VISBLELIGHT
C.J. Cherryh

Dedication

the credit for this collection plainly goesto Don Wollheim, who came up with theidea
back in 1979. It took me afew more years, to be sure, to have written abody of
short fiction; and for afew years after that what | had written was scattered here and
there and some of it too currently in print. So | put the project off. And put it off.

Then | thought of it severd times and put it off again—until in 1984 Don inquired not
once but a second time where that collection was.

To answer the question, hereit is, Don; and this oneis dedicated to you.
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inacollection like thisthe writer has the rare chance to do a very old-fashioned thing: to
Speek to the audience, like the herald coming out before the ancient play to explain briefly what
the audience is about to see—and perhapsto let the audience peek behind the scenes—Down
this street, mark you, lies the house of the Old Man, and here the winesdller—

W, on this street lives abit of fantasy and abit of sciencefiction, here resde storiesfrom
my firgt years and some from not so long ago—

| introduce one brand new tale, because that's only fair.

| have gathered the rest by no particular logic except the desire to present some balance of
early and later materia, some mixture of science fiction and fantasy, and in acouple of instances
to preserve work that has never appeared in any anthology.

One of the additiona benefits of walking onto the stage like thisis the chance to lower the
mask and give the audience an ingight into the mind behind the creation. So stop here, ignore al
the intervening passages, and go straight to the storiesif you smply enjoy my craft and care
nothing for the creator— being creator, | am no less pleased by that. Go, sample, enjoy.

for those who want to know something of me, myself, and what | am—uwaell, et me couch this
introduction in amode more familiar to me: let me set ascenefor you. | St onacrateona
dockside, well, let'smakeit alot of baggage, a battered suitcase and alot of other crates round
about, with tags and stickers abundant. see earth first, one sticker says, quite antique and
scratched. And thisisametal place, full of coolant fumesand fue smdlls. Gears clash, hydraulics
wheeze, and fans hum away overhead, while our ship isloading its heavier cargo.

Y ou st there on your suitcase just the same as |, and | suppose our boarding call iswhat
we'rewaliting for. Passers-by may stop. But it'smainly you and me.

"What do you do?" you ask, curious about this woman, mysdlf, who am the ancient mariner
of thisdockside: | have that look—alittle e sawhere, alittle preoccupied, baggage dl scarred
with travels. | rardly givethered answer to that question of yours. "I'm awriter," | usudly say.
But the clock sweepsinto the small hours—starships have no respect for planet time—and we
talk together the way travelerswill who meet for afew hours and spesk with absol ute honesty
precisay because they are absolute strangers. | am moved by some such thing, and | takeasip
of what | have gotten from the counter yonder and you take asip of yours and we are instantly
philosophers.

"Cdl meadorytdler," | say, recdling another mariner. "That's a least one of the world's
oldest professions, if not the oldest.”

"Y ou write books?' you ask. "Are you in the magazines?'

"Oh," say |, "yes. But that's not the important part. | tell stories, that'swhat | do. Tonight in
New Guinea, in New Hampshire, in Tehuantepec and Ulaanbaatar, quite probably someoneis
telling astory: we gtill build campfires, we till watch the embers and imagine castles, don't
we—down there? They weave stories down there, the same as they did around the first campfire
intheworld; they still do. Someone asksfor the story of the big snow or the wonderful
ship—there'svery little difference in what we do. Y ou just haveto have ahearer.” :

"Do you haveto?'

“I'm not sure about that. | wrote about something like that—people called the € ee who knew
their world was dying. And they had rather make statues than spaceships, though they knew no
eyewould ever seethem.”

"It would last."

"On adead world. Under acinder of asun. It'san old question, isn't it, whether art created
for the void has meaning—whether the tree faling in solitude makes a sound or not. What'sa



word without a hearer? Without that contact, spark flying from point to point across space and
time, art isvoid—likethe art of the elee, made for the dark and the silence.”

"Then it matters what somebody e se thinks of it?"

"It matters to somebody else. It mattersto me. But that it mattersto him hardly mattersto me
theway it doesto him."

"That'scrazy."

"I don't live hislife. But I'm glad if helikeswhat | do. I'm sorry if he doesn't. | hope he finds
someone who can talk to him. Everyone needsthat. | do al | can. Perhapsthe elee have apoint.”

"Y ou mean you don't writefor the critics?

"Only so far asthey're human. And | am. Let metell you, | don't believein systems. | only use
them.”

"Y ou mean al critics are crooked?"

"Oh, no. It'sonly asystem. There are good critics. The best ones can point out the deep
thingsin abook or apainting: they can see thingsyou and | might miss. They have aningght like
awriter'sor an artist's. But their skill isn't so much adding to abook as helping areader seeideas
in it he might have missed. But there are various sorts of critics. And some of them do very
dangerousthings.”

"Like?"

"Let metdl you: theré's criticiam and therés faultfinding. A tdeis madefor ahearer, to touch
aheart. To criticizethe qudity of the heart it touches—that's a periloudy sdlf-loving act, isn't it?
Criticizing the message itsdlf, well, that might be useful. But the critic properly needs as much
spaceto do it in asthe writer took to develop it. And then the criticsanovdig, isn't he? Or a
painter. HE's one of us. And many of usare, you know. The best of usare. But criticismasa
science—" | take here another sip. Thoughts like thisrequireit. "Criticism isawaysin danger of
becoming a system. Or of submitting to one."

"Y ou said you don't believe in systems.”

"Oh, | believethey exist. They exist everywhere. And more and more of them exist. Theuse
of art, the manipulation of art and science by committees and governments, by demographics
anadysts and sales organizations, by socia engineers, oh, yes—and by academe—all of this—It's
happening at a greater pace and with more calculation than it ever hasin al of history.”

"And that worriesyou."

"Profoundly. | wrote abook about it. About art and the sate. Art isavery powerful force.
And the state would inevitably like to wield the wielder. It wants its posterity. Most of all it wants
itssafety.”

"You write alot about that?'

"That | write isabout that. Do you see? It isnt fiction. It isn'tilluson. That | write isaredity.
Lifeisart and science. Look at your hand. What do you see? Flesh? Bone? Atoms? It's dll
moving. Electrons and quarks exist in constant motion. Y ou think you know what redlity is?
Redlity isan artifact of our senses.”

"Artifact? Like old arrowheads?!

"A thing made. Y our redlity isan artifact of your senses. Y our mind assembles the data you
perceive in an acceptable order. Do you think thisfloor isred? But what isit, realy? A whirl of
particles. Matter and energy. We can't see the atoms dance: we can scarcely see the stars. Were
suspended between these two abysses of theinfinitely smal and the infinitely vast, and we
deceive oursalvesif we believe too much in the blue sky and the green earth. Even color, you
know, isSmply wavelength. And solidity isthe attraction of particles”

"Then it'sanother system.”

"You'vegot it. Another system. Here we sit, an intersection of particlesin the vast now. Past



and future are equdly illusory.”

"We know what happened in the past.”

"Not redly.”

"Y ou mean you don't believe in books either.”

"l don't believein history."

“Then what'sit dl worth?*

"A great dedl. As much as my own books are worth. They're equaly true.”

"Yousaditwaesfasel"

"Oh, generdly history isfiction. | taught history. I know somefacts of history aswell asthey
can be known. I'veread originad documentsin the origina languages. I've been where the battles
werefought. And every year history gets condensed alittle more and alittle more, smplified, do
you see? Y ou've heard of Thermopylae. But what you've heard happened there, islikely the
average of the effect it had, not the meticulous truth of what went on. And remember that the
winnerswrite the histories. The events were far more yea and nay and zig and zag than you
believe: a newspaper of the day would have deluged you with contradictory reports and
subjective anayses, so that you would be quite bewildered and confounded by what history
records as a smple stuation—three hundred Spartans standing off the Persians. But were there
three hundred? It wasn't that smple. It was far more interesting. The behind-the-sceneswas as
complicated asthingsarein red life: more complicated than today's news ever reports anything,
with treacheries and feuds going back hundreds of yearsinto incidents and personalities many of
the men on that field would have been amazed to know about. Even they didn't see everything.
And they died for it."

"Anyone who tried to learn history the way it was— held go crazy.”

"Held spend abillion lifetimes. But it doesn't matter. The past is astrue as my books. Fiction
and history are equivalent.”

"And today? Y ou don't think we see what's going on today either."

"We see less than we ought. We depend on eyes and ears and memory. And memory's very
treacherous. Perception itsdlf is subjective, and memory's atimetrip, far trickier than the human
eye”

"It dl sounds crazy."

"Thetotality of what's going on would be too much. It would make you crazy. So a human
being sdlectswhat hell see and remember and formsalogical framework to help him systematize
the few things he kegps."

"Sydemsagan.”

"l sgy that | distrust them. That'swhat makes me an artist. Consider: if it's so very difficult to
behold amote of dust on your fingertip, to behold the sunitself for what it truly is, how do we
exist from day to day? By filtering out what confuses us. My stories do the opposite. Like the
practice of science, do you see? A story isamoment of profound examination of thingsin greater
redity and sharper focus than we usualy see them. It'sasharing of perception in thisdynamic,
motile universe, in which two human minds can momentarily orbit the same focus, like apair of
vastly complex planets, each with its own civilization, orbiting agtar that they striveto
comprehend, each in its own way. And when you talk about andyzing governments and not
sgngleindividuds aswdl proceed from the dusmote to the wide galaxy. Think of thefiltersand
perceptual screens governments and social systems erect to protect themselves.”

"Y ou distrust governments?”

" find them fascinating. There was an old Roman, Vergilius Maro—"

"Vergil."

"Just 0. He said government itsalf was an artform, the same as great sculpture and grest



books, and practiced in smilar mode—emotionaly. | think | agree with the Roman.”

"lan't that asystem?”

"Of courseit'sasystem. Thetrick isto make the system aswide as possible. Everything |
think isjust that: thinking; it'sin constant motion. It, like al my component parts, changes. It has
to. The universeisaplace too wonderful to ignore.”

"Y ou think mogt of usliveinignorance?'

"Most of usare busy. Most of us are too busy about thingsthat give ustoo little timeto think.
| write about people who See, who See things differently and who find the Systems stripped
away, or exchanged for other Systems, so that they pass from world to world in some
lightning-stroke of an understanding, or the dow erosion and reconstruction of things they thought
they knew."

"But does one man matter?'

" think two kinds of humanity create events. fools and visonaries. Chaositsdf may be
illusion. Perhaps what we do does matter. | think it's a chance worth taking. | hateto leaveit all
to thefools."

"But who'safool 7'

"Any of us. Mogtly those who never wonder if they'refools.”

"That's arrogance.”

"Of courseitis. But thefoolsaren't listening. We can never insult them.”

"Y ou think what you write matters?"

"Let metel you: for methe purest and truest art in the world is science fiction.”

"It'secapid.”

"It'sromance. It'sthe world asit can be, ought to be—must someday, somewhere be, if we
can only find enough of the component parts and shove them together. Sciencefictionisthe
oldest sort of tale-telling, you know. Homer; Sinbad's story; Gilgamesh; Beowulf; and up and up
theline of history wherever mankind's scouts encounter the unknown. Not amilitary metaphor.
It'sapeaceful progress. Likethewhdesin their migrations. Tde-telling isthe most peaceful thing
we do. It'sinvestigatory. The best tale-telling dways has been full of what-if. The old Greek
peasant who laid down the tools of a hard day's |abor to hear about Odysseus's trip beyond the
rim of hisworld—he wasn't an escapist. He was dreaming. Mind Stretching at theend of a
sultifying day. He might not go. But his children's children might. Someone would. And that
makes his day's hard work worth something to the future; it makesthisfarmer and hiswell-tilled
field participant in the progress of hisworld, and his cabbages have then acosmic importance.”

"Isheworth something?'

"Maybe he was your ancestor. Maybe he fed the ancestor of the designer who made this
ship.”

"What's that worth? What's anything worth, if you don't believein sysems?”

"Ah. Y ou gill misunderstand me. Anything isworth everything. Everything isimportant. It'sdl
one system, from the dustmote to the gtar. It's only that our systems aretoo small.”

"So you give thisworld up?Y oureleaving it?'

"Arent you?'

"I've got business out there."

"Good. That's very fine. Remember the cabbages.”

"What's your business out there?"

"Hidory."

"You don't bdieveinit!"

"And gtories. They're equal. Fusing the past with now and tomorrow. That'swhat'sin the
crates. History. Stories."



"Where are you taking them?"

"Asfar as| can. You know what I'll do when | get there? I'll sit down with you and your kids
born somewhere far from Earth and I'll say: listen, youngest, I've got a story to tell you, about
where you came from and why you're going, and what it all means anyway. It'sa story about you
, and about me, and atime very much likethisone... adangeroustime. But dl timesare
dangerous.

"Once upon atime, I'll say. Once upon a time isthe only true enchantment the elves|eft to
us, the gift of truthful liesand travel intime and space.

"Once upon a time there were listenersround afire; once upon a time therewill bea
microfiche or—vastly to be treasured—area paper book aboard a ship named Argo (likethe
one ages past) in quest of things we haven't dreamed of. But they'll dream of something more
than that. Y oungest, I'll say, when | fly I dwayslook out the window—I do it asaritual when |
remember it. | look for mysdlf. But | dso look for the sake of dl the dreamersin dl the ages of
thisworld who would have given their very livesto caich one glimpse of the world and the stars
theway | can see them for hour upon hour out that window.

"Someday, youngest, someone will take that ook for me—oh, a Beta L yrag; or a huge
Aldebaran; or Tau Ceti, which I've named Pdll's Star—"

| pause. | Sp my drink, amost the last, and look at the clock, where the time runs close to
boarding. It'stimeto think about the baggage. We have, perhaps, amazed each other. Travelers
often do.

We send our baggage off with the handlers. We exchange pleasantries about the trip, about
the schedule. We retreet to those bandlities better-mannered strangers use to fill the time.

Words and words. A story teller isn't concerned with words.

Theboarding call goes out. We form our mundane line and search after tickets and visas. The
dock resounds with foreign names and the clank of machinery.

Itisof course, dways an age of wonders. Thetrue gift isremembering to look out the
windows, and to let the thoughts run backward and forward and wide to the breadth and height
of dl that's ever been and might yet be—

Once upon atime, | tell you.
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i Stin the observation lounge. Window-staring. The moon islong behind us, and Earth is
farther still. And a step sounds near enough to tell me someoneisinterested in me or the window.

"Ah," | say, and smile. We've met before.

"What do you see out there?"' you ask. It sounds like challenge.

"Look for yoursdf," | say. It'sadouble-edged invitation. And for atime, you do.

"I've been thinking about history,” you say at last.

"On?"

"About what good it is. Peoplefight wars over it. They get their prgjudices from it; and maybe
what they think they remember wasn't even truein thefirst place.”

"It'svery unlikdly that it istrue, snce history isn't.”

"But if we didn't have dl those books we'd have to make dl those mistakes again. Wouldn't
we? Whatever they were."

"Probably we'd make different ones. Maybe we'd do much worse."

"Maybe we ought to make up abetter past. Maybeif dl the writersin the world sat down



and came up with a better history, and we could just sort of lie to everyone—I mean, where
we're going, who'd know? Maybe if you just shot those history books out the airlock, maybe if
you wrote us anew history, we could save usawar or two."

"That's what fantasy does, you know. It's making things over the way it should have been.”

"But you can't go around believing in dves and dragons.”

"The myths are true as history. Myths are about truth.”

"Thereyou go, sounding crazy again."

I laugh and flip a switch. The lap-computer comes aive on the table by the window. Words
ripple past. "Y ou know that'sal myths could be. Truth. A system of truth, made assmple asits
hearers. The old myths are ill true. Therésone | used to tell to my students—"

"When you taught higtory."

"Languagesthistime. Ancient languages. Eleven years of teaching. Thefirst and second short
sories| ever wrote were myths| used to tell my students. I'll show you one. I'll print it so you
can read it. It was the second. It speaks about perceptions again.” | press akey and send afiche
out from the microprinter; and smile, thinking on aclassful of remembered faces, € even years of
students, al ‘gathered together in one classroom like ghosts. And | think of campfires again, and
a Greek hillsde, and athester, and the dusty hillsof Troy. Wedl st there, dl of us, torchlight on
our faces, in al the ghostly array of our cultures and our ancestral histories, folk out of
Charlemagne's Empire, and Henry's, and the Khazars, we come from the fijords and the Sudan
and the Caralinas, dl of uswhose ancestors would have taken axe to one another on sight. All of
us gt and listen together to a Greek myth retold, al innocent of ancient murders.

"Stories matter,” | say. "And what ishistory but another myth, with the poetry taken out?"

Dear old Greek, | think, passing on the microfiche, by whatever name you redlly lived, thank
you for theloan. And thank you, my young friends of some years ago. Thisonestill your own.

Cassandra

fires.

They grew unbearable here.

Alisfdt for the door of theflat and knew that it would be solid. She could fed the cool metal
of the knob amid the flames.... saw the shadow-gtairs through the roiling smoke outside, clearly
enough to fed her way down them, convincing her sensesthat they would bear her weight.

Crazy Alis. She made no haste. The fires burned steadily. She passed through them,
descended the insubstantia steps to the solid ground—she could not abide the elevator, that
closed space with the shadow-floor, that plummeted down and down; she made the ground
floor, averted her eyes from the red, heatless flames.

A ghost said good morning to her... old man Willis, thin and transparent against the leaping
flames. She blinked, bade it good morning in return—did not miss old Williss shake of the head
as she opened the door and |eft. Noon traffic passed, heedless of the flames, the hulks that
blazed in the gtreet, the tumbling brick.

The gpartment caved in—black bricksfaling into theinferno, Hell amid the green, ghostly
trees. Old Willisfled, burning, fell—turned to jerking, blackened flesh—died, daily. Alisno
longer cried, hardly flinched. Sheignored the horror spilling about her, forced her way through
crumbling brick that held no substance, past busy ghoststhat could not be troubled in their haste.

Kingdey's Cafe stood, whole, more so than the rest. It was refuge for the afternoon, afedling
of safety. She pushed open the door, heard the tinkle of alost bell. Shadowy patrons |ooked,
whispered.

Crazy Alis.



The whisperstroubled her. She avoided their eyes and their presence, settled in abooth in the
corner that bore only traces of thefire.

war, the headline in the vendor said in heavy type. She shivered, looked up into Sam
Kingdey'swraithlike face.

"Coffeg," shesad. "Ham sandwich." It was congtantly the same. She varied not even the
order. Mad Alis. Her affliction supported her. A check came each month, since the hospital had
turned her out. Weekly she returned to the clinic, to doctors who now faded like the others. The
building burned about them. Smoke rolled down the blue, antiseptic halls. Last week a patient
ran—burning—

A rattle of china. Sam set the coffee on the table, came back shortly and brought the
sandwich. She bent her head and ate, transparent food on half-broken china, a cracked,
fire-smudged cup with atransparent handle. She ate, hungry enough to overcome the horror that
had become ordinary. A hundred times seen, the most terrible sghtslost their power over her:
sheno longer cried at shadows. She talked to ghosts and touched them, ate the food that
somehow dtilled the achein her belly, wore the same too-large black sweater and worn blue shirt
and gray dacks because they were dl she had that seemed solid. Nightly she washed them and
dried them and put them on the next day, |etting others hang in the closat. They werethe only
solid ones.

Shedid not tell the doctorsthese things. A lifetimein and out of hospitals had made her wary
of confidences. She knew what to say. Her half-vison let her smile a ghost-faces, cannily
manipulate their charts and cards, Sitting in the ruinsthat had begun to smolder by late afternoon.
A blackened corpselay inthe hall. She did not flinch when she smiled good-naturedly at the
doctor.

They gave her medicines. The medicines stopped the dreams, the Siren screams, the running
gepsin the night past her gpartment. They et her deep in the ghostly bed, high above ruin, with
the flames crackling and the voices screaming. She did not spesk of thesethings. Yearsin
hospitals had taught her. She complained only of nightmares, and restlessness, and they let her
have more of thered pills.

war, the headline blazoned.

The cup rattled and trembled against the saucer as she picked it up. She swallowed the last
bit of bread and washed it down with coffee, tried not to look beyond the broken front window,
where twisted metal hulks smoked on the street. She stayed, as she did each day, and Sam
grudgingly refilled her cup, which she would nurse asfar as she could and. then she would order
another one. Shelifted it, savoring the feding of it, stopping the trembling of her hands.

Thebdl jingled faintly. A man closed the door, settled at the counter.

Whole, clear in her eyes. She sared at him, startled, heart pounding. He ordered coffee,
moved to buy apaper from the vendor, settled again and let the coffee grow cold while he read
the news. She had view only of his back while he read—scuffed brown leather coat, brown hair
alittle over hiscollar. At last he drank the cooled coffee dl a one draught, shoved money onto
the counter and |eft the paper lying, headlines turned face down.

A young face, flesh and bone among the ghosts. He ignored them &l and went for the door.

Alisthrugt hersdlf from her booth.

"Hey!" Sam called & her.

Sherummaged in her purse asthe bell jingled, flung abill onto the counter, heedlessthat it
was afive. Fear was coppery in her mouth; he was gone. Shefled the cafe, edged round debris
without thinking of it, saw hisback disgppearing among the ghosts.

Sheran, shouldering them, braving the flames— cried out as debris showered painlesdy on
her, and kept running.

Ghosts turned and stared, shocked—he did like wise, and she ran to him, stunned to seethe



same shock on hisface, regarding her.

"What isit?" he asked.

She blinked, dazed to redlize he saw her no differently than the others. She could not answer.
Inirritation he started walking again, and shefollowed. Tears did down her face, her breath hard
in her throat. People stared. He noticed her presence and walked faster, through debris, through
fires. A wall began to fal and she cried out despite herself.

He jerked about. The dust and the soot rose up as a cloud behind him. His face was
distraught and angry. He stared at her asthe others did. Mothers drew children away from the
scene. A band of youths stared, cold-eyed and laughing.

"Wait," she said. He opened his mouth asif he would curse her; she flinched, and the tears
were cold in the heatless wind of the fires. Hisface twisted in an embarrassed pity. Hethrust a
hand into his pocket and began to pull out money, hadtily, tried to giveit to her. She shook her
head furioudly, trying to stop the tears—stared upward, flinching, as another building fell into
flames

"What'swrong?' he asked her. "What's wrong with you?'

"Please," she said. He looked about at the staring ghosts, then began to walk dowly. She
walked with him, nerving hersdlf not to cry out at the ruin, the pale moving figures that wandered
through burned shells of buildings, the twisted corpsesin the street, where traffic moved.

"What's your name?" he asked. Shetold him. He gazed at her from timeto time asthey
walked, afrown creasing his brow. He had aface well-worn for youth, atiny scar beside the
mouth. Helooked older than she. Shefelt uncomfortablein the way hiseyestraveled over her:
she decided to accept it—to bear with anything that gave her this one solid presence. Against
every inclination she reached her hand into the bend of hisarm, tightened her fingers on the worn
leather. He accepted it.

And after atime he did hisarm behind her and about her waist, and they walked like lovers.

war, the headline at the newsstand cried.

He started to turn into a street by Tenn's Hardware. She baked at what she saw there. He
paused when hefdt it, faced her with hisback to thefires of that burning.

"Don't go," shesad.

"Where do you want to go?"

She shrugged helplesdy, indicated the main street, the other direction.

Hetalked to her then, as he might talk to achild, humoring her fear. It was pity. Some treated
her that way. She recognized it, and took even that.

His name was Jm. He had come into the city yesterday, hitched rides. He was |ooking for
work. He knew no onein the city. She listened to his rambling awkwardness, reading throughiit.
When he was done, she stared a him ill, and saw hisface contract in dismay at her.

"I'm not crazy," shetold him, which was alie that everyone in Sudbury would have known,
only he would not, knowing no one. Hisface wastrue and solid, and the tiny scar by the mouth
made it hard when he was thinking; at another time she would have been terrified of him. Now
shewasterrified of losng him amid the ghosts.

"It'sthewar," hesaid.

She nodded, trying to look at him and not at the fires. Hisfingerstouched her arm, gently.
"It'sthewar," hesaid again. "It'sdl crazy. Everyonéscrazy."

And then he put his hand on her shoulder and turned her back the other way, toward the
park, where green leaves waved over black, skeleta limbs. They waked along the lake, and for
thefirst timein along time she drew bresth and felt awhole, sane presence beside her.

They bought corn, and sat on the grass by the lake, and flung it to the spectrd swans. Wraiths
of passersby were few, only enough to keep afeding of occupancy about the place—old



people, mostly, tottering about the deliberate tranquility of their routine despite the headlines.

"Do you seethem," she ventured to ask him findly, "al thin and gray?"

Hedid not understand, did not take her literdly, only shrugged. Warily, she abandoned that
guestioning at once. Sheroseto her feet and stared at the horizon, where the smoke bannered on
thewind.

"Buy you supper?’ he asked.

Sheturned, prepared for this, and managed a shy, desperate smile. "Yes," she said, knowing
what el se he reckoned to buy with that—willing, and hating hersdlf, and desperately afraid that he
would walk away, tonight, tomorrow. She did not know men. She had no ideawhat she could
say or do to prevent hisleaving, only that he would when someday he recognized her madness.

Even her parents had not been able to bear with that—uvisited her only at first in the hospitals,
and then only on holidays, and then not at dl. She did not know where they were.

There was a neighbor boy who drowned. She had said he would. She had cried for it. All the
town said it was she who pushed him.

Crazy Alis.

Fantasizes, the doctors said. Not dangerous.

They let her out. There were specid schools, state schools.

And from time to time—hospitas.

Tranquilizers.

She had | eft the red pills at home. The redization brought sweet to her pdms. They gave
deep. They stopped the dreams. She clamped her lips againgt the panic and made up her mind
that she would not need them—not while she was not alone. She dipped her hand into hisarm
and walked with him, secure and strange, up the steps from the park to the streets.

And stopped.

Thefireswere out.

Ghogt-buildings rose above their jagged and windowless shells. Wraiths moved through
masses of debris, dmost obscured at times. He tugged her on, but her step faltered, made him
look at her strangely and put hisarm about her.

"Youreshivering," hesad. "Cold?'

She shook her head, tried to smile. The fireswere out Shetried to take it for agood omen.
The nightmare was over. She looked up into his solid, concerned face, and her smile dmost
becameawild laugh. "I'm hungry,” she said.

they lingered over adinner in Graben's—hein his battered jacket, shein her swester that
hung at the tails and elbows:. the spectra patronswerein far better clothes, and stared at them,
and they were set in acorner nearest the door, where they would be less visble. There was
cracked crystal and broken chinaon insubstantia tables, and the starswinked coldly in gaping
ruin above the wan glittering of the broken chandeliers.

Ruins, cold, peaceful ruin.

Alislooked about her cdmly. One could livein ruins, only so the fires were gone.

And therewas Jm, who smiled at her without any touch of pity, only awild, fey desperation
that she understood—who spent more than he could afford in Graben's, the ingde of which she
had never hoped to see—and told her—predictably—that she was beautiful. Others had said it.
Vaguedy she resented such triteness from him, from him whom she had decided to trust. She
amiled sadly when he sad it; and gaveit up for afrown; and, fearful of offending him with her
melancholies, madeit asmileagain.

Crazy Alis. Hewould learn and leave tonight if she were not careful. Shetried to put on
gaety, tried to laugh.

And then the music stopped in the restaurant, and the noise of the other diners went dead,



and the spesker was giving an inane announcement.

Shelters... shelters... shelters.

Screams broke out. Chairs overturned.

Aliswent limpin her chair, felt Im's cold, solid hand tugging & hers, saw hisfrightened face
mouthing her name as he took her up into hisarms, pulled her with him, started running.

The cold air outside hit her, shocked her into sight of the ruins again, wraith figures pelting
toward that chaos where the fires had been worgt.

And she knew.

"No!" shecried, pulling a hisarm. "No!" sheingsted, and bodies half-seen buffeted themina
rush to destruction. He yielded to her sudden certainty, gripped her hand and fled with her
againg the crowds as the Srens wailed madness through the night—fled with her as sheran her
sghted way through theruin.

And into Kingdey's, where cafe tables stood abandoned with food still on them, doors gar,
chairs overturned. Back they went into the kitchens and down and down into the cdllar, the dark,
the cold safety from the flames.

No others found them there. At last the earth shook, too deep for sound. The sirens ceased
and did not come on again.

They lay in the dark and clutched each other and shivered, and above them for hours raged
the sound of fire, smoke sometimes drifting in to sting their eyes and noses. There was the distant
crash of brick, rumblings that shook the ground, that came near, but never touched their refuge.

And in the morning, with the scent of fire fill in the air, they crept up into the murky daylight.

Theruinswere till and hushed. The ghost buildings were solid now, mere shells. Thewraiths
were gone. It was the fires themselves that were strange, some true, some not, playing above
dark, cold brick, and most were fading.

Jm swore softly, over and over again, and wept.

When shelooked a him she was dry-eyed, for she had done her crying aready.

And shelistened as he began to talk about food, about leaving the city, the two of them. "All
right,” shesaid.

Then clamped her lips, shut her eyes against what she saw in hisface. When she opened them
it was il true, the sudden transparency, the wash of blood. She trembled, and he shook at her,
his ghost-face distraught.

"What'swrong?' he asked. "What'swrong?'

She could not tell him, would not. She remembered the boy who had drowned, remembered
the other ghosts. Of a sudden she tore from his hands and ran, dodging the maze of debristhat,
thismorning, was solid.

"Alid" he cried and came &fter her.

"No!" she cried suddenly, turning, seeing the unstable wall, the cascading brick. She started
back and stopped, unable to force hersalf. She held out her hands to warn him back, saw them
solid.

Thebrick rumbled, fell. Dust came up, thick for amoment, obscuring everything.

She stood till, hands at her sides, then wiped her sooty face and turned and started walking,
keeping to the center of the dead streets.

Overhead, clouds gathered, heavy with rain.

She wandered at peace now, seeing the rain spot the pavement, not yet fedingit.

Intimetherain did fall, and the ruins became chill and cold. She visited the dead |ake and the
burned trees, the ruin of Graben's, out of which she gathered astring of crystal to weer.

She smiled when, aday later, alooter drove her from her food supply. He had awraith's
look, and she laughed from a place he did not dare to climb and told him so.



And recovered her cache later when it came true, and settled among the ruined shellsthat
held no further threat, no other nightmares, with her crystal necklace and tomorrows that were
the same astoday.

One could livein ruins, only so thefireswere gone.

And the ghogtswere dl inthe pagt, invisible.
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"i've been thinking about perceptions,” you say. We Sit again beneeth the observation
window. The shipisdowly outbound. The view ismagnificent, al gars.

"Oh?"

"Andtime”

"How s0?'

"Doyou bdievein timetrave ?'

"Timeisdl around us. Looking at the garsislooking into time. Thelight from that red one,
say, left home ahundred years ago. Two hundred. If our own sun winked out this moment we
would livein their eyesfor two hundred years—if they had a powerful telescope to see uswith. If
the photons didn't scatter. If space didn't curve. Perhapsthat star out there has aready died, two
hundred years ago.” | entertain abrief thought of anova. Of a Shockwave kicking dustclouds
into swirlsto birth new stars. "Perhaps our sun died elght minutes ago. Wed just now find it out.
When welook at the stars we see into time. When we pass lightspeed we travel through the
wavefront of amoment that |ft its star in lightscatter years ago, and we overteke thered, the
present moment when we reach another star. But to surpass that moment and arrive before we
left—that would be adifficult concept. That requires more than smultaneity. The causdties
bogglethemind. If timeisthe motion of particlesaway from their origin, then timetravel localy
requires usto reverse the entire motion of the universe, and the inertia.of the moving universeis
the most powerful thing | can think of. Besides, when we form the concept of travel intime, you
and |, can we have pushed a button in our own future and come here knowing we pushed it? It
dl givesme aheadache.”

"Y ou wrote about timetravel."

"Y ou've been reading my books?"

"Y our first book was about timetravel.”

"Gate of Ivrel."

"It waslike afantasy.”

"Or science fiction—depends on whaose viewpoint you take. | wander over that dividing line
now and again. It's part of that business of baggage, you understand. Past and future, fused. The
ultimate meddling with history. But remember that what | writeisaways astrue ashistory. And
timetravel never worked right in my future. | dwaysdistrusted it.”

"Yourefacetiousagain.”

"Often. Let me show you something.” | flick on the computer and cal up memory. "You
wonder about perception and time and history. Gate was avery old story for me—I began part
of that story when | was fourteen. It went through alot of sea-changes on itsway. My students
had something to do with it too— when | was near thirty. We talked about time travel. And the
motion of worldsin space and the distance between the stars. We talked about everything. Well,
Gate, being fantasy-like, logt thislittle bit."

"Y ou mean it got dropped out?"



"It needed to go. Thisbit Sartsin avery futuristic world; and Gate beginsin what might be an
ancient one. But if you have read that book, | can tell you that Harrh of thislittle fragment was
Lidl, long before the eventsin Gate; and that says enough. If you haven't, never mind: | won't
give away who Lidl was. Just cdl it astory about timetravel, in the days when the Gatesled
across ghalur spacetime, and knit their empire together—"

The Threadsof Time

it was possible that the Gates were killing the ghal. They were everywhere, on every world,
had been afact of life for five thousand years, and linked the whole net of ghdur civilization into
one present-tense coherency.

They had not, to be sure, invented the Gates. Chance gave them that gift... on adead world
of their own sun. One Gate stood—made by unknown hands.

And the gha made others, imitating what they found. The Gates were instantaneous transfer,
not aone from place to place, but, because of the motion of worlds and suns and the traveling
gdaxies— invalving time.

Therewas an end of time. Ah, gha could venture anything. If one supposed, if one believed,
if onewere very sure, one could step through a Gate to a Gate that would/might exist on some
other distant world.

And if onewere wrong?

If it did not exist?

If it never had?

Time warped in the Gate-passage. One could step across light-years, unaged; so it was
possible to outrace light and time,

Did one not want to die, bound to asingle lifespan? Go forward. See the future. Vist the
world/worldsto come.

But never go back. Never tamper. Never alter the past.

Therewasan End of Time.

It was the place where ghd gathered, who had been farthest and lost their courage for
traveling on. It was the point beyond which no one had courage, where descendants shared the
world with living ancestorsin greater and greater numbers, the jaded, the restless, who reached
thisage and felt their will erode away.

It was the place where hope ended. Oh, afew went farther, and the age saw them—no
more. They were gone. They did not return.

They went beyond, whispered those who had lost their courage. They went out a Gate and
found nothing there.

They died.

Or was it desth—to travel without end? And what was death? And was the universefinite at
al?

Some went, and vanished, and the age knew nothing more of them.

Those who were |eft were in agony—of desire to go; of fear to go farther.

Of changes.

Thisage—did change. It rippled with possibilities. Memories deceived. One remembered, or
remembered that one had remembered, and the fact grew strange and dim, contradicting what
obvioudy was. People remembered things that never had been true.

And one must never go back to see. Backtiming— had direst possibilities. It made paradox.

But sometried, seeking atime ascloseto their origina exit point as possible. Some came too



close, and involved themselvesin time-loops, aparticularly distressing kind of accident and
unfortunate equaly for those involved as bystanders.

Among ghal, between the finding of thefirst Gate and the End of Time, anew kind of
specidist evolved: time-menders, who in most extreme cases of disturbance policed the Gates
and carefully researched afflicted areas. They done were licensed to violate the back-time
barrier, passing back and forth under strict non-involvement regulations, exchanging intelligence
only with each other, to minutely adjust redlity.

Evolved.

Agents recruited other agents at need—but at whose instance? There might be some who
knew. It might have come from the far end of time—in that last (or wasit last?) age beyond
which nothing seemed certain, when the years since the First Gate were more than five thousand,
and the Now in which al Gates existed was—very distant. Or it might have come from those
who had found the Gate, overseeing their invention. Someone knew, somewhen, somewhere
along the course of the starstoward the end of time.

But no one said.

It was hazardous business, thistime-mending, in all senses. Precisdly what was done was
something virtudly unknowable after it was done, for dterationsin the past produced (one
believed) changesin future redity. Whole time-fields, whose events could be wiped and redone,
with effects which widened the farther down the timeline they proceeded. Detection of
time-tampering was dmost impossible.

A stranger wanted something to eat, a long time ago. He shot himself his
dinner.

A small creature was not where it had been, when it had been.

A predator missed a meal and took another ... likewise small.

A child lost a pet. And found another.

And a friend she would not have had. She was happier for it.

She met many peopl e she had never/would never meet.

A man in a different age had breakfast in a house on a hill.

Agent Harrh had acquired a sense about disruptions, akind of extrasensory queasi ness about
ajust completed timewarp. He was not donein this. But the time-menders (Harrh knew three
others of hisown age) never reported such experiences outside their own specid group. Such
reports would have been meaninglessto his own time, involving apast which (asaresult of the
warp) was neither real nor valid nor perceptible to those in Time Present. Some time-menders
would reach the verge of insanity because of this. Thiswas future fact. Harrh knew this.

He had been there.

And he refused to go again to Now, that Now to which time had advanced since the
discovery of the Gate—let alone to the End of Time, which was the farthest that anyone
imagined. He was one of afew, avery few, licensed to do o, but he refused.

He lived scattered livesin ages to come, and remembered the future with increasing
meancholy.

He had visited the End of Time, and |&ft it in the most profound despair. He had seen what
was there, and when he had contemplated going beyond, that most natura step out the Gate
which stood and beckoned—

Hefled. He had never run from anything but that. It remained, arecollection of shameat his
fear.

A sense of alimit which he had never had before.

And thisinitself wasterrible, to aman who had thought time infinite and himsdf immortal.

In his own present of 1003 since the First Gate, Harrh had breakfast, aquiet med. The
children were off to the beach. Hiswife shared teawith him and thought it would be afine



morning.

"Yes" hesad. "Shdl we take the boat out? We can fish alittle, take the sun.”

"Marvelous," she said. Her gray eyes shone. He loved her—for hersdlf, for her patience. He
caught her hand on the crystal table, held dender fingers, not spesking his thoughts, which were
far too somber for the morning.

They spent their mornings and their days together. He came back to her, time after shifting
time. He might be gone amonth; and home aweek; and gone two months next time. He never
dared cut it too close. They lost agreat ded of each other'slives, and so much—so much he
could not share with her.

"Theidand,” hesad. "Mhreihrrinn, I'd liketo seeit again.”

"I'll pack," shesaid.

And went away.

He came back to her never aged; and she bore their two sons; and reared them; and
managed the accounts: and explained his absencesto relatives and the world. He travels, she
would say, with that right amount of secrecy that protected secrets.

And even to her he could never confide what he knew.

"| trust you," she would say—knowing what he was, but never what he did.

Helet her go. She went off to the hal and out the door—He imagined happy faces, holiday,
the boys making haste to run the boat out and put on the bright colored sail. She would keep
them busy carrying this and thet, fetching food and clothes—things happened in shortest order
when Mhrethrrinn set her hand to them.

He wanted that, wanted the familiar, the orderly, the homedly. Hewas, if helet hismind dwell
on things—afraid. He had the notion never to leave again.

He had been to the Now most recently—5045, and his flesh crawled at the memory. There
was recklessness there. There was disquiet. The Now had traveled two decades and more since
he had first begun, and hefelt it more and more. The whole decade of the 5040's had a
queasiness about it, ripples of ingtability asif the whole fabric of the Now were shifting likea
kaleidoscope.

And it headed for the End of Time. It had become more and more like that age, confirming it
by itsvery collapse.

People had illusonsin the Now. They perceived what had not been true.

And yet it was when he came home.

It had grown to be so—while he was gone.

A universty sood in Morurir, which he did not remember.

A hedge of trees grew where abuilding had beenin Morurir.

A man wasin the Council who had died.

He would not go back to Now. He had resolved that this morning. He had children, begotten
before hisfirg time-traveling. He had so very much to keep him—this place, thishome, this
sability—He was very well to do. He had invested well—his own small tampering. He had no
lack, no need. He was mad to go on and on. He was done.

But alight distracted him, an opa shimmering beyond his bregkfast nook, arriva in that
receptor which his fine home afforded, linked to the master gate a Pyvrrhn.

A young man materidized there, opa and light and then solidity, adistraught young man.

"Harrh,” the youth said, disregarding the decencies of meeting, and strode forward unasked.
"Harrh, iseverything dl right here?'

Harrh arose from the crysta table even before the shimmer died, beset by that old queasiness
of things out of joint. Thiswas Alhir from 390 Since the Gate, an experienced man in theforce:
he had used a Master Key to come here—had such access, being what he was.



"Alhir," Harrh said, perplexed. "What'swrong?'

"You don't know." Alhir came asfar asthe door. "A cup of tea?' Harrh said. Alhir had been
here before. They were friends. There were oases dlong' the course of suns, friendly years,
places where houses served as rest-stops. In thistoo Mhrethrrinn was patient. "I've got to tell
you—No, don't tell me. I don't want to know. I'm through. 1've made up my mind. Y ou can
carry that where you're going—But if you want the breakfast—"

"There's been an accident.”

"l don't want to hear."

"Hegot past us."

"l don't want to know." He walked over to the cupboard, took another cup. "Mhrehrrinn's
with the boys down at the beach. Y ou just caught us." He set the cup down and poured the tea,
where Mhrethrrinn had sat. "Won't you? Y ou're ways welcome here. Mhreihrrinn has no idea
what you are. My young friend, she calls you. She doesn't know. Or she suspects. Sheld never
say. —Sit down."

Alhir had strayed aside, where adisplay case sat dong the wall, alighted case of mementoes,
of treasures, of crystd. "Harrh, there was a potsherd here.”

"No," Harrh said, lessand less comfortable. "Just the glasses. I'm quite sure.”

"Harrh, it wasvery old."

"No," hesad. "—I promised Mhreihrrinn and the boys—I mean it. I'm through. | don't want
to know."

"It came from Silen. From the digs at the First Gate, Harrh. 1t was a very vauable piece. You
vaued it very highly. —Y ou don't remember.”

"No," Harrh said, feding fear thick about him, like achange in atmosphere. "I don't know of
such apiece. | never had such athing. Check your memory, Alhir."

"It wasfrom the ruins by the First Gate, don't you understand?”

And then Alhir did not exist.

Harrh blinked, remembered pouring a cup of tea. But he was Sitting in the chair, his breskfast
before him.

He poured the tea and drank.

He was gitting on rock, amid the grasses blowing gently in the wind, on adlifftop by the sea.

He was standing there. "Mhrehrrinn,” he said, in thefirst chill touch of fear.

But that memory faded. He had never had awife, nor children. He forgot the house aswell.

Treesgrew and faded.

Rocks moved at random.

The time-menders were in most instances the only oneswho survived even alittiewhile.

Wrenched |oose from time and with lives rooted in many parts of it, they felt it first and lived it
longest, and not afew were trapped in back-time and did not die, but survived the horror of it
and begot children who further confounded the time-line.

Time, gtretched thin in possibilities, adjusted itsdlf.

Hewas Harrh.

But he was many possibilities and many names.

In time none of them mattered.

He was many names, he lived. He had many bodies; and the souls stained his own.
In the end he remembered nothing at al, except the drivetolive.

And the dreams.

And none of the dreamsweretrue.
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"isit easy to get your first story published?’

"Why?" | ask. It iscomputer games tonight in the rec room. | am quite good at the ones
which involve blowing up things and very bad at the word games. My mind goes on holiday when
| am not writing, and declares moratorium inlogic. "Are you thinking of writing one?’

"Oh, no. | just wondered whether it's easy."

"Itisn't. Or if itis, and it happenstoo soon, you don't have dl the calluses you need. And you
can get hurt. Writing isarisky busness." We are sometime into our acquaintance. We have
passed from that intimacy of strangersinto adifferent kind of truth. "Too, sometimes astory just
misbehaves. Sometimes one seemsto turn out a an inconvenient length, or thetopic isn't
fashionable. An inexperienced writer ismost likely to do astory that's over-long or too short. ..
and of coursein theinscrutable justice of the System, anew writer isaso theleast likely to get an
odd-length story published. Sometimes ayoung writer can be very naive about the system. There
wasagtory | wrote back in the sixties, in the hope | could get it seridized in amaor magazine.
Now, there'sredlly about as much chance of abreak-in writer doing that asthereisof a
particular star out there going nova while we watch.

"And to compound matters, | sent ahaf-page summary to the magazine in question and
asked them if they wanted it on that bas's. They said what any sane editorswould have said. No.
So| tossed it into the drawer, sSince | had arrived at sanity in the meanwhile and knew my
chances.”

"Just gave up?"

"I had two novedscirculating. | pinned my hopes on those. One eventually made it. Rewritten,
to be sure. But, no, | never gave up on thisstory. | thought about making it into anovel and I'd
take it out and try now and again. Now | tell you atruth about what this age and the system has
doneto storytellers— we're prisoners of bookcovers. Bookcovers must come along at just
exactly such atime so a certain number of bookswill fit into arack and cost a certain amount. So
people who have along tale to tell haveto interrupt it with agreat many bookcovers (and
re-explanations) and das, if you birth atale inconveniently small you'll spend as much crestivity
finding ahomefor it asit took to writeit in thefirst place.

"But sometimesthereisa story, as an old tale used to say quite properly, just so long and no
longer.

"So 'Companions never grew and never shrank; and it languished in that drawer until
someone had just the right space for it. Also rewritten, of course. It'saghost story. Of sorts.”

"Fantasy?"

"Scencefiction.”

"Perceptions again?'

"Inaway." | lose aplaying-piece and am regenerated on the screen. "'l was rather fond of the
concept. Count the characters when you've read it. Tell me how many there are—except the
beginning.”

"Tricks"

"It's perceptions, remember.”

Companions



the ship lay behind them, improbablein so rich aland, so earthlike aworld, asilver eggin
paradise, an egg more accustomed to st lar distances, to crouching on barren, hellish moons,
probing for whatever she could find, her people and her brain caculating surviva marginsfor
potentia bases— whether mining and manufacture might be enough, given x number of ship-calls
per year, to make development worth the while, for ships on their way to Somewhere, asa
staging point for humans on their way to Somewhere in the deep.

Somewheres were much, much rarer... and thiswas one, this was more than amargina
Somewhere, this eden.

No indication of habitation, no response to an orbiting ship; no readings on close scan, not a
geometry anywhere on the surface but nature's own work.

An Earth unpopulated, untouched, unclaimed.

Green and lush through the faceplates. .. aview that changed dowly as Warren turned, as he
faced from open plain to forest to distant mountains. Sealay alittle distance away. The sky was
incredible, Filtered blue. Three other white-suited figureswalked ungainly through the grass. The
sounds of breathing came through the suit-corn, occasona comments, panted breaths
interspersed: the gear weighed them down on thisworld. The ship kept talking to them, forlorn,
envious voices of those duty-bound inside, to the four of them out here.

"Makes no sense," Harley said, disembodied, through the com. "No insects. No birds. Y ou
can't have an ecology like thiswith no animate life.”

"Takeyour samples,” Burlin'svoice said, dimmer. The captain, Burlin. He stood to make
himsdlf that one find that would assure an old age in comfort. For the younger rest of them,
promise of prime assignments, of comforts for the ship, of the best for the rest of their lives. They
escorted Harley out here—Harley who told them what to gather, Harley whose rlays were to
the labs back on the ship, the real heart of the probe's operations.

Nothing was wrong with theworld. Thefirst air and soil samples Anne's intakes had gathered
had shown them nothing amiss; the pseudosome had come out, stood, silver and invulnerableto
chance, and surveyed the find with robotic eyes, asincapable of joy as suited human bodies were
of appreciating the air and the wind that swayed the grasses. There might be perfumes on the
wind, but the instruments read adispassionate N, CO2, O finding, a contaminant readout,
windspeed, temperature.

They gathered whole plants and seeds, tiny scoops of soil, anew world's plunder. Every
species was new, and some were analogous to kinds they knew: bearded grasses,
smooth-barked bushes with dick green leaves. Paul Warren dug specimens Harley chose and
sedled the bags, recorded the surrounds with his camera, labeled and marked with feverish
enthusaam.

"Harley?' That was Sax. Warren looked around at Harley, who sat down from acrouch in
the grass, heard someone's breething gonerapid. "Y ou dl right, Harley?"

"It'shot,” Harley said. "'l don't think my system'sworking right.”

Burlin walked back to him. Warren did, too, stuffing his samplesinto the bag at his bdlt. It
was an awkward business, trying to examine another suit's systems; tilting the helmet. Sun glared
on the readout plate, obscuring the numbers for the moment. Harley shifted his shoulder and it
ceared. "All right," Warren said. "The sysem'sdl right."

"Maybe you'd better walk back,” Burlin said to Harley. "We're nearly done out here
ayway."

Harley made amove toward rising, flailed with agloved hand, and Sax caught it, steadied him
on theway up.

Harley's knees went, suddenly, pitching him face down. "Check the airflow,” Burlin said.
Warren was dready onit.

"No problem there." Hetried to keep panic out of hisvoice. "Harley?"



"He's breathing.” Burlin had his hand on Harley's chest. He gathered up Harley'sarm, hauled
it over his shoulder, and Warren got the other one.

It was along way back, dragging a suited man's weight. "Get the pseudosome out,” Burlin
ordered into the welter of questions from the ship. "Get us help out here."

It came before they had gotten halfway to the ship, agleam in the dark square of Anne's
grounded lift tube bay, ahuman-jointed extension of the ship coming out for them, planting its feet
carefully in the uncertain footing of the grass. It was strength. It was comfort. It came walking the
last distance with silver arms outstretched, the dark visor of its ovoid head casting back the sun.

They gave Harley to it, positioning its program-receptive arms, told it lift-right, and the right
arm came up, so that it carried Harley like ababy, like asilver sexlessangel carrying afaceless
shape of aman back to the ship. They followed, plodding heavily after, bearing the burden of
their own suits and fedling the unease that came with unknown places when things started going
wrong.

It was bright day. There were no threats, no unstable terrain, no threat of weather or native
life. But the sunlight seemed less and the world seemed larger and ominoudy quiet for so much
lifeonitsface.

