amountain offended them they could destroy it in an ingtant. Wim thought of his Highlands,
and shuddered, touching the bone hilt of the knife strapped to hisleg.

Jagit had cometo Sharn from aland il further east, and much more primitive. He had stayed and
learned what he could of Sharn’s magic. The goods he brought to Sharn were popular and had brought
high prices; during the time he had spent in the enchanted land he had acquired asmdl collection of the
wesker Sharnish spdlls. Then heleft, to seek amarket for these acquisitions—some land where magic
was known, but not so deeply asin Sharn.



Asthe peddler finished histale, Wim saw that the sun had nearly reached the ridge of the hillsto the west
before them. He walked on for several minutes, squinting into the sunset for traces of lost Sharn.

Thetrail curved through ninety degrees, headed down acrossasmall valey. Half hidden in the degpening
shadow that now spread over the land, a precarious wooden bridge crossed a stream. Beyond the
bridge the pines climbed the darkened hillsde into sudden sunlight. Along the far ridgeline, not more than
amile away, ten or twelve immense, solitary trees caught the light, towering over the forest.

“Mr. Jagged, you' rethe best liar | ever met.” Stubbornly Wim swallowed his awe, felt the peddier’s
unnerving eyes on hisface as he pointed across the valey. “ Just beyond that ridgeling swhere we figure
on putting up tonight. A place called Grandfather Grove. Could be you never seen treesthat big evenin
Sharn!”

The peddler peered into the leveling sunlight. “Could be,” he said. “I’d surely like to see such trees,

They descended from the sunlight into rising darkness. Wim glimpsed Ounze' shigh felt hat as he walked
out of the shadow on the other side of the valey, but none of the other gang members were visible, Wim
and the peddler were forced to leave Witch Hollow Trail, and the going became more difficult for horse
and wagon: but they reached the edge of the Grandfather Grove in less than half an hour, passing one of
the soaring trees, and then two, and three. The dwarfed, spindly pines thinned and findly were gone.
Ahead of them were only the grandfather trees, their shaggy striated trunks russet and gold in the dying
light. The breeze that had crossed the valley with them, the roaring of the stream behind them, al sounds
faded into cathedra silence, leaving only the coal, till air and the golden trees. Wim stopped and bent his
head back to catch even aglimpse of the lowest branches, needled with pungent golden-green. Thiswas
their land, and he knew more than one tale that told of how the trees guarded it, kept pestiferous
crestures away, kept the air cool and the soil fragrant and faintly moist throughout the summer.

“Over here.” Hanaban' s voice came muted from their |eft. They rounded the twenty-foot base of atree,
and found Hanaban and Bathecar, setting asmall fire with kindling they had carried into the grove—Wim
knew the bark of the grand-father trees was dmost unburnable. The struggling blaze illu-minated an
immense pit of darkness behind them; the gutted trunk of an ancient grandfather tree, that formed aliving
cave-shdter for the night’s camp.

By the time they had eaten and rotated |ookouts, the sun had set. Wim smothered the fire, and the only
light was from the sickle moon following the sun down into the west.

The peddler made no move to bed down, Wim noticed with growing irritation. He sat with legs crossed
under him in the shadow of hiswagon; motionless and wearing adark coat against the chill, hewasal but
invisible, but Wim thought the little man was looking up into the sky. His sllence stretched on, until Wim



thought he would have to pretend to deep himself before the peddler would. Finadly Jagit stood and
walked to the rear of hiswagon. He opened atiny hatch and removed two objects.

“What' sthem?” Wim asked, both curious and suspicious.

“Just abit of harmlessmagic.” He set one of the contrap-tions down on the ground, what seemed to be a
long rod with agrip at one end. Wim came up to him, as he put the second object againgt hiseye. The
second contraption looked much more complex. It glinted, amost sparkled in the dim moon-light, and
Wim thought he saw mirrors and strange rulingsonitsside. A tiny bubble floated dong the Sdein atube.
The peddler stared through the gadget at the scattering of pale stars visible between the trees. At last he
et the device back insde the wagon, and picked up the rod. Wim watched him cautioudy as the other
walked toward the cave tree; the rod looked too much like aweapon.

Jagit fiddled at the grip of therod, and an eerie whine spread through the grove. The screaming faded
into sllence again, but Wim was sure that now the front of the rod was spinning. Jagit set it against the
moon-silvered bark of the cave tree, and thetip of the rod began to bore effortlesdy into the massive
trunk.

Wim'svoice quavered faintly. “That . . . that there some of your Sharnish magic, Mr. Jagged?’

The peddier chuckled softly, finishing hisexperiment. “It ain't hardly that. A Sharnish enchantment isalot
craftier, alot smpler looking. Thishere sjust asmple spell for reading the Signs.”

“Um.” Wim wavered dmost visibly, his curiosity doing battle with hisfear. There was adeep, precise
holein the cavetree. Just because a fellow' s strange, Han, don’t mean he’sgot an evil eye. . .
inginctively Wim' sfingers crossed. Becauseit looked like the peddler might not be the world’ s biggest
liar; and that meant— “Maybe | better check how the boysis settled.”

When the peddier didn’t answer, Wim turned and walked briskly away. At least he hoped that was how
it looked; hefdt like running. He passed Ounze, haf-hidden behind a gigantic sump. Wim said nothing,
but motioned for him to continue his surveillance of the peddier and hiswagon. The rest sood waiting at
amedium-sized grandfather tree nearly a hundred yards from the cave tree, the spot they had agreed on
last night in Darkwood Corners. Wim moved silently across the pringy ground, rounding the ruins of
what must once have been one of the largest trees in the grove; afour-hundred-foot giant that disease
and the years had brought crashing down. The great disc of its shattered root system rose more than
thirty feet into the air, dwarfing him as he dropped down heavily beside Hanaban.

Bathecar Henley whispered, “Ounze and Sothead | |ft out as guards.”



Wim nodded. “It don’t hardly matter. We re not going to touch that peddler.”

“What?’ Bathecar’ s exclamation was loud with surprise. He lowered hisvoice only dightly ashe
continued. “One man? Y ou’re ascared of one man?’

Wim motioned threateningly for silence. *Y ou heard me. Hanaban here was right, that Jagged isjust too
damn danger-ous. He'sawarlock, he'sgot an evil eye. And he' sgot some kind of knife back there that
can cut clean through agrandfa-ther tree! And theway hetalks, that’sjust theleast ...

The others muttered curses cut him off. Only Hanaban Kroy kept slent.

“You'recrazy, Wim,” the hulking shadow of Shorty said. “We ve walked fifteen milestoday. And you're
telling usit wasfor nothing! It'd be easier to farm for aliving.”

“We ll still get something, but it lookslike wé Il haveto go honest for awhile. | figure on guiding him
down, say to wherethe leaf forests start, and then asking pretty please for haf of what he promised us
back at the Corners.”

“I sureashell ain't going to follow nobody that far down toward the Valey.” Bathecar frowned.

“Wall, then, you can just turn around and head back. I’ m running this here gang, Bathecar, don’t you
forget it. We dready got something out of thisded, them slver balshe give usasfirg payment.”

Something went hisss and then thunk; Hanaban sprawled forward, collapsed on the moonlit ground
beyond the tree’s shadow. A crossbow bolt protruded from histhroat.

AsWim and Bathecar scrambled for the cover of the rotting root system, Shorty rose and snarled, “ That
damn peddler!” It cost him hislife; three arrows smashed into him where he stood, and he collapsed
across Hanaban.

Wim heard their atackers closing in on them, noisily confi-dent. From what he could see, he redlized they
were all armed with crossbows,; his boys didn’t stand a chance against odds like that. He burrowed his
way deeper into the clawing roots, felt astring of beads snap and shower over his hand. Behind him



Bathecar undung his own crossbow and cocked it.

Wim looked over his shoulder, and then, for the length of a heartbest, he saw the silvery white of the
moon-painted |and-scape blaze with harshly shadowed blue brilliance. He shook his head, dazzled and
wondering; until amazement was driven from his mind by sudden screams. He began to curse and pray at
the sametime,

But then their assailants had reached the falen tree, Wim heard them thrusting into the roots, shrank back
further out of reach of their knives. Another scream echoed close and avoice remarked, “ Hey, Rufe. |
got the bastard as shot Rocker last fall.”

A different voice answered, “ That makesfive then. Every-body excepting the peddler and Wim Buckry.”

Wim held his breath, sweating. He recognized the second voice—AXxi Bork, the oldest of the Bork
brothers. For thelast two years Wim’ s gang had cut into the Bork clan’ s habitua thievery, and up until
tonight his quickwittedness had kept them safe from the Borks' revenge. But tonight—how had he gone
so wrong tonight? Damn that peddier!

He heard hands thrusting again among the roots, closer now. Then abruptly fingers caught in hishair. He
pulled away, but another pair of handsjoined thefirst, catching him by the hair and then the collar of his
leather jerkin. He was hauled roughly from the tangle of roots and thrown down. He scrambled to his
feet, was kicked in the somach before he could run off. He fell gasping back onto the ground, felt his
knife jerked from the shesth; three shadowy figures|loomed over him. The nearest placed aheavy foot on
hismiddle and said, “Well, Wim Buckry. You just lie ill, boy. It'sbeen agood night, even if we don't
catch that peddier. Y ou just got alittle crazy with greed, boy. My cousins done killed every last one of
your gang.” Their laughter raked him. * Fifteen minutes and we done what we couldn’t do the last two
years.

“Lew, you take Wim here over to that cave tree. Once we find that peddler we' re going to have usa
little fun with the both of them.”

Wim was pulled to hisfeet and then kicked, sprawling over the bodies of Hanaban and Shorty. He
struggled to hisfeet and ran, only to be tripped and booted by another Bork. By the time he reached the
cavetree hisright arm hung useless at his Sde, and one eye was blind with warm sticky blood.

The Borks had tried to rekindle the campfire. Three of them stood around him in the wavering light: he
listened to the rest searching among the trees. He wondered dismally why they couldn’t find one wagon
on open ground, when they’ d found every one of his boys.



One of the younger cousins—scarcely more than fifteen— amused himsdlf half-heartedly by thrusting
glowing twigsat Wim’'sface. Wim dapped at him, missed, and at last one of the other Borks knocked
the burning wood from the boy’ s hand. Wim remembered that Axi Bork claimed first rights against
anyone who ran afoul of the gang. He squirmed back away from the fire and propped himsalf againgt the
dry resilient trunk of the cave tree, stunned with pain and despair. Through one eye he could seethe
other Borks returning empty-handed from their search. He counted six Borks a-together, but by the
feeble flame-cast light he couldn’t make out their features. The only one he could have recognized for
surewas Axi Bork, and his runty silhouette was missing. Two of the clansmen moved past him into the
blackness of the cave tre€’ s heart, he heard them get down on their hands and kneesto crawl around the
bend at the end of the passage. The peddier could have hidden back there, but his wagon would have
filled the cave s entrance. Wim wondered again why the Borks couldn’t find that wagon; and wished
againthat he'd never seenit at dl.

The two men emerged from the tree just as Axi limped into the shrinking circle of firdight. The stubby
bandit was at least forty years old, but through those forty years he had lost his share of fights, and
walked dightly bent-over; Wim knew that his drooping hat covered a hairless skull marred with scarsand
even one dent. The eldest Bork cut close by the fire, heedlesdy sending dust and unburnable bark into
the gutter-ing flames. “ Awright, where in the motherdevil blazes you toad-gets been keeping your eyes?

Y ou was standing ever whichway from thistree, you skewered every one of that damn Buckry gang
excepting Wim here. Why an't you found that peddler?’

“He sgone, AX’, gone.” The boy who had been playing with Wim seemed to think that was arevelation.
But Axi was not impressed; his backhand sent the boy up againgt the side of thetree.

One of the other slhouetted figures spoke hesitantly. “ Don’t go mishelieving mewhen | tell you this, Axi
... but I waslooking straight at this here cave tree when you went after them others. | could see that
peddler clear as| see you now, standing right beside hiswagon and his horse. Then al of a sudden there
wasthisblueflash—I tell you, Ax’, it was bright—and for aminute | couldn’t see nothing, and then
when | could again, why there wasn't hide nor hair of that outlander.”

“Hmm.” The elder Bork took this story without apparent anger. He scratched under hisleft armpit and
began to shuffle around the dying fire toward where Wim lay. “Gone, eh? Just like that. He soundslike a
right good prize. . .” He reached suddenly and caught Wim by the collar, dragged him toward thefire.
Stopping just inddethering of light, he pulled Wim up closeto hisface. Thewide, sagging brim of his hat
threw hisface into a hollow blackness that was somehow more terrible than any redlity.

Seeing Wim'’ s expression, he laughed raspingly, and did not turn his face toward thefire. “It' sbeen a
long time, Wim, that | been wanting to learn you alesson. But now | can mix business and pleasure.
WEe rejust gonnaburn you an inch at atime until you tell uswhere your friend lit out to.”



Wim bardly stifled the whimper hefelt growing in histhroat; Axi Bork began to force hisgood hand inch
by inchinto the fire. All he wanted to do wasto scream the truth, to tell them the peddier had never made
him party to his magic. But he knew the truth would no more be accepted than his criesfor mercy; the
only way out wasto lie—to lie better than he ever had before. The tales the peddler had told him during
the day rose from his mind to shape hiswords. “ Just go ahead, Ax! Get your fun. | know I’m good as
dead. But s0’'s dl of you—" The grip stayed firm on his shoulders and neck, but the knotted hand
stopped forcing him toward the fire. He felt his own hand scorching in the super-heated air above the
embers. Desperately he forced the pain into the same place with hisfear and ignored it. “Why d'you
think me and my boys didn’t lay ahand on that peddler dl day long? Just S0’ swe could get ambushed by
you?’ Hislaughter was dightly hystericd. “ Thetruth iswe was scared clean out of our wits! That
foreigner’ sawarlock, he' stoo dangerousto go after. He can reach straight into your head, cloud your
mind, make you seewhat just plainisn’'t. He can kill you, just by looking at you kinda mean-like.
Why”—and true ingpiration struck,him— “why, he could even have killed one of your perty cousins, and
be standing here right now pretending to be a Bork, and you' d never know it till he struck you dead ...”

Axi swore and ground Wim’ s hand into the embers. Even expecting it, Wim couldn’t help himsdlf; his
scream was loud and ghrill. After aningtant aslong asforever Axi pulled hishand from the heat. The
motion stirred the embers, sending afina spurt of evil reddish flame up from the cods before the fire
guttered out, leaving only dim ruby points to compete with the moonlight. For along moment no one
spoke; Wim hit histongue to keep from moaning. The only soundswere afaint rustling breeze, hundreds
of feet up among the leafy crowns of the grandfather trees—and the snort of ahorse somewhere close

by.

“Hey, wean't got no horses,” someone said uneasly.

Seven human figures stood in the immense spreading shadow of the cavetree, limned in faint sllver by the
setting moon. The Borks stood very till, watching one another—and then Wim redlized what they must
just have noticed themsalves: there should have been eight Bork kinsmen. Somehow the peddier had
eliminated one of the Borks during the attack, so silently, so quickly, that hisloss had gone unnoticed.
Wim shuddered, suddenly remembering aflare of unrea blue-white light, and the claims he had just made
for the peddler. If one Bork could bekilled so easily, why not two? In which case—

“He shere, pretending to be one of you!” Wim cried, hisvoice cracking.

And he could dmost fed their terror echoing back and forth, from one to another, growing—until one of
the shortest of the silhouettes broke and ran out into the moonlight. He got only about twenty feet, before
he was brought down by a crossbow quarre in the back. Even asthe fugitive crumpled onto the soft,
siver dirt a second crossbow thunked and another of the brothersfell dead across Wim’ sfest.

“That was Clyne, you . . . warlock!” More bows lowered around the circle.



“Hold on now!” shouted Axi. There were five Borks|eft standing; two bodies sprawled unmoving on the
ground. “The peddler got usin his spell. We got to keep our sense and figure out which of ushe's
pretendin’ to be.”

“But, AX', heain't just in disguise, we woulda seen which one heis ... he—he can trick usinto believing
he' sanybody!”

Trapped benesth the corpse, al Wim could see were five shadows againgt the night. Their faces were
hidden from thelight, and bulky clothing disguised any differences. He bit hislips againgt the least sound
of pain; now was no time to remind the remaining Borks of Wim Buckry— But the agony of his hand
pulsed up hisarm until he felt aterrible dizziness wrench the blurring world away and his head drooped. ..

He opened his eyes again and saw that only three men stood now in the glade. Two more had died; the
newest corpse still twitched on the ground.

AxI’svoicewas dhrill withrage. “You . . . mongter! Y ou donetricked al of usinto killing each other!”

“No, Ax’, | had to shoot him. It was the peddler, | swear. Turn him over. Look! He shot Jan after you
told usto hold off—"

“Warlock!” athird voice cried. “ All of them dead—!" Two crossbows came down and fired
smultaneoudy. Two menfdll.

AXxi stood silent and aone among the dead for along moment. The moon had st at last, and the sarlight
was rare and faint through the shifting branches of the grandfather tree far overhead. Wim lay ill as
death, aware of the smell of blood and sweat and burned flesh. And the sound of foot-steps,
approaching. Sick with fear helooked up at the dark stubby form of Axi Bork.

“Still here? Good.” A black-booted foot rolled the dead body from hisleg. “Wdll, boy, you better leave
me look at that hand.” The voice belonged to Jagit Katchetooriantz.

“Uh.” Wim began to tremble. “Uh, Mr. Jagged ... isthat . . . you?’



A light appeared in the hand of the peddler who had come from Sharn.

Wim fanted.

* k x %

Early morning filled the Grandfather Grove with dusty shafts of light. Wim Buckry sat propped againgt the
cavetreg sentrance, spping avkwardly at acup of something hot and bitter held in a bandaged hand.
His other hand was tucked through his belt, to protect a sprained right shoulder. Silently he watched the
peddler grooming the dappled cart horse; glanced for the tenth time around the sunlit grove, where no
sgn of thelast night’ s events marred the quiet tranquility of the day. Like abad dream, the memory of his
terror seemed unreal to him now, and he wondered if that was more witchery, like the drink that had
eased the pains of hisbody. He looked down, where dried blood stained his pants. He' d took care of
the remains, the peddler had said. It wasred, dl right—all of the Borks. And al of his boys. He thought
wistfully for amoment of the jewelry that had gone into the ground with them; shied away from a deeper
sense of loss beneathit.

The peddler returned to the campfire, kicked dirt over the blaze. He had had no trouble in getting afire
to burn. Wim drew hisfeet up; the dark eyes|ooked questioningly at his sullen face,

“Mr. Jagged”’—there was no trace of mockery in that title now—"just what do you want from me?’

Jagit dusted off hisleather shirt. “Wdl, Wim—I wasthinking if you was up to it, maybe you d want to go
on with our agreement.”

Wim raised his bandaged hand. “Wouldn't be much pertection, one cripple.”

“But | don’'t know the way down through that there VVa-ley, which you do.”

Wim laughed increduloudy. “I reckon you could fly over the moon on abroomstick and you wouldn’t
need no map. And you sure as hell don’t need pertecting! Why’d you ever take us on, Mr. Jagged?’
Grief sobered him suddenly, and redlization— Y ou knew al aong, didn’t you? What we werefixing to
do. Y ou took usaong so' s you could watch us, and maybe scare us off. Well, you needn’t be watching
me no more. |—we aready changed our minds, even before what happened with them Borks. Wewas
fixing to take you on down likewe sad, dl honest.”



“I know that.” The peddler nodded. “Y ou ever hear an old saying, Wim: ‘ Two heads are better than
one ?You can't never tell; you might just comein handy.”

Wim shrugged ruefully, and wondered where the peddler ever heard that “old saying.” “Well . . . an't
heard no better offersthismorning.”

* k% k %

They |eft the grandfather trees and continued the descent toward the Great Vdley. Throughout the early
morning the pine woods continued to surround them, but as the morning wore on Wim noticed that the
evergreens had given way to oak and sycamore, astheair lost its chill and much of its moistness. By late
in the day he could catch glimpses be-tween the trees of the green and amber vastness that wasthe valey
floor, and pointed it out to the peddier. Jagit nodded, seeming pleased, and returned to the aimless
humming that Wim suspected covered diabolica thoughts. He glanced again at the round, stubby
merchant, the last man in the world abody’ d suspect of magical powers. Which was perhaps what made
them so convincing . . . “Mr. Jagged? How' d you do it? Hex them Borks, | mean.”

Jagit smiled and shook his head. “A good magician never tells how. What, maybe, but never how. Y ou
have to watch, and figure how for yoursdlf. That’s how you get to be agood magician.”

Wim sighed, shifted his hand under hisbelt. “ Reckon | don’t want to know, then.”

The peddler chuckled. “Fair enough.”

Surreptitioudy, Wim watched his every move for the rest of the day.

After the evening meal the peddler again spent time at hiswagon in the dark. Wim, sprawled exhausted
by the camp-fire, saw the gleam of awarlock’swand but thistime made no moveto investigate, only
crossing hisfingers as a precautionary gesture. Inactivity had left him with too much eseto consder. He
dared fixedly into the flames, his hand smarting.

“Reckon we should be down to the valley floor in about an hour’ stravel, tomorrow. Then you say we
head northwest, till we cometo Fyffe?’

Wim started at the sound of the peddler’ svoice. “Oh. . . yeah, | reckon. Cut north and any road’ll get



you there; they al go to Fyffe”

“*All roads lead to Fyffe 7’ The peddler laughed unex-pectedly, squatted by thefire.

Wim wondered what was funny. “ Anybody can tell you the way from here, Mr. Jagged. | think come
morning I'll be heading back; I... we never figured to comethisfar. Ushill folk don’t much like going
down into the Hatlands.”

“Hm. I’m sorry to hear that, Wim.” Jagit pushed another branch into the fire. “But somehow I’ d figured it
you'd redly been to Fyffe?’

“Well, yeah, | was. . . dmogt.” Helooked up, surprised. “ Three, four years ago, when | was hardly
more’ n ayoung’ un, with my paand some other men. See, my granther was the smith at Darkwood
Corners, and he got hold of agun—" And he found himsdlf telling a peddler-man things everyone knew,
and things he’ d never told to anyone: How his grandfa-ther had discovered gunpowder, how the
Highlanders had plotted to overthrow thelords at Fyffe and take the rich valey farmlands for themsalves.
And how horsemen had come out from the city to meet them, with guns and magic, how the amber fields
were torn and reddened and his pa had died when his homemade gun blew up in hisface. How a bloody,
tight-lipped boy returning alone to Darkwood Corners had filled its citizens with the fear of the Lord, and
of thelords of Fyffe... He sat twisting painfully at agolden earring. “ And—I heard tell as how they got
dark magics down there that we never even saw, so’sto keep dl the Flatlandersunder aspell . . .
Maybe you oughta think again * bout going down there too, Mr. Jagged.”

“I thank you for the warning, Wim.” Jagit nodded. “But I’ ll tell you—I’m amerchant by trade, and by
inclination. If | can’t sell my wares, | got no point in being, and | can't sell my waresin these hills.”

“Youan't afradthey’ll try to stop you?’

Hesmiled. “Wdl, now, | didn’'t say that. Their magic ain’'t up to Sharn, I’'m pretty sure. But itisan
unknown . . . Who knows—they may turn out to be my best customers; lords are like to be free with
their money.” Helooked at Wim with something like respect. “But like | say, two heads are better than
one. I’'m right sorry you won't be aong. Mayhap in the morning we can settle accounts—"

In the morning the peddler hitched up hiswagon and started down toward the Great Valey. And not
redlly under-standing why, Wim Buckry went with him.

* * % %



Early in the day they left the welcome shelter of the last oak forest, Started across the open rolling hills of
ripening wild grasses, until they struck arutted track heading north. Wim stripped off hisjerkin and
loosened his shirt, his pae Highland skin turning red under the climbing sun of the Valey. The
dark-skinned peddler in hisleather shirt smiled at him, and Wim figured, annoyed, that he must enjoy the
heet. By noon they reached the endless green corduroy fringe of the cultivated FHatlands, and with ajolt
they found themsalves on paved road. Jagit knelt and prodded the resilient surface before they continued
on their way. Wim vaguely remem-bered the soft pavement, abizarre luxury to Highland feet, stretching
al theway to Fyffe; thistime he noticed that in places the pavement was eaten away by time, and negtly
patched with smooth-cut stone.

The peddier spokelittle to him, only humming, apparently intent on searching out signs of Flatlander
magic. A good magician watches...Wim forced himsdlf to study the half-remembered landscape. The
ripening fields and pasturelands blanketed the Valey to thelimit of hissght, like an im-mense, living
crazy-quilt in greens and gold, spread over therich dark earth. In the distance he could see pae mist
hover-ing over thefields, wondered if it was atrick of witchery or only the heat of the day. And he saw
the Flatlanders at work in the fields by the road, well-fed and roughly dressed; tanned, placid faces that
regarded their passage with the resigned disinterest that he would have expected of aplowmule. Wim
frowned.

“A rather curiouslack of curiogty, I'd say, wouldn't you?’ The peddler glanced at him. “They’re going
to make bad customers.”

“Look at ‘em!” Wim burst out angrily. “How could they do dl of this? They ain't no better fanners‘n
Highlanders. In the hills you work your hands to the bone to farm, and you get nothing, ssones— And
look at them, they’re fat. How, Mr. Jagged?’

“How do you think they do it, Wim?’

“I—" He stopped. Good magiciansfigureit out “Well—they got better land.”

”

“True

“And...there smagic.”

“|sthere now?’



“Y ou saw it—them smooth-bedded streams, this here road; it ain’'t natural. But . . . they all look ashow
they’ re be-witched, themsdlves, just like | heard. Mayhap it’ sonly thelords of Fyffe ashavedl the
magic—it’sthem we got to watch for?’ He crossed hisfingers.

“Maybe s0. It looks like they may be the only customers |’ Il have, too, if thisdoes't change.” The
peddler’ sface was devoid of expression. “Quit crossing your fingers, Wim; the only thing that' |l ever
save you from isthe respect of edu-cated men.”

Wim uncrossed hisfingers. Hewaked on for several min-utes before he redlized the peddler spoke like
aFlatlander now, as perfectly as he’ d spoken the Highland talk before.

Latein the afternoon they cameto awell, a one of the farm villagesthat centered like ahub in agreat
whed of fields. The peddier dipped a cup into the dripping container, and then Wim took agulp straight
from the bucket. A taste of bitter metd filled his mouth, and he spat in dismay, looking back at the
merchant. Jagit was passing his hand over—no, dropping something into the cup—and as Wim watched
the water began to foam, and suddenly turned bright red. The peddler’ s black brows rose with interest,
and he poured the water dowly out onto the ground. Wim blanched and wiped his mouth hard on his
deeve. “It tastes like poison!”

Jagit shook his head. “ That’ s not poison you taste; I’ d say farming’ sjust polluted the water table some.
But itisdrugged.”

He watched the villagers stlanding with desultory murmurs around hiswagon.

“Sheep.” Wim' sface twisted with disgust.

The peddler shrugged. “But dl of them hedthy, wedthy, and wise...well, healthy and wise,
anyway...hedthy—?’ He moved away to offer hiswares. There were few takers. As Wim returned to
the wagon, taking adrink of stale mountain water from the barrel on the back, he heard the little man
muttering again, like an incantation, “ Fyffe...Fyffe...Dyston-Fyffe, they cdl it here... District Town
Five?...Couldn't be” He frowned, oblivious. “But then again, why couldn’t it—?"

For therest of that day the peddler kept histhoughts to himsdlf, looking strangdly grim, only pronouncing
an occarsiona cursein some incomprehensible language. And that night, asthey camped, asWim's
weary mind unwillingly relived the loss of the only friends he had, he wondered if the dark silent stranger
acrossthe fire shared hisloneliness; apeddler was aways a stranger, even if hewasamagician. “Mr.
Jagged, you ever fed like going home?’



“Home?’ Jagit glanced up. “ Sometimes. Tonight, maybe. But I’ ve come so far, | guessthat would be
impossible. When | got back, it'd dl be gone.” Suddenly through the flames his face looked very old.
“What made it home was gone before | eft...But maybe I'll find it again, somewhere else, as| go.”

“Yeah ...” Wim nodded, understanding both more and less than he redlized. He curled down into his
blanket, oddly comforted, and went soundly to deep.

* * * %

Minor wonders continued to assail him on their journey, and aso the question, “Why?" until gradually
Jagit’ s prod-ding transformed his superdtitious awe into a cocky curiosity that sometimes made the
peddler frown, though he made no comment.

Until the third morning, when Wim findly declared,  Ev-erything satrick, if' n you can see behind it, just
like with them witchesin the hills. Everything’ s got a—reason. | think there ain’t no such thing as magic!”

Jagit fixed him with along mild look, and the specter of the night in the Grandfather Grove seemed to
flicker inthe dark eyes. “Y ou think not, en?’

Wim looked down nervoudly.

“There smagic, dl right, Wim; al around you here. Only now you' re seeing it with amagician’ seyes.
Because there' sareason behind everything that happens, you may not know what it is, but it’ sthere.
And knowing that doesn’t make the thing less magic, or strange, or terrible—it just makesit easier to
dedl with. That's something to keep in mind, wherever you are ... Also keep inmind that a little
knowledge isadangerousthing.”

Wim nodded, chastened, felt his ears grow red asthe peddler muttered, “ So’salittleignorance ...”

The afternoon of the third day showed them Fyffe, till avague blot wavering againgt the horizon. Wim
looked back over endless green toward the mountains, but they were hidden from him now by the yellow
Flatland haze. Peering ahead again toward the city, he was aware that the fear that had come with him
into the Great Vdley had grown lessinstead of grester asthey followed the familiar-strange road to
Fyffe. The dappled cart horse snorted loudly in the hot, dusty silence, and he redlized it was the peddler
with hiswagon full of magicsthat gave him his newfound courage.



He smiled, flexing his burned hand. Jagit had never made any apology for what he' d done, but Wim was
not such ahypocrite that he really expected one, under the circum-stances. And the peddler had treated
hiswounds with potions, so that bruises began to fade and skin to heal amost while he watched. It was
amos—

Wim’ sthoughts were interrupted as he ssumbled on arough patch in the road. The city, much closer
now, lay stolidly among the fieldsin the lengthening shadows of the hot after-noon. He wondered in
which field hisfathe—abruptly turned his thoughts ahead again, noticing that the city was without wals
or other vishble signs of defense. Why? Mayhap because they had nothing to fear— He felt his body
tighten with old terrors. But Jagit’ s former grim mood had seemingly dropped away as hisgoa drew
near, as though he had reached some resolution. If the peddler was confident, then Wim would be, too.
Helooked on the city with magician’ seyes, and it struck him that a more outlandish chalenge had most
likely never visited the lords of Fyffe.

They entered Fyffe, and though the peddler seemed amost disappointed, Wim tried to conced hisgaping
with little success. The heavy stone and timber buildings crowded the cobble-patched street, rising up
two and three stories to cut off hisview of the fields. The street’ s edge was lined with shop fronts;
windows of bull’ s-eyed glass and peding painted signs advertised their trade. The levels above the
shops, he supposed, were where the people lived. The weathered stone of the curbs had been worn to
hollows from the tread of countless feet, and the idea of so many people—>5,000, the peddier had
guessed—in so little area made him shudder.

They made their way past dully-dressed, wdll-fed towns-folk and farmersfinishing the day’ s commerce
in the cooling afternoon. Wim caught snatches of sometimes heated bargain-ing, but he noticed that the
town showed little more interest in the bizarre spectacle of himsalf and the peddier than had the folk they
dedt with on their journey. Children at least ought to follow the bright wagon—he was vaguely disturbed
to redlize he' d scarcely seen any, here or anywhere, and those he saw were kept close by parents. It
seemed the peddier’ s business would be no better here than in the hills after al. Like hogsin a pen ...
He glanced down the street, back over his shoulder. “Where sdl the hogs?’

“What?" The peddlier looked at him.

“It'sclean. All them folk living here and there ain't any garbage. How can that be, less'n they keep hogs
to eat it? But | don't see any hogs. Nor—hardly any young' uns.”

“Hmm.” The peddler shrugged, smiling. “ Good ques-tions. Maybe we should ask thelords of Fyffe.”

Wim shook his head. Y et he had to admit that the city so far, for dl its strangeness, had shown him no



sgnsof any magic more powerful or grim than that he’ d seen in the fields. Perhapsthe lords of Fyffe
weren't so fearsome as the tales claimed; their warriors weren't bewitched, but only better armed.

The street curved sharply, and ahead the clustered build-ings gave way on an open square, filled with the
covered gtalls of apublic marketplace. And beyond it—Wim stopped, staring. Beyond it, he knew,
stood the dwelling of the lords of Fyffe. Twice as massive as any building he had seen, its pilastered
green-black walls reflected the square like adark, malevolent mirror. The building had the solidity of a
thing that had grown from the earth, a permanence that made the town itself seem ephemera. Now, he
knew, he looked on the house for magic that might match the peddler and Sharn.

Beside him, Jagit’s smile was genuine and unreadable. “Pardon me, mam,” the peddler stopped a
passing woman and child, “but we' re strangers. What' sthat building there caled?”’

“Why, that’ s Government House.” The woman looked only mildly surprised. Wim admired her
stocking-covered ankles.

“I see. And what do they do there?’

She pulled her little girl absently back from the wagon. “ That’ s where the governors are. Folks go there
with peti-tions and such. They—govern, | suppose. Lissy, keep away from that dusty beast.”

“Thank you, maim. And could | show you—"

“Not today. Comeon, child, we'll belate.”

The peddier bowed in congenia exasperation as she moved on. Wim sighed, and he shook his head.
“Hardly amarket for Sharnish wonders here, either, | begin to think. | may have outfoxed mysdlf for
once. Lookslike my only choiceisto pay acal onyour lords of Fyffe over there; | might till havea
thing or two to interest them.” His eyes narrowed in gppraisa as helooked across the square.

At agrunt of disapproval from Wim, Jagit glanced back, gestured at the lengthening shadows, “Too late
to sart selling now, anyway. What do you say we just take alook—" Suddenly hefdl silent.

Wim turned. A group of half adozen dour-faced men were approaching them; the leader bore a crest on
hisstiff brimmed hat that Wim remembered. They were undinging gunsfrom their shoulders Winm's



question choked off asthey quietly circled thewagon, cut him off from the peddier. The militiazman
addrased Jagit, faintly disdainful. “ The Governors—"

Wim saized the barrd of the nearest rifle, dinging its owner into the man standing next to him. He
wrenched the gun free and brought it down on the head of athird gaping guard.

“Wim!” He froze at the sound of the peddler’ s voice, turned back. “ Drop the gun.” The peddier stood
unresisting beside hiswagon. And the three remaining guns were point-ing at Wim Buckry. Facefilled
with angry betraya, he threw down therifle.

“Tiethehillbilly up ... The Governors require afew words with you two, peddler, as| was saying. You'll
come with us.” The militialeader stood back, unperturbed, as histownsman guards got to their feet.

Wim winced as his hands were bound roughly before him, but there was no vindictiveness on theguard's
bruised face. Pushed forward to walk with the peddler, he muttered bit-terly, “Whyn't you use your

megic!”

Jagit shook his head. “Would' ve been bad for business. After all, the lords of Fyffe have cometo me.”

Wim crossed hisfingers, deliberately, asthey climbed the green-black steps of Government House.

The hours gtretched interminably in the windowl ess, feartureless room where they were left to wait, and
Wim soon tired of staring at the evenness of the walls and the smokeless lamps. The peddler sat fiddling
with smal itemsleft in his pockets; but Wim had begun to doze in spite of himsdlf by the time guards
returned at lagt, to take them to their long-delayed audience with the lords of Fyffe.

The guards left them to the lone man who rose, smiling, from behind atawny expanse of desk asthey
entered the green-walled room. “Waell, a last!” Hewasin hislatefiftiesand plainly dressed likethe
townsmen, about Wim' s height but heavier, with graying hair. Wim saw that the smiling face held none of
the dullness of their captors faces. “I’'m Charl Aydricks, representative of the World Government. My
gpologiesfor kegping you waiting, but | was—out of town. We ve been following your progresswith
someinterest.”

Wim wondered what in tarnation this poor-man governor took himsdlf for, claming the Flatlands was the
whole world. He glanced past Aydricksinto the unimpressive, lamp-lit room. On the governor’ s desk he
noticed the only sign of alord' sricheshe' d yet seen—acurious bal of inlaid metals, mostly blue but
blotched with brown and green, fixed on agolden stand. He wondered with more interest where the



other lords of Fyffe might be; Aydrickswas aone, without even guards...Wim suddenly remembered
that whatever this man wasn’t, he was amagician, no less than the peddler.

Jagit made a polite bow. “ Jagit Katchetooriantz, at your service. Merchant by trade, and flattered by the
interest. Thisismy apprentice—"

“—Wim Buckry.” The governor’s appraising glance moved unexpectedly to Wim. “Y es, we remember
you, Wim. | must say I’'m surprised to see you here again. But pleased—we ve been wanting to get
ahold of you.” A look of too much interest crossed Aydricks' face.

Wim eyed the closed door with longing.

“Please be seated.” The governor returned to hisdesk. “Werarely get such . . . unique visitors—"

Jagit took a seat calmly and Wim dropped into the second chair, knees suddenly weak. As he settled
into the softness he felt a sourceless pressure bearing down on him, lunged up-ward like afrightened colt
only to be forced back into the seat. Panting, he felt the pressure ease as he collapsed in defest.

Jagit looked at him with sympathy before glancing back at the governor; Wim saw the peddier’ sfingers
twitch impotently on the chair-arm. “ Surely you don't consider us athreat?” Hisvoice wasfaintly
mocking.

The governor’s congenidity stopped short of his eyes. “We know about the forces you were using in the
Grandfa-ther Grove.”

“Do you now! That'swhat I’d hoped.” Jagit met the gaze and held it. “Then I’m obvioudy in the
presence of some technological sophistication, at last. | have someitems of trade that might interest
you...”

“Y ou may be surethey’ll receive our attention. But let’s just be honest with each other, shall we? You're
no more a peddler than | am; not with what we' ve seen you do. And if you' d redlly come from the
east—from anywhere—I’d know about it; our communications network isexcellent. Y ou sm-ply
appeared from nowhere, in the Highlands Preserve. And it redlly was nowhere on this earth, wasn't it?’

Jagit said nothing, looking expectant. Wim stared fixedly at the textured green of the wall, trying to forget



that he was witness to a debate of warlocks.