They brought Harley inside, into the airlock. The pseudosome stood till as the hatch closed
and sedled. "Set down, Anne," Burlin said, and the pseudosome reversed the process that had
gathered Harley up, rdleased him into their arms. They laid him on the floor.

Harley moved, aféebrile stirring of hands and head, a pawing at the helmet collar. "Get the
oxygen,” Burlin said, and Warren ignored the queries coming rapid-fire from the crew indde the
ship, got up and opened the emergency pand while Sax and Burlin stripped off the helmet. He
brought the oxy bottle, dropped to his knees and clamped the clear mask over Harley'swhite,
swesting face. Harley sucked in great breeths, coughed, back arching in the cumbersome suit.
Red blotches marked histhroat, like heat. "L ook at that,” Sax said. The blotches were evident on
Harley'sface, too, fine hemorrhaging about the cheeks, about the nose and mouth benegth the
plagtic.

Burlin stood up, hit the decontamination process. The UV came on. The rest of the procedure
sequenced in thelock. Burlin knelt. Harley was breathing shdlowly now. "He couldn't have
gotten it out there,” Warren said. "Not like this, not thisfast. Not through the suit.”

"Got to get the ship scoured out,” Burlin said. "Y esterday, the day before—something got
past thelock."

Warren looked up... a the pseudosome.

The processing cut off. The lights went back to normal. Warren looked at Harley, up at
Burlin. "Cgptain—are we going to bring him in?'

"We do what we can. Wethree. Here. In thelock.”

Harley's head moved, restlessly, didodging the mask. Warren clamped it the more tightly.

Before he died it took the three of them to hold him. Harley screamed, and clawed with his
fingers, and besat his head against the decking. Blood burst from his nose and mouth and
drowned the oxy mask, smeared their suitsin his struggles. He raved and called them by others
names and cursed them and the world that waskilling him. When it was over, it was morning
again, but by then another of the crew had complained of fever. Insde the ship.

they went to every crevice of the ship, suited, with UV light and steam-borne disinfectant,
nightmare figures meeting in fog, in the degp places, among conduits and machines.

Everywhere, the com: "Emergency to three; we've got another—"

Deep in the bowels of the ship, two figures, masked, carrying cannisters, obscured in steam:

"Itisn't doing any good," Abner said. There was panic in hisvoice, aman who'd seen crew
die before, on Mortifer and Hell. " Ten of us already—"

"Shut up, Abner,” Warren said, with him, in the dark of Anne's depths. Steam hissed, roared



from the cannigters; disinfectant dripped off griddings, off raillings and pipe. "Just shut it up.”

Corn'svoicefdtered, rose plaintive through the roar: "We're not getting any response out of
2a. |s somebody going to check on that? I s there somebody going to check that out?"

there was chaos in the [abs, tables unbolted, cots used while they could be; pallets spread
when they ran out of those. The raving lay next to the comatose; death came with hemorrhage,
small at first, and worse. Lungsfilled, heart [abored, and the vessels burst. Otherslingered, in
adirium.

"Liedown," Skutu said—biologist, only sometime medic, tried to help the man, to reason
where there was no reason.

"I've got work to do," Sax cried, wept, flailed hisarms. "I've got work—"

Smith held him, asmdl woman, pinned an arm while Sikutu held the other. "Hush, hush,” she
sad. "Youvegot tolie till—Sax, Sax—"

"They dl die," Sax said, as he wept. "I've got work to do. I've got to get back to the lab—/
don't want to die—"

He st others off, awakened the degping, got curses, screams from others.

"Don't want to die," he sobbed.

Sikutu shook at him, quieted him at last, sat down and held his head in his hands. He felt
fevered, felt short of breath.

His pulseincreased. But maybe that wasfear.

rule was dead. Warren found her in Botany, among the plants she loved, lying in aknot next
to one of the counters. He stared, grieved in what shock there was | eft to fed. Therewas no
question of life left. There was the blood, the look of al the others. He turned hisface away,
leaned againgt the wall where the com unit was, pressed the button.

"Captain, she'sdead, dl right. Botany One."

There was silence for amoment. "Understood,” Burlin's voice came back. It broke. Another
gmadl slence. "The pseudosomesonitsway."

"l don't need it. She doesn't weigh much.”

"Don't touch her."

"Yes, Sr." Warren pushed the button, broke the contact, leaned there with histhroat gone
tight. The dying screamed through the day and night, audible through the walls of sickbay on
lower deck, up the air shafts, up the conduits, like the machinery sounds.

Thishad been afriend.

The lift worked, near the lab; he heard it, heard the metal footsteps, rolled his eyestoward the
doorway as Anne hersdlf camein... shining meta, facelessface, black plastic face with five red
lightswinking on and off ingde; black plastic mirroring thelab on its ova surface, hisown
distorted form.

"Assgtance?' Anne asked.

"Body." He pointed off & Rule. "Dispose.”

Anne reoriented, stalked over and bent at the waist, gripped Rule's arm. The corpse had
dtiffened. Motorswhirred; Anne straightened, hauling the body upright; another series of
whirrings. brought her right arm under Rule's hips, lifted, readjusted the weight. A dow shuffling
turn.

Warren stepped aside. Anne walked, hit the body against the doorframe in trying to exit.
Warren put out his hand, sickened by thisfurther horror, but Anne tilted the body, passed
through and on.

He followed, down the hall, to Destruct. .. utilitarian, round-sealed door. Danger , it said.
Warning. They used it for biological wastes. For dangerous samples. For more mundane things.

For their dead, down here.



He opened the hatch. Anne put the body in, smdll, insectile adjustments like awasp. Froze,
then, armslowering, sensor-lights winking out. Warren closed the door, dogged it down. He
pushed the button, winced at the explosive sound, wiped hisface. His hands were shaking. He
looked a Anne,

"Decontaminate yoursalf,” he said. The lights came on inside the mask. The robot moved,
reoriented to the hdl, walked off into the dark farther down the hall: no lightsfor Anne. She
needed none.

Warren'sbdly hurt. He caught his breath. Decontaminate. He headed for the showers,
fathful to theregs. It wasathing to do; it kept a man from thinking, held out promises of safety.
Maybe the others had let down.

He showered, vapored dry, took clean coveralls from the common locker, sat down on the
bench to pull on hisboots. His hands kept shaking. He kept shivering even after dressing. Fear.
It'sfear.

An darm sounded, a short beep of the Klaxon, something touched that should not have been,
somewherein the ship. He stopped in mid-tug, heard the crash and whine of the huge locks at
Anne's deep core. Someone was using the cargo airlock. He stood up, jammed hisfoot into the
second boot, started for the door.

"All report." He heard the generd order, Burlin'svoice. He went to the com by the door and
did that, name and location: "Paul Warren, lower-deck showers."

Slence

"Captain?'

Slence

Panic took him. Heleft the shower room at arun, headed down the corridor to thellift, rode it
up to topside, raced out again, down the hal, around the corner into the living quarters, through it
to the bridgeward corridor.

Locked. He pushed the button twice, tried the com aboveit. "Captain." He gasped for air.
"Captain, it's Warren. Was that Abner, then?"

Silence. He fumbled his cardkey from his pocket, inserted it into the dot under the lock. It
faled. He dammed hisfist onto the com.

"Captain?—Skutu, Abner, isanyone hearing me?"

Silence gtill. He turned and ran back down the short corridor, through the mainroom, back
toward the lift.

"Warren?' the com said. Burlin'svoice.

Warren skidded to a stop, scrambled back to the nearest com unit and pushed the button.
"Captain, Captain, what's going on?"'

“I'm not getting any word out of sickbay," Burlin said. "1've sent the pseudosomein.
Something's happened there.”

“I'mgoing.”

Slence

Warren caught his breath, ran for the lift and rode it down again. Sllencein the lower corridor
too. He looked about him. "Abner? Abner, are you down here?"

No answer to the hail. Nothing. A section sedl hissed open behind him. He spun abot,
caught his baance againg thewall.

Anne wasthere in the dark. The pseudosome strode forward, her red lights glowing.

Warren turned and ran, faster than the robot, headed for the lab.

Quarantine, it said. No entry. He reached the door, pressed the com. " Sikutu. Sikutu, it's
Warren. Areyou dl right in there?!

Silence. He pushed Door-Open.



It was adaughterhouse insgde. Blood was spattered over walls and beds. Sikutu—Ilying on
the floor among the beds and pallets, red al over hislab whites from his perforated chest;
Minnan and Polly and Tom, lying in their beds with their bedcl othes sodden red, with startled
eyes and twisted bodies. Throats cut. Faces dashed.

One bed was empty. The sheets were thrown back. He cast about him, counted bodies, lost
in horror— heard the footsteps at his back and turned in darm.

Anne stood there, facdights flashing, cameras clicking into focus.

"Captain,” Warren said: Anne wasareday hersdf. "Captain, it's Sax. HEsgone... everyone
elseisdead. He's got aknife or something. Isthere any word from Abner?!

"l can't raisehim."” Burlin'svoice camefrom Anne. "Get agun. Go to the lock. Abner wasin
that arealas.”

"Assgtance." Thevoice changed; Anne's mechanica tones. The pseudosome swiveled,
talking to the dead. "Assstance?'

Warren wiped hisface, caught his breath. "Body," he said distractedly. "Dispose.” He edged
past the pseudosome, ran for the corridor, for the weapons locker.

Thelocker door was dented, scarred asif someone had hammered it, dashed at it; but it was
closed. Heused hiscard onit. It jammed. He used it for alever, used hisfingertips, pried it open.
Hetook one of the three pistols there, ignored the holsters, just dammed it shut and ran for the
lift.

Downward again. His hands were shaking as he rode. He fumbled at the safety. Hewas a
navigator, had never carried agun against any human being, had never fired except in practice.
His heart was speeding, his hands cold.

Thelift stopped; the door whipped open on the dark maze of netherdeck, of conduits and
walkwaysthat led to the lock.

He reached for the light switch below the com pane. The lift door shut behind him, leaving
him in darkness. He hesitated, pushed the button.

He walked carefully along thewak. The metal grids of the decking echoed underfoot. He
passed aides, searching for ambush. .. flexed hisfingers on the gun, thinking of it findly, of what
he was doing.

A catwak led out to the lift platform, to the huge circular cargo plate, thelift control pandl.
The plate was in down-position, leaving a deep black hole in netherdeck, the vertica tracks
showing round the pit. He reached the control station, pressed the button.

Gears synched; hydraulics worked. The platform came up into thelight. A shapewasonit, a
body in apool of blood. Abner.

Warren punched the tation com. "Captain,”" he said, controlling his voice with marvelous,
reasonable calm. " Captain, Abner's dead. Out on the lift platform, netherdeck. Shall | go
outsde?'

"No," Burlin's voice came back.

He shivered, waiting for more answer. "Captain.”

He still kept it calm. " Captain, what do you want meto do?!

Silence and gtatic. Warren cut it off, hishand clenched to numbness on the gun. He flexed it
live again, walked out onto the echoing platform, looked about him, full circle, at the shadows.
Blood trailed off the platform's circle, stopped clean againgt the opposing surface. Gone.
Outside. He hooked the gun to his belt, stooped and gathered Abner up, heaved the dashed
body over his shoulder. Blood drenched him, warm and leaking through his clothes. The limbs
hung loose.

He carried it—him; Abner; six years hisfriend. Like Sikutu. Like Sax.

He kept going, to thelift, trailing blood, retracing al his steps. Therewas silence dl about,



ship-silence, the rush of air in the ducts, the thousand small sounds of Anne's pumps and fans.
Two of them now, two of them left, himsaf and Burlin. And Sax— out there; out there, escaped,
in paradise.

Hetook Abner upstairs, carried him down the corridor, in the semidark of Power-Save.
The pseudosome was busy there, carrying Sikutu's bloody form to the destruct chamber.
Warren followed it, automaton like the other, trying to fed aslittle. But the bodies were stacked

up there at the foot of the destruct chamber door, asurplus of bodies. Only one was jammed
insde. Minnan. Warren's knees weakened. He watched the pseudosome let Sikutu down atop
the others, saw it coming back, arms outstretched.

"Assgance?'

He surrendered Abner to it, ssomach twisting as he did. He clamped hisjaws and dogged the
door on Minnan and pushed the button.

They did the job, he and the pseudosome. He threw up, after, from an empty stomach.

"Assgance?' Anne asked. "Assstance?"

He straightened, wiped hisface, leaned againgt the wall. " Sterilize the area. Decontaminate.”
Hewaked off, staggered, corrected himsdf, pushed the nearest com button, having composed
himself, kegping anger from hisvoice. "Captain. Captain, I've got the bodies al disposed. The
areas being cleaned.” Softly, softly, he talked gently to this man, thislast sane man. "Can wetalk,
ar?'

"Warren?' the plaintive voice came back.

"Gy

"I'msorry.”

"Sir?' Hewaited. There was only the sound of bresthing coming through. " Sir—are you on
the bridge? I'm coming up there"

"Warren—I'vegot it."

"No, gr." He wiped hisforearm across hisface, stared up at the com unit. He began to
shake. "What am | supposed to do, sir?* Heforced cam on himsdf. "What can | do to help?’

A dday. "Warren, I'll tdl you what I've done. And why. Y ou listening, Warren?'

"“I'm here, gr."

"I've shut down controls. We can't beat this thing. I've shut her down for good, set her to
blow if anyonetriesto bypassto take off. I'm sorry. Can't et usgo home... taking thisback to
human space. It could spread like wildfire, kill—kill whole colonies before the meds could get it
solved. I've set a beacon,

Warren. Shéll play it anytime some probe comesin here, when they do come, whenever."

"Sr—dr, you're not thinking—~A ship in space—isanaturd quarantine.”

"And if we died en route—and if someone got aboard—No. No. They mustn't do that. We
cantlift agan."

"Sr—ligentome.”

"No animds, Warren. We never found any animals. A world like thisand nothing movingiinit.
It's a dead world. Something got it. Something lives here, in the soil, something inthe air;
something grew here, something fell in out of space—and it got dl the animas. Every moving
thing. Can't letit go—"

"Sir—dr, we don't know the rest of uswould have died. We don't know that. You may not,
and | may not, and what are we going to do, sir?"

"I'm sorry, Warren. I'm really sorry. It's not a chance to take—to go like that. Make up your
own mind. I've done the best thing. | have. Insured us against weskness. It can't leave here.”

"Captain- "

Silence. A soft popping sound.



"Captain!" Warren pushed away from thewall, scrambled for the lift and rodeit topside, ran
down the corridor toward the bridge. He thrust his card into the lock.

It worked now. The door did. And Burlin wasthere, dumped at the com station, the gun
beneath his hand. The sickroom stink was evident. The fever. The minute hemorrhages on the
hands. Blood pooled on the com counter, ran from Burlin's nose and mouth. The eyes stared,
reddened.

Warren sat down in the navigator's chair, wiped hisface, hiseyes, stared blankly, Finding it
hard to get his breath. He cursed Burlin. Cursed all the dead.

Therewas slence after.

He got up findly, pulled Burlin's body back off the com board, punched in the comp
and-threw the com wide open, because the ship was al there wasto talk to. " Anne," hesaid to
comp. "Pseudosome to bridge. Body. Dispose.”

intime thelift operated and the silver pseudo-some arrived, leisurely precise. It stood in the
doorway and surveyed the areawith insectoid turns of the head. It clicked forward then,
gathered up Burlin and walked out.

Warren stayed atime, doing nothing, sitting in the chair on the bridge, in the quiet. Hiseyes
filled with tears. He wiped at one eye and the other, till numb.

When he did walk down to destruct to push the button, the pseudosome was till standing
beside the chamber. He activated it, walked away, |eft the robot standing there.

It was planetary night outside. He thought of Sax out there, crazed. Of Sax maybe ill dive,
inthe dark, as aone as he. He thought of going out and hunting for him in the morning.

The outside speakers.

He went topside in haste, back to the bridge, sat down at the com and opened the port
shidds on night sky. He dimmed the bridge lights, threw on the outside floods, illuminating grass
and small shrubs round about the ship.

He put on the outside address.

"Sax. Sax, it's Paul Warren. There's no one left but us. Listen, I'm going to put food outside
the ship tomorrow. Tomorrow, hear me? I'll take care of you. Y ou're not to blame. I'll take care
of you. Youll get well, you hear me?'

He kept the external pickup on. Helistened for along time, looked out over the land.

"G’

Finaly he got up and walked out, down to the showers, seded his clothesin abag for
destruct.

hetried to edt after that, wrapped in hisrobe, Stting down in the galey because it wasa
gmaller place than the living quarters and somehow the longliness was not so deep there; but he
had no appetite. His throat was pricklish... exhaustion, perhaps. He had reason enough. The
ar-conditioning fdt insufficient in the room.

But he had driven himsdf. That waswhat.

He had the coffee at |east, and the heat suffused hisface, made him short of bregath.

Then the panic began to hit him. He thrust himself up from the table, dizzy inrising, vison
blurred— felt hisway to the door and down the corridor to the mirror in the showers. His eyes
were watering. He wiped them, tried to seeif there was hemorrhage. They werered, and the
ingdes of thelidswerered and painful. The heat he had felt began to go to chill, and he
swallowed repeatedly as he walked back to the galley, testing whether the sorenessin histhroat
was worse than he recalled over the last few hours.

Calm, hetold himsdf. Calm. There were thingsto do that had to be done or he would face
dying of thirst, of hunger. He set about gathering things from the gdley, arranged dried food in
precise stacks beside the cot in the lower-deck duty station, near the galley. He made his



sickbed, set drugs and water and athermal container of ice besideit.

Then he caled the pseudosome in, walked it through the track from his bed to the galley and
back again, programmed it for every errand he might need.

He turned down the bed. He lay down, feding the chill more intense, and tucked up in the
blankets.

The pseudosome stood in the doorway like asilver statue, one sensor light blinking lazily in
the faceplate. When by morning the fever had taken him and he was too weak to move
coherently, he had mechanica handsto give him water. Anne was programmed to pour coffee,
to do such parlor tricks, awhim of Harley's.

It wished him an inane good morning. It asked him How are you?and & firgt in hisddirium
he tried to answer, until he drifted too far away.

"Assstance?' hewould hear it say then, and imagined a note of human concern in that voice.
"Mdfunction? Nature of mafunction, please?'

Then he heaved up, and he heard the pseudosome's clicking crescendo into darm. The
emergency Klaxon sounded through the ship asthe computer topside registered that there was
something beyond its program. Her lightsal came on.

"Captain Burlin," she said again and again, "' Captain Burlin, emergency.”

the pulsing of headache and fever grew less. Warren accepted consciousness gradudly this
time, fearful of the nauseathat had racked him the last. His chest hurt. His arms ached, and his
knees. Hislips were cracked and painful. It amazed him that the pain had ebbed down to such
gmdl things

"Good morning.”

Herolled his head on the pillow, to the soft whirr of machinery on hisright. Anne's
smooth-featured pseudosome was till waiting.

Hewas aive. No waking between waves of fever. Hisface felt cool, hisbody warm from
lying too long in one place. Helay infilth, and stench.

He propped himself up, reached for the water pitcher, knocked it off thetable. It rolled
empty to Anne's metd fedt.

"Assgtance?'

He reached for her arm. "Hex."

The arm bent, lifting him. Her motorswhirred in compensation. " Showers."

Shereoriented hersalf and began to walk, with him leaning on her, hisarm about her
plastic-sheathed shoulder, like some old, familiar friend.

She stopped when she had brought him where he wished, out of program. He managed to
stand aone, tottering and staring at himsdlf in the mirror. He was gaunt, unshaven, covered with
filth and sores. His eyes were like vast bruises. He swore, wiped his eyes and fet hisway into a
shower cabinet.

He fainted there, in the shower stal, cameto again on the floor, under thewarm mist. He
managed to lever himsdf up again, got the door open, refused a second dizziness and |leaned
theretill it passed. " Anne." A whirring of motors. She planted hersdlf in the doorway, waiting.

she got him topside, to the living quarters, to his own compartment door. "Open,” hetold her
hoarsely; and she brought him inside, to the edge of his own unused bed, to clean blankets and
clean sheets. Hefdl into that softness panting and shivering, hauled the covers over himsalf with
thelast of his strength.

"Assgance?'

“I'mdl right."

"Defineusge right.”

"Functiond. I'm functiond."



"Thank you."

He laughed weekly. Thiswas not Anne. Not she. It. Anne was acrosstheliving quarters, in
controls, dl the company there was | €ft.

Thank you. Asif courtesy had a point. She was the product of a hundred or more minds over
the course of her sixteen-year service, men and women who programmed her for the moment's
convenience and left their imprint.

Please and thank you. Cream or sugar, sir? She could apply awrench or laser through the
pseudosome, lift aweight no man could move, bend ajointing into line or make a cup of coffee.
But nothing from initiative.

Thank you.

it was another few hours before he was sure he was going to live. Another day before he did
more than send Anne galleyward and back, eat and deep again.

But at last he stood up on his own, went to hislocker, dressed, if feebly.

The pseudosome brightened a second sensor at this movement, then athird. " Assistance?!

"Report, Anne."

"Time: oh six four five hoursten point one point two three. Operating on standby assistance,
program E one hundred; on program A one hundred; on additional pro—"

"Cance query. Continue programs as given." Hewalked out into the living quarters, walked
to the bridge, stood leaning on Burlin's chair, surrounded by Anne's lazily blinking consoles, by
scanner images no one had read for days. He sat down from weakness.

"Anne. Do you have any program to lift off?"

The console lightsrippled with activity. Suddenly Burlin's deep voice echoed through the
bridge. "Find log entry. Whoever hears this, don't—repesat, don't—Iland. Don't attempt
assistance. We're dead of plague. It got aboard from atmosphere, from soil ... somehow. It hit
everyone. Everyoneisdead. Biologica records are filed under—"

"Cancd query. Reply isinsufficient. Isthere acourse program in your records?’

"Reply to request for course: | must hold my position. If question is made of this order, | must
replay find log entry... Final log entry—"

"Bypass that order. Prepare for lift!"

The lights went red. "I am ordered to self-destruct if bypassis attempted. Please withdraw
reques.”

"Cancel—cancel bypass order.” Warren dumped in the chair, stared at the world beyond the
viewport, deadly beguiling morning, gold streaming through cumulus cloud. It wasright. Burlin
had been right; he had ensured even againgt a survivor. Against human weakness.

"Anne." Hisvoicefdtered. "Take program. If | speak, I'm speaking to you. | don't need to
say your name. My voice will activate your responses. I'm Paul Warren. Do you havemy 1D
clear?'

"ID asWarren, Paul James, six eight seven seven six five eight—"

"Cancd query. How long can your pseudosome remain functiond?'

"Present power reserve at present rate of consumption: three hundred seventy-eight years
gpproximate to the nearest—"

"Cancd query. Will prolonged activity damage the pseudosome?”

"Modular parts are available for repair. Attrition estimate: no maor failure within power
limits”

Warren gazed out at the daybreak. Sax, he thought. He had made apromise and failed i,
days ago. He tried to summon the strength to do something about it, to care—to go out and
search in the hope that aman could have lived out there, Sck, inthe chill of nights and without
food. He knew the answer. He had no wish to dwell on guilt, to put any hope in wandering about



out there, to find another corpse. He had seen enough. More than enough.

"Library. Locate programming manua. Dispense.”

An agitation ran across the board and a microfilm shot down into the dispenser. He gathered
it up.

Therewasthis, for hiscomfort. For three hundred seventy-eight years.

anne was amarvel ous piece of engineering. Her pseudosome was capable of most human
movements; its structure imitated the human body and her shining dloy was virtudly indestructible
by heet or corrosion. Walk-through programming made her capablein the galley: her sengtive
vid scanners could read the tapes on stored foods; her timing system was immaculate. She
carried on domestic tasks, fetched and carried, and meanwhile her other programs kept more
vita functionsin working order: circulation, heating, cooling throughout the ship, every circuit, dl
automated, down to the schedule of lighting going on and off, to the inventory reports going up on
the screens each morning, for crew who would no longer read them.

Warren worked, ignoring these processes, trusting Anne for them. He read the manual, wrote
out programs, sitting naked in bed with the microfilm reader on one side and a coffee pot on the
other and alap full of notes.

Anillusion, that was al he asked, asemblance of amind to talk to. Longer plans he refused
asyet. The plotting and replotting that filled the bed and the floor about him with discarded bals
of paper was hisrefuge, his defense againgt thinking.

He dreaded the nights and kept the lights on while the rest of the ship cycled into dark.

He dept in the light when he had to deep, and woke and worked again while the pseudosome
brought him his meals and took the empty dishes back again.

he called the star Harley, because it was histo name. Theworld he called Rule, because
Harley and Rule were sometime lovers and it seemed good. Harley was a middling average ar,
the honest golden sort, which cast an easy warmth on his back, as an old friend ought. Rule
gretched everywhere, rich and smelling sweet as Rule aways had, and she was peaceful.

Heliked the world better when he had named It, and felt the sky friendlier with an old friend's
name beaming down at him while he worked.

He stretched the guy ropes of a plastic canopy they had never had the chance to use on
harsher worlds, screwed the mooringsinto the grassy earth and stood up in pleasant shade,
looking out over wide billows of grass, with forest far beyond them.

Anne kept him company. She had arange of half akilometer from the ship over which mind
and body could keep in contact, and farther ill if the booster unit werein place, which project
he was studying. He had not yet had the time. He moved from one plan to the next, busy,
working with his hands, feding the strength return to hislimbs. Hedling sunlight erased the sores
and turned his skin a hedlthy bronze. He stretched his muscles, grinned up at the sun through the
|eaf-patterned plastic. Felt satisfied.

"Anne. Bring the chair, will you?'

The pseudosome cameto life, picked up the chair that remained on the cargo lift, carried it
out. And stopped.

"Set it down." Hisgood humor turned to disgust. " Set it down.”

Anne st it, Sraightened, waited.

"Anne. What do you perceive?'

Anne's sensors brightened, one after the other. "Light, gravity, sound, temperature.”

"You perceive me."

"Yes, Warren. Youredirectly in front of me."

"Anne, come here."

She walked forward, into the shade, stopped, hands a her sides, sensors pulsing behind her



dark faceplate like so many starsin avoid.

"Anne, I'myour duty. I'm all the crew. The directivesdl apply only to me now. The others
have stopped functioning. Do you understand? | want you to remain active until | tell you
otherwise. Wak a your own judgment. Identify and accept all stimuli that don't take you out of
range.”

"Program recorded,” Anne purred. "Execute?’

"Execute”

Anne walked off. She had a peculiar gait, precisein her movements like an improbable
dancer, fiffly smooth and dow-moation. Graceful, silver Anne. It dways jarred when he looked
into the vacant faceplate with the starry lightswinking on and off in the darkness. She could never
appreciate the sun, could never perceive him except as a pattern of heat and solidity in her
sensors. Shelooked |eft, looked right, walk-walk-walk-walk, looked l€ft, right,
walk-wak-wak-walk, neither breathing the scents of life nor fegling the wind on her plastic skin.
The universe held no perilsfor Anne.

Warren wept. He strode out, overtook her, seized her as she turned to him. " Anne. Where
areyou? Where are you going?"

"| am located four oh point four seven meters from base center. | am executing standard
survey, proceeding—"

"Cancd query. Anne, look about you. What have you learned?”’

Anne swiveled her head left and right. Her sensorsflickered. "Thisworld is asfirst observed.
All gimuli remain within human tolerance. There are no nétive lifeformsin my scan.”

She turned then, jerking from his hands, and waked off from him, utterly purposeful.

"Anne!" he caled, darmed. " Anne, what'swrong?'

She stopped, faced him. "The time is 1100 hours. Standard timed program 300-32-111PW."

Lunch. Anne was, if nothing €lse, punctud.

"Goon."

Sheturned. Hetrailed after her to the edge of the canopy, cast himsdlf into the chair and sat
disconsolate. Adrendin surged. Rage. Therewas no profit in that. Not at a machine. He knew
that. Hetold himself so.

he attached the booster unit—not out of enthusiasm, but because it was another project, and
occupied him. It took two days. .. in which he had only Anne's disembodied voice, whilethe
pseudosome lay disemboweed in the shop. He had difficulty, not with the insertion of the unit,
which was modular, but in getting the ring-joints of the waist back together; it occasioned him
panic, real and swesting dread. He consulted library, worked and fretted over it, got the first ring
and the second, and so on to the fifth. She had lost nothing vital, only some of her auxiliary
apparatus for hookups of use on frigid moons. That could be put back if need be.

He could take her gpart and put her back together if need be, if amusement got more scarce.

If sheworked at al now. The chance of failure still scared him.

"Anne," he said, "turn on the pseudosome.”

The head dung over, faced him.

"Good morning, Warren."

"Areyou functiona? Test your legs. Get off thetable.”

Anne sat up, machine-tiff, precisely reversing her process of getting onto the table. She
stood, arms at her sdes.

"Go on," Warren said. "Go about your duties.”

She stayed fixed.

"Why don't you go?"

"Indruction?"



He bounced awrench off the lab wall so violently his shoulder ached. It rebounded to Anne's
metdl feet.

Whirr-click. Anne bent with long legs wide and retrieved the wrench, proffering it to him.
"Assgtance?'

"Damnyou.”

AH the sensor lights came on. "Define usage: damn.”

He hit her. She compensated and stood perfectly balanced.

"Define damn.”

He sobbed for bregath, stared at her, regained his patience. " The perception is outside your
sensor range.”

The sensor lights dimmed. She il held the wrench, having no human fatigue to make her
lower it.

Anideacameto him, like aflash of madness. He shoved the debris and bits of solder off the
worktable and sat down with his notebook, feverishly writing definitionsin terms Anne's sensors
could read: tone, volume, pace, stability, function/nonfunctiory optimum, positive/negdive. ..

"thisprogram,” Anne said to him through her bridge main speakers, "conflicts with the central
program.”

He sat down in the command chair, al his planswrecked. "Explain conflict."

"I'm government property,” the computer said. "Regulations forbid crew to divert me for
persond use.”

Warren bit hislip and thought a moment, chin on hand. Looked &t the flickering lights. "I'm
your highest priority. There aren't any other humansin your reach. Y our program doesn't permit
youto lift off, true?"

"Wes"
"Y ou can't return to government zones, true?"

v

"Therésno other crew functioning, true?"

v

“I'm your only human. There can't be any latera conflict in your ingtructionsif you accept the

program. | need maintenance. If you refuse to maintain me, | have to disconnect you and
restructure your whole system of priorities. | can do that.”

The board flashed wildly. Went to red. A light to the left began to blink: autodestruct,
autodestruct.

autodestruct—

"I'm programmed to defend this position. | have prior ingtruction. Please check your
programming, Warren. I'min conflict.”

"Will you accept ingtruction? I'm your remaining crew. What | tell you istrue.”

Thelights went steady, burning red. "Instruction? Instruction?"

"This new programming applies only to my protection and maintenance under present
environmenta conditions, while were on thisworld. I1t's not adiverson from your defense
function. I'm asssting you in your defense of this pogition. I'm your crew. | need maintenance.
This new program is necessary for that purpose. My hedlth isthreatened. My lifeisthreatened.
Thisprogramisessentid for my lifeand safety.”

The red light went off. Thelightsrippled busily across the boards, normalcy restored.
"Recorded.”

Warren drew along-held bregth. "What's your status, Anne?'

"Indeterminate, Warren. | haven't yet completed assmilation of thisnew data. | perceive
possible duplication of exigting vocabulary. Isthisvaid?



"Thisterminology isin reference to me. These are human life sates. Maintenance of meis
your duty.”

"Negative possible, Warren. My sensors are effective in sysems andysisonly for mysdf.”

He thought, mechanically speaking, that there was something rather profound in that. It was
indeed Anne's central problem. He stood up, looked at the pseudosome, which stood inactive by
the door. "Turn your sensorson me.”

Anne faced him. The sensor lights came-on.

"Define pain, Anne."

"Disruption of an organism,” the pseudosome-speaker said, "by sensor overload. It isnot an
acceptable state.”

He drew a deeper breath, came closer. "And what is pleasure, Anne?'

"Optimum function.”

"Define fed, Anne."

"Verb: receive sensor input other than visua, auditory, or chemica anaysis. Noun: the quaity
of thisinput.”

"Define happy.”

"Happy; content; pleased, comfortable; in astate of optimum function.”

"And anger, Anne."

"An agitated state resulting from threatening and unpleasant outcome of action. Thisisa
panful date.”

"Y our program isto maintain me happy. When your sensorsindicate I'min pain, you must
investigate the causes and make dl possible effort to restore me to optimum function. That'sa
permanent ingruction.”

Thefacid lightsblinked, died, al but one. "Recorded.”

Hesghed.

Thelightsflashed on. "Isthispain?'

"No." He shook hishead and began to laugh, which set all of Anne's board lightsto
flickering.

"Define, define.”

Heforced cdm. "That'slaughing. Y ou've heard laughing before now."

A ddlay. "I find no record.”

"But you heard it just then. Record it. That's pleasure, Anne."

Facdights blinked. There were Sx now. "Recorded.”

He patted her metal shoulder. She swiveled her head to regard his hand. "Do you fed that,
Anne?'

Thefaceturned back to him. "Fed isin reference to humans.”

"Y ou can use the word. Do you fed that?"

"| fed apressure of one point seven kilos. This does not affect my equilibrium.”

He patted her arm gently then, sadly. "That'sdl right. | didn't think it would."

"Areyou dill hgppy, Warren?'

He hesitated, having amoment's queasiness, amoment'schill. "Yes" hesad. It seemed
wisest to say.

he stopped on asmall rise not far from the ship and the pseudosome went rigid at hisside.
They stood knee-deep in grass. A few fleecy clouds drifted in the sky. The forest stretched green
and lush before them.

"Do you perceive any animatelife, Anne?"

"Negetive native animatelife.



"Isthere any record — of aworld with vegetation of this sort, that had no animate life?"

"Negative. Further information: thereisvird life here. Thisisnot in my sensor range, but |
have abundant detain my filesregarding—"

"Cancd statement. Maybe this world was inhabited by something once and the viruskilled it."

"l have no data on that proposd.”

"Noanimads Burlinsadit."

"Define: it."

"Cancd." Warren adjusted his pack on his shoulders, pointed ahead, a gesture Anne
understood. "Well walk asfar astheriver.”

"Define river "

" See where the trees—the large vegetation starts? Thereswater there. A river isamoving
body of water on aplanetary surface. Y ou have mapsin your files. Y ou've got rivers on them.
Why don't you know rivers?’

Anne's facial sensorswinked. "Mapsarein library storage. | don't have accessto thisdata.”

"Well, therésonethere. A river."

"My sensors have recorded the presence of water in the origina survey. Free water is
abundant on thisworld."

Dutifully she kept pace with him, gtill talking as he started off, metd limbstireless. He stopped
from timeto time, deviated thisway and that, walked round the scattered few bushes,
investigated bare spotsin the grass, which proved only stony outcrops.

Nothing. Nothing, in al his seerching.

"Assgance?' Anne asked when he stopped.

"No, Anne." He looked back at her, hesitant. "Do you, Anhe—ever perceive... any other
human?'

"Negative. Y ou are my only human.”

He bit hislip, nerved himsdlf, finally. "When | wasin bed—did Sax ever come back?"

The sensorsblinked. "I find no record.”

He found that ambiguous, tried to think anew way through the question. He looked toward
theriver, back again. "Has he ever come back?"

"I find no record.”

Warren let go asmall breath, shook hishead. "He's not functioning. I'm sure of it."

"Recorded."

He hitched the pack, started walking again. "His body's out here somewhere."

" find no record.”

"1 want to find him, Anne. Shouldn't have left him out here. He could have come back and
needed me. And | couldn't answer. | want to find him. | owe him that."

"Recorded.”

They cameto thetreesfinaly, to shade, in the Sraightest line from the ship, which seemed
most worth searching. Trees. A small dope of eroded sand down to the river, which flowed
about fifty meterswide, deep and duggish. A stream, broad and brown.

He stopped, and Anne did. Drew abreath of the scented air, forgetful for the moment of Sax,
of what had brought him. Here was beauty, unsuspected, a part of the world he had not seen
from the ship— secrets underwater and growing round it, treesthat relieved the sameness and
made evershifting lattices that compressed distances into their back-and-forth tangle. No straight
lines here. No scour of wind. Coolness. Complexity.

Life, perhaps, lurking in the river. Onefish, one crawling thing, and the parameters of the
world had to be revised. Onefish... and it meant life everywhere.



"Stand whereyou are," hetold Anne, starting down the bank. "'l don't think swvimming isin
your program.”

"Define swimming. | find no record.”

He laughed soundiesdy, |eft her by the trees and walked through the pathless tangle to the
shady bank. Treeswith trailing, moss-hung branches arched out over the duggish current.
Flowers bloomed, white and starlike, on the far margin, where the trees grew larger till and it
was twilight at midafternoon. He squatted down by the water and |ooked into the shallowswhere
the current swirled mosses.

Anne cameto life, motorswhirring. Brush cracked. He sprang up, saw her coming down the
dope, precarioudy balanced in the descent.

"Stop—Anne, stop.”

Anne planted her feet at the bottom, waistdeep in brush, lights flashing. "Warren, danger.”

Panic surged. He had brought no gun on this search. Did not trust himself. " Specify—danger.”

"Theriver isdangerous.”

The breath went out of him. He hafway laughed. "No, Verb: swim, to travel through water
safdly. | can swim, Anne. I'm safe. No danger.”

"Please congder thiscarefully, Warren."

He grinned, took avia from his sample kit and knelt, taking up a specimen of water. He had
the whole of the labsto use; he had had the basics, and it was a project, something to do,
something with promise, thistime.

"| can't assis you in the water, Warren."

"l don't need assistance.” He capped the via and replaced it in the kit, wiped hisfingerswith
adignfectant towd ette and stowed it. "I'll come back to you in amoment.”

She made smdl whirring sounds, cameras busy.

He stood up, turned to face her, waved a hand toward the bank. " Turn your sensors over
there, far focus, will you? Seeif you can see anything.”

"Vegetation. Trees."

"Yes." He put his handsinto his pockets, sood staring into the forest along time, watching
the wind stir the leaves on the far bank.

So theworld had alimit. Anne did. There. The ship had araft, two of them; but curiogity was
not worth the risk to the pseudosome. There were the other directions—flat and grassy; there
wasthe land-crawler for crossing them.

But there was nothing in those distances but more grass and more distance.

He shrugged, half a shiver, and turned his back on the river and the foret, climbed back to
Anne, pulled branches away from her slvery body and held them out of her way.

"Comeon. Let'sgo home."

"Yes, Warren." She swiveled smartly and reoriented, cracking branches with each meta
tread, followed him through the tangle until they had come out of the brush again, walking side by
gde toward the plain, toward the ship.

No sign of Sax. It was usdless. Sax would have drowned in theriver if hisfever had carried
him thisway; drowned and been swept out to some brush heap elsewhere. Or seaward.

"Anne, would you have followed meif I'd tried to crossthe river?

"Ingtruction directed meto stay. Program directs me to protect you."

"l loveyou, too, Annie, but don't ever take therisk. | could cross the river without danger.
My body floatsin water. Y ours sinks. The mud would bog you down."

"Program directs meto protect you."

"Y ou can't protect meif you're at the bottom of theriver. Y ou can't float. Do you understand
float?'



"Verb: be buoyant, rise. Noun—"

"Cancdl. You stay away from that water, hear me?”

"I'm receiving you clearly, Warren."

"| order you to stay away from theriver. If | go close, you stop and wait until 1 come back.
Y ou don't ever go into water. That's a permanent order."

"| percelve possible priority conflict.”

"Y ou have to preserve yoursdlf to carry out your instruction to protect me. True?"

"Wes"

"Water can damage you. It can't damage me. If | choose to go there, | go. Y ou stay away
fromthewater."

A ddlay. "Recorded.”

He frowned, hitched the pack up and looked askance at her, then cast another, longer look
backward.

Build abridge, perhaps? Make the other side accessible for Anne? The thought of going
beyond her range made him uneasy—if he should run into difficulty, need her—

There were the com units. The portable sensors.

He wanted to go over there, to know what was there. And not there.

the microscope turned up avariety of bacteriain the water. He sat in the lab, staring at the
cavorting shapes, shaken by that tiny movement asif it had been the sight of birds or beadts.
Something lived here and moved.

Such things, he recalled, could work al manner of difficultiesin ahuman gut. He called up
Library, went through the information gleaned of a dozen worlds. The comparisons might have
told Sikutu something, but he found it only bewildering. They might be photosynthesizing
animdcules, or contractile plants.

Hest killed the specimens. He shoved the plate into the autoclave and felt like amurderer. He
thought even of walking back to the river to pour the rest of thevid in. Life had become that
precious. He nerved himself and boiled the rest—imeagined tiny screamsin the hissing of the
bubbles. It left pale resdue.

two days he lay about, thinking, distracting himself from thought. He sat in Anne's observation
dome at night, mapped the movements of the system's other worlds; by day, observed the sun
through filters. But there were the charts they had made from space, and looking at the stars hurt
too much. It was too much wishing. He stopped going there.

And then there was just the forest to think about. Only that |eft.

he gathered his gear, set Anne to fetching this and that. He unbolted aland-crawler from its
braces, serviced it, loaded it to the bay and loaded it with gear: inflatable raft, surviva kit.

"Let it down," hetold Anne. "Lower the cargo lift."

She came out afterward, bringing him what he had asked, standing there while he loaded the
supplieson.

"Assgance?'

"Go back in. Seal the ship. Wait for me."

"My program isto protect you."

"The pseudosome stays here." He reached into the crawler, where the sensor remote unit sat,
ablack square box on the passenger seat. He turned it on. "That better?”

"The sensor unit is not adequate for defense.”

"The pseudosomeis not permitted to leave thisareaunless | call you. Therés no animatelife,
no danger. I'll bein contact. The unit is enough for meto cal you if | need help. Obey
ingructions”

"Please recongder this program.”



"Obey ingructions. If you damage that pseudosome, it's possible | won't be ableto fix it, and
then | won't haveit when | need you. True?'

v

"Then stay here." Hewalked round, climbed into the driver's seet, started the engine.
"Recorded?"

"Recorded.”

Heput it in gear and drove off through the grass— looked back as he turned it toward the
forest. She dtill stood there. He turned his attention to the rough ground aheed, fought the whes!.

A machine, after dl. There were moments when he lost track of that.

The sensor unit light glowed. Shewas dtill beside him.

he dragged the raft down the sandy dope, unwiedy bundle, squatted there amoment to catch
his breath on the riversde. The wind whispered in the leaves. No noise of motors. He felt the
solitude. He saw detals, rather than the sterile flatnesses of the ship, absorbed himsdlf in the hush,
the moving of the water.

He moved findly, unrolled the raft and pulled the inflation ring. It hissed, stiffened, soread
itsdf.

Beep. Beep-beep-beep.

The sensor box. His heart sped. He scrambled up the sandy rise of the crawler and reached
the box in the seet. " Anne. What's wrong?'

"Please Sate your location,” the box asked him.

"Besidetheriver."

"Thisagreeswith my location findings. Please reconsider your program, Warren."

"Anne, you keep that pseudosome whereitis. I'll call you if | need you. And | don't need
you. I'm al right and there's no danger."

"| picked up unidentified sound.”

Helet hisbresth go. "That wastheraft inflating. | did it. Thereésno danger.”

"Please reconsider your program.”

"Anne, take ingtruction. Keep that pseudosome with the ship. I've got asmall communicator
withme,

The sensor box weighs too much for meto carry it with the other things| need. I'm going to
leaveit in the crawler. But I'm taking the communiceator. I'll call you if therés an emergency or if |
need assistance.”

"Response timewill be one hour seventeen minutes to reach your present location. Thisis*
unacceptable."

"I tell you it isacceptable. | don't need your assistance.”

"Y our volume and pitch indicate anger.”

"Yes I'mangry.”

"Be happy, Warren."

"I'll be happy if you do what | told you and keep that pseudosome at the ship.”

A long delay. "Recorded.”

He took the communicator from the dash, hooked it to his belt. Walked off without afurther
word. Anne worried him. There was dwaysthat conflict-override. She could do something
unpredictable if some sound set her off, some perception asinnocent asthe raft cylinder's noise.

But there was nothing out here to trigger her. Nothing.

He dipped the raft away from the shore, quietly, quietly, used the paddle with caution. The
current took him gently and he stroked leisurely againgt it.
A wind sgned down theriver, disturbing the warmth, rustling the leaves. He drove himsdlf



toward the green shadow of the far bank, skimmed the shore atime.

Therewas akind of tree that flourished on that Side, the leaves of which grew in dusterson
the drooping branches, like fleshy green flowers, and moss that festooned other trees never grew
onthiskind. He saw that.

Therewas a sort of green flower of thin, brown-veined leaves that grew up from the shalows,
green lilies on green pads. The river sent up bubbles among them, and he probed anxioudy with
his paddle, disturbed their roots, imagining some dire finned creature whipping away from that
probing—but he only didodged more bubbles from rotting vegetation on the bottom. Thelilies
and the rot were cloyingly Sweset.

He let the current take the raft back to the far-shore point nearest his starting place. He drove
the raft then into the shallows and stood up carefully, stepped ashore without wetting his boots,
dragged the raft up by the mooring rope and secured it to a stout branch to keep the current from
unsettling it by any chance.

Hetook his gear, dung the strap over his shoulder, looked about him, chose his path.

He thumbed the communicator switch. " Anne.”

"Assgance?'

"Precaution. I'm fine. I'm happy. | have aprogram for you. | want you to cal me every hour
on the hour and check my status.”

"Recorded. Warren, please confirm your position.”

"At theriver. Same as before. Obey your ingtructions.”

v

He thumbed the switch over to receive, and started walking.

Ferns. Bracken, waist-high. Great clumps of curling hairy fronds: he avoided these; avoided
the soft vine growth that festooned the high limbs of the trees and dropped like curtains.

Beyond the forest rim the ferns gave way to fungi, smdl round balsthat he thought at first
were animals, until he prodded one with astick and broke it. There were domes, cones,
parasols, rods with feathered fringes. Platelet fungi of orange and bluish white grew on rotting
logs and ridged the twisted roots of living trees. Color. Thefirst color but green and white and
brown, anywherein the world.

Thetreesgrew tdler, became giantsfar different from the riversde varieties. They loomed up
straight and shadowy-crowned, their branchesinterlacing to shut out the sun. The light came
through these branchesin shaftswhen it came at dl; and when night came here, he reckoned, it
would be night indeed.

He stopped and looked back, realizing he had long since lost sight or sound of theriver. He
took his axe; it took resolution to move after such silence, more than that to strike, to make a
mark. He deafened himsdlf to the sacrilege and started walking again, cutting amark wherever he
passed from view of thelast. Chipsfell white onto the spongy carpet of eons-undisturbed leaves.
The echoes lasted long, like eerie voices.

“"Warren."

His heart al but stopped.

"Anne. My gtatusis good.”

"Thank you."

Com went off again. He kept walking, marking hisway, like walking in some grest cavern.
The way seemed different when viewed from the reverse, and the trees grew larger and larger
gtill, so that he had to cut deep to make his marks, and he had to struggle over roots, some
knee-high, making going dow.

He saw light and walked toward it, losing it sometimesin the tangle, but coming aways
closer—broke findly upon agrove of giants, greater than any trees he had seen. One, vaster than



any others, lay splintered and falen, ancient, moss-bearded. A younger tree supported it, broken
beneath the weight; and through the vacant spacein the forest celling left by the giant'sfall,
sunlight streamed in abroad shaft to the forest floor, where soft green moss grew and white
flowers bloomed, blessed by that solitary touch of daylight. Motes danced in the sun, the drift of
pollen, golden-touched in agreen light so filtered it waslike someairy sea

Warren stopped, gazed in awe at the cataclysmic ruin of athing so old. The crash it must
have made, in some grest storm, with never an ear to hear it. He walked farther, stood in the
very heart of the sunlight and looked up at the blinding sky. It warmed. It filled dl the senseswith
warmth and well-being.

He looked about him, ventured even to touch the giant's mossy beard, the bark, the
smoothness where the bark had peeled away. He waked farther, half-blind, into the deep
shadows beyond, hismind gtill dazed by the place. All about him now was brown and green,
bark and leaves, white fungi, platelets as large as his hand stepping up the roots; ferns, fronds
unfurling waist-high, scattering their spores. The tangle grew thicker.

And heredlized of a sudden he had come some distance from the clearing.

He looked back. Nothing was recognizable,

He refused panic. He could not have come far. He began to retrace his path, confident at
firgt, then with growing uncertainty as hefailed to find things he recalled. He cursed himsdlf. His
heart pounded. He tore his hands on the brush that clawed a him. He felt as vulnerable suddenly
asachildinthedark, asif the sunlit clearing were the only safe placein theworld. Hetried to
run, to find it more quickly, to waste no time. Trees pressed close about him, straight and vast
and indifferently the same, their gnarled roots crossing and interweaving in the earth astheir
branches laced across the sky.

He had missed the clearing. He was lost. All ways|ooked the same. He ran, thrust hisway
from trunk to trunk, gasping for breath, dipped among the tangled wet roots, went sprawling,
hands skinned, chin abraded by the bark. He lay breathless, the wind knocked from him, al his
sensesjolted.

Sowly there came a prickling of nervesin the stillness, through his spasmodic gasps, a
crawling at the back of hisneck. He held himsdf tremblingly till &t first, his own weight holding
him where he had fallen, awkward and painfully bent. He scrabbled with his hands, intending one
swift movement, clawed hisway over to wave it off him.

Nothing wasthere, only the brush, the vast roots. The feding was till behind him, and he
froze, refusing to look, gripped in sweeting nightmare.

Of asudden he sprang up, ran, favoring hisright leg, sprawled again hisfull length in the wet,
dick leaves, scrambled and fought hisway through the thicket The chill presence—it had
direction—stayed congtantly on hisright, pressng him left and left again, until he sumbled and
struggled through worse and worse, tearing himsealf and the pack through the branches and the
fern, ripping skin, endangering his eyes.

He brokeinto light, into the clearing, into the warm shaft of sun. Hefell hard on hishandsand
kneesin that center of warmth and light, sobbing and ashamed and overwhel med with what had
happened to him.

He had panicked. He knew hisway now. Hewas dl right. He sank down on hisbelly, the
pack still on hisback, and tried to stop shaking.

Strangeness flowed over him like water, not quite warmth, but a feather-touch that stirred the
hair at his nape. He moved, tried to rise and run, but he was weighted, pinned by the pack like a
specimen on aglass, in the heat and the blinding daylight, while something poured and flowed
over hisskin. Sweat ran. His breathing grew shalow.

IlIness. A recurrence of the plague. He groped at his belt for the communicator and lost it, his
hand gone numb. He lay pardlyzed, his open eyesfilled with trand ucent green, sunlight through



leaves. The sighing wind and rush of watersfilled his ears and dowed his bregath.

Deep and numbing quiet. Ages came and the rains and the sun filtered down season upon
season. Ages passed and the forest grew and moved about him. His body pressed deep to the
earth, degp into it, while hisarmslifted skyward. Hewas old, old, and hard with strength and full
of thelife that swelled and struggled to heaven and earth at once.

Then the sun was shining down in smple warmth and he was aware of his own body, lying
drained, bearing the touch of something very like a passing breeze.

He managed to stand at last, fatered, numb even yet, and |ooked about him. No breath of
wind. No leaves tirred.

"Warren?'

He stooped, gathered up the com unit. "I'm here, Anne."

"What'syour status, Warren?'

He drew a deep breath. The presence—if it had been anything at al but fear—was gone.
"What'syour status, Warren?'

“I'mdl right—I'mdl right. I'm starting home now."

He kept the com unit on, in his hand, for comfort, not to face the deep woods alone. He
found hisfirst mark, the way that he had comein. He struggled from one to the other of the dash
marks, tearing through when he sighted the next, making frantic haste... away from what, he did
not know.

he was ashamed of himsdlf, on the other side of theriver, sitting in the raft, which swayed
against the shore, the paddle across his knees. Clothing torn, hands scratched, face scraped by
branches, hisleft eye watering where one had raked it... he knew better than what he had done,
racing hystericaly over unknown ground. He wiped hisface, redlized the possibility of
contaminants and wiped his bleeding hands on his trousers. Hallucination. He had breathed
something, gotten it when he had scratched himsdlf, absorbed it through the skin... ahundred
way's he had exposed himsdlf to contaminants. He felt sick. Scared. Some hallucinogens
recurred. He needed nothing like that.

"Warren?'

He fumbled out the com unit, answered, holding it in both hands, trying not to shiver.
"Everything dl right, Anne?'

"All gable” Anne replied. He cherished the voicein the tillness, the contact with something
infalible. He sought a question to make her talk.

"Have your sensors picked up anything?'

"No, Warren."

"What have you been doing?'

"Monitoring my sysems™”

"Y ou haven't had any trouble?’

"No, Warren."

"1'm coming back now."

"Thank you, Warren."

He cut the com unit off, sat holding it asif it were something living. A piece of Anne. A
connection. His hands shook. He steadied them, put the unit back at his belt, got up and climbed
ashore, limping. Pulled the raft up and anchored it to asolid limb.

No taking it back, no. Theraft stayed. No retreats. He looked back acrosstheriver, stared
a thefar darknesswith misgivings.

There was nothing there.

light was fading in the drive back. The crawler jounced and bucked itsway along thetrack he



had made through the grass on the way out, and the headlights picked up the bent grass ahead, in
the dark, in the chill wind. He drove too fast, forced himself to keep it to a controllable pace on
the rough ground.

"Anne," he asked through the com, "turn the running lightson.”

"Yes, Warren."

Theship lit up, colorsand brilliance in the dark ahead of him. Beautiful. He drove toward i,
fought the whed through pits and roughnesses, his shoulders aching.

"Dinner, Anne. What'sfor dinner?"

"Baked chicken, potatoes, greens, and coffee.”

"That'sgood." Histeeth were chattering. The wind was colder than he had thought it would
be. He should have brought his coat. "Are you happy, Warren?'

"I'm going to want abath when | get there." "Y es, Warren. Are you happy, Warren?"

"Soon." He kept talking to her, idiocies, anything to fend off the cold and the queasinessin the
night. The grass whipped by the fenders, asteady whisper. His mind conjured night-wandering
devils, apparitions out of bushes that popped out of the dark and whisked under the nose of the
crawler. Hedrovefor thelights. "Be outside," he asked Anne. "Wait for me at the cargo lock."

"Yes, Warren. I'm waiting." He found her there when he had brought the crawler round the
nose of the ship and came up facing thelock. He drew up closeto her, put on the brake and shut
down the crawler engine, hauled himsdlf out of the seat and set unsteady feet on the ground.
Anne clicked over, sensor lightswinking red in the dark. "Assstance?’

"Takethe kit and the sensor box out and stow them in thelock." He patted her metal
shoulder because he wanted to touch something reasonable. "I'm going ingde to take my bath."

"Yes, Warren."

He headed for the lock, stripped off al that he was wearing while the platform ascended, ran
the decontamination cycle at the sametime. He headed through the ship with his clothes over his
arm, dumped them into the laundry chute in the shower room, set the boots beside, for thorough
deaning.

He stayed in the mist cabinet agood long while, letting the heat and the team seep into his
pores— leaned againgt the back wall with eyes closed, willing himsalf to relax, conscious of
nothing but the warmth of the tiles againgt his back and the warmth of the moisture that flooded
down over him. The hiss of the vapor jets drowned al other sounds, and the condensation on the
transparent outer wall seded off al theworld.

A sound came through. .. not aloud one, the impression of asound. He lifted his head, cold
suddenly, looked at the steam-~obscured panel, unable to identify what he had heard.

He had not closed the doors. The shower was open, and while he had been gone—while he
had been gone from the ship, the pseudosome standing outside—T he old nightmare came back
to him. Sax.

Somewhere in the depths of the ship, wandering about, giving Anne orders that would
prevent her reporting his presence. Sax, mind-damaged, with the knifein his hand. He stood
utterly ill, heart pounding, trying to see beyond the steamed, trand ucent pandl for whatever
presence might be in the room.

A footstep sounded outside, and another, and a gangling human shadow did in the front panel
while his heart worked madly. Leaned closer, and red lights gleamed, diffused sarswherethe
features ought to be. "Warren?'

For an ingtant more the nightmare persisted, Anne become the presence. He shook it off,
gathering up his courage to cut the steam off, to dedl with her. " Anne, isthere trouble?’

"No, Warren. The kit and the sensor box are stowed. Dinner is ready.”

"Good. Wait there.”



Shewaited. His orders. He calmed himsdlf, activated the dryer and waited while moisture
was sucked out of the chamber... took the comb he had brought in with him and straightened his
hair in the process. The fans stopped, the plastic panel cleared, so that he could see Anne
standing beyond the frosted trand ucence. He opened the door and walked out, and her limbs
moved, reorienting her to him, responding to him like aflower to the sun. He fet ashamed for his
attack of nerves—more than ashamed, deeply troubled. His breathing still felt uncertain, a
tightness about his chest, his pulse till elevated. He cast alook over his shoulder as he reached
for hisrobe, at the three shower cabinets, all dark now, concealments, hiding places. The silence
deadened his ears, numbed his senses. He shrugged into the robe and heard Anne moveat his
back. He spun about, back to the corner, staring into Anne's vacant faceplate where the lights
winked red in the darkness.

"Assgance?'

Hedid not like her so close... amachine, amind, one mistake of which, one seizing of those
meta hands— She followed him. He could not discover the logic on which she had done so. She
watched him. Obsessvdly.

Followed him. Heliked that andlysis even less. Things started following him and he started
seeing devilsin familiar territory. He sraightened againgt the wall and made himself caich his
breeth, fighting the cold chillsthat set him shivering.

"Warren? Assstance?'

Hetook her outstretched metal arm and felt the faint vibration under hisfingersasshe
compensated for hisweight. "I need help.”

"Please be specific.”

He laughed wildly, patted her indestructible shoulder, fighting down the hysteria, making
himsdlf see her as she was, machine. "Isdinner ready?"

"Yes. I'vestt it onthetable”

He waked with her, into the lift, into the upper leve of the ship, the living quarterswherethe
table that he used was, outside his own quarters. He never used the mess hdll: it wastoo empty a
place, too many chairs; he no more went there than he opened the quarters of the dead, next
door to him, al about him. He sat down, and Anne served him, poured the coffee, added the
cream. The dinner was good enough, without fault. He found himsalf with less appetite than he
hed thought, in the stedl and plastic enclosure of the ship, with the ventilation sounds and the smal
sounds of Anne's motors. It was dark round about. He was intensely conscious of that— the
night outside, the night deep in the ship where daylight made no difference. Anne's naturd
condition, night: shelived init, in space; existed in it here, except for the lightsthat burned here,
that burned in corridors when he walked through them and compartments when he was there, but
after he was gone, it reverted to its perpetual dark. Dark wrapped everything in the world but
this compartment, but him, and he dared not deep. He feared the dreams coming back. Feared
helplessness.

No sign of Sax, out there.

He drank his coffee, sat staring at the plate until Anne took it away. Findly he shivered and
looked toward the bar cabinet at the far sde of the common room. He gave himsdlf permission,
got up, opened the cabinet, pulled out a bottle and the makings and took it back to the table.

"Assigance?" Anne asked, having returned from the galley.

"I'll do it mysdlf. No trouble." He poured himself adrink. "Get someice."

Sheleft on the errand. He drank without, had mostly finished the glass when she came back
with atherma bucket full. She set it on the table and he made himself another.

That was the way to get through the night. He was not adrinking man. But it killed the feer. It
warmed histhroat and spread a pleasant heat through his belly where fear had lain like an
indigestible lump.



He had not planned to drink much. But the hest itsalf was pleasant, and the lassitude it spread
through him cured amultitude of ills. By thetime he arrived at the bottom of the third glass, he
had a certain courage. He smiled bitterly at Anne's blank face. Then hefilled afourth glassand
drank it, on the ddliberate course to total anesthesia

It hit him then, sudden and coming down like avast weight. He started to get up, to clear his
head, staggered and knocked the glass over. "Assstance?' Anne asked.

He leaned on the table rim, reached for the chair and missed it for an ingtant. Anne's metd
fingers closed on hisarm and held. He ydled, from fright, trying to free himsalf. Thosefingers
which could bend metal pipe closed no farther. "Isthispain?' she asked. "What isyour status,
Warren?!

"Not so good, Anne. Let go. Let mego."

"Painisnot optimum function. | can't accept programming from ahuman who's
mafunctioning.”

"Y ou're hurting my arm. Y ou're causing the pain. Stop it."

Shelet him go at once. "Assistance?’

He caught hisbalance againgt her, leaning heavily until his ssomach stopped heaving and his
head stopped spinning quite o violently. She accepted hisweight, stabilizing with small hums of
her motors. "Ass stance? Ass stance?”’

He drew a shaken breath and choked it down past the obstruction in histhroat, patted her
meta shoulder. " Contact—is assistance enough. It'sdl right, Annie. I'm dl right." He staggered
for one of thereclining chairsalittle distance across the room and madeit, his head spinning as
helet it back. "Keep the lights on. Lock your doors and accesses.”

"Program accepted, Warren. Thisis security procedure. Please state nature of emergency.”

"Do you perceive any form of life... but me... anywhere?'

"Vegeation."

"Then thereisn't any, isthere?' Helooked hazily up a her towering, spidery form. "Obey
instruction. Keep the accesses locked. Always keep them locked unless| ask you to open them.
Anne, can you Sit down?"

"Yes, Warren. Y ou programmed that pattern.”

The worktable, he recalled. He pointed at the other chair. "Sit in the chair.”

Anne walked to it and negotiated herself smoothly into its sturdy, padded seat, and looked no
more comfortable Stting than she had reclining on the worktable.

"Your medianjoints" he said. "L et your middle joints and shoulders quit stabilizing." Shedid
s0, and her body sagged back. He grinned. "L eft ankle on top of right ankle, legs extended.
Pettern like me. Loosen al but balance-essentid stabilizers. It's called rdaxing, Annie.” He
looked at her sitting there, arms like hisarms, on the chair, feet extended and crossed, faceplate
reflecting back the calling light and flickering insde with minute red stars. He laughed hystericaly.

"Thisisapleasurereflex,” she observed.

"Possibly.” He snugged himsdlf into the curvature of the chair. Y ou St there, Annie, and you
keep your little sensors—all of them, inside and outside the ship—dert. And if you detect any
disturbance of them at al, wake me up.”

his head hurt in the morning, hurt stting till and hurt worse when he moved it, and ached
blindingly while he bathed and shaved and dressed. He kept himsalf moving, bitter penance. He
cleaned theliving quarters and the gdley, finally went down to the lock through crashes of the
machinery that echoed in his head. The sunlight shot through his eyesto his nerve endings, dl the
way to hisfingertips, and he walked out blind and with eyes watering and leaned on the nearest
landing strut, advantaging himsdf of its pillar-like shade.

He was ashamed of himself, self-disgusted. The fear had gotten him last night. The solitude



had. He was not proud of his behavior in the forest: that was one thing, private and ugly; but
when he came home and went to pieces in the ship, because it was dark, and because he had
bad dreams....

That scared him, far more subgtantialy than any forest shadow deserved. His own mind had
pounced on him last night.

Hewaked out, wincing in the sunlight, to the parked crawler, leaned on the fender and
followed with his eyesthe track he had made coming in, before it curved out of sght around the
ship. Grass and brush. He had ripped through it last night asif it had al turned animate.
Hallucinations, perhaps. After last night he had another answer, which had to do with solitude
and the human mind.

He went back ingde and finally took something for his head.

by 1300 hours he was fedling better, the housekeeping duties done. Paced, in the confines of
theliving quarters, and caught himsdlf doing it.

Work had been the anodyne until now... driving himsdf, working until he dropped; he ran out
of work and it was the liquor, to keep the nightmares off. Neither could serve, not over the
stretch of years. He was not accustomed to thinking years. Heforced himsdf to... tothink of a
lifein more than terms of survivd; to think of living as much as of doing and finding and
discovering.

Hetook one of the exercise mats outside, brought aflask of iced juice dong with his
biologica notes and took Anne with him, with hisfavorite music tapesfed to the outside
speakers. He stripped, spread his mat just beyond the canopy, and lay down to read, the music
playing cheerfully and the warmth of Harley's star seeping pleasantly into hiswell-lotioned skin.
He dept for atime, genuine and relaxed deep, awoke and turned onto his back to let the sun
warm hisfront for atime, ared glow through his closed lids.

"Warren?'

He shaded his eyes and |ooked up at the standing pseudosome. He had forgotten her. She
had never moved.

"Warren?'

"Don't nag, Annie. | didn't say anything. Come here and sit down. Y ou make me nervous.”

Anne dutifully obeyed, bent, flexed her knees an aarming distance and fell the last half foot,
catching hersdlf on her extended hands, knees drawn up and spine rigid. Warren shook his head
in despair and amusement. "Relax. Y ou have to do that when you Sit."

The metal body sagged into jointed curves, brought itself more upright, settled again.

"Dear Annig, if you were only human.”

Anne turned her sensor lightson, dl of them. Thought amoment. "' Corollary, Warren?"

"Towhat? To if? Anne, my love, you aren't, and thereisn't any.”

He had confused her. Thelightsflickered one after the other. "Clarify."

"Human nature, that's al. Humans don't function well alone. They need contact with someone.
But I'm dl right. It'snothing to concern you."

The motors hummed faintly and Anne reached out and let her hand down on his shoulder.
The action was S0 human it frightened him. He looked into her ovoid face at the lights that
danced insgde and his heart beat wildly.

"Isyour stetusimproving?'

Contact with someone. He laughed sorrowfully and bresthed asigh.

"| perceiveinterna disturbances.”

"Laughter. Y ou know laughter.”

"Thiswasdifferent.”

"The pace of laughter varies."



"Recorded." Anne drew back her hand. "Y ou're happy."

"Anne—what do you think about when I'm not here. When I'm not asking you to do
something, and you have thoughts, what are they?"

"l have astandard program.”

"And what's that?'

"l maintain energy levels, regulate my circulation and temperature, monitor and repair my
component—"

"Cancel. You don't think. Like you do with me. Y ou don't ask questions, decide, follow
sequences of reasoning.”

Thelights blinked amoment. " The automatic functions are sufficient except in an anomaous
gtuaion."

"But I'm talking to the Al. You. the Al's something other than those programs. What do you
do, deep?

"l wat."

Like the pseudosome, standing indefinitely. No discomfort to move her, to make her
impatient. Y ou investigate gimuli.”

"Yes"

"But there aren't many, arethere?'

A ddlay. Incomplete noun. "They are constant but not anomaous.”

"Y ou're bored too."

"Bored. No. Bored is not a state of optimum function. Bored is ahuman state of frustrated
need for activity. Thisisnot gpplicableto me. | function at optimum.”

" Functioning congtantly doesn't damage you."

“No."

"Usethelibrary. Y ou can do that, can't you? If there aren't adequate stimuli in the
environment to engage the Al, use thelibrary. Maybe you'll learn something.”

"Recorded.”

"And then what do we do?’

Thelights blinked. "Context indeterminate. Please restate the question.”

"Y ou could know everything thereisto know, couldn't you, and you'd sit with it inside you
and do nothing."

"Context of do indeterminate. I'm not able to process the word in this context."

He reached out, patted her silver leg. The sensors blinked. Her hand came back to him and
stayed there, heavy, on his shoulder. Contact.

"That's enough,” he said, and removed his hand from her; she did the same. "Thank you,
Anne." But hewas cold insde.

Herdaxed findly, staring out beneath the ship toward the forest.

Therewasthefear. There waswhereit sat. He hurt insde, and the healing wasthere, not
sedling himsdlf into the ship. Sterility. Inane acts and inane conversation.

If hefeared out there, the fear itsdlf proved he was dlive. It was an enemy to fight. It was
something he did not program. It held the unanticipated, and that was precious.

Anne, waiting forever, absorbing the stimuli and waiting for something anomalous, to turn on
her intelligence. He saw himsdlf doing thet, Stting in the ship and waiting for ahumean lifetime—for
some anomdy inthewind.

No.

he came thistime with adifferent kind of attack, dowly, consderately, the crawler equipped
with sensor box and sample kits and recorders and food and water, rope and directional beeper,



anything that seemed remotely useful. With the film camera. With arifle with a nightscope.
Overequipped, if anything, in which he found some humor... but hefelt the safer for it.

Theraft was till securely tied to the branch, the sand about it unmarked by the passage of
any moving creature, even void of insect tracks. On the far bank the forest waited in the dawn,
pesceful—dark inside, asit would aways be.

Someday, he promised it. He loaded theraft, trip after trip from the crawler parked up on the
bank. Anne waswith him, disembodied, in the incarnation of her sensor box, in the com unit. She
talked to him, telling him she detected vegetation, and he laughed and snugged the box into the
bottom of theraft.

"Receptionisimpaired,” Anne complained.

"Sorry. | don't want to drop the box into the river.”

"Please don't do that, Warren."

He laughed again, in agood humor for Anne's witlesswitticisms. Piled other supplies about
her sensors. "I'll pull you out if | need you. Take care of the ship. I'm shutting you down. Y our
noiseisinterfering with my reception.”

"Please reconsder this program. Theriver is dangerous. Please reconsider.”

"Quiet." He shut her down. There was areciproca turn-on from her side, but she took orders
and stayed off thistime. He piled the last load in, coat and blanket in caseit grew chill onthe
water.

He untied the raft then, nudged it out alittle, stepped in and sat down, taking up the paddle. It
was not one of hisskills, rafting. He had read the manua and thought it out. Drove againgt the
gentle current, no great work: he reasoned that he could paddle upstream as long as he liked or
wanted to, and return was the river's business.

He passed the landing site on the far bank, passed an old log and wound along with the
grassy bank on one side and the forest on the other. Theriver was S0 still on most of its surface it
was hard to seein which direction it flowed. Shores turned to marsh on either side, and at some
time unnoticed, the trees on the right, which had been growing thicker and thicker, closed off al
view of the grasdands where the ship had landed. The banks began to have athick border of
reeds, some trees grew down into the water, making an obstacle of their knobby roots, making
curtains of moss hanging amost low enough to sweep his shoulders as he passed. Green lilies
drifted, beds of pads through which he drove the raft with shalow strokes, not to tangle the blade
of the paddle in their tough stems. In places the navigable channdl was no more than three meters
across, aweaving of reeds and sandbars and shadows between banks a good stone's throw
from sdeto side. It was adeepy place, al tones of green and brown... no sky that was not
filtered by leaves. A certain kind of tree wasin bloom, shedding white petals aslarge asaman's
hand on the water: they drifted like high-stemmed boats, clouds of them afl oat, fleets and
armadas destroyed by the dip of his paddle and the raft's blunt bow. Thefull flower had long
stamens and pistils so that they looked like white spiders dong the branches when they had shed,
and like flocks of bird'sbefore. Lilieswererife, and afine-leafed floating weed grew wherever
the water was shalow. It was worse than the lilies for tangling up the paddie: it broke off and
hung, dick brownish leaves. It was not, he decided, particularly lovely stuff, and it made going
very dow in the narrowest channels.

His shoulders began to ache with the long effort. He kept going long after the ache became
painful, anxious not to give ground... decided finally to put ashore for a space, when he had seen
an areanot so brushy and overgrown. He drove for it, rammed the bow up and started pulling it
about with strokes of the paddle.

The paddletip sank in, worse and worse with his efforts, tipped the raft with the suction ashe
pulled it out again and the raft dapped down with asmack. He frowned, jabbed at the sand
undernesth with his paddle, reducing it to jelly and thinking ruefully where he might have been if



he had not mistrusted the water purity and if he had bounded out to drag the raft ashore. It took
some little maneuvering to skim the raft off the quicksands and out again, back into themain
channel, and heforgot his aching shouldersto keep it going awhile.

"Warren?'

On the hour, asingructed. He stilled his heart and punched on his com unit, never stopping
his paddling. "Hello, Annie. Statusis good, love, but | need three handsjust now."

"Assstance? Estimate of time required to reach your position—"

"Cancd. Don't you try it. I'm managing with two hands quite nicely. How are you?'

"All my systems are functioning normaly, but my sensors areimpaired by obstructions. Please
clear my pickups, Warren."

"No need. My sensors aren't impaired and there's nothing anomalous.”

"| detect arepeated sound.”

"That's the raft's propulsion. Theré's no hazard. All syssems are normal. My statusis good.
Cdl in another hour."

"Yes, Warren."

"Shut down."

"Yes, Warren."

Contact went out; the box lights went off.

He closed off contact from his side, pushed off the bank where he had drifted while he was
arguing with Anne, and hand-over-handed himself past alow-hanging branch. He snubbed a
loop of the mooring rope around it, snugged it down, resting for amoment while the raft swayed
deepily back and forth.

It's beautiful , he thought, Sax. Min and Harley, it's worth seeing. He squinted up &t the
sunlight dancing through the branches. Hang the captain, Harley. They'll come here sometime.
They'll want the place. In someone's lifetime.

No answer. The sunlight touched the water and sparkled there, in one of the world's
paralyzing sillences. An armada of petasfloated by. A flotillaof bubbles. He watched othersrise,
near the roots of the tree.

Life, Harley?

He rummaged after one of the sample bags, after the seine from the collection kit. He flung
the saine out inexpertly, maneuvered it in the current, pulled it up. The net was fouled with the
brownish weed, and caught in it were some strands of gelatinous meatter, each afinger'slength,
grayish to clear with an opague kernel in the center. He wrinkled hislip, not liking the look of it,
reached and threw the sensor unit on again, holding its pickup wand almost touching the strands.

"Warren, | perceive an indeterminate life form, low order.”

"How—indeterminate?"

"1t may be plant but that identification isnot firm."

"| thought so. Now | don't particularly know what to do with it. It's stuck to the net and |
don't liketo go poking &t it bare-handed. Curious stuff."

"Assgance?'

"Wait." He put the scanner wand down and used both hands to even the net, cleared it by
shaking it in the water. He put the net into plastic before letting it back in the raft and sprayed his
hands and the side of the raft with disinfectant before picking up the wand and putting it back.
"I'mrid of it now, Annie, no trouble. I'm closing everything down now. Observe your one-hour
schedule”

He dipped the rope, took up the paddle and extricated the raft from the reeds, where it had
swung itsright Side. Headed for the center of the clear channdl.

It might have been eggs, he thought. Might have been. He considered the depth of the



channd, the murkiness of the water, and experienced adight disquiet. Something big could travel
that, lurk round the lily roots. He did not particularly want to knock into something.

Nonsense, Harley. No more devils. No more things in the dark. / won't make them
anymore, will I, Sax? No more cold sweats.

The river seemed to bend constantly eft, deeper into the forest, though he could not see any
more or any less on either hand asit went. The growth on the banks was the same. There was an
abundance of the fleshy-leaved trees that poured sap so freely when bruised, and the branches
hung down into the water so thickly in placesthat they formed a curtain before whatever lay on
shore. The spidertrees shed their white blooms, and the prickly onesthrust out twisted and
arching limbs, gnarled and humped roots poking out into the channel. Moss was everywhere, and
reeds and waterweed. He redized finally that the river had long since ceased to have any
recognizable shore. On the left stretched a carpet of dark green moss that bloomed enticingly.
Trees grew scattered there, incredibly neet, asif it were tended by some gardener, and the earth
looked so soft and inviting to the touch, so green, the flowerslike stars scattered acrossit.

Then he redlized why the place looked so soft and flat, and why the trees grew straight up like
columns, without the usud ugliness of twisting roots. That was not earth but floating moss, and
when he put his paddle down, he found quicksand on the bottom.

An ugly desth, that—sinking diveinto abog, to live for afew moments among the sands and
the corruption that oozed round the roots of thetrees. To drowninit.

He gave atwist of his mouth and shoved at the paddle, sent the raft up the winding coursein
haste to be out of it, then hated, drifting back a"little as he did so.

Theriver divided here, coming from left and from right about afinger of land that grew thicker
asit went—no idet, this, but the connection of atributary with theriver.

He paddied closer and looked up both overgrown ways. The one on the right was shdlower,
more choked with reeds, moss growing in patches acrossits surface, brush falen into it which the
wesak current had not removed. He chose the | eft.

At leadt, he reasoned with himsdlf, there was no chance of getting logt, even without the
elaborate directiond equipment he carried: no matter how many timestheriver subdivided, the
current would take him back to the crossing. He had no fear in that regard; for al that the way
grew gill moretangled.

No light here, but what came darkly diffused. The channel waslike atunnel among the trees.
From time to time now he could see larger trees beyond the shordline vegetation, the tall bulk of
one of the sky-reaching giantslike those of the grove. He wondered now if he had not been
much closer to the river than he had realized when he passed the grove and ran hysterically
through the trees, fedling devils at hisheds. That would have been a surprise, to have run out
onto clear and mossy ground and to find himsalf in quicksand up to hisears. So there were
deadly dangersin the forest—not the creeping kind, but dangers enough to make recklessness,
ether fleeing or advancing, fad.

"Warren."

Anne made her hourly call and he answered it shortly, without bresth for conversation and
lacking any substance to report. He rested finally, made fast the raft to the projecting roots of a
gnarly tree, laid his paddie across the plastic-wrapped seine and settled down into the raft, his
head resting on the inflated rim. He ate, had a cup of coffee from the thermos. Eventhis
overgrown branch of the river was beautiful, consdered item at atime. The star Harley wasa
warm spot dancing above the branches, and the water was black and rich. No wonder the plants
flourished s0. They grew in every available place. If the river were not moving, they would choke
up the channel with their mass and make of it one vast gpongy bog such asthat other arm of the
river had seemed to be.

"Warren."



He came awake and reached for the com. "Emergency?"

"No, Warren. Thetimeis 1300 hours."

"Already?' Helevered himsdf upright againgt the rim and looked about him at the shadows.
"Well, how areyou?'

"I'm functioning well, thank you."

"Soaml, love. Notroubles. Infact..." he added cautioudy, "in fact I'm beginning to think of
extending this operation another day. There's no danger. | don't see any reason to come back
and give up dl the ground I've traveled, and I'd have to start now to get back to the launching
point before dark.”

"Youll exit my sensor rangeif you continue this direction for another day. Please reconsider
this program.”

"l won't go outside your sensor range. I'll stop and come back then.”

A pause. "Yes, Warren."

"Il cdl if I need you."

"Yes, Warren."

He broke the contact and pulled the raft upcurrent by the mooring line to reach the knot,
untied it and took up the paddle again and started moving. He was content in hisfreedom,
content in the maze, which promised endless secrets. Theriver could become ahighway toits
mountain source. He could devise relays that would keep Anne with him. He need not be held to
one place. He believed in that again.

At 1400 he had alunch of lukewarm soup and a sun-warmed sandwich, of which he ate
every crumb, and wished he had brought larger portions. His appetite increased prodigioudy with
the exercise and the relaxation. He felt a profound sense of well-being... even found patience for
aprolonged bout with Anna's chatter. He called her up alittle before 1500 and let her samplethe
river with her sensors, balancing the box on the gear so that she could have alook about.

"Vegetation," she pronounced. "Water. Warren, please reconsder this program.”

He laughed at her and shut her down.

Then theriver divided again, and again he bore to the left, into the forest heart, whereit was
awaystwilight, arid less than that now. He paddied steadily, ignoring the persistent achein his
back and shoulders, until he could no longer see where he was going, until the roots and limbs
came up a him too quickly out of the dark and he felt the wet drag of moss across hisface and
arms more than once. 1837, when he checked the time.

"Anne."

"Warren?'

"I'm activating your sensors again. There's no trouble, but | want you to give me your
reports.”

"You'rein motion,” she said asthe box came on. "Low light. Vegetation and water.
Temperature 19°C. A sound: the propulsion system. Stability in poor function.”

"That'sfloating, Anne. Stability is poor, yes, but not hazardous.”

"Thank you. Y ou're behind my base point. | perceiveyou."

"No other life"

"V egetation, Warren."

He kept moving, into worse and worse tangle, hoping for an end to the tunnel of trees, where
he could at least have the starlight. Anne's occasiond voice comforted him. The ghodtly giantsdid
past, only dightly blacker than the night about him.

The raft bumped something underwater and dued abouit.

"Y ou've stopped.”

"l think | hit asubmerged log or something." Adrendin had shot through him &t thejolt. He



drew adeep breath. "It's getting too dark to see.”

"Please reconsder this program.”

"I think you have the right idea. Just a second." He prodded underwater with his paddie and
hit athing.

It came up, broke surface by the raft in the sensor light, mossy and jagged.

Log. Hewasfree, hispulsejolting in hisveins. Helet the current take the raft then, let it turn
the bow.

"Warren?'

"I'mloose. I'm all right." He caught a branch at a clearer spot and stopped, |etting the fear
ebb from him.

"Warren, you've stopped again."

"| stopped us." He wanted to keep running, but that was precisely the kind of action that
could run himinto trouble, pushing himsdlf beyond the fatigue point. A log. It had been alog after
al. Hetied up to the branch, put on hisjacket against the gathering chill and settled against the
yidding rim of theraft, facing the low, reedy bank and the wall of aged trees. " Anne, I'm going to
deep now. I'm leaving the sensor box on. Keep aert and wake meif you perceive anything you
have to ask about.”

"Recorded. Good night, Warren."

"Good night, Annie."

He closed hiseyesfindly, confident at least of Anne's watchfulness, rocked on the gently
moving surface of theriver. Tiniest sounds seemed loud, the dap of the water againgt its
boundaries, the susurration of the leaves, the ceasdess rhythms of the world, of growth, of things
that twined and fed on rain and degth.

He dreamed of home as he had not done in avery long time, of ahard-rock mining colony,
his boy hood, afascination with the stars; dreamed of Earth of things he had only heard of,
pictures he had seen rivers and forests and fields. Pictured rivers cameto life and flowed, hurling
hisraft on past shores of devastating silence, past the horror in the corridors, figureswaking in
Seam—

Sax—Sax legping a him, knifein hand—

He came up with agasp too loud in the sillence.

"Warren? Emergency?'

"No." Hewiped hisface, glad of her presence. "It'sjust adream. It'sdl right."

"Mdfunction?'

"Thoughts. Dream. A recycling of past experience. A clearing of files. It'sdl right. It'sa
natural process. Humans do it when they deep.”

"| percelved pain.”

"It's gone now. It stopped. I'm going back to deep.”

"Areyou happy, Warren?"'

"Judt tired, Anne. Just very tired and very deepy. Good night.”

"Good night, Warren."

He settled again and closed his eyes. The breeze sighed and the water 1apped gently, rocking
him. He curled up again and sank into deeper deep.

he awokein dim light, in adecided chill that made him glad of the jacket. The side of him that
he had lain on was cold through and he rubbed hisarm and leg, wishing for ahot breakfast
instead of cold sandwiches and lukewarm coffee.

A mist overlay theriver afew inches deep. It looked like ariver of cloud flowing between the
green banks. He reached and turned off Anne's sensors. " Shutting you down. It'smorning. I'll be
garting back in amoment. My statusis good.”



"Thank you, Warren."

He settled back again, enjoyed the beauty about him without Anne's time and temperature
andyses. He had no intention of letting his eyes close again, but it would be easy in thisquiet, this
peace.

The sense of well-being soured abruptly. He seemed heavier than the raft could bear, his
head pounded, the pulse beat at histemples.

Something was radically wrong. He reached for the sensor box but he could no longer move.
Heblinked, aware of the water swelling and falling under him, of the branch of the aged tree
above him.

Breath stopped. Swesat drenched him. Then the breathing reflex started again and the
perspiration chilled. A curious sickly feding went from shouldersto fingertips, unbearable
pressure, asif hislaboring heart would burst the veins. Pressure spread, to his chest, his head, to
groin, to legsand toes. Then it eased, leaving him limp and gasping for air.

The hairs at his nape stirred, aFingering touch at his senses. Darts of sensation ran over his
skin; musclestwitched, and he struggled to St up; he was blind, with softnesswrapping himin
cotton and bringing him unbearable sorrow.

It passed.

"You'rethere," hesaid, blinking to clear hiseyes. "Y ou're there."

Not madness. Not insanity. Something had touched him in the clearing that day asit just had
done here. "Who areyou?' he asked it. "What do you want?"

But it had gone—no malevolence, no. It ached, it was so different. It wasred. His heart was
gtill racing from itstouch. He dipped the knot, tugged the rope free, |et the raft take its course.

"Findyou," hetoldit. "I'll find you." He began to laugh, giddy at the spinning course the raft
took, the branches whirling in wide circles above him.

"Warren," the box said, sdlf-activated. "Warren? Warren?'

"hello. warren."

He gave ahaggard grin climbing down from the land crawler, staggered a bit from weariness,
edged past the pseudosome with apat on the shoulder. "Hello yoursdlf, Annie. Unload the gear
out of the crawler.”

"Yes, Warren. What isyour status, please?’

"Fine, thanks. Happy. Dirty, tired and hungry, but happy overdl.”

"Bath and supper?"

"Inthat order."

"Seep?’

"Possibly." He waked into the lock, stripped off his clothing asthe cargo lift roseinto
netherdeck, aready anticipating the luxury of awarm bath. He took the next lift up. "I'll want my
robe. How areyou?'

"I'm functioning well, thank you." Her voice cameto him dl over the ship. Thelift stopped and
let him out. Sheturned on the lights for him section by section and extinguished them &fter.

"What'sfor supper?"

"Steak and potatoes, Warren. Would you like tea or coffee?’

"Beautiful. Coffee”

"Yes, Warren."

Hetook alingering bath, dried and dressed in his robe, went up to the living quarters where
Anne had set the table for him, dl the appointments, al the best. He sat down and looked up at
Anne, who hovered there to pour him coffee.

"Pull up the other chair and sit down, will you, Anne?'

"Yes Warren."



She released the facing chair fromitstrangit braces, settled it in place, turned it and sat down
correctly, metal arms on the table in exact imitation of him. Her lights dimmed once more as she
seitled into agtate of waiting.

Warren ate in contented silence, not disturbing her. Anne had her limitationsin smdl talk.
When he had finished he pushed the dishes asde and Anne's sensors brightened at once, anew
program clicking into place. Sherose and put everything onto the waiting tray, tidying up with a
brisk rattle of auminum and her own metd fingers.

"Anne, love"

"Yes, Warren."

"Activate gamesfunction.”

Tray forgotten, she turned toward him. The screen on thewall lighted, blank. " Specify.”

"Y ou choose. Y ou make a choice. Which game?’

Black and white squares flashed onto the screen.

Chess. He frowned and looked at her. "That's anew one. Who taught you that?"

"My firgt programmer ingtalled the program.”

He looked at the board, drew a deep breath. He had intended something rather smpler,
some fagt and stimulating fluff to shake the lingering sense from his brain. Something to desp on.
To see after hiseyes were closed. He considered the game. "Are you good at chess?!

"Yes, Warren."

He was amused. " Take those dishes to the galley and come back up here. I'll play you."

"Yes, Warren." The board atered. She had chosen white. The first move was made. Warren
turned his chair and reclined it to study the board, hisfeet on the newly cleared table. He gave
her his move and the appropriate change appeared on the screen.

The game was dmost over by the time the pseudo-some came topside again. She needed
only four more moves to make his defest a certainty. He sat back with hisarmsfolded behind his
head, studying his decimated forces. Shook hishead in disbelief.

"Annie, ma belle dame sans mer ci—has anyone ever beaten you?'

"No, Warren."

He considered it amoment more, hislately bolstered well-being pricked. "Can you teach me
what you know?"

"I've been programmed with the works of fifteen zond champions. | don't estimate that | can
teach you what | know. Human memory isfalible. Mineisnot, provided adequate cuesfor recal
and interrelation of data. One of my programmed functionsisinstruction in procedures. | can
ingruct.”

Herolled asdelong glance at her. "Fdlible?’

"Fdlible: capable of error.”

"] don't need the definition. What makes you so talkative? Did | hit aprogram?”’

"My firgt programmer was Franz Mann. He taught me chess. Thisisan exerciseinlogic. It'sa
testing mechanism, negative private appropriation. My function isto maintain you. I'm
programmed to instruct in procedures. Chessisaprocedure.”

"All right," hesaid quietly. "All right, you can tesch me."

"Y ou're happy.”

"Y ou amuse me. Sit down.”

She resumed the chair opposite him... her back to the board, but she did not need to seeiit.
"Amusement produces laughter. Laughter isapleasure or surpriseindicator. Amusement is
pleasant or surprising. Please specify which, Warren."

"You're both, Anne."

"Thank you. Pleasureisapriority function.”



"Isit?'

"Thisisyour ingruction, Warren."

Hefrowned at her. In the human-maintenance programming he had poured agreat number of
definitionsinto her, and apparently he had gotten to afluent area. Hersdlf. Her primeleve. She
was essentiadly an egotigt.

Another chesshoard flashed onto the screen.

"Begin," shesad.

She defeated him again, entered another game before he found his eyes watering and his
senses blurring out on the screen. He went to bed.

Treesand black and white squares mingled in his dreams.

the next venture took resting. .. took abody in condition and amind at ease. He looked over
the gear the next morning, but he refused to do anything more. Not a once. Not rushing back
exhausted into the heart of the forest. He lazed about in the sun, had Anne's careful hands rub
lotion over his sore shoulders and back, felt immeasurably at peace with the world.

A good lunch, anap afterward. He gave the ship along-neglected manua check, in corridors
he had not visited since the plague.

Therewaslifein the botany lab, two of Rul€'s collection, succulents which had survived on
their own water, two lone and emaciated spiny clusters. He came on them amid atangle of
brown husks of other plants which had succumbed to neglect, brushed the dead |eaves avay
from them, tiny asthey were. He looked for others and found nothing else dlive. Two fellow
Urvivors.

No knowing from what distant star system they had been gathered. Tray after tray of brown
husks collapsed across the planting medium, victims of his shutdown order for thelabs. He
sripped it dl, gathered the dead plantsinto abin. Investigated the lockers and the drawers.

There were seeds, bulbs, rhizomes, al manner of sarts. He thought of putting them outside,
of seeing what they would do—but considering the ecology

... o; nothing that might damage that. He thought of bringing some of theworld'slifeinsde,
making a garden; but the world outside was mostly lilies and waterflowers, and lacked colors.
Some of these, he thought, holding a palmful of seeds, some might be flowers of al kinds of
colors... odors and perfumes from adozen different star systems. Such agarden was not for
discarding. He could start them here, plant them in containers, fill the ship with them.

He grinned to himsdf, set to work reworking the planting medium, activating theirrigation
sysem.

He located Rule's notebook and sat down and read through it, trying to decide on the seeds,
how much water and how deep and what might be best.

He could fill the whole botany lab, and the plants would make seeds of their own. No more
derxility. He pictured the living quarters blooming with flowers under the artificid sunlight. There
was life outside the ship, something to touch, something to find; and in here... he might make the
place beautiful, something he could live in while getting used to the world. No more fear. He
could navigate therivers, hikethefores. .. find whatever it was. Bring home the most beautiful
things. Turnit dl into agarden. He could leave that behind him, at least, when another team did
come, even past hislifetime and into the next century. Records. He could feed them into Anne
and she could send them to orbiting ships. He could learn the world and make records others
could use. Hisworld, after al. Whole colonies here someday who would know the name of Paul
Warren and Harley and Rule, Burlin and Sax and Sikutu and the rest. Humans who would ook
at what he had made.

Who would approach what he had found out on the river with awe. Find it friendly, whether
or notit wasan intelligence. The ship couldfit in... with the gardens he intended. Long rhythms,
the seeding of plants and the growing of trees and the shaping of them. No project he had



approached had offered him so much. To travel the rivers and find them and to come hometo
Anne, who maintained al helearned...

He amiled to himsdlf. " Anne. Send the pseudosome here. Botany four."

She came, aworking of thelift and atread of metd feet down the corridor and through the
outer labsinto thisone. "Assstance?"

"Y ou had astandard program for this area. Maintenance of water flow. Cleaning.”

"l find record of it."

"Activateit. | want thelights on and the water circulating here.”

"Yes, Warren." Thelights blinked, the sixth one aswell, in the darkness where her chin should
be. "Thisisnot your gation.”

“Itisnow."

"ThisisRulésgation.”

"Rule stopped functioning. Permanently.” Hislipstightened. He didiked getting into desth with
amind that had never been dive. "I'm doing some of Ruleswork now. | liketo doiit.”

"Areyou happy?'

"Yes

"Assgance?'

"Il doit mysdf. Thisishumanwork."

"Explan.”

He looked about at her, then back to hiswork, dropping the seedsin and patting the holes
closed. "Y ou're uncommonly conversationd. Explain what?'

"Explain your datus.”

"Dear Annie, humans have to be active about twelve hours aday, body and mind. When we
stop being active we don't function well. So | find thingsto do. Activity. Humans have to have
activity. That'swhat | mean when | use do in an unexplained context. It's an important verb, do.
It keeps us hedlthy. We dways have to have something to do, even if we haveto hunt to find it."

Anne digested that thought amoment. "'l play chess."

He stopped what he was doing in mid-reach, looked back at her. Asfar ashe could recall it
was thefirg time she had ever offered such an unsolicited suggestion. "How did that get into
your programming?’

"My fird programmer was—"

"Cancdl. | mean why did you suddenly offer to play chess?'

"My function isto maintain you happy. Y ou request activity. Chessisan activity."

He had to laugh. She had almogt frightened him, and in alittle measure he was touched. He
could hardly hurt Anne's fedings. "All right, love. I'll play chess after supper. Go fix supper ahead
of schedule. It's nearly time and I'm hungry.”

it was chicken for dinner, coffee and cream piefor dessert, the silver arranged to perfection.
Warren sat down to eat and Anne took the chair acrossthe table and waited in gresat patience,
arms before her.

He finished. The chesshoard flashed to the screen above.

Shewon.

"You erred in your third move," she said. The board flashed up again, renewed. She
demondirated the error. Played the game through a better move. "Continue.”

She defeated him again. The board returned again to starting.

"Cancd," hesaid. "Enough chessfor the evening. Find me dl the material you can on biology.
| want to do somereading.”

"I'velocated thefiles” she said ingtantly. "They'rein generd library. Will you want display or



printout?'

"Digplay. Run them by on the screen.”

The screen changed; printed matter came on. He scanned it, mostly the pictures. "Hold," he
sad findly, uninformed. The flow stopped. " Anne. Can you detect interna processesin sentient
life?"

"Negative. Internal processes are outside by sensor range. But | do pick up periodic sound
from high-level organismswhen | have refined my perception.”

"Breathing. Air exchange. It'sthe externd evidence of an interna process. Can you pick up,
say, dectrica activity? How do you tell—what's evidence to you, whether something isaive or
not?"

"| detect electrical fields. | have never detected an interna electrical process. | have recorded
information that such aprocess exists through chemica activity. Thisisnot within my sensor
range. Second question: movement; gas exchange; temperature; thermal pattern; sound—"

"Third question: Doeslife have to meet dl these criteriafor you to recognize it?'

"Negative. One pogtive reading is sufficient for Further investigation.”

"Have you ever gotten any reading that caused you to investigate further... here, at thissite?'

"Often, Warren."

"Did you reach apositive identification?"

"Wind motion ismost frequent. Sound. All these readings have had postive identification.”

Helet his pent breath go. "Y ou do watch, don't you? | told you to stay aert.”

"] continue your programming. | investigate dl stimuli that reach me. | identify them. | have
made positive identification on al readings.”

"And are you never in doubt? Isthere ever amargind reading?’

"l have cdled your attention to al such cases. Y ou have identified these sounds. | don't have
completeinformation on life processes. | am till assmilating information. | don't yet usedl
vocabulary inthisfield. | am running cross-comparisons. | estimate another two daysfor full
assmilation of library-accessed definitions.”

"Library." Herecdled accessing it. "What are you usng? What materid ?'

"Dictionary and encyclopedic reference. Thisisalarge program. Cross-referencing within the
program isincomplete. | am ill running on it.”

"Y ou mean you've been processing without shutdown?"

"The programisdill inassmilation.”

He sank back in the chair. "Might do you good at that. Might make you a better
conversationdigt." Hewished, "dl the same, that he had not started it. Shutdown of the program
now might muddie her, leave her with athousand unidentified threads hanging. ™Y ou haventt
gotten any conflicts, have you?'

"No, Warren."

"You're clever, aren't you? At least you'll be ahandy encyclopedia™

"l can provide information and ingtruction.”

"Y ou're going to be awonder when you get to the literary references.”

A prolonged flickering of lights. "I have investigated the literature storage. | haveinput all
library information, informationd, technical, literary, recrestiond. 1t's being assmilated asthe
definitions acquire sufficient cross-references.”

"Simultaneoudy? Y ou're reading the whole library sdeways?"

A further flickering of lights. "Laterdly. Correct description islaterdly. The cross-referencing
processinvolvesal materid."

"Who told you to do that?' He rose from the table. So did she, turning her beautiful, vacant
fact toward him, chromium and gray plastic, red sensor-lights glowing. He was overwhelmed by



the beauty of her.
And frightened.

"Y our programming. | am ingructed to investigate dl stimuli occurring within my sensor range.
| continue this as a permanent ingdruction. Library isaprimary source of relevant information.
Y ou accessed thisfor invedtigation.”

"Cancd," hesaid. "Cancd. Y ou're going to damage yoursdlf."

"Y ou're my highest priority. | must maintain you in optimum function. | am processing relevant
information. Itisin partial assmilation. Cancel of program negative possible. Y our order is
improper. I'min conflict, Warren. Please reconsider your instruction.”

Hedrew alarger bregth, leaned on the chair, staring into the red lights, which had stopped
blinking, which burned steedily, frozen. "Withdrawn," he said after amoment. "Withdrawn." Such
as she was capable, Anne wasin pain. Confused. The lights started blinking again, mechanical
relief. "How long isthis program going to take you?"

"| have estimated two days assmilation.”

"And know everything?1 think you're estimating too little."

"Thisispossble. Cross-references are multiplying. What isyour estimate?!

"Years. Theinput is continuous, Annie. It never quits. Theworld never stopssendingit. You
have to go on cross-referencing.”

Thelightsblinked. "Y es. My processing israpid, but the cross-reference causes some laterd
activity. Extrapolation indicates this activity will increasein breadth.”

"Wondering. Y ou're wondering."

A dday. "Thisisan adequate description.”

He walked over and poured himsdlf adrink at the counter. Looked back at her, finding his
hands shaking abit. "I'll tell you something, Annie. Y oure going to bealong timeat it. | wonder
things. | investigate things. It's part of human process. I'm going back to the river tomorrow."

"Thisisahazardous area."

"Negative. Not for me, it's not hazardous. I'm carrying out my own program. Investigating.
We make ateam, do you understand that word? Engaged in common program. Y ou do your
thinking here. | gather dataat theriver. I'll take your sensor box."

"Yes, Warren."

He finished the drink, pleased with her. Relaxed againgt the counter. "Want another game of
chess?'

The screen lit with the chessboard.

She won this one too.

he would have remembered the way even without the marks scored on the trees. They were
etched in memory, afdlenlog, the tree with the blue and white platelet fungus, the one with the
broken branch. He went carefully, rested often, burdened with Anne's sensor box and hisown
kit. Over everything the sllence persisted, forever silence, unbroken through the ages by anything
but the wind or the crash of some aged tree dying. His footsteps on the wet leaves seemed
unbearably loud, and the low hum from the sensor box seemed louder ill.

The clearing was ahead. It was that he had come back to find, to recover the moment, to
discover itin daylight.

"Anne," he saild when hewas closeto it, "cut off the sensor unit awhile. Itsnoiseisinterfering
with my perceptions.”

"Please recondgder thisingtruction. Y our perceptions are limited.”

"They're more sendtive over abroad range. It's safe, Anne. Cut it off. I'll call inan hour. You
wait for thet cal.”

"Yes, Warren."