Aydricks stirred impatiently. “From nowhere on this earth. Our moon colony islong gone; that meansno
planet in this system. Which leavesthe Lost Colonies—you’ ve come from one of the empire’ s colony
worlds, from another star system, Jagit; and if you expected that to surprise us after al thistime, you're
mistaken.”

Jagit attempted to shrug. “No—I didn't expect that, frankly. But | didn’t expect any of therest of this,
ether; thingshaven't turned out asI’d planned at dl . . .”

Wim listened in spite of himsdlf, in slent wonder. Were there worlds beyond his own, that were no more
than sparksin the black vastness of earth’s night? Was that where Sharn was, then, with itswonders;
beyond the sky, where folks said was heaven—?

“...Obvioudy,” the governor was saying, “you' re a precedent shattering threat to the World
Government. Be-cause thisisa world government, and it has maintained peace and stability over
millennia. Our space defense system seesto it thai—outsiders don't upset that peace. At least it dways
has until now; you’ re the first person to penetrate our system, and we don't even know how you did it.
That' s what we want to know—must know, Jagit, not who you represent, or where, or even why, so
much as how. We can't dlow anything to disrupt our stability.” Aydricksleaned forward across his desk;
his hand tightened protectively over the stland of the strange meta globe. His affability had disappeared
entirdy, and Wim felt his own hopes snk, redlizing the governor somehow knew the peddier’ severy
secret. Jagit wasn't infd-lible, and thistime he had let himsdlf be trapped.

But Jagit seemed undismayed. “If you vaue your stability that much, then I’ d say it’ stime somebody did
disurbit.”

“That’ sto be expected.” Aydricks sat back, his expression relaxing into contempt. “ But you won't be the
one. WEe ve had ten thousand years to perfect our system, and in that time no one else has succeeded in
upsetting it. We ve put an end at last to dl the millenniaof destructive waste on thisworld ...”

Ten thousand years—? As Aydricks spoke, Wim groped to understand a second truth that tore at the
very roots of hiscomprehension:

For the history of mankind stretched back wonder on won-der for unimaginable thousands of years,
through tremendous cyclesfilled with lesser cycles. Civilization reached highs where every dream was
made aredity and humanity sent offshootsto the stars, only to fal back, through itsown fally, into
abysses of loss when men forgot their humanity and redlity became anightmare. Then dowly the cycle



would change again, and in time mankind would reach new heights, that paradoxicaly it could never
maintain. Always men seemed unablein the midst of their creetion to resist the urge to destroy, and
awaysthey found the meansto destroy uiterly.

Until the end of the last great cyclical empire, when agroup among the ruling class saw that anew decline
was imminent, and acted to prevent it. They had forced the world into anew order, one of patternless
Stability at alow level, and had stopped it there. “... And because of usthat sate, free from strife and
suffering, the world has continued for ten thousand years, unchanged. Literally unchanged. | am one of
the origind founders of the World Government.”

* * * %

Wim looked unbdlievingly into the smiling, unremarkable face; found the eyes of afanatic and incredible
age.

“You'rewdl preserved,” Jagit said.

The governor burst into honest laughter. “Thisisn't my origina body. By using our computer network
we re ableto transfer our memoriesintact into the body of an ‘heir’; some-one from the genera
population, young and full of potentid. Aslong astheindividud’s persondity iscompatible, it's absorbed
into the grester whole, and he becomes arevitaiz-ing part of us. That' swhy I’ ve been keeping track of
Wim, here; he hastraits that should make him an excellent governor.” The too-interested smile showed
on the governor’ sface again.

Wim'’ s bound hands tightened into fisss—the invisible pres-sure forced him back down into the seet, his
face stricken.

Aydricks watched him, amused. “Technologicd, initiative and persond aggressiveness are key factors
that lead to an unstable society. Since, to keep stability, we have to suppress those factorsin the
population, we keep control groups free from interference—like the hill folk, the Highlanders—to give us
adependable source of the personality types we need oursalves.

“But the sysem asawholeredly isvery well designed. Our computer network provides us with our
continuity, with the technology, communi cations, and—sources of power we need to maintain stability.
Wein turn ensure the computer’ s continuity, since we preserve the knowledge to keep it func-tioning.
There sno reason why the system can’t go on forever.”



Wim looked toward the peddler for some sign of reassur-ance; but found agrimness that made him look
away again as Jagit said, “ And you think that’ safeat | should gppreciate; that you' ve manipulated the
fate of every being on this planet for ten thousand years, to your own ends, and that you plan to go on
doing it indefinitdy?’

“But it sfor their own good, can't you see that? We ask nothing from this, no profit for ourselves, no
reward other than knowing that humanity will never be able to throw itsdf into barbarism again, that the
cycle of destructive waste, of riseand fal, has finally been stopped on earth. The people are secure, their
world is sable, they know it will be safe for future generations. Could your own world clam as much?
Think of the yearsthat must have passed on your journey here—would you even have acivilization to
return to by now?’

Wim saw Jagit forcibly relax; the peddler’ s smile regp-peared, full of irony. “But the fact remainsthat a
cycleof riseand fdl isthe natura order of things—life and desth, if you want to call it that. It gives
humanity a chance to reach new heights, and gives an old order aclean death. Stasisis acoma—no
lows, but no highs either, no choice. Somehow | think that Sharn would have preferred a clean degth to
this—"

“Sharn? What do you know about the old empire?’ The governor leaned forward, complaisance lost.

“Sharn—7" Wim’ s bewilderment waslost on the air.

“They knew everything about Sharn, where | comefrom. The crysta city with rot &t its heart, the Games
of Three. They were even seeing the trends that would lead to this, though they had no ideaiit would
prove so eminently successful.”

“Wall, this gets more and more interesting.” The governor’ s voice hardened. “ Considering that there
should be no way someone from outside could have known of the last years of the empire. But | suspect
we' I only continue to raise more questions thisway. | think it’ stime we got some answers.”

Wim dumped in his seet, visons of torture legping into hismind. But the governor only left his desk,
passing Wim with a glance that suggested hunger, and placed ashining band of filigreed metal on Jagit’'s
head.

“Y ou may be surprised at what you get.” Jagit’ s expres-son remained cam, but Wim thought strain
tightened hisvoice.



The governor returned to hischair. “Oh, | don’t think so. I’ vejust linked you into our computer net—"

Abruptly Jagit went rigid with surprise, settled back into ahaf smile; but not before Aydricks had seen
the change. “Onceit getsinto your mind you' Il have congderable diffi-culty conceding anything at dl. It's
quick and always effec-tive; though unfortunately | can't guaranteethat it won't drive you crazy.”

The peddier’ samile faded. “How civilized,” he said qui-etly. He met Wim' s questioning eyes. “Wéll,
Wim, you remember what | showed you. And crossing your fingersdidn't help, did it?’

Wim shook his head. “Whatever you say, Mr. Jagged ...” He suspected he' d never have an opportunity
to remember anything.

Suddenly the peddler gasped, and his eyes closed, his body went limp in the seat. “Mr. Jagged—7?" But
there was no response, none, Wim wondered numbly what sort of terrible enchantment the metal crown
held, and whether it would hurt when the computer—whatever that was—swallowed his own soul.

“Areyou monitoring? All digtricts? Direct hookup, yes—" The governor seemed to be speaking to his
desk. He hesitated as though listening, then stared into space.

Wim sagged fatdigtically againgt his chair, past horror now, ignoring—and ignored by—the two
entranced men.

Silence stretched in the green room. Then thelight in the room flickered and dimmed momentarily. Wim's
eyeswid-ened as he felt the unseen pressure that held him down weaken dightly, then return with the
lighting. The governor frowned at nothing, still staring into space. Wim began inef-fectudly to twigt at his
bound hands. However the magic worked in thisroom, it had just stopped working; if it stopped again
he' d be ready ... He glanced at Jagit. Wasthere asmile—?

“Didrict Eighteen here. Aydricks, what isthis?’

Wim shuddered. The live disembodied head of ared-haired youth had just appeared in a patch of
sudden brightness by the wall. The governor turned blinking toward the ghost.

“Our reception’ s getting garbled. Thisdatacan’t beright, it sayshe's...” The ghostly face wavered and
the voice was drowned in asound like water rushing. “... it, what' swrong with the transmisson?Is he



linked up directly? We aren’t getting anything now—"

Two more faces—one old, with skin even darker than the peddler’ s, and one amiddlie-aged
woman—appeared in thewall, protesting. And Wim redlized then that he saw the other lords of
Fyffe—and truly of the world—here and yet not here, transported by their magic from the far ends of the
earth. The red-haired ghost peered a Wim, who shrank away from the angry, young-old eyes, then
looked past to Jagit. The frown grew fixed and then puzzled, was transformed into incredu-lity. “No,
that’ simpossblel”

“What isit?" Aydrickslooked harassed.

“1 know that man.”

The black-haired woman turned as though she could see him. “What do you mean you—"

“I know that man too!” Another dark face appeared. “From Sharn, from the empire. But . . . after ten
thousand years, how can he bethe same . . . Aydricks Remember the Primitive Arts man, he was
famous, he spent. . .” thevoice blurred. “... got to get him out of the comm system! He knows the
comm-sat codes, he can—" The ghostly face demateridized entirely.

Aydrickslooked wildly at the unmoving peddler, back a the remaining governors.

Wim saw more faces appear, and another face flicker out. The sameman.. . .

“Stop him, Aydricks!” Thewoman’svoicerose. “He Il ruin us. HE s dtering the comm codes, killing the
tieup!”

“I can't cut him off!”

“He sinto my link now, I'm losing con—" The red-haired ghost disappeared.

“Stop him, Aydricks, or wée Il burn out Fyffel”



“Jagged! Look out!” Wim struggled againgt hisinvisible bonds as he saw the governor reach with grim
resolution for the colored metd globe on his desk. He knew Aydricks meant to bash in the peddler’s
skull, and the helpless body in the chair couldn’t stop him. “Mr. Jagged, wake up!” Desper-ately Wim
stuck out hisfeet as Aydricks passed; the governor ssumbled. Another face disappeared from the wall,
and the lightswent out. Wim did from the chair, free and groping awkwardly for aknife he no longer
had. Under the faltering gaze of the ghostsin thewall, Aydricks fumbled toward Jagit.

Wim grabbed a Aydricks feet just asthe light returned, catching an ankle. The governor turned back,
curaing, to kick at him, but Wim was dready up, legping away from ablow with the heavy statue.

“Aydricks, stop the peddier!”

Full of sudden fury, Wim gasped, “ Damn you, you won't stop it thistime!” Asthe governor turned away
Wim flung himself againgt the other’ s back, staggering him, and hooked his bound hands over Aydricks
head. Aydricksfought to pull him loose, dropping the globe as he threw himsdlf backward to dam his
attacker againgt the desk. Wim groaned as his backbone grated against the desk edge, and lost his
balance. He brought his knee up as he fdll; there was a sharp crack asthe governor landed beside him,
and lay till. Wim got to hisknees; the ancient eyes stabbed him with accusation and fear. “No. Oh, no.”
The eyes glazed.

A week after his seventeenth birthday, Wim Buckry had killed a ten-thousand-year-old man. And,
unknowingly, helped to destroy an empire. The room was quiet; the last of the governors had faded from
thewall. Wim got dowly to hisfeet, hismouth pulled back in agrin of revulsion. All themagicinthe
world hadn’t done this warlock any good. He moved to where Jagit still sat entranced, lifted hishandsto
pull themetal crown off and bresk the spell. And hesitated, suddenly unsure of himsdlf. Would bresking
the spell wake the peddler or kill him? They had to get out of here; but Jagit was somehow fighting the
bewitchment, that much he under-stood, and if he stopped him now— His hands dropped, he stood
irresolutely, waiting. And waiting.

His hands reached again for the meta band, twitching with indecision; jerked back as Jagit suddenly
smiled a him. The dark eyes opened and the peddler sat forward, taking the metal band gently from his
own head with asigh. “I’'m glad you waited. Y ou' Il probably never know how glad.” Wim' s grin became
red, and relieved.

Jagit got unsteadily to hisfeet, glanced at Aydricks body and shook his head; hisface was haggard.
“*Said you might beahelp, didn't 17" Wim stood phlegmatically while the peddier who was asold as
Sharn itsdlf unfastened the cords on hisraw wridgts. “I’d say our businessisfinished. Y ou ready to get out
of here? We don't have much time.”

Wim gtarted for the door in response, opened it, and came face to face with the unsummoned guard



standing in the hall. Hisfist connected with the gaping jaw; the guard’ s knees buckled and he dropped to
the floor, unconscious. Wim picked up the guard' srifle as Jagit appeared beside him, motioning him
down thedim hallway.

“Whereis everybody?’

“Let’shopethey’ re homein bed; it’ sfour-thirty in the morning. There shouldn’t be any darms.”

Wim laughed giddily. “This sasght easer than getting away from the Borks!”

“WEe're not away yet; we may betoo late dready. Those faces on thewall were trying to drop a—piece
of sun on Fyffe. | think | stopped them, but | don’'t know for sure. If it wasn't atotal success, | don’t
want to find out the hard way.” He led Wim back down the wide stairway, into the empty hall where
petitioners had gathered during the day. Wim started across the echoing floor but Jagit called him back,
peering a something on the wall; they went down another flight into awell of darkness, guided by the
peddler’ smagic light. At thefoot of the stairs the way was blocked by a door, solidly shut. Jagit looked
chagrined, then suddenly the beam of hislight shone blue; he flashed it against ametd plate set inthe
door. The door did back and he went through it.

Wim followed him, into a cramped, softly glowing cubicle nearly filled by three heavily padded sests
around a peculiar table. Wim noticed they seemed to be bolted to the floor, and suddenly felt
claustrophobic.

“Get into aseat, Wim. Thank God | wasright about thistower being abalistic exit. Strap in, because
we' re about to useit.” He began to push lighted buttons on the table before him.

Wim fumbled with the restraining straps, afraid to wonder what the peddler thought they were doing, asa
heavy inner door shut the room off from the outsde. Why weren't they out of the building, running? How
could this— Something pressed him down into the seet cushions like agentle, ingstent hand. Hisfirst
thought was of another trap; but as the pres-sure continued, he redlized this was something new. And
then, glancing up past Jagit’ sintent face, he saw that instead of blank walls, they were now surrounded
by the starry sky of night. He leaned forward—and below hisfeet was the town of Fyffe, shrinking away
with every heartbest, disgppearing into the greater darkness. He saw what the eagle saw ... he wasflying.
He sat back again, feeling for the reassuring hardness of the invisible floor, only to discover suddenly that
his feet no longer touched it. There was no pressure bearing him down now, there was nothing at dl. His
body drifted againgt the restraining straps, lighter than abird. A small sound of incredul ous wonder
escaped him as he stared out at the unexpected stars.



And saw a brightness begin to grow at the opaque line of the horizon, spreading and creeping upward
second by sec-ond, blotting out the stars with the fragile hues of dawn. The sun’ sflaming face thrust itself
up past the edge of the world, making him squint, rising with arcane speed and uncanny brillianceinto a
sky that remained stubbornly black with night. At last the whole sphere of the sun wasrevealed, and
continued to climb in the midnight sky while now Wim could see athin stresk of sky-blue stretched dong
the horizon, left behind with the citron glow of dawn gl lighting its center. Abovethelinein darknessthe
sun wore the pointed crown of astar that dimmed dl others, and below it he could see the world at the
horizon’ s edge moving into day. And the horizon did not lie absolutely flat, but was bowing gently
downward now at thesides. . . Below hisfeet was till the utter darkness that had swallowed Fyffe. He
sghed.

“Quiteaview.” Jagit sat back from the glowing table, drifting dightly above his seet, atired smileon his
face.

“You seeit too? Wim said hoarsdly.

The peddler nodded. “| felt the same way, thefirgt time. | guess everyone dways has. Every time
civilization has gained spaceflight, it's been rewarded again by that sght.”

Wim said nothing, unable to find the words. His view of the bowed horizon had changed subtly, and now
as he watched there came afurther change—the sun began, dowly but perceptibly, to move backward
down itstrack, sinking once more toward the point of dawn that had given it birth. Or, he suddenly saw,
it was they who were dipping, back down from the heights of glory into hisworld' s darkness once more.
Wim waited while the sun sank from the black and dien sky, setting whereit had risen, its afterglow
reabsorbed into night as the edge of the world blocked hisvision again. He dropped to the segt of his
chair, asthough the world had reclaimed him, and the stars regppeared. A heavy lurch, like ablow,
shook the cubicle, and then all motion stopped.

He sat till, not understanding, as the door did back in darkness and a breath of cold, sharp air filled the
tiny room. Beyond the doorway was darkness again, but he knew it was not the night of abuilding
halway.

Jagit fumbled wearily with the restiraining straps on his segt. “Homethe sameday ...

Wim didn’t wait, but driven by ingtinct freed himself and went to the doorway. And jerked to astop as
he discovered they were no longer a ground level. Hisfeet found the ladder, and as he stepped down
from its bottom rung he heard and felt the gritty shifting of gravel. The only other sounds were the sigh of
theicy wind, and water lapping. As his eyes adjusted they told him what his other senses dready knew—
that he was home. Not Darkwood Corners, but somewherein hisown cruelly beautiful Highlands.
Fanged shadow peaks rose up on either hand, blotting out the stars, but more stars shone in the smooth



waters of the lake; they shivered dightly, as he shivered in the cool breeze, clammy with sweat under his
thin shirt. He stood on the rubble of amountain pass somewhere above the tredine, and in the east the
gash be-tween the pesks showed pinkish-gray with returning day.

Behind him he heard Jagit, and turned to see the peddler climbing dowly down the few stepsto the
ground. From outside, the magician’ s chamber was the shape of atruncated rifle bullet. Jagit carried the
guard’ sgtolenrifle, leaning on it now like awaking stick. “Well, my navigation hasn't failed meyet.” He
rubbed his eyes, stretched.

Wim recalled making a certain comment about flying over the moon on abroomstick, too long ago, and
looked again at the dawn, thistime progressing formally and peacefully up alightening sky. “Weflew
here. Didn’'t we, Mr. Jagged?’ Histeeth chattered. “Like abird. Only ... we f-flew right off the world.”
He stopped Jawed by his own revelation. For amoment alifetime of superdtitious dread cried that he
had no right to know of the things he had seen, or to believe— The words burst out in adefiant rush.
“That'sit. Right off theworld. And...and it'sal true: | heard how theworld sround like astone. It must
be true, how there' s other worlds,” that’ swhat you said back there, with people just like here: | seenit,
the sun’slike dl them other stars, only it'sbigger . . .” Hefrowned. “It' s—closer?|—"

Jagit was grinning, histeeth showed whitein hisbeard. “Magician, firg-class.”

Wim looked back up into the sky. “If that don’t beat all—" he said softly. Then, struck by more practica
matters, he said, “What about them ghosts? Are they going to come after us?’

Jagit shook hishead. “No. | think | laid those ghoststo rest pretty permanently. | changed the code
wordsin thelr communications system, agood part of it istotaly unusable now. Their computer net is
broken up, and their space de-fense system must be out for good, because they didn’t destroy Fyffe. I'd
say the World Government isfinished; they don’t know it yet, and they may not go for afew hundred
years, but they’ Il go intheend. Their grand * sability’ machine has amonkey wrenchinitsworksat last .
.. They won't be around to use their magic in these parts any more, | expect.”

Wim considered, and then looked hopeful. “'Y ou going to take over back there, Mr. Jagged? Use your
magic on them Hatlanders? We could—’

But the peddier shook hishead. “No, I'm afraid that just doesn't interest me, Wim. All | redlly wanted
was to break the hold those other magician sorts had on thisworld; and I’ ve done that aready.”

“Then . .. youmeanyou redly did al that, you risked our necks, for nothing? Like you said, becauseiit
just wasn't right, for them to use their magic on folks who couldn’t stop them? Y ou did it for us—and



you didn’'t want anything? Y ou must be crazy.”

Jagit laughed. “Well, | wouldn’t say that. | told you before: All 1 want isto be able to see new sights, and
sl my wares. And the World Government was bad for my business”

Wim met the peddler’ s gaze, glanced away undecided. “Where you going to go now?’ He half expected
the answer to be, Back beyond the sky.

“Back to bed.” Jagit left the balistic vehicle, and began to climb the rubbly dope up from thelake; he
gestured for Wim to follow.

Wim followed, breething hard in the thin air, until they reached alargefall of boulders before a sheer
granitewall. Only when hewas directly beforeit did he redize they had come on the entrance to acave
hidden by the rocks. He no-ticed that the opening was oddly symmetrical; and there seemed to bea
rainbow shimmering across the darknesslike mist. He stared at it uncomprehendingly, rubbing his chilled
hands.

“Thisiswhere| camefrom, Wim. Not from the East, as you figured, or from space as the governor
thought.” The peddler nodded toward the dark entrance. “Y ou see, the World Government had me
entirely misplaced—they assumed | could only have come from somewhere outside their control. But
actualy I ve been here on earth al the time; this cave has been my homefor fifty-seven thousand years.
There sakind of magic in there that puts meinto an ‘ enchanted’ deep for five or ten thousand yearsat a
time here. And meanwhile the world changes. When it’s changed enough, | wake up again and go out to
seeit. That’ swhat | was doing in Sharn, ten thousand years ago; | brought art works from an earlier,
primitive era; they were popular, and | got to be something of a celebrity. That way | got accessto my
new items of trade—my Sharnish magics—to take somewhere € se, when things changed again.

“That was the problem with the World Government—they interrupted the natural cycles of history that |
depend on, and it threw me out of synch. They’ d made stability such ascience they might have kept
things static for fifty or ahundred thousand years. Ten or fifteen thousand, and | could have come back
here and outwaited them, but fifty thousand wasjust too long. | had to get thingsmoving again, or I'd
have been out of business.”

Wim'simagination faltered at the prospect of the centuries that separated him from the peddler, that
separated the ped-dler from everything that had ever been a part of the man, or ever could be. What
kind of belief did it take, what sort of a man, to face that alone? And what losses or rewardsto drive him
to it? There must be something, that madeit al worthwhile—



“There have been more things done, Wim, than the de-scendants of Sharn have dreamed. | am surprised
at each new peak | attend . . . I’ll be leaving you now. Y ou were a better guide than | expected; | thank
you for it. I'd say Darkwood Cornersistwo or three days journey northwest from here.”

Wim hesitated, hdf afraid, haf longing. “Let me go with you—?’

Jagit shook hishead. “ There' s only room for one, from here on. But you' ve seen afew more wonders
than most people dready; and | think you' ve learned afew things, too. There are going to be alot of
opportunitiesfor putting it al to useright here, I'd say. Y ou hel ped change your world, Wim—what are
you going to do for an encore?’

Wim stood slent with indecison; Jagit lifted therifle, tossed it to him.

Wim caught the gun, and adow smile, filled with possibil-ities, grew on hisface.

“Good-bye, Wim.”

“Good-bye, Mr. Jagged.” Wim watched the peddier move away toward his cave.

As he reached the entrance, Jagit hesitated, looking back. “ And Wim—there are more wondersin this
cave than you' ve ever dreamed of. | haven't been around thislong because I’ m an easy mark. Don't be
tempted to grave-rob.” He was out-lined momentarily by rainbow as he passed into the darkness.

Wim lingered at the entrance, until at last the cold forced him to move and he picked hisway back down
the sterile gray detritus of the dope. He stopped again by the mirror lake, peering back past the
magician’ s bullet-shaped vehicle at the cliff face. Therising sun washed it in golden light, but now
somehow he redlly wasn't even sure where the cave had been.

He sighed, dinging hisrifle over his shoulder, and began the long wak home.

* k% k %

Lord Buckry sighed as memories receded, and with them the gnawing desire to seek out the peddier’s
cave again; the desire that had been with him for thirty years. Therelay the solutionsto every problem he



had ever faced, but he had never tested Jagged’ swarning. It wasn't Smply the risk, though the risk was
both deadly and sufficient—it was the knowledge that however much he gained in thislife, it was
ephemerd, lessthan nothing, held up to aman whose life spanned haf that of humanity itself. Within the
peddier’ s cave lay theimpossible, and that was why he would never try to take it for his own.

Instead he had turned to the possible and made it fact, depending on himself, and on the strangely clear
view of things the peddler had left him. He had solved every problem aone, because he had had to, and
now he would just have to solve this one alone too.

He stared down with sudden possessive pride over the townfolk in the square, his city of Fyffe now
ringed by asturdy wall ... So the West and the South were together, for one reason, and one aone. It
bal anced the scales precarioudy against plenty of old hatreds, and if something were to tip them back
again— A few rumors, well-placed, and they’ d be a each other’ s throats. Perhaps he wouldn’t even
need to raise an army. They’ d solve that problem for him. And afterward—

Lord Buckry began to smile. He d dways had a hankering to vist the sea.

AFTERWORD—
THE PEDDLER’S APPRENTICE

Thisisthe only collaboration I’ ve attempted so far; it was the second story | sold, after “ Tin
Soldier.” It was conceived by my first husband, Vernor Vinge, who is also a writer, and who had
written about half of the story and then gotten stuck on it I’d read the fragment before I’ d begun
to write seriously, and had liked it and wished that he'd find the inspiration to write the rest of it
But then he got a job teaching mathematics at San Diego State University and didn’t have time to
do any writing for a number of years. Meanwhile, he had been encouraging me to take my own
writing seriously, and | had written * Tin Soldier” and sold it | was casting around for something
to work on next, and he offered me the novel ette fragment of “ The Peddler’s Appren-tice.” He
said that he felt my writing style and inclina-tions seemed mor e suited to writing the second half
of it than his did; the fact that he had that much confidence in my ability was something that did a
great deal for my own confidence asa writer.

| began writing the second half, attempting to match my writing style to his style, which is
basically sparer and more straightforward than my own. (I find that if | read enough of someone
else’swork, | can begin to pick up their style almost instinctively, rather like doing voice
imitation—which is something | have no ability at I1t’s a skill that can be both useful and
dangerous, depending on what books you happen to be reading. | have to be very careful about
reading other people’ swork when I’'mwriting something of my own.) | felt that | had a
responsibility to maintain both Vernor’s tone and his intentions about how the story should
develop, since it was hisidea in the first place. Generally he was quite pleased, although we had a



number of disagreements at the very end of the story, where | kept insisting that | had made
exactly the point he’ d wanted made, and he kept insisting that | hadn’t; eventually we both
agreed about what was really said on the page.

| rewrote the rough draft of his half and mine to make everything consistent and sent the finished
novel-ette to Analog, which had published a number of Vernor’s stories previously. They bought
this one too, and we were both delighted; but they ignored our request that our names be listed
separately, and lumped us together like a nightclub act. We both felt that if | was going to
serioudly pursue a writing career, | needed to keep my identity independent, evenin a
collaboration. (The story was chosen for two Best SF of the Year anthologies, and both got our
separ ate names correct)

A note for the curious reader: | took up writing the story at the point where Wim realizes that
“Mr. Jag-ged” is posing as Axi Bork, and has just gotten rid of the entire Bork gang.

Vernor had originally envisioned “ The Peddler’ s Apprentice” as one of a series of stories about
Jagit Katchetooriantz, the trader through time. It’s quite pos-sible that one or the other of us (or
even both) may do more of his strange life history someday.

* * % %

PSIREN

| don’'t know why she came that evening. Maybe it was for the reasons she gave me, maybenot. If I'd
known her mind theway | used to, when | was redlly atelepath, maybe everything would have come out
differently.

But I might aswell have been ablind man, falling over furniturein slent rooms, with just glimmers of gray
to show me there was till aworld outside my own head. And so | didn’t even know she was there until |
heard her voice, “Knock knock.” Jule never used the airs, so | never heard her coming. She didn’t
need to. She'd just be there, like some nightwisp who' d cometo grant you afew wishes. | didn’t mind
that she camein first and knocked afterwards; we' d shared too much for that.

| dimbed down from the deeping platform high up under acongtellation of ceiling cracks. “How’re you?’
Therewas atime when | wouldn't have needed to ask.

“Lonely.” She amiled, that quirky, half-sad smile. | stared at her, my eyesregistering her for my mind



because my mind couldn’t see her. Black hair falling to her waist, gray eyes deeper than the night; the
bird's nest of shawls and soft formless overshirts wrapping her long thin body. Protec-tion . . . like mind
layers. At least they werein bright colors now, pinks and purples and bluesinstead of the dead black
she’d worn when | first met her. She was pushing thirty standards, had more than ten years on me, but
shewas till the most beautiful woman I’ d ever seen. Because I’ d seen her from theinside. Nothing
would ever change the fedling | had for her—not the future, not the past, not the fact that she was
married to another man.

“Doc will be back in acouple of days.”

“I know, Cat.” Her forehead pinched; she was angry—at hersdlf, for letting need show.

“Somebody’ s got to mind the mindreaders,” | said. “And you're better at it than heis.” She glanced a
me, surprised and questioning. “1 remember how your mind works,” | shrugged. “ So does Doc. You've
got the empathy, he'sgot credentials. So he hustles the cause, you hold thefort.” And | sit up here
pretending to be one of his healers, instead of one of the cripples. “You'relucky you misshim. . .
and so'she.” | moved two stepsto the window set in the thick dab of wall. Looking out | saw the
building straight acrossthe aley staring back at me, black ancient eyes of glass sunk deep initssagging
face. | listened to the groans and sighs of the one we stood in; the real voice of buried Oldcity, not the
distant music in the streets. | refocused on my own reflection, aghost trapped insde the grimy
pane—dark skin, pae curly hair, green eyes with pupilsthat were verticd dits; aface that made people
uneasy. | looked away fromiit.

“Sometimesit fedslike the Center is becoming my wholelife, consuming me,” Julewas saying. “I need to
break away for awhile and let my mind uncoil. | wondered if maybe you fdt that way t0o.” She
wondered: Jule, who was an empath, who knew how everyone fdlt; who knew, who didn’t just guess.
Everyone but me,

It wasn't just the Center that was consuming me, even though | spent al my time here watching over it. It
wasthe rotting emptiness of my mind. “1 don’t have anything to uncoil.”

She looked at me asthough she’ d expected to hear that. But she only said, “Y ou have abody. You
ought to let that out of here oncein awhile”

“And dowhat?’ | tried to make it sound interested.

“Go out into Oldcity, seethe parts|’ve never seen .. . . partsyou know.”



My skin prickled. “Y ou don't want to do that.”

“Proveit.”

“Damnit, Jule, it an’'t—isn’'t anything you want to see. Or anything | want to see again.”

She nodded, folding her arms, drawing hersdlf in. “ All right. Then can you take me somewhere | do want
to see? Give me a fresh perspective for afew hours, Cat.”

| dropped the print I d been reading onto the windowslll. “ Sure. Why not?’

She picked it up as| moved away, looked at thetitle. “CORPORATE STRUCTURE AND THE
DEVELOPMENT OF THE FEDERATION TRANSPORT AUTHORITY.” Shelooked back a me,
half amiling.

“Not bad for aformer illiterate 7’ | said. She blushed. She was the one who' d taught me to read and
write. | picked up my jacket from acorner of thefloor. Only a year ago. A lifetime. Forever. “You
know something?’

Sheraised her eyebrows.

“Stupidity iseasier.”

She laughed. We went down the cresking stairs, through the silent rooms of the Center for Psionic
Research, and out into the street.

The streets of Oldcity were bright and dark: the bars and gambling places and whorehouses were it up
like lanterns; the heavy glass pavements were inlaid with lights that fol-lowed you wherever you walked,
down the narrow dleyways between the walls of buildings dmost asold astime. None of the light was

red light, it wasdl artificid. Only the darknesswasred.

Oldcity was the core, the heart of the new city called Quarro, the largest city on the world Ardattee.



Every combine holding on Ardattee had grown fat when the Crab Nebula opened up and made it the
gateway to the Colonies. Then the Federation Trangport Authority moved itsinformation stor-age here
and picked Quarro to set it down in, and Quarro became the largest cityport on the planet by ahundred
times. Earth atrophied, and Ardattee became the trade center of the Human Federation, the economic
center, the cultural center. And somewhere along the way someone had decided that the old, tired
colonia town was historic, and ought to be preserved.

But Quarro was built on athumb-shaped peninsula between a harbor and the seg; there was only so
much land, and the new city kept growing, feeding on open space, aways need-ing more—until it began
to eat up the space above the old city, burying it divein atomb of progress. The grumbling, dripping,
tangled guts of someone else’ s pdacesin the air shut Oldcity off from the sky, and no one lived there any
more who had any choice. Only the dregs, the losers and the users. It was a place where the oneswho
wouldn’t be caught dead living there came to feed off the ones who couldn’t escape.

| walked with Jule through the wormhole streets that tendriled in toward Godshouse Circle, the one place
in Oldcity where you could still see the sky. For years |’ d thought the sky was solid, likealid, and a
night they turned the sun off. | didn’t mention it, as we pushed our way through the Circle' s evening
crowds of beggars and jugglers and staggering burnouts. But | looked up at the sky, a deep, unreachable
indigo; down again at the golden people dumming and the hungry shadows drifting beside them, behind
them, ahand quicker than the eyein and out of a pocket, apouch, afold. | felt my own fingersflexing,
and my heartbeat quickening.

| pushed my handsinto my jacket pockets, made fists of them. Once a Cityboy, aways a Cityboy...I felt
Oldcity’ sheavy rhythms stir my blood, make dark magic in my head; my body filling with the hunger of it.
Hot with life, cold as death, raw like awound, it |eft its scars on your flesh and its brand on your soul. A
hollow-eyed deder was diding be-tween us, selling the kind of dreamsthat don’'t cometruein avoice
likeiron grating on cement. It still shows. They can smell me. | shoved him away, remembering too
many timeswhen it had gone the other way.

| turned off of the Circle into another street, not saying anything; my face stiff, my mind clenched, hardly
aware of Jule beside me. The dark, decaying building fronts faded behind walls of illusion: Showers of
gold that melted through your hands, blizzards of pleasure and sudden prickles of pain, fluorescent
holo-flesh blossoming like the flowers of some dien jungle. The heart of the night burst open herein
sound that took your sight away, hard and blistering, sensud and yielding, shimmering, pitiless. Y ou could
drown in your wildest fantasies right there in the street, and | heard Jule crying out in wonder, joy,
disgugt, not knowing her own emotionsfrom everyonedse's.

But it wasdl alie, and I'd lived it too many times, hungry and cold and broke; seen the ones who went
through the images, through the doors where the fantasy turned redl, and left me standing there—all
beautty, dl pleasure, al satisfac-tion running through my hands. Redlity was no one’ sdream in Oldcity.
Suddenly | knew why I’ d never made thistrip, why I’ d stayed like amonk in amonastery at the Center
gncel’d come back here...suddenly | waswondering why the hell I'd doneit now.



A hand was on my arm, but Jule was drifting ahead beyond my reach. | turned, wanting to see a stranger;
the past looked me straight in the face. The hand ran down my deeve, aheavy hand with sharp heavy
rings, the soft ugly mouth opened, showing mefiled teeth. “Dear boy,” it said, “you look familiar.”

“I don’t know you.” Panic choked me.

“Boy ..."” wounded.

“Get avay!” | jerked free, ran on through the phantoms of flesh until | collided with Jule.

She steadied me, staring at me and past me, frightened. (What'swrong?)

“Nothin”. It snothing. | just—" | shook my head, swal-lowed, “ Ghosts.”

Without another word she took my arm and pulled me through incense and pearls. The nearest door took
our credit rating and fell open, letting us past into the redlity. And suddenly there was no floor beneath us,
no wals, no celling; just an infinity of degpening blue like the evening sky, shot with diamond chips of light
tracking away toward an endless horizon. Our feet moved over ayielding surface that didn’t exist for my
eyes, and with every step my body came closer to the dizzy brink where my mind swayed now. But we
reached alow table, with seats like cloud; al around us other cloudsitterswatched uswak on air. The
sound of their voices, their laughter, was dim and distant. Patternless music flowed into the void, achoir
of soirit voices weaving their conversation into itsfabric.

Aswe sttled at the table adow mist rose, curling between us; | felt it tingling againgt the skin of my face,
risng deeper into my head with every breath. The pungent cold of glissen wasin it, dong with aflavor |
couldn’t name, that made my mouth water. Y ou could get arrested for this out on the street. My hands
were trembling on the trangparent table surface; | watched the trembling ease as the glissen began to
make me cam. “What isthis place?’ | took deeper bregths, letting it work.

“It'scaled Haven.” Jule was il searching the room with her eyes. She sighed, asif her inner sght saw
only peace and quiet. She looked back at me. | thought you needed one.”

| smiled, half agrimace, pulling at acurl behind my ear. “1 didn’t—didn’t know it would—come back at
melikethis. Like ... | don’t know.” | looked up again. “I’ ve never been in one of these places. Never.”
My eyestraveled. “Maybe that’ s the problem. Everything's changed for me, Jule, but | don't believeit. |



could leave Oldcity—" My hand clenched.

She didn’t answer, only looked a me with her storm-colored eyes, until | dmost thought | could fed her
mind tendril into minethe way it used to. | ft it soothe me, felt her sharing without question.

“Cat, you heard me, outside.”

Theway she said it made me say, “What?’

“When | asked you what waswrong, | didn't speak it.”

“Yes youdid.”

She shook her head. 1 never got it out of my mouth; you answered mefirs.”

“But I—" | looked away, back, dizzy with infinity rushing at me. “ It—happened? | read your mind? And
| didn’t even know?’ | felt chested.

Shenodded. “That’ swhy it did: because you lost control.”

“Thefirs time—" since | killed a man, “since we came back from the Colonies. More than ayear.” Of
living in solitary...I let my mind reach, trying to fed it: the unfolding, the opening out—

Shefrowned, straining. “Y ou' re cutting me off, Cat. Don't—"

“I'mnot trying to!” | hit the table edge; my voice made headsturn. | sank back into my seat. My mind
was like aknot.

“Sometimes|’vefet you let go, for asecond; sometimes you amost—"

“] don't want to talk about it.”



“You can't keep it buried. Y ou ve got to start facing up to the fact that you are atelepath—"’

“Not any more.”

“—and you work with me, with us, helping otherslike us. Y ou’ re making yourself amartyr to problems
we' redl trying to face. | want to help you, but you aren’t doing a damn thing to cooperate!” The anger
and frudtration startled me; | couldn’t fed them.

“It'snot the same!” My own frugtration fed on hers. “Therest of them livein ahdl made by somebody
else, just because the deadheads hate our guts. Nobody else made my hell.”