The sensor unit went off. His shoulder ached from the fifteen kilos and the long walk from the
raft, but he carried it like moral debt. Asinsurance. It had never manifested itsdlf, this—life—not
for Anne's sensors, but twicefor his. Possibly the sensor box itself interfered with it; or the ship
did. Hegaveit dl the chance it might need.

But he carried the gun.

He found the grove different than he had remembered it, dark and sunlessyet in the early
morning. He came cautioudy, dwarfed and inggnificant among the giant trees... stopped
absolutely till, hearing no sound at al. There wasthe fdlen one, the father of al trees, his
moss-hung bulk gone dark and his beard of flowers gone. The grass that grew in the center was
dull and dark with shadow.

Softly he walked to that center and laid down his gear, sat down on the blanket roll. Looked
about him. Nothing had changed—Iikely nothing had changed here sncethefal of thetitan which
had |eft the vacancy in the celling of branches. Fourteen trees made the grove. The oldest of
those dtill living must have been cong derabl e trees when man was sill earthbound and reaching
for homeworld's moon. Even the youngest must measure their agesin centuries.

All right, he thought. Come ahead. No sensors. No machines. You remember me, don't
you? The night, on theriver. I'mthe only one thereis. No threat. Come ahead.

There was not the least response.

Hewaited until his muscles cramped, feding increasingly disgppointed. .. nolittle afraid: that
too. But he had come prepared for patience. He squatted and spread out his gear so that there
was a plagtic sheet under the blanket, poured himself hot coffee from his flask and stretched out
torelax. Anne called in hisdrowsing, once, twice, three times: three hours. The sun cameto the
patch of grasslike adaily miracle, and motes of dust and pollen danced in the beam. The giant's
beard bloomed again. Then the sun passed on, and the shadows and the murk returned to the
grove of giants.

Perhaps, he thought, it had gone away. Perhapsit was no longer resident herein the grove,
but down by theriver yonder, where he had fdlt it the second time. It had fingered over hismind
and maybe it had been repelled by what it met there. Perhaps the contact was afrightening
experiencefor it and it had made up its mind against another such attempt.

Or perhapsit had existed only in the curious workings of avery londy human mind. Like
Anne. Something of hisown making. Hewanted it to exist. He desperately wanted it to be redl,
to make theworld dive, Ruleésworld, and Harley's, and his. He wanted it to lend companionship
for the years of slence, the hollow days and deadly nights, something, anything— an animal or an
enemy, athing to fear if not something to love. Solitude forever—he could not bear that. He
refused to believein it. Hewould search every square meter of the world until he found
something like him, that lived and fdlt, or until he had proved it did not exi<.

Andit came.

Thefirgt touch was aprickling and agentle whisper in hismind, asound of wind. Theair
shone with an aching green luminance. He could not hold it. The light went. Numbness came over
him; his pulse jumped wildly. Pain lanced through his chest and belly. Then nothing. He gasped
for air and felt afingering at his consciousness, adegp sense of perplexity. Hestation. Hefdt it
hovering, the touches less and less substantia, and he reached out with histhoughts, wantingit,
pleading with it to wait.

A gentletug at his sense. Not unpleasant.

Listen to me, hethought, and fdlt it settle over him like ablanket, entity without definition.
Words were meaningless to the being which had reached into his mind. Only theimages
transcended the barrier.

He hunted for something to giveit, avison of sunlight, of living things, hismemories of the
river lilies. There came back afedling of peace, of satisfaction. He wanted to drift to deep and



fought theimpulse. Hisbody grew as heavy asit had on theriver and he felt himsdf faling,
drifting dowly. Images flowed past like the unrolling of atape with an inca culable span of years
encoded on it. He saw the clearing thick with young trees, and saw it again when there were
vacant spaces among those, and he knew that others had grown before the present ones, that the
seedlings he saw among the last were the giants about him.

His consciousness embraced al the forest, and knew the seasona ebb and flood of theriver,
knew theidets and the branches that had grown and ceased to be. He knew the ages of
mountains, the weight of innumerable years.

What are you? hewondered in hisdream.

Age, great age, and eternal youth, the breaking of life from the earth, the bittersweet rush of
earth-bound life sunward. And this, thiswasthething it called itsef—too large for asingleword
or asinglethought. It rippled sound through his mind, like wind through harpstrings, and it was
that too. /, it said. /.

It had unrolled his question from his mind with the fleeting swiftness of adream, absorbed it
al and knew it. Like Anne. Faster. More complete. He tried to comprehend such amind, but the
mind underwent a constriction of panic. Sight and sensation returned on hisown termsand he
was aware of the radiance again, like the sunbeam, drifting near him.

You, Warren thought. Do you under stand me?

Something riffled through his thoughts, incomprehengble and dien. Again the rippling touch of
light and chill.

Did you touch them? My friends died. They died of a disease. All but me.

Warmth and regret flowed over him. Friend, it seemed. Sorrow. Welcome. It thrilled through
him like the touch of rain after drought. He caught his breeth, wordless for the moment, beyond
thinking. Hetried to understand the impressions that followed, but they flowed like madness
through his nerves. He resisted, panicked, and afedling of sorrow came back.

"What are you?' he cried.

It broke contact abruptly, crept back again more dowly and stayed at a distance, cool,
anxious.

"Don't leave." Thethought frightened him. "Don't go. | don't want thet, either.”

The radiance expanded, flickering with gold ingde. It filled hismind, and somewhereinit a
smdll thing crouched, finite, fluttering ingde with busy life, whilethe trees grew. Himsdf. Hewas
messured, againgt such ascale asthe giants, and felt cold.

"How old areyou?"'

Thelife spans of three very ancient trees flashed through hismind in the blink of an eye.

"I'm twenty-seven years."

It took years from his mind; he fet it, the seasonal course of the world and star, the turning of
the world, a plummeting to earth with the sun flickering overhead again and again and again. A
flower came to mind, withered and died.

"Stop it," Warren cried, rgjecting the image and the comparison.

It fled. Hetried to hold the creature. A sunset burst on hiseyes, flared and dimmed... atime,
an appointment for meeting, a statement—nhe did not know. The green light faded away.

Cold. He shivered convulsively, caught the blanket up about him in the dimness. He stared
bleskly into the shadow... felt asif hisemotions had been taken roughly and shaken into chaos,
wanted to scream and cry and could not. Death seemed to have touched him, reduced everything
to minute scde. Everything. Smal and meaningless.

"Warren."

Anne's voice. He had not the will or the strength to answer her. 1t was beyond belief that he
could have suffered such cataclysmic damagein an ingtant of contact; that hislife was not the



same, the universe not in the same proportion.

"Warren."

Theingsent voicefindly sent his hand groping after the com unit. Danger. Anne. Threat. She
might come here. Might do something rash. "I'm dl right." He kept hisvoice normal and casud,
surprised by its clear tone ashe got it out. "I'm fine. How are you?'

"Better now, Warren. Y ou didn't respond. I've called twelve times. Is there trouble?!

"| was adeep, that'sdl. I'm going to deep again. It's getting dark here."

"Youdidnt cdl inan hour."

"] forgot. Humansforget. Look that up in your files. Let me be, Anne. I'm tired. | want to
deep. Make your next call at 0500."

"Thisinterval islong. Please reconsider thisingruction.”

"I meanit, Anne. 0500. Not before then. Keep the sensor box off and let merest.”

Therewas along pause. The sensor unit activated itsalf, Anne's presence actively with him for
the moment. She looked about, shut hersdf off. "Good night, Warren."

She was gone. She was not programmed to detect alie, only an error in logic. Now he had
cut himsdlf off indeed. Perhaps, he thought, he had just killed himsdif.

But the entity was not hogtile. He knew. He had been insdeits being, known without
explanation al the reditiesthat stood behind itsthought, like in adream wherein asecond dl the
past of an act wasthere, never lived, but there, and remembered, and thereforereal. The
cresture must have walked airless moonswith him, seen lifeless deserts and human citiesand the
space between the stars. It must have been terrifying to the being whose name meant the return
of oring. And what might it have fdt thrust away from itsworld and drifting in dark, seeing its
planet as agreen and blue mote in infinity? Perhaps it had suffered more than he had.

He shut hiseyes, relaxed atime... called Anne back when he had rested somewhat, and
reassured her. "I'm gill well," hetold her. "I'm happy.”

"Thank you, Warren," she said in return, and let herself be cut off again.

The sun began to dim to dark. He put on his coat, tucked up again in the blanket. Human
appetites returned to him—hunger and thirst. He ate some of the food he had brought, drank a
cup of coffee, lay back and closed his eyes on the dark, thinking that in all reason he ought to be
afradinthenight in thisplace.

Hefdt achangein theair, awarmth tingling down the back of his neck and theinsdes of his
arms. The greenish light grew and hovered in the dark.

It wasthere asif nothing had ever gone amiss.

"Hdlo," Warren said, sitting up. He wrapped himself in the blanket, looked at the light,
looked around him. "Where did you go?'

A ripple of cool waters went through hismind. Lilies and bubbles drifting.

"Theriver?'

Leavesfluttering in awind, stronger and stronger. The sun going down.

"What were you doing there?'

His heart fluttered, his pulse sped, not of hisown doing. Too strong—far too strongly. , "
Sop—stopit.”

The pressure eased, and Warren pressed his handsto his eyes and gasped for air. His heart
gtill 1abored, his sense of balance deserted him. He tumbled backward into space, blind, redlized
he was lying down on firm earth with hislegs bent painfully. The tendril of thought crept back into
his mind, controlled and subdued. Sorrow. He perceived athing very tightly furled, with darkness
about it, shielding it from the green. It was himself. Sorrow poured about him.

"I know you can't help it." Hetried to move, disoriented. His hands were numb. Hisvision
was tunndled. "Don't touch melike that. Stop it.”



Confusion: hefdt it; an ebbing retrest.

"Don' go, either. Just stop. Please.”

It lingered about him, green luminance pulsing dowly into a sparkle or two of gold, dimming
down again by turns. All the air seemed cairn.

Soring, Warren gaveit back. He built an image of flowers, colored flowers, of gardens. Of
pale green shoots coming up through moist earth.

It answered him, flowers blooming in his mind, white, green and gold-throated jade. They
took ontintsin hisvison, mingled colorsand paeat first, asif the mind had not known the colors
were ditinct to separate flowers, and then settling each on each, blues and violets and yellows,
reds and roses and lavenders. Joy flooded through. Over and over again the flowers bloomed.

"Friend. Y ou understand that?"

Theflowers kept blooming, twining slems, more and more of them.

"Isit dwaysyou—isit dwaysyou I've dedt with? Are there otherslike you?'

A single glow, replacing the other image; greennessthrough dl hisvision, but thingscircled
outsgdeit... not hostile—other. And it enfolded one tiny darkness, asolitary thing, tightly bound
up, clenched in on theflutteringsinsde itsdlf.

"That's me, you mean. I'm human.”

The small creature sank strange tendrils deep into the moist earth, spread extensionslike
branches, flickers of growth in dl directions through the forest and out, across the grassand.

"lan't there anything e se—aren't there other creatures on thisworld... anywhere?"

Theimage went out. Water bubbled, and in the cold murk tiny things moved. Grassstirred in
the sunlight, and aknot of small creatures gathered, fluttering at the heart, three, fourteen of them.
Joy and sorrow. Theflutters died. One by one the minds went out. Sorrow. There were thirteen,
twelve, deven, ten—

"Were you there? Were you on the ship?"

He saw images of the corridors—his own memory snatched forth; the destruct chamber; the
lab and the blood—the river then, cold, murky waters, the raft drifting on the river in the cold
dawning. Helay there, complex, fluttering thing in the heart of green, in the mind—pain then, and
retreat.

"l know. | cameto find you. | wanted to find out if you werered. To talk to you."

The green radiance crept back again, surrounding the dark egg with the furled creatureinits
heart. The creature stirred, unfolded branches and thrust them out of its shell, into the radiance.

"No—no. Keegp back from me. Y ou can do me damage. Y ou know that."

The besting of his heart quickened and dowed again beforeit hurt. The greenness dimmed
and retreated. A tree stood in the shell of darkness that was his own space, atree fixed and
straight and solitary, with barren earth and shadow around it.

The judgment depressed him. "l wanted to find you. | came hereto find you. Then, on the
river. And now. | haven't changed my mind. But the touching hurts."

Warmth bubbled through. Images of sunsflashed acrossthe sky into ablinding blur. Trees
grew and died and decayed. Time: Ages passed. The radiance fairly danced, sparkling and
warm. Welcome. Welcome. Desiretingled through him.

"Y ou make me nervous when you get excited like that. Y ou might forget. And you can hurt
me. Y ou know that by now."

Desire, afluttering along his veins. The radiance hovered, back and forth, dancing dow
flickeringsof gold inits heart.

" S0 you're patient. But what for? What are you waiting for?'

The small-creature image returned. From embryo, it grew, unfolded, reached out into the
radiance—let it into that fluttering that wasiits center.



"No." Death cameinto his mind, menta extinction, accepting an dien parasite.

The radiance swirled green and gold about him. Waters murmured and bubbled. Growth
exploded in thrills of force that ran over Warren's nerves and threatened for amoment to be
more than his senses could take. The echoes and the images ebbed and he caught his breath,
warmed, closeto losng himsaf.

"Stop," he protested, finding that much strength. The contact loosened, leaving amemory of
absolute intoxication with existence, freedom, joy, such ashe had never feltin his
life—frightening, unsettling, undermining disciplines and rules by which life was ordered and
orderly. "We could both be damaged that way. Stop. Stop it."

The greenness began to pulse dowly, dimming and brightening. It backed away. Another
tightly furled embryo appeared in hismind, different from thefirst, sckly and sirange. It lay
beside hisimage in the dark shell, both of them, together, reached out tendrils, interwove, and the
radiance grew pae.

"What other human? Where?'

A desperate fluttering ingde the sickly one, a hammering of hisown pulse: adistant and
miserable rage; and grief; and need.

"Whereisit now?What happened to it? Where is he?'

The fluttering insde the image stopped, the tendrilswithered, and al of it decayed.

He gathered himsdlf to rise, pushed back. The creature's thoughts washed back on him, a
seething confusion, the miasma of londliness and empty ages pouring about him, and he sprang to
hisfeet and fled, dipping and sumbling, blind in the verdant light, in symbols hismind could not
grasp, in distortion of what he could. Sound and light and sensation warped through his senses.
Daylight. Somehow it was daylight. He reached the aged tree, the grandfather of trees, recoiled
from thefed of the mossin hisamost blindness, ssumbled around itsroots.

The place was here. He knew.

The greenness hovered there in the dawning, danced over corruption, over what had been a
man. It lay twisted and curled up there, in that cavern of the old tree's naked roots, in that dark,
with the grinning white of bone thrusting through rags of skin.

"Sax," he cried. He groped hisway back fromiit, finding empty air about hisfingertips,
dreading something tangible. He turned and ran, blind in the shadow, among the clinging branches
that tore at hisarms and hisface. The light came about him again, green and gold. Hisfeet
dipped among the tangled roots and earth bruised his hands. Pain lanced up hisankle, through his
knees. The mustiness of old leaves wasin his mouth. He spat and spat again, clawed hisway up
by the brush and the tree roots, hauled himsdlf farther and ran again and fell, hisleg twisted by the
clinging roots.

Sorrow, the radiance mourned. Sorrow. Sorrow.

He moved, feverishly turned one way and the other to drag hisfoot free of the roots that had
wedged it in. The greenish luminance grew at the edges of hismind, moving in, bubbling
mournfully of life and death. "Y ou killed him," he shouted at it. " ou killed him."

Theimage cameto him of Sax curled up there asif in degp—aone and lost. Withering,
decaying.

Hefreed hisfoot. The pain shot up to hisinner knee and he sobbed with it, rocked to and fro.

Sorrow. It pulled at him, wanting him. It ached with needing him.

Not broken, not broken, he hoped: to be left lame lifelong aswell as desolate—he could not
bear that.

Pain stopped. A cooling breeze fanned over him. He stopped hating. Stopped blaming. The
forest swayed and moved all about him. A tug drew at his mind, to go, to follow—other
presences. Over river, over hills, far awvay, to drift with the winds and stop being aone, forever,
and therewas no terror init. Sax perished. Theforest took him, and he was part of it, feeding it,



remembered.

Come, the presence said. He tried—but the first halting movement away from the support of
the tree sent a shooting pain up his knee and brought him down rocking to and fro in misery.

"Warren," avoice was saying. "Warren. Assstance?'

The vison passed. The ache throbbed in hisknee, and the green radiance grew distant,
rippling with the sound of waters. Then the cresture was gone, the forest sillent again.

"Warren?'

Hefumbled at hisbelt, got the com unit to hismouth. " Anne. I'm dl right.”

"Assgance? Assstance?'

"I'm coming home, Anne."

"Clarify: you killed him. Clarify."

He wiped hisface, hishand trembling. "I found Sax, Anne. He's not functioning.”

A dlence. "Assgance?"

"None possible. It's permanent nonfunction. He's— deteriorated. I'm coming home. It's going
to be longer than usua.”

"Areyouin pan, Warren?"

He thought about it, thought about her conflict override. "No. Stress. Finding Sax was
gressful. I'm going to shut off now. I've got somethingsto take care of. I'll come as quickly as|

"Yes, Warren."

The contact went out. He hooked the com unit back to his belt, felt of the knee, looked about
him in the dawning, distressed by theloss of time. Sicknessmoiled in him, shock. Thirst. He
broke smal branches from the thicket, and alarger one, tried to lever himself out of his
predicament and finally gave up and crawled, tears streaming down hisface, back to the pallet
and the kit he had left. He drank, forced alittle food into his mouth and washed it down, splinted
the knee and wrapped it in bandage from the med kit.

He got up then, using his tick, tried to carry both the water and the med kit, but he could not
manage them both and chose to keep the water. He skipped forward using the stick, eyes
watering from the pain, and there was a painkiller in the kit, but he l€ft it, too: no drugs, nothing to
muddle his direction; he had no leeway for errors. He moved dowly, steadily, into the forest on
the homeward track, his hand aching aready from the stick; and the tangle grew thicker, making
him stagger and catch his balance violently from the good leg to the injured one and back again.

After he had fallen for the third time he wiped the tears from his eyes and gave up the stick
entirely, leaning on the trees while he could, and when he came to placeswhere he had to hitch
hisway aong with hisweight partialy on the leg, he did it, and when the intervals grew too long
and he had to crawl, he did that too. He tried not to think of the distance he had to go to the
river. It did not matter. The distance had to be covered, no matter how long it took. Anne caled,
back on her hourly schedule, and that was al he had.

it was afternoon when he came into the vicinity of theriver, and he reached it the better part
of an hour afterward. He did down to the sandy bank and staggered acrossto the raft, freed its
rope and managed, crawling and tugging, to get it into the river and himself into it beforeit drifted
away. He savored the beautiful fed of it under historn hands, the speed of its moving, which was
apanless, deiriousjoy after the meter-by-meter torment of the hours since dawn.

Hegot it to shore, started to leave it loose and then, haf crazed and determined in his habits,
crawled hisway to the appointed limb and moored it fast. Then there was the bank, sandy in the
first part, and then the brushy path he had broken bringing loads of equipment down.

Andin hishearing ablessedly familiar sound of machinery.

Anne stood atop the crest, in front of the crawler, bright in the afternoon sun, her faceplate



throwing back the daylight.

"Warren? Assstance?'

he worked the muddy remnant of his clothing off, fouling the sheets of the lab cot and the
floor of thelab itsdlf, while Anne hovered and watched. She brought him bandages. Fruit juice.
Hedrank prodigioudy of it, and that settled his ssomach. Water. He washed where he sat,
making puddles on the floor and setting Anne to clicking distressedly.

"Anne," hesaid, "I'm going to haveto take ared bath. | can't stand thisfilth. Y ou'll haveto
help me down there"

"Yes, Warren." She offered her arm, helping him up, and walked with him to the bath,
compensating for his uneven stride. Waked with him al the way to the mist cabinet, and stood
outside while he turned on the control.

He soaked for atime, leaned on the wall and shut his eyes atime, looked down findly a a
body gone thinner than he would have believed. Scratches. Bruises. The bandage was soaked
and he had no disposition to changeit. He had had enough of pain, and drugs wereworkingin
him now, home, in safety. So the sheets would get wet. Anne could wash everything.

No more nightmares. No more presencesin the depths of the ship. No more Sax. He stared
bleskly at thefar wall of the cabinet, trying to recal the presence in the forest, trying to make
sense of things, but the drugs muddied him and he could hardly recall the feding or the ook of
thelight that had shone out of the dark.

Sax. Sax wasreal. He had talked to Anne. She knew. She had heard. Heard dll of it. He
turned on the drier until he wastired of waiting on it, left the cabinet still damp and let Anne help
him up to his own room, his own safe bed.

Shewaited there, clicking softly as he settled himsdlf in, dimmed the lightsfor him, even pulled
the covers up for him when he had trouble.

"That'sgood," he sghed. The drugswere pulling him under.

"Ingructions.”

Her request hit his muddled thought train oddly, brought him struggling back toward
consciousness. "'Ingruction in whet?*

"Inrepair of human structure.”

He laughed muzzily. "Were essentialy sdlf-repairing. Let me deegp it out. Good night, Anne.”

"Your timeisinerror.”

"My body isn't. Go clean up the lab. Clean up the bath. Let me deep.”

"Yes, Warren."

Have you, he thought to ask her, under stood what you read? Do you know what
happened out there, to Sax? Did you pick it up? But sheleft. He got his eyes open and she
was gone, and he thought he had not managed to ask, because she had not answered.

He dept, and dreamed green lights, and dept again.

anne clattered about outside hisroom. Breskfast, he decided, looking at the time. Hetried to
get out of bed and winced, managed to move only with extreme pain... the knee, the hands, the
shoulders and the belly—every musclein hisbody hurt. Herolled onto hisbelly, levered himsdlf
out of bed, held on to the counter and the wall to reach the door. He had bruises... massive
bruises, the worst about his hip and his elbow. Hisface hurt on that sde. He reached for the
switch, opened the door.

"Assigance?' Anne asked, straightening from her table setting.

"l want abit of pipe. A meter long. Three centimeterswide. Get it."

"Yes Warren."

No questions. Sheleft. He limped over painfully and sat down, ate his breakfast. His hand
was S0 giff he could scarcely close hisfingers on the fork or keep the coffee cup in hisswollen



fingers. He sat staring at the far wall, seeing the clearing again. Numb. There werelimitsto
feding, ingde and out. He thought that he might fed something—some manner of dationin his
discovery when he had recovered; but there was Sax to temper it.

Anne came back. He took the pipe and used it to get up when he had done; his hand hurt
abominably, even after he had hobbled down to the lab and padded the raw pipe with bandages.
He kept walking, trying to loosen up.

Anne followed him, stood about, walked, every maotion that he made.

"Finished your assmilation?' he asked her, recdling that. "Doesit work?'

"Processing is proceeding.”

"A creature of many talents. Y ou can walk about and rescue me and assmilatethe library all
a once, can you?"

"The programs are not impaired. An Al uses a pseudobiological matrix for sorage. Storageis
not a problem. Processing does not impair other functions.”

"No headaches, ether, I'll bet."

"Headacheisabiologicd item."

"Y our definitions are better than they were."

"Thank you, Warren."

She matched strides with him, exaggeratedly dow. He stopped. She stopped. He went on,

and she kept with him. " Anne. Why don't you just let me adone and let me walk? I'm not going to
fal over. | don't need you."

"| percalve mafunction.”

"A gructural mafunction under internd repair. | have dl kinds of internd mechanismsworking
on the problem. I'll get dlong. It'sdl right, Anne."

"Assgance?'

"None needed, | tdll you. It'sdl right. Go away."

She stayed. Mafunctioning humans, he thought. No programming accepted. He frowned,
beyond clear reasoning. The bio and botany labs were ahead. He kept walking, into them and
through to Botany One.

"Have you been maintaining here?' he asked. The earth in the trayslooked alittle dry.
"I've been following program.”

He limped over and adjusted the water flow. "Keep it there.”

"Yes, Warren."

Hewalked to thetrays, felt of them.

"Soil," Anne said gratuitoudy. "Dirt. Earth.”

"Yes. It hasto be moist. Therell be plants coming up soon. They need the water."
"Coming up. Source."

"Seed. They're under there, under the soil. Plants, Anne. From seed.”

She waked closer, adjusted her stabilizers, looked, aturning of her sensor-equipped head.
She put out ahand and raked alinein the soil. "I perceive no life. Sze?'

"It'sthere, under the soil. Leaveit done. Youll kill it."

She gtraightened. Her sensor lights glowed, dl of them. "Please check your computations,
Warren."

"About what?"

"Thislife"

"There are some things your sensors can't pick up, Annie."

"| detect no life.”

"They'rethere. | put them in the ground. | know they're there; | don't need to detect them.



Seeds, Annie. That'sthe nature of them.”

"l am making cross-references on thisword, Warren.”

Helaughed painfully, patiently opened a drawer and took out alarge one that he had not
planted. "Thisisone. It'd beaplant if | put it into the ground and watered it. That'swhat makesit
grow. That'swhat makes all the plants outside.”

"Plants come from seed.”

"That'sright."

"Thisisgrowth process. Thisis birth process.”

"Yes"

"Thisispredictable.”

"Yes itis"

In the dark faceplate the tiny stars glowed to intense life. She took the seed from the counter,
with one powerful thrust rammed it into the soil and then pressed the earth down over it, leaving
theimprint of her fingers. Warren looked & her in shock.

"Why, Anne? Why did you do that?'

"I'minvestigating.”

"Areyou, now?'

"| dill percaivenolife”

"Youll havetowait."

" Specify period.”

"It takes severa weeksfor the seed to come up.”

"Comeup."

"ldiom. The plant will grow out of it. Then thelifewill bein your sensor range.”

" Specify date.”

"Variable. Maybe twenty days."

"Recorded.” She swung about, facing him. "Life forms come from seeds. Where are human
Seeds?’

"Anne—I don't think your programming is adequate to the Situation. And my knee hurts. |
think I'm going to go topside again.”

"Assgance?'

"None needed." He leaned his sore hand on the makeshift cane and limped past her, and she
gsaked faithfully after, to the lift, and rode topside to the common room, stood by while he
lowered himsdlf into areclining chair and let the cane fal, massaging his throbbing hand.

"Ingruction?’

"Coffee" hesad.

"Yes, Warren."

She brought it. He sat and stared at the wall, thinking of things he might read, but the texts
that mattered were al beyond him and al usdess on thisworld, on Rulesworld. He thought of
reading for pleasure, and kept seeing the grove at night, and the radiance, and Sax's body | eft
there. He owed it burial. And he had not had the strength.

Had to go back there. Could not live here and not go back there. It waslifethereaswell asa
dead friend. Sax had known, had goneto it, through what agony he shrank from imagining, had
goneto it to diethere... to bein that place a the last. He tried to doubt it, here, in Anne's Serile
interior, but he had experienced it, and it would not go away. He even thought of talking to Anne
about it, but there was that refusd to listen to him when he was mafunctioning—and he had no
wishto gir that up. Seeds... were hard enough. Immaterid life—

"Warren," Anne said. "Activity?| play chess."



Shewon, asusud.

the swelling went down on the second day. He walked, cautioudy, without the cane. .. il
used it for going any considerable distance, and the knee il ached, but the rest of the aches
diminished and he acquired a certain cheerfulness, assured at least that the knee was not broken,
that it was hedling, and he went about his usud routines with a sense of pleasure in them, glad not
to belamed for life,

But by the fourth and fifth day the novelty was gone again, and he wandered the halls of the
ship without the cane, miserable, limping in pain but too restlessto stay ill. He drank himself to
deep nights— gtill awoke in the middle of them, the result, he reckoned, of too much deep, of
dreaming the days away inidleness, of lying with hismind vacant for hours during the day,
watching the clouds or the grass moving in the wind. Like Anne. Waiting for simulusthat never
camne.

He played chess, longer and longer gameswith Anne, absorbed her lessons... lost.

He cried, the last time—for no reason, but that the game had become important, and when he
saw one thing coming, she sprang another on him.

"Warren," she said implacably, "isthispan?”

"The knee hurts" he said. It did. "It disrupted my calculations.” It had not. He had lost. He
lied, and Anne sat there with her lights winking on and off in the darkness of her face and
absorbingit.

"Assstance? Pain: drugsinterfere with pain reception.” She had gotten encyclopedic in her
processing. "Some of these drugs arein storage—"

"Cancdl. | know what they are." He got up, limped over to the counter and opened the liquor
cabinet. "Alcohol dso killsthe pain.”

"Yes, Warren."

He poured his drink, leaned against the counter and sipped at it, wiped his eyes. "Prolonged
inactivity, Anne. That's causing the pain. Theleg'sheding.”

A amadl delay of processing. "Chessisactivity.”

"l need to deep.” Hetook the drink and the bottle with him, limped into his own quarters,
shut the door. He drank, stripped, crawled between the sheets and sat there drinking, staring at
the screen and thinking that he might try to read... but he had to call Anne to get abook on the
screen, and he wanted no debates. His hands shook. He poured another glass and drank it
down, fluffed the pillow. " Anne," hesaid. "Lights out.”

"Good night, Warren." Thelightswent.

The chesshoard came back, behind his eyelids, the move he should have made. He rehearsed
it to the point of anger, deep and bitter rage. He knew that it wasridiculous. All pointless.
Without consequence. Everything was.

He did into deep, and dreamed, and the dreams were of green things, and theriver, and
finaly of human beings, of home and parentslong log, of old friends. .. of women inventively
erotic and imaginary, with names he knew at the time—he awoke in the midst of that and lay
frudtrated, staring at the dark celling and then at the dark behind his eydlids, trying to rebuild them
indl their detail, but deep euded him. He thought of Anne in that context, of bizarre programs,
of hisown misery, and what she was not—his thoughts ran in circles and grew unbearable.

He reached for the bottle, poured what little there was and drank it, and that was not enough.
Herolled out of bed, sumbled inthe dark. " Lights," he cried out, and they came on. He limped
to the door and opened it, and the pseudosome cameto life where it had been standing in the
dark, limned in slver from the doorway, her lights coming to lifeinsde her faceplate. Thelightsin
theliving quarters brightened. " Assistance?"

"No." He went to the cabinet, opened it, took out another bottle and opened it. The bottles
were diminishing. He could foresee the day when there would be no more bottles at dl. That



panicked him. Set him to thinking of the forest, of green berriesthat might ferment, of the
grasses—of fruitsthat might come at particular seasons. If hefailed to poison himself.

He went back to his bed with the bottle, filled his glassand got in bed. "Lightsout,” he said.
They went. He sat drinking in the dark until he felt his hand shaking, and set the glassasde and
burrowed again into the tangled shests.

Thistime there were nightmares, the lab, the desths, and he was walking through the ship
again, empty-handed, looking for Sax and his knife. Into dark corridors. He kept walking and the
way got darker and darker, and something waited there. Something hovered over him. He heard
sound—

The dream brought him up with ajerk, eyeswide and aydll in his earsthat was his own,
confronted with red lightsin the dark, the touch of ahand on him.

The second shock was more than the firgt, and he lashed out at hard metd, struggled wildly
with covers and the impediment of Anne's unyieding arm. Her stabilizers hummed. She put the
hand on his chest and held and he recovered his sense, staring up at her with his heart pounding
infright.

"Assgance? Assstance? Isthismafunction?'

"A dream—adream, Anne."

A dday whilethelights blinked in the dark. " Dreams may have random motor movements.
Dreams are random neurdl firings. Neurd cellsare brain structure. This process affects the brain.
Please confirm your status."

"I'mfine, Anne."

" detect internd disturbance.”

"That'smy heart, Anne. It'sdl right. I'm norma now. The dream's over.”

Shetook back the hand. Helay till for amoment, watching her lights.

"Time," he asked.

Hewinced, moved, ran a hand through his hair. "Make breskfast. Cal me when it'sready.”

"Yes, Warren."

Sheléft, aclicking in the dark that carried her own light with her. The door closed. He pulled
the covers about himself and burrowed down and tried to deep, but he was only conscious of a
headache, and he had no real desire for the breakfast.

he kept very busy that day, despite the headache—cleaned up, limped about, carrying things
to thelr proper places, throwing used clothing into the laundry. Everything in shape, everything in
order. No more sdlf pity. No more excuses of hislameness or the pain. No moreliquor. He
thought even of putting Anne in charge of that cabinet... but he did not. He was. He could say no
if hewanted to.

Outside, arain blew up. Anne reported the anomaly. Clouds hung darkly over the grasdands
and theforest. He went down to the lock to seeit, the first change he had seen in the world...
stood there in the hatchway with the rain spattering his face and the thunder shaking his bones,
watched the lightning tear holesin the sky.

The clouds shed their burden in adownpour, but they stayed. After the pounding rain, which
|eft the grass battered and collapsed the canopy outside into aminiature lake, the clouds stayed,
sending down alight drizzle that chilled to the bone, intermittent with harder rain—one day, and
two, and three, four at last, in which the sun hardly shone.

He thought of theraft, of the things he had left behind—of the clearing findly, and Sax lying
snugged therein the hollow of the old tregs roots.

And aliving cresture—one with it, with the scents of rain and earth and the elements.

The sensor box. That, too, he had had to abandon. .. sitting on the ground on a now sodden



blanket, perhaps half underwater like the ground outside.

"Anne," he said then, thinking about it. "Activate the sensor unit. Isit dill functioning?'

"Wes"

He sat where hewas, in the living quarters, sudying the chessboard. Thought a moment.
"'Scan the areaaround the unit. Do you percelve anything?'

"V egetation, Warren. It'sraining.”

"Haveyou—activated it Sncel left it there?'

"When the storm broke | activated it. | investigated with al sensors.”

"Did you—percaive anything?'

"V egetation, Warren."

He looked into her faceplate and made the next move, disquieted.

the seeds sprouted in the lab. It was dl in one night, while the drizzle died away outside and
the clouds broke to let the sun through. And asif they had known, the seeds came up. Warren
looked out across the rows of traysin the first unadulterated pleasure he had felt in days... to see
them live. All dong the trays the earth was breaking, and in some placeslittle arches and spears
of pale green and white were thrusting upward.

Anne followed him. Sheawaysdid.

"You see" hetold her, "now you can seethelife. It wasthere, dl aong.”

She made closer examination where he indicated, a humanlike bending to put her sensorsinto
range. She straightened, waked back to the place where she had planted her own seed. ™Y our
seeds have grown. The seed | planted has no growth.”

"It'stoo early yet. Giveit al itstwenty days. Maybe less. Maybe more. They vary."

"Explain. Explain life process. Cross-referencing isincomplete.”

"Theindgdeof theseed isdive, from thetimeit was part of the first organism. When water
getsintoit it activates, penetratesits hull and pushes away from gravity and toward the light.”

Anne digested the information amoment. "Life does not initiate with seed. Lifeinitiatesfrom
the first organism. All organisms produce seed. Ingtruction: whet isthefirst organism?”

He looked at her, blinked, tried to think through the muddle. "I think you'd better assimilate
some other areaof data. Y ou'll confuse yourself."

"Ingruction: explain life process™

"l can't. It'snot in my memory."

"l caningtruct. | contain random informationinthisarea.”

"Sodol, Annie, but it doesn't do any good. It won't work. Y ou don't plant humansin seed
trays. It takes two humans to make another one. And you aren't. Let it alone.”

"Soedify: aren't. It."

"Y ou aren't human. And you're not going to be. Cancel, Anne, just cancel. | can't reason with
you, not onthis."

"l reason.”

He looked into her changeless face with the impulse to hit her, which she could neither fedl
nor comprehend. "'l don't choose to reason. Gather up afood kit for me, Annie. Get the gear into
thelock."

"This program is preparatory to going to theriver."

"Yes Itis"

"Thisishazardous. This caused injury. Please reconsder this program.”

“I'm going to pick up your sensor box. Retrieve valuable equipment, apart of you, Annie.
You can't reechit. I'll be safe”

"Thisunitisn't in danger. Y ou were damaged there. Please reconsider thisingtruction.”



"I'd prefer to have you functioning and able to come to my assistance if you're needed. | don't
want to quarrd with you, Anne. Accept the program. | won't be happy until you do.”

"Yes, Warren."

He breathed a dow sigh, patted her shoulder. Her hand touched his, rested there. He walked
from under it and she followed, adow clicking at hisheds.

the raft was till there. Nests of sodden grass|odged in tree branches and cast high up on the
shores showed how high the flood had risen, but the rope had held it. The water till flowed
higher than normal. The whole shoreline had changed, the bank eroded away. Theraft sat higher
dill, partidly filled with water and leaves.

Warren picked hisway down to it, past brush festooned with leaves and grass, only food and
water and afolding spade for apack. He used a stick to support hisweight on theinjured leg,
walked dowly and carefully. He set everything down to heave the raft up and dump the water.....
no more care of contamination, he reckoned: it had al had its chance at one time or another, the
river, the forest. The second raft wasin the crawler upsope, but al he had lost was the paddle,
and he went back after that, dow progress, unhurried.

"Anne," he said viacom, when he had settled everything in place, when the raft bobbed on
theriver and hisgear was aboard. "I'm at theriver. | won't call for awhile. A few hours. My
gatusis very good. I'm going to be busy here."

"Yes, Warren."

Hecut it off, put it back at his belt, launched the raft.

Thefar bank had suffered smilar damage. He drove for it with some difficulty with the river
running high, wet his boots getting himsdlf ashore, secured theraft by pulling it up with the rope,
the back part of it fill inthe water.

The ground in the forest, too, was littered with small branches and larger ones, carpeted with
new leaves. But flowers had come into bloom. Everywhere the mosses were starred with white
flowers. Green ones opened at the bases of trees. The hanging vines bloomed in pollen-golden
rods.

And thefungi proliferated everywhere, fantastical shapes, oranges and blues and whites. The
fernswere heavy with water and shed drops like jewels. There were beauties to compensate for
the ruin. Drops fell from the high branches when the wind blew, a periodic shower that soaked
his hair and ran off hisimpermeable jacket. Everything seemed both greener and darker, dl the
growth lusher and thicker than ever.

The grove when he came upon it had suffered not at dl, not abranch fallen, only alitter of
leaves and small limbs on the grass; and he was glad—not to have lost one of the giants. The old
tree's beard was flower-starred, his moss even thicker. Small cuplike flowers bloomed in the
grassin the sunlight, avine having grown into thelight, into the way of the abandoned,
rain-sodden blanket, the sensor box.

And Sax... Warren went to the base of the aged tree and looked inside, found him there,
more bone than before, the clothing sodden with the storm, some of the bones of the fingers
fallen away. The sght had no horror for him, nothing but sadness. "Sax," he said softly. "It's
Warren. Warren here.”

From the vacant eyes, no answer. He stood up, flexed the spade out, set to work, spadeful
after spadeful, casting the dirt and the leavesingde, into what made afair tomb, astrange one for
adarfarer

... poor lost Sax, curled up to deep. The earthen blanket grew up to Sax's knees, to his
waist, among the gnarled roots and the bones. He made spadefuls of the green flowers and set
them there, at Sax'sfeet, set them in the earth that covered him, stirring up clouds of pollen. He
sneezed and wiped his eyes and stood up again, taking another spadeful of earth and mold.

A sound grew in hismind like the bubbling of water, and helooked to his|eft, where green



radiance bobbed. The welcome flowed into him like the touch of warm wind.

Heignored it, cast the earth, took another spadeful.

Wecome, it sang to him. The water-sound bubbled. A flower unfolded, tinted itself dowly
violet.

"I'vework to do."

Sorrow. The color faded.

"l don't want it like the last time. Keep your distance. Stop that." Its straying thoughts brushed
him, numbing senses. He leaned on the spade, felt himsdf sinking, turning and drifting
bodilessy—wrenched his mind back to his own control so aruptly he dmost fell.

Sorrow. A second time aflower, a pae shoot from among the leaves, afolded bud trying to
open.
"Work," Warren said. He picked up the spadeful, cast it; and another.

Perplexity. The flower folded again, drooped unwatered.

"l havethisto do. It'simportant. And you won't understand that. Nothing of the sort could
meaitter to you."

The radiance grew, pulsed. Sunsflickered acrossamenta sky, blue and black, day and night,
in astreaming course.

He leaned on the spade for stability in the blur of days passed. "What's time—to you?"

Desire. The radiance took shape and settled on the grass, softly pulsing. It edged
closer—stopped at once when he stepped back.

"Maybe you killed Sax. Y ou know that? Maybe he just lay there and dreamed to death.”

Sorrow. Animage formed in hismind, the smal sickly creature, dl curled up, dl itsinward
motion suddenly stopped.

"I know. Y ou wouldn't have meant it. But it happened.” He dug another spadeful of earth.
Intervening days unrolled in his mind, thoughts stolen from him, where he had been, what he had
done.

It stole the thought of Anne, and it was aterrible image, a curled-up thing like a human, but
hollow ingde, dark inside, deadly hogtile. Her tendrilswere dark and icy.

"She's not like that. She'sjust amachine.” He flung the spadeful . Earth showered over bare
bone arid began to cover Sax's face. He flinched from the sight. " She can't do anything but take
orders. | made her, if you like."

Therewas horror inthe air, papable.

"She'snot aive. She never was."

The radiance became very pae and retreated up into the branches of one of the youngest
trees, amere touch of color in the sunlight. Cold, cold, the terror drifted down like winter rain.

"Don't leave." The spadefell. He stepped over it, held up his hands, threatened with solitude.
"Dont."

The radiance went out. Re-formed near him, drifted up to sit on the aged, falen tree.

"It'smy world. | know it'sdifferent. | never wanted to hurt you with it."

The greenness spread about him, adarknessin its heart, where two small creatures entwined,
their tendrilsinterweaving, oneliving, one deed.

"Sopit.”

His own mind came back a him: londliness, longing for companionship; fear of dying done.
Like Sax. Likethat. He held deeply buried the thought that the luminance offered ameans of
dying, alittle better than most; but it came out, and the radiance shivered. The Anne-image took
shapeinits heart, her icy tendrilsinvading the image that was himself, growing, insnuaing iceinto
that smdl fluttering that was hislife, winding through him and out again.

"What do you know?"' he cried at it. "What do you know at al?Y ou don't know me. You



can't see me, with no eyes; you don't know."

The Anne-image faded, |eft him aonein the radiance, embryo, tucked and fluttering insde. A
greenness crept in there, the least small tendril of green, and touched that quickness.

Emotion exploded like sunrise, with ashiver of delight. A second burst. He tried to object,
felt atouching of the hairs at the back of hisneck. He shivered, and the light was gone. Every
sense seemed stretched to the limit, helghtened, but remote, and he wanted to get up and walk a
little distance, knowing even while he did so that it was not his own suggestion. He moved,
limping alittle, and quite suddenly the presence fled, leaving alight sweet over hisbody.

Pain, it sent. And Peace.

"Hurt, did it?' He massaged his knee and sat down. His own eyeswatered. " Servesyou
right.”

Sorrow. The greenness unfolded again, filling all hismind but for one smal corner where he
stayed whole and dert.

"No," he cried in sudden panic, and when it drew back in its own: "I wouldn't mind—if you
were content with touching. But you aren't. Y ou can't keep your distance when you get excited.
And sometimes you hurt."

The greenness faded alittle. It was dark round aboui.

Hours. Hoursgone. A flickering, aquick feding of sunlit warmth cameto him, but heflung it
off.

"Don't lieto me. What happened to thetime? When did it get dark?"

A sun plummeted, and trees bowed in evening breezes.

"How long did you have control? How long was it?"

Sorrow. Peace... settled on him with agreat weight. He felt agreat desire of deep, of folding
in and biding until warm daylight returned, and he feared nothing any longer, not life, not death.
He drifted on the wind, conscious of the forest's silent growings and stretchings and burrowings
about him. Then he became himsdlf again, warm and animd and very comfortablein thesmple
regularity of heartbeat and breething.

HE AWOKE in sunlight, stretched lazily and stopped in mid-siretch as green light broke into
existence up in the branches. The creature drifted dowly down to the grass beside him and rested
there, exuding happiness. Sunrise burst across hisvision, the fading of stars, the unfolding of
flowers

He reached for the food kit, trying to remember where he had laid it. Stopped, held in the
radiance, and looked into the heart of it. It was an effort to pull hismind away. "Stop that. | have
no sense of time when you're so close. Maybe you can spend an hour watching aflower unfold,
but that's a congderable portion of my life."

Sorrow. The radiance murmured and bubbled with images he could not make sense of, of
far-traveling, the unrolling of land, of other consciousnesses, of avast and al-driving hunger for
others, so strong it left him shaking.

"Stop it. | don't understand what you're trying to tell me."

Thelight grew in hisvison and pulsed bright and dark, little gold sparks swirling in the heart
of it, an exploson of pure excitement reaching out to him.

"What'swrong with you?' he cried. He trembled.

Quite suddenly the light winked out altogether, and when it resppeared amoment later it was
not half so bright or so large, bubbling softly with the sound of waters.

"What'swrong?'

Need. Sorrow. Again the impression of other consciousnesses, other luminances, athought
quickly snatched away, dl of them flowing and flooding into one.

"Y ou mean others of your kind."



Theimage came back to him; and flowers, stamens shedding pollen, golden clouds, golden
dust adhering to the pistil of agreet, green-veined lily.

"Like mating? Likethat?'

The backspill became unsattling, for thefirgt time sexud.

"Y ou produce others of your kind." He felt the excitement flooding through hisown veins, a
contagion. "Others—are coming here?'

Come. He got theimpression strongly, atugging at dl his senses, aflowing over the hillsand
away. A merging, with things old and wise, and full of experiences, lives upon lives. Welcome.
Come.

"I'm human.”

Welcome. Need pulled a him. Distances rolled away, long distances, days and nights.

"What would happen to me?"

Life bursting from the soil. The luminance brightened and enlarged. The man-image cameinto
hisvison: The embryo stretched itsalf and grew new tendrils, into the radiance, and it into the
fluttering heart; more and more luminances added themsel ves, and the tendrils twined, human and
otherwise, until they became another greenness, another life, to float on the winds.

Come, it urged.

His heart swelled with tears. He wept and then ceased to be human at dl, full of years,
deep-rooted and strong. He felt the sun and the rain and the passage of time beyond measure,
knew the birth and death of forests and the weaving undulations of rivers acrossthe land. There
were mountains and snows and tropics where winter never came, and deep caverns and
cascading streams and things that verged on consciousness deep in the darkness. The very stars
in the heavens changed their patterns and the world was young. There were many lives, many,
and one by one he knew their selves, strength and youth and age beyond reckoning, the joy of
new birth, the beginning of new consciousness. Time melted. It was al one experience, and there
was vast peace, unity, even in the storms, the cataclysms, the destruction of forestsin
lightning-bred fires, the endless push of life toward the sun and the rain—cycle on cycle, year on
year, eons passing. At last his strength faded and he dept, enfolded in agreen and gentle warmth;,
he thought that he died like the old tree and did not care, because it was agradua and
comfortable thing, areturn to eements, ultimate joining. Theliving creature that crept in among
his upturned roots for shelter was nothing less and nothing more than the moss, the dying flowers,
thefdlen leaves.

Helay on the grass, too weary to move, beyond care. Tearsleaked from his eyes. His hands
were weak. He had no terror of merging now, none, and the things he had shared with this
creature would remain with them, with dl itskind, immortal.

It pulled a him, and the pull that worked through his mind was as strong as the tides of the
Seq, asimmutable and unarguable. Peece, it urged on him; and in hismind the sun flicked again
through the heavens.

He opened hiseyes. A day gone. A second day. Then the weaknessin hislimbs had its
reason. Hetried to Sit up, panicked even through the urging of peaceit laid on him.

Anne. Therecollection flashed through his memory with atouch of cold. The luminance
recoiled, resting.

"No. | haveto reach her. | haveto." He fought hard for consciousness, gained, and knew by
the release that the danger got through. Fear flooded over him like cold water.

The Anne-image appeared, ahollow shdll in darkness, tendrils coiling out. Withered.
Urgency pulled at him, and the luminance pulsed with agitation.

"Time—how much timeisthere?'

Severa sunsets flashed through hismind.

"l haveto get to her. | haveto get her to take an instruction. She's dangerous.”



The radiance was very wan. Urgency. Urgency. The hillsrolled awvay in the mind's eye, the
otherscaled. Urgency.

And it faded, leaving behind an overwhelming flood of distress.

Warren lay still amoment, on hisback, on the grass, shivering in the cold daylight. Hishead
throbbed. His limbs ached and had no strength. He reached for the com, got it on, got it to his
lips, hiseyes closed, shutting out the punishing sun.

"Anne."

"Warren. Please confirm status.”

"Fine—I'mfine." Hetried to keep his voice steady. Histhroat was raw. It could not sound
naturd. "I'm coming home, Anne."

A pause on the other side. "Y es, Warren. Assistance?"

"Negative, negative, Anne. Please wait. I'll be there soon.” He gathered himsdlf up to hisarm,
to hisknees, to hisfeet, with difficulty. Therewere painsin dl hisjoints. Hefdt hisface, unshaven
and rough. His hands and feet were numb with the cold and the damp. His clothes sagged on
him, belt gone loose.

"Warren?'

"I'mdl right, Anne. I'm Starting back now."

"Accepted,” Anne said after alittle delay. "Emergency procedures canceled.”

"What—emergency procedures?’

"What's your status, Warren?'

"No emergency, do you hear me? No emergency. I'm on my way." He shut it down, found
his canteen, the food packet, drank, forced a bite down his swollen throat and stuffed the rest
into his sodden jacket. Walked. Hisleg hurt, and his eyes blurred, the lids swollen and raw. He
found abranch and tore it off and used that as he went—pushed himsdlf, knowing the danger
therewasin Anne.

Knowing how little time there was. It would go, it would go then, and leave him. And there
would be nothing after that. Ever.

anne waswaiting for him, at the riversde—amid the sumps of trees, mud, cleared earth.
Treesdammed theriver, water spilling over them, between them, flooding up over the banks and
changing theland into ashalow, sandy lake.