Jule seyesdropped. “I’'m sorry. It sjust that | can't help feding—responsible for the way things are for
you now. It’'sjust that when | remember what you had—"

“Youthink | don’t remember?’” A sllence gpart from the music and the room settled on us. | remembered
timeswe d sat like thisin the past, when | was athief, and she was afraid; before we' d learned to trust
each other more than any two human beings had the right to. Before I’ d saved her life and Siebeling' s by
ending someone e se's—and logt it al. The music and the awareness of unredl distances around us came
back to me dowly, asthe glissen numbed my memory. “What do you do in this place, anyhow?’

Julelifted her head, tenson il in the haf-smiling corners of her mouth. “I don’t know. Meditate?’

| glanced down &t the data bracelet covering the old scar on my right wrist. My credit balance had
dropped ahundred points. | looked at it again. “Whew. It better be more than sitting on clouds.”

Jule glanced down at her own bracelet; her fist pressed the center of her chest. There must have been a
time when ahundred credits didn’t mean anything to her. But that was somewhere in another life, and
now whenever she thought of money she thought of the Center first. “1 guessyou don’t do anythingin
Oldcity without cong dering the consequences,” rueful.

| nodded. “ That’ s your first [esson. The second oneisthat most of the time you don't get the chanceto
think about it.” She gtarted to get up, and | thought about going out into the street again. “Wait—till we
know if there' sanything ese. We're paying for it.”



She didn’t object. She settled back into her seat; we began to talk, but not about what had just
happened. The glissen began to make our words dur and our minds wander. After awhile the murmuring
choir music faded. In the blue distance ahead of me adark opening appeared like awormhole from
another universe. A figure came through it, walking softly on air to aplace in the center of the
cloudditters. “Wewelcome you to the Haven.” The figure bowed, wrapped in dark folds glittering with
gars, | couldn't tell whether it was male or femae, even from the voice. “We hope your time here has
been one of tranquility and peace. To further degpen your experience we give you the Dreamweaver,
who will open to you the secret places of your soul.”

| glanced at Jule, rolling my eyes; but she sat half turned away, watching the act asthough it maitered.
Thefigureraised itsarms and folded in on itself, disappearing. The crowd gasped. | jerked, wondering
whether we' d seen ateleport. But Jule turned back and said, “ Just a projection.”

| shrugged. All donewith mirrors. As| sat watching, alight began to fal from above us, acaptive star
drawn down out of the night. It settled where the projection had been, and asthe light faded there was
total slencein theroom. | waited for more cheap tricks, wondering how they ever got enough of the
audience back to this place twice to makeit pay.

Asthelight faded | began to make out another form insideit, ahuman body. | kept blinking, trying to
clear the dazzle out of my eyes. It wasachild ... it was atiny, fragile woman, lost in ashining slver robe.
Her armswere bare, hung with bands and bracelets showing colored fire; her skin wasno color I'd ever
seen before, burnished brass. But her arms were as thin as sticks, and the bones stood out like a scream
aong their length; her face was a shadowed skull.

Her head twisted like adoll’ s head until she waslooking toward me, at me adone. The touch of those
sunken eyeswas ablow. | shut my own eyes, not knowing what | was seeing, afraid to seeit. | kept
them shut for along minute,

It was the light—the light playing tricks on me. When | looked at her again there was no ugliness, no
auffering in that face. But there was a strangeness—something dien about itsflat planes, the coloring,
about the way her body fit together. Alien. | leaned forward, trying to meet her eyes. She looked at me,
and they were green, impossibly, tranducently green. Our eyeslocked; in my mind | saw her seeing the
same eyes, like jewelstrapped in the matrix of aface that was too human, my face...

| read confusion, asilent cry in her look. She twisted her head away again, searching the crowd asif she
needed ahiding place. But infinity was an illusion; the audience held her captive with itsanticipation. |
amost thought she shim-mered, began to disappesar...caught hersdlf, in control again. Jule murmured
something acrossfrom me, but | didn’t listen.

The Dreamweaver put her hands up to her face, but it was only agesture, asign of beginning. Something



like asigh moved through the crowd . . . something like awhisper formed in my mind. | shut my eyes
again, trying to hear theimage clearly: the soft, fragile-colored dream that echoed paldly asaghost in my
mind'sdarkness. | strained toward it, trying to makeit clear, to share what made even the blind, desf,
and empty deadheads all around me gape and dream and squirm in their seats.

1] C&_ Cat! ”

| opened my eyes again, blinking; whispered, “Damnit, Jule—"

Her face twisted with pain. “1 want to leave. | haveto leave.”

| couldn’t focus on her; the echoeswouldn't leave my mind adone, caling, promisng—"1 can feel her, |
candmos—"’

Jule put her handsto her head, and tears started in the corner of her eyes. “I can’'t stand it, Cat. Please!”

Laughter rippled across us and through us: the cloudsitters, lost in another world, one | wanted to share
o muchit hurt.

“It hurts!” Jule gasped.

“Block it, then,” trying to keep my voice down, trying to ignore hers.

And suddenly she was gone. Into the air. “Jule!” The one or two people nearest me jerked and swore. |
stared at the empty seat across from me. She' d teleported, she' d left me behind; she’ d wanted to get
away that much. Why? Why would she run from this? But the whigpers were smokey and seductive now,
| couldn’'t keep my mind on her, couldn’t keep it away fromthem. . . .

The Dreamweaver held the room inside a spell for what seemed like hours, but wasn't. A part of my own
mind felt the passing of time, adim clock marking seconds to the beating of my heart. My concentration
and my need fell inward until | was aslost in seeking asthe dreamers around mewere lost insgde
themsdves.

But dreams end, and the time came when the mindsong faded like dawn, growing fainter, paer, farther



away . .. until dl that waseft to mewas my own mind lying. Thelight in the room was brightening into
aunrise; feding it through my lids, | opened my eyes. The Dreamweaver was drowning in light until |
couldn’t look at her, couldn’t see her, felt the light wash me with physical hest— And shewas gone. The
light imploded, Ieft my eyes dancing with phosphenes. The other cloudsitters began to shake themsdlves
out, murmuring and gesturing toward the empty center. There was no ap-plause, no caling out for more.
Dazed by glissen and drugged with wonder, they stood on air and began to drift toward the door.

Someone passed through my line of sight like arainbow. | caught at hisarm without thinking; felt the
electric prickle of the charged cloth and let go of it again. He turned to ook at me, seeing worn jeans and
aleather worker’ sjacket, the only kind of clothes| felt comfortable in; seeing the plain tight curls of my
hair, the half-homely strangeness of my face. He couldn’t make mefit in. ... I saw him figure me for some
rich eccentric. | redized hewasright, in away, and | grinned. He smiled, alittle uncertain.

“Is—uh, isthe show awayslikethat?”’

He nodded. “But the dreams are dways changing.”

“Isthere anyone here besides us? | mean, who runsthis place? Who ownsit? Where are they?’

He shrugged. “I never see anyone. But I’ ve no doubt they watch over usal from the other sde of the
sky.” Hewaved vagudly & infinity. Hiseyeswere glassy.

“What about the Dreamweaver? Who is she? Where does she go? | want to ... want to ... thank her.”

He laughed. “ She seesinto our minds; no doubt she sees our gratitude there. Who knows where she
goes, or who sheis?It’sal apart of her mystery. Knowing too much would spoil it.” He leaned forward,
sharing a secret. “ Anyway, she’ s not human, you know.”

| felt my face close. “Neither am|.”

He hdf frowned. “ That’ s not funny.”

“I know.” | looked back again at the emptiness where she' d been; feding the empty placein my mind.
He drifted away. The room was darkening around me, infinity reaching an end, wals closing in with
amost aphysica pressure. | followed the rest of them out into the street, not thinking about where | was



thistime, but only about tomorrow—about remembering this place, and coming back to it again, and
agan.

| walked back to the Center through Oldcity’ s night without seeing any of it. | climbed the ancient circling
dairsat the rear of the quiet building to my room. And as | opened the door | remembered Jule again,
remembered her coming here and how our evening had started; how it had ended, when sheleft me at
the Haven without a goodbye. Why? But | wasn't ready yet to go to her and find out. Because it would
mean sharing what had happened to me, and | wasn't ready for that; not even with Jule.

| stretched out on my deep platform, staring at the celling. My long-pupiled stranger’ s eyestracing every
crack, even in the darkness. Alien. Shewas an dien, the Dreamweaver— and that was why she’ d been
ableto reach into every mind in that room at once and start them al into fantasies. Why she’ d even been
ableto crack thetomb I’ d buried my own mind in. No oneelsel’d met sincel’d lost my telepathy had
even come close—because | was only half human. The other half was Hydran, like she was, and that half
came with Psonic ability that no one | knew could touch. All human psions had some Hydran blood, but
inmogt of them it was generations thin—from the time before humans had decided to hate the only other
intelligent race they’ d ever encountered.

My mother had been Hydran; my mother was dead. My life after that had been living proof that nobody
wanted aHydran halfbreed—until I’d met Jule and Siebeling. But even they hadn’t been able to make
me atelepath again.

And yet the Dreamweaver had looked at me and known, and even holding dozens of other minds, she
had made a blind man see.

| rolled onto my stomach, pushing the hedls of my handsinto my eyes, seeing stars, God, oh God! feding
tears. | ground them out. After more than ayear working with other psions crippled by human hate,
proving to them just by existing that they could be worse off than they were ... to have thishappen! To
fed diveagain, to fedl the presence of another mind reach into mine. The pain of returning lifewasthe
sweetest torture I'd ever known. The Dreamweaver ... | had to find her; had to let her know . . . let her
know ... aheavy peace began to settle on me as| touched the memory again.. . . find her. . . .

* * % %

It was daylight when | opened my eyes again; another artificia day of Oldcity stregt-lighting. | blinked
and squinted in the band of glarethat lay across my face; sat up, feding excitement hot and sudden in my
chest as| remembered. | tried to remember how long it had been since I’ d felt anything but adim, tired
ache, morning after morning. | pulled on aclean smock over my jeans and went downdairs.



I’d overdept. Jule was dready there, passing out hot drinksto the day’ sfirst handful of
miserable-looking psionswho' d come for their ration of human contact—something | should have been
doing for her. Shejerked as| came up beside her, catching her by surprise. | took the drinks out of her
hands, keeping amug of bitter-root for myself. “ Sorry. Why didn’'t you call me?’

She looked at me with an expresson | couldn’t read. “1 didn’t know you were here.”

“Jdule, I want to take the day off.”

Her face pinched. “ Cat, not today. It' s haf crazy around here without Ardan. Mim and Hebrett can't
handleit without you.”

The hell they can’t. | opened my mouth to say it, changed my mind. | Sghed, and shrugged. “If you
need me. ...”

She smiled. The smile stopped. “Yes, | want to talk about last night. Later. ...”

| nodded and went back to work. The morning passed in a haze of going through the motions, setting up
control exer-cises, watching them happen, listening to anew day’ s com-plaints from the * paths and
‘ports and teeks who were trying to come to terms with the freak mind talents that were tearing up their
lives

And then | was dlonewith Julein Siebeling’ s broom-closet office, Stting on the corner of his perfectly
organized desk and drinking soup. | watched Jule Sipping at her own cup, Stting in his chair; watched the
kinetic sculpture on his desk, afraid to let my mind focus. The sculpture was lifeless, nothing more than a
tangle of metd without Siebeling here to make it dance with hismind theway he did. Y ou could tell what
sort of mood he wasin by what it was doing.

“Lagtnight...” Julesad findly.

“Why did you leave?’ The words sounded hard.

She leaned back, the chair re-formed around her. “Be-cause it was... painful.” Shebit her lip. 1 felt

a—



“It was beautiful! Everyonethere, everyone in the room— she made them let her into their mindsand
love her for it! And she—she—"

“Touched you.” Jule nodded.

“Yeah.” | looked down.

“The strength of her sending—"

“She' sHydran.”

“Yes” Jule seyestraced my profile. “Even you couldn’t resst her.”

“You couldn’t either.” | leaned forward. “But why run away from it? It ought to make you happy to seea
psion in control, strong, proud.”

“Shewasn't in control; shewas afraid! She wasthere out of fear, need, helplessness, compulsion ...”
Jule' s knuckles whitened againgt the cup. “All that and more, ingde the pretty lies. Cat, | know what you
fdt last night, and how much it meant to you. But inside she was screaming, she couldn’t stop it; and |
couldn't listentoit.” Her body shud-dered, and soup spilled.

| lowered my own cup dowly onto the desktop. “I don't believeit.” But Julewouldn’t lie—wasn't lying.
| shook my heed. “Why?’

“l don’t know.”

“Then if anybody ever needed our help, she does. But she appears and disappears—how can we reach
her?’

“Thereisaway,” meaning mind to mind. Shetook adeep breath. “But | can't faceit, Cat. | can’t block
her sending. And I’ m not even sure she' d listen. There' s something €lse she needs more.” Her hand
moved in an empty circlethrough theair.



“Doesthat mean you won't try?” My hands tightened.

“It meansthat | want someone el se to try. Someone she might respond to, who' s protected from what's
ingdeher.”

Me. | was the one she meant. There was something | might be able to do that no one else here could. . . .

Therewas aknock at the door. Jule cdled, “Comein,” and Mim camein. Shelooked from Juleto me
and back again. Mim was a tel epath, a student psi tech; she could have told Jule anything she needed to
without ever opening the door. But they did it the hard way, because of me.

“What now, Mim?’ Jule looked tired suddenly.

Mim rubbed her hands on her pants, frowning. “There' sa Corpse out front, who wants to speak to
Whoever Runsthis Freakhouse. He' s going to ask us about corporate crime and using psionics for
brainwashing. He' saso scared we' Il rape his mind while he' s here.” Her mouth twitched, her blue-green
eyeswere as cold asthe sea.

“All right: I'll makehim fed likewe real angels.” Jule pushed her head into her hands, leaning on the
desktop. “ Corporate Security looking for blood, that’s all we need. Damn it! Why don’t the deadheads
leaveusadone?. .. Cat, where are you going?’ She caled after me as| started for the door.

“Hunting.” | pushed past Mim and went out.

* * % %

| spent the rest of the day, and asmuch time as | could stedl of the days that followed, searching and
asking around the Ol dcity streets...getting nowhere. I'd known al my life how the information root
system grew in Oldcity, thick and tangled; sending shoots up into the light among the shining towers of
Quarro. Now | had money to back me, something I’ d never had before; akey to Oldcity’ s hidden doors
that had aways been closed to me. But il | got nowhere. Whoever controlled the Haven, and the
Dreamweaver, wanted it kept a secret.



And meanwhile | went back again and again, like an addict, to drop another hundred credits at the
Haven’ sdoor and St on clouds and needles, waiting. Until infinity would open once more and show her
to me, let her reach out to me and into me, touching my need. And every night | tried to catch her eyes,
complete the circuit, give her something in return—just my name, just my gratitude, Ask me, ask me for
anything. But there was never an answer, never asign that she felt anything. Her control was complete,
and | was ablind man asking her to let me guide her. | wondered if she laughed a me, somewhere
behind the inhuman peace of her face. If she was suffering there was no sign of it. Any suffering was
mine, anger and frugtration eating a me until it wasdl | could do not to get up from where | sat night after
night and cross the space that separated us like the barrier in my mind. Always knowing that if | ever
tried it she' d disap-pear, and I’ d never see her even thisway again.

There were other regularsin this place. | got to know them by sight, although none of them ever talked
about why they came, or what they felt, sharing the forbidden fruit of telepa-thy. Some of them were
even combine or Trangport Authority officids, wearing power and arrogance like their fine upside
clothes. And they were | perverts. Most of them probably swore they hated psions when they were
back in the daylight; most of them probably did. Jule said they hated psions be-cause they were
afraid—and because they wanted what we had. I’ d never believed her, until now. Y ou could satisfy any
hunger in Oldcity, if you had the price. If you werewilling to pay enough, you could even call it
entertainment. | tried to find alittle pleasure in watching their faces get soft and dack from glissen and
psidreams.

And one night, watching, | saw something happen I’ d never seen before. At the end of the regular show,
after the Dreamweaver had disappeared and the crowd was drifting toward the door, the hologram host
came back through the crack in space and caught one of the guests with aword. The man nodded,
lighting up like alottery winner, and followed it into somewheredse. | Sarted after them when | saw
them disappear. But as soon as| did infinity went black ahead of me; a soft, clammy wall of nothing was
suddenly between me and the place | wastrying to reach. | turned back, disgusted, and went out with the
rest.

The lucky winner was back the next night, asif nothing had happened; but he wore astrange smile when
he watched the Dreamweaver appear. And a couple of nightslater | saw the same thing happen to
someoneelse. Again | tried to follow; again | ran into a soft wall. Somehow, afew of the oneswho came
here were being chosen for something extra; but no onewould tell mewhat, if | didn't dready know.
And no matter how often | asked her with my mind, the Dream-weaver never answered me.

* * % %

Siebdling had come back to the Center, in the meantime. | figured when hefinally called meinto his office
that it would beto tell me what Jule had begun telling me with looks and frowns, if not with words: Thet |
was spending too much time and money and getting nowhere. That maybe I’ d taken on something
impossible, and was too damn stubborn to admit it. Jule was with him when | entered his office; standing,
looking uncomfortable. Just like| felt. “Doc?” | said, mak-ing it half aquestion.



He glanced up at me. Hisface was the same as ever; only moretired. He was a plain-looking man, and
the clothes he wore were even plainer—but there was something about him, aquiet determination that
made you pay attention. “ Jule told me about your experience with the Dreamweaver. | takeit the two of
you had very different reactions.” He leaned forward; his hazel eyes searched my face.

| nodded, leaning againgt the closed door, running my fingers dong the seams of my smock.

“Y ou want to talk about it?’

“You'veheardit al.” | glanced at Jule, not able to keep the accusation out of it. She met my eyes,
something darker and more confused than resentment wasin her own.

“I’ve heard that the Dreamweaver is Hydran. That for Jule her sendingsare acry of pain. That you can't
fed the pain—but you fee something. And so you keep going back for more.
True?’

“Yeah.” | sared a my feet, at braided straps of scuffed leather. Resentment was pushing hard ingde my
chest, the sound of his voice taking me back suddenly; making me remember old times, bad times, before
we d seen theingde of each other’ sminds, and our own.

“Why?

What'sit to you? | dmost said, dmost let my own doubt turn me back into a scared street punk. | took
adeep breath and raised my head. “| want to help her. Jule says she needs help—and nobody € se wants
totry.”

“Can try,” Siebeling said softly. Jule’ sface was turned away, and | understood alittle more,

“Then why do you want meto stop?’

“I didn't say that.” Siebdling leaned further acrossthe hard, shiny desk top, and | could see histension.
Thekinetic scul pture was tumbling and ringing softly. | remembered hisfirst wife, who'd been Hydran
too, who'd died when hewasn't there to help her. 1 just want to know what you' re getting out of thisfor



yoursdf.” It wasn't an accusation. Only aquestion.

| shrugged. “I dunno. I ... that is, it' swhat we' re herefor. It makes mefed like | have apurpose. A
reason. It makes mefed dive—"

“Knowing someone exists who can prove that you are.”

“Yeah.” | looked down again.

“There s nothing wrong with that. Y ou're only letting her help you.” He glanced at the sculpture; it
reversed direction. “But what' s going to happen if you can’t help her? If she won't be helped? Can you
let it go, or isthisthing an obsession?’ | finaly began to let mysdlf believe that he only meant what he
sad.

“I canhandleit.” | let my hands hang loose at my sides. “If | haveto forget her, | will.” But | won't have
to. My fingerstwitched.

Siebeling smiled at Jule. She matched the smile without really meaning it, because she knew he wanted
her to. | wondered if wewere al thinking about hisfirst wife then, and what had happened to her. “ Then
| don't see any reason not to continue; at least until you' ve reached adecison. Asyou say, it' swhat
we' reherefor.” Severd kinds of longing werein hisvoice.

“Thanks.” | opened the door and went out, not wanting any of usto have more timeto think.

* * % %

But that night the Corpses came back; three deadheads in matching gray, looking more like businessmen
than police. The Transport Authority had taken what had once been sepa-rate corporate police forces
and made them its own here in Quarro. The Corpse who asked most of the questions was a Transport
Specid Invedtigator named Polhemas, his coming in person meant that the matter under investigation was
making alot of people upside swest. . . . And it meant that even though Dr. Ardan Siebeling was ateek
who didn’t try to cover it up hewas till Dr. Siebeling, who had afew friends Up There.

But the Corpses were looking for someone who could pick the brains of important officials and
researchers and sdll what they found to the most interested party. Not just the usual combine political



backstabbing, but something with under-world roots. They werelooking for psions, and here wewerein
the middle of Oldcity, right where they’ d expect usto be.

We spent hours arguing the truth and our right to exist; the way we' d had to do so many times since
we' d begun the Center, and probably would have to do forever. They didn’t leave until the time of the
Dreamweaver’ s show was long past. | went up to my room and stayed there staring into the darkness,
like aburnout aching for afix.

And the next night it happened again. Just as we were closing Polhemas showed up, his hired help
pushing the door back into my face. Thistimethey’ d cometo pick on me. They wanted to blame their
troubles on the Center, because that was easer than thinking; they were going to pry into the cracks until
they could. And | had arecord that matched just about anybody’ s opinion of bad. Jule and Siebeling
wouldn't leave me donefor the questioning, which meant that Polhemas was going to give usthreetimes
the grief; but | was grateful anyway. We stood together in the office while Polhemas sat in Sebding's
chair, daring someone to object; while he demanded to know what | was doing here, what | was really
doing here, what | did in my spare time, whether anybody could prove that, prove | wasn't moonlighting,
prove | wasredly amental burnout and not agalactic arch-crimind. . . .

Some other time | might have enjoyed watching a Corpse on the wrong track making an ass of himself.
But the ques-tioning went on and on, he talked down to and over and through me, while 1 watched the
minutes crawl past up on thewall until I'd missed the Dreamweaver’ s show again. Until | couldn’t Sit
through one more insulting question, couldn’t listen to Jule or Siebeling make one more soft answer in my
place—

| pushed away from thewall, *“Listen, Polhemas, maybe you never get sick of thisshit, but | do. SoI've
got arecord: if you know that, you know it’s been sedled. If you' ve got anything fresh on me, then do
something abouit it. Otherwise, try adifferent datefile. I’ ve got a Corpse commendation on record
too—just likethey do,” nodding at Siebeling and Jule. Just saying it made me stronger. “ That means|
don't haveto—"

“Shut up, freak,” one of the other Corpses said.

Polhemas glared at him. “Isthat true?” He asked Siebdling the question.

Siebeling nodded, with asmile only | could seein the corners of his mouth. Once we d worked together
for the Federation—been used by it—againgt a psion renegade who kept dipping through its hands.
We d stopped him; that was how I’ d learned what | could redlly do with my mind. I’'d killed him . . . and
that washow I’d logt it all. “ Even we have served justice in our small way.” Siebeling said. Hissmile said
wewere till waiting for justice to give us some-thing in return.



Polhemas glared at Siebeling then and back at me. “I don't like your attitude.”

| opened my mouth, saw Jule stiffen. | closed it again; watched the sculpture clattering on Sebeling’s
desk. “The matter isn't closed. | may till closethis place down beforeit is.” Polhemas gestured his men
into line and went out into the Oldcity night.

“He knew about the commendations,” Jule said findly. “ There was no surprisein hismind ... he knew al
about us before he came here. But it didn’t matter to him.”

Sebding grunted in disgudt.

| looked up at thetime again, and didn’t say anything.

Thethird day was busnessasusud; | went through the motions, counting the hours until the Center
closed and the Haven opened. But then Jule was beside me, her face drawn with astrange tension, asif
shewere holding her breath. “ Cat, there' s someone here to see you.”

| followed her out to the front reception area, holding my own breath; somehow knowing without
knowing who it was I’ d see there.

The Dreamweaver stood near the entrance, melting into the dark-beamed wall while the Center’s
regulars circled past, some of them not even seeing her, some of them staring and edging away asthough
they were seeing a crazy woman. My skin prickled. One of the telepaths across the room started to
moan; Hebrett pulled him through into another room and closed the door. Jule' sface wasrigid when |
glanced & her.

But | didn't fed anything except hope swelling insde me; didn’t see anything but atiny frightened woman
holding hersdlf together with her arms. She wore aloose cowled smock and pants, rich cloth, al in
brown. Her hair that had been a haze of spun gold was buried under a heavy beaded net. Only her face,
the color of burnished brass, showed her alienness. Her eyes were waiting for mine, asgreen as
emerads.

We stood face to face at last, and suddenly my mouth was too dry for words. | nodded.



“ThisisCat,” Jule said, because something had to be said. She caught my eye, asked me, begged me
with her look to Go away, take her away, far away from here please—

“What are you doing here?’ | got thewords out &t |ast.

The Dreamweaver kept her eyeson my face, hugging hersdlf, asif it wasall she could do to hold herself
here. “You didn't come. Twice”

| felt mysdlf blush, hot and sudden. “1—I couldn’t. | wanted to, but | couldn’t. | would’ ve come tonight.”

Sheblinked, her arms wrapping her harder. “ Truly?’

| nodded again. Jule turned and walked away too quickly. “That’ swhy you came here? How did you
know—how did you find me?’

“Y ou told me. Every night | heard you. Showing your self to me, showing this place. Saying, ‘ Come,
come please —’

“You heard.” | swallowed ahard knot of joy. “I—Ilisten—I mean, do you want to go somewhere?
Somewhere we can— talk?’ But talking is so hard, useless, when two minds can share the space of
one and you only have to know. “Some-where e se, quiet, away from here.” | waved a hand, wishing
that somehow | could make the whole Center disappear.

“Yes” Her face eased and turned eager to be gone al at once.

“Isthere aplace—?’

“Yes” amost impatiently. Sheled me outside and along the street to acab caller. One of the upside
bubbles was drift-ing toward us over the crowds almost before the silence sarted to make mefed likea
fool. Wegot in, she said, “Hanging Gardens’ into the spesker. | felt something | couldn’t name, that
amost choked me. We were going up—ouit of Oldcity, into Quarro. I’d never been upsidein all thetime
I’d worked at the Center—hardly been more than a kilometer from the place itself, even herein Oldcity.
| swallowed and swallowed again, asthe cab carried usin toward Godshouse Circle and then rode an
invisble updraft into the light of day, the real world. The air brightened around us as the shadowed,
twisted underside of the city fell behind and below. The air got sweeter, clearing the stench of a thousand



different pollutants out of my lungs. I only knew them now by the fact that they were gone. The corporate
crown of Quarro shone around us, the silvered, gilded, blued towers mirroring endlesdy flowing images
of more reflecting more and somewhere the sky caught up in it, bluer-on-blue and cloud-softened. |
thought about the first time I’ d seen the city I’d spent my whole life inside of, out the window of a Corpse
flyer, under arrest . . . not even two years ago.

The cab set us down again dmost before I’ d finished the thought; the Hanging Gardens were above
Godshouse Circle, like the rim of awell whose waters had gone bad. We climbed out; the cab docked
me for the wholefare, and | realized that she wasn't even wearing adatabracelet. If | hadn’t had mine
on no cab would have taken us up from Oldcity.

The gardens rose and dropped away on al sides of us, manmadetiers of living land growing, flowering,
spreading, shading. Idandsin the sky, worlds-in-a-bottle, each of them aliving miniature of ahomeworld
somewherein the Federation. | followed the Dreamweaver along the curving walk-ways that spiraled
through the air between one suspended idand and another. The spring breeze was sharp and biting, the
arch of sky above uswas bruised with purple clouds. There weren’t many other walkers on the paths.

Her slence began to get on my nervesuntil | remembered that a Hydran didn’t need the useless small
talk humans needed to bridge the emptiness between them. Words were an emphasis, or an
afterthought—the contact was aready, d-ways, there. Knowing she didn’t need the wordswhen | did
didn't makeit easer. But she seemed to be moving toward something, not just moving for its own sake,
and so | kept my words and my thoughts to mysdif.

We came out at last in agarden where the green of tendrils and crescent leaves was shot with veins of
dlver, the wind making them shimmer, fade, brighten as though redlity was something ways just beyond
thelimit of my eyes. | looked back at the Dreamweaver, seeing that she' d reached the right place at last.
Theright place. . . because there was something of this placein her, about her, something
not-quite-seen.

“Y our homeworld,” | said. My own voice startled me. “ A piece of it. Koss Tefirah,” squinting at the
plague beneath a slver-skinned treeshrub.

She nodded. She sat down on alow bench sculptured out of stone, touching the crystal-flecked surface
with copper-gold hands.

| stood aminute longer watching her, thinking about how small shelooked, how fragile, cupped in the
hands of stone; how much like achild or aflower or apiece of down carried on the wind. Nothing like
Jule, who wastdl, taler than | was, thin but with aman’skind of lean strength... And yet everything like
Jule ontheingde, lighting my darkness and making me see hope again. Sharing a strength with me that
she couldn’t afford to give, but gave anyway because | needed it... even when her own need, her own



fear, were more than she could live with.

| jerked out of the thought, not knowing where it had come from—from what Jule had said or from
something lying deep in my own mind. The Dreamweaver looked a me, her green eyes shifting like the
green on every sde. | looked down into them, seeing the same hedling strength that had held Jule
together when the world was pulling her apart. Seeing the strength that had been my mother’ s once, too,
and the eyes...And seeing those things, knowing someone like this should never have to use that kind of
strength just to keep hersdlf sane, | knew that | would do anything for her, anything at al— My knees got
wesak and | sat down on the bench, keeping just out of reach, hersor mine, | wasn't sure. | looked away
acrossthefloating glade in ahaf-blind glance; seeing the swaying boneless treeshrubs and the flowering
vinesthat softened the hard underside of the next tier above us. The air was sweet and musky with the
scent of them, like the scent of awoman’s skin—I swallowed, wondering if it was her doing thisto me,
or the place, or if I'd just gone alittle crazy hiding from life down in my Oldcity room. “How— how
long’ ve you been gone? From Koss Tefirah, | mean?” gill not looking at her. Oh God, can she hear
me? Sop it stop it you damn fool —

“Many years.” Her voice was suddenly smdl and dreary.

“And so you come here, trying to hold onto the memo-ries.” | twisted my hands on the stone sest.
“Doesn’'t it make you sad?’

She turned toward me abruptly. “Yes. Yes—" turning away again. “1t makes me sad. But till | come... |
don’t know why.”

‘“Because you think someday you'll find what you’ re look-ing for here. What you logt.”

She stared at me, and out of the comer of my eye | could see that she was afraid.

“No. I'm not reading your mind. Just my own.” | shrugged. She didn’t spesk but | knew she was asking.
My hands hung onto each other in the space between my knees. “1—I missaplace, alife, aright,
a—a—" haing my stupid, clumsy words, *“—Dbelonging. Me, too.”

“How long are you gone?’

“Alongtime A lifetime”



Shefrowned her confusion. “Whereisyour home?’

“I don’'t know.” My handsfigted. “Here: Oldcity! | mean, | wasborn here. | lived my wholelife here. . .
thinking | was only human, and wondering why people kicked my assdl thetime. But | went away, to
the Colonies, and | met—some of our relatives. And they made me proud of what | redly am—half
Hydran.” | looked back at her findly, letting her see my eyesthat were as green asemerads, asgrass, as
her own. “But that half of my life, | lost it before | ever had achanceto learn...And now I’ ve come back
to Oldcity, and | keep waiting for some kind of magic to show me the way home. Only it never happens.
Becauseit’snot Oldcity I’'m looking for, and it won't ever give mewhat | want.” Every word of it was
true, and | wondered why I’ d never seen the truth before. “But it'sdl I've got.”

She nodded, her face pinched, her eyes shimmering, drown-ing. | noticed something wrong with the eyes
then—the pu-pils were open dmost hafway, black depths pooling in the green. We were Sitting in bright
sunlight, and they should have been no more than dits, bardly visible.

What are you on? | dmost asked it ... but no matter where either of usthought we belonged, we
belonged to Oldcity now, and in Oldcity you didn’t ask. Instead | said, “Why?Why did you come here,
why do you stay?’

“Relocation.” The smalness, the dullness, the loss came back; the singleword hit melike afigt.

Relocation. Oneindifferent, empty word that held aworld of rage and suffering and loss—the grief of a
life and awhole people torn apart. Once Koss Tefirah had been her people' sworld; the way Earth had
been home to humans. But Earth hadn’t been enough for humanity; like roaches, likeflies, they’ d spread
out across the galaxy to other worlds. Some of the worlds aready belonged to another people, the ones
the humans called Hydran; naming them for the system Beta Hydrae where first contact was made—and
for an ancient Terran monster with ahundred heads.

The Hydrans were humanoid enough that they could even interbreed with humans; their only red
differencewasin having ps talents that made most humans deaf and blind by comparison. Some early
xenobiologists even caled the hu-man race aworld of defective Hydrans, ps mutes. It wasn't avery
popular ideawith the rest of humanity, especialy when some empire-building combine wanted to strip the
resources of aHydran world. The FTA would oblige them, one way or another, and because the
Hydrans psionic ability had made them nonviolent, getting rid of them was easy. They logt their lives,
their rights, their homes. . . they lost everything. And they couldn’ t—wouldn’ t—fight back. | took a
deep breath, and another, before | could say anything more. “I’m sorry.” Something stupid. “At least—at
least you' re the Dreamweaver. At least you make them come to you hungry for the dreamsthey’ velost
themsdlves, and willing to pay. Evenif it'll never be enough.”

Shedidn’'t say anything. Her fingerstraced the folds of her smock over and over. Twitchy. Mindless. Not



in peaceful Slence, any more. Birds were calling somewhere far below us. | noticed again that she didn’t
wear adata bracelet. Without a data bracelet, you didn’t exist on thisworld.

“How do you get here on your own?’

“I teleport.” Her lips barely moved.

“Oh.” Pure-blooded Hydrans could do nearly any form of psionics there was aname for. Most human
psionscouldn’t. | couldn’t. All I’d ever been any good at was telepathy. But oncel’d been good . . .
better ... the best.

“What happened to you?’

“What?’ | looked up.

“Why isyour mind like that? What have they doneto you?’

| felt my own eyes drowning suddenly, blinked them clear. ** Somebody made me see mysdlf without
illusons, once. | killed himfor it.””

“Murder?’ Her voicefilled with thick horror.

| shook my head. “ Sdlf-defense.” | made mysdlf go on looking at her, knowing that no true Hydran could
kill an-other being and survive. Their own empathy destroyed them. “1’m human enough to kill. But | was
Hydran enough to pay for it.” And pay, and pay...knowing | would never forget the white agony of
death that had burned out my senses and left my mind awound that would never completely hedl. “ Scar
tissue. That'sdl | have now . . . except when you send your dreams out to me. I’ ve been trying for so
longjustto ... thank you.” It died in whispers. “Why . . . how . . . al those others and till you knew, you
touched me.” | dmost touched her, but only with ahand. “Why?’

“Y ou were different, you and the woman. Not like the ret—" | heard her disgust. “I looked at you, and
| felt you different from dl the rest, even from her, and so done, more alone than anyone could be.”

“It'snot so bad,” lying.



“But you came back, over and over. | felt you thanking me, and caling me, and asking methings| could
not answer. Until you stopped coming.”

“You heard me—" | straightened, feeling the stone grate against my back, “and | heard you. Could we
be that way now—tak mind to mind, not words?’ Please, please.

“No.” Sheshut her eyes. “Y ou aren't like the guests, the empty minds. Y ou focus sharply, clearly. But
then your own mind's hand coversits mouth, and you make less than awhisper. And your mind' s hands
cover itsears, even though | am shouting. . . . Evento talk like humanswith you is easer. Forgive me.”

“It'sdl right ... | shouldn’t have asked.” My hope curdled, and | was glad then that it wasn't easy for her
to see my thoughts. We sat together without thoughts or words, listening to the wind speak and the
leaves answer.

“You are caled Cat. Why?' Change of subject.

“It smy name.” | relaxed findly, smiled alittle, settling into the seet.

“Isthat all?” She bent her head; beaten-gold earringswinked a me. “ Cat?’

“It'sdl | need.” | shrugged.

“Butitisananimd.” Curiosity and protest.

“Have you ever |looked at acat, at their eyes? They seein the dark. Their eyes are green, and the pupils
arelong dits. Likemine; like ours.” | laughed once. 1 picked it up on the Streets. It fits”

She nodded dightly to herself. “1 see. Y ou keep your real name hidden. The humansdon’t do that,
because their minds are hidden aready.”

“Redl name?’ | shook my head. “I don’t have any other. Maybe once. . . but not any more.” | felt an old
loss cut degper. “I’m not hiding anything.” But you are, damn it, you are. “What about you? | don’t



know any of your names.”

“Ineh. Cdl methat.”

“Isthat your red name?’

“No.” Her hands stroked the bench, never quiet.

My mouth twitched. “Oh.”

“I could not show you that name. Y ou would haveto seeit in my mind’ s heart.”

“Oh,” again. | couldn’t decide whether to get annoyed or get angry, so | didn't. “Y ou' re telling me that
Il never know you that well.”

Shedidn’'t answer.

“Why did you cometo see me, anyway?’

“Y ou stopped coming to see me.” She glanced up, her pupilswide and black. “And then | had asending
that you would help me.”

| opened my mouth, but nothing came out. A sending. .. precognition. The wild card power. Nobody who
had it could contral it; they could only learn to Sft images when they came, try to pick the true ones out
of the gatic. “How?How can | help?’

“l don’t know.”

“What' swrong that should be right?’

“Nothing.” Her pupilslike black pools of emptiness swa-lowing the sun said, liar, liar.



| laughed again, frustrated. “Isit the Dreamweaver, the Haven—do you want out of it?” | remembered
what Jule had said. No answer again. “What isit, are you afraid to tell me? | owe you adebt. Let me pay
it”

“I have noright.” She looked away, searching the glade for enemies, or an escape.

“I want this. Ineh—" | caught her hand, like ahandful of bones; jerked, but then it was only ahand,
soft-skinned, pulling free. “Who owns the Haven? Have they got some-thing on you, isthat what you're
afrad of 7’

“Stopit! Stop!” She held hersdlf rigid likeashidd.

| stopped.

“I should not have cometo you. If they find out they would keep you from seeing me.” Her facefell
gpart. “You can't hep me, | waswrong to speek of it. Promise methat you will not ask me any more.”

“It'sdrugs, isn'tit?’ It had to be the answer; how else could any human hold someone like her, and
make her obey?

“NO.” Yes, yes, her eyessaid.

“YSI

Shewavered, losng substantidity, going—

“No, nowait! Don't—" | reached out, caught her arm, fdlt it solidify into flesh again. | let her go, Sitting
back. “I’m sorry, | should’ ve known better. We are what we are. It won’t happen again.” | kept
watching her body till held like ashield, her closed face; my own face promised her.

Shelet hersdlf loosen, nodding. “I cannot share with my own people, or with the humans. But you are
both and neither . . . when | seeyou | will not fed so done. Will you comein the eveningsto my show?’



| moved against the bench, fedling uncomfortable. “Look, Ineh . . . thisishard to say, but | can’t keep
coming forever. | don’t havethat kind of money.”

“No?" Shelooked a me as though she couldn’t under-stand why not.

“No.” | shook my head. “Do you even know what it’ s like to be poor?’

“Yes.” Shelooked through me. “My people were poor when | came here. But that was along time ago.
... Asif it didn't matter any more.

“And you' re not poor any more. What about the rest of them? What about your family?’

“I don’'t know. | don’t know where they are.”

Anger rosein me again. | swallowed it, and said, “ That doesn’t seem to bother you much either.”

“No. Itisalongtime. ...” She shifted listlessly. “Before my people came here we shared alife, we shared
our minds hearts. But the humans took our life away, and in this place no one shares anything. There
was nothing left for us. We stopped sharing. We stopped wanting to. Because what was the use? There
are better waysto stop pain.”

And you know the best. | grimaced. It wasn't hard to see where her life had gone from there; or to see
the possibilities some Oldcity user had seenin her, that had put her into thistrap. But | only said, “I
know.”

Her eyes came back to me.

“I'll cometo the Haven when | can. But | can come heretoo, it'll be better that way. Just let me know,
somehow. I'll get thetime off.”

She nodded. “ Come to the Haven soon. 1’1l know then.”



| stood up, not needing to be told that she was leaving. “ Promise methisisn't thelast time.”

(I promise.) The words whispered into my mind. And then she was gone.

* * * %

When | got back to the Center, Siebeling called meinto his office again. Jule came with me, and together
they asked about what had happened. And suddenly | didn’t want to tell them. “We talked. About
things—you know,” shrugging. “What we are, who we are. She' slonely, she' slost her people.”

“Whereisshefrom?’ Sebeling asked. | couldn’t know what he was thinking, but he must be thinking
about his dead wife not about Ineh. He couldn’t see her, hewouldn’t under-stand her kind of trouble the
way | could. ...

“Koss Tefirah. Shewas rd ocated here”

Hisface turned down.

Julesad, “Did shetdl you why she cameto the Center?’

“Shemissed me” Somehow even that was too personal, too much. | could imagine what | would have
been getting from her mind: she couldn’t cope with this, she couldn’t understand any more than he did,
maybe she was even jealous of mefor doing what she couldn’t. . . .

“Isthat dl?’

“I guessit’'ssomething,” | said, resenting it. “1t'sabeginning.” | knew then that | wouldn't say theret,
thewholetruth. Thiswas my affair, mine, and I’d handle it myself because | wastheright one, the only
onewho could. “I'll be seeing her again; and not just a the Haven.” Daring them to stop me. “I’m going
to help her, I know it. She knowsit.” Everybody knows it! wishing that everyone could.

Siebeling glanced at Jule and back a me. They didn’t say anything. The kinetic sculpture on his desk



stopped dead in the air.

* k% k %

| met Ineh in the Gardens more than once in the next couple of weeks, and watched her a the Haven.
Watching her now, knowing that drugs fed her the dreams she was feeding to the crowd, | hated the
place; hated mysdlf for sill needing them, even while | wastrying to stop them. But nothing €l se changed.
When we were together she never let me any closer.

Then one afternoon at the Center Mim came up to me with astrange, glazed look on her face. “Message
for you.”

“Huh?’ | sraightened up from the storage cabinets. Her hands were empty. “Whereisit?’

She tapped her head. “In here. What are you, deaf?” The joke had teeth and it bit me hard.
“Somebody’ s screaming her brains out for you, trying to tell you she wants you now. Make her stop,
damnit! And tell her not to use my head for acall box in the future.” She started to turn away.

“Where' sule?”

| let out the breeth | was holding. “Mim—"

Sheturned back, still frowning.

“ Il m S:)I'I’y.”

Shegrimaced. “ Just find her before she puts every ‘path in the building into an epileptic fit. When | say
thisisapain, I’'m not kidding.”

“I’'mgoing out.” | left the uncaibrated meterslying help-less on the table and started toward the door.



“Hurry!” Shethrew it after me.

| 1eft the building and headed for the cab cdler. Ineh was waiting there for me. | hadn't expected it.

“Why didn’t you come to the Center?’ It came out more sharply than I’d meant it to.

She shook her head. “ They don’t want me there. So | caled you,”

“Next time use the phone.” | pushed the call button.

She stared a me, looking tiny and miserable and aone.

“I’'msorry.” | bent my head. “1t'sjust that when you call me I’ m the last to know, in aplace like that.”

She dill stared a me. The cab camefinaly, and | wasglad.

We sat together in the Koss Tefirah garden. | asked her, findly, “Why did you call me, anyway?’ Hoping
therewas agood reason, afraid of what | was going to fed likeif therewasn't.

“I was unhappy.”

My hand tightened over the stone arm of the bench. * About what?’

She shivered like aplucked string. “Nothing.” Her own hands twisted, dways moving.

“About what?’

Shedidn’t answer. (Nothing.)



“Damnit, Ineh! You can’t tell me‘nothing’ forever! Either you trust me or you don’t and if you don’t |
don’'t know what the hell I’'m herefor!”

“I can't. | can'ttell you. I'm afraid—"

“For you or for me?’

“I'm afraid!” She crushed her eyes shut, and her fists, and her mind.

| unlatched my databracelet, let it fal into my hand. “ Open your eyes. There's something | want you to
see; | want to show you something.”

Sowly her eyes opened, and her fists. She looked at me, tensing.

| held out my wrist. A band of scar tissue circled it, naked and alien. “ Seethat?’

She nodded.

“A bond tag did that.” | turned away from her, pulled my jacket up and my shirt loose. The sun felt warm
onmy skin; | remembered the fedl of another sort of fire on my back. ... I let her look at the scars.

“That' swhat it meansto wear one.” | pulled my shirt down again, turned to face her. “| was shipped to
the Colonies as contract labor. If it hadn’t been for the people who run the Center I’ d till bethere. I’ ve
been somebody’ sdave, Ineh.”

She touched my wrigt with cold fingers.

“Tdl mewhat’ swrong.”

“I must give aprivate performance.”



Thewordshung in the air between uslike crysta beads. | felt the answer to the question completeits
circlebefore | could even ask. The strangers |’ d seen at the Haven, disap-pearing after the show, going
on to something more—a pri-vate performance.

“It’ sdifferent than what you do in the show?’

“Different ... thesame. . . more.” Her hands pressed her armsinside her long deeves.

“Whenisthis next ‘ performance ? After the show?’ It was dusk adready.

“Yes” Her fingers dug into the flesh of her arms. “I don’t want to go. | don’t want to—"

“Then don't go. Stay with me. We'll protect you.”

“No, they’ll comefor me. They’ll find me; nowhereis safe from them!”

“Ineh, that’ swhat they want you to think. It' s not true, not if you don’t want it to be.”

“Itid | seeitinthar minds”

| broke off, not sure any more whether she was fooling hersdlf, or | was. “What about the Corpses? We
could go to them—" Even the word |eft abad taste in my mouth.

HNO!”

| could have argued it, but I didn’t. Suddenly | was remem-bering Polhemas, and why he' d cometo the
Center.

Ineh giffened where she sat, looking past me. There was no one else anywhere near us. “They're
coming. They'll find ustogether. | haveto go—"



“There sno one—"

“| fed them!” She stood up, and | knew that in another moment she' d disappear.

“Wait, where—?Where can | find you?’

“InRinger’ sEnd. Thirty-five—" She wavered, and was gone. | sat on the bench aone, waiting for
whatever hap-pened next. The stars were starting to show through, and adiver of the lower moon.
About five minutes later a middle-aged man and woman, upside gentry, came into the glade, walking
dowly. They looked at me alittle longer than they might have; but no longer than anyone dressed the way
they were would look at someone dressed like me, in apark at dusk. They went on, murmuring
something | couldn’t hear. Thinking thoughts| couldn’t hear. Were they the ones? Or were they just her
fear showing; or just an excuse? | sat twitching until they’ d passed, and then | went looking for acab.

| got to Ringer’ sEnd asfast as | could. For Oldcity it wasn't abad looking street: at least it was clean,
and dmost quiet. | could hear the sea. | found the building entrance, but no one answered when | buzzed.
It was dmost timefor the Haven show; | couldn’t make myself stay there waiting, with no proof that

she' d ever even been there. | left Ringer’ s End and went to aweapon shop, where | got mysdlf a
stungun. Then | chased the hour across town to the Haven.

| went through the Haven’ s doors again, hiking acrossinfinity, not even noticing any morethat | walked
on thin air. Time mattered, not space—and timewas shrinking in on me al thetime. | sat down, leaning
back away from the glissen migt, not wanting anything to dull my mind. My fingers beat seconds on the
empty tabletop, out of rhythm with the gibber-ing background voices. I’ d never noticed before how
much like adirge the music sounded.

At lagt the usua show began, and | held my breath until | saw Ineh coming out of her cloud of light. As
soon as shewas asolid redlity | started, (Where were you? Where the hell did you go? What's
happening; tell mewhat to do!)

And in the frozen moment before she began, my waiting mind filled with an echo of numbers, a
combination ... | saw that it unlocked the secret of the invisible walls and would |et me pass through.
(Why?Why?) But shedidn’t answer, and. | couldn’t let mysalf wonder too much. There weren't any
answers now, only the soft whispering of her soul reaching out to me, the knowledge that in another hour
someone might be using it for a private playground. The seconds crawled past me, space-time warped
out of shapein this strange dream-land; her performance went on forever—and was over before | had
timeto redizeit. The guests were on their feet, shuffling out, the room was darkening behind them.



| got up, stood trying not to look like I was waiting, until most of them were gone. Theinvisble wal was
moving up on me, pressuring meto leave. ... | said the numbers, and thewall of darkness swallowed me

up.

Beyond it there was nothing but a corridor—Dblank, gray, empty. | blinked, shaking off thefedingthat I'd
walked through awet, open mouth. At the far end of the hall wasadoor. | walked toward it, still not
quite believing that I’ d come thisfar. | put my handsinto my pockets, fegling the stungun cool and
smooth in my pam. The door at the end of the hall didn’t have aknaob or aplate. | pushed it, and it
swung open. Beyond it was more darkness—an dley.

| turned, looking back over my shoulder. Behind me, the entrance I’ d come through had become a solid
wall. | had thefedling it wouldn’t let me back again. And there were no other doors; at least nonethat |
could see. (Ineh!) | shouted her name with my mind, but there was no answer. Thistime | wasn't
expecting one. I’ d been shown the door, and Ineh— Ineh... The door was till open. | went through it.

A heavy figt came down across my shoulders, clubbing meto my knees. Grease and grit skidded under
my hands, scrap-ing my pams, and then it was somebody’ sfoot in my side throwing me back against the
wall. The hands on my jacket dragged me up, knocking me against the cold pedling surface until my
brainsrattled, pulling away and coming back to hit me again, everywhere, and | couldn’t seem to make
any part of me work well enough to stop them. . . . Until the handslet go again at last and | did down
into the trash.

“Keep away from her, freek—" Hisfoot in my ribs, underlining the word. “Or the next time they won't
find your body.” Thefoot came after me onelast time.

Somehow | brought up my hands and caught hisleg, twisted under him with his own motion and jerked
him off hisfeet. Hefdl past me onto the pavement, coming down like a condemned building. | thanked
God he hadn’t landed on top of me. | hauled mysdf up, the stungun in my hands; revers-ing our positions
and alot of other things. “Hold it.”

Hewastrying to get hisfeet under him. He stopped when he saw the gun.

“Whereisshe?’

“Who?’

“You know who.” | tried to stand straighter and not listen to my body. “1 ain’t got much time. Areyou



gonna make this easy or hard?’

Helaughed, giving me the answer.

| could see the features of hisface clearly now. It looked like he' d landed on it. | wondered how much
he could see of mine. | grinned and spat blood. He knew what | was. If he was like most

psi-haters—* Did they tell you what kind of ‘freak’ | an—did they tell you I’'m a‘path, like sheis?1 can
turn your brainsingde out, read everything you ever thought of, back to the day you were born. It hurts
likehel ... I'll makesureit does.” | grinned wider, hurting like hell. “Y ou gonna.give mewhat | wart,
deadhead, or do | rip it out of your skull?’ | frowned like | was concentrating hard; watched hisface turn
tojdly.

“All right, dl right!” His head dropped, but he was still staring up & me with white eyesfrom under his
brows. “They took her to Kinba' s.”

“Where' sthat?’ | knew the name; | tried to keep my voice steadly.

“Outside the city.”

“What' s the co-ords?’

Hetold me.

“ Access codes?’

He told me that too; his own voice wasn't too steady.

| spat again. “Y ou sure about that? Maybe | should take alook.”

“It'struel” Hethrew his hands up again, shidding hisface, asif he thought that could stop me. “ Jeezu.”

| nodded. “Okay. | think | believeyou.” | hugged my aching ssomach with my arm. “Thanks, sucker.”



His own arms came down, and dready hisface was hardening again. “You ain't a‘path! You didn't even
sense mewaiting. You can't—"

“I know.” | pressed the button on the stungun with my thumb, and he went to deep.

| went out to the Street to find a cab. No one looked twice as | pushed my way through the crowds, a
stumbling punk who drooled blood was business as usua in Oldcity. And the cab didn’t ask questions
when | shoved thewoman aside and got in, just, “ Destination?’ | let myself collgpse asit took me up
over the crowds, heading for the world upside; heading for trouble.

The cab carried me out along way beyond the southward limit of Quarro, on dong the thin peninsula
between pincers of seagleaming like gunmetal under the light of the two moons. | tried to keep count of
the wealthy estates winking like stars, hiding in the darkness down below. | remembered seeing mansions
on the threedy somewhere along time ago. | ached dl over and fdt londier than I’ d thought | knew how
to.

After awnhile the cab dropped down again, and the world came back a mein arush. An estate opened
out below, like aholo-till blown up out of al proportion: | couldn’t quite make mysdf believe what |
saw tumbling down the steep hill dope, layer on layer of broken crystal pulsing with light. The cab didn’t
veer Off asit came down; the codes worked.

And then | was sanding on the landing flat, staring at my own reflection haoed by the cab lights—tiny
and shattered, repesting over and over in the crescent of facing walls. A lens opened in the smooth
surface, and someone came through. It was the hologram host from the Haven. There was no cloak this
time, and | decided findly that it was awoman. “ Areyou red thistime?’

She hdf-amiled. “Y ou’ ve seen my show. You didn't likeit?’ She hestated, asif shewaslistening to
something | couldn’t hear. “ That stungun you carry is useless here. This houseis weapon-sealed, of
course. So why don't you tossit away.” She flicked ahand. The words were dl hard surfaces and sharp
edges, like the house behind her.

| shrugged, and took the gun out of my pocket. | threw it away into the dark, bloodstain-colored grass. |
wondered how many other eyeswerelooking me over, al up and down the spectrum.

“Thisisaprivate estate, boy. Why are you trespassing here?’ Her voice swatted me like abug: not even
worth athrest. | had to admire her ice.



| had to match it: “Ineh wantsto see me.”

Theflat line of one brow quirked. “Ineh?Y ou’' ve cometo see Ineh? Then you'rethat one. . . 7" Her
fingers darted out & me like asnake s head. “All right. Comein and see her, then.” Her smileripped me
to shreds.

| smiled back, tagting alittle more of my own blood. “ Thanks.” | followed her in through the opening iris,
jawsfull of glassteeth; heard it ring shut behind me. | took a deep breath. She led me through room after
room that probably made the Five Worlds Museum look deazy. “Y ou know, | used to be athief myself.
What did | do wrong?’

Shelooked at me shedidn’t smile.

There didn’t seem to be anyone else in any room we passed. Thiswasthe private estate of Farheen
Kinba, one of the dark gods who ruled Oldcity’ s underworld. | thought about what it would be like to
liveinaplacelikethisdl done. . . knowing al the time that alone was the last thing we wereright now.

Wetook alift down and down into a part of the house sunk deep into the hillsde. And there were dl the
rest of the bodies, the rest of the eyes that weren't dready watching me; there was even Kinba himself.
They were watching someone e se, through awal of mirror-backed glass: Ineh.

The room she sat in was dmost empty of anything else; the walls were asilent gray-green, and so was
the carpet. She sat in ahard, Straight-backed chair, its arms and legs carved with eye-twisting tangles of
vineuntil it dmost seemed to be growing up and over her, holding her prisoner.

And across from her in acushioned recliner, not touching her in any way, lay aman. They both worelong
white robes, like shrouds; but from what | could see of his heavy face and his soft, thick hands, he was
somebody who was used to having too much of everything. His eyes were shut, but hewas't adeep. He
was dreaming. ... | watched hisface, the expressionsthat stretched it, warping rubber; his body
tightening, jerking once, shifting. Ineh’s face moved with her own shaping and sharing of hisdream, but
the emotions that moved it weren't the same. Her body was asrigid asthe chair that held it, trembling
with strain. Her eyeswere shut, and | saw the wetsilver tracks of tearslying on her cheeks.

| closed my own eyes, shut off dl the outside senses | could—trying to reach what was happening out
therewith the oneleft insgde. | felt whispers and mutterings, muffled cries, pressng my mind againgt the
wall of glassthat lay insde my own head. | held my breath, forgot my body and whereit was. . . . Ghost



images began to form, began to pull a me. Cold raw hands began to dig into my brain: Thiswasaman
with hungersthat had never been satisfied, never could be. Hungersthat had driven him to a position of
power only afew others ever reached, given him dl the pleasuresthat till weren’t enough. And now he
had the powers of the Dream-weaver to play with. She wasn't leading his dreams, she wasfollowing
them, letting him fix the rules and being forced to play by them. The power he' d dways wanted, to
dominate and humiliate and use—the freedom that the laws of society kept him from ever redlly getting
hisfill of—all that was hisnow, histo dream about, with Ineh as histool and hisvictim.

(Ineh! Ineh!) | screamed her name silently, trying to break through. But shewas caught up in his
nightmare; her mouth opened in her own silent scream. | pushed through the knot of watchersto the
trangport wall, beat my fistssagaingt it. “Ineh!” but the surface was solid, the sound recoiled. Ineh didn’t
move.

Hands caught my arms, dragging me back into the real world. The group of watchers around me were
suddenly al watching me, their faces hdf dack, haf ugly. | redlized they’d dl been ligeningtowhat I'd
just heard; abunch of goddamn voyeurs peeping through the keyhole into somebody ese' s mind. Two or
three of the faces | recognized from the past, Kinba himsdf and a couple of Oldcity’ s other firdt citizens,
all looking businesdike and respectable in drapes of watercolor silk. There was a stranger dressed the
sameway, but looking uneasy. Therest | didn’t recognize; but | recog-nized the type.

And there was someone el se in the room, sitting to one side while the others stood, with aremote on his
knees. Right now he was leaning forward, muttering some kind of message into it. He stopped, looking
up, not at me but at Ineh again, and hiseyes got glassy. He didn't seemto fit in with therest, and | knew
thelook on hisface too well. He was a tel epath—a corporate tel epath. Some combines used them for
security, though most were too paranoid to use a* path who was good enough to redly pick brains,
including their own.

And this one was communicating with Ineh, getting mes-sages that no one €l se here was getting. ... |
looked back at the stranger who was dressed for business, and suddenly it dl fit. The Corpseswere
right: Somebody was using psionicsto pick brains. It was happening right herein front of me, and the
victim never even knew it. Ineh must have screened every crowd at the Haven, picked out the customers
whose minds were crammed full of secretsto be sold to the highest bidder. And thiswas how she pulled
them out.

Kinbaturned to the woman. “Hedo, what isthis?” He waved ahand a my face. Hewaswearing a
sapphire as big as a cockroach on hismiddle finger. “Why did you bring him here?’

“It'sIneh’sfreak; he got past Spoode. | thought such determination ought to be rewarded. And | thought
you might like to ask him how many othersknow he' s here.”



| saw Ineh dump over thefar arm of her chair. | tried to pull free, but Kinba s bodyguards held me with
no trouble. | felt something dip over my wrists behind my back and tighten, pinning them together. Kinba
amiled at me, atiny twitch pulling hismouth againgt his perfect teeth.

“Y ou son-of-a-bitch,” | said.

The hand with the sgpphire ring dapped me. | shook my heed, feding fresh blood in awarm trickle down
my cheek. “Mind your tongue or I'll haveit cut out.” His voice waswhite and cold like hisface. “If you
prefer to keep it, you half-breed abomination, perhaps you' |l consider telling uswho else knowsyou're
here?” Therest of them had stopped watching Ineh, and their faces were grim.

| kept my own eyes on her, felt my body trembling. “ The Corpses know. They know about the Haven
and what you're doing with it—"

He held up hishand. | stopped. “We€ |l see.” Some of the faces began to look worried; but not his. The
combine man kneaded his hands together. A door was opening in the next room. Two men were shaking
the dug awake, hauling him off his couch. The woman called Hedo went to Ineh, helped her to stand,
leading her out after the others were gone. The corporate telepath stared at me asif he'd just noticed |
was there; glanced at his boss, who frowned. He looked back at me, confused, and | tried to make him
react somehow. He looked down again a the remote in hislap, his shoulders hunching. Kinba's
bodyguardsled me out of the room.

We went back up in thelift, back into the main part of the house; into aroom looking out on the night
and the long ruddy dope of the hill. Ineh was aready there. She sat gulping something from acup, her
robe soaked and stained, her movementsjerky. And yet she was more beautiful, dmost shining; not
because of what had happened, but somehow in spite of it. | shook my head again, not understanding
what | was seeing. Shelooked up then and saw me, froze as she saw what | looked like.

“Ineh,” the woman said, “ see who camefor your perfor-mance.”

Ineh gtill sat frozen. Shedidn’t answer. Her mouth quivered.

“I'm okay,” | said. “I've come to take you back with me. The Corpses know everything. If anything
happensto me or you, they know who to blame.”

“Ineh, ishetdling the truth?” Kinbastrolled past me to where she sat, ran his maggot fingers through her
hair, mas-saged her neck.



| felt her touch me with her mind: ahard clumsy blow that tore the tight-woven defenses | couldn’t
control gpart. | tried not to resist, holding out trust, hope, reassurance, not even bothering to hide my lie.
Trusting her—

“Hetold no one.” Her voice wasflat. “Heis here done, no one knowswhat he' sdone.”

Kinba s hands dropped to her shoulders, patted her lightly; dl the hidden tension had gone out of them.
Hislaughter was loose and easy. | was just exactly as stupid as he' d figured | was. “Y ou see, good
people, there was nothing to worry about,” heavy on the nothing.

| looked down at the floor, twisting my hands against the hard edges of the binder.

“Ineh, I'm disgppointed.” His hands squeezed her shoul-ders. “Isthisquixotic idiot redly your idea of
someone who' sgoing to change your life?” She grimaced, but didn’t answer. “Well, hereheis. You did
well enough for usjust now. But you seem to detest it, you resist it 0. That impairs your usefulness. |
aways said our relationship was one of mutua need, not davery. Y ou could leave any time you chose.
Would you liketo go away with him?” She looked up, her face caught in the middle of haf adozen
different emotions. “Y ou’ ve given usyears of loya service. Shall | repay you now ... let you go away
with him? Of courseif you do, you'll belosing the—privileges of our partnership. Areyou ready to lose
all that? Or do you want to stay on, safe and protected, and ... let us get rid of him?”’

| couldn’t believe that she was redlly listening to what he said, any morethan | believed for a second that
he was offering her ared choice. But she stared up at him like she was seeing God. Then she looked at
me for along minute, without letting me through into her mind. She looked out the window at the empty
night, and the minute stretched into two, into eternity. My mind ached, waiting for her to choose, even
while | knew it was no choice and at least one of uswas going to die.

| looked after her out the windowed wall at the sky ... just in time to see the windows dissolve like afilm
of iceinthe sun, the sun burgting in on me, my sight going red-gold-white-black before | could shut my
eyes. Then dl hell broke loose—shouting and curses and noises| didn't recognize, bodies damming into
me, knocking me down. By thetime | blinked my eyes clear, there was a Corporate Security cruiser
hanging beyond the dagged windows and the room wasfilling up with Corpses.

And Ineh was on her knees beside me, pulling at my arm. Her voice was high and broken, | could barely
make out what she said. “ Cat, Cat...they cometo arrest us, to take us away!”



| sat back, trying to get my feet under me. “Get out of here, Ineh! Now, while you can—" A Corpse had
spotted us, was starting toward us through the forest of shifting bodies.

“Where, wherecan | go?I’'m afrad—"

“Somewhere they won't be looking! Anywhere. Go on!”

“YC” ?l

“I'll bedl right. Go on!”

She disappeared; | felt the soft inrush of air that followed. Nesat gray legs stopped short beside me. |
heard the Corpse swear, and looking up | saw Polhemas. | started to get up. He reached down and
caught the front of my jacket, hauling me onto my fedt.

“Wheredid shego?’

“Who?’

“Don't play brain-damaged with me.” The polite officia front was gone. “Y ou’ rein enough trouble asit

IS

“Me?’ | jerked at my cuffed hands. “Come on, Polhemas, you think | did thisto mysalf?Y ou know |
didn’t have anything to do with them—"" | bent my heed at the rest of the room.

His hand was gtill clenched on my jacket front. “1 knew you were lying when you told me you didn’t
know anything, back at the Center. That’ swhy | had atracer put onyou. And it led usright to the
ansver.”

“Youthink | didn’t know you werefollowing me? It would’ ve been damn stupid to walk into thisall by
mysdf if | wasn't involved; that’ swhat you figure, isn'tit?" | tried to stare him down. | hoped he couldn’t
seemy earsburning. “I’m not stupid,” just crazy, “and | wasn't lying to you. But | was smart enough to
see afew things you overlooked, while you were spending dl your time trying to blame this on the
Center. Faceit, Polhemas, I'm the hero here. You can't turn it insde out.”



Hisface turned redder than my ears, and his hand on my jacket jerked me forward. But then he grunted
and let me go. He was going to be hero enough himself to keep him from making a case of proving | was
wrong. | let my own bresth out in asigh. He looked me over again, looking hard at my bruised face.
Then he turned me around and rel eased the binder on my wrigts. “Why didn’t you just tell uswhat you
learned? If you wanted to be a hero that would' ve been enough. Why risk being adead one?’

| pulled my hands forward and rubbed them. “Why should | do you any favors? What have you done for
the Center for Psonic Research lately?’

Heignored that. “ It was the Dreamweaver, wasn't it? Where did you send her—where is she?’

“I don't know. Somewhere you won't find her. Y ou can drug me dl you want but | can’t tell you more
than that.”

“We'll find her.” It was athreat.

| caught hisarm. “Why don’t you leave her lone? They made her do it, she didn’t want to. That’ swhy
she cameto me, for help. She's suffered more than that mindfucker ever did—" pointing at her *“ guest”
standing sullen and confused while two Corpses questioned him. “He' sthe one you ought to send up. If
you' d seen theinside of hishead you’ d kill him on the spot.”

Polhemas looked at the dug and back at me without saying anything. His eyeswere till cold and empty.

“Look, you've got what you want. Leave usaone...Maybe it never occurred to you, but we' re just
trying to live like everybody ese. Give usagoddamn bresk! We gave you what you want; we' ve earned
it”

Hedidn't answer.

| let go of hisarm and turned away. The corporate telepath was looking a me from across the room,
where hisboss' s voice was getting louder and louder. Hisface wasfull of fear and despair; | could seeit,
but | couldn’t fed it. | started to walk away.



“Nobody said you could go anywhere,” Polhemas said.

“Try and stop me.”

Hedid.

* * * %

It was hours later before | was free again, walking back through the streets to the Center, feeling the stedl
and stone of al Oldcity weighing down my heart. Polhemas had asked me a thousand questions about
everything I’ d seen, heard, over-heard, thought or guessed. I’d told him everything | could, because it
didn’t matter any more and | only wanted to get out of there. It was only after I’ d lft the detention center
that | let mysdlf redlize he hadn'’t tried to force anything more out of me about where Ineh had gone. It
surprised me, because it meant that he must have listened to something I’ d said before. But either way it
didn’t realy matter; because Ineh was gone, and | didn’t know where. How the hell would | find her;
what would she do—what would | do?

The Center had long since closed for the night when | reached it. But there was still alight on somewhere
insgde, so | went in the front entrance instead of taking the back way up to my room. Jule and Siebeling
gtood waiting for mein the empty hal; | dmost walked past them without seeing them.

“ Ca?!

| stopped, shaking my head. They came toward me when | didn’t move. Siebeling lifted hishand, and
across the room the lights brightened. Their faces showed pools and lines of shadow, their tired eyes
looked me up and down. Siebdling caught my jaw with hishand, gently, turning my faceright and I ft.

“Did Corporate Security do that to you?’

1] NO-”

“What happened?’ Jule asked. The question didn’t stop with my face.

“I fdl down.” | tried to pull away, but Jule held my arm.



“Wait, Cat.” She stood in front of me. “Y ou’ ve been trying to pretend that you' re the only onewho's
involved with the Dreamweaver’ s problems; but you're not. Y ou're not doneinthis. You' renot donein
the world—for better or worse.”

“Y ou weren't exactly killing yourself to help meout.”

“That'shardly fair,” Siebdling said. “You didn't give usany information. Y ou didn’t tell usthe kind of
problemsthat were redlly involved, the kind of people, the danger. Y ou went off on asuicidal crusade
againg Evil, and you damn near got just what you were asking for! Didn’t it ever occur to you
that—that—" he broke off, “that we can’t read your mind, Cat.”

“I never thought about anything ese. That’ sthetrouble.” | looked down, my arms hanging heavy a my
sdes. “I'm sorry. Maybe I’ |l start appreciating what I’ ve got |eft, now.”

Now that it doesn’t matter any more, now that it’ s too late. “How’ d you know what happened?
Were the Corpses here?’

“No.” Siebeling leaned againgt a seat-back. “ They haven't been here.”

“They haven't?Not a al?

He shook his head.

| laughed, a choked sort of sound. It meant there might be something decent in Polhemas after dl, and |
wasn't ready to believeit. “ Then how did you know?’

“Ineh told us,” Julesaid.

Ineh? The word wouldn't form in my mouth. “Where— whereis she?’

“Up inyour room. | had to give her asedative to help her keep control; she's degping now.” He touched
his head. “Y ou know she'san addict, Cat—?"’



| flinched. “1 know. What’ s she on, Doc?’

“Trihannobin.”

“Nightmare.” | felt the blood drain out of my face, “They cdl it nightmare.”

Henodded. “And it takes you for ahard ride. It sakind of nerve poison. Most people don’t useit for
long; they gener-dly stop when it killsthem.” Hisface was as empty as my own.

“I went for aride once.” The memories came without my wanting them to. “I thought | wasin heaven. |
didn’t eat or deep for three days. And then it wore off.” | kept my eyes open, kept looking at their faces:
proving that | was herein the present, that I’ d really comethrough it. Nightmare . . . that’s why they
call it nightmare. | could still seethe hospita ward through their faces, the nutrient bath shining on my
skin like swest, the straps. . . . They hadn’t cared enough to make it easier. “ Give her something to make
it eesier—"

He shook his head, looking down.

“Why not?

“She' sHydran, Cat... | can't predict how it would affect her. She doesn’t react to the drug theway a
human does, or she’ d be dead by now. If | tried to counteract it without doing an analysis, | could make
itworsefor her...” He sounded helpless; | was't used to hearing him sound that way.

“I guess | want to see her now.”

He nodded, and the three of uswent upgtairs.

| wasthefirst oneinto the room, Ineh sat waiting, watch-ing, from my bed platform. Her aamswere
locked around her knees, her fists were clenched tight. Her face was clenched too; | couldn't tell what
shewasthinking.



“We may need regtraints,” Siebeling murmured to Jule.

“No.” | looked back. “If sheneedsit I'll doit; I'll hold her.” | redlized as| said it that | was going to do
more—that | was going to do everything. Not because | wouldn’t share it with them, thistime, but
because | couldn’t. Ineh would lose control again, and when she lost it completely I'd be the only oneleft
who could stand to be near her. “Y ou’ d better get out of range while you can.”

They looked a each other, and at me. Thistime they didn’t argue. They left the room.

“Hdlo, Ineh,” | said softly. Shedidn’t answer. | moved across to the bed platform, climbed up and sat
beside her, trying to keep my face calm and easy. “ Thank God you came here,” thinking that she had
more sensethan | did, to trust Jule and Doc when | hadn’t. “I just about went crazy won-dering how 1'd
find you.” | reached out to touch her arm. Her body jerked away; | didn’t know whether she’d meant it
to or not. “Sorry.” | looked down at my hands, up again. A hard knot was forming in my throat. “I know,
it saready starting. Don't be afraid.”

Her eyesfixed on me, wild and glassy, asthough shewaslistening to alunatic. Shelicked her lips. “I
need my dream tonic. Help me.”

| shook my head. “Not that way. I’ ve been through this, Ineh, and | came out the other side. I'll help
you. Trust me. Let mein, let me share the—"

Something blinding hit me behind the eyes, fed back aong the nerve-paths to the ends of my senses—all
her power, focused on me and driven home by fear. | cried out, holding my head. And | saw her clearly,
at last: not the Ineh | thought | knew, but the Ineh I’ d seen in ghost glimpses when her concentration
dipped, when she couldn’t make me see her the way she wanted the world to see her, and I'd falen
through it into the way she was. The nightmare Ineh, brittle bones, sunken eyes, wasted flesh. The
nightmare. The nightmare aready beginning— Disgust and hatred filled me up like the urge to vomit:
Ineh’ sloathing for the thing she’ d become in her mind, was becoming with her body; afilthy, crawling,
drug-infected ruin, born to pain, deserving pain, terrified of pain but trapped insde it with no escape,
trapped—

Trapped. I"d betrgpped with her in this nightmare journey of pain and more pain, pain until you wailed,
howled, beat yourself sensdess against wallsto get away fromiit. Y our hands ripped your own flesh,
your legswouldn’t hold you up, your body betrayed and humiliated you in ways you never dreamed of
and you didn’t even care...When | could sit up again in the hospita there was a corpsein the mirror, |
saw acorpseand | screamed and | can’'t go through it all over again | can’'t—!



| threw mysalf down from the platform, away from the sight of her. | amost shouted for the others,
amog started for the door; amost ran—out of the room, away from her and the power of her pain and

mysdif.

But instead | turned back, and looked at her. She hunched forward, burying her face in the stained
whiteness of her robe, dragging isolation over hersdlf like a shroud. There was no reaching from mind to
mind now; I"d shut her out of myself, and shewas't trying to get back in.

And | was going to leave her that way. | was going to |leave her alone and prove to her that there was
nobody on thisworld who wouldn’t betray her; that there was no one she could count on; that no matter
what shetried to do, because of what she wasit would turn against her... That if she reached the other
end of thisroad through hell she'd only find that it hadn’t been worth the trip. | was the only one who
could share the journey, who knew the roadmarks, who could make her believe there was areason to
surviveit. But | was going to leave her here done and run from her problems; just like I’ d done to mysdif.

| climbed back onto the platform. | kneeled beside Ineh, put my arms around her huddled body, fedling
her muscles knot and quiver. “I’'m here, | won't leave you. Y ou can count on me—" My voice broke.

A wall of blind hatred dammed into me, locking me out. Hopeless pain was dl that was|eft, dl that was
red to her now, eating her dive from the insgde. She wanted to die; and she would. | had to break
through to her again, somehow, before everything imploded.

And there was only one thing gtill working her mind. If | could turn the rage that was holding me out into
atool tolet mein..." All right!” | shouted it into her face. “Y ou hate me, you want to blameit al on me.
But you dragged meinto this, you set me up to do what you didn’'t have the guts to do yoursdlf. Then you
lost your nerve, and | got the shit beat out of me. If | was going to stop believing in you, that should' ve
doneit. But | didn’t; | didn’t give up on you. | kept on until you werefree. You're free.

“If you have to hate, remember where you were before you came here tonight! Remember who did it to
you, who turned your gift into something sick and dirty. If you want to shut somebody out of your life,
shut them out. If you want something enough to die for it, make it your freedom. If you want to hate
somebody let it be Kinbal” | shook her. “Don’t let them win. We don’t haveto | et the goddamn scum of
thisuniverse destroy us. Let it out, the hate ... the pain will gowithiit. Let mein—" (Let me share your
pain,) pushing myself asde, trying to loosen my mind, to forget any other thought, and just once let the
emptiness go unguarded.

Ineh jerked upright, tears streaming down her face. She opened her mouth. And screamed. The scream
went on and on, pouring out of her like blood.



My mind burst open as the images smashed into me, losing al control as shelost al control. Not even my
own mind any more, but astage in darkness for the Dreamweaver’ s night-mares. Agony from amillion
neurons like live wires sngpping ... the taste of gdll, the stench of putrefying flesh, my ears screaming,
knives of light dashing my eyes, agony thét filled al time and went on and on and on. ... Cancer flowers
spreading, the face of the torturer with athousand faces, peta's opening endlessy changing out of control
controlling body, soul . . . Kinba, whiteyielding inevitable cgoling soothing strangling striking tearing
destroying/*flash shatter hot blades broken glass*/Hedo, oblivion’ swater food of gods of dreams
hands of ice edge of knives/* screaming blackness eyestorn from sockets*/ Body of adug mind full of
worms bursting like aboil, endless floods of diseased image that went on and on, no escape from filthy
minds, stupid, greedy, blind, empty empty minds—mutilating her gift denying her sdf, suffocating her soul
in their soul-darkness until shewas only athing used by things. . . .

(I know, I know...Struggling up out of her nightmares, dazed, torn, faling back, into my own: Inthe
mines, breath-ing poisoned air, beaten starved buried dive in the freezing guts of an dien world. No rest,
no hope, no night or day . . . no escape, no end except a dead end. Warm bodies, cheaper than cold
machines. No one caring if you lived or died, until finally even you didn't care, betrayed, abandoned, a
thing used by things...)