He stopped there, leaned against the last standing tree on that margin and shivered, dow
tremors which robbed him of strength and sense. She stood placidly in the ruin; he called her on
the com, heard her voice, saw her face, then her body, orient toward him. He began to crossthe
bridge of tumbled trees, clinging to branches, walking tilted trunks.

"Damnyou," he shouted a her. Tearsran down hisface. " Damn you!"

She met him at the other Sde, silver dimed with mud and soot from the burning she had done.
Her sensors blinked. " Assstance?”

Hefound his self-control, shifted hisattack. "Y ou've damaged yoursdlf.”

"I'm functioning normally. Assstance?"

He started to push past her, dipped on the unstable log. She reached to save him, her arm
rock-solid, stable. He clung to it, hisonly point of balance. Her facdights blinked at him. Her
other hand came up to rest on his shoulder. Contact. She offered contact. He had meant to
shove at her. He touched her gently, patted her plastic-sheathed shoulder, fought back the tears.
"Youvekilled, Annie. Don't you understand?

"Vegetation."

He shoved past her, limped up the devastated shore, among the stumps of trees. His head



throbbed. His stomach felt hollow.

The crawler ill waited on the bank. Anne overtook him as he reached it; she offered him her
hand as he climbed in. He did into the seat, dipped the brake, started the motor and threw it full
throttle, leaving her behind.

"Warren." Her voice pursued him.

He kept driving, wildly, sverving thisway and that over thejolts, past the brush.
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"anne," he said, standing at the airlock. "Open the lock."

Slence

"Anne. Open the lock, please.”

It hissed wide. He walked in, unsteady as he was, onto the cargo platform. "Engage lift, Anne

Gears crashed. It started up, huge and ponderous that it was. "Warren," the disembodied
voice said, from the speakers, everywhere, echoing. "What's your status, Warren?'

"Good, thank you."

"Your voiceindicates stress.”

"Hoarseness. Minor dysfunction in my spesking apparatus. It's sdlf-repairing.”

A slence. "Recorded.” Thelift sopped on nether-deck. He walked out, calmly, to the lower
wegpons locker, put hiscard in.

Dead. "I've got alock mafunction here, Anne. Number 13/546. Would you clear it up?'

"Emergency locks are sill engaged.”

"Disengage”

Slence

"Thereisno emergency.” He fought the anger from hisvoice. " Disengage emergency locks
and cancd al emergency procedures.”

"Thisvocd dysfunction isnot repaired.”

He leaned againgt the wall, stared down the corridor.

"Warren, please confirm your status.”

"Normdl, | tell you." He went to the lift. It worked. It brought him up to the level of the
laboratories. He walked down to Bio, walked in, tried the cabinets.

"Anne, | need medicines. Disengage thelocks. | need medicinesfor repair.”

Thelock clicked. It opened.

He took out the things he needed, washed historn hands, prepared a stimulant. He wasfilthy.
He saw himsdlf like a specter in areflecting glass, gaunt, stubbled; looked down and saw his
clothes unrecognizablein color. He washed an area of hisarm and fired the injection, rummaged
through the cabinet for medicinesto cure the hoarseness. He found some |ozenges, ripped one
from the foil and sucked on it, then headed off for the showers, undressing as he went.

A quick wash. He had forgotten clean clothes; he belted on the bathrobe he had Ieft in the
showers, on abody gone gaunt. His hands shook. The stim hummed in hisveins. He could not
afford the shakes. He had visions of the pseudosome walking back toward the ship; she would
be here soon. He had to make norma moves. Had to do everything in accustomed order. He
went to the galley next, opened the box and downed fruit juice from its container; it hit his
somach in awave of cold.

He hauled out other things. Dried food. Stacked it there. He took out one frozen dinner and
put it in the microwave.

It turned on without histouching it.

"Time, please.”



"Fifteen minutes,” hetold it. He walked out. He took the dried food with him to the lift.

He punched buttons. It took him up. He waked out into the corridor; lights came on for him.
Lights came onin theliving quarters, in his own quarters, as he entered. He dumped the dried
stores on the bed, opened the locker and pulled out al his clothing— dressed, short of bregth,
having to stop and rest in the act of putting his boots on.

The lock crashed and boomed in the bowels of the ship.

She was back. He pulled the second boot on. He could hear the lift working. Hefolded his
remaining clothes. He heard the next lift work. He arranged everything on his bed. He heard
footsteps approach.

Helooked round. Anne stood there, muddy, streaked with soot.

"Ass stance”? Please confirm your status, Warren.”

He thought amoment. "Fine. Y ou're dirty, Anne. Decontaminate.”

Sensorsflickered, one and then the others. "Y ou're packing. This program is preparatory to
going to theriver. Please reconsider this program.”

"I'm just cleaning up. Why don't you get me dinner?’

"Y ou fixed dinner, Warren."

"l didn't likeit. Youfix it. I'll have dinner up here at the table. Fifteen minutes. | need it, Anne.
I'm hungry.”

"Yes, Warren."

"And cleenup.”

"Yes, Warren."

The pseudosome left. He dropped his head into his hands, caught his breath. Best to rest a
bit. Have dinner. See what he could do about a program and get her to take it. He went to the
desk where he had |€ft the programming microfilm, got it and fed it into the viewer.

He scanned through the emergency programs, the E sequences, hoping to distract her into
one of those. There was nothing that offered away to seize control. Nothing that would lock her
up.

It was feeding into her, even now; she had library access. The viewer was part of her
systems. The thought made him nervous. He scanned through harmless aress, to confound her.

"Dinner'sready,” the speaker told him.

He wiped hisface, shut down the viewer and walked out, hearing the lift in function.

Anne arrived, carrying atray. She set things on the table, arranged them.

He sat down. She poured him coffee, walked to her end of the table and sat facing him.

He ate afew bites. The food nausested him. He shoved the plate away.

Her lightsflickered. "Chess?"

"Thank you, no, Anne. I've got other thingsto do.”

"Do. Yes. Activity. What activity do you choose, Warren?"

He stared at her. Observation and question. Subsequent question. "Y our assimilation'sreally
made alot of progress, hasn't it? Laterd activity."

"Thelaterd patterning is efficient in forecast. Question posed: what activity do you choose,
Warren?'

“I'm going down below. Y ou stay here. Clean up the dinner.”

"Yes, Warren."

He pushed back from the table, walked out and down the corridor to thelift. He decided on
routine, on normalcy, on timeto think.

Herode the lift back to thelab level, walked out.

She turned the lights on for him, turned them off behind as he walked, dways conservative.



He pushed the nearest door button. Botany, it was. The door stayed shut.

"Lab doorslocked,” he said casudly. "Openit.”

The door shot back. Lightswent on.

The room was a shambles. Planting boxes were overthrown, ripped loose, pipes twisted,
planting medium scattered everywhere, the floor, the walls. Some of the boxes were partidly
melted, riddled with laser fire.

He backed out, quietly, quickly. Closed the door. Waked back to the lift, hisfootsteps
echoing faster and faster on the decking. He opened the lift door, stepped in, pushed the button
for topside.

It took him up. He left it, walking now as quickly, as normally, as he could, not favoring his
leg.

Anne had |eft the living quarters. He went by the vacant table, to the bridge corridor, to the
closed door at the end. He used his cardkey.

It stayed shui.

"Anne," he said, "you have amafunction. Theresno longer an emergency. Please clear the
emergency lock on the bridge. | have acritica problem involving maintenance. | need to get to
controlsright now."

A delay. The speaker near his head came on. "Emergency procedure remainsin effect.
Access not permitted.”

"Anne. We have aparadox here. The problem involves your mistake.”

"Claify: migeke"

"Y ou've perceived afdse emergency. Y ou'veinitiated wrong procedures. Some of your
equipment is damaged. Cancel emergency. Thisisacode nine. Cancel emergency and open this
door."

A further delay. "Negative. Access denied.”

"Anne." He pushed the button again. It was dead. He heard a heavy step in the corridor
behind him. He jerked about with his back to the door and looked into Anne's dark faceplate
with itsdancing gars. "Openit,” hesaid. "I'min pain, Anne. The pain won't stop until you cancel
emergency procedure and open this door.”

"Please adjust yoursdf.”

"I'm not malfunctioning. | need this door opened.” Heforced calm into hisvoice, adopted a
reasoning tone. "The ship isin danger, Anne. | haveto get in there."

"Pease go back to permitted areas, Warren."

He caught his breath, stared at her, then edged past her carefully, down the corridor to the
living quarters. Shewas at hisback, till, following.

"Isthisapermitted area?' he asked.

"Yes, Warren."

"l want acup of coffee. Bringit."

"Yes, Warren."

She waked out into the main corridor. The door closed behind her. He delayed a moment till
he heard the lift, then went and tried it. Dead. " Anne. Now there's amalfunction with number two
access. Will you do something about it?"

"Access not permitted.”

"I need abath, Anne. | need to go down to the showers.”

A ddlay. "Thisis not an emergency procedure. Please wait fér assstance.”

A scream wdlled up in him. He swallowed it, smoothed his hand over the metd asif it were
skin. "All right. All right, Anne." He turned, walked back to his own quarters.

The clothes and food were gone from the bed.



The manua. He went to the viewer. The microfilm was gone. He searched the drawer where
he kept it. It was not there.

Panic surged up in him. He stifled it, walked out. He walked back to the table, sat
down—nheard the lift operating finally. Heard her footsteps. The door opened.

"Coffee, Warren."

"Thank you, Annie."

She st the cup down, poured his coffee. Hydraulics worked in the ship, massive movement,
high on the frame. The turret rotating. Warren looked up. "What's that, Anne?'

"Armaments, Warren."

The eectronic snap of the cannon jolted the ship. He sprang up from his chair and Anne set
down the coffee pot.

"Anne. Anne, cancel wegpons. Cancel I"

Thefiring went on.

"Cancd refused,” Anne said.

"Anne—show me... what you're shooting at. Put it on the screen.”

Thewallscreen lit, the black of night, athin line of orange: ahorizon, ablaze with fires.

"You'rekilling it!"

"V egetation, Warren. Emergency program is proceeding.”

"Anne." He seized her metd, unflexing arm. "' Cancd program.”

"Negdive."

"On what reasoning? Anne—turn on your sensor box. Turn it on. Scan the area”

"It isoperating, Warren. I'm using it to refine target. Possibly the equipment will survive.
Possibly | can recover it. Please adjust yourself, Warren. Y our voice indicates stress.”

"It'slifeyou'rekilling out therel™

"V egetation, Warren. Thisisapriority, but overridden. I'm programmed to make vaue

judgments. I've exercised my overridereflex. Thisisarationd function. Please adjust yourself,
Warren."

"Thelab. Y ou destroyed the lab. Why?"

"| don' like vegetation, Warren.”

"Don't like?

"Y es, Warren. This seems descriptive.”

"Anne, you're mafunctioning. Listen to me. Y ou'll have to shut down for afew moments. |
won't damage you or interfere with your standing instructions. I'm your crew, Anne. Shut down.”

"| can't accept thisinstruction, Warren. One of my functionsis preservation of mysdf. You're
my highest priority. To preserveyou | haveto preserve mysdf. Please adjust yourself, Warren.”

"Anne, let me out. Let me out of here.”

"No, Warren."

The firing stopped. On the screen the fires continued to burn. He looked at it, leaned on the
back of the chair, shaking.

"Assgance?'

"Gotohdl."

"l can't goto hell, Warren. | have to hold this position.”

"Anne. Anne—ligten. | found abeing out there. A sapient lifeform. In the forest. | talked with
it. You'rekilling asgpient being, you hear me?"

A ddlay. "My sensors detected nothing. Y our activities are erratic and injurious. | record your
observation. Please provide data."

"Y our sensor box. Turnit on.”



"It's dtill operating, Warren.”

"It wasthere. The life was there, when | was. | can go back. | can proveit. | talked to it,
Anne."

"Therewas no other lifethere."

"Because your sensor unit couldn't register it. Because your sensors aren't sendtive enough.
Because you're not human, Anne."

"I have recorded sounds. Identify."

Thewallscreen flicked to aview of the grove. Thewind sighed in the leaves, something
babbled. A human figure lay writhing on the ground, limbs jerking, mouth working with the
sounds. Himsdlf. The murmur was his own voice, inebriate and durred.

Heturned hisfacefromit. "Cut it off. Cut it off, Anne."

The sound stopped. The screen was blank and white when he turned his head again. He
leaned there atime. Therewas avoid in him where life had been. Where he had imagined life. He
sat down at the table, wiped his eyes.

After amoment he picked up the coffee and drank.

"Areyou adjusted, Warren?"

"Yes. Yes, Anne."

"Emergency program will continue until al surrounds are Serilized.”

He sat staring at his hands, at the cup before him. "And then what will 1 do?

Anne walked to the end of the table, sat down, propped her elbows on the table, head on
hands, sensor lights blinking in continuous operation.

The chessboard flashed to the wallscreen at her back.

The pawn advanced one square.

Y
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"well, how many werethere?' | ask, over supper.

"There might have been four.”

"Therewasone," | say. " Anne was Warren too." blink in al innocence. "'In amanner of
gpesking.”

We st together, speaking under the canned music. Art made into white noise, to divide us
tablefrom tablein thedining hal. "Awful suff, that music,” | say. Then | have another thought:

"On the other hand—"

"Therewerefour?'

"No. Themusic. The Greeks painted vases."

"What have Greek urns got to do with canned music?"

"Art. Do you know—" 1 hold up aspoon. "Thisisart.”

"Come on. They slamp them out by the thousands.”

"But an artist designed this. Its balance, its shape. An artist drew it and sculpted it, and
another sort made the die. Then aworkman ran it and collected hiswage. Which he used to buy
atape. Do you know, we work most of our livesto afford two things: leisure and art.”

"Even mass-produced art?"

"The Greeks mass-produced clay lamps. Now we call them antiquities. And we set them on
little pedestalsin museums. They painted their pots and their lamps. Rich Greeks had musicians a
their banquets. Nowaday's the poorest man can have afine metal spoon and have musicto listen



to with hisdinner. That's magica.”

"Well, now the rest of us have got to put up with damned little die-stamped spoons.”

"How many of uswould have owned a spoon in those good old days?"

"Who needed them? Fingers worked.”

"So did typhoid."

"What has typhoid to do with spoons?’

"Sanitation. Citiesand civilizations died for want of spoons. And good drainage. It'sal art.
I've walked the Streets of dead cities. It's an eerie thing, to read the graves and the ages. Very
many children. Very many. And so many citieswhich just—died. Not in violence. Just of needs
wetakefor granted. | tel you we are dl kings and magicians. Our touch on amachine brings
light, sound, musicians appear in thin air, pictures legp from world to world. Each of ussingly
wields the power output of a M esopotamian empire—without ever thinking about it. We can
afford it

"Wewagteit."

I lift my hand toward the unseen stars. "Does the sun? | supposethat it does. But we gather
what it throws away. And the universe doesn't lose it, except to entropy.”

"A world has only so much.”

"A solar system has too much ever to bring home. Look at the asteroids, the moons, the
sun—No, theirresponsble thing is not to wield that power. To Sit in aclosed world and do
nothing. To refuse to mass-produce. To deny somefelow hisbit of art bought with hisown
labor. It's not economical to paint apot. Or to make avase for flowers. Or to grow flowers
instead of cabbages.”

"Cabbages," you recdl, "have their importance in the cosmic system.”

"Dont flowers? And isn' it better that a man has music with hisdinner and apot with adesign
onit?'

"Y ou don't like the ancient world?"

"Let metel you, most of usdidn't livewell. Most of usdidn't makeit past childhood. And not
just villages vanished in some bitter winter. Whole towns did. Whole nations. There were no
good old days."

"Hidory again."

"That's why we make fantasies. Because it was too bad to remember.”

"Cynic."

"] do write fantasies. Sometimes.”

"And they're true?"

"True as those poor dead kidsin Ephesus.”

"Wheresthat?'

"See?' | sigh, thinking of dead stones and a child's game, etched forever in adead street, near
aconqueror'sarch. "Let metell you astory.”

"A cheerful one”

"A cheerful one. Let metell you astory about astory. Lin Carter and | weretaking just
exactly likethis, about the wretchedness of the ancient world once upon atime—he was doing
an anthology, and wanted me to write astory, afantasy. And then Lin said aremarkable thing
which I'm sure didn't come out quite the thing he wastrying to say. | think what he meant to say
was that the medieva age was not particularly chivarous, that the open land was quite dangerous
and that it was an age which quite well cast everyone into a series of dependencies—i.e,, villein
upon master, him upon hislord, lord upon baron, baron upon king, and king upon emperor, who
relied on God and played palitics with Him whenever he could. The way it came out wasthat no
woman could possibly survivein the middie ages—



"| laughed. Lintook acuriouslook at his glass and amended the remark to say that it at least
would not be the merry life of derring-do practiced by the maes of fiction. | countered that the
redl-life rogues hardly had amerry timeof itinred life either. Y ou were morelikdly to mistake
the aristocrats for the outlaws than vice versa

"But immediately that became the orchard fence, the thou-shat-not which of course was
precisely the story | meant to do for Lin's anthology. Not only that, in my tale, the woman would
be no princess, no abbess, no burgher's daughter with defensive advantages.”

"Witch?"

"Well, take avery typica swash and buckle hero—illiterate, battling wizards, gods, and
double-dedling princes, selling what can be sold and spending al the gain by sunrise—"

"—Who carries off the woman?'

"That is thewoman."

A Thief in Korianth
1

theyliz river ran through Korianth, a sullen, muddy stream on itsway to the nearby sea, with
stone banks where it passed through the city.... gray stone and yellow water, and gaudy ships
which made a spider tangle of masts and riggings above the drab jumbled roofs of the dockside.
Infact dl Korianth was built on pilings and cut with canals more frequent than streets, the whole
pattern of the lower town dictated by old idands and channels, so that buildings took whatever
turns and bends the canals dictated, huddled against each other, jammed one up under the eaves
of the next—faded paint, buildings like ancient crones remembering the brightness of their youths,
decayed within from overmuch of wine and living, with dulled, shuttered eyes|ooking suspicioudy
on dim streets and scummed cands, where boat vendors and barge folk plied their craft, going to
and fro from shabby warehouses. Thiswasthe Sink, which wasindeed dowly subsiding into the
River—but that took centuries, and the Sink used only the day, quick pleasures, momentary
feast, customary famine. In spring rainsthe Yliz rose; tavern keepers mopped and dockmen and
warehousers cursed and set merchandise up on blocks; then the town stank considerably. In
summer heatsthe River sank, and the town stank worse,

Therewas a glittering world above this rhythm, the part of Korianth that had grown up | ater,
inland, and beyond the zone of flood: palaces and town houses of hewn stone (which till sank,
being too heavy for their foundations, and developed cracks, and whenever abandoned, decayed
quickly). Inthisareatoo were temples... temples of gods and goddesses and whole pantheons
locad and foreign, ancient and modern, for Korianth was atrading city and offended no one
permanently. The gods were transents, coming and going in favor like dukes and royd lovers.
There was, more permanent than gods, aking in Korianth, Seithan X X1V, but Seithan was, if
rumors might be believed, quite mad, having recovered after poisoning. At least he showed a
certain bizarre turn of behavior, in which he played obscure and crud jokes and took to strange
religions, mostly such as promised sybaritic afterlives and conjured demons,

And centra to that zone between, where town and dockside met on the canals, lay arather
pleasant zone of mild decay, of modest townsmen and afew dilapidated palaces. In thisweb of
muddy waterways a grand bazaar transferred the wedlth of the Sink (whose dark warrens honest
citizens avoided) into higher-priced commerce of the Market of Korianth.

It was a profitable place for merchants, for proselytizing cults, for heders, interpreters of
dreams, prostitutes of the better sort (two of the former palaces were brothels, and no few of the
templeswere), pam readers and sdllers of drinks and sweetmests, silver and fish, of caged birds



and daves, copper pots and amulets and minor sorceries. Even on achill autumn day such as
this, with the stench of hundreds of dtars and the spices of the booths and the smokes of
midtown, that of the River welled up. Humanity jostled shoulder to shoulder, armored guard
againg citizen, beggar againg priest, and furnished ample opportunity for thieves.

Gillian glanced across that sea of bobbing heads and swirling colors, eased up against the
twelve-year-old girl whose dim, dirty fingers had just deceived the fruit merchant and popped a
first and asecond handful of figsinto the torn seam of her cleverly sewn skirt. Gillian pushed her
own body into the way of sight and reached to twist her fingersinto her sster's curlsand jerk.
Jensy yidded before the hair came out by theroots, let hersalf be dragged four pacesinto the
woman-wide blackness of an aley, through which asickly stresm of something threaded
between their feet.

"Hig," Gillian said. "Will you have us on the run for afistful of sweets?Y ou have no
judgment.”

Jensy's small face twisted into agrin. "Old Haber-shen's never seen me.”

Gillian gave her arap on the ear, not hard. The claim wastruth: Jensy was deft. The
double-sewn skirt picked up better than figs. "Not here,” Gillian said. "Not in this market.
Thereshigh law here. They cut your hand off, stupid snipe.”

Jensy grinned at her; everything did off Jensy. Gillian gripped her sster by thewrist and
jerked her out into the press, walked afew stalls down. It was never good to linger. They did not
look the best of customers, she and Jensy, ragged curls bound up in scarves, coarse sacking
skirts, blouses that had seen good days—nbefore they had |eft some goodwoman's laundry.
Docksiders did come here, frequent enough in the crowds. And their faces were not known
outsde the Sink; varying patterns of dirt were atolerable disguise.

Lean days were at hand; they were not far from winter, when shipswould be scant, save only
the pdtry, patched coasters. In late fall and winter the goods were here in midtown, being hauled
out of warehouses and sold at profit. Dockside was dim pickingsin winter; dockside was where
she preferred to work—given choice. And with Jensy—

Midtown frightened her. This place was daylight and open, and at the moment she was not
looking for trouble; rather she made for the corner of the fish market with its peculiar aromas and
the perfumed reek of Agddiasgilt temple and brothel.

"Don't want to," Jensy declared, planting her fed.

Gillian jerked her willy-nilly. "I'm not going to leave you there, mousekin. Not for long.”

"l hate Sophonisba."

Gillian stopped short, jerked Jensy about by the shoulder and looked down into the dirty
face. Jensy sobered at once, eyes wide. " Sophonisba never |ets the customers near you."

Jensy shook her head, and Gillian let out abreath. She had started that way; Jensy would not.
She dragged Jensy to the door, where Sophonisba held her usua post at the shrine of thetinsel
goddess— legitimacy of asort, more than Sophonisba had been born to. Gillian shoved Jensy
into Sophonigbas hands... overblown and overpainted, dl pastels and perfumes and swelling
bosom—it was not lack of charms kept Sophonisha on the market street, by the Fish, but the
unfortunate voice, a Sink accent and anasal whine that would keep her hereforever. Dead ear,
Gillian reckoned of her in some pity, for accents came off and onto Gillian's tongue with polyglot
facility; Sophonisba probably did not know her affliction—acreature of patterns, reliableto
follow them.

"Not in daylight,” Sophonisba complained, painted eyes distressed. "Double cut for daylight.
Areyou working here? | don't want any part of that. Take yourselves elsewhere.” .

"Y ou know | wouldn't bring the king's men down on Jensy; mind her, old friend, or I'll break
your no."

"Hate you," Jensy muttered, and winced, for Sophonisba gripped her hair.



She meant Sophonisha. Gillian gave her aface and waked away, free. Thewarrens or the
market— neither plate was safe for atwelve-year-old female with light fingers and too much
self-confidence; Sophonisha could still keep a string on her—and Sophonisbawas right to worry:
stakes were higher here, in al regards.

Gillian prowled the aides, shopping customers aswell as booths, lingering nowhere long,
flowing with thetraffic. It was the third winter coming, the third since she had had Jensy under her
wing. Neither of them had known hunger often while her mother had been there to care for
Jensy—but those days were gone, her mother gone, and Jensy—Jensy wasfalling into the
pattern. Gillian saw it coming. She had nightmares, Jensy in the hands of the city watch, or knifed
in some stupid brawl, like their mother. Or something happening to hersdf, and Jensy growing up
in Sophonisbas hands.

Money. A large amount of gold: that was the way out she dreamed of, money that would buy
Jensy into some respectable order, to come out polished and fit for midtown or better. But that
kind of money did not often flow accessibly on dockside, in the Sink. It had to be hunted here;
and she saw it—all about her—at the risk of King's-law, pendties greater than the dockside was
likely toinflict: the Sink took care of its own problems, but it was apt to wink at pilferage and it
wasrarely soinventively cruel asKing's-law. Whore she was not, no longer, never again; whore
she had been, seeking out Genat, athief among thieves, and the apprentice had passed the
master. Genat had become blind Genat the beggar—dead Genat soon after—and Gillian was
free, walking the market where Genat himself seldom dared pilfer.

If she had gold enough, then Jensy was out of the streets, out of the way of things that waited
to happen.

Gold enough, and she could get more: gold was power, and she had studied power zealoudly,
from street bravosto priests, listening to gossip, listening to rich folk talk, one with the alleys and
the booths— shelearned, did Gillian, how rich men stole, and she planned someday—she
aways had—to berich.

Only three years of fending for two, and thisthird year that saw Jensy filling out into more
than her own whipcord shape would ever be, that promised what Jensy would be the fourth
year, when at thirteen she became a mark for any man on the docks—

Thiswinter or never, for Jensy.

Gillian walked until her thin soles burned on the cobbles. Shelooked at jewelers
booths—too wary, the goldsmiths, who tended to have armed bullies about them. She had
once—madly—entertained the idea of approaching ajeweler, proposing her own dight self asa
guard: truth, no one on the streets could deceive her sharp eyes, and there would be no pilferage;
but say to them, | am a better thief than they, sirs?—that was away to end like Genat.

Mistress to such, instead? There seemed no young and handsome ones—even Genat had
been that—and she, moreover, had no taste for more such years. She passed the jewelers,
hoping forlornly for some indiscretion.

She hungered by afternoon and thought wistfully of the figs Jensy had fingered; Jensy had
them, which meant Jensy would eat them. Gillian was not so rash asin her green years. She
would not risk hersdlf for abit of bread or cheese. She kept prowling, turning down minor
opportunities, bumped against anumber of promising citizens, but each was arisk, and each deft
fingering of their purses showed nothing of great substance.

The hours passed. The better classes began to wend homeward with their bodyguards and
bullies. She began to see afew familiar faces on the edges of the crowd, rufflers and whores and
such anticipating the night, which was theirs. M erchants with more expengive goods began folding
up and withdrawing with their armed guards and their day's profits.

Nothing—no luck at al, and Sophonisba would not accept a cut of bad luck; Gillian had two
coppersin her own purse, purloined days ago, and Sophonisbawould expect one. It was the



streets and no supper if she was not willing to take arisk.

Suddenly a strange face cut the crowd, making haste: that caught her eye, and like the reflex
of aboxer, her body tended that way before her mind had quite weighed matters, so she should
not lose him. Thiswas a stranger; there was afashion to facesin Korianth, and this one was not
Korianthine— Abhizite, she reckoned, from upriver. Gillian warmed indeed; it was like summer,
when gullible foreigners came onto the docks carrying their traveling funds with them and giving
easy opportunity to the light-fingered trade.

She bumped him in the press a a corner, anticipating his move to dodge her, and her razor
had the purse strings, her fingers at once aware of weight, her heart thudding with the old
excitement as she edled through the crowd and aleyward.

Heavy purse—it was too soon missed; her numbing blow had had short effect. She heard the
baw! of outrage, and suddenly agenera shriek of darm. At the bend of the dley shelooked
back.

Armored men. Bodyguards!

Panic hit her; she clutched the purse and ran the dark aley she had mapped in advance for
escape, ran with dl her might and did I€ft, right, right, along abroad back street, down yet
another dley. They were after her in the twilight of the maze, curang and with swords gleaming
bare.

It was no ordinary cutpursing. She had tripped something, indeed. She ran until her heart was
nigh to bursting, took the desperate chance of a stack of firewood to scamper to aledge and into
the upper levels of the midtown maze.

Shewatched them then, shelying on her heaving belly and trying not to be heard bresthing.
They were someone's hired bravosfor certain, scarred of countenance, with that touch of the
garish that bespoke gutter origins.

"Common cutpurse,” one said. That rankled. She had other sKills.

"Someone has to have seen her," said another. "Money will talk, inthe Sink."

They went away. Gillian lay ill, panting, opened the purse with trembling fingers.

A lead cylinder stamped with a sedl; lead, and afinger-long sealed parchment, and a patry
three slver coins.

Bileweled up in her throat. They had sworn to search for her even into the impenetrable
Sink. She had stolen something terrible; she had ruined hersdlf; and even the Sink could not hide
her, not against money, and such men.

Jensy, she thought, sick at heart. If passersby had seen her gtrolling there earlier and
described Jensy— their memories would be very keen, for gold. The marks on the loot were
ducal sedls, surely; lesser men did not use such things. Her breath shuddered through her throat.
Kings and dukes. She had stolen lead and paper, and her death. She could not read, not a
word—not even to know what she had in hand.

—and Jensy!

She swept the contents back into the purse, thrust it into her blouse and, dropping down
aganintothedley, ran.

2

thetinsd shrinewas closed. Gillian's heart sank, and her vision blurred. Againto thedleys
and behind, thence to alower-story window with ared shutter. She reached up and rapped it a
certain pattern with her knuckles.

It opened. Sophonisha’s painted face stared down at her; atorrent of abuse poured
sewer-fashion from the dewy lips, and Jensy's dirty-scarfed head bobbed up from below the
whore's ample bosom.



"Come on," Gillian said, and Jensy scrambled, grimaced in pain, for Sophonisba had her by
thehair.

"My cut,” Sophonisbasaid.

Gillian swallowed air, her ears dert for pursuit. She fished the two coppers from her purse,
and Sophonisha spat on them. Heat flushed Gillian's face; the next thing in her hand was her
razor.

Sophonisha paed and sniffed. "I know you got better, dink. The whole street's roused.
Should | take such risks? If someone comes asking here, should | say lies?"

Trembling, blind with rage, Gillian took back the coppers. She brought out the purse, spilled
the contents: lead cylinder, parchment, three coins. "Here. See? Trouble, trouble and no lot of

Sophonisha snatched at the coins. Gillian's deft fingers saved two, and the other things, which
Sophonisbamade no moveat dl to seize.

"Take your trouble," Sophonisbasaid. "And your brat. And keep away from here.”

Jensy scrambled out over the sl hit the dley cobbles on tier dippered feet. Gillian did not
stay to threaten. Sophonisha knew her—knew better than to spill to king's-men... or to leave
Jensy on the street. Gillian clutched her sister'shand and pulled her dong at arate a
twelve-year-old's strides could hardly match.

They walked, findly, in the dark of the blackest aleysand, warily, into the Snk itsdf. Gillian
led the way to Threepenny Bridge and so to Rat's Alley and the Bowel. They were not done,
but the shadows ingpected them cautioudy: the trouble that urked here was accustomed to pull
itsvictimsinto the warren, not to find them there; and one time that lurkers did come too close,
she and Jensy played dodgein the dley. "Cheap flash,” she spat, and: "Bit'sIde" marking hersdf
of arougher brotherhood than theirs. They were done after.

After the Bowd camethe Ideitsdf, and the deepest part of the Sink. There wasadoor in the
dley cdled Blindman's, where Genat had st till someone knifed him, She dodged to it with Jensy
intow, this stout door inconspicuous among others, and pushed it open.

It let them in under Jochen's gairs, in the wine-smelling backside of the Rose. Gillian caught
her breath then and pulled Jensy close within the shadows of the small undergtairs pantry. "Get
Jochen," she bade Jensy then. Jensy skulked out into the hall and took off her scarf, stuffed that
in her skirts and passed out of sight around the corner of the door and into the roister of the
tavern.

In alittle time she was back with fat Jochen in her wake, and Jochen mightily scowling.

"Youreintrouble?' Jochen said. "Get out if you are.”

"Want you to keep Jensy for me."

"Pay," Jochen said. "You got it?"

"How much?'

"How bad the trouble?

"For her, noneat al. Just keep her." Gillian turned her back—prudence, not modesty—to fish
up the silver from her blouse, not revedling the purse. She held up one coin. "Two days board
and closeroom."

"You areintrouble”

"l want Nessm. Is he here?"

He awayswas by dark. Jochen snorted. "A cut of what's going.”

"A cut if therés profit; aclear nameif therésnot; get Nessm.”

Jochen went. "'l don't want to beleft,” Jensy started to say, but Gillian rapped her ear and
scowled so that Jensy swallowed it and |ooked frightened. Finally amuddied old man came
muttering their way and Gillian snagged hisdeeve. Thereek of wine was strong; it was perpetud



about Nessm Hath, excommunicate priest and minor dabbler in magics. He read, when he was
sober enough to see the letters; that and occasionally effective magics—wards againg rats, for
one—made him alivelihood and kept his throat uncut.

"Updtairs" Gillian said, guiding sot and child up the well-worn boards to the loft and the
private cells at the dleyside wall. Jensy snatched the taper at the head of the stairs and they went
into that room, which had awindow.

Nessm tottered to the cot and sat down while Jensy lit the stub of acandle. Gillian fished out
her coppers, held them before Nessm's red-rimmed eyes and pressed them into the old priest's
shaking hand.

"Read something?' Nessm asked.

Gillian pulled out the purse and knelt by the bedside while Jensy prudently closed the door.
She produced the leaden cylinder and the parchment. "Old man," she said, "tell mewhat I've got
here"

He gathered up the cylinder and brought his eyes closdly to focus on it, frowning. His mouth
trembled asdid hishands, and he thrust it back at her. "I don't know thissedl. Losethisthingin
thecand. Berid of it."

"You know it, old man."

"l don't." Shedid not takeit from him, and he held it, trembling. "A false sed, amask sedl.
Some thing some would know—and not outsiders. It'sno good, Gillian.”

"And if somewould hunt athief for it? It's good to someone.”

Nessm stared at her. She valued Nessm, gave him coppers when he was on one of hislower
periods. he drank the money and was grateful. She cultivated him, one gentle rogue among the
ungentle, who would not havefailed at priesthood and at magicsif he did not drink and love
comforts; now he smply had the drink.

"Run," hesad. "Get out of Korianth. Tonight."

"Penniless? This should be worth something, old man.”

"Powerful men would use such ased to mask what they do, who they are. Games of more
than small stakes."

Gillian swallowed heavily. "Y ou've played with sedls before, old man; read methe
parchment.”

Hetook it in hand, laid the leaden cylinder in hislap, turned the parchment to all Sides. Long
and long he gared at it, finally opened his purse with much trembling of his hands, took out atiny
knife and cut the red threads wrapped round, pulled them from the wax and loosed it carefully
with the blade.

"Huh," Jensy pouted. " Anyone could cut it." Gillian rapped her ear gently as Nessm canted
thetiny parchment to the scant light. Hislips mumbled, steedied, athin line. WWhen he opened his
mouth they trembled again, and very carefully he drew out more red thread from his pouch, red
wax such as scribes used. Gillian held her peace and kept Jensy's, not to disturb him in the
ticklish process that saw new cords seated, the sedl prepared—he motioned for the candle and
she held it hersdf while he heated and replaced the sedl most gingerly.

"No magics,” he said then, handing it back. "No magics of mine near thisthing. Or the other.
Takethem. Throw them both inthe River."

"Ansvers, old man.”

"Triptis. Promising—without naming names— twenty thousand in gold to the shrine of
Triptis™

Gillian wrinkled her nose and took back parchment and cylinder. "Abhizitegod," shesad. "A
dark one." The sum ran cold fingers over her skin. "Twenty thousand. That's—gold—twenty
thousand. How much do rich men have to spend on temples, old thief?"



"Richmen'slives are bought for less."

The fingers went cold about the lead. Gillian swallowed, wishing Jensy had stayed downgtairs
in the pantry. She held up the lead cylinder. " Can you breach that sedl, old man?"

"Wouldn't."

"Youtdl mewhy."

"It'smore than alead seal on that. Adepts more than the likes of me; | know my leve,
woman; | know what not to touch, and you can take my advice. Get out of here. You've stolen
something you can't trade in. They don't need to see you, do you understand me? Thisthing can
betraced.”

Thehairsgtirred to her nape. She sat staring a him. "Then throwing it in theriver won't doit,
ather.”

"They might give up then. Might. Gillian, you've put your head in thejawsthistime.”

"Rich men'slives" she muttered, clutching the objectsin her hand. She did them back into the
purse and thrust it within her blouse. "I'll get rid of it. I'll find some way. I've paid Jochen to keep
Jensy. See he does, or sour his beer.”

"Gillian—"

"Y ou don't want to know," shesaid. "'l don't want either of you to know."

There was the window, the danting ledge outside; she hugged Jensy, and old Nessm, and
used it.

3

aone. shetraveled quickly, by warehouse roofs for thefirst part of her journey, where the
riggings and masts of dockside webbed the night sky, by remembered ways across the candl.
One mongtrous old warehouse squatted athwart the canal like amisshapen dowager, a
convenient crossing that avoided the bridges. Skirts hampered; she whipped off the wrap, leaving
the knee breeches and woolen hose she wore benesath, the skirt rolled and bound to her waist
with her belt. She had her dagger, her razor and the cant to mark her astrouble for ruffians—a
lie: the nebul ous brotherhood would hardly back her now, in her trouble. They didiked long
looks from moneyed men, hired bullies and noise on dockside. If the noise continued about her,
she might foreseeably meet with accident, to be found floating in a canal—to quiet the uproar and
stop further attentions.

But such as she met did not know it and kept from her path or, sauntering and mocking, still
shied from brotherhood cant. Some passwords were a cut throat to use without approval, and
thieves out of the Sink taught interlopers bitter lessons.

She paused to rest at the Serpentine of midtown, crouched in the shadows, swesting and
hard-breathing, dizzy with want of deep and food. Her belly had passed the point of hurting. She
thought .of aside excurson—a bakery's back door, perhaps—but she did not dare the possible
hue and cry added to what notoriety she aready had. She gathered what strength she had and
set out asecond time, the way that led to thetinsel shrine and one house that would seeits
busiest hoursin the dark.

Throw it in the cand: she dared not. Once it was gone from her, she had no more bargains
left, nothing. Asit was she had a secret valuable and fearful to someone. There comes a time,
Genat had told her often enough, when chances have to be taken—and taken wide.

It was not Sophonisba's way.

Panting, she reached the red window, rapped at it; there was dim light inside and long
delay—amale voice, acurse, some drunken converse. Gillian leaned againgt the wall outside and
dowed her breathing, wishing by al the gods of Korianth (save one) that Sophonisbawould
make some haste. She ragpped again finaly, heart racing as her rashness raised acomplaint
within—male voice again. She pressed hersdlf to thewall, heard the drunken voice diminish—



Sophonishas now, shrill, bidding someone out. A door opened and closed.

In amoment steps crossed the room and the shutter opened. Gillian showed hersalf
cautioudy, stared up into Sophonishas white face. "Come on out here,” Gillian said.

"Get out of here," Sophonisbahissed, with fear stark in her eyes. " Out, or | call the watch.
There's money looking for you."

She would have closed the shutters, but Gillian had both hands on the ledge and vaulted up to
perch onit; Gillian snatched and caught aloose handful of Sophonishas unlaced shift. "Don't do
that, Sophie. If you bring the watch, well both be sorry. Y ou know me. I've got something I've
got to get rid of. Get dressed.”

"Andloseanight's—"

"Yes. Loseyour noseif you don't hurry about it." She brought out the razor, that small and
wicked knife of which Sophonisbawas most afraid. She sat polishing it on her knee while
Sophonisha sorted into aflurry of skirts. Sophonisba paused once to look; she let the light catch
the knife and Sophonisha made greater haste. "Fix your hair," Gillian said.

" Someone's going to come back here to check on meif | don't take my last fee front—"

"Then fix it on the way." Steps were headed toward the door. "Haste! Or therelll be
bloodletting."

"Get down," Sophonishagroaned. "I'll get rid of her."

Gillian dipped within the room and closed the shutters, stood in the dark againgt the wall while
Sophonisha cracked the door and handed the fee out, heard a gutter dialogue and Sophonisba
pleading indispogition. She handed out more money findly, asif she were parting with her life's
blood, and closed the door. She looked about with a pained expression. ™Y ou owe me, you owe
me—"

"I'm carrying something dangerous,” Gillian said.

"It's being tracked, do you understand? Nessm doesn't like the smell of it."

"0 gods"”

"Jugt s0. It'strouble, old friend. Priest trouble.”

"Then takeit to priedts.”

"Priests expect donations. I've the scent of gold, dear friend. It's rich men pass such things
back and forth, about things they don't want authority to know about.”

"Thenthrow itinacand."

"Nessm's advice. But it doesn't take the smell off my hands or answer questions when the
trackers catch me up—or you, now, old friend."

"Wheat do you want?" Sophonisba moaned. "Gillian, please—"

"Do you know," she said softly, reasonably, "if we take this thing—we, dear friend—to the
wrong party, to someone who isn't disposed to reward us, or someone who isn't powerful
enough to protect us so effortlessy that protection costs him nothing—who would spend effort
protecting awhore and athief, eh, Sophie? But some there arein this city who shed gold like
gods shed hair, whose neighborhoods are so well protected others hesitate to meddle in them.
Men of birth, Sophie. Men who might like to know who's paying vast sums of gold for favorsin
thisaty.”

"Don't tddl methesethings.”

"I'll warrant awhore hearsalot of things, Sophie. I'll warrant awhore knowsalot of ways
and doors and windows in Korianth, who's where, who has secrets—"

"A whoreistold alot of lies. | can't help you."

"But you can, pretty Sophonisba" She held up therazor. "1 daresay you know names and
such—even intheking'sown hall."

“No!"



"But the king's mad, they say; and who knows what a madman might do? What other names
do you know?"'

"l don't know anyone, | swear | don't.”

"Don't swear; weve gods enough here. We improvise, then, you and 1." She flung the shutter
open. "Out, out with you."

Sophonishawas not adept at ledges. She settled hersdlf on it and hesitated. Gillian thought of
pushing her; then, fearing noise, took her hands and lel her down gently, followed after with a soft
thud. Sophonisha stood shivering and tying her laces, the latter unsuccessfully.

"Comeon,” Gillian said.

"l don't walk the dleys," Sophonisba protested in dread; Gillian pulled her dlong nonetheless,
the back ways of the Grand Serpentine.

They met trouble. It was inevitable. More than once gangs of youths spotted Sophonisba, like
dogsadtray cat, and came too close for comfort. Once the cant was not password enough, and
they wanted more proof: Gillian showed that she carried, knife-carved in her shoulder, the
brotherhood's initiation, and drunk asthey were, they had senseto give way for that. It ruffled
her pride. She jerked Sophonisba aong and said nothing, seething with anger and reckoning she
should have cut one. She could have done it and gotten away; but not with Sophonisba.

Sophonisba snuffled quietly, her hand cold asice.

They took to the main candside a last, when they must, which was at this hour decently
deserted. It was not a place Gillian had been often; she found her way mostly by sense, knowing
where thetall, domed buildings should lie. She had seen them most days of her life from the
rooftops of the Sink.

The palaces of the great of Korianth were walled, with gardens, and men to watch them. She
saw seals now and then that she knew, mythic beasts and demon beasts snarling from the arches
over such places.

But one paace there was on the leftside hill, opposed to the great gold dome of the King's
Palace, alondy abode well walled and guarded.

There were guards, gilt-armed guards, with plumes and cloaks and more flash than ever the
rufflers of midtown dared sport. Gillian grinned to hersdlf and felt Sophonisbas hand in hers cold
and limp from dread of such aplace.

She marked with her eye where the guards stood, how they came and went and where the
walls and accesses lay, where trees and bushes topped the wallsinsde and how the wall went to
the very edge of the white marble building. The place was defended against armed men, againgt
that sort of threet; againg—the thought cooled her grin and her enthusiasm—quilded Assassins
and free-lancers; a prince must worry for such things.

No. It was far from easy asit looked. Those easy ways could be set with traps; those places
too unguarded could become deadly. Shelooked for the ways less easy, traced again that
too-closewall.

"Walk down the street,” she told Sophonisba. "Now. Just walk down the Street.”

"Youremad."

Sophonisba started off, paefigurein blue silks, adisheveled and unlaced figure of ample
curves and confused mien. She walked quickly as her fear would urge her, beyond the corner
and before the eyes of the guards at the gate.

Gillian stayed long enough to see the sentries attention wander, then pelted to the wal and
carefully, with ddlicate fingers and the bal ance Genat had taught, spidered her way up the
brickwork.

Dogs barked the moment she flung an arm over. She cursed, ran the crest of the thinwall like
atrained ape, made the building itsalf and crept aong the masonry—too much of ornament, my



lord!—as far asthe upper terrace.

Over the rim and onto solid ground, panting. Whatever had become of Sophonisba, she had
served her purpose.

Gillian darted for afurther terrace. Doors at the far end swung open suddenly; guards ran out
in congternation. Gillian grinned at them, armswide, like a player asking tribute; bowed.

They were not amused, thinking of their hides, surely. She looked up at aring of pikes,
cocked her head to one side and drew a conscious deep breath, making obvious what they
should see; that it was no maeintruder they had caught.

"Courier," shesad, "for Prince Osric."
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he was not, either, amused.

She stood with avery superfluous pair of men-at-arms gripping her wrists so tightly that the
blood Ieft her hands and the bones were about to snap, and the king's bastard—and sole
surviving son—fingered the pouch they had found in their search of her.

"Courier,” hesad.

They were not done with the guards, he and she. A brocaded troop of courtiers and dandies
loitered near, amongst the porphyry columns and on the steps of the higher floor. He dismissed
them with awave of his hand; severd seemed to fed privileged and stayed.

"For whom," the prince asked, "are you a courier?’

"Couriers bring messages,” she said. "'l decided on my own to bring you thisone. | thought
you should haveit."

"Who areyou?'

"A free-lance assassin,” she said, promoting hersalf, and setting Prince Osric back a pace.
The guards nearly crushed her wrists; they went beyond pain.

"Jsan,” Ogicsad.

One of the three who had stayed walked forward, and Gillian's spine crawled; she knew the
look of trouble, suspected the touch of another brotherhood, more disciplined than her own. "'l
was ambitious,” she said at once. "l exaggerate.”

"Sheisnoneof ours" said the Assassin. A dark man hewas, unlike Osric, who was
white-blond and thin; this Jisan was from southern climesand not at dl flash, adrab shadow in
brown and black beside Osric's glitter.

"Your name," said Osric.

"Gillian," she said; and recalling better manners and where shewas. "—mgjesty.”

"And how come by this?'

"A cutpurse... found thisworthless. It fell in the street. But it's somelord's sedl.”

"No lord's sedl. Do you read, guttersnipe?”

"Read, I?7' The name rankled; she kept her face cdm. "No, lord.”

Hewhisked out a dagger and cut the cords, unfurled the parchment. A frown came a once to
hisface, degpened, and his pale eyes came suddenly up to hers. " Suppose that someone read it
toyou."

She sucked athoughtful breath, weighed her life, and Jensy's. "A drunk clerk read it—for a
kiss, said it was something he didn't want to know; and | think then—some great lord might want
to know it; but which lord, think I”? One lord might make good use and another bad, one be
grateful and another not— might make rightest use of something dangerous— might beglad it
came herein good loyal hands, and not where it was supposed to go; might take notice of astir
in the lowtown, bully boyslooking for that cutpurse to cut throats, armed men and some of them
not belonging hereabouts. King'swall'stoo high, mgesty, so | came here.”



"Whose bravos?' Jisan asked.

She blinked. "Wish | knew that; 1'd like to know."

"You'rethat cutpurse," he sad.

"If | were, would | say yes, and if | weren't, would | say yes? But | know that thing's better
not in my hands and maybe better herethan in the River. A trifle of reward, mgesty, and there's
no one closer mouthed than | am; atrifle more, mgesty, and you've dl my talents at hire: no one
can outbid aprince, not for the likes of me; | know I'm safest to be bribed once and never
agan."

Ogric'swhite-blue eyesrested on her avery long, very caculating moment. Y ou're easy to
kill. Who would missyou?'

"No one, mgjesty. No one. But I'm eyes and ears and Korianthine—" Her eyes did to the
Assassin. "And | go placeswhere he won'."

The Assassin smiled. Hiseyesdid not. Guild man. He worked by hire and public license.

And sometimeswithout.

Osgic applied hisknife to the lead cylinder to gently cut it. "No," Gillian said nervoudy. And
when he looked up, darmed: "1 would not,” she said. "'l have been advised—the thing has some
ill luck attached.”

"Digs" Ogic cdled softly, and handed the cylinder into the hands of an older man, a
scholarly man, whose courtier's dress was long out of mode. The man'slong, lined face
contracted at the touch of it in his hand.

"Well advised,” that one said. " Silver and lead—a confining. | would be most careful of that
sed, mgesty; | would indeed.”

The prince took the cylinder back, looked at it with atroubled mien, passed it back again.
Carefully then he took the purse from his own belt, from beside hisdagger. "Y our home?' he
asked of Gillian.

"Docksde," shesad.

"All of it?'

Shebit her lip. "Ask a the Anchor,” she said, betraying a sometime haunt, but not
Sophonisbas, not the Rose either. "All the Sink knows Gillian." And that wastrue.

"Let her go," Osric bade his guards. Gillian's arms dropped, relief and agony at once. He
tossed the purse at her feet, while she was absorbed in her pain. "Come to the garden gate next
time. Bring me word—and names."

She bent, gathered the purse with a swollen hand, stood again and gave a shy bow, her heart
pounding with the swing of her fortunes. She received adisgusted wave of dismissd, and the
guards at her right jerked her elbow and brought her down the hal, the whole troop of them to
escort her to the door.

"My knives" she reminded them with atouch of smugness. They returned them and hastened
her down the stairs. She did not gape at the splendors about her, but she saw them, every detail.
In such a place twenty thousand in gold might be swallowed up. Gillian might be swallowed up,
here and now or in the Sink, later. She knew. She reckoned it.

They took her through the garden, past handlers and quivering dogs the size of men, and there
at the garden gate they let her go without the mauling she had expected. Princes favor had power
even out of princes sght, then; from what she had heard of Osric, that was wise of them.