Hate them | hate them!!!/* Stars*/ Kinba, Hedo, an endless whed flickering changing offering betraying
humiliating tor-menting ... no onein al the space of the living who was not there to torture/™ ripping
forcing violation death*/ Let me go oh let medie! die! die! Ruined, infected, weak degraded coward!!
No reason to live no reason no no

(Her hands from another world, the red world, flailing, clawing, reaching for my throat; my body
orawled againgt her own, holding it down, holding the hands away from her face, from finding a wespon.
Thefdselight of anew day bresking, showing me the truth—life was the nightmare, and there was no
waking out of it. Thiswasred, and reality was no one sdream. They sang it in the streets ... the streets
of Oldcity, thefaces of alifetime glaring down like floodlights, smothering mein spit and blows and ugly
laughter: City-boy, hafbreed, bondie, scum. All shouting whispering thinkingit . . . their handsfids, their
feet on my neck; taking what they wanted, over and over, and never giving aword, atouch, no
friendship, no kindness, no reason—

(“Letmehdpyou.” Jule. . . Jule, saying four wordsthat I’ d never heard from anyone before, touching
my mind with gentleness, making me see the world in the mirror and not hate it any more. Therewasa
reason, there was. . . . Ineh! Listen, listen to me, fighting upstream agains the flood of two rivers. It
doesn’t matter what happened, none of it, none of them. What they did to you, or me, it isn’'t us, it
hasn’'t changed the truth— Repesting it over and over and over and getting nowhere; losing strength,
losng— You have a gift, reaching out to the world, reaching out to me, so many that need it, really
need it. Not sick, only like you are or | am, sick of hatred and pain—)

Hatred pain/* nails thornsiron*/ nothing esereal, no one not evil ugly empty human! . . . hersdlf, evil



ugly human corrupted ... | want to die! let melet me go—

(Not human! No, you aren’t, you never will be—they’ll never let you be; be glad of it. Remember
who you were, remember your real people, everything you shared with them—)

Nooo! wild anguish, denid, terror— (Yes! You belong to your people, you can help them, share with
them—)

No no gone lost abandoned betrayed— Hersdlf, themselves, betrayed, lost. . . . Faces, loved facestorn
away; torn gpart by parting, mindstorn gpart families torn apart, lost in the endless darkness of space lost
forever, forever, pain going on forever logt inpain. . . .

(Lost in my own pain, my people lost to me, lost in the endless darkness, lost forever . .. No! stop. . .
terror, pain, memories, screams echoing in an dley-end—in achild' sears, inachild smind. . . . Stop,
stop it!)

New world harsh ugly gray prison walls gray minds hunger hatred fear . . . minds sharing shriveling
breaking sealing shut, closing out hunger hatred loss each other giving giving less, giving nothing,
giving out giving in . . . betraying, abandoning, surrendering—

(It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. Find your way back, they’l take you back; they have to.
Only onething, onething could never beforgiven.)

Too far! Too long, too much shamefilth uglinessl Never return, never forgiveness enough for so much
shame. Only deeth only death forgives!

(No. Not death—only death never forgives. Only death is never forgiven. . . . Choking, suffoceting,
fluid: my mind filling up with blood—no no—No forgiveness. No degth for akiller no help for a
cripple—me, not you! My punishment, my guilt, my shame! Thewegpon lying in my hands and the
haired in my soul and an enemy insde my mind showing methat | had no right to pride or love or loyalty,
halfbreed scum | ought to be dead! Like my dreams my memories my mother in an Oldcity alley,
screaming and screaming insde my head until | can’t hear anything at dl. . . . Shedied, and | couldn’t
save her. Shedied ingde my head and | didn’t, and that made me human enough to hate and kill. No
matter that it saved alife, two lives, three—my own. ... | could, | had to, | wanted to—I did.

(Mind insde mind exploding like astar, burning out cir-cuits sensessoul . . . lost inarain of black ashes
faling through silence. Silence and blackness—no light no sound no way back to the land of life. . . dead



insde my own body. Lie down and die, murderer, betrayer, failure! black ashesto drown in, ashes blood
death only death forgives, darkness, darkness soft and deep, drowning. . . .)

Light bresking like sunrise, streaming through the choking fall of deeth. See death, seeit for Nothing,
absence denia loss fear escape—lifeless beautyless emptiness. . . Light growing stronger, surrounds
crystalizes dissolves darkness—(1 remember, | remember being wragpped in light, Jule, Sebding, mind
joining mind strong enough to drive out any pain) . . . Light risng suffusing, golden, opening onto sky,
endless rumpled fields of whiteness, clouds (snow the snowfields of another world, remembered world,
Spring green mountains rising impossibly from snow against a sapphire rain-washed sky: proving beauty
gl existed, trugt, friendship, love). . . . Desth destroys us, hate/pain makes us blind; but those things till
exig, ill live and are true within us without us. True beyond us—true because of us, true between us,
nothing hidden now, my name written on my heart, read it, read it and show me your own, let mein. . ..
Light growing stronger brighter incandescent, dissolving pain, hatred grief, |oosening bonds setting free,
dissolving into the universa heartbeat promise refuge peace, peace, peace. . . .

* * * %

| woke, and waking was like adream. | moved through dowtime, the room flowed around me like honey
as| lifted my head. Ineh was beside me, eyes shut, barely breathing. Nothing reached me now from her
mind, but one of her hands was locked inside my own like adouble vise; my arm was raw with

scratches. Slowly | knew that my hand was aching with cramp, my whole body was locked in acramp,
my skin burned and the room stank of sweat and sickness. Ineh’ s face was bruised and hollow, her hair
snarled like weeds; her own genuine body lay beside me, wasted by drugs. There was nothing hidden
now; but | couldn’t be sorry, only glad. Nothing was hidden between us; nothing hidden from our-selves.
She had shown me the name hidden in her soul, and shown me my own; we had shared the
understanding that surpassed all truth. | could see again—and everything | saw was beautiful. | let my
head fal back, my empty mind wasfull of peace, and | dept.

* k x %

When | cameto again there was no one beside me. | reached out with my mind, groping, and found
nothing. Then | believed it. | dragged myself to the edge of the platform and |ooked down—had to shut
my eyes. Therewas a sound like asigh, and when | opened them again Jule was standing there. Jule ... |
kept trying to see Ineh.

“She'ssafe” Julesaid, and amiled. “She'sdl right.”

| grunted, and let an arm drop down.



She squeezed my hand, helped me down from the platform and into the bathroom. | drank six cups of
water while she peded off my gtinking clothes. Then she pushed meinto the fresher and disappeared
agan. | sood ingde until it turned my raw skin numb and tingling, until | could tell that | had legsto stand
on. It fet likealong time since I’ d used them.

It was along time. The readout on the clock said three days. | pulled on atunic and drank some more
water, trying to sort out my mind.

Then Julewas back again, with food. Eating it gave me alittle extratime. Findly | said, “Isshewith
you?’

She nodded. “With us, yes. Ardan’ streating her; she'sin bad shape physically.”

“I know. It'sdl right? She doesn’'t—7?" | touched my head, looking at her.

Jule shook her own head. “It was her suffering that | couldn’t bear. Theworst of that ispadt; | can
protect mysdlf from what’ sleft. But it will be along time before she believes she has any control—over
hersdf or her life. She' sgoing to need dl the help we can give her; dl the shared strength.”

Do any of us really control anything? But | only said, “Haf alifetime doesn't hed in anight. Nothing's
that easy. But theworst isover, likeyou said. And I'll—wée |l be here, to show her how much good she
canfindin...” Something in Jule sface made me stop. But | didn’t ask. With my heart beating too
quickly, I let my mind go loose, trying to fed what waswrong. And got nothing. Nothing.

“Cat? What' sthe matter?’

“Nothing. | mean—nothing,” feding my face collapse; feding my mind astight and hard asafist. “Did
you—wasthere anything?’

Shelooked at me, confused. Then, “Oh.” No.

“Itdidn’tlast.” Didn't last, didn’t last, didn't, . . . Ech-oes, wasthat dl she'd left me? (dule, fed it, for
God' s sake, fed it!)



Sheblinked, twitched.

| leaned forward, tilting my stool. “Didyou. .. 7

She nodded dowly, garting to smile. “| felt something. | felt something.”

“Yeah?' | settled back; knowing I should have redlized that Ineh wasn't the only one whose healing
wouldn'tfinishinanight. . . . “ At least there' s something. Hope.” A crack in the wall. A beginning, now
that I’ d finally accepted that guilt would only diewhen | did. | Sghed, looking back at Jule. “What did |
say wrong about helping Ineh?” Asking; just asking.

Jule stood up, turning away from me. “ She doesn’t want to see you again.”

1] WI,H?’

“She doesn’t want to see you.” Her voice got weaker instead of stronger.

“Why?Why not?’ | stood up, following her. “We shared—everything.”

“That' swhy.” Sheturned to face me, findly. “Sheisn't reedy, sheisn't strong enough to deal with what
that meant to both of you. Y ou saw things about her that made her wish she was dead, Cat. Thingsshe'll
be working to forget for therest of her life”

“But she knows things about me—" things that made me wish | was dead, “things even you don't
know. She doesn’'t need to fed any shame with me. What she knows about me—"

“Ismore than she can bear. Not added to her own prob-lems. Not right now.” She frowned, not with
anger, not a me.

“ S0 she needstime, you mean. Intime she' [l want to see me again. ... A long time?’

She nodded.



“I see” A long time before aHydran could face a halfbreed who couldn’t face himself. A long time
before he' d ever be ableto do even that. A long time, along cure, alot of memorieslike bandages ... a
lot of proving | had aright to bedive. “1 can’'t stay here anymore.” Jule didn’t say any-thing. | went to
the window, stared through the dark ghost trapped there in the dirty pane. “At least I'll know she' s got
you—at least shée' |l have the best friends anybody could ask for, to help her through if | can’'t.” | traced
linesin the dust on the deep sill. Glancing down, | saw that I’ d written C-A-T.

“Y ou’ ve dready done the most important part, one. Y ou saved her sanity, Cat.”

| shook my head, wiped my name out in the dust. “ Y ou’ ve got it backwards. She saved mine. | thought |
could handleit, | thought | could make her believein hersdf. But | couldn’t. | was the one who broke.
And she had to come after me and drag me out of my own death wish.”

“But you showed her she could use her talent in ways that were hedling, not degrading. And then you
gave her achanceto proveit. Y ou showed her that sheisn't the only onewho'ssuffered . . . and
survived.” Her voice touched me softly.

| glanced over my shoulder. “How much did you—did you—7"

She shook her head. “None of it. | couldn’t. We' redl afraid of somethingin our lives... of meeting the
past head-on. But Ineh knows that, and | understand it, now. We ve begun to find common ground. She
showed me enough . . . she showed me how much you gave back to her.”

| took along breath, leaning againgt the casement. | could hear Oldcity’ s voice through the window: fed
itsredity gritty under my hands. | looked out and up, seeing nothing but walls. Somewhere up there was
agarden where the sweset breath of spring moved silver crescent leaves, farther above two moons,
hanging inthe sky like lanterns. .. She’ sgot a gift, Jule. For healing, for reaching even somebody like me.
She could help her people here, who' ve lost everything. Maybe she could give them back some of what
they lost—not their life, but maybe their pride. Make her believe that, will you?’

“I'll try. And so will Ardan.”

| remembered hisfirg wife, hisown common ground, and nodded. “ Y eah. That’ sfine. She'll dofine. ...”
| turned around, to look back at the room Ineh and | had gone through hell in together: Cracked,
cramped, pedling; with acouple of cheap holos of somewhere better on the wallsto make it even more
depressing. Only onething in the room that was beauti-ful, besides Jule; one thing that was beautiful and



mine—asmall Hydran crystal globe sitting on the bookshef table, that Siebeling had given to me. An
image of anightflower bush lay insdeit, black petals striped with silver repeeting like agtarry night.

| went to it and covered it with my hand. It was warm, not cool; it dwayswas. | closed my eyesand felt
for it with al my mind, felt it tingle and stir with the ps-tuned energy | wascdling...But when | opened
my eyesthe nightflower was ill there. Once I’ d only needed to touch the warm surface and wish, to
change theimageinsde. The nightflower had been there for most of ayear, ever snce Sebeling had
givenittome. A promise, he'd caled it. “ Givethisto Ineh for me. Say it' s—apromise.” | cupped the
bal in my hands

Jule cameto my Side, put her arm around my shoulders. Dimly | knew that she was trying to reach me. |
held my mind asloose as| could...felt warmth belief hope sorrow trust love; adrop of nectar, awhisper
of apoem where before there had only been the slence of the grave. Feding what they had only been
ableto tell me: that they loved me, that they wanted to help me; that they were responsible for theway |
was, and they would be responsible for making it right again.

“But it’ snot your respongbility.” | moved away from her, gently. “It wasmy choice; | killed aman. |
haveto pay for it, | have to makeit right with mysdlf.”

“Y ou can't give up now, Cat, just when you' ve—"

“Jule” | said; she stopped. “Y ou don't understand. Y ou want to help me; | know that. Y ou tried—you
did help. But now | know I’ m the only one who can make thetrip. Y ou can't carry me; you don't need
to: I'mnot acripple. | canwak.” Someday I’ [l run. | looked down. “And | guessit’s about time| got
Sarted.”

“You'reredly going to leave here, then.” Not aquestion; adim barb of dismay caught in my mind.

| nodded, not redly sure of the answer until I'd madeit; redlizing then that I’ d been certain dl dong. “It’'s
better if | do. Better for Ineh. Better for me. Better for everyone.”

She shook her head, but she didn’'t deny it. | moved back to her and put my arms around her. We held
each other for awhile, not saying anything. Her body was warm against mine, made real by the touch of
her mind. “I'm sorry. ...” shesaid findly; but | wasn't surewhy.

| let her go at last and moved back to the window; looking out again because | had to.



“Wherewill you go?’ she asked.

“I don't know. | don’t care. Maybe it doesn’t even mat-ter.” | shrugged. “1 mean, what have | got to
lose?’ Up there somewhere two moons were hanging like lanternsin the sky; and beyond them were the
dars.

AFTERWORD—
PSIREN

“Psiren” isactually a sequel to a novel | wrote, Pson. Publishing schedules and story
commitments being what they are, however, it got published before the novel did. | had promised
George R. R. Martin that | would do a story for the fourth volume of his New Voices anthology, in
which | was due to appear, having been nominated for the award in 1976. Committing yourself to
writing storiesto a deadline is a lot like making a deal with the devil (although the editor and the
author probably disagree about which role they' rein), especially if you happen to be a very slow
writer, like | am. | had made the mistake of agreeing to do several storiesfor different editors
around the time | was due to write this one, and I’ d also committed myself to attending a number
of science fiction conventions. My personal life was also in alot of turmoil, not a little of which
was due to planning a wedding (my own). | needed a story idea that | thought would flow easily.

At the time | was also preparing to start revising Pson, a classic “ trunk novel” —something I'd
written long ago, before | had any ambitions about becoming a published writer. (I'd had the
“restless urge to write” for years.) For somereason, | couldn’t forget about the characters, and
after nearly half alifetime | till wanted the novel published—although not in the formit wasin.

I’d sold Pson with the under standing that it would be extensively revised, but | hadn’t realized
how much revision | would really decide to do when | sat down and reread it (It's gratifying to a
writer to look back on old work and see exactly what’ s wrong with it—it’s proof that you're
improving.) I’d always felt that I’ d like to write a series of stories about the protagonist of Pson,
following him through hislife; the idea for “ Psiren” was to be the first of them. | thought that it
would be smpleto write “ Psiren” because | had the background and the main charac-ter

already.

But as| tried to writeit, | realized that, if it was going to be consistent with the revised novel, |
had to do all the background work for the novel before | could finish the novella. As a result, it
took a lot longer to finish the story than I’ d anticipated. (I wasn't alone in causing Georgeto do a
lot of groaning. | once got into a good-natured debate with one of the other writers from the
anthology about whose story was redly the one that held it up the longest “ Mine!” * No, mine—"
Strangely enough, it was very comforting. But it has made me cautious about how quickly | agree



to sell storiesthat | haven't written yet. It's a luxury to be able to finish something before you sell
it, but some-timesit’s also a necessity.)

And despite the amount of backgrounding | did before finishing “ Psiren,” there were still some
discrepancies that occurred by the time | finished Psion. As a result, I’ ve made some minor
revisions in this version of the story to make it consistent with the novel and to make the
background clearer for readers who haven't read the novel already. (1 strongly believe that
sequels should stand on their own as stories as well and not have to depend on anything el se for
the reader’ s comprehension and enjoyment)

* * * %

MOTHER AND CHILD

Part 1: The Smith

All day | havelain beow the cliff. | can’t move, except to turn my head or twitch two fingers; | think my
back isbroken. | fed asif my body isaready dead, but my head aches, and grief and shame are dl the
pain | can bear. Remembering Etaa. . .

Perhaps the lders are dmost right when they say death isthe return to the Mother’ swomb, and in dying
we go back aong our livesto be reborn. Between wakings | dream, not of my wholelife, but sweet
dreams of thetimewhen | had Etaa, my beloved. Asthough it still happened | see our first summer
together herding shenn, warm daysin fragrant up-land meadows. We didn’t love each other then; she
was il achild, | was hardly more, and for our different reasons we kept oursalves separated from the
world.

My reason was bitterness, for | was neaa, motherless. The winter before, | had lost my parentsto a
pack of kharks asthey hunted. My mother’ ssister’ sfamily took mein, as wasthe custom, but | il
ached with my own wounds of loss, and was dways an outsider, as much from my own sullenness as
from any fault of my kin. | questioned every belief, and could find no comfort. Sometimes, alone with just
the grazing shenn, | sat and wexpt.

Until one day | looked up from my weeping to see agirl, with eyesthe color of new-turned earth and
short curly hair asdark as my own. She stood watching me somberly as| wiped a my eyes, ashamed
and angry.



—What do you want? | signed, looking fierce and hoping she would run away.

—I felt you crying. Areyou lonely?

—No. Go away. Shedidn’t. | frowned. —Where did you come from, anyway? Why are you spying on
me?

—I wasn't spying. | was across the stream, with my shenn. | am Etaa. She looked asiif that explained
everything.

And it did; | recognized her then. She belonged to another clan, but everyone talked about her: Etaa, her
name-sign, meant “ blessed by the Mother,” and she had the keenest eyesight in the village. She could see
abird on abranch across afield, and thread the finest needle; but more than that, she had been born with
the second sight, shefdt the Mother’ s presencein dl natura things. She could know the feeling and
touch the souls of every living creature, some-times even predict when rain would fal. Othersin the
village had the second sight, but not as clearly as she did, and most people thought she would be the next
priestess when she came of age. But now shewas still achild, minding the flocks, and | wished she
would leave me done. —Y our shenn will stray, O blessed one.

Old hurt pinched her sun-browned face, and then she was running back toward the stream.

—Wait! | stood up, startled, but she didn’t see my sign. | threw astone; it skimmed past her through the
grass. She stopped and turned. | waved her back, guilty that my grief had made me hurt somebody else.

She came back, her face too full of mixed feding to read.

—I’m sorry. | didn’t mean to make you unhappy too. I'm Hywed. | sat down, gesturing.

Her smile was as sudden and bright as her disappointment, and passed as quickly. She dropped down
beside me like ahound, smoothing her striped kilt. —I wasn't showing off ... | don’t mean to. ... Her
shoulders drooped; | had never thought before that blessedness could be a burden like any-thing else.
—1 just wanted to— Her fingers hesitated in mid-sign. —To know if you were dl right. Shelooked up at
me through her long lashes, with akind of yearning.

| glanced away uncomfortably across the pasture. —Can you watch your shenn from here? They were



only agray-white shifting blot to me, even when my eyeswere clear, and now my eyeswere blurred
agan.

She nodded.

—Y ou have perfect vison, don’t you? My hands jerked with pent-up frustration. —I wish | did!

She blinked. —Why? Do you want to be awarrior, like in the old tales? Some of our people want to
take the heads of the Neaane beyond the hillsfor what they do to us. | think in the south some of them
have. Her eyeswidened.

The thought of the Neaane, the Motherless ones, made me flinch; we caled them Neaane because they
didn’t believe in the Mother Earth aswe did, but in gods they claimed had come down from the sky. We
are the Kotaane, the Mother’ s children, and to be neaa was to be both pitiful and accursed, whether you
were one boy or awhole people. —I don’t want to kill people. | want to be farsighted so | canbea
hunter and kill kharks, like they killed my parents!

—Oh. She brushed my cheek with her fingers, to show her sorrow. —When did it happen?

—At theend of winter, while they were hunting.

She leaned back on her elbows and glanced up into the dull blue sky, where the Sun, the Mother’s
consort, was strug-gling to free his shining robes once more from the Cyclops. The Cyclops rolling
bloodshot Eye looked down on us marlevolently, out of the wide greenness of her face. —If wasthe
doing of the Cyclops, probably.

Etaa sighed. —Her strength is dways greatest at the Dark Noons, big Uglyface; she dways brings pain
with the cold! But the Mother seesdl—

—The Mother didn’'t see the kharks. She didn’t save my parents, She could have. She gives us pain too,
the Greet Bitch!

Etaa s hands covered her eyes; then dowly they did down again. —Hywe, that’ s blasphemy! Don't say
that or Shewill punishyou. If Shelet your parents die, they must have offended Her, Shelifted her head
with childish sdf-righteous-ness.



—My parents never did anything wrong! Never! My mind saw them asthey always were, bickering
congtantly. .. They stayed together because they had managed to have one child, and though they’d lost
two others, they werefertile together and might someday have had afourth. But they didn’t like each
other anyway, and maybe their resentment was an offense. | hit Etaa hard on the arm and legped up.
—The Mother isabitch and you are abrat! May you be sterile!

She gasped and made the warding sign. Then she stood up and kicked me in the shinswith her rough
sandals, her face flushed with anger, before she ran off again across the pasture.

After shewasgonel stood throwing rocksfurioudy at the shenn, watching them run in supid terror
around and around thefield.

And because of it, when | had worn out my rage, | discovered one of my shenn had disappeared.
Searching and curaing, | findly found the stubborn old ewe up on the scarp a thefidd' send. Shewas
scrabbling clumsily over the ragged black boulders, cutting her tender feet and leaving tufts of her silky
wool on every rock and thorn bush. | caught her with my crook at last and dragged her back down by
her flopping ears, while she butted at me and stepped on my bare feet with her claws out. | cursed her
mentally now, not having ahand to spare, and cursed my own idiocy, but mostly | cursed the Mother
Hersdlf, because dl my troubles seemed to come from Her.

Scratched and aching dl over, | got the ewe down the crumbling hill to thefield at last, whacked her with
my crook, and watched her trot indignantly away to rejoin the flock. | started toward the stream to wash
my smarting body, but Etaawas ahead of me, going down to drink. Afraid that she would see mefor the
fool | was, | threw mysalf down in the shade of the hillside instead and pretended to be resting. | couldn’t
tell if shewas even looking a me, though | squinted and stretched my eyeswith my fingers.

But then suddenly she was on her feet running toward me, waving her arms. | got up on my knees,
wondering whét crazy thing—

And then apiece of the hill gave way above me and buried mein blackness.

| woke spitting, with black dirt in my eyes, my nose, my mouith, to see Etaaat my sde il clawing
franticdly at the earth and rubble that had buried my legs. All through her life, though shewasn't large
even among women, she had strength to match that of many men. And al through my life | remembered
the wild, burning look on her face, as she turned to see me dive. But she didn’'t makeasign, only kept at
her digging until | wasfree.



She helped me stand, and as | looked up at the dumped hillside the full redlization of what had been done
cameto me. | dropped to my knees again and rubbed fistfuls of the tumbled earth into my hair, praising
Her Body and begging Her forgiveness. Never again did | question the Mother’ s wisdom or doubt Her
strength. | saw Etaakneel beside me and do the same.

Aswe shared supper by my tent, | asked Etaa how she’ d known when she tried to warn me. —Did you
seeit happening?

She shook her head. —I felt it, first ... but the Mother didn’t give me enough time to warn you.

—Because She was punishing me. She should have killed me for the things | thought today!

—But it was me who made her angry. It was my fault. | shouldn’t have said that about your parents. It
was awful, it was—crudl.

| looked a her mournful face, shadowed by the greening twilight. —But it wastrue. | Sghed. —And it
wasn't just today that | have cursed the Mother. But I'll never do it again. She must have beenright, to
let my parentsdie. They hated staying together; they didn’t appreciate the blessing of their fertility, when
others pray for children but can’'t make any.

—Hywel...maybe they’ re happier now, did you ever think? She looked down sdlf-conscioudy. —To
return to the Mother’s Womb isto find peace, my mother says. Maybe She knew they were unhappy in
life, so Shelet them come back, to be born again.

—Do you redly think so? I leaned forward, not knowing why this strange girl’ swords should touch me
0.

She wrinkled her face with thought. —I redlly think so.

And | felt the passing of the second shadow that had darkened my mind for so long, asthough for meit
wasfinaly Midsummer’sDay and | stood inthe light again.

Etaainssted on staying with me that night; her mother was a hedler, and she informed me that | might
have“hidden injuries,” so gravely that | laughed. | lay awake along time, aching but a peace, looking up
past the leather roof into the green-lit night. | could see pallid Laa Merth, the Earth’s Grieving Sister,



fleeing wraithlike into the outer darknessin her endless effort to escape her mother, the Cyclops, who
aways drew her back. The Cyclops had turned her lurid Eye away from us, and the shining bands of her
robe made methink for once of good things, like the banded melonsripen-ing in the village fields below.

| looked back at Etaa, her short dark curlsfaling across her cheek and her bare chest showing only the
softest hint of curves under her fortune-seed necklace. | found mysdlf wish-ing that she would somehow
magically become awoman, because | was just old enough to be interested; and then suddenly | wished
that then she would have me for her man, something I’ d never thought about anyone ese before. But if
she were awoman, she would become our priestess and have her pick of men and not want one without
the second sight....1 remembered the ook she' d given me as she dug me out of the landdide, and felt my
face redden, thinking that maybe | might have a chance, after all.

* k x %

Through the summer and the seasons that followed | spent much time with Etaaand dowly got used to
her strange skills. | had never known what it waslike to fed the Mother’ stouch, or even another
human’s, on my own soul; and since | had few closefriends, | didn’t know the ways of those who had
the second sight. To be with Etaawas to be with some-one who saw into other worlds. Often she started
at nothing, or told me what we' d find around the next turn of the path; she even knew my fedings
sometimes, when she couldn’t see my face. Shefelt what the Earth fedls, the touch of every creature on
Her skin.

Etaa s second sight made her like a creature of the forest (for al animals know the will of the Mother),
and, solitary like me, she spent much timewith only the wild things for company. Often shetried to take
me to see them, but they dways bolted a my coming. Etaawould wince and tell me to move more
dowly, step more softly, bresking branches offends the Earth. ..but | could never redly tell what | was
doing wrong.

The next year on Midsummer’sEve | wasinitiated into manhood. During the feast thet followed, while|
sat dripping and content after my ducking in the sacred spring, Etaa sat proudly at my side. But when
midnight came | left the celebration to walk in the fields with Hegga, because for that one could only ask
awoman, and Etaawas till achild. Which she proved, by sticking her tongue out at Heggaaswe
passed. But it made me smile, Since it meant she was closer to being awoman, too.

Now that | was aman, Teeth, who was the village smith, asked meto be his gpprentice. Smithingisa
gift of the Sun to the Fire clan, and aman of that clan is dwaysthe smith, whatever clan he marriesinto.
Teleth, my mother’ s cousin, had a son who would have followed him, but his son was farsghted, and not
much good &t the close work smithing required. | was Teleth's closest nearsighted kin; but he signed that
| was good with my hands and quick with my mind too, which pleased him more. And pleased metoo,
morethan | could tell him; because besides the honor, it meant that I’ d have a better chance of
impressing Etaa.



Though she was till achild, whenever | saw her passing in the village, or watched her sign to the people
who came to see her, the grace of her manner and her words left me amazed; especidly since for me
words never came easy, and my hands showed my fedlings better by what they made from metal and
wood. But often | saw her, from the smithy, going off aone on the path to the Mother’ sGlen, and |
remembered the burden she aways carried with her, and how she had lightened mine. And then I’d go
back to work, and work twice as hard, hoping Teleth would take pity on me and let me go early.

But usualy Teleth kept me working every spare minute; he was young, but he had alung sickness that
made him cough up blood, and he was afraid he wouldn't live long. When | could be with Etaa at lagt,
my hands tangled with excitement while| tried to set free the things| could never share with anyone dse.
With me Etaa was free to be the child she couldn’'t be with anyone e se; and though sometimesit
an-noyed me, and | thought she would never grow up, | endured it, because | saw it was something she
needed; and because she would pull my head down and kiss me sometimes as lightly asthe touch of a
rainbow fly, before sheran away.

We were always together at the Four Feasts and for other rituals, because until she became awoman she
wouldn’t be our priestess. We saw each other in thefields at planting and harvest too, when everyone
worked together, and sometimesin the summer she’ d come foraging and berry picking with me. Having
eyesthat saw both near and far, she could choose whatever task she liked; and, she said, she liked to be
withme,

Usudly our berry picking went crazy with freedom, and more berries got eaten and stepped on than ever
went into our baskets. But one windless, muggy day in the second summer after my initiation, wewent in
search of red burrberries and Mother’ smossfor hedling. All through the morning Etaa was strangely
reserved and solemn, as though she were practicing her forma facein front of me now too. | tried to
draw her out, and when | couldn’t, | began to fed desperate at the thought that I’ d offended her by
something | didn’t know I’ d done—or worse, that shewasfinaly losing interest in me.

—Mother’ s Titd | jerked back from athorn, curaing and fumbling dl at once, and lost another handful of
berries.

Etaalooked back from the stream bank, where she was pedling up moss, sensing sharp emotions as she
adwaysdid. —Hywe, areyou dl right?

| nodded, barely able to make out her signs from where | stood. —Just save some of that mossfor me.
I’ m being stabbed to death.

She came scrambling up the bank. —L et me pick, then, and you get the moss. It will soothe your hands



while you work.

—I'mal right. | felt my old sullennessriseupinme.

—I don’t mind. My scratches are better already...Look! There sarubit. It'sthe Mother’ sbird; She
wants you to change places with me.

—How do you know what it means? Y ou' re not the priest-ess yet. | squinted dong her pointing finger.
—And that’snot arubit, it' safollower bird.

—Yes itisaruhit, | canfed its—

—Itisnot! I crossed my arms.

—Hywel— She stared at me. —What’ swrong with, you today?

—What' swrong with you! All day you' ve acted like you barely know me! | turned away, to hide the
thingsmy face couldn’t.

At lagt she touched my shoulder; | turned back, to see her blushing as red as the burrberries and her
hands twitching at her waist. —I didn’t meanto ... but | couldn’t tell you ... | thought...Oh, Hywd, will
you walk in the fields with me on Midsummer’ s Eve? Her face burned even redder, her eyes as bright as
the Sun.

Laughter burst out of me, full of relief and joy. | caught her up in my arms and swung her, my body
sying yes and yes and yes, while she hung on and | felt her laugh her own relief away. | set her down,
and sraightened the links of my belt to cover my speechlessness. Then | looked her over, grinning, and
sgned, —So, brat, you' ve findly grown up?

She gtretched her face indignantly. —I certainly have. So please don’t call me*brat” anymore. Asa
matter of fact, my mother hasn't cut my hair for nearly six months, and you never even noticed!

| touched the dark curlsthat reached almost down to her shoulders now. —Oh. | guess| didn't. I'll have
to make you a headband, to go with your necklace.



Her hand rose to the string of jet and silver beads | had made for her. —My necklace doesn't hang
graight anymore, ether.

—1I noticed that. | grinned again, moving closer.

She caught my head and pulled it down to kiss me, as she always did; but thistime she didn’t pull away,
and her kisswas more like fire than arainbow fly’ swing.

| jerked away instead. —Hai, | never taught you that! Who have you been with?

—Nobody. Heggatold me you liked that! She danced away, and hands waving wildly, dipped and fell
down the bank into the bed of moss.

| legped down the bank after her, landing beside her in the soft, gray-green moss. —Gossip about me,
will you?1 sgned. And then | taught her afew things Heggahadn't told her about.

It seemed to me that Midsummer’ s Eve would never come. But it came at last, and | found myself laying
my cape out on the soft earth between the rows of wheat. | drew Etaa down beside me, her woman's
tunic ill clinging wetly againgt her. And then we made love together for thefirst time, asking fertility for
thefields and for ourselves, while | wondered if | was dreaming, because I’ d dreamed it often enough.

After, we lay together in the gentle warm night, seeing each other’ s smiles bathed in green glow, watching
the Cy-clopslike agreat striped melon overhead. | gave her the earrings I’ d made for her, silver bells
shaped like winket blossoms, the symbol of a priestess of the Mother. She took them amost with awe,
stroking them with her fingers, and sgned that they had abeautiful soul. And | thought of how she would
become our priestess tomorrow on Midsummer’s Day, and pulled her close again, wondering what
would happen between us then. Etaawiggled her hands free, and asked if she was redlly awoman now,
inmy eyes. | kissed her forehead and signed, —In every way, feding her heart beating hard against me.
And then, proudly, asif she had read my mind, she asked meto be her husband. . . .

Wedidn't return to the village until dawn; and the harvest that year was bountiful.

* * * %



But cold drizzling rain falls now, the sky isgray with grief, | lie below the cliff and even yesterday is
beyond the reach of my crippled hands. Only yesterday . . . yesterday Midsum-mer’s Day came again,
the Day of Fruitfulness, the greatest of the Mother’ s sacred feasts—and the day that should have been
our joy, Etaal sand mine. Y esterday our Mother Earth escaped the shadow of the envious Cyclops, and
was united again with her shining lover the Sun, once more defying darkness and barren night. And
yesterday the priestess of our village took the Mother’ s part in ritua, and aman of the gppointed clan
was her consort, to ensure a safe passage through the seasons of Dark Noons and a better future for our
people. Because the priestess of avillage is the woman most blessed by the Mother, each Midsummer’'s
Day by tradition shejoinswith aman of adifferent clan, in celebration, and in the hope of cregting achild
blessed as sheis, who will strengthen the blood of its father’ s clan.

Thisyear, asin the past seven years, Etaawas our priest-ess; but thisyear my own clan had chosen her
consort, and they had chosen me. Etaa’ sface mirrored my own joy when | told her; because though |
was smith now, and though | was her husband, that highest honor usualy went to the clansman most
gifted with the second Sight.

And then on Midsummer’s Day Etaa shook me awake at dawn, her eyesfilled with love. Shewore only
her shift, and dready her Midsummer garlandstwined in thewild dark curls of her hair. She smelled of
summer flowers. —Hywd, it'sMidsummer!

| felt mysdlf laugh, half ayawn. —I know, | know, priest-ess! | could hardly forget—

—Hywsd, | have asurprise. She glanced down suddenly, and her hands trembled as she signed. | saw
her slver ear-ringsflash in the light. —I missed my monthly time, and | think—I think—

—FEtaal | touched her somach, still flat and firm beneath the thin linen of her shift.

—Yesl Her smile brokeinto laughter as | pulled her down beside me into the hammock. Eight years of
marriage and seven Midsummer’ s Days had passed, and we had begun to think Etaawas barren, like so
many others; until now—

| held her tightly in the soft clasp of our hammock, swaying gently Sde by sde. —We' retruly blessed,
Etaa. Maybe the Mother was waiting for thisday. | began to kiss her, pulling at her shift, but al a once
she pushed me away.

—No, Hywd, today we have to wait!



| grinned. —Y ou take me for an old man, me, the father of your child? | won't dight the Mother
today—but neither will 1 dight my wife!

Y esterday was dl it could have been, the Sun’ s glory dazzling the sky, the bright fidlds of grain.. . . Etaa’s
radiant face in the Mother’ s Glen, on the day when she became Wife and Mother to usdl, and | was her
chosen.

But then, thismorning, she asked meto let her ride with uswhen | went to trade with the Neaane. We
have traded with the Neaane since wefirst settled on their border, longer ago than anybody can
remember. They are astrange, inward people who have logt dl understanding of the Mother. Their lives
are grim and joyless because of it; they even persecute their people who are blessed with the second
sght, calling them witches. They believe in godswho live in the sky, who abandoned them, and, they say,
caused the plague that took the Blessed Time from al people.

We never liked their beliefs, but we liked their possessions. soft-footed palfersto carry burdensor pull a
plow, new kinds of seed for our fields—even away to keep the fields fertile over many years, which
gave usamore settled life. They wanted our metadwork and jewdry, and the hides of wild animals,
because they like to show wedlth even more than we do, especidly the oneswho have most of it. Settled
farming has given them time to devel op many strange customs, in-cluding setting some people above dl
others, often for no good reason asfar as we could see, not wisdom or courage or even good vision.

Still, our trade was good for both of us, and so we lived together in peace until, in thetime the elders ill
remember, the Neaan€e' s gods returned to them—or so they believed. With the gods' return the Neaane
turned againgt us, saying it proved their beliefs were the only truth, and we, the Kotaane, were an
abomination to their gods. Ugly rumors had cometo the village of incidents farther south, and even here
ill-feding hurt our dealings with the loca lord and his people at Barys-town. | didn’t want to seeit grow
into war, because | had never wanted to kill anyone, and because awar with the powerful Nesane could
only bring us death and pain. | also didn’t want to expose my priestess-wife with her unborn child to the
hodtility and insults I’ d gotten used to in Barys-town.

But sheingsted, saying she wanted adventure. She was asirresistible as the summer day, and as
beautiful, and | gavein, because | wanted to shareit with her.

When we reached Barys-town, we found it choked with the soldiers of the king, the most powerful lord
intheir land. He was making arare visit to his borderlands, probably to make certain they were secure
againg us. | saw the king himsdlf, not thirty feet away but hardly more than ablur to my eyes, he sat on
his sharp-footed horse, watching with his nobles as we began to barter. But then his soldiers crowded
around us, waving at Etaa and mocking her, caling her “witch” and “whore.” Onetried to pull her from
her pafer, but she hit him with an iron pot. The king made no sign to stop them, and angrily | ordered my
goods taken up, not caring who my nervous pafer stepped on in the crowd. | had taken too many insults
from the people of Barys-town in the past, and while they gathered sullenly around | told them thisinsult



to my wifewasthe last one, and they would get no more metal from me. We turned and rode away,
passing thefat local priest of the sky-gods, who had come for the jeweled god-sign he had
commissoned from me. Seeing him, | threw it onto adung-hill. I didn’t look back to see whether heran
to fetch it out. Etaawas very pale, riding beside me; she signed that it was an evil place behind us, and
begged meto keep my promise and never go back, because she' d seen hatred in too many eyes.