They pitched the little bundle of her skirt at her feet, undone. She snatched that up and flung it
jauntily over her shoulder, and stalked off into the dleysthat were her element.

She had atouch of conscience for Sophonisba. Likely Sophonisba had disentangled herself
by now, having lied her way with some smadll kill out of whatever predicament she had cometo,
appearing in the high town: forgive me, lord; thislord he brought me here, he did, and turned



me out, he did, and I'mlost, truly, sir... Sophonisbawould wait till safe daylight and find her
way home again, to nurse agrudge that money would heal. And she...

Gillian was shaking when she finaly stopped to assess hersdlf. Her wrigtsfelt maimed, the
joints of her hands swollen. She crouched and dipped the knives back where they belonged,
earnestly wishing she had had the cheek to ask for food aswell. Sherolled the skirt and tied it in
the accustomed bundle at her belt. Lastly—for fear, |astly—she spilled the sack into her cupped
hand, spilled it back again quickly, for the ddight and the terror of the flood of gold that glinted in
the dim light. She thrust it down her blouse, a once terrified to possess such athing and anxious
until she could find hersdlf in the Sink again, where she had ratholesin plenty. Thiswas not athing
towak thealeyswith.

She sprang up and started moving, done and free again, and casting furtive and careful
glancesal directions, most especidly behind.

Priests and spdlls and temple business. Of a sudden it began to sink into her mind precisdy
what services she had agreed to, to turn spy; Triptiss priests bought whores babes, or any else
that could be stolen. That was a thief's trade beneath contempt; a trade the brotherhood stamped
out whereit found it obvious: grieving mothers were anoise, and a desperate one, bad for
business. It was that kind of enemy she dedt with.

Find me names, the lord Osric had said, with an Assassin standing on onesideand a
magician on the other. Suddenly she knew who the old magicker had been: Dis's, the prince had
cdled him; Aldisis, more than dabbler in magics—part and parcd of the prince's entourage of
discontents, waiting for the mad king to pass the dark gates elsewhere. The prince had had
brothers and asister, and now he had none; now he had only to wait.

Aldisisthe opener of paths. Hisilk of lesser station sold ill wishes down by the Fish, and
some of those worked; Aldisis had kills, it was whispered.

And Jisan cared for those Aldisis missed.

Find me names.

And what might my lord prince do with them? Gillian wondered, without much wondering;
and with asudden chill: What but lives are worth twenty thousand gold? And what but
high-born lives?

She had agreed with no such intention; she had priest troubles and hunters on her trail, and
she did not need to know their names, not from agreat enough distance from Korianth. One
desperate chance—to sell the deadly information and gamble it was not Osric himself, to gamble
with the highest power she could reach and hope she reached above the plague spot in
Korianth... for gold, to get her and Jensy out of reach and out of the city until the danger was
past.

Dangerous thoughts nibbled at her resolve, the chance she had been looking for, three years
on the street with Jensy—a chance not only of one purse of gold... but of others. She swore at
hersdf for thinking of it, reminded hersdf what she was; but there was a so what she might be.
Double such a purse could support Jensy in agented order: learning and fine clothes and fine
manners, freedom for hersdlf, to ed herself back dockside and vanish into her own darknesses,
gather money, and power... No strange citiesfor her, nothing but Korianth, where she knew her
way, dl thelow and tangled ways that took alifetime of living to learn of acity—no starting over
elsawhere, to play whore and teach Jensy thelike, to get their throats cut in Amisent or Kesirn,
trespassing in another territory and another brotherhood.

She skipped dong, the strength flooding back into her, the breath hissing regularly between
her teeth. She found herself again in familiar territory, known dleys; found one of her narrowest
boltholes and rid hersdlf of the prince's purse, al but one coin, itself abit of recklessness. After
that she ran and paused, ran and paused, dick with sweat and light-headed with fortune and
danger and hunger.



The Bowd took her in, and Blindman's—home territory indeed; her sore, dippered feet
pattered over familiar cobbles; sheloosed her skirt and whipped it about her, mopped her face
with her scarf and knotted that about her waist, leaving her curlsfree. The door to the Rose was
before her. She pushed it open.

And frozeto the heart.
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all the rose was a shambles, the tables broken, afew survivors or gawkers milling about in a
forlorn knot near the street-side door. There was chill inthe air, apa pable chill, like a breath of
ice. Fat Jochen lay stark on the floor by the counter, with al his skin gone gray and his clothes...
faded, asif cobweb composed them.

"Gods," Gillian bregathed, clutching at the luck piece she bore, easygoing Agddias. Andinthe
next breath: "Jensy," she murmured, and ran for the Sairs.

The door &t the end of the narrow hall stood open, moonlight streaming into a darkened room
from the open window. She stopped, drew her knife— clutched the tawdry charm, sick with
dread. From her vantage point she saw the cot disheveled, the movement of a shadow within,
likealich robed in cobwebs.

"Jensy!" she shouted into that dark.

The wraith came into the doorway, staggered out, reached.

Nessim. She held her hand intime, only just, turned the blade and with hilt in hand gripped
the old man's sticklike arms, seized him with both hands, heedless of hurts. He sammered
something. Therewas aslken crumbling in the cloth she held, like something moldered, centuries
old. The skin on Nessm's poor face pedled in strips like a sun-baked hinterlander's.

"Gillian," he murmured. "They wanted you."

"Where's Jensy?"

Hetried to tell her, pawed at the amulet he had worn; it was acrystal, cracked now, ina
peding hand. He waved the hand helplessy. "Took Jensy," he said. He was bad, even to the
eyebrows. "'l saved mysdlf—saved mysdf—had no strength for mousekin. Gillian, run away."

"Who, blast you, Nessm!"

"Don't know. Don't know. But Triptis. Triptisspriests... ah, go, go, Gillian."

Tears made tracks down his seared cheeks. She thrust him back, anger and pity confounded
in her. The advice was sound; they were without power, without patrons. Y oung girls
disappeared often enough in the Sink without aripple.

Rules changed. She thrust past him to the window and out it, onto the cresking shingles, to
the eaves and down the edge to Blindman's. She hit the cobblesin acrouch and straightened.

They werelooking for her. For her, not Jensy. And Nessm had survived to give her that
message.

Triptis.

She dipped the knifeinto her belt and turned to go, stopped suddenly at the apparition that
faced her inthedley.

"Gillian," the shadow said, unfolding upward out of the debrisby Goat's Alley.

Her hand dipped behind her to the dagger; she set her back against solid brick and flicked a
glance at shadows... others, at the crossing of Sparrow's. More around the corner, it waslikely.

"Whereisit?' the same chill voice asked.

"l sl things" shesaid. "Do you want it back?Y ou have something | want.”

"You can't get it back," the whisper said. "Now what shal we do?"

Her blood went colder till. They knew where she had been. She was followed; and no one
dipped up on Gillian, no one.



Seals and sedls, Nessm had said.

"Nameyour price," shesaid.

"Y ou gained accessto aprince," said thewhisper. "You candoit again.”

Ogric, shethought. Her heart settled into aleaden, hurting rhythm. 1t was Osric it was aimed
at.

"Weads0," said thewhisper, "sdl things. Y ou want the child Jensy. The god has many
children. He can spare one.”

Triptis; it was beyond doubt; the serpent-god, swalowing the moon once monthly; the snake
and the mouse. Jensy!

"l am reasonable,” she said.

Therewas slence. If the shadow smiled, it wasinvisble. A hand extended, open, bearing a
tiny slver circlet. "A gift you mustint lose," the whisper said.

Shetook the chill ring, aserpent shape, dipped it onto her thumb, for that wasal it would fit.
The metd did not warm to her flesh but chilled the flesh abouit it.

A second shadow stepped forward, proffered another small object, aknife the twin of her
own. "The blade will kill at ascratch,” the second voice said. "Have care of it."

"Don't take off thering," thefirst whispered.

"You could hire assassins," she said.

"Wehave," the whisper returned.

She stared at them. "Jensy comes back dive," she said. "To thisdoor. No cheating.”

"On either Sde”

"You've bid higher," she said. "What proof do you want?'

"Eventswill prove. Kill him."

Her lipstrembled. "I haven't eaten in two days; | haven't dept—"

"Eat and deep," the shadow hissed, "in what leisure you think you have. Wetrust you."

They melted backward, shadow into shadow, on al sides. The metal remained cold upon her
finger. She carried it to her lips, unconscious reflex, thought with cold panic of poison, spat onto
the cobbles again and again. She was shaking.

Sheturned, walked into the inn of the Rose past Jochen's body, past Nessm, who sat
huddled on the bottom of the steps. She poured wine from the tap, gave a cup to Nessm, drank
another hersdlf, grimacing at the flavor. Bread on the sideboard had gone hard; she soaked it in
the wine, but it had the flavor of ashes; cheeses had molded: she diced off the rind with aknife
from the board and ate. Jochen lay staring at the ceiling. Passers-by thrust in their heads and
gaped at amadwoman who ate such tainted things; another, hungrier than therest, cameinto
jointhe pillage, and an old woman followed.

"Go, run," Nessm muttered, risng with greet difficulty to tug at her arm, and the others shied
from himin horror; it was alook of leprosy.

"Too late," shesaid. "Go away yoursdlf, old man. Find aholeto hidein. I'll get Jensy back.”

It hurt the old man; she had not meant it so. He shook his head and walked away, muttering
sorrowfully of Jensy. Sheleft, then, by the dleyway, which was more familiar to her than the
street. She had food in her belly, however tainted; she had eaten worse.

She walked, stripped the skirt aside and limped dong, feding the cobbles through the holes
that had worn now in her dippers. She tucked the skirt in aseam of itself, hung it about her
shoulder, waked with more persi stence than strength down Blindman's.

Something stirred behind her; she spun, surprised nothing, her nape prickling. A rat, perhaps,
the dleyswere infested this close to the docks. Perhapsit was not. She went, hearing that
something behind her from time to time and never ableto surpriseit

She began to run, took to the traight ways, the ways that no thief liked to use, broke into the



streets and raced breathlessy toward the Serpentine, that great cana aong which al the streets
of the city had their beginnings. Breath failed her findly and she dowed, dodged late walkers and
kept going. If one of the walkerswas that one who followed her... she could not tell.

The midtown gave way to the high; she retraced ways she had passed twice this night, with
faltering steps, her breeth loud in her own ears. It waslate, even for prowlers. She met few but
stumbled across one drunk or dead in the way, legpt the falen form and fled with the short-range
speed of one of the city'swary cats, dodged to this course and that and came out again in the
same aley from which she and Sophonisba had spied out the palace.

The garden gate, Prince Osric had instructed her. Thering burned cold upon her finger.

She walked into the open, to the very guards who had let her out not so very long before.
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the prince was abed. The fact afforded his guards no little consternation—the suspicion of a
message urgent enough to make waking him advisable; the suspicion of dangerouswrath if it was
not. Gillian, for her part, sat till, wool-hosed ankles crossed, hands folded, avast fear churning
a her belly. They had taken thering. It had parted from her againgt dl the advice of him who had
given it to her; and it was not pleasing them that concerned her, but Jensy.

They had handled it and had it now, but if it was cold to them, they had not said, had not
reacted. She suspected it was not. It was hers, for her.

Master Aldiss came. He said nothing, only stared at her, and she a him; him she feared most
of dl, hissght, his perception. Hisinfluence. She had nothing Ieft, not the ring, not the blades, not
the single gold coin. The scholar, in his night robe, observed her and waked away. She sat, the
heat of exertion long sincefled, with her feet and hands cold and finally numb.

"Midress Gillian," avoice mocked her.

Shelooked up sharply, saw Jisan standing by a porphyry column. He bowed asto alady.
She st dill, garing at him aswarily asa Aldiss.

"A merry chase, misress Gillian."

Alarm might have touched her eyes. It surprised her, that it had been he.

"Call thelord prince," the Assassin said, and aguard went.

"Who isyour contract?' she asked.

He smiled. "Guildmaster might answer," hesaid. "Go ask."

Patently she could not. She sat ill, fixed as under a serpent’'s gaze. Her blades werein the
guards hands, one more knife than there had been. They suspected something amiss, asit was
their businessto suspect al thingsand all persons; Jisan knew. She stared into his eyes.

"What game are you playing?' he asked her plainly.

"I've no doubt you've asked about.”

"There's some disturbance down in lowtown. A tavern with asudden... unwholesomenessin
it. Dead men. Would you know about that, mistress Gillian?!

"l carry messages,” shesaid.

His dark eyesflickered. She thought of the serpent-god and the mouse. She kept her hands
negtly folded, her feet still. Thiswas aman who killed. Who perhaps enjoyed hiswork. She
thought thet he might.

A curserang out above, echoing in the high beams of the celling. Osric. She heard every god
in the court pantheon blasphemed and turned her head to Stare straight before her, smoothed her
breeches, a nervousness—stood at the last moment, remembering the due of royalty, evenin
night dress.

Called from some night's pleasure? she wondered. In that case he might be doubly
wrathful; but he was cold as ever, thin face, thin mouth set, white-blue eyes as void of the



ordinary. She could not imagine the man engaged in so human a pastime. Maybe he never did,
she thought, the wild irrelevance of exhaustion. Maybe that was the source of his digposition.

"They sent me back,” she said directly, "to kill you."

Not many people surely had shocked Osric; she had succeeded. The prince bit hislips, drew
abreath, thrust histhin handsin the belt of hisvelvet robe. "Jisan?' he asked.

"There are dead men," the Assassin said, "a dockside."

"Honesty," Osric murmured, looking a her, amocking tone.

"Lord," shesaid, at the edge of her nerves. ™Y our enemies have my sister. They promiseto
kill her if | don't carry out their plans.”

"And you think so little of your sster, and so much of the gold?!

Her breath nigh strangled her; she swallowed air and kept her voice even. "1 know that they
will kill her and me whichever | do; tell me the name of your enemies, lord prince, that you didn't
tell methefirst time you sent me out of here with master Jisan behind me. Give me names, lord
prince, and I'll hunt your enemies for my own reasons, and kill them or not asyou like."

"Y ou should dready know one name, thief."

"A god's name? Aye, but gods are hard to hunt, lord prince." Her voice thinned; she could
not help it. "Lend me master Aldisss company instead of master Jisan's, and there's some hope.
But go | will; and kill me priestsif you haven't any better names.”

Ogic'scold, paeeyesran her up and down, flicked to Jisan, back again. "For gold, good
thief?'

"For my sister, lord prince. Pay me another time."

"Then why come here?"

"Becausethey'd know." She did alook toward the guards, shifted weight anxioudy. "A ring;
they gave me aring to wear, and they took it."

"Aldisd" the prince caled. The mage came, from some eaves-dropping vantage among the
columns or from some side room.

An anxious guard proffered the serpent ring, but Aldisiswould not touch it; waved it away.
"Hold it awhile more," Aldisis said; and to Osric: "They would know wherethat is. And whether
shehddit.”

"My sder,” Gillian said in anguish. "Lord, giveit back to me. | came because they'd know if
not; and to find out their names. Give metheir names. It'samaost morning.”

"I might help you," said Osric. "Perhaps | might die and delight them with arumor.”

"Lord," she murmured, dazed.

"My enemieswill stay closetogether,” he said. "The temple—or acertain lord Brisin's
paace... likely thetemple; Brisn fearsretdiation; the god sheltershim. Master Aldiss could
explain such things. Y ou're abodkin at best, mistressthief. But you may prick afew of them; and
should you do better, that would ddlight me. Look to your reputation, thief.”

"Rumor,” shesaid.

"Chaos" muttered Aldiss.

"Y ou advise me againgt this?' Osric asked.

"No," sad Aldigs. "Towardit."

"Y ou musin't walk out the front gate thistime," Osric said, "mistressthief, if you want a
rumor.”

"Givemewhat'sming" shesad. "I'll clear your walls, lord, and give them my hedls, and they!ll
not teke me.”

Osiic made asign with his hand; the guards brought her her knives, her purse and her ring,
the while Osric retired to abench, seated himsdf, with grim stares regarded them all. 'l am
dead," he said languidly. "'l shdl befor somefew hours. Report it so and ring the bells. Today



should beinteresting.”

Gillian did thering onto her finger; it was cold asever.

"Go!" Ogric whispered, and she turned and sped from the room, for the doors and the
terrace she knew.

Night opened before her; she ran, skimmed the wall with the dogs barking, swung down with
the guards at the gate shouting aarm—confused, and not doing their best. She hit the cobbles
afoot asthey raced after her, and their armor dowed them; she sprinted for known shadows and
zigged and zagged through the maze.

She stopped findly, held ahand to athrobbing side and fetched up against awall, rolled on a
shoulder to look back and find pursuit absent.

Then the bells began out of the dark—mournful bells, talling out alie that must run through al
of Korianth: the death of aprince.

She waked, staggering with exhaustion, wanting deep desperately; but the hoursthat she
might deep were hours of Jensy'slife. Shewas aware finaly that she had cut her foot on
something; she noted first the pain and then that she left asmall spot of blood behind when she
walked. It was far from crippling; she kept moving.

It was midtown now. She went more surely, having taken a second wind.

And dl thewhile the bellstolled, brazen and grim, and lights burned in shuttered windows
where al should be dark, people wakened to the rumor of adeeth.

Thewhole city must believe thelie, she thought, from the Sink to the throne, the mad monarch
himsdf believed that Osric had died; and should there not be general search after athief who had
killed aprince?

She shivered, staggering, reckoning that she ran ahead of the wave of rumor: that by dawn the
name of herself and Jensy would be bruited across the Sink, and there would be no more safety.

And behind the doors, she reckoned, rumor prepared itsdlf, folk yet too frightened to come
out of doors—never wisefor honest folk in Korianth.

When daylight should come... it would run wild— mad Seithan to rule with no hope of
succession, an opportunity for the kings of other cities, of upcoast and upriver, dukes and
powerful men in Korianth, al to reach out hands for the power Seithan could not long hold, the
tottering for which al had been waiting for more than two years...

Thiskind of rumor waited, to be flung wide at athief's request. Thiskind of madnesswaited
to belet loosein the city, in which dl the enemies might surface, rumorsin which athrone might
fal, throats be cut, the whole city break intoriot. ..

A prince might dieindeed then, in disorder so generd.

Or... asudden and deeper foreboding possessed her... aking might.

A noisein one place, asnatch in the other; thief's game in the market. She had played it often
enough, she with Jensy.

Not for concern for her and her troublesthat Osric risked so greatly ... but for Osric's sake,
no other.

She quickened her pace, swallowing down the sickness that threatened her; somehow to get
clear of this, to get away in this shaking of powers before two mites were crushed by an
unheeding footstep.

She began, with thelast of her strength, to run.
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the watch was out in force, armed men with lanterns, lights and shadows rippling off the stone
of cobblesand of wallslike the stuff of the Muranthine Hell, and the bells il tolling, the first
tramp of soldiers feet from off the high streets, candward.



Gillian sped, not the only shadow that judged the neighborhood of the watch and the soldiers
unhedlthy; rufflers and footpads were hieing themsel ves to cover apace, with the gpproach of
trouble and of dawn. She skirted the canadsthat branched off the Serpentine, took to the dleys
again and paused in the familiar dley off Agddias Shrine, gasping for breeth in the flare of
lanterns. A door dammed on the street: Agdalia's was taking precautions. Upper windows
closed. Thetrouble had flowed thusfar, and folk who did not wish to involve themsdavestried to
dagnify so by gaying invishle

The red-shuttered room was closed and dark; Sophonisba had not returned. .. had found
some safe nook for hersdlf with the bells going, hiding in fear, knowing where her partner had
gone, perhaps witness to the hue and cry after. Terrified, Gillian reckoned, and did not blame
her.

Gillian caught her bresth and took to that street, forested with pillars, that was called the
Street of the Gods. Here too the lanterns of the watch showed in the distance, and far away,
dimly visble againgt the sky. .. the paace of the king upon the other hill of thefold inwhich
Korianth nestled, the gods and the king in close association.

From god to god she passed, up that street like an ascent of fancy, from the bare
respectability of little cultslike Agddias to the more opulent temples of gods more fearsome and
more powerful. Watch passed; she retreated at once, hovered in the shadow of the smooth
columns of aKorianthine god, Ablis of the Goldworkers, one of the fifty-two thousand gods of
Korianth. He had no patronage for her, might, in fact, resent athief; she hovered fearfully, waiting
for ill luck; but perhaps she was otherwise marked. She shuddered, fingering that serpent ring
upon her thumb, and walked farther in the shadow of the columns.

It was not the greatest temple nor the most conspicuous in this section, that of Triptis. Dull
black-green by day, it seemed al black in thislast hour of night, the twisted columnslike stone
smoke, writhing up to aplain portico, without window or ornament.

She caught her breath, peered into the dark that surrounded a door that might be open or
closed; shewas not sure.

Nor was she done. A prickling urged at her nape, a sense of something that lived and
breathed nearby; she whipped out the poisoned blade and turned.

A shadow moved, tottered toward her. "Gillian," it said, held out a hand, beseeching.

"Nessm," she murmured, caught the pedling hand with her |eft, seadied the old man. He
recoiled from her touch.

"Y ou've something of them about you," he said.

"What are you doing here?' she hissed at him. "Old man, go back—get out of here.”

"l camefor mousekin," hesad. "'l cametoftry, Gillian."

The voicetrembled. It was, for Nessm, terribly brave.

"Youwould die" shesad. "You'renot intheir class, Nessm."

"Areyou?" he asked with asudden straightening, amemory, perhaps, of better years. "Y ou'd
do what? What would you do?'

"You stay out,” she said, and started to leave; he caught her hand, caught the hand with the
poisoned knife and thering. Hisfingers clamped.

"No," hesad. "No. Berid of this."

She stopped, looked at his shadowed, pedling face. "They threatened Jensy'slife.”

"They know you're here. Y ou understand that? With this, they know. Giveit to me."

"Aldisssaw it and returned it to me. Aldisis himsdlf, old man. Isyour advice better?!

"My reasons are friendlier.”

A chill went over her. She stared into the old man's eyes. "What should | do?'

"Giveit here. Hand it to me. | will contain it for you... long enough. They won't know, do you



understand me? I'll do that much.”

"You can't light acandle, old trickster.”

"Can," hesad. "Reedlight'seasier. | never work morethan | haveto.”

She hesitated, saw the fear in the old man's eyes. A friend, one friend. She nodded, sheathed
the knife and dipped off thering. Hetook it into his hands and sank down in the shadowswith it
clagped before hislips, the muscles of hisarms shaking asif he strained against something vastly
powerful.

And the cold was gone from her hand.

Sheturned, ran, fled across the street and scrambled up the stonework of the paler temple of
the Elder Mother, the Serpent Triptiss near neighbor... up, madly, for the windowlesstemple
had to deriveitslight from some source; and atemple that honored the night surely looked upon
it somewhere.

She reached the crest, the domed summit of the Mother, set foot from pale marble onto the
darker roof of the Serpent, shuddering, asif the very sone were aive and threatening, ableto
fed her presence.

To sted from agod, to snatch alifefrom hisjaws...

She spun and ran to the rear of the temple, where awell lay open to the sky, where the very
holy of the templelooked up at its god, which was night. That was the way in she had chosen.
The sanctuary, she redlized with asickness of fear, thought of Jensy and took it nonetheless,
swung onto the inside rim and looked down, with asecond impulse of panic as she saw how far
down it was, afar, far drop.

Voices hailed within, echoing off the columns, shortening what time she had; somewhere
voicesdroned hymns or somefell chant.

Shelet go, plummeted, hit the dick stones and tried to take the shock by rolling... sprawled,
dazed, on cold stone, sick from the impact and paralyzed.

She heard shouts, outcries, struggled up on anumbed arm and asprained wridt, trying to gain
her feet. It was indeed the sanctuary; pillars of some green stone showed in the golden light of
lamps, pillars carved like twisting serpents, even to the scales, writhing toward the ceiling and
knotting in folds acrossiit. The two greatest met above the dtar, devouring a golden sun, between
their fanged jaws, above her.

"Jensy," she muttered, thinking of Nessm and his hands straining about that thing that they had
given her.

She scrambled for the shadows, for safety if there was any safety inthislair of demons.

A man-shaped shadow appeared in that circle of night above the dtar; she stopped, shrank
back farther among the columns asit hung and dropped as she had.

Jsan. Who e se would have followed her, dark of habit and streetwise? He hit the pavings
hardly better than she, came up and staggered, felt of the silver-hiked knife at his belt; she shrank
back and back, pace by pace, her dippered feet soundless.

And suddenly the chanting was coming thisway, up hidden qairs, lightsflaring among the
columns, they hymned Night, devourer of light, in their madness beseeched the day not to
come—forever Dark, they prayed in their mad hymn. The words crept louder and louder among
the columns, and Jisan lingered, dazed.

"Hsst!" Gillian whispered; he caught the sound, seemed to focus on it, fled the other way,
among the columns on the far Sde of the hall.

And now the worshippers were within the sanctuary, the lights making the serpent columns
writhe and twist into green-scaled life, accompanied by shadows. They bore with them adight,
tinseled form that wept and struggled. Jensy, crying! she never would.

Gillian reached for the poisoned blade, her heart risen into her throat. Of a sudden the
hopelessness of her attempt came down upon her, for they never would keep their word, never,



and there was nowhere to hide: old Nessm could not hold forever, keeping their eyesblind to
her.

Or they knew aready that they had been betrayed.

Shewaked out among them. "We have abargain!" she shouted, interrupting the hymn,
throwing thingsinto silence. "'l kept mine. Keep yours."

Jensy struggled and bit, and one of them hit her. The blow rang loud in the sillence, and Jensy
went limp.

One of them stood forward. "Heis dead?" that one asked. "The bargain iskept?'

"What else are the bells?' she asked.

Therewas slence. Digtantly the brazen toneswere till pealing acrossthe city. It was near to
dawn; stars were fewer in the opening above the dltar. Triptiss hours were passing.

"Give her back," Gillian said, fedling the swesat run down her sdes, her pulse hammering in her
gmalest vains. "Youll hear no more of us."

A cowl went back, showing afat face she had seen in processions. No priest, not with that
gaudy dress beneath; Duke Brisin, Osric had named one of his enemies; she thought it might be.

And they were not going to honor their word.

Someone cried out; adeep crash rolled through the halls; there was the tread of armored
men, sudden looks of darm and amilling among the priests like abroken hive. Jensy fell,
dropped; and Gillian froze with the ringing rush of armored men coming at her back, the swing of
lanterns that sent the serpents the more frenziedly twisting about the hdl. " Stop them,” someone
was shouting.

She moved, dashed a priest, who screamed and hurled himsdlf into the others who tried to
stop her. Jensy was moving, scrambling for dark with an ed'singtinct, rolling away faster than
Gillian could help her.

"Jisan!" Gillian shouted to the Assassin, hoping againgt hope for an dly; and suddenly the hall
was ringed with armed men, and herself with a poisoned bodkin, and a dazed, gilt child, huddied
together against ablack wall of priedts.

Some prieststried to flee; the drawn stedl of the soldiers prevented; and some died, shrieking.
Others were herded back before the dtar.

"Lord," Gillian said nervoudly, casting about among them for the face she hoped to see; and
he wasthere, Prince Osric, in the guise of acommon soldier; and Aldisis by him; but he had no
eyesfor athief.

"Father," Ogric hailed the fat man, hurled an object at hisfeet, aleaden cylinder.

The king recoiled pace by pace, hisface white and trembling, shaking convulsively so that the
fat quivered upon it. The soldiers blades remained leveled toward him, and Gillian seized Jensy's
naked shoulder and pulled her back, trying for quiet retreat out of this place of murders, avay
from father and son, mad king who dabbled in mad gods and plotted murders.

"Murderer,” Saithan sammered, the froth gathering a hislips. "Killed my legitimate sons....
every one killed me, but | didn't die... kin-killer. Kin-killing bastard. .. | have loyd subjects|eft;
youll not reign.”

"Youvetried me for years, honored father, mgjesty. Where's my mother ?'

Theking gave asckly and hateful laugh.

There was movement in the dark, where no priest was. .. afigure seeking deeper obscurity;
Gillian took her own cue and started to move.

A priest'swesgpon whipped up, aknife poised to hurl; she cried warning. .. and suddenly
chaos, soldiers closed in aring of bright weapons, priests dying in afroth of blood, and the
king...

The crieswere tilled. Gillian hugged Jensy againg her in the shadows, seeing through the



forest of snakes the sprawled bodies, the bloody-handed soldiers, Osric—king in Korianth.

King! the soldiers hailed him, that made the air shudder; he gave them orders, that sent them
hastening from the daughter here.

"The palace!" he shouted, urging them on to riot that would see throats cut by the hundredsin
Korianth.

A moment he paused, sword in hand, looked into the shadows, for Jensy glittered, and it was
not so easy to hide. For amoment athief found the courage to look a princein the eye,
wondering, desperatdly, whether two such motes of dust as they might not be swept away.
Whether hefeared athief's gossip, or cared.

The soldiers had stopped about him, awarlike knot of armor and plumes and swords.

"Get moving!" he ordered them, and swept them away with him, running in their haste to
further murders,

Againg her, Jensy gave aquiet shiver, and thin arms went round her waist. Gillian tore a a bit
of thetinsdl, angered by the tawdry ornament. Such men cheated even the gods.

A step sounded near her. Sheturned, dagger in hand, faced the shadow that was Jisan. A
knife gleamed in hishand.

Helet theknife hand fal to hissde.

"Whose are you?' she asked. Hetilted his head toward the door, where the prince had gone,
now king.

"Was" hesad. "Beclever and runfar, Gillian thief; or lielow and long. There comesatime
princes don't like to remember the favors they bought. Do you think King Osric will want to
reward an assassin? Or athief?"

"You leavefirg," shesaid. "l don't want you at my back."

"I've been there," he reminded her, "for some number of hours.”

She hugged Jensy thetighter. "Go," she said. "Get out of my way."

He went; she watched him walk into the beginning day of the doorway, a darkness out of
darkness, and down the steps.

"You dl right?' she asked of Jensy.

"Knew | would be," Jensy said with little-girl nastiness; but her lips shook. And suddenly her
eyeswidened, staring beyond.

Gillian looked, where something like arope of darkness twisted among the columns, above
the blood that spattered the atar; atrick of the wind and the lamps, perhaps. But it crossed the
sky, where the stars paed to day, and moved againgt the celling. Her right hand was suddenly
cold.

She snatched Jensy's arm and ran, weaving in and out of the columns the way Jsan had gone,
out, out into the day, where an old man huddled on the steps, rocking to and fro and moaning.

"Nessm!" she cried. He rose and cast something that whipped away even as he collgpsed in
aknot of tatters and misery. A serpent-shape writhed across the cobblesin the beginning of
day...

... and shriveled, adry stick.

She clutched Jensy's hand and ran to him, her knees shaking under her, bent down and raised
the dry old frame by the arms, expecting deeath; but a blistered face gazed back at her with a
fanatic'slook of triumph. Nessm's thin hand reached for Jensy, touched her face.

"All right, mousekin?'

"Old man," Gillian muttered, perceiving something she had found only in Jensy; hewould
have, she vowed, whatever comfort gold could buy, food? and abed to deep in. A mage; he
wasthat. And aman.

Gold, she thought suddenly, recalling the coin in her purse; and the purse she had buried off



acrossthe cands.

And one who had dogged her tracks most of the night.

She spat an oath by another god and sprang up, blind with rage.

"Take her to the Wyvern," she bade Nessm and started off without a backward glance,
reckoning ways she knew that an Assassin might not, reckoning on throat-cutting, on revengein a
dozen colors.

Shetook to the aleys and began to run by aleys abig man could never use, cracksand
crevices and ledges and cana verges.

And made it. She worked into the dark, disodged the stone, took back the purse and
climbed catwise to the ledgesto lurk and watch.

Hewas not far behind to work his big frame into the narrow space that took hers so easily, to
work loose the salf-same stone.

Upon her rooftop perch she stood, gave alow whistle... shook out apair of golden coins
and dropped them ringing a hisfeet, agrand generosity, like the prince's.

"For your trouble," she bade him, and was away.

V

Contents - Prev / Next
we've gone for jJump now. Y ou wobble back to the lounge, alittle frayed about the edges.

So have | come, some minutes before. Perhaps we both want to be sure the stars are il
there.

Or that we are.

"Looking for something?' | ask asyou lean againgt the glass.
"“TheSun."

"Wrong direction.” | point aft.

"I know that. | just prefer thiswindow.”

Jump isthe kind of experience that makes philosophers—of some people. It's certain that no
other passengers venture here this soon.

"Tdl me. What do you think of ?*

"Intrangt? It varies. You?"'

"Earth. Home."

| smile. "That, most often. Sea-anchor.”

"What?'

"When a ship needed stability at ses, it flung out a sea-anchor. Home-thoughts are like that.
Andthisisabig ocean."

"1 thought you might think—" you say, and give something up unasked.

Eventualy | say: "Y ou were about to ask me where | get my ideas. Y ou haven't yet. Go on.
I've been wondering when you'd get around to it."

"That wasn't what | was going to ask."

"What, then?"

"] thought—you might think—you know, somehow different.”

"That'stheidea-question, dl right. | thought | heard it coming.”

"You'relaughing a me."

"No. | know exactly what you want to know. Y ou want to know wherein I'm different,
wherein awriter's mind is different. I've told you. It's because I'm here. | gesture at the



windows. "It's a strange sensation— when the ship turns loose of space. Y ou want a sea-anchor.
It takes nerveto let go and fly with thewind. | confess| won't jJump in parachutes. But | will
sometimesthink of aien worldswhen | dideinto hyperspace. Or of faling when I'm flying. | let
go of homely things at uncertain moments—just to test my nerve. Y ou want the terrible truth?

Y ou have that kind of mind too."

"Me?

"You're here, aren't you? Y ou cameto look out the windows.”

"l don't know why | came."

"Just the same as| don't know where | get my idess. They just are.”

"Any time you want them?"

"Onceupon atime,” | say, "l had twenty-four hours and a postcard, and a challenge to come
up with agtory that would fit it."

"Did you?'

"| sat down at supper and wrote the start. | wrote a snatch at a cocktail party, another at
breskfast. And yes, twenty-four hourslater | stood up to read to a convention full of people from
arather densdly written postcard. Used amicropoint.” | look out at changed stars and remember
asmallish meeting hdl, in Columbia, Missouri, and an audience the members of which had had
about as much degp as | had. "Two hours deep. Two thousand words."

"Did it work?"

"l read it the close way you have to read | etters that small—never dared look at my audience;
| just hoped to get through it without faltering, blind tired as| was. Thetime went in that kind of
fog time getsto when you're in astory; and it was over, and | looked up. Nobody moved. | was
kind of disgppointed, | mean, when you write what you think isanicelittle ory and you don't
get any reaction at dl, you fed worsethan if people walked out. | thought they were adeep.

"Then the audience stirred and some wiped eyes and others, | think, got to their feet and
cheered, and | just stood there in one of those momentsthat come to astoryteller afew timesin
alifetime—I don't know, maybewe dl weretired.” | smile, seeing those faces reflected out of
nowhere in the glass. "But spare methat. | wroteit to read aoud. It was a speciad moment.
That'sall. 1t doesn't come twice."

ThelLast Tower

the old man climbed the stairs dowly, sopping sometimesto let his heart recover and the
teapot settle on the tray, while the dormouse would pop out of hisdeeve or hisbeard and stedl a
nibble at the teacakes he brought up from the kitchen. It was an old tower on the edge of faery,
on the edge of the Empire of Man. Between. Uncertain who had built it—men or elves. It was
long before the old man'stime, at least, and before the empirein the east. Therewasmagiciniits
making... so they used to say. Now there was only the old man and the dormouse and a deepy
hedgehog, and abird or two or three, which came for the grain a the windows. That was hisred
taent, the wild things, the gentle things. A redl magician now, would not be making teahimsdlf, in
the kitchen, and wasting his breath on stairs. A rea magician would have been more— awesome.
Kept some state. Inspired some fear.

He stopped at the halfway turning. Pushed his diding spectacles up his nose and balanced
tray, tea, cakes and dormouse against the window-ledge. Theland was black in the east. Black
all about the tower. Burned. On some days he could see the glitter of armsin the distance where
men fought. He could see the flutter of banners on the horizon asthey rode. Could hear the
sound of the horses and the horns.



Now the dust and soot of agroup of riders showed against the darkening east. He waited
there, not to have the weary stairs again—waited while the dormouse nibbled acake, and in his
pocket the hedgehog squirmed about, comfortablein the stillness.

The riders came. The prince—it was he—sent the herald forward to ring at the gate. "Openin
theking'sname,” the herdd cried, and spying him in the window: " Old man—open your gates.
Surrender the tower. No more warnings.”

"Tdl him no," the old man said. "Just tell him—no."

"Tomorrow," the herald said, "we come with Sege.”

The old man pushed his spectacles up again. Blinked sadly, hisold heart beating hard.
"Why?" he asked. "What importance, to have so much bother?!

"Old meddier.” The prince himself rode forward, curvetted his black horse under the window.
"Old fraud. Come down and live. Give usthe tower intact—to use... and live. Tomorrow
morning—we come with fireand iron. And the sonesfal—old man.”

The old man said nothing. The men rode away.

The old man climbed the stairs, the teasdl clattering in his palsied hands. His heart hurt. When
he looked out on the land, his heart hurt him terribly. The elves no longer came. The birds and the
beasts had dl fled the burning. There was only the mouse and the hedgehog and the few doves
who had lived dl their livesin theloft. And the few sparrows who came. Only them now.

He set the tray down, absent-mindedly took the hedgehog from his pocket and set it by the
dormouse on the tray, took acake and crumbled it on the window-ledge for the birds. A tear ran
down into his beard.

Old fraud. Hewas. He had only little magics, forest magics. But they'd burned all hisforest
and scattered the elves, and he failed even these |ast few creatures. They would overthrow the
tower. They would spread over al the land, and there would be no more magic in the world. He
should have done something long ago—but he had never done a great magic. He should have
raised whirlwinds and e ementals—but he could not so much as summon the legged tegpot up the
gairs. And hisheart hurt, and his courage failed. The birds failed to come—foreknowing,
perhaps. The hedgehog and the dormouse looked at him with eyes smdl and solemn in the
firdight, last of dl.

No. He stirred himsalf, hastened to the musty books—his master's books, dusty and a
thousand timesfailed. You've not the heart, hismaster would say. You've not the desire for the
great magics. You'll call nothing— because you want nothing.

Now hetried. He drew his symbols on the floor— scattered his powders, blinking through
the ever-shifting spectacles, panting with his exertions. Hewould do it thistime—would hold the
tower on the edge of faery, between the Empire of Man and the kingdom of the elves. He
believed, thistime. He conjured powers. He called on the great ones. The winds sighed and
roared insde the tower.

And died.

Hisarmsfell. He wept, greeat tears diding down into his beard. He picked up the dormouse
and the hedgehog and held them to his breast, having no more hope.

Then she came. Thelight grew, white and pure. The scent of liliesfilled the air—and shewas
there, naked, and white, hands empty—beautiful.

"I'vecome,” shesad.

His heart hurt him al the more. "Forgive me," he said. "1 wastrying for something—fiercer.”

"Oh," shesaid, dark eyes sad.

"l make only—small magics,”" hesaid. "l wastrying fo—adragon, maybe. A basilisk. An
elementd. To stop the king. But | do flowers best. And smokes and maybe alittle fireworks.
And it's not enough. Goodbye. Please go. Please do go. Whichever you are. Y ou're the wrong
kind. Y ou're beautiful . And he's going to come tomorrow—the king—and the armies..... it's not



aplacefor agentle spirit. Only—could you take them. .. please? Mouse and Hedgehog—
they'd not be so much. 1'd not like to bother you. But could you? And then you can go.”

"Of course,” she said. It wasthe whisper of wind, her voice. The moving of snow crystason
frozen crust. Shetook them to her breast. Kissed them in turn, and jewels clothed them in white.
"Old man,” she said, and on his brow too planted a kiss, and jewelsfollowed, frosty white. White
dusted al the room, al the books and the clutter and the cobwebs. She walked down the sairs
and out the gate, and jeweled it dl in her wake. She walked the land, and the snow fell, and fell,
and the winds blew—till only the banners were lft, here and there, stiffened with ice, above
drifts and humps of snow which marked the tents. The land was dl white, horizon to horizon.
Nothing stirred—but the wolves that hunted the deer, and the birds that hunted the last summer's
berries.

Death drifted back to the tower, and settled there, in the frost and the lasting snows, where
the old man and magic dept their lasting deep.

She breathed kisses on him, on the little ones, and kept watch—faithful to her calling, while
the snows degpened, and even the wolves dept, their fur white and sparkling with the frost.

VI

Contents - Prev / Next
we share the lounge with passengers now. A young couple holds hands under atable over to
the corner. Some things never change.

Thereiscrissaboard. One of the passengers has locked himself in his cabin and the seward
and adoctor have been back and forth down the hal trying to get the door open. Jump and
trangit does this to some people.

| don't think he ever went near awindow. He would aways st with his back to them. He
talked through dl the Status advisories.

"Y ou wonder why some people come out here," you say.

"| suppose he hasto. Business, maybe.”

Thereisacertain amount of to-ing and fro-ing, up and down the halls. Some passengers
delight in thedrama. And sip their drinks and hug their own superiority in their boredom.

"It'saterrible thing for that man,” | say. "Perceptions again. Thefirst time you know you're
not anywhere near where you were, not anywhere near where your whole world is—then you
have to know that you're somewhere ese. That man hasjust learned something. Hissafeworld is
shattered.”

"Look at the rest of these people. They don't lock themselvesin their rooms. And | don't
think they ever think about the universe. They just have their drinks. And their canned music. And
when they look out the windows they don't seethe stars. They just seelights.”

"That'sthe tragedy of the man in hisroom, isn't it? He can dmost seethe universe. HES 0
much closer to the truth than he ever wasin dl hislife” | sp my own drink. "And he'slocked his
door."

"Couldn't they open it from the main board?"

"They could. Or just usethe master key. They will if they haveto.”

Moreto-ing and fro-ing.

"Perceptions” you say.

"Perceptions. Taste, scent, touch, hearing, sense of balance, sight—of course, sight. And the
systems we make and the systems others make for us. The orders and thelogic. It's so easy to
take what others give us. Giftsare so hard to say noto."



"We want so much to believe we know. That'sthe trouble.”

"Even to believe we can't know is a system. Maybe we can know the universe. Maybe there
isan answer. It's dangerousto assumethereisn't.”

"There. | thought you'd gotten sane.”

"It's dangerous to assume anything and stop looking."

"Y ou can't guaranteeit isn't dangerousto look, either.”

"No," | say. "l can't." We have gotten to that stage of renewed honesty. The potentia for
friendship, it may be. And we know nothing at al of each other.

It isso hard even to know oursalves.

TheBrothers

the wind came from the west out of the rocky throat of the Sianail, even while the morning sun
was shining in the glen, and there was something singing on it. Perhgps unGifted men could not
hear it yet, that faint, far wail, but it echoed clearly off the mountain walls of Gleann Gleatharan,
down to Dun Gorm, and it gave the king no peace.

Therewas stormin that wind asit came, scouring hills the stones of which were old and
dread, hillswhich remembered darker things than sorms and hid things at their hearts—the
bones of warriors and kings, and even, men said, spirits older than the gods.

high within the hillswas d so bright green, even on thismurky, misty day, grassgreen aslife
and peace; but whenever this mood came on the mountains that hove up northward, souls
keened on the gray wind and black crowsflew onit, and it waswell to think of shelter.

Thetraveler never did. He came down from the rocky heights, taking chances with stones
turned dick with mist. He went gray-cloaked in woal, hisfeet in scarred brown legther that had
seen many aleague and many afording and many a soaking before the one that threatened. He
had hanging about his neck, did thisgray traveler, afla stone that a stream had worn through in
its center; if aman looked through this opening, then he would see things as they were and
glamors had no power on him. But the traveler had limited faith in thismagic, putting moretrust in
theiron of his plain sword, which he had gotten on Skean Eirran off adead man, on that narrow
spit of sand, when they raided up by Skye. This he carried and no other wegpon but a dagger for
his meat; and no armor but his gray oiled-wool cloak to keep the cold mist from hisskin. His
name he did not have. He had not been using that since he passed into the southland; and
perhaps they were hunting him by now; perhaps they had sent men ahead of him so there would
be men to meet him when he came. When he looked over his shoulder he saw nothing but bare
old stones and lawless gorse besides the mist-damp green, but now and again from hillsides he
heard dogs baying that might be shepherds dogs disturbed by his passage or might not; they
might be pursuit from his enemies and they might not, in thisfey, foul day that wrapped itsdlf in
gorm.

Thenwith the passing of ahill hefound al of abroad glen dropping away at hisfeet, himsdf in
storm-shadow and the most of the glen till in sunlight that speared down through gray-bottomed
cloud and turned the dark green to dazzling emerdd. It was aland of neat hedgerows and careful
fieldsand pasturages well cared-for. The very hills surrounding thisvaley had atamer look, asif
here kinder powers blessed the hedges and fenced out the hazards of the wild hills.

Amidit al, surely the reason and center of thistranquility—a Dun sat on ahill abovea
pleasant stream, in the face of low hillswhere its cottages clung as faint dots againgt the green.



He knew where he had come. It was no great dun. It was built of the wreckage time had
made of itshill, so that one melded with the other—Dun Gorm it was, the Blue Keep, and it took
its name from those stones as well, that deep gray stone that mimicked the sky and turned
strange colors, one thing in storm and another when the sun was shining asit did now in spears
acrossthe glen, between the clouds, while the mist on the hills sent freshets down.

It held peace, and luck, thisland where he had come. He had known neither in hislife, and
seaing thisbefore him, hewent to it.

there was awindow of Dun Gorm that looked out above the stableyard fences, up toward
the hills, and dread brought the king to it constantly thisday. Cinnfhail wasthisking's name; and
hewasfeyer than al hisline, dl of whom had been on spesaking terms with the Sidhe, the Fair
Folk who had known and held thisvalley before men came.

There had been atime that men and Fair Folk had lived closer than they did now: the Sidhe,
the dwellers under bough and the dwellers under stone, had lived close beside the hewers of
both, at peace. From most places in the world nowadays the Sidhe had indeed gone, leaving the
hills and the glensto man. But in Gleann Gleatharan the Sidhe till pursued their own furtive
busnessin the hills and woods while men built of stone and wood in the valley. And solong asa
man took hiswood and stone from the lonely heights of Gleann Gleatharan northward and far
from the forest at the south of the valley he got on with the Sidhe well enough—if he were born
to Dun Gorm, whose first king had been their friend.

Sometimes even in these days, Cinnfhail had heard their Singing, oftenest in the evenings, fair
as dream and haunting his mind for days; or sometimesin hisriding he had heard awhisper which
gave him good advice, and he came back from his riding wiser than he had gone out to it.
Cinnfhail King had dways cherished such encounters and longed for more mesetings than he had
hedin hislong life.

But today—today he heard a song he did not wish to hear. It was the bain sidhe wailing, not
the singing of thefair glas sidhe; it wasthe White Singer, the harbinger of death. She sang along
the heightsthusfar, that sawtoothed, gorse-grown ridge that walled them from the world; or from
down the glen where the brook vanished into woods the Sidhe-folk till owned.

Say away, he wished her. Come no nearer to my land.

But the singing kept on, risng and faling on thewind.

"It will beasorm tonight," hiswife said, queen Samhadh, finding king Cinnfhail watching
there alone. He held her close awhile and murmured agreement, glad that Samhadh was desf to
any worsethings.

All the day, coming and going from that window, Cinnfhail could not help thinking on dangers
to those heloved. He considered his son Ragha lach, ayouth handsome enough to break the
heart of any maid in Eirran, him the bravest and fairest of al the youth of Gleann Gleatharan. The
love Cinnfhail had for hisfair-haired son, the pride he took in Raghallach, was such that he could
never tell it, especidly to Raghallach—but he went to Raghalach and tried, this day, and that
attempt set aglow in Raghallach's eyes, and afterward, set awondering in Raghallach's heart, just
what strange mood was on hisfather.

In the sameway Cinnfhail King looked on Deirdre his daughter, who was not yet fourteen: so
small, so high-hearted, the very image of what his Samhadh had been in the glory of her youth, as
if time turned back again and laughed through the hdlsin Deirdre's steps. He had so much in his
family; indl thisland; he had wife and children and faithful friendsand he thought the Sidhe might
be jedous of such luck as he had: there were Sidhe reputed for such spite. So while he listened
to that snging on the wind he contrived excuses that would keep al heloved indoors.

"Lord," said Conn his shiddman, coming on him at thiswindow-vigil, together with Tuatha his
Harper, "someworry ison you."

"Nothing," Cinnhfail King said to Conn, and searched Conn's eyestoo for any signs of ill-luck



and degth, thisman so long hisfriend: his shieldman, who had stood with him in hisyouth and
drunk with him at his board. There were no more wars for them. They had settled Gleann
Gleatharan at peace, and now they grew old together, breeding fine horses and red cattle and
laughing over their children's antics. His shiedldman was clad farmer-wise, like any crofter that
held the heights. Of treasures he held dear, this man was one of the chiefest, in hisloyaty and
courage; and hardly less, Tuathal the harper, the teacher of hischildrenin riddlery and wit. "It's
nothing,” Cinnfhall said. "A little melancholy. Perhagps1'm growing old.”

"Never, lord,” Conn said.

"Not by my will, at least. But an old wound aches, that's dl."

"Cursed wesather,” Conn said.

One should never cursethe Sidhe. Theimpiety chilled the king. But Conn was deaf to what
he cursed. "Go," Cinnfhail said, "have cook put on something to warm the bones; therell be cold
men coming from thefidds early today; and havethefirelit in hall; and have thelads give the
horses extraand one of them to deep there in the stable tonight. Athas will be kicking the stall
down agan."

"Aye, lord," said Conn, and went.

"Lord," said the harper Tuathd then, lingering after Conn had gone, "theré's something in this
wind."

Of course hisharper heard it. A harper would, and Tuathal was a good one, whose songs
sometimes echoed Sidhe dreams that Cinnfhail King had had. Tuatha had indeed heard. There
wasworry in the harper'sgray eyes.

"It comes no nearer,” said Cinnfhail. "Perhapsit will not." He was suddenly wishing the bain
sdheto go dong the ridge, among his people, to any other house in the glen, and hefdt agtinging
guilt for this moment's salfishness. So he was not atogether virtuous as aking, not selfless. He
knew thisin himsdf. It was his weakness, that he desired alittle peacein hisfading years, and
time, time, the onething hislife had lessand less of.

Isit myself it sings for ? he wondered. O gods.

cinnfhail was by the window again as the clouds came down, asthe last few rays of westering
sun walked the green of hisvalley within its mountain wals. The sun touched amoment on the
heights and for awhile the song seemed fainter, overwhelmed by thislast green brilliance.

In the fields nearby the horsesraced, tailslifting, as horseswill who play tag with ghosts
before such storms; the boys had the gate open and the horses knew where they should go, but
horses and young folk both loving to make chaos of any scheme, it was al being donewith as
much disorder as either Side could muster. Sheep were tending home on their own like small
rainclouds across the earth: their fleeces would be wet and scattering the mist in waterdrops—
the old ewe was wise as a sheep was ever likely to be, sdfishly thinking of her own comfort, and
she brought the others by example, her bell ringing across the meadows. From their own pastures
camethe cattle, not hurrying unseemly, but not lingering either, homefor byre and straw, needing
no herdboy to tell them. Thiswasthe way of the beastsin Gleann Gleatharan, that they would not
stray (excepting the horses, and them not far); it was the nature of the cropsthat few weeds
would grow in them and of the folk that they grew up straight and tall and laughing much. And
Cinnfhail King had amoment's ease thinking on hisluck; but the clouds took back the sky then,
and the mist came down.

The hillswere everywhere laced with skeins of sky-white sreamsthat only existed when the
mist and the rain were on the mountaintops. They joined in waterfals that merged with the
tumbling Gley and ran right benegth their walls, in their green pastures.

And down beside the Gley-brook a red-haired man came walking.

He might have been one of their own, wrapped in an oiled-wool mantle, in dull brown clothes
else, his head bowed against the wind. But the singing was louder, filling the very air. And this



man walked like none of theirs returning, but with the weight of miles on him and a shadow of ill
about him that the king's Sight knew. Knowledge closed like ice about Cinnfhail's heart.

Thisiswhat | have feared all day, Cinnfhail thought. It isin this man.

"lord," said Conn, meseting Cinnfhail soon after on the sairs, "thereisatraveler at the gate.”

A mean thought touched Cinnfhail in that moment, that he should Smply order thistraveler
away. But fate could not be turned. And never had any traveler been turned from Dun Gorm's
gate, not in Cinnfhail'sreign, and not in dl the reigns of the Sidhe-blessed kings before him. It
was part of the luck of the place and he dared not break it. "Bid himto table," said Cinnfhall.

"Lord," said Conn, doubtfully, "I don' likethelook of him."

"Bidhim," said Cinnfhail.

Why? he should have asked Conn, why do you not like his |ook? Conn was awisejudge of
men. But it seemed pointless, something there was no helping, asif thisman had to be here
tonight and they had to let himin. Cinnfhail had fdt it dl the day. The singer had fadlen silent now.
She was content, perhaps. The wind brought them only rain, and this stranger at their door,
toward suppertime, as the sun went down in murk.

cinnfhail's wife Samhadh came and kissed him as he went down to the hall; Deirdre came,
with her hair dewed with mist as she had crossed the yard, her green and blue Gleann Gleatharan
plaid wrapped about her ill and al dewed onitsfibersin the lamplight; Raghalach camein al
wet-haired and ruddy-cheeked from putting the horses to stable, and Conn came and Tuathal
joined them, with others of the hold. The common-hall echoed with steps on stone and wood,
with the busy scrape of benches, therattle of plates: there was the smell of mutton stew in the
pot, of hot bread, of good ale queen Samhadh brewed herself, none better in the land.

Cinnfhail saw the stranger then, who had comeinto thewarm hdl till dl muffled with his
oiled-woal cloak; apagetried to take it, but the man refused and sat down at the end of the table
in the place of least honor.

"My lord," said Samhadh, dipping her aam within Cinnhfall's, "is something till amiss?'

He saw blood within hisvision, abright sword. The dark Sight passed with ashiver. He
thought of bundling hisfamily elsawhere, of contriving some excuseto take them out of hall
tonight, but it al seemed futile. He did not sense danger to them; it was something far more
vague.

So he sat down, hisfamily about him. The harper Tuatha leaned near Conn the shildman
and whispered something. Conn looked sharp and frowning down the table, toward their guest,
then got up and went here and there to men about the hall and to some of the women. Cinnfhail
did not missthis, and caught the harper'sfey, Sighted eye as the servants poured the de. So
Tuatha had also Seen, and Conn had seen, after his own fashion, as he judged men; and quietly
these two faithful men took their own precautions.

"Look toit," said Cinnfhail to the servant nearest, "that the visitor'scup isnever dry a
moment,"—for it seemed prudent to ply thisvisitor with strong de, to muddle him, to kegp him
well-pleased, propitiation, perhaps, or at least, should swords be drawn—to make him drunk.
Cinnfhail's own men would not be,

Conn had surdly seen to that. Cinnfhail's own shield was on thewall, his sword hung beside it
years unused; adoor was nearby. All these things were not by chance, in the yearshe and his
fathers before him had ruled in Dun Gorm, in years when other folk had coveted thisfair green
land. The danger seemed quiet for the moment, biding; he determined he would be wary with this
guest about what he said, and send hisfamily as early as possble from the hall.

The thunder broke above the hold, and rain pattered on the straw above, but the thatch was
tight and snug; and below was warmth and good food and plenty of it. It wasarowdy hall; it had
aways been, with hounds that came and went and children who ate at the hearthside or filled and
carried their bowlsto some favored corner to laugh and giggle together; and afew youngstersold



enough to take their places at the long table with men and women. About them all werethe
implements mostly not of war at al, but of their craft—old plowshares, ahorseshoe or two, a
great dedl of rope and bits of harness and poles and such; it might have been any farmer's
cottage, Dun Gorm, but for its sorawling size. It smelled of peace and plenty and the earth
beneathitsfloors.

When bellieswere full, Tuathal the harper took up his harp and sang the sort of song that set
the children clapping; and then he sang aquiet song, after which the young onesmust to bed in
their lofts and nooks and some few must take them. Afterward the place was quieter whilethe
harper meddled with his strings, a bright soft rippling of notes.

"Derdre," said the king, taking the chance that he had planned, ""be off to your own bed.
Samhadh—"

"But therésthetraveer,” said Deirdre. "He hasn't told histae.”

Her young voice carried. There was stillnessin the hal. It was truth. There was something
owed Dun Gorm for the med, newsto share, purposesto tdll. It wasthe custom in any civil
hall—that gates were open and hearts ought to be, to honest folk; and honest folk returned
something, beit newsor atae, for their supper.

And when the eyes of everyonein hdl turned in anticipation to the traveler, their vigitor lifted
his head. He was ayoung man, with paered hair and beard, the hair straggling about his
shoulders and his eyes hard and bleak and colorless. "1 come from over hillsand by streams,” he
said inahoarse dull voice. "And | have no harper's kill. | came here to ask the way
ahead—how the road goes and how things sit up ahead.”

It was rudely said; a countryman's bluntness, perhaps, lacking courtesy, but there wasjust
enough grace to the voice to remind oneit was rude. And that discourtesy did likeice over
Cinnfhail's skin, advisement this man was dangerous.

"Astothat," said Cinnfhail, "ahead lies Gleann Fiach."

"What sort of placeisthis Gleann Fiach?'

"Not ahappy place, vistor."

"Perhgpsyou will tel me."

Conn dtirred in his place like awatchful dog, a dangerous one himsdlf in hisyouth. His hall
was aplace of peace. Itsown folk took merry libertieswith their king; but this stranger took too
much and had no grace in histaking, no courteous word, no tale, no peace. ¢

"Dun Mhor isthe name," Cinnfhail began, "of the dun that holds Gleann Fiach." Helifted two
fingersof hisright hand, amotion for Conn's sake, and others saw it who knew him well, that he
waswary. "Fill my cup,” Cinnfhall said, asif that had been the nature of thesignd. A servant
came and poured. Cinnfhail drank, and looked at the stranger in hishall. "And between here and
Dun Mhor, traveler, liesawoods that has gotten wider through my reign. For its sake | counsdl
you to go some other way. Sidhe own it. But if you do go that way, walk softly; bruise no lesf.
Speak nothing lightly to anyone you mest.

"Beyond that wood—" Cinnfhail drew another bresth and the e and old habit and Sidhe-gift
cast hisvoiceinto the rhythm of the tale-teller, so that his heart grew quieter and the power of it
cameon him. It wasthetdler's spdll, and while it lasted no harm could come. It brought peace
again on the hall, and camed hearts and quieted angers, being itsalf one of the grester magics.
even the anger of theteler himsdlf fell under its spell, and he saw good sense and quiet cometo
the eyes of the stranger who listened. "Beyond that wood lies Gleann Fiach; and thereis no luck
there. Gaglan wasits king. His brother set on him and killed him. Have you not heard before now
of Dun Mhor?"

"Tdl me" sad the stranger softly, and finding his manners, for it wasaritud question, "if you
would, lord king."

"Fratricide.” Cinnfhail drew adeeper bregth. " And more generd murder. Herein Gleann



Gleatharan we hear the rumorsthat come over the hills—but there is the Sidhe-wood between
us, and wewill not trespass that, nor will they of Gleann Fiach from their sde. To spill blood
there has no luck init, be you right or wrong. So we cannot mend affairsin that sorrowing land,
even if wewould break our own peacefor it. Gleann Fiach has had no end of miseries, and
today they areworse. My taleistwo brothers; and the Sidhe—they are part of it: two brothers,
Gaelan and Sliabhin—Gael an the elder and Sliabhin the younger. Gaglan was agood man,
traveler, proper heir to Dun Mhor after hisfather Brian; he was fair-spoken and fair in judgment
and respecting the gods and the Sidhe-lands though Brian hisfather had not lways doneit. Once
king Brian chased adeer and killed it, and it ran into the Sidhe-wood and bled there. That was
theill luck on him. And Brian's queen lay in childbed that very hour: she gave him Sliabhin, asfoul
aboy in hisyouth as Gaelan wasfair, poaching to the very edge of the Sidhe-forest when he had
the chance, fouling everything that was good—this was Sliabhin, aman eaten up with spite that
he was not firstborn, that he had not been given Dun Mhor. There was no luck in such aman,
and after king Brian died and Gaelan had the kingdom, Sliabhin was gregtly afraid, imagining that
his brother Gaglan would do him hurt. So Sliabhin rode away to the hillsin fear. Thisisthekind
of man Sliabhinwas: it never occurred to him that Gadlan would not think immediately of his
harm, because that iswhat he would have done to Gaglan himsdlf if he had gotten the kingship.

"Now kindred-love can be blind and perhapsit wasfey aswell. Gaglan entreated his brother
home and they fell on one another's neck and reconciled themsealves; this oath was good in
Gaelan's mouth but never in Sliabhin's. For alittle time there was peace, but after that little time
Sliabhin began to think how he could cause mischief. And he found men like himsdf and he
hunted the land for his amusement, taking every chance to be apart from the dun and to plan and
plot with these greedy men. They took delight in hunting near the forest edge, and though they
would not go into it they mocked the Sidhe, trampling its edge and harrying the game up toit.
They ranged the hills and one day they grew weary of the sport they had had and caught a poor
herdboy, making him their quarry, and made it seem wolves had torn him, and not their dogs. But
the boy's sister had seen. Her brother had hidden her in the rocks when he saw the men come,
and the poor maid ran with al her might, dl through the night she ran. Drucht was her name, and
shewas awise young girl, knowing her brother beyond help and her father like to bekilled if she
should go firgt to him and tell him what was done: she went to the dun and poured out her tale to
king Gadlan himsdf.

"Then Gaelan believed what he should have believed before; and he was hot after his brother
to bring hisjustice on him. But one of Siabhin'silk was at hand, who took horse and rode ahead
to warn Sliabhin not to go back to the dun that day.

"That was the parting of the ways finally between the brothers, Sliabhin banished, but late, far
too late. The Sidhe set misfortune on the land. Cropsfailed.

Gadlan's queen, Moralach, was with child; and it came gtillborn. Shelost others after; until
one she had dive, and that one stole her hedlth.

"Now from the day Sliabhin was cast out, he had been laying plans. Twenty years he bided,
causing trouble where he could, and in aland with no luck on it there will dways be discontent,
and among young folk there will always be those who do not believe the truth of thingsthat thelr
elderswere diveto witness.

"Now thisnext that | tell you isno long-ago tae. It came about ayear ago, when Gaglan rode
out of Dun Mhor to tend to hisland, after the damages of aflooding of the Gley. There was
murder done a home. Every servant that was loya was killed; every man who could not be
corrupted. So we in Gleann Gleatharan surmise. No one knows. Gaelan rode back within his
own gatesthat day and never out again, nor any loya man with him. Siabhiniskingin Dun Mhor
now, over dl Gleann Fiach. Hetook Gaglan's queen Moralach to his bed, holding her young son
to hostage againgt her willingness to please him; his brother's corpse was not cold yet in the hal
below. He spared the boy, that one grants; but the queen died after. They say she hanged hersdlf



from the roof tree. Whatever passesin Dun Mhor these days, itisno hall | would guestin. A man
walking down the glen and through the Sidhe-wood should know that, and go some other way if
he could.”

Therewas silence for aspace. It was atale everyonein Dun Gorm knew, if not dl partsof it.
And al of asudden Cinnfhail wasthinking of that grim hold beyond the woods, how such a
wicked king as Siabhin might well draw othersof hisilk to come and live at hisboard. The
thunder cracked and shook the very posts of the hall. The wind wailed and set the hairsto lifting
at the back of Cinnfhail's neck as he stared &t the traveler.

"S0 you have no lovefor Siabhin,” the stranger said.

"None" said Cinnfhail.

Thetraveler sood up, hurled a sword clattering onto the table to the dismay of those nearest.
Conn's sword ripped from its sheath in his sartlement; benches were overset as swords came
out and men and women cameto their feet al around the room. But the stranger did no more
thanlet fal hismantle

"Gods hep us," said Samhadh, pulling Deirdre to shdlter behind her, and Raghalach wason
his feet with a naked sword as Conn moved between the stranger and Cinnfhail, for about his
shoulders was the red tartan of Dun Mhor.

"Itisaghod,” said someone.

"No," said Cinnfhail, and waved the swords away, feding aweaknessin hiskneesand a
tightnessin his chest, for the price of the Sight was sometimes blindness to fated things, and now
that badge of Dun Mhor made him see, at the same time that Conn saw, and the rest. Others
remained on their feet, but Cinnfhail sought his chair again, feding suddenly the years of hislife
upon him. "Man, what isyour name?"

"Cathismy name," thetraveler said, "mac Gadan. First born. Gadlan'strue heir and
Moralach'sown son.”

There was slence for aspace in which Cinnfhail's heart best very hard. Raghallach moved
closeto him; Conn stood between thisintruder and al the family.

"My father fostered me north," said mac Gadlan, never stirring from where he stood. "To Dun
nanGdl for safety. And he gave out hisfirst son was stillborn. He knew that Sliabhin would
drike a him. He wished me safe. And we got the news up there not three months gone, that |
hed delayed my homecoming—overlong.”

"We have thingsto spesk of," said Cinnfhail. He moved aside and touched Samhadh's hand,
wishing her to be prudent and to take Deirdre away from this, out of danger of this man and the
thingsthat he could say. "Go," he said softly, "go up, go upgtairs, now, Samhadh.”

"Thereisno need,” said the traveler, coming forward of the table's end, heedless of hands on
swords al about him. There was aweariness about him, but he moved with grace dl the same.
He was aman that could walk soft-footed through ahdl of enemies and bemaze them dll, ashe
ensorcdlled them.

"My sword isback there. | left it, did | not? And you were my father king Gaelan's friend.
And never wereyou Sliabhin's.”

"Fether," said Raghdlach. "Can it be truth?"

"It might be," Cinnfhail said heavily. "1 did hear moreto the story. | heard it long ago. So tell
me— Caith mac Gaglan. Why have you come here?'

"To hunt out my father'skillers. To take Dun Mhor. Y ou were his neighbor, lord. Hisfriend.
I'd think you would be weary of Sliabhin by now."

"Well spesk of it."

"Speak of it. Lord, | have ayoung brother in that man's hands. | did not come hereto speak
of it."

Therewas adillness then, in which the stranger siood among them with the ring of anguish



dyinginthear. And with justice on hisside.

"What are you asking?' asked Raghdlach. "That we go to war for your sake?”’

"No," said Caith mac Gaglan. "That would do my brother no good. Sliabhin would kill him at
the end of any siege, and do other things before. | want my brother safe before | take Dun Mhor,
whatever the cost.”

So there was honor in thisyoung man; it touched that honor that wasin Raghallach, like afire
to straw, intheir valley that had had its peace, and Cinnfhail felt achill raise gooseflesh on his
neck.

"Wewill tak of it,” Cinnfhall said again. "A night for deep. A night for thinking. Then wewill
tak."

"Father," said Raghdlach. "We have suffered Siabhin far too long, theway | reckonit.”

"Wewill take timeto think about it, | said." The cold was about Cinnfhail's heart, a sense of
doom, of change. And he remembered the singer on thewind. "To bed! Weve said dl tonight
that wants saying. Morning and sober heads are what's needed, not ae-thoughts and de-tak.”

"Lord," Raghdlach said. Therewasfirein hisglance. Helonged for honor, did Raghdlach,
herein thisglen Cinnfhail had made quiet and at peace with dl hisdeedsand dl hisstriving.
Raghdlach heard Tuatha harp the balads, Raghdlach dreamed, in hisinnocence, of undoingit al
and doing it over again. Cinnfhail knew.

"Off with you." Cinnfhail kissed Samhadh, and Deirdre, who looked past him at the Stranger
with wonder in her eyes. She had also heard the hero-songs, the sad, fair balads; and Deirdre
dreamed her own dreams of adventures. Both Cinnfhail's children then were snared; and
Cinnfhail turned to his son smiling gently, though his heart hurt him; he clapped ahand to
Raghallach's shoulder. "In the morning, hear? Quietly, as such things should be thought out. Obey
me. To bed, dl, to beds! And no rumor-mongering, no speaking of this beyond the gates. | have
sadit. Hear?'

Herarely spoke asking. It was not hisway. When he did so now, folk moved, and bowed
their heads and scurried in haste.

"Leaveit!" he bade the servants, to have them gone; and to Conn, catching him by the arm,
he spoke certain words which grieved and shamed him to speak.

But he had the Sight, and what he Saw now gave him no peace.

caith gathered his sword from the table and sheathed it, having no desirein his mind now but
rest, being well-fed and easier in the finding of friends than he had been in the long weeks since
leaving Dun nanGall.

But: "Comewith me," the king's harper said now, plucking a hisdeeve. "Theking will spesk
with you privately. He has moreto tdll to you. Y ou'll want your cloak.”

Caith consdered it and weighed the risks of treachery; but he had eaten this man's bread and
judged him as he sat, that the lord of Dun Gorm was what he had heard, aking worth listening to
and aman to be trusted.

So he gathered his cloak about him and went where the harper led him, nothing questioning,
down the stairs and, as the harper took up atorch from the bracket there, out alower door into
the dark and the retregting thunder. They stood benegth the smithy shed, with therain dripping
off the wooden roof and standing in puddiesin the yard beyond. Cattle lowed; horseswere
restlessin their pen nearby, asolitary dog barked in the dying of the storm, but it knew the harper
and it wasslent a hisword.

"What isthis?' Caith said. "What isthis skulking about?' He suddenly doubted everythingin
thislonely place, and his hand was on his sword in the concealment of his cloak.

"My lord will speak to you," the harper repesated. And truth, from around the side of theyard
cametheking of Gleatharan with his shidddman by him, dl muffled up in cloaks themselves.

Caith waited, hishand still on his sword, scowling at the two coming toward him and il



uneasy. He had trusted few men in hislife. Nameess, nothing, he had no teaching in things he
needed to become what he was born to be. Say here in Dun na nGall, hisfoster-father had
sad. Don't meddle. There's nothing in Gleann Fiach for you. And again: If you go there,

then plan to keep going. You defy me, boy—you'll not be coming back here.

That waswell enough. There was nothing that man who fostered him had ever given him but
whipmarks on his back, and worse within his soul: You take what's given you, thisman had
sad, Hagan, hisfather's cousin. And: Keep your mouth shut, boy, whose son you are. Mind
my words. So they name you foundling bastard. Maybe that's what you really are.

A girl-child had looked up at him, flower-fair tonight; aman he wished had been hisfather
had smiled at him; aman he would had been his brother had offered him help; a grave-eyed
queen had looked on him with amazement— It was the way he would have seen Dun Mhor at
his homecoming if he could have dreamed that dun clean and fair again. In this place he had had
at least one homecoming such as an exile might dream of .

But the king of Glestharan asked him out into the rain, into the dark to spesk with him; and
thiswas not part of his dream, this was not the wel come he had expected. Rather it held
something of connivances and tricks—and thiskind of thing he had dedlt in often enough in his
life

Theking cameto him, squelching up in the mud, in thefdling mig, till he passed benesth the
roof of the shed and into the torchlight the harper held. The shieldman stood behind hisking, his
hands both out of sight beneath his oiled-wool cloak.

"Mac Gadan,” sad Cinnfhail King, "forgiveme. | ask that fird."

"For what, then? Can we get to that?'

"Go back to Dun nanGall. Tonight. Therés no gain herefor you."

Caith drew in his breath. 1t wanted a moment to know what to say to such awarning froma
king so two-faced. "Well, lord,” he said, "gods requite you for it."

"I'll giveyou provisons," theking said, "and ahorse—the pick of dl | have."

Keep your gifts, Caith would have said then. But he was too much in need for pride. "We
may be neighborsyet,” hesaid in hisanger. "1 will return the horse.”

"Mac Gadan."

"Y ou were my father'sfriend. So the price of your friendshipisamed and ahorse. That's
well. A man should know hisfriends"

"Mind your tongue," the shieldman muttered.

"Hehascause," theking said. "Mac Gadan—" He stayed Caith with ahand againgt his
shoulder. "Go back to Dun nanGal. | have the Sight, mac Gaglan. And thereisno luck for you.
For the gods own sake go home."

"In Dun Mhor ismy home. My brother istill intheir hands. 1 will tell you something, lord of
Dun Gorm: | had something of that kind from my foster father. | know what awhip fedslike, my
lord. No, I'll not leave my brother to Sliabhin. And for my father's murder—where on the gods
own earth should | go, tell methat, until | have killed that man?"

"A kindayer hasno rest in theworld. Whatever his cause.”

"Siabhin'sno kin of mine. I'll not own him mine. He murdered my father, lord! Hisown
brother. If any man could have come and set mattersright, it might have been my father'sfriend,
but | see how things sit here at Dun Gorm, how eager you are to set thingsright. Y ou leave me
no choice. No. I'll kill Sliabhin mysdf, without aquam.”

Therewasterror in the old king's eyes and something hard at the sametime. " Stay," Cinnfhail
sad, stopping him a second time, thistime with abiting grip of ahand still powerful. "'l cannot let
you go— mac Gadlan! stop and lislento me.”

Caith turned, then, flinched from under the king's hard hand, his own upon hissword. "I'll
need the horse," Caith said.



"Y ou'll have the horse. And whatever else you need. Go back to Dun nanGdl; or go ahead
to Gleann Fiach and rueit, rueit dl your life. | don't think you know; you don't want to know
morethan | said in hal. Listento me: | have asdfish cause. If you take my son with you, hell die
there. | seeit. | seeitin the moon. Therell be blood, blood—no hope for you—For the gods
sake, lad, listen. You don't know who you are!"

The cold went to Caith's bones. Bastard, hisfogter father had hurled at him. *Old man,” he
sad, "it was no grand place my father sent me to be fostered. Maybe he had little choicein his
relatives. Sure enough he had little luck in his brother. And maybe alord would send his son to
the likes of Hagan mac Dedbhan if he had no choice of other kin—Or isit another kind of tale?
Whose bastard am 1? Y ours?”’

"Siabhin's."

Caith whirled and lashed out with his bare right hand, but the king's man brought hisarmin
theway and saized him about the neck. The breath stifled in him, not aone from the strangling
hold on him. "Liar," hesaid. "O gods, you whoreson liar—"

"Stay!" theking said to hisman. "Let him go."

"Lord," the shieddman protested.

"Lethimgo, | say." Andto Caith: "Lad, Siabhin had hisway with Gadlan'swife, with
Moraach, the queen. That Gaelan discovered when the herder-girl cameto the hall and told her
tale: Moradach confessed to him Sliabhin's other betraya and her own shame. And that wasthe
second cause of Sliabhin's exile. Gaglan forgave queen Moraach: she claimed it was rape and
her fearing to tell him because of hisblind love of Siabhin and hoping the child in her was her
husband's after dl. But the child grew in her like guilt; and she feared it; and now that she heard
the herder-girl tell her tale, she believed it might be a murderer's child in her belly. So she
confessed. Four days Gaglan shut her away and shelived in dread of him; but on the fifth he
wept and forgave her and thiswas athing few knew, but Moraach confessed it to my queen
when sherode there to be with her in the birthing. And at the lagt, lad, my lady was not in the
room; they said Moralach commanded it, wanting only her nurse and the midwife with her; but it
wasaliving child they carried from that room that night: my lady wasthere, close by, and saw it
moving in the blanket. With her own eyes she saw it. And afterward when my lady cameto
Moraach, Moradach wept and clung to her and raved until they gave her apotion to make her
deep. Of the babe they gave out that it was stillborn. And my queen came home and carried that
in her heart for two days before shetold it me. After that | went no more to Gaglan'shold and
my queen did not: it was worse than fostering we feared, for in queen Moralach'sraving shetold
gl another tale.” From harsh the king's voice had become pitying, from anger had goneto
shame, and still Caith stood there, shivering in the rain. Somewhere nearby a horse snorted and
stamped, splashing a puddle. "Do you understand, lad? Need | say it? It was never rape. She let
Sliabhinin, thisvain woman, and paid for it al her life. When her other babes died she was
crazed and thought it her punishment; when she bore the last dive she was no more mother to
it—she gaveit to anurseto carefor. Perhaps shelet her old lover in; perhaps they had met
before. Whispers said as much. To do her mercy, likdliest it was some other hand let Sliabhin's
men into Dun Mhor. And it istrue Moraach hanged herself; so surely sherepented. That isthe
talethey tell, of servants who were there to see and fled to the high hillswhen they had the
chance. Thereismoreto it: before she was with child the last time, Mordach went out riding.
And sherode often that season, and always toward the hills. Do you understand me? The
younger boy— may be Sliabhin's son. Hence the whispers who it was et those gates open. And
Gadlan either fey or fool, he refused to credit rumors. So they say. Perhaps Gaelan knew and
counted it all one with the curse on hisland, the curse on his bed. Maybe he only wanted peace
inhislife. He was a sick man and his heart was broken and he became afool. So he died. And
by what they whisper, the younger boy issafein Sliabhin'shandsif anyoneis™”

Caith no more than stood there. It dl fitted then, dl the pieces of hislife. He set them dl in



order, hishand upon his sword.

"|sthat the truth?" he asked, because the silence waited to befilled.

"I will giveyou the best help that | can give. Only go from here, back to Dun nanGall. You
are Sliabhin'strue son. The Sidhe have set acurse on him, on al hisline, and | havethe Sight: |
tell you whose son you are. Go back. Thisisnot aplace for you; and gods know apatricideis

"My fodter father said that | should not come back to him," Caith said in avoicethat failed
him. "So he believed it too. All these years. And you've known. How many others?'

"Doesit matter? Nothing can mend what is.”

"You forget. | have abrother in Dun Mhor."

"A brother you've never seen. Siabhin'sson.”

"Why, then, my true brother till, would he not be?"

"Don't beafool! Siabhin'slikely son and in Siabhin'skegping. Y ou can do nothing to him but
harm.”

"l can get him out of there.”

"For the gods sake, lad—"

"Y ou promised meahorse."

The old king consdered him sadly. "O lad, and what good do you bring? See, brother, will
you say, I'vekilled our father to set you free? It goes on. It won't stop. It will never stop.”

"Thehorse. That'sdl | want."

King Cinnfhail nodded toward the pen. Caith walked that way, in the dying rain, with the mist
againg hisface. The horses, let from their stable in the dying of the storm, stared back at him,
with thetorchlight in their eyes and shining on their coats, more wedlth of fine horses than any
king had in Eirran, horsesto hed the heart with the looking on them and the touching of them. On
such horses aman could ride and ride, leaving everything behind. Men would envy such horses,
would fight awar over any one such horse as he saw to choose from.

But aman who wanted to go quietly, who wanted no attention on himsalf when he cameinto
Dun Mhor— "That one," Caith said, choosing a shaggy white horse which stood within the
shadow near the stable, raw-boned and ungainly beside therest.

"Not that one," said the king. " Choose another. That oneis mine."

"Itistheonel will have," Cath said harshly. "Everything else of your hospitdity turned fase.
So | will takethat one or walk. No other will serve me.”

"Beit asyou will," the old king said, and stayed his shieldman with a shake of hishead. "Be
kind to my horsethen. Dathuil ishisname. And hewill serveyou.”

Fair, it meant. It was an ugly horse. The king leaned againgt the fence and held out his hands
to him and hetrotted over like achild's pet. "Get hishbridle" king Cinnfhail said to his shieldman,
"and hissaddle.

And when the shieldman had gone in and come out with the stable lad and the gear, the king
would none of their help, but stepped under the rail and took the bridle and saddle, and saddled
the raw-boned horse himsdlf, al with such touches that said the old man loved this beast, he who
had so many stronger and finer.

"1 will not use himill," Caith said sullenly when he saw that it was not dl alie, that he had
chosen ahorse which the old man truly loved above the others, "and | will send him home again if
| can. But truth, no other would serve me. I'll comeinto Dun Mhor as| came here, a
wanderer—unless you intend to betray me, unlessyou have already sent amessenger out tonight.
And then, my lord—" Helooked king Cinnfhail full in the eyes. "—I'll trust you and Sliabhin have
your own compacts:. in that case helll return your horse himself to you, I'm sure, and keep as
much of me as pleaseshim.”



"Take Dathuil," said theking. "l will not wish you anything.”

Caith climbed up to the horse's back, and took the sack of provisonsthat the shieldman gave
him. Need compelled, and rankled in Caith's soul. Quietly he began to ride away, then drovein
his hedl's and sped off through the open gate, awhite ghost flying into the dark and mist.

"Dathuil,” said Conn. "O gods, my lord—"

"Thereisadoom on him," said Cinnfhail, staring after the retresting rider. Tears spilled down
his cheeks though his face remained composed. "He chose Dathuil. It was hisfate to choose; and
not mineto stop him. | know it. Gods help us. Gods save us from Dun Mhor."

The harper Tuathd wasthere, somber in therain, holding doft historch. "Comeinside, my
lord."

Cinnfhail walked over the trampled yard. A horse whinnied long and forlornly; othersdid,
distressed. And acold wasin Cinnfhail's bones that not al the warmth of hishall and cheer of his
friends and house could assuage.

the ugly horse ran on, down the glen, beside the Gley, never checking his pace and never
breaking stride. Smooth as the wind Dathuil ran, and the cold mist stung Caith's cheeks, stung his
eyeswhich pain had aready stung. There was power in thishorse, asin no horse he had ever
ridden; its ugliness masked both strength and unlikely speed. So the king had had reasonin his
affection for this beast; Caith laid no hed to it and hardly used thereins at dl, finding something
true-hearted at leadt, this brute that bore him on its back and gave him its strength, when it was
beyond his own power to have traveled far this night.

Hereined it back at last, having fear for it breaking its heart in thisrunning, but it threw its
head and settled easily into atirelessrack. Its power hammered a him, kept him on hisway, and
while he rode, while its hooves struck the wet earth in tireless rhythm he had no need to think, no
need to reckon what he was or where he went.

Bastard. Far more than that, he was. He recalled the rage in his foster-father's face when he
knew where he would go. Kinglayer. Patricide.

He had abrother he had never seen. Brian was his name. He had built afantasy around the
boy, thisinnocence, this one kinsman he might recover who would be grateful to an elder, wiser
brother, a quasi-son who should be the staying point of his pivotlesslife. He needed someone.
He had loydty to give and none would have it. He had made himsdlf by ceasdess work and
griving—everything afather could respect and love, in hopes hisfather would cometo him at
DunnanGdl and dam him.

Now he was going home, world-scarred and bereft of all innocent dreams but one. He had
fought at Skye, a pirate no less than the man he was fostered to.

O father, come and get me. | am better than this man. Better than these pirates—
When | ama man | will come to you instead and you will be glad that | am your son. Do
you know where | am, or what we did at kye? | have had my first battle, father.

Done my first murder ...

| have got a sword. | took it off this dead man—

O father!

"gone?" asked Raghallach.

The narrow gtairs flowed with shadowsin the torchlight. Samhadh was waiting there as he
camein from the cold, Samhadh and Deirdre in their shifts, wrapped in blankets from their
chambers; and Raghallach was there, still dressed, while servants put their heads about the
corner and ducked back again, sensing no welcome for themselves.

"Heleft," said Cinnfhail, uneasy in his haf-truths. He was cold. He was drenched from the
rain. He had thought only to come upstairs and warm himsdlf in his bed at Samhadh's side, but
sounds and steps carried in Dun Gorm, initswooden halls, and so there was this ambush of him
at the upper stairs. "Wetaked atime. He asked a horse and provisions. Stedlth is best for what



he plans. HE's going on to Dun Mhor againg al my advice."

"Gods, they'll butcher him."

"And wherewould you be going?' Cinnfhail cried, for Raghalach went past him, downward
bound on the tairs. "No! Y ou'll not be helping him, young lad; you'll be putting both your heads
under Sliabhin's bloody axe. No. I'll not haveit. Let be."

Raghallach stopped. Therewas aterrible look in his eyes as he stood on the steps below
Cinnfhail and looked up a himin thetorchlight. "It'sraining,” Raghalach said. "For the gods
sake, it'sraining out; what sane man goes riding off on such anight with choice of abed— Tak
inthe morning,’ you said, father. In the morning. But he'sto be gone by then, isn't he?"

"Watch your tongue, boy!"

"Y ouve shamed me" Raghdlach said dl quietly. "In the hal tonight. Thisman told the truth.
Wevelet Dun Mhor doneall these yearsfor fear of that truth. And now you've sent him off.

Y ou've sent him out of hereto add another to Siabhin's crimes.”

"Raghdlach—"

"It'sbeen on you dl the day, hasn't it, thisdread, thisfear of yours? This blackguard in Dun
Mhor— gods, father, how did we seem tonight? Tak in the morning,’ you said. Take counsdl in
the morning.™

"Bedill," said Samhadh. Deirdre only stared, her young face struck with shock and shame.

"l loveyou," said Raghallach. There weretears on hisface. "I love you too much, father, to let
you do athing likethis. Y ou have the Sight; and having it you wrap mein and keep me close and
what am | to think? We were fronted in our own hal by aman who wanted justice. Gaglan was
your friend; but if he was your friend, father—then where were we in those days?

"Sliabhin's son," said Cinnfhail, going down to catch him on the steps, for Raghdlach turned to
go. He saized Raghallach by the arm and turned him by force to face him. "Raghdlach, that is
Sliabhin's own son. Y ou know what they whisper about Mordach. It'strue.”

His son'sface grew paein thetorchlight. "O gods.”

"It's patricide will be done a Dun Mhor," said Cinnfhail. "And by the godsthis house will not
adit."”

Raghalach gnawed hislip. "And do we st with our handsin our lgps? All the hall heard. All
the house will know you sent this man away. And dl Dun Mhor will know he guested here—and
take revengeif hefails. Or this Caith may be our enemy for long yearsif he rules Gleann Fiach
ingtead. No. Thishouseis going to do something, father. I'm taking twenty men asfar asthe
border. And if need or trouble falls back to threaten the Sdhe-wood, at least we will have some
chanceto tell Dun Mhor where our border is, and that we won't have trespassers. If he fails—if
hefalls, father, we have agtakein it, do we not? Siabhin will be sending us histhreats again. Hell
be finding hisexcuse. And if so happen this Caith comes back in haste with Sliabhin's throat
uncut, and we be there the other side of the Sidhe-wood, well, there ishelp we can givethen and
have our hands clean. It's no kindaying we intend.”

Cinnfhail thought amoment. His face burned with shame and his heart widened with pridein
Raghdlach, for his goodheartedness and wit. "I will go mysdlf," hesaid. "It'sagood plan.”

"No," said Raghdlach. Hiseyes glittered damply in thelight. His jaw was set in that way he
had that nothing would dissuade. And suddenly, passionately, he embraced Cinnfhail and thrust
him back a arm's length, hisyoung face earnest and keen. "All my life you have kept me from
any hazard, wrapped mein wool. No mother, father. I'm not aboy and you're not ayoung man
to be deding with Siabhin's hired bandits. Thisone, thistime, ismine."

there was atime Caith had no remembrance of, how he had gotten into the woods, for he
was weary and the shaggy horse'stirdess gait had never varied. He might have dept, might have
been dreaming when he first passed beneath the trees that were al about him now, whisperingin
thewind.



He rode dowly, the horse treading lightly on the leaves, and Caith rubbed at his eyes and
wondered had he dept a second time, for he remembered the horse running and could not
remember stopping, nor account for where he was. And rubbing his eyes and blinking them clear
again he saw alight before himin the dark, afitful light like a candlegleam, jogging with the
course the shaggy horse followed on thiswinding track among the trees. The wind blew and
scattered droplets from the leaves, made the light wink and vanish and regppear with the shifting
of branches and limbs between him and the source. The pitch of the land was generdly
downward, and there was a noise of moving water nearby, so he knew they were coming to a
stream, perhaps the wandering Gley itsdf, or one of the countless other brooks that lived and
died with the rains. Someone must be camped on this streamside up ahead, and Caith gathered
hiswits and rode with care, fully awake and searching the trees and the brush on thisside and
that for some way to avoid this mesting.

But the ugly horse kept on, patient and steady. Sooner than Caith had looked for (had he
somehow drowsed again?) he was passing the last curtain of black branchesthat screened him
fromthat light.

It was one man camped on thetrailside, a ragged-looking fellow the like of which one might
find dong the roads and between the hills, awanderer, an outlaw, more than likely. Such men
Caith knew. He had met them and sometimes shared afire and sometimes come to blowswith
such wolves, and he was alive and some of them were not. This much he had learned of his
foster-father and the king of Dun nanGall: the use of that sword he wore. He had no
overwhelming fear in the meeting, but he had far rather have avoided it dtogether.

"Good night to you," Caith said perforce, reining in. The man no more than looked up at him
over thefire, amature man and lean and haggard. Then with the wave of athin hand the man
beckoned him to the fireside.

"Hereis courtesy,” Caith muttered, still ahorse, and considering how Dun Gorm had cast him
out into the night and the rain. There was a pannikin by thefiresde. Caith smelled mesat cooking;
he had provisions on him hewaswilling to trade abit of in turn. By now he ached with traveling,
he longed for rest in all his bones, and more, he saw a harpcase on alimb near the man, the
instrument protected against the westher.

So it was awandering harper he had met, which was another kind of man atogether than
bandits. Such aman might walk through bandit lairs untouched and stand equaly securein the
halls of kings. That harp was his passage, wherever he wished to go; his person was more sacred
than aking's, and hisfiresde, wherever set, was safer than any hall.

A second time the harper beckoned. Caith stepped down from the shaggy horse though he
did not pauseto dip itsbit or loosen its girth. He was not that trusting in any new mesting. He
crouched warily before the fire, warming his numb hands and studying the harper close at hand.

"Looking for some hdl?" he asked the man.

"Not I," the harper said. "I prefer the road.”

"Where bound?' Caith felt till uneasy, wishing still in avague way he had no need to have
stopped and yet too proud to legp up and run from a harper. " Gleann Fiach?"

"l might go that way," said the harper.

"1 might keep you company on theway," said Caith, with devious thoughts of passing Dun
Mhor's gates in such company.

But suddenly he became aware of another watcher in the bushes, aman—ayouth, al in dark.
Between seeing him and springing to hisfeet with hishand on his sword was only the intake of a
breath; but the youth stepped out into the open, holding his hands wide and empty, and grinning
in mockery.

"My gpprentice,” said the harper. "'l s there some dread on you, man? Something on your
mind? Sit and share the fire. Peace."



"I'vethought again,” said Caith. "My businesstakesmeon.”

"But | think," said the square-jawed youth, whose eyes peered from awild tangle of black
bangs, "I think it isthe horse—O aye, it would be that fine horse, wouldn't it? He has got
something doesn't belong to him."

"The horsewas lent,” Caith said shortly. Harper or no, he had made up his mind and
retreated a pace: when he drew his sword he had the habit of using it at once and never
threatening, but it was part of itslength drawn. "Teach your apprentice manners, harper. He will
bring you grief."

"But that horse is stolen,” said the harper. "Hisnameis Dathuil. And heismine.” The harper
unfolded upward, tal and dim and not so ragged as before. Beside him the youth took on
another aspect, with mad and ruby eyes, and the harper wasfair now, pale and terrible to see.

Caith drew the sword, for dl that it could do. They were Sidhe, that was clear to him now.
And hewasin their woods. He stood there with only iron between himsdlf and them and al their
ancient power.

"l will begoing,” hesaid, "and I'll betaking the horse. He was lent to me. HE'S not mineto
give, oneway or the other." He backed farther, and saw the horse not ugly but fair, awhite steed
50 beautiful it touched the heart and numbed it, and Caith knew then what blessing he had taken
from Dun Gorm.

"HeisDathuil," said the Sdhe again. "We gave him to afriend. Y ou must give him back to
us”

"Mugt 17" Cath said, turning from his bedazzlement, discovering them nearer than before. He
had his sword in hishand and remembered it. "And what if not?"

"That horseis not for anyone'staking. He must be fredy given. And better if you should do
that now, man, and give him to me—far better for you."

A Sidhe horse could not be for his keeping. Caith knew that. But he kept the blade up,
reckoning that hislife wasthe prize now, and them needing only asingle mistake from himto gain
it. "If you haveto haveit given," Caith said, "then keep your hands from me."

"That horse was lent to the kings of Dun Gorm," said the youth. "Cinnfhail has cast him away,
giving him to you—with whom we have no peace. So we will take him back again.”

Caith backed till farther, seeking Dathuil's reinswith hisleft hand behind him; but the horse
eluded his reaching hand once and again, and the two Sidhe stalked him, the tall oneto hisleft
now, the dark youth going to hisright.

"S0," Caith said, seeing how things stood. "But if | give you what you want, you have
everything and | have nothing. That ssems hardly fair. They say the Sdhewill bargain.”

"What do you ask?"'

"Help metake Dun Mhor."

The dark one laughed. The bright one shone cold asice.

"Why, let usdo that!" the dark one said.

"Bedill," said the tdler; and to Caith, with chill amusement: "Phookas |ove such jokes. And
those who bargain with the Sidhe come off alwaysto the worse. Y ou have not said the manner of
the help, leaving that to us; and leaving the outcome of it to ustoo. Things are far more tangled
than you think they are. So | shall take your bargain and choose the manner of my help to you,
whichisto tell you your futures and the three ways you have before you. First: you might go back
over the hillstheway you came. Second: you might go back to Dun Gorm; Raghallach would
help you. He would be your friend. Third: you might enter Dun Mhor aone. All of these have
conseguence.”

"What consequence?’

"A second bargain. What will you give to know that, of thingsthat you have left?'



"My forbearance, Sdhe."

"For that | trade only my own. What more have you |eft?"

Caith hurled the amulet from his neck. It vanished asit hit the ground.

"A fair trade then. Y ou have made yoursdlf blind to our workings, and in return | shall show
you truth. Thisisthe consequenceif you go back where you came from: that you will die
obscure, knifed in aquarrd not of your making in aland not of your choosing. Second: if you go
back now to to Dun Gorm: that Cinnfhail's son will diein your cause; you will win Dun Mhor;
you will take Cinnfhail's daughter to your wife and rule both Dun Gorm and Dun Mhor, king over
both within three years.”

"Andif | go doneto Dun Mhor?'

"Siabhinwill kill you. It will take seven daysfor youto die.”

Caith let the swordpoint waver. He thought of Dun Gorm, that he had wanted, the faces,
Deirdre's young face. But there were trgpsin every Sidhe prophecy; this he sensed. "And gaining
Dun Gorm," he said, "what would | have there but sorrow and women's hate?'

"For ason of Sliabhin," said the Sidhe, stepping closer to him, "you are marvelous quick of
wit. And now | must have the horse you have given me."

"Curseyou!" he cried. He struck, not to kill, but to gain himsdlf spaceto run. The Sidhe's
blade—he had not seen it drawn—rang instant against his own; and back and back he staggered,
fighting for hislife,

A black body hurtled againgt him, trampling him beneath its hooves, flinging his swvord from
his hand; Caith staggered up to one knee and lunged &fter the fallen sword.

"Rash," said the Sidhe, and light struck him in the face and ablow flung him back short of it.
"The horseismine. For the rest—"

"Sdhe!" Caith cried, for he was blinded in the light, asif the moon had burned out his eyes.
All theworld siwvam in tears and pain. He groped till after his sword among the leaves and asthe
hilt met hisfingers, he seized it and staggered to hisfeet. "Sidhe!" he shouted, and swung the
blade about him in hisblindness.

He heard the beat of hooves. A horse's shoulder struck him and flung him down again; this
time he held to the sword and rolled to hisfest.

But blind, blind—there was only the shadow of branches before ablur of light in aworld
gonegray at themid of the night, a taunting, moving shape like awill-0-the-wisp before hiseyes.

"Sdhel " he cried in hisanger and his hel plessness.

It drifted on. Laughter peded like slver bells, faint and far and mocking.

THERE WAS NO sight but that fey light, no sound but that chill laughter, pure as winter
bells. Caith followed it, sobbing after bresth, followed it for hours because it was al the light he
had in hisgray blindnessand if he turned from it he was lost indeed. He tore himsdlf on brush and
thorns, dipped down a streambank and sprawled in water, clawed hisway up the other sde.
"Sidhe!" he cried again and again. But the light was dways there, just beyond hisreachin aworld
of gray migt, until he went down to his bruised knees and on hisfacein the leavesand lost dll
sense of direction.

Hegot up againin terror, turning thisway and that.

"Sdhe!" Hisvoice was ahoarse, wild sound, unlike himsdlf. " Sdhe!"

A horse sneezed before him. The will-'o-the-wisp hovered in hissight, near at hand. It
became Dathuil and on hisback the tdl fair Sidhe, againgt ahaze of trees, of moon-slvered
trunks.

"Will you ride?" the phooka asked, at his other sde, and Caith turned, staggering, and caught
hisbreath in. Red eyes gleamed in the shadow. "Will you ride?' the phooka asked again. "'l will
bear you on my back."



Caith'seyes cleared. It was ablack horse that stood there. Its eyes shone with fire. Suddenly
it swept close by him, too quick for his sword, too quick for the thought of a sword.

"If you had kept the white horse," said the will-0'-the-wisp on his other side, "even the
phooka could not have caught you. Now any creature can.”

"Sliabhin hunted in these woods," said the phooka-voice, from somewhere in the trees. "Now
we hunt them too."

"Go back," said the will-0'-the-wisp, and horse and rider shimmered away before him without
asound. Caith caught after breath and stumbled after, exhausted, wincing at the thorns that
caught his cloak back and tore his skin.

"Go back," said thevoice. "Go back."

But Caith followed through thicker and thicker brush, no longer knowing any other way. His
sght had cleared, but in dl this woods there was no path, no hope but to lay hands on the Sidhe
and compel them or to wander heretill hewas mad. A pain had begunin hisside. It grew and
grew, until he walked bent, and sprawled at last on the dick, wet leaves.

"Y ou cannot take us," said the Sidhe, and was there astride Dathuil, paler and brighter than
the newborn day. A frown was on the Sidhe'sface. "I have given you your answers. Are you SO
anxiousthen to die? Or are you looking for another bargain?'

Caith caught hisbreeth, holding hisside. It was dl that he could do to gain his feet, but stand
he did, with hissword in his hand.

"Ah," said the Sidhe. "Proud like your father."

"Which father? I've had three."

"Y ou have but one, mac Sliabhin. The house at Dun Mhor has but one lord. And acurse rests
onit and dl benegath that roof. Huntersin our woods, dayers of our deer—for your linethereis
neither luck nor hope. But for the gift of Dathuil and for my own pleasure, | will give you once
what you ask of me. And pitying morta wits| will tell you what you should ask—if you ask me
that advice."

"That would use up the one request, would it not?'

The Sidhe smiled then asacat might smile. "Well," he said, "if you are that quick with your
witsyou may know what you should ask."

"Take the curse off Dun Mhor."

The smile vanished. The Sidhe went cold and dreadful. "It isdone. And now it isto bestow
agan. | giveit to you."

Caith stared at the Sidhe in bleak defeat, and then took a deeper breath. "Sidhe! One more
bargan!”

"And what would that be, mac Sliabhin, and what have you left to trade?”

"It's Dun Mhor you hate. I'll work this out with you. There€'s ayoung boy, my brother, ingde
Dun Mhor. Brianishisname."

"We know this"

"1 want to take him out and free of Siabhin. Help me get him out and safe away and | will kill
Sliabhin for you; and take Dun Mhor; and so you can haveit al. Me. Dun Mhor. My brother is
the price of my killing your enemy.”

The Sidhe considered him dowly, from toeto head. "Shdl | tell you what you have left out?'

"Havel left something out?"