Then horror froze her face, though | didn't see anything; she turned in her saddle, looking wildly back at
the town. —Hywe!

My palfer lunged sideways as an arrow struck itsflank. | jerked its head back, saw the mounted men
coming fast behind us, the sunlight sparkling on chain mail. Etaa pulled at my arm and we kicked our
pafersinto agallop, getting drenched with spray as we plunged through the stream that crossed the trail.

We rode for the hillsthat separated our village from the Neaane, hoping to |ose the soldiersin the rough
brush where our palfers were surer-footed. But the Neaane seemed to know our every move; again and
again welost sight of them, but they never lost us, and awaysthey cut us off from escape. We knew
nothing about the broken uplands. Soon we werelost and scattered until only Etaaand | till rode
to-gether; but the soldiersfollowed like hounds on atrail.

Until at last the rigid black-striped hands of a stream-cut gorge brought usto the end of our run—the
edge of acliff where the snow water dashed itsef down, down to oblivion, and there was nowhere | eft to
go. My palfer sank to itsknees as| did from its back and went to ook down. The drop was sheer, a
hundred feet or more onto the wet-silvered rocks below. | turned back, stunned with despair. —They
dill follow?

—Yesl Etaathrew hersdf off her pafer, her dappled gown mud-smeared, the summer blossomstorn
from her hair. She clung to me, breathing hard, and then turned back to face the brush-filled gorge.
—Mother, they’ re coming, they still come! How can they follow us, when they can’t see? Shetrembled
like atrapped beast. —Why, Hywed? Why are they doing this?

| touched her cheek, bloody with scratches, with my own scratched hand. —I don’t know! But ... My
hands tried to close over the words. —But you know what they’ |l do, if they take us.

Her eyes closed. —I know...Her arms closed in fear around her body.

—And burn us aive then, so that our souls can never rest. | glanced toward the cliff, trembling now too.
—FEtaa— Her eyes were open again and following my gaze.



—Must we— Her hands pressed her stomach, caressed our child.

| saw the riders now, a shifting blur down the shadowed canyon. —\We have to; we can’t let them take
us

We went together to the cliff’ s edge and stood looking down, clinging together, dizzy with the drop and
fear. Etaathrew out aquick handful of dirt and prayed to the Mother, asit drifted down, that She would
know and receive us. And then she looked up a me, shaking so that | could barely understand her.
—Oh, Hywe, I'm so afraid of heights...Her mouth quivered; she might have laughed. She drew my head
down then and we kissed, long and swestly. —I love you only, now and always.

—Now and dways— | signed. | saw in her eyesthat there was no more time. —Now! | fumbled for her
hand, seeing soldiers at the mouth of the gorge, her stricken face, and then—nothing. | leaped.

And felt her hand jerk free from mine at the last ingtant. | saw her face fall upward, framed in dark hair,
through cold rushing eternity; and then my body smashed on the rocks below, and tore the bitter anguish
frommy mind.

* k k %

Why | ever woke again at al | don't know; or why | till live now, when | would gladly die and be done
with my pain. But I wokeinto nightmare, trapped in this broken body with my shame: knowing | had
jumped and Etaa had not. | had let her be taken by the Neaane. | tortured my eyesfor some sign, some
movement above the face of the black-striped dliff; but there was nothing, only the glaring edge of day,
the red Eye of the Cyclops. Etaawas gone. Thefalling river legped and foamed beside me, mocking my
grief and my aching mouth with cold slver drops. | strained my head until my metal collar cut into my
throat, but nothing moved. And so | lay ill findlly, and prayed, half in dreams and half in madness, and
couldn’t even form her name: Etaa, Etaa...forgive me.

Overhead the clouds gathered purple-gray, darkening the noon; the Mother in Her grief drew Her
garments close and regjected Her Lover. The cropswill fail. She had cursed Her childrenfor this
abomination; for the unbearable sacrilege of the Neaane, for the pitiful weakness of Hywel, Her Lover
and son. Shetearsthe clouds with knives of light, crying vengeance, and Her tearsfdl cold and blinding
onmy face. | drownin Her tears, | drown in sorrow...Mother! If | could move one more finger, to make
Your sgn...Giver of Life, let melive! Give me back my body, and | will give Y ou the heads of the
Neaane. | will avenge this desecration, avenge Y our prietess.... my Etaa...Mother, hear me—



Who touches my face? Work, eyes, damn you...Smil-ing, becauseI’'m 4till dive. . .they wear black and
red. They arethe king’s men! And they will take my soul. Mother, let me diefirst. No. Let mejoin my
Etaa, on thewind. And have pity on us. ...

* * * %

Part 2: TheKing

It shardly an army fit for aking...But Archbishop Shappistre tells my people openly these days that
King Meron is bewitched—and they believe him. They believe anything the Church tellsthem. My poor
people! Though with my only child lost, and the Kedonny eeting awvay Tramaine while the Gods do
nothing, who can blame them? But if | angered the Gods by wanting the Kedonny Witch, if | brought
mysdf ruin, it wasn't because my mind was not my own. It was because it was too much my own, and |
knew exactly what | was doing.

And yet, when | look back and remember how | cameto this, perhaps there was akind of bewitchment
about it. For it wason theday | first saw her that the plan came into my mind, as| watched her rideinto
the border village with the Kedonny traders: my Black Witch, my Etaa...The Earl of Barys priest
pointed her out to me, Signing she was a pagan priestess, hisfat hands trembling at how these godiess
Kedonny worshipped wantonness and hearing; a which point he spat religioudy. | fumbled for my
lenses to get a better look, and was surprised to see, not some debauched crone, but afresh-faced girl
with masses of dark hair falling loose across her shoulders.

The Kedonny believe that hearing isagodly blessing, and not acurse, as our Church considersit to be;
and for my own part, all my life’ ve questioned the practices that teach usto suppressit. Why should
any godswho had our best interestsin mind ask us to wesken ourselves? Why, when my own father had
passing good vision, had he felt guilty about it, and chosen for my mother awoman who could barely see
his face—so that without the lenses so kindly presented me by the Gods, | must sumble into doorframes
in amost unkingly manner? Now, watching the Kedonny priestess, revered as the most gifted of her
people, my old discontent was trans-formed. Suddenly | realized that my own heirsdidn’t need to suffer
the same weakness and dependency. | would get them amother who could give them the strengths |
could not. . . .

| snapped out of my thoughts to see the Kedonny traders riding abruptly away, their faces set in anger,
while my men-at-arms gestured curses and the villagers shuffled sul-lenly between them. Almost without
thinking, I summoned my carriage and gave ordersto my men for pursuit.

Asmy carriage rose into the air over the heads of the gaping locals, | looked down on the earl’ s priest
digging inexplicably in adunghill. If | wereareigiousman, | might have taken it for asign.



My carriage was made by the Gods, a smooth sphere with atexture like ivory that not only moved over
land without using pafers but could take to the sky like abird. Fromtheair | could track the fleeing
Kedonny easily, and guide my men in separating the woman from the res—all except one man, who
stayed stubbornly at her side even when we drove them into atrap. But in the end he was no problem,
because he flung himsdf from the cliff, apparently afraid of being burned aive. | saw hisbody smashed
on the rocks below, and turned away with a shudder, thinking how close| had cometo losing what |
sought—for my men said that the woman had pulled back from the edge at the last second, and they had
barely gotten to her in time. Some of them had thrown her down on the ground, with obvious intent, and |
disciplined those with the flat of my sword, in afury edged with shame. Then | took her up mysdlf, her
face the color of hearth ash, and carried her to my carriage.

Being king, | had no need to explain my behavior to anyone a Barys Castle, though there was aflutter of
knowing amusement among the nobles as | said an early good-night. | went directly to my chambers,
where the Kedonny priestess waited, and left orders with my watch that they were not to disturb me.

The woman sat huddled at the window dlit, staring out into the sodden twilight; but as| entered she
jerked around, fixing her wide, burning eyes on me. | smiled, because it proved she could hear, and
because | saw again that she was a beauty. But seeing me, she pressed back against the cold stone dit as
though she wanted to throw hersdlf out.

“Your lover isdead—"

She hesitated, her face blank, and | realized she couldn’t read lips. | repeated with my hands, —Y our
lover isdead. Youtried to follow him, and falled. | wouldn’t try it again.

She understood the common sign-speech at least, for she sank back down on the seat with her facein
her hands. | brought my own hands together sharply, and she glanced up again, sartled. | noticed amed,
untouched, on my carven chest beside her. —Will you eat?

She shook her head, her face ill frozen.

—Stand up.

Sherose iffly, her hands clutching at her torn gown, her dender arms bare except for braceets and
burned as dark as any peasant’s. Her unbound hair gleamed black in the flicker-ing firelight, tangled with
wilting flowers and twigs. On her face the dust of flight was smeared and tracked by tears, but | was



relieved to see she wasn't the dirt-encrusted barbarian | had half expected; she looked cleaner than some
members of my own court. Her ragged dress was coarsely woven and dull-colored, but somehow it
brought to my mind the pattern of green leaves and the muted light of degp woods. .. Thiswas my wanton
priestess, the fertile Earth incarnate, who would strengthen the royd line. And even now her witchy
beauty went to my head like wine.

It must have shown, for she shrank back again. | pulled off my cloak, amused. —What, priestess, am |
so hard to look at? They say aKedonny priestess will lie with any man who wants her. | touched my
crown. —Wdl, I'm king in this land; surdly that makes me as good as any Kedonny shennherd. | caught
her arms, and suddenly she cameto life, fighting with a strength that sunned me. She struck at my face,
knocking off my lenses, and | felt more than saw them shatter on thefloor. Angry, | dragged her to the
bed and threw her down, pulling off therags of her dress.

And then | forced her, ruthlessly, in theway | thought befitted awhore of the uncivilized Kedonny. On
the bed she did not struggle, but lay limp as a corpse under me, biting her lipswhile fresh tears of
humiliation ran down her face, staining the satin pillows. Her eyes were as brown as pest, the only part of
her that showed life, and they tore at mein grief and outrage and supplication. But | looked away, too
angry and too eager to admit | had no right to make her mine.

And whatever ese may cometo pass, that isthe onething | will never forgive myself. Because | did not
use apagan dut that night: | raped a gentle woman, on the day she saw her husband die. Because later |
cameto love her; but | could never undo the wrong, or hope to change the bitterness | had caused in her
heart.

She dept far into the next day, the deep of exhaugtion; but she sat waiting, clad in her rags, when | came
back to my chamber after making ready for our departure. Shelooked asif she hadn’t dept at all, or asif
she had wakened to find hersdf still caught up in anightmare. But shelifted her hands and made the first
words | had seen from her, strangely accented: —Will you let me go now?

It took me amoment to redize that she thought | had done al this merdly for anight’s pleasure. —No.
I”’m taking you with meto Newham.

—Wheat do you want of me? Her handstrembled dightly.

| pushed my new lenses higher on my nose. —I want your child.

Her hands pressed her ssomach in an odd gesture of fear, then legped into a series of words that meant
nothing to me; | guessed she was pleading with mein her own language.



| shook my head and signed patiently, —I want you to bear me sons. | want your—your “blessings’ for
them. They will be princes, heirsto the throne of Tramaine. They’ Il have luxuries you can’t imagine—and
sowill you, if you obey me.

She twisted away hopelesdy to gaze out the window dlit. | could seetheline of hillsthat separated us
from the Kedonny, gray land merging into gray sky in the sllver rain. Her hands pressed her somach

agan.
| clapped and she looked back at me. —What isyour sign, priestess?
—FEtaa

—The serving women will bring you new clothes, Etaa. My fingerstangled on the unfamiliar word. —\We
leave within the hour.

* k% k %

We returned to the palace at Newham, since continuing in the marches would only have made an incident
likely; our return took severd days, because my carriage had to go more dowly than usual for the sake of
my retinue. But we outdis-tanced therain at last, and though the roads were mired, the fresh rolling green
of theland, the fertile fields and dappled groves of horwoods filled me with pride. Looming Cyclops,
which the peasants called the Godseye, merged its banded greens with the green of the earth, and to one
side | could see the gibbous outer moon paled by its magnificence. The outer moon was swirled with
white that the court astronomer said was clouds, like the ones on Earth. When | was young | had thought
of taking the Gods' carriage and flying out to seeit, having been told that men once lived there too. But
the Gods said the air grew thin as you went higher, and told me | would suffocateiif | tried. | tried
anyway, and found they wereright.

The Kedonny woman accepted the matter of flight without the terror | had expected, only asking,
—How doesit do this?

—The Gods giveit power. It was agift to my grandfather on their return to Earth.

—Thereare no gods; thereisonly the Goddess. A smal defiance flickered on her face.



| glanced briefly at the forward compartment, where my coachman tended our flight. —I agree: there are
no Gods. But never say it again, priestess, snce you know well enough what happensto heretics. You're
under my protection, but my archbishop will not welcome a pagan at court.

She settled back into the velvet cushions, and into her quiet resignation, confined and incongruousin the
tiff, brocaded gown and the modesty of her headdress. Small silver bells shaped like winket blossoms
dangled from wires piercing her ears; she toyed with them constantly. Sometimes as she did she would
amogt amile, her eyesfixed on nothing.

As| watched her, the image came to me of apitiful wild child | had seen asaboy, keptinacageat a
fair. The kharks had stolen human children and raised them astheir own, until the Gods came and
destroyed the kharks. The wild humans could never adjust to normal life again, and | had wondered if
there was something about being wild that was better than being a prince, and it saddened meto think
that al the kharks were gone. | looked away from Etaa, falling into another memory of my childhood and
the Gods:. of thetime | had inadvertently spied on them during hide-and-hunt with the pages—and seen
the grotesgque, inhuman thing they treated as a brother. And somehow | knew that this thing wasthe
Gods trueform, and that the too-perfect faces they showed to us were only enchantments. | dipped
away and ranto tell my father, but he was furious at my blagphemy, and beat mefor it, forbidding me
ever to spesk against our Gods again. | never did, for | realized quickly enough that whatever they
weren't, they had powers even aking dared not question. | often wondered if my father had realized that
too. But pri-vately | never gave up my heresies, and because of that | found less and lessthat was
deserving of reverence in the teachings of the Church. Which iswhy my cousin, Arch-bishop Shappisire,
and | have never been much in accord. Why, indeed, he would gladly see me dead and damned.

The archbishop was quick to inform me of hisdigpleasure in the latest instance, after my arriva at the
palace at Newham. My good wife, the queen, did not come out to meet us, sending word that she was
indisposed. | wondered if she had heard that | was bringing back amistress; but since through fifteen
years of marriage she had rarely been disposed to come and greet me, it hardly mattered. | espied her
brother the archbishop among the nobles, however, marking my prog-ress across the banner-bright
courtyard from the carriage, with Etaa at my side. He done was not amused; but then, like hissigter, he
rarely was. | anticipated avisit from him before the day was out.

| was not disappointed, for early in the evening my watch-man entered the room, standing patiently with
his face to the door until | should happen to notice and acknowledge him. Etaa started at his entrance,
and | caught her motion inthe mirror | had fixed at the Sde of my lenses; it occurred to methat her very
presence could be a useful thing. | went to touch the watchman’ s shoulder, giving him audience, and was
in-formed that the archbishop desired to speak with me. | sent for him, and returned to the table where |
was laborioudy reviewing the reports sent to me by my advisers. Etaa watched from the long bench
where she befriended the fire, avoiding me. Even though she did, after so many yearsaone | found that
the constant presence of awoman was oddly comforting.



The archbishop did not appear to share my fedings, how-ever. His gaunt, ascetic face had dways
seemed a odds with the flaming richness of hisrobes; but the look of piousindignation that he affected
on seeing Etaatouched on the absurd. “Y our mgesty.” The modish deeves of his outer robe swept the
flags as he bowed low. “I had hoped | might speak with you—aone.”

| smiled. “ Etaadoes not read lips, my lord. Y ou may speak fredly in her presence.” | gained acertain
pleasure at his discomfort, having been made uncomfortable by him often enough inmy youth . . . and
more recently.

“It is aout—this woman—that |’ ve come to your majesty. | strongly protest her presence at court; it's
hardly fitting for our king to take a pagan priestess for aleman. Indeed, it smacks of blagphemy.” |
fancied seeing hungry flameslegp behind hiseyes; or perhapsit was only firdight reflecting on his lenses.
“The Gods have expressed their digpleasure to me. And the queen, your lawful wife, is extremely upset.”

“| daresay the queen, your Sster, haslittle reason to be upset with me. | have allowed her al thelovers
she wants, and the Gods know she has enough of them.”

The archbishop dtiffened. “ Are you saying sheis not within her right?’

“Not at dl.” Divorce was forbidden by the Church, which places duty far above pleasure. Asaresult, it
was common that childless coupleswould seek an heir from formaized liaisons, though most of the
queen’ swere far from being that. “ But we were married, as you know, when | was six-teen, and in all
the years since she has not produced a child. If I couldn’t give her one, | would gladly acknowledge
some-one dse's. But sheisten years my senior—frankly, my lord, I’ ve begun to give up hope.” | didn’t
add that I’ d even given up trying—our marriage had been arranged to bind factions, and it had never
been alove match. “Thiswoman pleases me, and | must have an heir. Her beliefswill not affect her
childbearing.”

“But sheisnot of noble breeding—"

“Sheis not a Shappistre by blood, you mean? Y ou would do well to contemplate the scriptures and the
law, my lord. The relationship between church and state is atwo-edged blade; take care that you don't
cut yoursdlf onit.”

He bowed low again, his bald head reddening to match hisjeweled cap. “Y our majesty ...” Abruptly he
glanced at Etaa and clapped his hands. Etaa, who had returned to her fire watching, started visibly and

turned. A smile of triumph crossed hisface. —She hears. | must request that your mgjesty have her ears
put out as soon as possible ... in accordance with the scriptures, and the law. His hands moved carefully



in the common sgning.

My fists clenched over an angry retort. Then, evenly and aso by hand, | replied, —Sheisaforeigner.
While under my protection sheis subject to neither the religion nor the laws of Tramaine. And now, good
night, Archbishop; | am very weary after my long journey. | crossed my arms.

My archbishop turned without another word and |eft the room.

| joined Etaa by thefire, noting how she drew away as| sat down, and asked if she had understood us.

Her eyes met mine briefly, and wounded me with their misery, before she signed, —He would hurt me.
Hefearsthe blessings of the Mother.

| nodded, reminding her that here her “blessings” were sins, but assuring her that she would not be hurt
while she was under my protection. —Tell me, Etaa, what did you think of the archbishop? He sthe high
priest of my people.

—He does not like you.

It surprised alaugh out of me.

—And heisapoor man to be priest, who cannot feel another creature’ s soul. To deny the second sight
isto deny one s—gods.

—But the Gods say they wish it that way.

—Then they are fase gods, who do not love you.

Then they arefdse Gods. ... | watched the flames eat darknessfor along moment. —But they’re here,
Etaa, and powerful; and so istheir Church. The archbishop would gladly see you burn as awitch, and so
would dmost anyone. But | believe as you do, that hearing isablessng—and | want to shareit. Y ou will
give my children the“second sight.” And you can giveit to me,



—~From now on, if you hear anyone come into my presence you will tell meimmediately, wherever we
are. It'snot an easy thing to be king in these times, or any times. | need your help . . . and you need mine.
If anything should happen to me, there’ s no one who would protect you. Y ou' d be burned aive, and
suffer terrible agony, and your soul would be lost to your Goddess forever. Do you understand me? |
knew that she had understood everything, from the changes that crossed her face. Sowly she nodded,
her hands pressing the stiff, gold-embroidered russet that covered her ssomach.

Unthinking, and somehow ashamed, | reached out in agesture of comfort, only to have her wither under
my touch like ablossom in the frost. Gently | went on touching her, but to no avail, and when @ last |
took her to the bedchamber, shelay aslimp and deathly unresponsive as ever. As she turned her face
from afind kiss| caught her shoulders and shook her, saying, “Damn you, you heathen bitch!” | let her
fal back againgt the pillows, remembering that she didn’t understand me, and raised my handsinto the
lamplight. Shelifted her own defensively, asthough she thought | was going to strike her, and | brushed
them aside. —Watch me! Do you think aman enjoystaking a corpse to bed? | know what you are with
your own people; why should you turn away from me? 1’|l have an heir from you whatever you do;

you' re mine now, so why not enjoy it—

Her figt flew out and struck me acrossthejaw. | jerked back in painful disbelief, while her hands leaped
inhysericd fury.

—I serve my Goddessin holiness, | am not a Neaane whore! Y ou have stolen a priestess, you have
defiled Her, murderer, and She will never give you heirs. Neaa, you murdered my husband, whom |
loved. Soul-stedler, | would burn athousand times and weep forever in the wind before | would give you
pleasure! Never will | ... never...Hywd ... She crumpled into sobbing and meaningless gestures, and
buried her facein the cover.

Sowly I rose from the bed, and groping for my lenses, forgave the only woman who had ever struck a
king of Tramaine.

* k k %

| still took her to my bed as often as| could, athough her wretchedness had driven all the pleasure from
it; for, priestess of fertility though she might be, and king though | might be, children are arare gift of
fortune since the plague. And the Gods have done nothing to change that. | was away from her much of
the time after our arriva in Newham, though, being engrossed as usud in affairs of state. And so | could
scarcely believe my eyeswhen fat old Mabis, whom | had sent to serve Etaa, informed me glegfully of
seeing 9gnsthat | was going to be afather. Shewas my nurse asachild (and so accepted most of my
quirks, including agodless mistress), and assured me that if anyone could tell, it was Mabis. Giddy with
pride, | forgot the quarreling of my nobles and the complaints of the burghers; | left even my watchman
behind and ran like aboy to find Etaa.



She sat as she so often did, gazing out the high windows, her hair hanging at her back in aheavy plait, for
Mabis couldn’t get her to wear a covering. Shelooked up in amaze-ment as | entered; composing myself
with an effort, | man-aged to keep from destroying the moment by lifting her up in my arms. She seemed
to know why | had come, and | thought, relieved, that maybe traces of pride hid behind her dark eyesas
| bent my knee before her. | gave her my heartfelt thanks and asked what gift | could give her, in return
for the one she had given me.

She glanced out the open window for amoment, her face lit with rainbows from the colored glass;, when
shelooked back, her hands were stiff with emotion. —L et me go outside.

—Tha'sdl you want?

She nodded.

—Then you shdl haveit. Carefully | took her hand, and ordering my watch to keep well behind, led her
outside into the pal ace gardens. Etaa somehow belonged in the beauty of roses and pale marisettes, her
own wild grace set free from the gray stone confines of the palace walls. | took her to the limit of the
green dopes overlooking the placid Aton and the edge of Newhamtown on the river’ sfarther shore. |
tried to describe for her the city that was the heart of Tramaine, the bright, swarming mass of humanity,
the marketplaces, the pageantry of New Y ear’ s and the cel ébrations of Armageddon Day. She gazed
and questioned with a hesitant wonder that pleased me, but | thought she seemed glad when the peaceful
bowers closed her in again.

We made our way aong drowsy, dappled paths heavy with the heat of alate summer’ s afternoon, and |
found it hard to believe the sun was already half hidden asit sank behind Cyclops. And aswe walked |
saw the drawn, anguished look fade from Etad sface for thefirst time since midsummer. At one point,
we unexpectedly came upon young Lord Tolper and his sweetheart, in acompromising position on the
grass. | took Etaa’sarm and led her quickly away, before the blushing lord felt required to rise and make
abow; asweturned to go | saw aquick, sweet smile of remembrance touch her lips, and felt a pang of

envy.

Because| had so little time to mysdlf, | instructed Mabis to accompany Etaain the futureinto the
gardens—and to do anything else that might be required for her health and com-fort. Mabis confided that
she had dready been gathering hedlthful herbsfor the babe at Etad s request; for, bless her pagan soul,
the girl had the sKkill of ten Newham physicians, and had even told her of apoulticeto easethe achein an
old woman’s back. Mabis was deeply religiousin her own way, but she had never liked the queen, and
Etaa’ s thoughtless kindness and lack of vanity had won her heart.



Etaa had little contact with the court in the beginning, partly a my wish and partly at her own. Y et she
found another friend in the palace before long, afdlow outcast of sorts: young Willem, who was one of
my pages. He was a strange, nervous boy, his hair as flaxen as her own was black, who seemed to be
congtantly starting at unseen sights and sometimes even to see around corners. He stuttered in both noble
and common speech, asthough not only hislips but even hisown fingerswouldn’t obey him. One
afternoon | cameto cal on Etaaiin her chambers and found him sitting at her feet before thefire, their
faces hdf in the green light of waning eclipse, haf ruddy with fireglow. They looked up & meamost as
one, and Willem scrambled to hisfeet to bow, barely concedling hisdismay at the arriva of hisking. |
gathered that Etaa had been telling him astory, and asked her to continue, feding that | would be glad of
alittle diverson too.

Shetook up her story again dmost self-conscioudy, a Kedonny tale of how awandering people had
cometo settle and find ahome at last. | grew fascinated mysdlf by the redlism of it, even though it was
riddled with alusionsto the supernatura powers of the Mother. It struck me that this must be the story of
how they had come to our borders, in the time of the second Barthelwydde king, nearly two hundred
years before.

| was fascinated too by the motions of her hands, so quick and bold compared to the refined gestures of
the court poets, whose graceful imported romances usualy left me yawning. Occasionaly shewould
stumble, breaking the trancelike rhythm of her tale, and | remembered that she had to trandate as she
told, afeat that would leave my poetsill with envy.

When her tlewasfinished | sent Willem away to his neglected duties, and, impulsively, asked Etaaif she
would come with me to see our own collected lore. She nodded, politely curious. The child growing
within her seemed to have given her athing to love in place of the man she had |lost; perhaps because of
it—and because | no longer touched her— she tolerated me now, and sometimes amost seemed glad of

my company.

| led the way into the part of the palace given over to the Gods; it was hung with gilt-framed paintings and
ornate tapestries of religious scenes. | went there often, not for homage, but to visit the repository for the
holy books. It had taken al the power and influence of the kingship to defy the clergy successfully, but |
had been determined to study on my own those remnants of the Golden Age that the Gods deemed too
complex—and possibly too heretica—for the layman. The priests who were entrusted with the books
spent the greater part of their lives studying them, since they were presumably protected by their faith (or,
| sometimes sus-pected, by their ignorance). | had had the best possible educa-tion, but even | found to
my frustration that most of the learning from before the plague time was far above me. The Godswould
give me no clues, of course, though they claimed omniscience, snce they opposed my right to sudy the
sacred lore. But then, they aso refused to give guidance to the priests.

Aswe entered the corridors of the Gods a viridian-robed priest came to meet us, and | recognized him
as Bishop Perrine, the archbishop’ s chief lackey. Hisbow was scarcely adequate, hislipsmoving inrigid
formality. “Y our mgesty. Y ou cannot possibly bring that—that woman here! 1t would be sacrilege to
reved the holy worksto a—a pagan.”



| smiled tolerantly, suspecting that after the morning’ susud strife with the archbishop, this very scene had
been secretly taking shapein my mind. “Bishop Perrine, thiswoman is acting as my watchman. | am quite
sure she can't reead—"

Etaa started, and | glanced past the bishop’ s shaven head to see one of the very Gods coming toward us
down the hal. Bishop Perrine turned, following my gaze, and together we dropped down on one knee.
Too late| noticed that Etaa il stood, defiantly facing the towering, inhumanly beautiful fig-urein robeslit
with an unearthly inner glow. | sgnded her to kned but sheignored me, caught up in fearful amazement.

| waited while God regarded priestessin return, my knee grating on the unaccustomed hardness of the
floor and my head thrown back until a crick began to form in my neck. At last an expression passed over
hisfacethat | dmost took for appreciation; and remembering us, he gave us permisson to rise, Sgning,
—My pardon, your mgesty, for causing you discomfort; but | forgot mysdlf, at the sight of the

oppostion.

Bishop Perrine began apologies, hisfingers knotting in nervous obsequiousness, but the God stopped
him. —No need, Bishop Perrine—| understand. And sheis charming, your mgesty. | see why they say
the Black Witch has en-chanted you.

| inclined my head while | mastered afrown, and signed with proper deference, —Sheisno witch, Lord,
but merely a handsome woman. Her beliefs are of no consequence; only primitive superdtition.

—I amrelieved to learn that. His hands expressed afaint mockery, each move dightly too perfect.
—Etaa, can you deny the presence of the true Gods, now that you see one before you?

Slowly she nodded. —Y ou are beautiful to see. But you are aman, and so you cannot be agod. There
are no gods other than our Mother. Her face was serene, her eyes shone with belief. | had often envied
unshakable faith, but never more than now.

Bishop Perrine shuddered visbly beside me and clutched his god-sign, but | saw the God laugh. — Wl
Sgned, priest-ess. Y our belief may be misguided, but not even | can deny its purity. Bishop Perrine, |
takeit you sought to keep this woman from entering here. I commend you—buit | think you should let her
pass. Perhaps some further exposure to our beliefs would do her soul good.

Bishop Perrine dropped to the floor, and | sank grudgingly down beside him as the God passed. And as
| led Etaa on to the repository, | wondered that a God should have treated us so affably. | knew that the



various Gods who called on us had different manners, just asthey had different faces when you were
used to their splendor. But they were seldom so kindly disposed toward heretics, or anything that
threatened the sta-hility of their Church.

Etaa brushed the blue velvet of my deeve. —Meron— She seldom called me by name, athough it
pleased me. —How isit that you do not believe in your own gods, when you' ve seen them dl your life?
Her hands moved discreetly, half hidden by her wide fur-trimmed deeves.

| remembered my comment to her in the carriage, so long ago. —Y ou don't believe in them because you
say they look like men. Our scripturestell usthat they are like men; but I’ ve seen them when they were
not. | told her what I’ d seen as achild. —So whatever they are, they’re not the Gods of the scriptures
who abandoned uslong ago. But they control the lives of my people, and the peoples of dl the adjoining
lands, through the Church: these—fadse Gods.

She frowned. —It was only after the gods came that your people began to hate us. Arethey crud, then,
to make your people cruel? Her eyes stole glances at the dark scenes dis-played adong the walls.

| shook my head. —No...they’re not cruel to us. But they don’t condemn cruelty toward nonbelievers.
They want no competition, | think. | looked away from awoven witch-burning. —They’ ve done good,
useful thingsfor us—driven the wild kharks from the countryside, helped us grow better crops, shown us
how to control the shaking fever . . . they’ ve made us—comfortable. Too comfortable, | sometimes
think. Asthough ... asthough they wanted usto stay here forever, and be content never to regain the
Golden Age again. And there was a Golden Age, I’ ve seen proof of it, in the volumes we go to see now.

—Volumes? Books? Excitement lit her face. —\We have abook in our village, that I ve sudied with the
elders, it'ssaid to be from the Blessed Time, when &l people knew the touch of the Mother.

—Y ou have that legend too? | stopped moving. —Then it must have been widespread—perhaps the
wholeworld! Think of it, Etaal But what knowledge we have left, the Gods keep hidden from anyone
who could useit. My hitterness made my hands tighten. —The Church teaches us* humility”—not to
strive, not to tempt fate, or the Gods, but follow the old worn path to sure salvation. It teaches the people
to hate the “ second sight” that could give them such freedom, and to hate your people most of dl,
because you make areligion of it. The Gods make us comfortable, but not because they love us. Damn
th—

Etaa caught my hands suddenly, in agraceful grip that waslike avise; sheforced themto her lipsina
seemingly effortlesskiss. | stared at her, astounded, and caught move-ment in the mirror a the side of my
lenses. Down the hall, the archbishop stood watching usintently; she had kept me from cursing the Gods
in his presence. | let her know by my tightened hands that | understood. She freed me, and | signed,
—Come, love, first go with meto see the holy relics. We continued to the repository; the archbishop did



not follow us. | wondered if he had seen enough.

| thanked Etaa, and for amoment she touched my hands again; but then she only looked away, signing
diffly, —Your lifeismy life, and my child’s, as you have said. Y ou need not thank me for that.

But | felt she had been repaid when her hands rose in wonder as we entered the repository and she saw
the books— thirty-five volumes resting on yellow satin, above the e abo-rately embelished study table.
Two priestswere at their contemplation; not having attendants with me, 1 went myself and tapped them
on the shoulder, asking them to leave. Their faces flashed surprise, acceptance—and ahint of scandd as
they passed Etaa and |eft us done. Etaawent to stand by the doping desk, looking down reverently on
the smooth, time-less pages of the open books. And then | learned one more thing about the barbaric
Kedonny—that their priestess read the printed words of the old language aswell as any man of our own
priesthood.

And 0, though | had taken her with me originally out of a certain obstreperous pride, and because |
vaued her asawatchman, | began taking her with me for her opinions aswell. Word of the pagan
woman studying the holy books got rapidly back to the archbishop, and when he came to make his
complaint | wasforced to remind him sharply that he spoke to hisking. | think despite his hunger for
persona power he believed in the Church’ s tenets and its Gods, and wastorn by the dilemmathey
created for him: He believed | committed sacrilege, but because a God had approved it there was
nothing he could do to stop me. Or so | thought, even though | knew well enough he would do anything
to get a the kingship, for the aspirations of hisfamily and the furtherance of Church power.

Asthe dark noons of autumn passed into the bright, snowblind days of true winter, | continued to take
Etaawith meto study the books, and to have her beside me as my watchman and companion whenever
the occasion dlowed. Her coming motherhood grew obviousto all, and was the target for much discreet
levity, and dso more serious specula-tion. Also for some unplessant and ugly rumorsrevolving on
witcheraft, whose sources | thought | knew. | didn’t bother to deal with them, however, being more
concerned with other matters; particularly with the rebellious Kedonny, who stub-bornly harried our
borderlands even though the snows lay heavy on the earth. There were rumorsthat anew leader had
emerged, using the defiling of a priestessto rally them, and so | sent messengersto my most trusted
border lords, telling them to be on guard. But the Kedonny would strike whenever aback was turned,
and then fade away into the hills, and their Mother shielded them in Her snowy cloak, as Etaawould
have sgned—if she'd known. My best leaders seemed hel p-less againgt the determined fanaticism of the
Kedonny chief, aman caled only “the Smith,” who was becoming abogey-man in Tramainefit to
compete with the Godseye that |ooked down on my peopl€ ssinful lives.

At last came Midwinter’'s Day—aday | would not have marked except that | found Etaa knedling
awkwardly at her hearth, wearing dappled green velvet. She was tossing stalks of ripened whest into the
fierce blaze and reciting a cere-mony of the Mother. Pale Willem crouched watching asif hypnotized,
while his spotted pup chewed unnoticed at thetail of hisjerkin. Mabis sat spinning in thefar corner of the
chamber, her round chill-reddened face set in righteous disap-proval. | was mildly disturbed to see
Willem so caught up in Kedonny ways; but his friendship with Etaa cheered them both, and lately | found



it hard not to prefer Etaato our own dour ways myself. But | chided Willem, and he disappeared,
ghogt-like as dways, when | took Etaa away to visit the holy books.

That day she sat beside me as usud, though lately she found it hard to bend forward at the ornate table's
edge. (Mabishad said my son—for | was sure it would be ason, just as | was sure he would hear like
his mother—must be a strapping babe, perhaps even twins.) Her ungainly roundness charmed me even
more than her former grace.

| had taken my lenses off in order to read close up, for with Etaathere, | had no fear of being caught
unawares. She glanced down as | set the lenses on the table, and then suddenly she caught at my arm.
—Meron, look— She picked up the end of the thin, dark strip that lay pinned under them, curling it
between her fingers. —What isthis? It' slike glass, but soft as paper. And look—Iook! Tiny words,
under your lens—

| squinted, unable to make them out, and reached for amagnifying glass. —It' s plagtic, that the Gods use
... and that we used, once, in the Golden Age. A strange excitement filled me as Etaa pulled the rest of
the tape out from under the shdlf into the lamplight. —How did it get here? Could the Gods have
forgotten—

Etaatook up the glassand held it over the plagtic strip.

—Canyouread it?

Shedidn’t see me, but sat frowning, bresthless with con-centration, her hand toying with the sillver bell at
her ear. At last shelooked up, her fingers barely moving as she signed, —I canread it. It is part of a
book inthe old language. . . . But it’sfrom before the plaguetime.

—Areyou sure? All our holy books had been written after the plague; though they mentioned the
wonders of the Golden Age, they were clouded with the despair of afailing people, and many references
were unclear. My hands shook. —Read it to me.

| held the glass and Etaatrandated, until her eyes were red and her hands trembled with fatigue. And
though many things were still unclear, because they were so far above us, one undeniable truth stood out:
—-All men could hear, in the Golden Age. | wasright! Men weren't meant to be lessthan the
Gods—men were Gods. The Church haslogt thetruth in fear since the plague time, and thesefase
“Gods’ use our superstition to control us. | took Etaa’ sweary hands and kissed them. —But our son will
be the beginning of anew Golden Age, he'll hear and see clearly, and show my people the truth. He will
be our greatest king. Etaa smiled, caught up in my dreams, and if she smiled for her son and not for me, it



didn’t lessen thefullness of my joy.

And then the moment was torn by alash of pain that raked my back, ablow that knocked me from my
seat. My usdess eyes met billows of indigo as| rolled, and astreak of light arcing down at my face;
desperately | threw up my hands. But before the blade could find me again, a sweep of green velvet
blocked my sight as Etaa flung herself on the attacking priest. Fair hands dimmed the shining blade, and
somehow she drove him back from mewhilel got to my feet. | caught up my lenses and drew my
dagger, only to see him fling her against the wall and bolt toward the door. | brought the priest down as
hetried to get past me; his skull cracked against the flags, and the knife flew from his grasp.

And beyond him | saw Etaa curled on her side on the floor, racked with a spasm of pain. She pressed
her ssomach, stain-ing the velvet with blood from her dashed hands. | looked down again into the face of
my attacker, full of terror now as my dagger rested on histhroat. And saw that he was no priest: dirty
hair dipped from under his cap, his face was young, but grimy and pinched with hardship. Hewasapad
nout of the Newham stews, and | was sure he was ahearer aswell. And | couldn’t touch
him—or his master—for the Church claimed jurisdiction here. My hand tightened on the dagger hilt, and
| would have dit histhroat. But as blood traced my blade across his neck | felt Etaal seyeson me, and |
sickened. “Let the archbishop try you, then, for your failure, ‘priest,’” | said. “And | pity you—" | struck
him on the head with the dagger’ sbuitt, and felt him go limp.

Then | went to Etaaand fell on my knees beside her, raising her head. Her eyes sought me almost with
hunger, and for amoment they filled with wild joy as her wounded hands brushed my face. But they
tightened into fists with another gpasm as shetried to form signs. —Meron ... my child. My child. ..
comes—

My throat tightened with despair. It was scarcely haf the year since her conception, and that wastoo
soon, too soon ... | felt the back of my tunic soaking with blood, but the assassin’ s knife had caught in the
folds of my cape and the wound was not deep. | picked Etaa up in my arms, gasping with pain, and
started back through the endless halls.

Hallsthat were endlesdy empty, until suddenly I came on the archbishop and Bishop Perrine. The
archbishop saw usfirgt, and laughter fell from hisface, leaving blank horror. He hurried toward me, arms
outdtretched, until he met my eyes, then, and only then, did | ever see my cousin afraid. He stopped.

“Y our mgjesty—" Hislips quivered; Bishop Pearring' s eyeswent to thetrail of red on the stones behind
us, and he dropped to his knees, babbling incoherently.

“My Lord. .. bishop.” | gaggered againgt the wall to save my precious burden. “If my son dies, my lord,
not even the Gods will find sanctuary from me.” | pushed grimly past him, and saw in my mirror that he
was hurrying on toward the repository.



| found aguardsman and friendly hdlsat last, and sum-moned aid. My physicians swarmed around me
likeflies, binding my wound and begging meto rest; but | stood at the door of the chamber where they
hed taken Etaa, until finaly my knees buckled and | could not stand. And then | remem-ber little except
my helplessfury, at events and my own weakness, until | wokein my canopied bed, hemmed in by
knedling atendants, to face aGod. | struggled toward the only thing of rea importance: —Etaa. . . my
child—?

| thought the God smiled, though | couldn’t focus. —I have been with them—

“No!” I lunged at him, and was pulled back by my horrified attendants.

They gibbered apologies, but he waved them aside. —The lady iswell, and asks for you. And your
son—yes, your mgjesty, your son—will live. Heiswell grown for one born so early, and we will watch
over him.

| sank back into the pillows. —Forgive me, lord, I—I was not mysdif. | thank you. And now, doctor,
with your aid | would go to seemy Etaa. . . and my son.

* k% k %

The Church proclaimed that my assailant was amad priest, who had wrongly believed me guilty of
sacrilege concerning the Church’ s holy books; he had been summarily excommuni-cated and put to degth
for histreason, upon order of the archbishop. There were mutteringsin the Church faction at court that
the priest was hardly mad, but in the celebration at the birth of aroya heir they were scarcely heard. |
named my son Alfilere, after my father, and to me he was the most beauttiful sght on Earth. And second
only to him was his mother, her own face shining with pleasure as she gazed down upon himin his golden
cradle or caressed him with bandaged hands.

| began to take her with me everywhere now, seeking her impressions of the things she saw at court; and
though she protested, | seated her openly beside me at table. The queen till sat at my other hand,
unwilling to give up any of her position, though her eyes drove daggersinto my back. Her brother
absented himsdlf from the great hal these days, and | wondered if he was sharpening anew blade of his
own. But he would never dare such ablatant attack on me again, and though my advisersknew of his
treason and urged meto act againgt him, | refused. If | attacked my cousin | would risk civil war, and |
would not bring that on my peoplefor the sake of personal revenge. But | no longer went anywhere
without attendants, and | saw that my guard kept watch at al times over Etaaand her child.

But though tension whispered in the hdlslike the chill drafts of winter, it could not discourage the spring



that bright-ened my heart at the thought of my newborn son, or the nearness of Etaa. For the
Armageddon Day fedtivities, | taught her, amid much laughter, to dance. | had dways hated memorizing
intricate patterns and steps, the watching of cell-ing mirrors, the need to be constantly keeping count. But
she was enchanted at this new chalenge to her imagination, and her enthusiasm caught me up and made
me fed the beauty of the dance.

The Armageddon celebrations, mirrored in Etaa' s delighted eyes, had not seemed so bright since | wasa
boy, and as| carried my sonin my arms| imagined how the same wonders would ddlight him too: the
poets and jugglers and acrobats, the trained hounds and morts, the magicians flashing colored fire, even
the Gods who presided, resplendent in their shining auras. All the gaudily clad folk feasting and dancing,
driving away the cold bleakness of dark noonsthat marked the equi-nox and the grating end of a cruel
winter beyond thewalls.

| think, looking back, that | had never been happier than on that evening, when Etaa danced beside me,
Gowned in thefragile colors of spring, her shining hair bound with pearls, she was the very goddess of
the Earth. Her cheeks were flushed with excitement and her dark eyes radiant; after the last dance | took
her in my arms and kissed her, and she did not pull away. Anything seemed possible to me then, even
that someday she might cometo loveme... as| had cometo love her, this captive goddess, in away that
| had never loved any woman.

But, as| have dways known in my saner moments, not al things are possible, even for kings. And not
long afterward Etaaturned cold eyes on me as | entered her chamber, looking up over Alfilere' sdark
curly head as hefed at her breast.

| hesitated. —Etaa, is something wrong?

Mabis got up heavily from her stool. She moved to st facing away from us, till knitting, her ruddy face
showing trouble and concern.

Etaa did not answer me for amoment, but rose and took Alfilereto his cradle near the fire, where she
stood smiling and rocking him gently. She had refused a new nurse, prefer-ring to feed and carefor her
own babe, another virtue which had pleased old Mabis. And indeed, my son’s mother was better than
any nurse, for she could “fed” his needs; she grew uneasy if he was ever beyond her hearing. At last she
came back to me, the smile fading again, and | repeated my question.

Her pink-scarred hands snapped up with accusation. —Meron, | know the truth now, about my people.
That they’ re making war on Tramaine, and being killed, because you' ve stolen me. | know that they
demand my return—and beyond that, only to beleft in peace by your witch-burners. But instead you
send them soldiers, to kill and burn al the more. And you have kept it from mel And made me ... made
meforget ... A strange emotion tormented her face, her hands twitched into stillness.



—Wheredid you learn this, Etaa?

She shook her head.

—Willem—

—Youwill not hurt him! Anger and fear knotted her fingers.

—I would not hurt achild for repesting gossip.

—But it' strue?

Her fingers searched the rough edge of the tapestry that swayed in the draft dong the wall.

—Then let me go hometo my people.

| looked away, fedling disappointment stab me like an assassin’ sblade. —I... | cannot do that. You
wouldn't leave your child. And I will not give up my son. Are you so unhappy here? Can't you tell your
people you' re content to stay? I’ [| make peace with them, pay whatever restitution . . . I—need you,
Etaa. | need you here with me. | depend on you now, 1—

She shut her eyes. —Meron. The man who leads my people, who demands me back, the man you call
“the Smith”: Heis my husband.

—Y our hushand is dead!

—No! Her foot stamped the floor.



—Y ou saw him yoursdlf, broken on the rocksl No man could survive that. He was a coward; he killed
himsdlf, he abandoned you to me, and | won't let you go. | drew abreath, struggling for control. —Y our
people raid and daugh-ter mine, and take their heads. Y ou damn our souls—by our beliefs dismembered
spirits cannot be freed by cremation. If there swar, then the Kedonny bring it on themselves!

Etaa drew hersdf up iffly. —If you won't release me, he will come and take me!

| frowned. —If he can rise from the dead, then perhaps he will. But | doubt if even you can expect that
of the Mother.

She crossed her arms, her eyes burning.

| left the chamber.

* * * %

She stayed in her rooms from then on, refusing to accom-pany me anywhere, the drawn look of grief she
had first worn returning to her face. When | came to see my son shewould st by the fire and turn her
back on me, wordless. Once | came and sat beside her on the cushioned bench, with Alfilere squirming
bright-eyed on my knees, wrapped in afur bunt-ing. | clapped my hands and saw him laugh, and as|
offered him ringed fingersto chew on, looked up to see Etaasmile. | took back my fingers and sgned,
—Who could ask for ahandsomer son? But he doesn't favor hisfather, | fear, little dark-eyes— | smiled
hopefully, but she only looked away, brushing the silver bell at her ear, and tears showed suddenly on her
cheeks.

Angry with Willem, at first | had forbidden him to visit her again; but I’ d relented, knowing her solitude
and sorrow. Not long after, | found him with her, his pale head in her Iap, his thin shoulders shaken with
sobs. Shelooked up as| came toward them, her eyesfilled with shared pain; but Willem did not, and so
shelifted hishead from her lavender skirts. He rose unsteadily to make a bow, then sank exhausted onto
the wine-red cushions beside her, wiping hisface on hisdeeve.

But | stood frozen in my place, because | had seen the thin tracks of drying blood that ran down his neck
and jaw. Suddenly al his strange, frightened presciencefitted into place, and | redized the truth: my own
page was a hearer, and somehow until now hisfamily had managed to keep it a secret. Until now. My
stomach twisted: His ears had been put out by the Church.

Asthough she had followed my thoughts, Etaasigned bitterly, —It was your. Archbishop Shappistre. He



hounded Willem for being with me, until he learned that Willem felt the Mother’ s touch—and see what
he' sdone! He persecutes dl who have Her blessings, he dmost killed my child—he amost killed you!
Y our own kinsman! How can you let him go freg, if you are king; why don’t you chalenge him?

| reached to the crooked scar dong my back, caught in my own bitter outrage. The archbishop’s open
attempt to destroy me had failed, and now he waged a subtler war, spreading rumors, subverting those |
trusted, tormenting those | loved. | had the power to strike him down, even in the face of the Gods; buit |
could not. —Etaa, it snot that smple. Thisisn't some villager’ sdispute, | can’t take him out on the meed
and thrash him! Theroyd lineissplit in two, and with it the loydties of the nation; | rulealand a peace
because | havetried to keep them reconciled. The archbishop is my counter-balance, but he' d upset the
scaesif he could, with his dreams of a Church-ruled state. He would throw this country into civil war to
achieveit; he cares nothing for consequences. If | charged him with treason I’ d do the same. He will stop
at nothing; but | stop along way before that.

Etaa stroked Willem' s drooping head. —I don’t understand the needs of nations, Meron . . . and you
don’t understand the needs of women and men. Suddenly she looked up at me, her face anguished.
—He |l destroy you, Meron! Don't let him, don't . . . Her hands dropped hopelesdly into her 1ap; she
rose and turned away, going to the baby’ s cradle to comfort her gentle son.

Two days later, Willem was gone. The other pages said he had run away home. But one of Etad's
earrings, thetiny slver bellsthat she dwayswore, was missing too. | asked her whereit was, and too
cardesdy she sgned that she had lost it. And so | knew that Willem had gone east to find the Smith.

Sowly, with al the pain of birth, winter gave way at last to spring, while the Kedonny raided on our
borders. Etaamourned in her chambers, and the New Y ear’ srevels on the green were a bright, shallow
mockery of the pagt.

Andwhile | dept that night and dreamed of happier times, Etaaand my son disappeared.

Frantic with loss, | had the countryside searched and searched again, but there was no sign of them.
There was no rumor, no clue; it was amost asif they had never been. | could get no rest, and my own
lords said openly that | looked like aman possessed. The archbishop, smiling, said that perhaps the Earth
had swallowed them up—and | dmost cameto believe him. But | learned my coachman had

disappeared on the same night as Etaa, and some said they thought my carriage had gone in the night,

and come back carrying no one. And so | wondered if the truth lay not in the Earth but in the sky...and
the Gods had taken their revenge on me.

But the Kedonny ate deeper into my lands, and findly | was forced to abandon my search. | planned to
rase afull army and put them to rout; but as| sent out callsto gather men, | discovered how well my
archbishop had done his ungodly work. His rumors of my bewitchment had taken hold: My own people



believed the Black Witch had snared mein aspell and addled my mind, then disappeared like the
accursed thing she was, stedling even my son to be put to some terrible blasphemous use. They believed
| would betray them to the Kedonny in battle, and that the Gods themsealves had abandoned me.

Even lordswho were ways loya to my father’ s line have deserted mefor the archbishop, and those
who till support me get little support themsdves for theraising of an army. Theword is abroad in the
land that it is suicide to ride with me to war—that if | am denied, and destroyed, then the forces of Right
will be served, and the Gods will save them from the pagan hordes. Damn the Church! The Gods have
never intervened in awar of men; | doubt they’ll do it now.

And so | leavetoday, with what forces | can gather, to go and save my kingdom mysdif, if | can. Perhaps
then this new storm of ignorance will pass, and not inundate us al. Per-haps. Or perhapsit is dready too
late. . ..

If S0, then maybe it is best that Etaa has gone, and taken my son. | only pray, to whatever true Gods may
be, that they are safe, and that some day her son will return to claim histhrone, and be the greatest of our
kings. If she choseto leave me, | cannot blame her, for | never had theright to take her as| did. But |
loved her, and | pray shewill remember that too, and forgive mealittle.

| often wonder if she ever loved me. If S0, it was more than | deserved. But sometimes there was alook,

or asgn— The hands of the summer wind are as warm and light as your touch, Etaa; it may be that your

Mother has stolen you home &fter dl. Watch over my son, and forgive hisfather. Give him your blessings,
asyou gavethemtome. Etaa... | think | will not see you again.

But come, my lords, the Godseye keegps watch on us, and the sun isaready high. They say asmith may
look at aking: Then let it bethelast thing he ever seedl

* * % %

Part 3: TheGod

| understand that I’ m speaking today because you wondered how a*“naive kid’ in the Colonia Service
was inspired to solve the Human Problem. The answer issmple—I loved Etaa, and Etaawas the mother
of Alfilere.

Y ou probably al remember the Stuation at the time. The Colonid Service had come upon the Humans
not long before: an intdlligent life form based on carbon rather than silicon, but oxygen breathers and
compatible with roughly the same temperature range that we are. That made them another com-petitor,



but only margindly; and if they were anything e se but Humans, we could have expected to coexist with
them. But our studies of their ongoing culture, and the scanty records of their pagt, indicated they were
the most unrelent-ingly and irrationaly aggressive specieswe d ever encoun-tered. Combined with ahigh
technology, it would have made them the most dangerous, too. We' d live in peace with them willingly
enough, under the circumstances, but the question I’ d dways heard was whether they would livein
peace with us. The mgority Conservative opinion wasthat it wasn't likely, and so our sector council
ordered usto intervene, and stal their cultural progress. The Libera faction in the Service objected,
doing their best to prod the Human status quo, and that was how the trouble started.

I’m axenobiologist, and a thetime | was just beginning my career; | was also too inexperienced to
question policy then, and so | blindly supported the mgority’ s stand on Humans. Especidly since I’ d had
to live among Humans, to study (and watch) them, asthe “coachman” for the God-hating king of
Tramaine. When the Libs gave restricted rec-ords to the king, and then openly incited the neighboring
Kotaane to war, we Conservatives retaiated by kidnapping Etaa, the king' s K otaane mistress, and her
son, hisherr. | was chosen to do the actua deed, because of my strategic position— and, frankly, my
naiveté. All | had to do was keep the pair safely out of the way, they told me, and at the sametimel
could experience my first change-study of an unknown world. ... All | had to do was spend an eternity
alone, | discovered, on a desol ate abandoned world with no one for company but a superdtitious dien
woman and asqualling dien brat. | didn’t know whether to fee honored by the responsility, or
ashamed of being used. But | did my duty, and stole her away to the outer moon.

| sent Etaa drugged wine, and shuttered all the ports; she never knew what had happened, even when |
brought the shuttle down near the ruins of the dead colony and opened the lock. | watched her on the
screens as she stepped outside, waiting while the first rush of stunned dismay took her. She ssumbled
back, clutching her child protectively against her asthe cold wind gusted, swirling the drab rust-brown
grit into stinging clouds. Beyond us the naked, stony dope swept upward toward the ruins of the Human
town, fangs of bitter-ness snapping at the clouds. I’ d seen it once before, but never like this, knowing |
couldn’t leave it. My own eyes burned with the bleakness and the memory of the stinging wind. It would
be hard to learn the unity of thisworld ... it was easy to see why the Humans had failed to.

| don't know what thoughts were in Etaa’ s mind then; only that they probably weren't the ones|
expected. But confusion and despair were on her face as she started down the ramp, the wind tugging at
her long cape and gtiff, ungainly skirts. Her baby had begun to cry, wailing with thewind. For the first
time shewasred for me, touching my emotions and stirring—ypity. Thiswas the stolen woman, used by a
ruthless king, whose misery | seemed to betied to from the start, when I’ d piloted the king' s carriage in
her capture. She was only another victim of the cruel and senseless schisms that divided these wretched
Humans, and she' d suffer more now and never understand why, because of them, and because of us...I
felt unease pull down pity: Did | have the right—? But she' d been a pawn, she would be a pawn; maybe
that was her destiny, and thiswas mine.

| left the controls at |ast, bracing myself to deliver thefinal horror to her. I'd gotten rid of my Human
makeup, and knew my form would be starting to dip after the stress of the flight. And no Human had
ever seen a“God” unmasked, even a God who passed for a coachman. Avoiding the velvet cush-ionson
thefloor, | went to stand at the lock.



—Meron—"? She turned with agasp to stare up at me, her hands asking the question. | remembered she
was aKotaane priestess, and could hear; the speculation was that the king had taken her precisaly
because she could, out of his hatred for tradition. Her eyes had brightened with hope and some-thing
more as she turned. It froze into terror as she saw me, and she backed away, her fingers stiffening out in
aggntoward off evil. It was too much like an obscenity popular with the king' sretainers; | dmost
laughed. That would have been thefina cruelty. | caught it in time and only spread my handsin a peace
gesture. | signed, —I will not harm you, Lady Etaa. Have no fear. She shook her head, keeping her
dis-tance. | wondered what | must ook like to her—a mockery of a Human made of bread dough, or
clay. | ducked back into the king’'s* carriage” to get my hooded jacket, thinking the more | covered the
better. But as| disappeared | heard her startled cry and footsteps behind me on the ramp. She
ap-peared at the lock in aswirl of dust, and dropped to her knees at my feet. —Oh, please, don't leave
me here! The baby whimpered as her signing jostled him, inside her cape. | stared down at her, stunned;
but seeing my face again she fdtered, asif she saw her own doom instead. L ooking away, she placed her
wriggling child tenderly on ared velvet cush-ion, then forced her eyes back to mine, sgning, —Then have
mercy on my child. Take him with you, he'sno harm to anyone! Heisa prince, return him to—to his
father, King Meron. You' Il berewarded! Give himto anyone. . . but let him live—

| bent down and picked up the child; he gazed a mein fascination, and suddenly he began to laugh.
Inexplicably delighted, | held him close; then, dowly, | passed him back to his mother’ sarms. Hope
shattered on her face, and she flinched when | touched her.

| stepped back. —Etaa, you aren’t being abandoned in this godforsaken place. | am your guardian; I’ll
stay with you here, to look after you and your child. You' vebeen . . . exiled, and it will be ahard lifefor
us both. But it won't last forever, only until—certain matters are settled in Tramaine. But it hasto bethis
way until then; you have no choice. Thisisyour new home.

She watched rigidly, the need to ask ahundred questions struggling againgt the certainty that she didn’t
need to ask, but only accept, and endure, this new trid. Shelooked down at last, and | saw the trembling
lines of her face grow quiet with resolve; she would adapt. | felt relieved, and somehow surprised.

—Who has ordered this? Not ... not the king? Her dark eyes flickered up again with akind of urgency.

—No. | reassured her, thinking how she must hate the man, and not wanting the truth to seem any
harsher than it was. —It—isthe will of the Gods, Etaa.

Her flush of rdlief turned to asudden frown, and shelooked hard at me for amoment. But she pulled
back into her sllence, and Sgned nothing more, waiting for me.



| gave her aclingsuit and boots like my own to replace her awkward gown, then waited outside the craft
in the wind, knowing the preoccupation with bodily shame that these het-erosexuals had. She appeared
at last, with her hair bound up and her child dung at her back in the folds of her cape. The heavy jacket
flapped around her like atent, but | could see that the suit had adapted to her well enough to keep her
warm. | seded the clagps on her jacket while she watched me, intent and suspicious. Then | unloaded
supplies, and sedled the hatch behind us. The lifeboat rose silently; the king’ s carriage would be home
before he missed it. | wished we could have been, too.

We struggled up the hill toward the ruined town, battered by blowing grit and dead, unidentifiable
vegetation. The rag-ged maze of the tree-eaten ruins broke the back of the wind as we reached the
summit; we stood panting and rubbing our burning eyes while the wind moaned and clattered in
frustra-tion overhead. | led Etaa through the rubble to ashelter that stood intact, a prefabricated box that
il had itsroof. Aswe stumbled aong the street she watched with awe, but without the sickly dread
Tramanians had for the cities of their dead past. | wondered if she had ever seen a pre-plague Human
city even on her own world, not knowing she didn’t under-stand that thiswas't her own world.

The Humans had colonized the inner, mgor moon of agas giant they had named Cyclops, which circled
theyellow star Mehd. Thisouter, bardly smaller moon was just marginaly habitable, and they had only
tried to establish a colony here to escape from the disease that decimated them at home. They had failed,
and dl that remained was thistown, under skiesthat were endlessly gray with clouds. Etaa never saw the
change in the heavens, and never knew there had been one because she never asked aquestion: We
communicated as little as possble, and often | caught her staring at me, her eyes somewhere between
fear and speculation.

But once sheinsisted that she needed to gather hedthful herbsfor the baby, and when | tried to tell her
that our supplies had everything she would need, she gathered him up protectively inside her jacket and
dipped out the door. | went after her, armed, because | ill wasn't sure exactly what €l se was making its
home in this dead city. For over an hour | watched her search for atrace of the life she knew, but nothing
had survived the departure of the Humans. At last, shivering and defeated, she brushed past me without
meeting my eyes, and returned to the shdlter. After that she communi-cated lessthan ever, only glaring at
me asif thisterrible strangeness were somehow my doing too. She never ventured outside again by
choice, and never left her son donewith me.

* k k %

| spent most of my time outside, struggling with equipment in the bitter wind as| tried to gather
background data for my ecological change-study. The deserted Human town crouched like a tethered
beast on the rim of the plateau, waiting with un-Human patience for the return of its masterswhiletime
and the gnarled hands of the tree-shrubsworried it toward oblivion. Beyond the plateau’ s rim eons of
sediment from some murky forgotten sealapped away to grim distant peaks. But closer in, the stone had
been shattered by countless faultings, eroded by the winter rains and the sand-sweeping wind until a
network of twisting sheer-walled canyons had been eaten into its undulating plain. The eternal wind sang
through the maze, whipping the iron-reddened dust of the washes, where flashing water roared and



passed with every drowning downpour. The wind was a bully, tumbling the dow, heavy clouds, breaking
them open for a sudden glimpse of burnished heaven and shutting them again before you found it. Land
and sky merged at the dusky horizon, and everywhere the colors repeated, shadow-violet and rust, burnt
orange and fragile lavender, dl merging toward gray in the somber light.

What florathere was was carbon-based, mainly lichen and an omnipresent hummocky dark moss. The
gparse scatter of higher forms climaxed in the tree-shrub that dotted the ruins, agrotesque thing that
looked like it was growing upside down. | knew amaost nothing about the animd life, the preliminary
survey having been so cursory; from time to time dark things scuttled at the edge of my vison, and inthe
updrafts above the canyons| could sometimes glimpse a shadowy, undulating form. As| began to watch
these“glid-ers’ inflight, | first felt the change stir within me, ablind groping toward understanding, a
restlessness, aformless need to seek the new equilibrium ... for thefirst time | wasn't being forced into a
preset mold, this time my body would find its own place fredy in the unity of anew unknown. | was
fulfilled in the knowledge that now | knew nothing of the life onthisworld . . . but soon, inaway, | would
know everything.

And | wondered whether that was the true reason why we feared the Humans. For al the studieswe' d
done, we had never been to their origin place or redly “gone native’ among them. Becauise we were
forced to non-natura imita-tion among this transplanted stock, we had never redly felt what it wasto be
Human. We wore fa se faces, fa se bodies, We saw them act and react around us, but never knew what
moved themtoit.

Exploring the dead Human town, | found myself thinking of how it would fed to colonize an unknown
world, to think you were secure and settled—and then to be struck by an dien epidemic: to see half the
population die, the survivors left geneticaly mutilated, sterile and deaf and blind ... to lose contact with
the rest of the Human kind, to see your proud civilization torn apart by fear and your technology crumble
to barbarism ... to lose everything.

And then to come back, to begin again from nothing in atreacherous, sllent universe, and come so
far—only to be stopped again, by us. They had adapted; and there was noth-ing we admired more. Y et
the Colonia Service held them back; we counted oursalves lucky that they had suffered so much. And
I’d never had any doubt about the morality of our position.

But then | shared a deserted world with Etaa, and passed through the change, and was changed in ways
| had never meant to be,

* k x %

The changes were resisted, in the beginning, as change dwaysis. My physica deterioration of form had
dowed, while my body chemistry fumbled toward an understanding of its new environment; but | stayed



longer and longer out in the bitter days of the dien spring. My physical change was aso dowed by the
presence of Etag; | went on ingtinctively mim-icking the form of my closest companion—my only
compan-ion, for dreary weeks on end, until the return of lyohangziglepi with supplies, and with them, the
chance to hear a gpoken word again and see afriendly face. And heard the gradually more agonizing
reports that things in Tramaine continued unresolved. The Liberas had aroused the K otaane, and now
there seemed to be no stopping them. And aslong as the uncertainty lasted, the king’'s son had to be
securely out of it.

| began to worry sometimes that Etaawould break down in her endless solitude, Snce sherarely even
had my escape into the greater world around the dead town. But she came from a people used to long,
buried winters; and if she sometimes tended the fire below the window needlesdy, or dept too long, and
cried in her deep, | tried to leave her done. We al cope however we can, and she wouldn’t have
listened anyway. But | watched her with her child, as| watched the gliders by day whedling over the
maze, and again | felt an indefinable shifting in my soul.

Her thoughts were wrapped in her eternal cloak of silence, and only the baby, Alfilere, could draw her
out. She would sit rocking him for hours while rain dinned on the roof, the silver bell she wore on one ear
singing softly. She made him toys from scraps, smiled when he pulled her hair, tickled him while he
played naked on her cloak by thefire, until their laughter filled the blesk room with light. She made the
best of their new captivity, and so her son thought the world was a ddightful place.

But sometimes as he fed a her breast her gaze would drift out of the present; awistfulnesswould fill her
eyeslike tears and passinto a deeper knowledge that was wholly aien, and wholly Human. Sometimes
too she would look into her child’ s face as though she saw someone €l se there, and then cover hisface
with longing kisses. She called him by aKotaane name, “Hywd,” and never “Alfilere,” and | suspected
that she knew he was her husband’ s child, and not the king' s—this child of hope and sorrow. This child
who was the center of her world—to whom Etaa, who was named “the blessed one,” could never give
the most unique and wonderful “bless-ing” she possessed, the gift of gpeech. Because she would never
know she possessed it.

Her Alfilere was a bright, gentle baby who smiled more than he cried, and only cried when he had a
reason. His awareness of the world grew every day, and soon | shared Etaa sfascination at each change.
But when hefirst found hisvoice, babbling and squesking to himsdlf for hours on end, she only watched
him with perplexity. Her people believed that hearing was the manifestation of another’ s thoughts and
soul, and | knew thiswas her first child. Though she clapped her handsto get his attention, she never
made another sound for him except her laughter, only moving her hands over and over while he watched,
repeeting the sgnsfor smple words. Usudly hewould only catch her fingersand try to stuff them into his
mouth.

And watching thiswoman, who was strong and fertile and gifted with full hearing and sight, who
represented everything aHuman could be ... or should be ... | suddenly redized what it would be never
to find fulfillment, because you had even lost the sound of theword . . . the feel — In desperation | began
to recite, “I am the eyethat meets my gaze, | anthelimb ...



Etaa sarted and stared at me; I’ d never spoken beforein front of her. Surprise and consternation pulled
a her face; shelooked back at her son, whose cheerful babbling must have made as much sense asmine,
and then across the room at me again. On an impulse | repeated the lines, and she frowned. She picked
up the baby and moved to the far corner, huddling inside her tentlike jacket on her ruined mattress. . .
touching her throat. She coughed.

It wasn't long before | caught her mimicking the sounds her baby made. In aweek or so more she had
learned to hum for him. At first | was haf guilty about what | had done; but gradudly | convinced mysdlf
that it wouldn’t cometo any-thing. Though | was't even sure anymore that I’ d done anything wrong.

* * * %

And then the day came when the clouds parted. As | prowled the rim of the canyons, grateful for the
dowly warm-ing wegther, brilliance suddenly opened up around me and al acrossthe canyonlandsa
shower of golden sunlight wasfaling. For amoment | scood gaping & the incomprehensible glory until,
glancing up, | saw thered “eye’ and the banded green face of Cyclops peering back at me, filling a
ragged piece of sky s0 bright it was almost black. | had taken off my bracesto free my legsfor
change—running had gotten to be awkward and nearly ridiculous—but | ran back to the shelter and
ducked in the open doorway. “ Etaa, come and look!”

She stopped Alfilere in mid-whirl as she danced him around the room, and blinked at me, her smile
fading. | redized I’ d been shouting. | repeated it in Sign language. —Y ou can seethe sky.

She followed me outside, and set Alfilere down to rall in the springy moss while she stood beside me,
entranced by the sun-brindled, golden land and sky. | had dmost forgotten the magesty of Cyclops
wesaring the sun for acrown, only alittle diminished even from this outer moon. | remembered again thet
the sky the Humans took so much for granted was the most beautiful one | had ever seen. —L ook, Etaa,
can you seethat dark spot againgt the face of Cyclops? That’ s your Earth.

Shereddened asif | had insulted her. Only then did | redlize that she had no idea we were on another
world, and in my blind inexperience | had no idea of what that could really mean. —Wetraveled to Laa
Merth, the moon you see from Earth, in the king' s carriage; the Gods can make it travel between the
worlds. Y ou can see your Earth, up in the sky now instead; both these worlds are moons of—

She shut her eyes angrily, refusing me. —The Mother isthe center of dl things. This isthe Earth! She
folded her arms, then turned away toward the edge of the cliff, asmal, stubborn figure plucked by the
wind. Shewas gtill the Moth-er’ s priestess, and | suddenly redlized that she was astrue abeliever asany
Tramanian, and that her chthonic Goddesswasjust astangible and real. Asif by her will, the clouds



closed over thelast shining piece of the sky and rain splat-tered down, pocking the russet dust with spots
the size of kiksuye buds.

Etaa turned back from the cliff’ s edge as the rain began, her eyes scanning for her child—and screamed.

| jerked around, following her gaze, to see the shadow-form of aglider plummeting like dark degth out of
the cloudstoward little Alfilere. She came running, her arms waving desper-ately. | pulled my stunner and
fired, not knowing where aglider was vulnerable, but hoping the shock would divert its strike. | ran too,
and saw theincredible, leathery balloon of the glider billow with the shock, heard mysdlf shouting, “Here,
here—damn you!” And heard the piercing shrill of outrage, saw the sky darken asthe glider swerved to
drike at me. Warty mottled skin flayed me, | staggered with the impact of its shapeless bulk. | heard my
own scream then and the glider’ s moaning wail as a pincer beak closed over my arm, sank in, and
snapped my body likeawhip into the air. The glider shuddered at my weight, and hystericaly | saw
myself being crushed whereit fell...But then suddenly my arm wasfree, the air brightened—and |
dammed back down onto the earth. The glider soared out over the canyon’srim, till keening.

| lay in the patch of blessed moss staring up into therain, fedling asif a stake had been driven through me,
pinning me to the ground. My torn arm throbbed with the beating of my heart, and | drew it up, Strangely
light, to see that the end was gone, bitten through. | studied the 0ozing stump where my hand had been,
somehow unimpressed, and then let it drop back to my side.

But it didn’t drop, for Etaa caught it in her own hands, making smal moans of horror while Alfilerewailed
hisfright againg my leg.

“Sdlright, ‘sdl right...” | said supidly, wondering what had happened to my voice, and why shedidn’t
seem to understand me. | managed to sit up, shaking her off, and then stand. And then finally to redize
that | didn’t know what | was doing, before | fell to my knees again, weeping those damn gticky
dlicon-dioxide tears and cursing. But strong arms pulled me up again, and with Alfilere on onearm and
me on the other, Etaaled her two weeping children home out of therain.

| collapsed on my bedding, just wanting to lie in peace and deep it through, but Etaa badgered me with
frantic solici-tude. —I’'m aheder, let me help you, or you will die! The blood—

And | discovered that with ahand missing, therewas no way | could explain. | frowned and pushed her
away, and finaly | held up my wounded arm and shook it at her; it had closed off immediately, and there
was no more blood, noth-ing that needed to be done. She pulled back with agasp of disbelief and
looked a me again, her eyes asking the ques-tions | couldn’t answer. Then she brushed my cheek gently
with her fingertips, and there was no revulsion in her touch. At last | et her bury mein warm coversand
build up thefire, and then | did down and down into darkness, through layers of troubled dreams.

| dept for two days, and when | woke my mind was clear and fully my own again, and | was sarving. As



if she knew, Etaa plied me with hot soup that | dmost gulped down, though it probably would have
poisoned me. | rgjected it unhappily, unable to explain again. She looked down, hurt and guilty, asthough
| werergecting her. | touched her face, in the gesture of comfort I’ d seen Humans use, and signed,
one-handed, —Can't. . . can’'t. Mine. . . cans— | waved at my own food supply, stacked by the
Human supplies on the dusty shelves by the door. Her head came up, asif she should have known, and
sheleft me. | looked at my wound and saw signsthat the tissue was regenerating areedy. But it only
made me redize the bigger problem: I” d been dowly reabsorbing al my limbs. Now that there was a
need, and areason, how could | communicate anything?

Etaa returned with an armful of cans and dropped them beside me on the floor. Then, knedling, she held
out the pad and stylus I’ d been using for my sketches outside. | took them; she signed, beaming with
ingpiration, —Writefor me.

I"d heard the king had taught her to read the archaic “holy books,” but | hadn't believed it. | printed,
clumsily, “Can you read this. ‘My nameis Etaa.’” | handed back the pad.

She smiled and sgned, —My nameis ... She glanced up a me, puzzled. We used an arbitrary
sgn/symbol system based on the Human a phabet to record the Human hand-speech, and she had never
seen her name written down at dl. | pointed at her. She smiled again. —My nameis... Themiddle
fingers curled and straightened on her |eft hand, she held her right hand turned pam down, toward the
earth. —Etaa. | am apriestess, | can read it.

| smiled too, in relief, and showed her how to pull open cans.

After | had eaten she brought Alfilereto me, haf adeep, and gently sat himin my lap. | cradled himinthe
crook of my wounded arm; he settled happily, trying to nurse my jacket. Etaalaughed, and afeding both
grange and infinitely familiar cameto melike spring, and left me breathless . . . and content.

—Thank you for saving my child. Etaal s dark eyes met mine directly, without loathing. —I was afraid of
you, before, because of your strangeness. | think there was no need to be afraid. Y ou have been...have
been very kind. Again her eyes dropped, heavy with guilt. | thought of the king.

| printed laborioudy, shamed by my own hidden prgjudices, “ So have you; though you had every right to
be afraid, and hate me. Etaa, my strangenesswill keep growing with time. But believe methat it will never
harmyou.”

She nodded. —I believethat...Can't you eat the food | make? It' s better than those— Her wrist flicked
with faint disdain at the emptied cans; | wondered if they looked as disgusting to her asthe coarse



Human medsdid to me,

| hesitated before | wrote an answer. “I can't eat meat.” | didn’t add that | couldn’t eat anything at al
that wasn't on aslicon base like my own body.

—The Gods do many things strangely, besides changing their shape. Meron waswiser than he knew;
you are false godsindeed to his people.

She watched me coolly, dmost smug in her conviction. | remembered hearing of her confrontation with
another God, back in the dreary halls of the roya palace.

She was probably gratified by my stupefaction. | wrote, “How did you know?’

—Theking knows. He saw a God once in an inhuman form; he knows you are not the ones promised to
his people.

| frowned. So that was why the king scorned the Gods: He had discovered the truth. Suddenly his
repressed anger and hisill-concealed hatred of the Church fell into perspective, and | redized there could
have been more to the man than roya arrogance and consuming ambition. But that hardly mattered now.
“Who doesthe king think we are?’

—He doesn’t know . . . and neither do |. We only know your power over us, over our people. She
studied me, and her dark-haired child blissfully adeep againin my lap. —Who are you . . . what are
you? Why do you interferein our lives?

“Becausewe' re afraid of you, Etaa.”

Her eyebrows rose as she read the answer, and her hands rose for more questions, but | shook my head.

She hesitated, and then her face settled into aresigned smile. She sgned, —Why isit that you don’t wear
golden robeslike the other Gods?

| laughed and wrote, “I’'m ayoung God. Wedon't have dl the privileges.” Besdeswhich, it was
impossible for abiolo-gist to make valid observations of any xenogroup while wear-ing golden robes.



She smiled again, the conspiratoria smile of one who was hersalf a Goddessincarnate. —Whet shall |
nameyou?

“Nameme Tam.” | gave her my name-sign among Humans, since Wic' owoyake would have been
unmanageable. | felt mysdlf yawn, atrait I’ d picked up from the Humanstoo, and reluctantly gave up
Alfileré sdegping form to my own need for degp. He clung to me with hisstrong, tiny handsas his
mother lifted him away, and | felt arush of pleasure that he had taken to me so. | dept again, and had
more dreams; dreams of change.

* k x %

| don’t know exactly when | decided to teach Etaato spesk. The desire arrived on awave of
exasgperation, asit got to be more and more trouble to write out every word of every answer | made. My
hand regenerated, but the change over-took it, and my other hand was getting too stiff and stubby to
make sgnsor hold astylus. Teaching Etaa speech meant going againgt therulesin away | had never
even conddered before, interfering with Human society by adding amajor culturd stimulus. But then, |
thought, what was | doing here with her in thefirst place, and what were the Libs doing waging war back
in Tramaine?1"d be guilty of Liberalism too, but | had to be able to communicate—and so | convinced
myself that even if she could learn to spesk, it would never come to anything among a people who were
dill mostly desf.

And so whilethefinal drenching storm of the rainy season battered the helplessland and rattled on the
roof, | explained to Etaa how she knew there was rain on the roof, when other Humans didn't. | called
her attention to the sounds her child made, and the ones I’ d made—and the ones she had begun to make
herself. | showed her the patterns they could weave, as her hands wove patternsin theair. | sang her a
song from one of the pre-plague Human tapes, and twice again she asked me to sing it, her whole body
tight with excitement—and, a-mog, fear. Thethird time | sang it she began to hum dong, toneledy at
firgt, while Alfilere sat in her lap chewing agtrip of plastic and adding his own delighted baby song. But
abruptly she broke off, glancing from side to sde nervousy. Wrapping her cloak of silence around her
agan, shesgned, —Thisisnot right! The Mother tells us that we fed—hear—the inner soul of al things.
This“voice’ isnot from the soul, not redl ... perhaps we weren't meant to useit, or we would know. Her
earring jingled with her desire and uncertainty.

“Etaa,” | scrawled patiently, “your people did know, once; dl Humans did. But after the plague they
forgot how to use their voices, because no one could hear them. Y ou’ ve seen the Tramanian nobles
move their lips, and understand each other—they’ ve forgotten their voices too, but they remember how a
mouth was used to make signs. A voice was given to every Human, so they could let people know how
they felt. Think how much more you know about other creatures be-cause you can hear their
voices—fed their souls. Think how much more you' d know about people, too, if they knew how to use
their voicesfully!”



She stared at the message for along time, and then she made a series of signsin Kotaane, | redized she
was praying. She gathered up a handful of dust from the floor and let it drift between her fingers. At last
shetook along breath, and her eyestold me before her hands did, —I will learnit.

Once she had decided, she was never silent, practicing her soundsto me or to Alfilere, or to the gliders
on the warming winds of summer if no one esewould listen. Sheimmedi-ately learned to tell one sound
from another as she heard it, to my relief, and | put away my pad and stylus once | had taught her the
phonemes of the pre-plague speech. Making them hersdf was harder, and in the beginning she answered
in an earnest Sngsong of durred and startling imitations, making her own trandations by hand as she went
aong. But dowly her ingtinct for forming sounds sharpened; she laughed and marveled at the endless
surprises hidden in her own throat. And so did |, as though together we had triumphed over ignor-ance
and fear, and had begun to find our own private unity.

We began to spend more and more of our time together in conversation, too. Shetold me of her people
and her life astheir priestess, and about the man she loved, who had been her other half and made her
whole. And that she had lost him . . . but no more than that. She kept Alfilere closein her amsas she
spoke, theliving symbol of her lost joy. It moved meinways| couldn’'t explain, that would have made no
senseto her; and somehow for thefirst time | began to fed the red nature of heterosexuality, and sense
the kinds of love and desire that made it possible, the ties that could bind such aterrible wound of
dichotomy.

| amost told her then that | had seen her husband, and that | knew he was il alive. She had asked me
often for news of the king, and of the Smith, who led her people against Tramaine. When she asked
about the Smith, sorrow and longing for the past made her tremble. But | thought she couldn’t know that
the Smith and her man were the same: that the Libs had found him broken at the bottom of the cliff and
saved hislife, and had used his own love and outrage to make him their tool for change. He fought for her
now like a hero of Kotaanelegend . . . and he might still diefor her inthe end. And so, though | told her
what I’ d heard about the Smith and the king, to spare her further anguish | never told her what | knew.

Etaa pressed her curiosity about my nature too, as we began to fee more free with one another. Who
was |? What was |? Why were we here among Humans? | was forbidden in my training to give her the
answers, but | gave them to her my way. Cut off from everything, with even my own form getting
unfamiliar, this separate world | shared with Etaaand her son was suddenly more important than my
own—and inaway, morered. If | had been lessimpulsive, or more experi-enced, maybe | wouldn’t
have become involved; but if | hadn’t, this galaxy would be a different place today.

But Etaa had been open with me, and so | opened mysdlf in return. | told her aout my “home” far off
among the gars, farther away than she could ever imagine—so far away that | had never even seenit;
how | had been born in space, and followed my parentsinto the Colonia Service. | tried to tell her how
many worldsthere are, and of thelimitless varieties of form to be found upon them, dl lit by the unifying
fire of life. How much of it she believed, I'll never know, but her eyes shone with the light of other suns,



and she aways pressed for more.

| never intended to be fully open about our purpose on her world, but | felt she had aright to know
something about why she had been stolen into exile. So | told her we had come to make things
comfortable for people on Earth—so that they would never want to leaveit and intrude on our stars. We
had helped the Tramaniansto lead better lives, and if the Kotaane ever “needed” uswe d help them too.
| explained to her about the starfolk faction that wanted to stir up trouble among her people (and stir up
progresstoo, but that | didn’t say): How they had encouraged the K otaane to fight a painful, vicious war
they could only lose, and caused endless suffer-ing and misery, when the rest of uswanted only to bring
peace to her Earth. But Tramaine s king had begun the war by stealing her, and so we had rescued her
from him, to help stop theill-feding (but primarily to keep the king from raising an heir to the throne who
would be hostileto us, but | didn't say that, either). Let the angry king win the battle with the Kotaane
but lose thewar for progress, and the Libs would suffer apolicy setback it would be hard to get over.

Etaa listened, but when | finished | noticed her dark eyesfixed on me, as bright and hard as black
diamondsin thefirdight. She sad, “If you have taken me to save me from the king, then why won't you
let me go to my people? Y ou say it would stop the war—"

| hesitated. “ Because the war wouldn't stop now, Etaa. Too much elseisinvolved. When thewar isover
you can go home; it’ s not safe for you now, while the king could still search for you.” And so could the
Liberds, and they would have found her.

She st her slver bl ringing softly, with fingersthat were still nervousto form areply. “1 know why the
war will not stop. Y ou say starfolk want peace for us, and comfort, and only afew wish ustrouble. Then
tell me why the*Gods' urge the Neaane to burn my people and persecute them! My people are not fools
to be mided, they fight because they have good cause, and the causeis you! The Neaane were our
friends until you came to them, and now they spit on us. Y ou offer usyour help, ‘God.” Spare us, we' ve
had enough of it.” She caught up Alfilere, who had been placidly stuffing arag doll into my empty boot,
and stood glaring at me before she turned away to her pallet in the corner.

“You' velearned to speak very well, Etaa,” | said weakly.

She glanced up a me from the shadows, disappointment softening her words. “ Better than you do,
Tam.”

| settled down in my own darkened corner, listening to the sounds of Alfilere nursing himself to deep, and
his mother’ ssighs. And thought about the strains on a culture when new ideas come too fast, and the
need for an escape valve to ease the pressure, a catharsis ... the Humans had needed alot of them, in
their past, and the Tramanians had needed one now, so we let them haveit. Welet them kill the

Kotaane. It was avicious escape, but they were vicious creatures. . . . But did that makeit right? Not by



our philosophy of unity; not by our standards. And we upheld those standards, or | thought we did. All
lifeisour life, and so we do not wantonly destroy any species, no matter how repulsive or threatening it is
to us. We meddle, yes, to protect ourselves. But how far should it go? What about the kharks, the
wholesd e destruction of so many, for the“comfort” of the Humans? The kharks were the most highly
deve oped speciesindigenous to the planet. Wasit right to put them so far below the Human intruders?
Had the Human lust for destruction infected us too—or did this politic blind-ness to the philosophical

idedl go on everywhere?

| hadn’t been everywhere—I’ d hardly been anywhere, and I’ d never questioned my teachings; I’ d never
had cause. The Libera faction argued for more xeno salf-determination, and | couldn’t see the point,
because with Humans it was suicide. The Libs tampered with Human society to overthrow our settled
status quo, to force the sector council to accept a“better” one, and to do it caused Human bloodshed
and chaos. The Libs revolted me—but had we been more honest, or only bigger hypocrites? Suddenly
there were no answers, there were only Humans who suffered and died for their “Gods,” and the words
“More arocities are committed in the name of religion than for any other reason.” A Human quotation. |
fell adeep at last, aching with fatigue and indecision, and dreamed that | met the Human empire, cometo
reclam itslost colony: acolony of the deaf and blind, living inignorant stagnation. And with the guns of
their warshipstrained on me the Humans said, “What have you doneto our children . . . our children. . .
our children...?

* k *x %

While Etaa went through the greatest changein her life, the evolutionary changes my body was
undergoing speeded up, asthough my ingtincts had finally become attuned to the rhythm of this new
world, and my body had chosen its most suitable form. Etaanever referred to the change at firgt, too
unsure even to ask me questions. But at last, one evening, she cameto stand beside me while | played
with Alfilere, now more awkward than he was, and making him bounce with sudden baby laughter. Cooal,
dry breezesfingered her dark hair, and she asked with lips and hands, “Must you change?’

| nodded as much as| could. “I"'m committed, now.”

“Why?

“Why must | change? Because it was planned that | would, for the protection of us both on an unknown
world. It helps me know what to expect.” The specter of aglider struck behind my eyelids: I'd recorded
that this world was too unknown, that the adaptation had left me vulnerably in-between for too long. “Or
why do | change?’ | opened my eyes. “Because. . . every living creature changes asits environment
changes, that’ s called evolution; but my people have the ability to change very fast. What takes most
crestures many lifetimesto do, we can do in months, indinctively—in away, like your rainbow flies
change the colors of their wingsin an instant, to match aflower. We' ve learned to control the changes
when we want to, and freeze them—but when we need to understand the system behind the form, nature



hasto take its own course.”

“Her course” Etaasaid mildly. “Will—will you still speak with me when you are changed?’

| smiled, and Alfilere giggled, blinking up a me with wide brown eyes. “| think so. | need my voice now.’

Her smile broke gpart, her speech broke down into gestures. —I wish | could change, asyou do!
Mother, let me change my being and start again; let melose my memories, and . . . and my sins— She
rubbed her hand across her mouth like a child, pressing back the bitter misery.

“Etaa...” | rased mysdf up, holding Alfilere. “How-ever you changed, your mind and soul would still be
the same—uwith al the bondsto hold you. But however you changed, you couldn’t choose better than to
bewho you are.” | remembered how I’ d looked forward to my change, my hope and anticipation, and
sad, “If you knew thetruth, | wish | didn’t haveto change. |—I’ d rather stay Human with you.” |
laughed. “I never thought I’ d hear that—but it’ strue. It strue.”

Shetook Alfilere from me and dipped open her clingsuit as he nuzzled her in hunger. She stroked his
curly head and smiled again a me, her eyes so strong with fegling that | could barely meet them. “Thank
you,” shesaid, very clearly; and | knew | had been given my reward.

* k x %

The change reabsorbed and reformed my Human limbs, and | settled squatly to the ground. My skin
mottled rust and gray, expansible air sacs made my leathery hide sag into whispering folds: | was
becoming a glider—a creature of the air, bound to the earth by my own unsureness. To be an earthbound
glider was clumsy and exasperating; it was diffi-cult even to use arecorder for my observations, and
worgt of dl, | itched dl over with the changes, and couldn’t scratch. Etaareconciled hersdf with her usua
determined grace; she spent her evenings singing off-key to her child while she sat beside me scratching
my back with agtick, and my aien body sang with relief.

During the days| haunted the dliffs, watching the gliders swing and soar, hunting far out over the
maze—or sometimes closer in. Seeing me, they would set up amoaning that started tona vibrationsin
my own air sacs; they lured and cgoled . . . until at last my aien desires dipped free of my inhibitionsand
| threw myself from the dliff and joined them. My flaccid body ballooned as the sacs expanded and filled
withair: | could fly. Battered and caressed by the wind, my elementa god, mindless with exhilaration and
terror, | probed the limits of the constant sky. | was one with the wind and the cloud-shadow; without
thought, with only the flow of light into darkness, time into eternd timel essness, motion to rest to motion.



At last | came back to myself and remembered my duty, and my redlity. | returned to the shelter, to find
the hot, risng winds had turned cold in the long shadows of evening. Etaalooked a me strangdly, asif
somehow she knew where | had been. For amoment | saw envy in her eyes, the envy of onewho could
fed theunity of dl thingsfor onewho could shareinit.

But as| grew gpart from Etaain one way, suddenly and unexpectedly | found that | had become much
closer to her in another, more profound way: | discovered that | had become pregnant. | was very young
for that, barely twice her age, and separated from my own people, everyone | cared for; there was no
gimulus—and yet | was pregnant. And then | redized my stimulus had been Etaa and her laughing
Alfilere. But they were diens. There was no one here of my own people to share abirth with, no onel
loved, not even a pregnant stranger. How could | bring a child into the world without conjugation, to bea
part of no one but me: a solitary-child, not achild of shared love, and without namesakes or afamily?1
struggled done with my despair, hiding it from Etaa behind the growing strangeness of my face, until the
supply shuttle came again. But lyohangziglepi could only report “no change’ in Tramaine, and sharing my
misery only seemed to deepeniit in the end, as| watched the shuttle climb toward the sullen clouds and
turned back aoneto the ruined town.

But like all naturd things, | was prepared by nature to be glad, and when findly | wasready for thefirst
partition, my fears disappeared and astonished pridefilled the void they left behind. A secret pride, which
| kept hidden from Etaaas | had hidden my pain, because | didn’t know what her reaction would be.
She had accepted everything until now—because Human culture had not progressed to the point where
“mira-cles’ wereimposs ble—but my protective ingincts kept me silent. | only made her promiseto
avoid adarkened back room of our shelter, and hoped she would obey.

Not trusting her with that one secret of the differences between us, thinking that one mother of a child
could not learn to understand another, was the worst thing | could ever have done. And somehow |
knew it, when | heard her shriek of horror; knew it, as| struggled frantically back to the shelter from the
fields: She had entered the forbidden room and found my child.

“Etaa, no!” | floundered to the doorway, wild with frus-tration and grief.

“Tam, hurry, help me, abeast—!"

“Etaal” My voice broke with fury—she froze with the sick in her hand, over the formless bleeding lump
of gray gl quivering on thefloor. Its piteous cries shrilled in the range that only | could hear, fading now
asitslifefaded.

“ Etaa’ —the words burned my mouth—"“what have you done?’



Etaa dropped the stick and backed away from me, fright-ened and confused. Shelifted Alfilere, crying
now with his own confusion and fright, and stood staring from meto the bundle of living partsthat
cowered on their nest, dl that remained of my half-finished child. Her lipstrembled. “Hywse . . . Hywde
crawled into thisroom. And when | came &fter, | found—I found—that cregping around him.”

“Etag, that ... ismy child.”

“No!” Revulsion flared in her eyes, against the truth, or against her deed, or both.

“Yes...” | moved to the quivering cluster, avoiding the part that lay <till and silent now, and the rest
gathered close, mewing for comfort and warmth.

An anguished cry toreitself from Etaa; | looked up to see her bury her face againgt her own child. She
sank down on the dusty floor, sobbing her desolation.

| held my little ones close, and groped for the strength, the words, to help us both. “I should havetold
you ... | should have warned you. They're hel pless, Etaa, they wouldn't harm your son. Among—among
my people, we don’'t have children the way you do, al in afinished piece. Weform them apart a atime,
by duplicating each part of ourselves; the way | was able to grow another hand, when | needed one
Some parts serve an extra purpose, protecting the rest, that are more specialized; they might have stung
him.. . butit sharmless”

She looked up a me, shaking her head, her mouth drawn too tight for words.

“I should have told you, Etaa.”

“They ...” Shetook along bregth. “... they are—yours?’

“ YS”

“But, | th-thought ... 7’



“Y ou thought | wasaman?1 am. But I'm also awoman. We don’t come together with another to form a
child; we form our own and choose someone we love for sharing: apart of our child for a part of theirs,
after the birth.”

She groaned again, softly, fighting for acceptance. “ Oh, Mother, help me ... Oh, Tam, what have | done
toyou?’ She clutched Alfilere againgt her so hard that he squalled in protest.

| looked away. She had done what al Humans did, acted from fear, reacted with violence, inflicted pain
and degth blindly out of ignorance. | had been a Human once, and had despised them; but only now,
after I'd lost Human form, had | redlly learned anything about the Human mind and spirit— and now, in
the face of thismost terrible act, | found | could only blameit on mysdlf. “l1t—wasn't your fault. And this
hurt can be mended . . . we' re more fortunate than you that way. It would never have happened, if you'd
known dl dong.”

But she only sat rocking her child, the bell on her ear snging softly with her helpless grief.

Etaa spent long hours done in the days that followed, gazing out across the sighing, broken world from
the doorway of the shelter or walking the rim of the cliffswith her baby at her back. The clouds that filled
the sky now were only wind clouds, dark and licked with lightning, never dripping enough moistureto
settle the endless dust. The wind had grown hot and parched, shredding the clouds and sweeping the
dust high into the upper air, to fade the brazen blue that sometimes broke through into this land of somber
hues. She watched the sky with yearning as Midsummer’s Day agpproached, and when it came she
performed makeshift Kotaanerituals; but clouds hid the triumph of the Sun, and she left them unfin-ished,
her eyes haunted and empty.

At dusk she cameto mewhere | crouched in the doorway watching the luminous fantasy-face of
billowing Cyclopswink behind the clouds. | heard Alfilere murmur as he dept, somewherein the firdight
behind us. She pushed adark curl back from her eye, brushed at it irritably asit dipped down again. At
last shesaid, “It' strue, isn't it, Tam?’

“What?’ | waited, knowing there was more troubling her than the secret of my child.

“What you told me: that we' re not on the Earth anymore. That we' re on Laa Merth? And’—she
struggled to keep her voice steady—" and that little speck that you see, passing over the face of the
Cyclopslikeafly ... that' s the Earth? I’ ve watched the sky, and it is different; the Cyclopsis shrunken,
the bands on her robe aretwisted . . . everything is different here. | think it must be true.”

“Yes. It'sdl true”



“Our legendstell how Laa Merth once had children of her own, but the Cyclops destroyed them. This
must be their town, and so that must be true too.”

“Yes” | wondered if there was any truth in the K otaane myths about the source of the Human plague.

“But our legends say that the Mother isthe center of al things, Sheis greater than al things. How can
She be a speck on the face of the Cyclops!”

My throat tightened with the pain that shook her voice, and | couldn’'t answer.

“Tam.” Her fingersreached down, scraping my rough hide. “I know nothing; itisal lost onthewind. Tell
mewhat istrue, Tam.” She sank down beside me, her voice whee-dling and her eyeswild. “What shdl |
bdievein now?’

“Etaa, |—can't ...” Her fingers convulsed on my back, telling methat | had to, now: that my pitiless,
self-centered world had torn her world away and thrown her into the darkness of the void. Her faith was
her strength againgt adversity, and without faith she would shatter, we would al shetter. “Etaa, the
Mother is—"

“Thereisno Mother! Tdl methetruth!”

| closed my eyes, wondering what truth was. “*Mother’ and ‘Earth’ ... are the sameto you, in your
language, in your mind. But the Earth is also the world where you live, and amother iswhat you are, and
| am, abearer of life. And those things are both till real, and wonderful. Y our Earth looks very small
now, but only because it’sfar away; like LaaMerth, in your sky at home. When you return you'll see
again how largeit is, and beautiful—full of everything you need for life. It'slike amother, and that will il
be true. The Kotaane are very wise to cal themsdlves the children of the Earth, and be grateful for its
gifts”

“But the Cyclopsis greater, and stronger.”

“Gregter in Sze. But only another world.” And only a brightness behind the clouds now. “Y our myths are
right; it doesn't love your people—it would poison you to live on Cyclops; but the Earth is strong enough
to stay out of itsreach, and will aways carefor you. And the sun will dways defy its shadow, making the
Earth fertile, ableto give you life. Y ou see, you' ve known thetruth dl dong, Etaa.”



“But ... theworldsare not dive. . . they do not see all, or choose to interferein our livesasyou do—""

“No. But redly in the end they are more powerful than any of us. All our lives depend on them; even
garfolk need air, and water, and food to survive. We re very mortd, just asyou are. Everything we
know of ismortal, even worlds. . . even suns.”

“Isn’'t there anything el se, then? Isthere no God, or God-dess, to give usform?’

“Wedon't know.”

Etaa gazed out into the growing darkness, silent, and her handsformed signs| didn’t know. And then,
dowly, she reached up to her ear and removed the silver bell. She dropped it into a pocket of her jacket
asif it burned her fingers.

“Oh, Meron,” she whispered, “how did you beer it for so long, never knowing what was true, or whether
anythingis, a al?

| glanced over at her, surprised; but she only got up and went to her pallet, seeking her answer in the
closenessof Alfilere. | dipped into my darkened nursery to see my own child, thinking of the sorrow we
two had given to each other, and the joys. And as | lay beside my forming child, | wished there could
have been away for usto give each other the greatest gift of all.

* * * %

We stayed on Laa Merth for more than athird of a Cyclo-pean year, nearly haf anaturad Human year.
Bright-eyed Alfilere took wobbling steps hanging onto his mother’ sfin-gers, and my own baby, full-born
now, soft and silvery and new, opened enormous eyes of shifting color to thelight of the world. |
marveled to think that | could have been so beautiful once, for S éec’ ecawas both my child and my
perfect twin.

Etaaloved “her” on sght (Humans have only gender termsreflecting their basic dichotomy, and she
refused to call my baby “it”); and if it was partly out of guilt and need at the gart, | saw it grow into
redlity, while she watched both children and | studied the world outsde. She called my child “ Silver,” her
termfor S elec’ eca, the name | had chosen. She said nothing more about religion or belief, and her love
for the children filled her empty days, but when she absently invoked the Mother apainful sllence would



fal, and her eyeswould flicker and avoid me. Sometimes | noticed her touch-ing her throat, asif in
finding her voice she had eaten the bitter forbidden fruit of aHuman myth far older than her own and
found the cost of knowledge was far too high.

When the supply shuttle came again | dithered and did down the hill to meet it, obliviousto everything
but the chance of good newsfor us; lyohangziglepi nearly stunned me, thinking | was an attacking dien
beast, before | remem-bered to call out to the ship.

But after theinitial shamefaced gpologies, | findly heard the news | had been waiting for so long: the war
between Tramaine and the K otaane was over. But the K otaane had won—and not just won concessions
asthe Libs had planned, but won Tramaine. The king had been killed in battle, fight-ing to save his
people; because, thanks to our Archbishop Shappistre, the people wouldn't fight, cursing the king and
expecting usto take their sde when we couldn’t. And so the Liberas had won too, and the Service
would have to support the K otaane; but the Kotaane didn’t know what to do with their victory now that
they had it. They wanted only their priestess, and their peace, and the shattered Tramaniansfilled them
with disgust: so signed the warrior Smith. Once | would have said that he was lying or insane, or else he
wasn't Human. But hewas Etad s husband, and | believed him.

But if it was true, then nothing was settled, and Etaa’ sworld teetered on the brink of more chaos.
lyohangziglepi said bitterly that even the Libs were gppalled at their successin changing the world:
because of it, we were faced with leaving the Humans to worse grief than we had caused a-ready, or
interfering in their culture to a degree that would destroy all that was I eft of our fatering integrity. Etaa
could go home at last, and so could I. But to what kind of afuture?

Etaawas dtill waiting eagerly at thetop of the hill, watch-ing my return from the ship. She held achildin
each arm, masked againgt the blowing sand, and | could almost see hope lighting her eyes as| scrabbled
back up the gravelly hill and the shuttle stayed on the ground behind me.

“Tam, are we going home? Are we?’
“Yed” | reached her side, puffing.

She danced with delight, so that one baby laughed and one squeaked in surprise. “ It strug, it' strue, little
ones—"’

“Etea—"



She stopped, looking at me curioudly.

“The ship will wait for us. Let’ s get our things, and—and I’ll tell you the news. But let’ s get out of the
wind.”

We threw together our few belongings in minutes, and then she settled with the children on the piled moss
beside the ashy fire-ring. | crouched beside her, and our eyes met in the sudden redlization that it was for
thelast time. Taking along bregath, | said, “Thewar isover, Etaa. Y our people have beaten the
Tramanians”

She shook her head, wondering. “How can it be—?"’

“Y our people are brave warriors. King Meron is dead, because the Tramanians wouldn't fight them
anymore; they expected the Gods to—"

“Theking isdead?”’

| nodded, forgetting it wouldn’t show. “Long livetheking.” | finished the Human sadlute as | smiled down
at Alfilere, who had come over to me and was trying to climb up my face. Etaacradled my own little
rainbow-eyesin her lap, as| longed to do, and would do, soon, at last. “Y our suffering has been
avenged, and the suffering of your people.”

“How—how did hedie?’

“Struck by an arrow, in battle against your people.”

A spasm crossed her face, asif shefelt the arrow strike her own heart; her head drooped, her eyes
closed over tears. “Oh, Meron ...”

“Etaa,” | sad. “Y ou weep for that man? When your people hate him for taking you, and defiling their
Goddess? When his own people hate him for keeping you, and bringing the wrath of their Gods? Even
the Gods have hated him . . . But you, who deserve to hate him more than any of us, for ruining your
life—you weep for him?’



She only shook her head, hands pressing her eyes. “I am not what | was. And neither isthe world.” Her
hands dropped, her eyes found my face again. “ One struth isanother’ slie, Tam; how can we say which
isright, when it' sadways changing? We only know-what wefed . . . that'sall we ever redly know.”

| felt the air move softly in the cavities of my aien body and the currents of dien sensation move softly in
my mind. “Yes. Yes... | supposeitis. Etaa, do you still want to return to your husband, and your

people?’

Her breath caught. “Hywd ... heisdive? Oh, my love, my love...” She picked up her curly-haired son,
covering him with kisses. “Y our father will be so proud! ... | knew it must betrue, | knew it!” She
laughed and cried together, her face shining. “ Oh, thank you, Tam, thank you. Take usto him now,
please! Oh, Tam, it sheen solong! Oh, Tam .. .” Her face crumpled suddenly. “Will he want me? How
can hewant me, how can he bear to look a me, when | betrayed him? When he jumped from the cliff to
save his soul from the Nesane, and | pulled back? How can he forgive me, how can | go home again?

“Why did you pull back?’ | said softly.

“I don't know! | thought—I thought it was because of my child.” She held him close, resting her head on
hiswhile he squirmed to get free. “For haf asecond, | drew back—and then it wastoo late, the
soldiers...But how can | know?| was so afraid, how can | know it wasn't for me? To let him die,
thinking ...” Shebit her lip. “Hewill never look & me!”

“But who was the coward, Etaa? Who threw himsdlf from the cliff and left you to the Neaane? Wasiit
you who betrayed, or Hywd?’

“No! Who saysthat—"

“Hywel saysit. Heisthe Smith, Etaa, the victor in thiswar, and whatever the reasons that others fought,
he fought for you. All he wanted was to find you, and to repay you for hiswrong. He wants you brought
to him, that’ sal he wants— but only if it swhat you want, too. He cannot send you hisfedlings, but he
sends you this, and asks you to—remember.” Carefully | produced, from apouch in my hide, the box

lyohangziglepi had given me.

She took the box from me and opened it, lifting out asilver bell formed like aflower, the mate to the one
she had worn on her ear. She searched in her pockets for the one she had taken off, and laid them
together in the palm of her hand. Her fist closed over them, choking off their sound; her hand trembled,
and more tears squeezed out from under her lashes. But then, dowly, asmile as sweet asmusic grew on
her face, and she pressed them to her heart.



Alfilere had drawn Silver off her lap, and they rolled together in the moss beside her, sending up acloud
of dust. Etaa’ s exile and sorrow were ended at last; she would return to her people, and | would return
to mine. Probably we would never see each other again, and the children ... | looked away. What sort of
alifewould Alfilere have, in the world we had left him? The son of the Smith, the heir to Tramaine, the
strong, gifted child of Etaa, the Blessed One. . . who would have been my child too if there had been a
way; who was as dear to me as my own child. The child of unity in abroken world. The child of unity—

And suddenly it was so obvious. The answer to everything had been herein my keeping, dl dong. We
could raise Alfilere to inherit his birthrights, and be aleader such as his people had never known—one
who could give them back their rights and give us back our pride.

“Etaa?’ Shelooked at me vagudly, gtill hdf logt in rev-erie. | tried to keep my voice even, not knowing if
shefdt the sameway | did, or what her reaction would be. “Y ou know the situation back on your Earth
isvery unstable right now. The Kotaane have won awar they didn’t expect to win, and they don’t know
what to do about it. Y our husband wants only to go home with you, not to rule akingdom. Y our people
despise the Tramanians, and now the Tramanians despise themsaves. They don't even know what to
think about their Gods, they have no leadership; al the nations that surround Tramaine will be shaken,
and there || be more war and hardship that could involve your people, unless some-thing is done—*

She frowned, and reached to catch up the escaping children.

| rleased air from my sacsinasigh. “Yes, | know. We' ve done too much aready. Even the Service can
seethat, finaly. But if some new answer isn't found, some compromise, thingswill keep on getting
worse. We could destroy you, Etaa, with our meddling, unless somehow you stop being athrest to us.
And if we did that to you, we would have destroyed ourselves aswell.”

She shifted the babies uneasily on her knees. “ Y ou have aplan to stop it?’

“I'do... | think | do. ... When | met you, | thought all Humans were violent and cruel without reason.
That'swhy we were afraid of you, why we wanted you to stay where you were. But now | don’t believe
it. Y our people are more aggressive than we are, and you have to learn there are responsibilities to
progressthat can't be ignored; you have to grow in understanding as you grow in strength.

“But your cultures are till young, and maybe if you begin to learn now how to live with one another,
when you cometo us as equals between the stars you' |l be ableto live with usaswell. Thetimeis perfect
now, in the balance of change, for areligion to show Humansthe unity of al life, and how to repect
it—as your people do, when they follow the teachings of the Mother. And there isthe perfect sign of that
unity, the perfect Human to beginit: your son.” | shifted nervoudy, trembling with hope and love. “Etaa,



will you give me your son? Let meraise him, among my people, and give him the chance to change your
world forever.”

Her eyes stabbed me with incredulity and betrayd. “ My son? Why should you take my son?’

Blindly | said, “Because he' sthe child of the Kotaane and the child of the Nesane. Let him inherit his
father’ s throne and close the wound between your peoples forever.”

“Heisnot theking' s son! Heismine, and my husband's”

“Only you know that, Etaa. The Tramanians believe he’ sthe hair to their throne.”

“My husband knows. He would never agree, he would never give up his son and clan-child.”

“Hywel would be proud to give his child such an honor! | know hewould, I...” | faltered, in my terrible
need to beright.

“No!” Her hand rosein afigt. “I will not! Do you think we' re less than animal’ s, that you can take our
children and we' Il never mind?’ Her voice broke. “Tam, eight years we waited for this child—eight
years. How can you think we could give him up?’ She looked down a me, her eyes changing. “But |
forget; you aren’'t even Human.” It wasthefirst time she had made that an insullt.

And | suddenly remembered that | wasn't, that we were till two totaly aien beings who would never
really know each other’ s needs or share each other’ s dreams; and there would never be an answer that
was right for both our peoples. “1 didn’t know what | was asking, Etaa. I'm sorry, I—"

“Would you give up your child, Tam?’

| saw Silver from the corner of my eye, and tiny mock hands contentedly exploring Etaa sred one. |
forced my eyesto meet Etad s “For this, | would give up my child, Etaa. Eveniif it wasthe only child |
would ever bear. If it meant the future of my people, | would. And it can mean the future of both our

peoples.”

Coldly shesad, “Would you give me Silver, Tam, if | gave youmy son? To raisein his place?’



“Yes...yed” | wondered wildly what emotions showed on my glider’ sface. “Etaa, if you could only
know how you honor me, how much it means, to share a child with you. If you knew how much I've
wanted you to love my child theway | love yours—it'sal | could ask; to share with you, and bind our
livestogether.”

She searched my eyes desperately, holding the children, and the future, in her hands. At last she looked
down, into the two small flower faces peering up from her lap, and asked, “Would you teach him to use
hisvoice?’

“And write, and read; and hand-sign, too. And to respect dl life, and make others want to do the same.
He' sagood, beautiful baby, Etaa; let him be agreat man. Let him be al he can be. He could save your
world.”

She shook her head aimlesdy and no silver song answered now to give her comfort. “Isthistrue? Isit the
only way to help? Will it help everyonein the world?’

“It' sthe only way, if you want the Humansto have any say in their own future, Etaa. If you want to save
yoursaves from our meddling.” The knowledge tore at methat | was the biggest meddier of dl, not
shifting the fates of anonymous aliens, but tearing apart the life of someone | knew about and cared
about, who had suffered so much—for adream that might never come true. And what if | waswrong?
“Etaa—"

“All right,” she said softly, not even listening. “ Then it must be, if we are to have our future. If you will
love my son, if my sonwill bedl he can be; if the world can too, then ... I will share my child with you.”
Thefina wordsfel away to nothing. But she looked up, and for amoment her voice was strong and
sure. “Thereisno onedse | would do thisfor, Tam. Only for you. Don’'t let me be wrong.”

* k% k %

| kept my un-Human form hidden in the shuttle when we returned to Tramaine, to the town by Barys
Castlewhereit al began. Etaarose from her seat as the lock opened; beyond, in the darkened afternoon
of early autumn, | could see the congregation of resplendent artificid gods—and goddesses, our
“manifestation” of the Mother’ swillingnessto accept this new union of beliefs. Beyond them werethe
milling Human representatives, and somewhere among them, adark-haired warrior who only wanted his
wife. Etaatook Alfilere up in her armsfor the last time wrapped in aroya robe, and | saw her shiver as
he nuzzled her neck, cooing. Her face was the color of chalk, frozen into amask too brittle to melt with
tears. Sheleft Silver squirming forlornly aone on the foam-cushioned sest.



“Etaa—7" | said. “Won't you sharemy S elec’eca?’ Inavoicelike glass, shesaid, “I couldn’t take
Silver, Tam. | love her, | do—but how could | teach her what she was meant to be? And my people
wouldn’t understand her. It wouldn't befair. | will try ... try to help them be ready for my son. And
maybe someday for Silver, too. Will you bring her to see me then?’

“I'will,” 1 said, wanting to say something ese. Tears crept down my face like glue.

“Will you aways bewith him, and Silver too?”

“Yes, dways. . . and never let him forget you.” | hesi-tated, looking down. “Etaa, you' || have more
children. And it doesn’t have to be eight years again. There are ways, we can help you, if you want us
to.”

Her mouth stiffened in angry refusd; but then, softening, she bent her head to kiss Alfilere and said very
faintly, “1 would likethat . . . Tam, | should hate you too, for every-thing you' ve done. But | don't. |
can't. Good-bye, Tam. Take care of our children.” She kndlt and stroked my mottled hide, whilel
caressed her with the sighing hands of the wind, the only hands | had.

Etaaleft the cabin, and lyohangziglepi cameto pick up Silver, who beganto cry at being heldina
stranger’ sarms. Together we watched the viewscreen as Etaa presented Alfilere to the waiting deities,
with the small speech | had trained her to recite for effect. She ddivered it flawlesdy, standing as straight
and dender asarod of ged, and if there was any sign on her face of the agony insde her, | couldn’t see
it. But Archbishop Shappistre stood nearby, till tolerated by the grace of the Gods, watching with an
expression that surprised and disturbed me. And then after one of the Goddesses had accepted Alfilere,
Etaaturned on him with pointing finger and charged him in Sgn language with treason, in the name of
Alfilerelll and hisfather Meron 1V before him. The archbishop turned pale, and the Gods glanced back
and forth among themselves. Then one of them made asign, and guards appeared to lead King Meron’s
betrayer away.

Fleetingly, asif for someone beyond sight, | saw Etaasmile.

But aready she was searching the Human crowd, and | saw it part for the tall dark man in Kotaane
dress, the warrior known as the Smith—Etaa s husband. A fresh puckered scar marked his cheek above
theline of hisbeard, and he still walked with the smal limp that bespoke histerriblefal. He stopped
beyond the crowd' s edge, across the clear space from Etaa, and his grim, bespectacled young face
twisted suddenly with uncertainty and longing.



Etaa stood gazing back at him acrossthefidd, abizarrefigurein aflapping dusty jacket, her facea
mirror of hisown. Two strangers, the Mother’ s priestess who had found her voice and lost her faith, the
peaceful smith who had taken heads; strangers to each other, strangers to themsalves. And between them
they had lost the most precious possession this crippled people knew, anew lifeto replace the old. The
frozen moment stretched between them until | ached.

And then suddenly Etaawas running, her dark hair flashing behind her. He found her and they clung
together, so lost in each other that two merged into one, as though nothing could ever come between
themagain.

AFTERWORD—
MOTHER AND CHILD

People often ask me, “ Where do you get those weird ideas?” And they frequently go onto ask if |
get them from dreams. Most of my dreams are not all that interesting, unfortunately. (I find far
mor e inspiration for my work in the world around me when I’m awake.) | do get bits and pieces of
image from dreams that | can sometimes work into my stories, but “ Mother and Child” isthe only
thing I’ ve written that comes entirely out of a dream.

In the dream | happened to be reading a story in an anthology; | had begun browsing somewhere
in the middle of it and became more and more engrossed as | went along, until | was reading the
second half of the story very carefully. (Thisis something | have a habit of doing when I’ m awake,
aswell.) The story wasiillus-trated, and, in the way of dreams, it began to have more and more
illustrations, until at the end it had actually become a kind of animated film instead of a story.
When | woke up | wrote down what | remembered and then set out to plot for myself what had
happened in the first half of the novella. (The dream began where Etaa and Tam are stranded on
the second moon together.)

| couldn’t remember the name that I’ d seen at the top of the pages while | was “ reading” it in my
dream, but | remembered that the name had begun with an O. After | wrote the novella, | ended
up selling it to the anthology Orbit—which led me to wonder a little about precognition.

A lot of fantasy readerstell me that they really enjoyed this * fantasy” ; like some of my other
stories, the anthropological backgrounding | did in “ Mother and Child” givesit something of a
fantasy fedl. (I'd been reading a lot of historical fiction just before | began the novella, and some
of what I’ d read influenced its tone, as well.) But unlike “ The SormKing,” | consider thisto be
strictly science fiction. One of my favorite aspects of this story is the way that many of the
charactersregard hearing, which under normal circumstancesis a perfectly normal sense, asa
kind of extrasensory magic. I’m also particularly fond of Tam, the alien, who is probably my
personal favorite among all the alien characters who have appeared in my work.