"Nothing that would matter.” The Sidhe reined Oathuil aside. "1 take your bargain.”

Caith had hissword till in hand. He rammed it into his sheath and felt all hisaches and hurts.
Helooked up again at the Sidhe, cold at heart. "What did | leave out, curse you? What did |
forget?'

"Y ou are not apt to such bargaining,” said the phooka, there in young man's shape, leaning



naked againg atree at hisright hand. "1 will tel you, mac Sliabhin. Y ou forgot to ask your life.”

"Oh," Cathsad. "But | didn't forget.”

"How isthat?' said thefair Sdhe.

"If you want some use out of your curse, you can't kill me too soon, now can you? It would
rob you of your revenge.”

The phooka laughed, wild laughter, amirth that stirred the leaves. "O mac Sliabhin, Caith,
fogterling of murderers and thieves, | love thee. Come, come with me. | will bear you on my
back. We will see thisDun Mhor."

"And drown me, would you? Not |. | know what you are.

But the black horse took shape between blinks of his eyes and stood pawing the ground
before him. Itsred eyes glowed like ba efire beneath its mane.

"Trust the phooka," said thetall Sidhe with the least gleam of mirthin hiseyes. "What have
you left torisk?”

Caith glowered at the Sidhe and then, shifting his sword from the way, roughly grasped the
phooka's mane and swung up to his bare back.

It was the wind he mounted, a dark and baneful wind. It was power, the night itself in
horse-shape; and beside them raced the day, that was Dathuil with the Sidhe upon his back.

Caith heard laughter. Whence it came he guessed.

the forest road stretched before the men from Dun Gorm in the dawning, and the sun
searched the trees with fingers of light. It was the green shade before them, the green deep heart
of the Sidhe-wood.

"No farther,” Conn said, "young lord, no farther.”

Raghallach thought on Conn's advice as he rode beside the man. His father had given himinto
Conn's hands when he was small, and never yet had he put his own judgment ahead of Conn's
and profited by it.

But the yearsturned. It was after all Conn, hisfather's watchdog, who had tutored him,
cracked his head, bruised his bones, taught him what he knew, and Conn, he reckoned, who had
ordersfrom hisfather to protect him now, againg al hazard.

"Thereis one captain over aband," Raghdlach said to thisman heloved next to hisown
father. "And it is not lessonstoday, now, isit, master Conn?"

"Lifeislessons," Conn muttered to the moving of the horses. They went not a agalop; they
kept their strength for need. " Some masters are rougher than others, lad, and experienceisavery
bitch."

"That man you sent to scout ahead of us; Feargad. We're of an age, he and |—do you aways
cdl him lad, Conn?'

"Ah," said Conn, and cast awary look back, to see whether the men werein earshot of it all.
The sound of the hooves covered low voices at such distance. "Ah, but, melad, you are young.
Yet. And will not get older by risking honest men who put their livesinto your hand. Do not be a
fool, son of my old friend; | did not teach afool.”

Anger smouldered in Raghdlach. He drove hishedsinto his horse's sdes and then recalled
good sense. Raghallach grew agreat dedl, in that moment; he reined back, confusing the horse
which threw its head and jumped.

Arrowsflew from ambush. A man cried out; a horse screamed.

Raghdlach flung hisshidd up in thunderstruck aarm. Arrows thumped and shocked againgt it;
he reined aside, knowing nothing now to do but run into the teeth of ambush, not turn his
shieldless back to the arrows or delay while some shot found his horse or legs. The good horse
leapt benesth his heds, surefooted in the undergrowth, heedless of the breast-high thicket:
"Ware," Conn yelled, asthe horse's hindquarters sank under a sudden impact: Conn hewed a



man from off Raghdlach's back that had flung himsalf down from the trees.

Next was a confusion of blows, of curses howled, of blades and blood, the scream of horses
and the crack of brush.

Then came silence, deep silence, after so much din, horses crashing dowly back through
brush, blowing and snorting as riders sought the clear road and regrouped, a man fewer than
before.

"Feargd," Raghdlach said of the body they found there on thetrail. A red-fletched arrow had
taken himin the throat. Gleann Fiach marking.

"Think," said Conn, fierce a his side. Conn's brow ran blood. "Think and do it, boy! They
have come into the Sidhe-wood. They are forewarned, they've made ambush againgt us and this
Caith mac Sliabhin. Hagan mac Dedbhan has warned them!”

"He'sdead," said Feargdl's brother Faolan, who had gotten down to see and knelt by his
brother. Faolan hovered somewherelost in the horror, not touching the arrow that had felled his
brother, only frozen there.

"Boy," Conn said; the word cursed them al. "What will you do?"

"Get him home," Raghdlach said gently to Faolan, and jerked his horse's head about in the
direction opposite to home, using his hedsto send him down the road after the fleeing enemy.
Othersfollowed. Conn was one, drawing close beside him.

Raghallach |ooked at Conn asthey rode.

"Not I, boy," said Conn. "I have not aword."

The road opened out before them, obscured in leaves and green.

"It wants answer," said Raghallach. "This death of ourswants an answer."

"Onwhom," asked Conn. "Gleann Fiach cattle? Where will we stop? We know they hold the
woods. Those that ran will regroup; meanwhile they'll have aman sent to Siabhin to get help up
here. It'swar, lad; it begins. Blood is on the Sidhe-wood and our own hands have shed it too."

A hollow lay before them, asmall clearing in the wood, which was one of their own Gley's
fords. It was a place for ambushes; the air here al waswrong, sang with unease, in the leaves,
the water-song.

They thundered into it. The newborn light grew strange, the beets of the hooves dimmer and
dimmer.

The peace, avoice said, the peace is broken, son of Dun Gorm. No farther, come no
farther.

Panic took Raghdlach suddenly, afear not of arrows. He was Cinnfhail's son: he Saw, for the
first timein hislife, he Saw. "Conn!" he cried. "Stop!" Hereined in hishorse. Hisface was hot
with shame and self-reproach, that even to this moment he had led from fear and pride, not
sense. He had ridden on for pride's sake, blown thisway and that by what everyone would think
instead of regarding what waswise. Fool, Conn had said. A shadow came on them, and about
them, and into them, horse and rider, dl, darkening their sght.

It was the forest, managing its own defense.

the phooka stopped, having legpt the stream, and Caith went sprawling over his neck, rolling
in the leaves, bruised and battered.

The phooka stood in man-form on the bank, naked and laughing at him, grinning from ear to
ear and leaning on hisknees.

"You bagtard,” Caith said, gathering himself up.

"| thought,” said the phooka, "that it was yourself were the bastard, Caith mac Sliabhin.”

Caigh caught up his sheathed sword and dl but hurled it; mastered his temper ingtead. " Of
courseitis," hesaid, at which the phooka laughed the more, and overtook him as he went
stamping up the bank. The phooka clapped him on the shoulder and hooted with laughter. Caith



hurled off the hand, whirled and looked at the Sidhe, the sword till in his hand.

"O come," said the phooka, grinning. His teeth were white and the frontmost were uncommon
sguare and sturdy, in along beardless jaw. His eyes were black and merry, and red lights danced
inthem even by daylight. "Do you not like ajoke?"

"It will be agreat joke when you drown me. Of that I'm sure.”

The phookagrinned. "O | like you well, mac Siabhin. | missed the water with you, did | not?'

Caith said nothing. He limped onward, flung off the hand again asthey waked along the
streamside, picking up the road. The phookawalked by him asif he had only started out a
moment ago, fresh and easy asyouth itsdlf.

"Whereisthe other?' Caith asked, after some little walking. "Where has he gotten to?" For
the bright Sidhe had been with them until that leap across the stream.

"Oh, well, that one. HE's not far. Never far."

"Watching us."

"He might be." The phooka kicked astone. "He has no liking for roads, that one. Nudlanis
his name. He's one of the Fair Folk." An engaging, square-toothed grin. "I'm the other kind."

"What do you cal yoursdf?'

The phookalaughed again. "Call mysdlf indeed. Now you know we'd not hand you all our
names. Dubhain. Dubhain am I. Would you ride again?'

"Not yet, phooka."

"Dubhain," the phooka reminded him. It was the wickedest laugh ever Caith had heard. There
were dark nightsin it, and cold depths where phookas lived, deep in rivers, haunting fords and
luring travelersto die benesth the waters. Darkness, his name was. "So we walk together.” The
phookalooked up. His eyes gleamed like live cods beneath the mop of black hair. "Wearein
Gleann Fiach now, mac Sliabhin. Do you not find it fair?'

The road took them farther and farther from the woods. The degp glen showed itsdlf bright
with sun, its hilly wals different from Gleann Glestharan, un-tilled, unhedged. Gorse grew wild up
the hillsides, from what had once been hedges, and grass grew uncropped. It was afair land, but
there was something wrong in that fairness, for it was empty. Un-tenanted. Waste, eveninits
green pastures.

And coming over agentlerise, Caith could see the dun itsdlf at this great distance, atowered
mass, athreat lowering amid itsfew tilled fields. Now indeed Caith saw pasturages up on the
hillsides; but they werefew for so great aplace, and al near the dun. The most of thetillage
closdly surrounded the dun itsdlf, gathered to its skirts like some pathwork order struggling to
exig in the chaos of the land. Gleann Fiach waswide. There was promise in the land, but it was
al blighted promise.

Caith had stopped walking. "Come on," the phooka said with asidelong glance that mocked
al Cath'sfears and doubts. Caith set out again with Dubhain at his side, the two of them no more
than apair of dusty travelers, himsdlf fair, his companion dark.

Caith wasweary of the miles, the flight, the restless night; his companion had strength to
spare. Like some lawless bare-skinned boy Dubhain gathered stones as he came on them and
skipped them down the road.

"There," hewould say, "did you seethat one, man?"

"Oh, aye," Caith would answer, angry at the first, and then bemazed, that athing so wicked
could be so blithe, whether it was utterest evil or blindest innocence, like storm, like destroying
flood. The phooka grinned up at him, less than his stature, and for amoment the eyeswere like
codsagain, reminding him of death.

"A wager, man?"

"Not withyou,” hesad.’



"What have you to lose?" And the phookalaughed, al wickedness.

"Y ouwould find something,” hesad.

The grin widened. The phooka hurled another stone. No man could match that cast, that sped
and sped far beyond any naturd limit.

"| thought s0," said Caith, and the phooka looked smug and pleased.

"Cannot metchit.”

“No."

The phooka shape-shifted, became again the horse, again the youth, and broke a stem of
grass, sucking on it as he went, like any country lad. Dubhain winked. He was more disreputable
than he had been, aragged wayfarer. A moment ago he had been bare as he was born,
dusky-skinned. Now he went in clothes, ragged and dusty, ruined finery with abordering of tinsd
gold.

"Itisaglamor," the phookasaid. "Can you seethrough it?'

“No."

"If you had the amulet you might.”

"l don't."

Another grin.

"Youwill hdpme," asked Caith, "ingde the wals—or just stand by?"

"Oh, assuredly | shdl help.”

"

"O Caith, o merry friend, of course, how could you doubt?

Caith looked askance at Dubhain, uneasy in dl histhoughts now. The Sidhe would both trick
himif they could, if he gave them the least chance. He thought through the compact he had made
ahundred times as they walked the sunlit dust, as they came down farther and farther into the
glen. Of what lay before him in Dun Mhor hewished not to think at dl, but histhoughts drifted
that way constantly, darker and more terrible, and the phooka beside him was constant in his
gibes

Siabhin'sson. And Moraach's. All hislife seemed lived beneath some decelving glamor. He
had conjured loyalty to Gaglan, to adream that never was. He came to avenge Gaelan, and his
own father was the murderer.

But the stones before them were redl and no illusion. There was truth about to happen. It
must betruth, findly, after alife of liesand fdseness.

the day and distance dwindled in the crossing of the glen. Caith rested little, except at the last,
taking the chance to deep a bit, in the cover of athicket, at the edge of the dun'sfew tilled fields
and scant pastures, before he should commit himsdlf to dl that he had cometo do.

And quickly there was anightmare, adream of murder, of Moraach the queen hanging from
the rooftree of Dun Mhor.

"You," Caith said to the phooka when he waked sweating and trembling to find him crouching
near. "Isit some prank of yours, to give me bad dreams?”

"Conscience," said the phooka. "I'm told you mortas haveit. It seems nuisanceful to me.”
And then Dubhain reached out and touched Caith's face with callused fingertips, and there
cameto him astrength running up from the earth like summer heet, something dark and healing at

once, that took his breath.

"Keegp your hands from me!" Caith cried, striking the Sidhe-touch away.

"Ah," said Dubhain, "scruples even yet. Thereisthat left to trade.”

"That | will not." Caith scrambled to hisfeet, shuddering at the wellness and the unhuman
grengthin himsdlf.



"Y ou've dropped your sword,” the phooka said, handing it up to him with agrin on hisface
and the least hint of red glow within hiseyes.

Caith snatched it, hooked the sheath to his belt and caught his oiled-wool cloak about him
and histartan as he hit out upon the road.

Dubhain was quickly with him, griding lightly a hisside.

And Dun Mhor rose ever nearer asthey came past the wild hedges onto the road. The dun
lowered as adark mass of stone in the evening that had falen while Caith dept in histhicket.

No lights showed from Dun Mhor in thistwilight time, not from this side, though some
gleamed about the hills. Cattle were home; sheep in their folds; the folk behind the walls of their
cottages and of the great keep that was many times the size of rustic Dun Gorm.

| am mad, Caith thought, having seen the size of the place. As well walk into Dun na nGall
and try to takeit.

But he kept walking with Dubhain beside him. The phookawhistled, asif he had not acarein
al theworld, and awind skirled atiny cloud up in the sky right over Dun Mhor, ablacknessin
thetwilight.

"l think," said the phooka, "it looks like rain. Doesntt it to you?"

"You might do thisdl,” Caith said in anger. "If you can do dl these things, why could you not
come a this man you hate?"

"Not our way," said Dubhain.

"What isyour way—to torment dl the land, the innocent with the guilty?"

The eyes glowed in the darkness. "Men seem best at that.”

"A curse on you too, my friend.”

The phooka laughed. Dun Mhor loomed above them now, and the cloud had grown apace as
they walked. Dubhain's hand was on Caith's shoulder, like some old acquaintance as they passed
down the last hedgerow on the road, asthey Ieft thelast field and came up the hill of the dun to
the gate. Lightning flashed. The cloud widened ill.

"Hello," Caith shouted, "hello the gatekeep. Travelerswant in!"

Therewasalong silence. "Who are you?' aman shouted from up in the darkened tower to
theleft of the gate. "What businessin Dun Mhor?"

"Businesswith your lord!" Caith shouted back. "Word from Dun nanGall!"

"Wait here," the gatekeep said, and after was Silence.

"Perchancethey'll Iet you in,” the phooka said.

"Oh, aye, liketheraincloud is chance." Caith did not look at Dubhain. He knew how Dubhain
would seem—quite common to the eye, whatever shape suited the moment and Dubhain's dark
whims. The cloud il built above them. Thunder muttered. "I will tell you, phooka. Hagan—the
man who fostered me—might have sent word south when | left him. He knew where | might go
and what | might do. He hated me; | know that. Gods know what side of this he serves, but it
was never my sSde. He might well betray meto curry favor with Sliabhin, since Siabhinisking. |
reckon that he might." He had begun to say it only to bait the phooka and diminish Dubhain's
arrogance. But the pieces settled in hismind, in sudden jagged array of further questions. "I know
nothing. Who fostered me out, how | was gotten from here—the king of Glestharan never told
me. Wasit Gadan or wasit Sliabhin, phooka?'

The mad eyeslooked up at him, for once seeming sober. "Would you pity Siabhinif you
knew that?'

"Gods, phooka—"

"Perhapsit was." The red gleam was back. " Perhaps was not. They are coming, mac
Sliabhin, to open the gates.”

"Why have you done this? Why do you need my handsto wield the knife?"



"Why, mac Siabthin—should we take on our own curse?!

Thelesser gate groaned on its hinge. Torchlight fluttered in thewind, in the first cold spats of
rain. "Gods, thiswesather," the gatekeeper cried againgt the skirling gusts as he led them through a
courtyard and to a second door. "Comein, there. What would be your name?"

"Foul, foul," Dubhain chortled, pulling Caith dong, beside, beyond, "Huusht, hey!" The
lightning cracked. The sky opened in torrents. "O gods, we're soaked.”

"A plague onyou!" cried Caith, but Dubhain's hand gripped hisarm, stronger than any grip
ever he had felt. The creature of riversfled therain, caled on gods younger than himsdlf, jested
with the guards. "Curse you, let me go!"

"Never that," the phooka said asthey came within the doors of the dun itself. Dubhain
stamped his booted feet, shed water in acirclein the torchlight in the hal, asthe guards did,
Dubhain did and Caith did, made fdlows by the storm.

They werein. The stones about them, warm-colored in the light, were the nature, the solidity
of hishome, the very color and texture that he had imagined them; or the reality drove out the
dream in the blink of an eye and decelved him asredlity will do with imaginings. Herewasthe
house he had longed for, dreamed of, in the grim walls of hisfostering; but here aso were rough,
scarred men, the smell of oil and stale straw as womenless men had managed thingsin Hagan's
hold up by Dun nanGall. There seemed no happinessin thisdim place either, only foreboding,
the noise of shouts, of heavyfooted guards, the dull flash of metal in the light and the surety these
men would kill and lose no deep over it.

O father, Siabthin!l—are we not a house that deserves its death?

"Onewill tdl thelord you arein,” aguard said. "Bide here, whether he will seeyou. You are
not thefirgt to cometonight.”

Caith looked sharply at the guard, whose brute broad face held nothing but raw power and
the habit of connivance in the eyes. No, not dull, thisone. Huge, and not dull. " Some other
messenger?' Caith asked with asinking of his heart, thinking on Dun nanGall, on hisfoster-father
Hagan, and treachery. "From where?"

"Messenger. Aye." Thevoicewaslow, the guard's face kept its secrets. Caith looked round
on Dubhain with atouch of fey desperation in the move, even defiance. Save me now, he
challenged the Sidhe, meeting Dubhain's eyes, and had the joy of seeing aphookaworried. The
thought elated him in awild, hopeless abandon. He looked upward at the stairs that would lead
up, hereckoned, to the king's hall: aman had gone stumping up the steps to adoorway above. /
am the Sdhe's own difficulty, Caith thought again, sorry for himself and at the sametime sure
that hisrevenge was at hand, whether he would kill or be killed and likely both. Time stretched
out likeaspill of honey, cloying sweet and golden with light and promising him satiety.

Enough of living. For this| was born, my father's son.

And my mother's.

the guard who had gone up came out again from aroom near the head of the stair and
beckoned to them.

"Come," said the guard by Caith'sside.

Caith was very meek going up the steps. He made no protest as they began to prevent
Dubhain from going up with him. In truth, he had no great desire of the company, trusting moreto
his sword. But he heard a commotion behind him, and the phookajoined him at the mid of the
dairs, duding the guards below. Caith heard the grate of drawn stedl above and below them at
once as Dubhain clutched hisarm. "Magter," Dubhain sad, "I'll not leave ye here.”

"Fdl to hed," Caith said in humor the match of the phookas own. "Mind your manners, lad.”
Helooked up at the guard above them. "My servant isfrightened of you," he said, holding out his
hand in apped till the guard, satisfied of his own dreadful-ness and well-pleased with it, made a
show of threst and waved them both on with his sword drawn.



It might have been aboy outright terrified, thisold and evil thing that clutched Caith'sarm, that
went with him miming terror and staring round-eyed as they passed the guard and his naked
blade. But the phookas fingers numbed Caith's hand, reminding him as they went. You cannot
shake me, never be rid of me. Thetouch fdt likeice, asif something had set itstalonsinto his
heart aswell asinto the flesh of hisarm, so that Caith recovered his good sense, remembering
that he was going deeper into this mesh of hisown will, and that he still understood less of it than
he ought. Doors closed somewhere below, echoing in the depths under the stairs. Therewerea
man's shouts from that direction, sharp and short.

"What'sthat?" Caith asked, delaying at the door of the corridor, and looking back down the
dars.

It was not his business to know, only the anxious-ness of aman entering where therewas no
retreat, hearing things amiss behind him. The faces of the guards below stared up at him—distant
kin of his, perhaps, or Siabhin's hirdings: they were nothing he wanted for family: wolf-sharp,
both of them, cruel asweasdls. "Never you mind," one of them called up, and that onewas uglier
than all therest. "Thereésthose will carefor that. Keep going.”

"Lord," Dubhain sad, ashiver in hisvoice, "lord—"

"Bedill," Caith said. Therewas humor init dl, afine Sidhe jokein thisfrightened phooka by
hisside, grand comedy. Caith played it too, with hislife, with the phooka's grip numbing him,
owning him and making mock of al Dun Mhor. Caith turned toward the door asthey wished him
to and cameinto the hal where they wished him to go, into warmth and firdight and agathering
of men the likeness of therest, aslikely aden of bandits as he had seen anywhere along the road
he had traveled to come here.

And one sat among them, on a carven chair over by thefire; the light was on hisface, and it
was aface without the roughness of the others, amouth much like Caith's own if bitter years had
touched it; and thisman's hair and beard were his own pale red, faded with years; and the tartan
was Dun Mhor.

Thisman looked at him, thinking, measuring, so that Caith felt himsdlf stripped naked. The
resemblance—in this hall—would surdly not e ude Sliabhin mac Brian. Or ridersfrom Dun na
nGdl might have outpaced him down the coast, on alonger road but a swifter. Quitelikely his
murder wasin preparation even now; and his only chance was to move before the man believed
hewould. But he had got insgde. He 4till had his sword. Thismuch of his plan he had worked,
feigning smplicity within deviousness: thiswasdl hisplan, to stand thisclose.

Siabhin will kill you, he suddenly heard the Sidhe promise him. But never that he might kill
Siabhin. Siabhin will kill you. It will take seven days for you to die.

"King Sliabhin?' Caith asked, dl ill and quiet. Heweighed dl hislifein thismoment,
reckoning how long he had, whether the nearest man would draw and cut at him with stedl or
amply fal on him barehanded to overpower him: worsefor him, if they got him dive. Before that
happened he must spring and kill Siabhin at once, face the others down with their king dead and
give these bandits time to think how things had changed. There was Dubhain to reckon with, at
his back—if they turned swords on him—

If I come alone— That was how he had made his question to the Sidhe. If | come alone to
Dun Mhor . It was asif his hearing and his memory had been dulled in that hour as hiseyeshad
been, glamored and spellbound. He was not done. He had brought Dubhain. The question was
dtered; a least onething in hisfutures would have changed.

But this man, thisman who looked at him with akinsman'sface, in this bandit hall—

"Who areyou?' Siabhin asked.

"Hagan sends," Caith said, "for Caith's sake: he wants the other boy."

Sliabhin got to hisfeet and stared at him. Caith's heart was pounding in his chest, the cloak
about him welghing like agreat burden, covering the red tartan that would kill him and the sword



that would kill Siabhin, both beneeth its gray roughness. There was no way out. Not from the
moment he had passed the door. He felt the phooka's presence against hisarm, biding likea
curse,

Dubhain. Darkness.

Heis one of the Fair Folk. | amthe other kind.

"S0," said Sliabhin, and walked aside, ahafstep out of reach; looked back at Caith—My
father, Caith thought, seeing that resemblance to himsdlf a every angle; and histhroat felt tighter,
the sweat gathering on hispams. Thisiswhat | am heir to, this bandit den, these companions
. Beside him the phooka. There would be no gleam in Dubhain's eyes at this moment, nothing to
betray what he was.

Sliabhin moved farther to hisside. Caith turned to keep him in view as he stood before the
door, and an object came into hissight, nailed there above the doorway, dried sprigs of herb;
elfshot on athong; a horseshoe, al wards against the Sidhe.

To make them powerless.

"Hagan wants the boy sent?" Sliabhin said, and Caith set his gaze on Sliabhin and tried to
gather hiswitsback. "I find that passing strange.”

"Will you hear therest," Caith asked, with amotion of his eyes about the room, toward the
guards, "—here?"

"Spesk on."

"It'sthe elder son, lord; Caith. So Hagan said to me. Caith has heard rumors—" Helet his
voicetral off inintimidated slence, playing the messenger of ill news. "Lord—they've had to lock
him away for fear helll break for the south, or do himself some harm. He mourns his brother. He's
set some strange ideaiinto his head that he has to see the boy or die. I'm to bring the lad, by your
leave, lord, to bring his brother out of hisfey mood and set reason in him.”

A long time Sliabhin stood staring a him, thiselder image of himsdlf, gazing at the truth.

He knows me, he knows me, he knows me, now what will he do? Can he kill his own
son?

And if hewill not—have | all the truth | think | have?

Therewas aslencein theroom so greet the crash of alog in thefireplace was like the
crumbling of somewall. Sparks showered and snapped. Caith stood till.

"How does hefare?' Sliabhin asked, in atone Caith had not expected could comefrom a
mouth so hard and bitter. A soft question. Tender. Asif it mattered; and it became like some evil
dream—this man, this histrue father asking the question he had wanted for al hisdaysto hear a
father ask. "Who?" Caith returned, "Hagan?'—missing the point deliberately.

"Cath.

"Sorrowing. | hear." Therewasaknot in Caith'sthroat; he fought it. He went onin this
oblique argument. "'If Caith could seethelad, lord, that he's well—I think it would mend much. It
might bring him around to a better way of thinking."

"Would it?" Siabhin waked away from him. Caith let him go, hiswits sorting thisway and
that, between hope and grief. Then he felt the phooka's hand clench on hisarm through the cloak,
reminding him of oaths, and he was blinder than he had been when the Sdhe-light dazed him.

This place, thishall, this villainous crew—Was | lied to? Was it Gaelan the villain from
the beginning, and this my father —innocent? Confession hovered on hislips, not to strike, to
betray the Sidhe beside him for very spite and see what Dubhain would do. But—father —

"It'salong journey,” said Siabhin, "and dangerous, to send ayoung lad off in the dark with a
man | don't know. Y ou'll pardon me—" Sliabhin walked farther till, safe again among hismen.
"Tell me—messenger. What color Hagan's beard?”

"Bright red, lord. A scar graysit.”



Sliabhin nodded dowly. "And how fares my neighbor?"

"Lord?’

"Cinnfhail." Sliabhin's brow darkened. His voice roughened. "Y ou'll have passed through
Gleann Gleatharan. How fares Cinnfliail ?'

"Wll, enough, lord."

Sliabhin snapped hisfingers. "Fetch the other,” Sliabhin said.

Men left, but not dl. Caith and Sliabhin waited there, frozen in their places, and Dubhain
waited. Other, other —Caith's mind raced on that refrain. The meshes drew about him and he
saw the cords moving, but he did not know the truth yet, not the most basic truth of himsdlf, and
his hand would not move to the sword.

There was noise of the guards going down the steps outside; there was shouting that echoed
up from the depths; and then the noi se began to come louder and nearer—Someone cursed from
the echoing lower hal, kept cursing as that someone was brought with loud resistance up the
dairs. Cath did hiseyesto apoint between Sliabhin and that doorway, most to Sliabhin, to the
men that stood with him, al confessions stayed upon hislips, his heart besting hard. Dubhain was
at hisback, laughing inwardly, he thought, at mortal men; at father and son so meshed in must
and would not.

Resistance carried into the room, afair-haired man in atartan green and blue, ared-blond
youth who flung back hishead and stared madly at Sliabhin, al bloody that he was.

It was Raghdlach in their hands.

"if." said Sliabhin, "you had denied being with Cinnfhail 1 would havetakeitill. Y ou know this
boy—do you not?"

"Yes," sad Cath. The warmth had left his hands, the blood had surely |eft hisface.
Raghdlach stroveto look hisway and twisted helplesdy in the grip of two well-grown and
armored men. "Cinnfhail's son. | guested therelast night. They sent me on my way in therain, but
they gave me provisonsand ahorse. He broke hisleg in theforest. Lord, let thisman go-"

"He roderight up to our doors, messenger. He tells a pretty tale—do you not, boy?"

They had hurt Raghallach dready. They hurt him more, the wrench of awounded arm;
Raghdlach fought, such as he could, and cried out, half-fainting then, for the swest broke out and
runneled down hiswaxen face; and Caith thrust himsdlf half a pace forward, Dubhain catching at
hisarm. "No, lord," Dubhain said, "'no, be not rash.”

"How you guested there with Cinnfhail, how you were received, what tale you told,” said
Sliabhin, "dl of thishe'ssung for us™"

Raghalach lifted his head. Hisweeping eyes spoke worlds, denying what Sliabhin said with a
desperate move. No. Only that. No.

"Therewas nothing to tell,” said Caith, "but | seethat | wasfollowed. Lord, this man—"

"—offends me. What do you say to that?'

The air seemed close. Hefdt pinned between will and dare not—Sliabhin out of reach behind
ahedge of swords. He needed caution, wit, something of answersin this place, and the Sdhe
was dill holding hisarm. Be not rash, be not rash, he heard Dubhain'swicked voicein hismind.
And Raghallach bleeding and tortured before him—He will die, Cinnfhail had prophesied of his
son; so the Sidhe had said d o, that Raghallach would dieif he came with him to Dun Mhor. O
gods. Raghallach—who spoke for me to Cinnfliail—

"Why did you come?' Caith asked in athin, hoarse voice. "Why did you follow me,
Raghdlach?!

"Revenge," said Raghdlach, and gave another heave in the hands of those that held him. Tears
ran down hisface and mingled with the sweat and the streaks of blood and dirt. "For my sister,



man—"

Caith's heart turned over in him. Well played, O gods, man—brave and well played.

Caith turned his shoulder as a man accused of villainy might do, waked a space frowning as
the phookalet him go. He looked back at wider vantage, Dubhainin thetail of hiseyeashe
glared a Raghdlach mac Cinnfhail.

"Hesmad."

"Hecdlsyouthief aswdl," Siabhin said. "He saysyou soleahorse.”

"So, well." Caith turned away, disdaining al accusation.

"Caith hecdlsyou."

Caith drew his sword, flinging back his cloak; and al aout him men moved—but Siabhin
stopped everything with amove of his hand.

"Y ou never learned that from him,” Caith said. "Y ou've known me from the moment | walked
inhere”

"I've waited for you." Sliabhin's voice was soft. "I was sure you would come . Someday,
somehow."

"l cameto kill you—for Gaglan's sake. But | heard another tale, there in Dun Gorm. And
whichistrue— father ? Who sent me to that whoreson Hagan? Wasit Gaglan—or yourself?'

"Who isyour companion?' Sliabhin asked, turning his shoulder from the menace of his sword.
There were guards, they never moved. "Some other of Gleatharan'sfine young lads?'

"Oh, that." Caith kept the blade point between them at their distance, but he took alighter
tone, an easier stance. "Dubhain is his name. One of Hagan's whores sons. I've gotten used to
such comrades—I get on well with them, father. Any sort of cutthroat. That'sa skill they taught
me well—your cousin Hagan and his crew. Why not? We breed such merry sorts— father." He
gained astep on Sliabhin, but sdeways, asaman moved to block him; it al stopped again.
"Pirates. Brigands. Are these my brothers? How many did you beget—and on what, when you
tired of my mother ?'

"Enough!" Sliabhin'sface congested. Helifted a shaking hand, empty. "It was
Gadan—Gaglan tormented her. She and | loved, boy—Ioved—you'd not know that. Oh, yes,
whelp, | saved your life. | rode—mysalf—and bestowed you where | could or Gaglan'd have
given you up for wolfbait that night. He gave out you were gtillborn. He beat he—hear me?”

Caith faltered. More of truths and half-truths shuttled back and forth in this tapestry of lies.
His mind chased after them, sorting one and the other, and he darted a glance from Sliabhin to
Raghdlach, to Siabhin again. Raghalach lied for him, risked hisown sster'snamein hisdefense
and tried nothing for himsalf. But Siabhin's voice had thering of true outrage. And the Sdhewas
there beside him, doubtlesslaughing a hisplight.

The sword sank in Caith's hand, extended again to Raghdlach. "What of him?"

"What of him?"'

"l don't know. Someone'slied. | don't know who. Where's Brian? Where's my brother?”

"Y ou'l not betaking your brother anywheretonight, my lad,” Siabhin said.

"l want to seehim.”

"What's heto you?"

"A whim. Father. Likeyou."

"Put up the sword. Put it up.”

Caith laughed, afaint, strained laugh, and his own fey mind surprised him. Thelook in
Sliabhin'seyes surprised him, that they were lost together in this seaand clinging desperately one
to the other till un-murdered.

"Putit up.”

Caith thought on it along moment, with another look at Raghdlach, at Dubhain; then there



were only Sliabhin's eyes, bewitching asthe Sidhe's, to cast aglamor on things. There was
Sliabhin'svoice, promising nothing at al. There was death here; the room wasfull of it.

| am the curse, Caith thought. The Sdhe send their curse back to Dun Mhor—in me. And
| cannot berid of it. He did the sword back into its sheath, aneat quick move, never quite
taking his eyesfrom the guards, who kept their swordsdrawn. But if itisin me | can delay it, |
can take it away again—if | will. If Siabhin willsit.

And what if | amwrong?

"Youll rest here)" said Siabhin, "asmy guest.”

"And thisone?' He meant Raghallach. He gestured that way, where Raghalach hung in the
guard'scrud grip. 0 gods, he accused me—how can | defend him, how save him, what can |
do to save his life but win my father and turn his mind from killing him—

"Hell tdl ustdes. By morning—hell have amany of them. Youll hear them dl.”

"My brother—whereishe?"

"Oh, the boy'swdll. Quite well enough. Go. They'll take you to chambers, these men of mine.
Leavethisother tome.”

Shame burned Caith'sface, betraying shame; he looked at Raghallach, and for amoment then
his heart stopped, for Raghallach smiled unexpectedly in away only he could see, acat's smile,
that chilled him through.

Dubhain tugged at him. "Come, lord, come—do what he says."

Caith cast awild glance at Dubhain and covered it. The phookatook hisarm inagrip fit to
breek it as Siabhin's men closed in about them.

"Trug," said Sliabhin, "or have no safety here." Caith looked back at him. Not yet had
Sliabhin'smen tried to disarm him—and this omission and their likeness, their crying likenessto
each other, together with that which hung in the hands of the guards— robbed him of volition, of
any last hope of understanding what happened around him.

It was not Raghallach they had taken, but the Sidhe Nualan—Nuallan they dragged
struggling away in the other direction, past the door with itswards, its diminishments of Sidhe
power.

They passed the door with Nuallan-Raghallach. Directly a shout rang out, ablow, acry of
pain that jarred his nerves asit echoed in the hdll.

Then one man took Caith by the arm and drew him aside to another door. A guard opened it
on more gairs, adark and musty ascent higher into the hold.

"Siabhin!" Caith jerked about to turn back again, halfway, but no one was prepared to
listen. Dubhain came perforce, a sword-point. Caith tried to break from them; and therein the
doorway they held asword to histhroat and disarmed him of sword and dagger both.

"Siabhin! Damn you!" He fought once they took the sword away from histhroat, and he
hoped for the phooka’s help, but three men got Caith's arms behind him and began to force him
up the airs. He braced his feet againgt the steps and struggled. " Siabhin!™ Hisvoice echoed in
the hdls, in the heights and depths of the place. " Siabhin!" And desparing: " Brian!"

One struck him, bringing him stunned to his knees on the stone steps.

And no one listened.

therewas ahall beyond the sairs, aroom at the side of it; a dank darkness, masonry built
into Dun Mhor'svery hill, dirt floored in stone. Rough hands hurled them both in, and quickly
dammed the door.

The phooka's eyes glowed, company in the dark, and alight grew about them both, until
Caith could see Dubhain plainly. The phookasat on the floor of this ssonewalled chamber—he
was the country lad again, dl dusty. And Dubhain brushed himsdlf off asif he had taken some
easy Soill, asmerry as before, and got to hisfest.



Caith sat, bruised and sullen, winded. He bowed his aching head against his hands.

"Welcome home," the phooka said.

Caith looked up and glowered. For along time there was slence.

A scream shuddered through the thick door, aman's voice and not yet aman's—Caith
flinched a hearing it and then he hardened his heart to it, thinking on the Sidhe Nuallan. Y ou
knew," he said to Dubhain, shuddering when it came again, more horrid than before. "It'sal a
sham. It it?'

"Of courseitis." Y et another cry rang through the halls at some distance, aman in degpest
agony. Dubhain looked that way, uncommon sobriety on hisface.

"Dubhain. Dubhain—for the gods sake, what'sin Nualan'smind, to come here like this?’

Slence

"Hésin trouble, isn't he? Dubhain?'

"Oh, never." Dubhain dusted his hands and, blithe as he had begun, his voice quavered asthe
Cry rang out again.

"Can you do something?' It was not love that made Caith ask. It was humanity, al unwise
and smple-minded; he knew it, and yet the sound— It came again, and they both winced. " For
the gods's ake, phooka, can you do something?'

"Thewards—" The phooka fretted and paced back and forth, dark within the light he himsalf
cast. He was naked now, dusky-skinned, his hair falling black and thick about his shoulders, his
eyes glowing murky red. "Oh, Nuadlan loves ajoke, he does, and thisoneisquiterich, isit not?
He's cometo see the revenge. To keep hisword to you.”

"Get usout of this"

Dubhain stopped his pacing. Another scream shuddered through the air and Dubhain wrung
his hands. " The wards—the wards—they—muddl e things."

"Y ou mean they work? Nuallan can't get out?'

The phooka said nothing.

"He'stesting me, Siabhinis" Caith got to hisfest, saggering as he did. "Using Raghallach—
Nuallan. It'sfor my benefit, dl this—O gods." There was another scream. Caith tried the door
again and again, at last turned his shoulders againgt the rough wood and stared at the twin red
gleamsthat glared a him. Still another cry echoed beyond their dark. "Maybe he'slaughing at
them al thewhile. But | don't carefor your jokes, phooka. Do something. I've got abrother in
this place, remember? Where ishe? Listening to that? He laughed, abrief, strained laughter. "O
gods, you do love ajoke. But thisis enough, phooka, enough!”

"Bedill, man," Dubhain hissed, snking down on his haunches and hugging his arms about
himsdlf. Thered eyes gleamed, ferd and terrible, glowing dternately brighter and dimmer as
scream dfter scream echoed up the dark. "Be till. Hell give up soon, Nuallan will. Even his
humor doesn't carry to this™

It went on, al the same, and on, and on.

"Thewards—" Caith said.

"Fair Folk," said Dubhain.

"What doesthat mean?’

"Nualan's of the Fair Folk. He sayswards aren't that much against him.”

Caith crouched down in like position, facing the boy-shapein the dark. "He says."

The phooka said nothing. Dubhain's face was not good to look on, nor his eyes good to look
into.

"My brother, phooka. Y ou bargained. Do something. Find him. Whereis he?’

"Patience," the phooka whispered at last, avoice o ill it seemed to chill theair. "Patience,
meac Sigbhin."



It was long that Caith waited, crouched there with his arms clasped about hisknees and
shivering. Thewailing died and began again. "Phooka," Caith said.

"Hssst." Thelook that fixed on him was dire and distraught. "What will you pay for it?'

"Pay for it? It'syour friend down there!”

"Therésthe boy," the whisper came back; the red eyes looked into his with sudden keenness
asif Dubhain had been somewhere and now came back to him. "I know where your brother is.
Wheat will you pay?'

"Curseyou, you've already bargained for that answer, for dl I've got!”

"Y our scruples, man. | told you you had that |eft to trade.”

"What do you want?"

"Il tell you. If we survivethis. When | go, hold to me." Dubhain shut hiseyestill only the
merest ditsgleamed fire,

Suddenly it was the black horse rising to its feet, a scrape of hooves on the stone, the surge of
alarge equine body. Caith scrambled to hisfeet and in the scattering and gathering of hiswits
saized it by the mane and swung up to mount it in that low-cellinged room.

The door was like mist about them as they passed, like nothing at al; and abruptly it was not
the horse-shape, but the boy, and himsalf tumbling to land on his feet with his hand on Dubhain's
naked shoulder, fingers till tangled in Dubhain'shair. "Let go," the phooka said. "Follow me."

They padded along the hall, down the dark stairs, quiet and quick. Quietly and quickly they
pushed open the door on the hall and the guards there turned suddenly to see what had broken
among them, a desperate man and an improbable black horse that swept to the far door
scattering men like leaves before its rush of wind and storm-sound.

A sword fell loose. Caith seized it up and hewed hisway in Dubhain's wake, turned with his
back to the doorway and the phookaand at once found himsdlf beset by five of Siabhin's
guards.

He swept afurious stroke in the doorway, taking one in return, beating blades aside—ducked
under one and thrust for abelly. A sword came down at him while hiswas bound and he
sprawled aside against the door frame, in worse and worse trouble, but he got that man's knees
ashefdl in the doorway and stabbed up at the next guard asthe rest of him fell in reach,
expecting ablade down on him in the next moment.

A black sudden shape swept him over, as the phooka sent the surviving pair screaming in
retreet up theinsgde gairs.

Then the horse-shape turned and changed as it twisted like black smoke into the boy-shape,
into Dubhain who reached for him and drew him to hisfest.

Caith caught his balance against the wall and turned for the door and the second, downward
gairs. There was no time for thought, no time for anything. He ran the stairs down into the hold
asablack shape drifted past him straight down the drop off the landing, adire thing with burning
eyes and the rush of wind and cold about it. Down and down it went, showing him the way asit
coursed the hall below.

Other guards came at them in the lower hall. Thunder cracked outside, shaking the stones.
The phookalaughed like adamned soul and flickered out of man-shape and in again about one
luckless guard; and that man wailed and gibbered and fell down, eyes open and staring. Caith
battered down the guard in his own path, not troubling to know whether that one or the other
lived or no. He broke clear. Dubhain was by him, running now, having settled on human shape
after dl.

"Take usthere," Caith breathed, seizing Dubhain by the hair.

"You're heavy," Dubhain complained. "Heavy—" The phookawas panting now, even running
on bare human feet. "Thisway—" It was Dubhain that fatered, thered light in his eyes dimmed
as he caught hisbaance againgt thewall. "The wards, man—I cannot—much farther, much



oftener. Haste—be quick.”

Stairs gaped ahead of them, going downward yet again. Caith turned then, with awild
suspicion of betrayd. "My brother" he said. "Not Nualan—hang Nudlan: he can save himsdf."

"Go on," said Dubhain. "We keep our bargains."

Caith spun about and went, trusting the phookato guard his back. Light showed below as he
made a second turning of the narrow stone stairs, and yet no one barred hisway. He descended
in haste, turned suddenly, feding hisback naked.

Dubhain was gone. Caith cursed and wiped hisface, shaking; then taking afresh grip on the
bloody sword, drew awhole breath and kept going the only way he knew now to go.

The tumult above had died. There were no more screams from below. He heard thunder
rumble, distant from these cellars, above him. A torch at alanding wasthe only light, and that
was scant and guttering in asough of wind down the stairwell.

But beyond that lighted corner the stairs took another bend, onto awider scene, onto ahell of
torchlight and torment in the cellars of Dun Mhor.

they saw him as he saw them—adozen men, Siabhin... Swords were out, waiting for what
should come on them from the commotion above.

Motion stopped then—all frozen. There was awooden cage, and in that asmallish,
half-starved dark-haired boy; there were chains, and in those chains Nualan hung in Raghdlach's
red-haired likeness, next areeking brazier and itsirons. Nuallan had burns on his naked body,
burns and bleeding wounds and no sense within his eyes.

"Siabhin," Cath said ever S0 quietly, with everything in ruins—hislast and furtive hope of
home, of wholenessfor himsdlf. He felt sick and fouled, forever fouled, from hisoriginsto this
hour, this bloody, dreadful truth benesth the floors of Dun Mhor. " Father mine... Y ou know I'd
have believed you?Y ou should have spoken mefair, you know. Isthis my brother? Brian—isit
you?"

There was slence from the boy in the cage. Whether the waif heard at dl he could not tell
fromthetall of hiseye. Swordswere poised dl about the room, his, theirs, every sword but
Sliabhin's own, that stayed within its sheath. An oil pot bubbled softly and sent up its acrid,
stinging reek. An ember snapped. The air stank of burned flesh and dust and swest.

"I'vekilled your men upstairs,”" Caith said, baiting them dl. Such acrime as he had cometo
do wanted anger, not horror, not blood as cold as hisran now. "I've killed every one | could
reach and I've driven off the rest. There are no women here. None I've seen. No small ones.
Nothing. It'safortress of bandits, father, thishouse of ours... How did my mother die? A
suicide, I've heard.”

Siabhin'sface twisted. " Shut your mouth.”

"After shefound out what shelet in. After she saw what you did. She had some scruples | eft.
Even| had scruples|eft. But you have none, and I've given mine away. Why didn't you cal me
home long ago—to your loving care? Hagan—was nothing to what you've done here. Nothing."

"Listento me, Caith." Sliabhin took on atone of reason. He moved closer, among the
swords. "Thiswhep's no son of mine—not this one. Hers and his—not mine. I'd till have taken
himin, for her sske. But young Brian-lad wouldn't haveit. Gaglan taught him to hate me—his
son. Hers. He hateslike Gadlan. He has Gadlan's ook about him—"

"Take your sword. I'm no murderer by choice. Not like you. But I'll kill you oneway or the
other. | swear | will."

"He's not my son." You are”

"Areyou sure? Could we ever be sure?"

That touched homein Siabhin. Caith saw it, thelong, long hate, the madness. "Boy," said
Sliabhin, "I kept you up there—safein Dun nanGdl. Safe, al these years. Gaglan would have
killed you, do you know that?'



"Theway you'rekilling hisson? No. | don't know that. | don't know anything you say. Ever.
—Boy. Brian—" Caith moved near the cage, shifting ever so carefully. "I'm your brother, Brian,
hear me?I've comefor you. I'll try to get you out of here.”

There was no response. Perhaps the boy had passed beyond al wit. Caith reached with his
left hand through the bars without looking, the sword in hisright hand, his eyes upon Sliabhin and
his men. Hefdt ahand grip histhen, asmal hand dl thin and weak and desperate. In the same
moment Sliabhin's men shifted like so many wolvesin apack.

"Youfaceme" Caith said softly, looking Siabhin in the eyes. "Come on, man, draw your
sword. What's one killing more?”

A smdl shake of the head. "1'd not kill you."

"Why not? I'll wager you were never sure—never surewhich of uswasyours, or if either
was. Or ever will be. Isn't that what eats at you? Oh, aye, you loved my mother. Y ou wanted her
to yourself, even more than you loved her—and till you'll never know."

Sted hissed itsway to light. Sliabhin drew, quietly.

"That'swhat | wanted,” Caith said. He disengaged hisleft hand with agentle tug. The boy
clutched at it asecond time, hampering him. But beyond Sliabhin the Sidhe Nualan had lifted his
head, and watched it dl unfold with a gaze bright and perilous asfire.

Nuallan's chains suddenly fell, till locked, and clinked against the one as
Nudlan-Raghallach stood free and unfettered, as he burned like daylight in the murk of the cellar.
Panic broke among the men.

Some turned toward one of them, some toward the other, in utter confusion; but Caith stood
his ground, whirled when he had won a scant moment and dashed and kicked at the cage the
bars of which had begun to bud and leaf inexplicably and to swell and burst their bindings.
"Come out!" Caith shouted at Brian, turning to hold the rest at dubious swords point, having now
to circle to keep stalkers from hisflank and from the boy. What the boy did then he could not
know. Hiseyeswere dl for Siabhin, for his purpose, for what he had cometo do.

"Nualan," Caith said hoarsdly, desperately, "the boy. Dubhain promised.”

Light burst. The Sidhe was not where or what he had been; Nuallan was beside him like a
glare of light while men flinched and shielded their eyes. There came aboy'sfaint sob. "1 have
him," Nudlan said. "I leave you—to solveit dl—mac Siabhin."

Then was darkness, or the parting of thelight, asif light had gone out in his soul aswell and
left him only the horror, the men, hisfather closing on him, having one hate now and one focus of
their mdice.

Caith seized the brazier one-handed, overturned it acrosstheir path, hurling red coadsand
irons across the planks. He kicked a bubbling oilpot and itstripod after it and fled, up the sairs.

"Dubhain!" Caith cried, desperate, haf-prayer, haf-curse. Steps rang close behind him—he
whirled, spitted the man that came a him in the torchlight, and gazed on Sliabhin's dying face.

"Patricide," said Siabhin, holding to Caith, clutching at his clothes, at the tartan of Dun Mhor,
"patricide, twice asdamned as1."

Caith freed himsdlf, hearing the shrieks of burning men below, seeing thewhole stairwell
flared up from benesth, aleap with flame and horror. A burning man raced up toward him, mad
with pain: that man he killed over Sliabhin's corpse, and turned, gasping for breath, to race
stumbling up the stairs, sword in hand.

Other guards were coming down. Caith met them in the hellish light, hewed past them, one
and the other, while they were still amazed at what came at them, dark amid the glare of fire. He
trod on their bodies and ran, up into the hall, toward the door, where two more guards made
their rusha him.

One hekilled, and rushed past the other out into the drizzle and the glare of shielded torches.
All aout him the darm dinned—help, fire, assault!



"Kill him," someone shouted. "Watch the gate!" another.

Caith ran; that was dl he knew to do. He ran splashing through the rain-soaked yard with his
sde aching and blood binding his hand to the hilt of his sword. Before him he saw the gates were
sedled; and in front of those gates a shining rider sat ahorse whose maneitself waslight. The boy
Brian was ashadow in that rider'sarms.

"Nudlan!" Caith cried.

He did not expect help. He stumbled forward and caught himsdlf asthe horse legpt into
motion away from him and passed through the sedled gates asif they had been no morethan air.

"Brian! Brother!" It wasdl hishopefleeing him, in Sidhe hands—in their hands, who could
bargain aman's soul out of hisbody. The Sidhe had no pity in them.

"There heid" someone shouted behind him. Caith gave only haf alook and ran along the
wall, trgpped, whirling to kill aman as he went, till dealing murder with the tears mingling with
therain on hisface and blinding him. He loathed al that he had done, loathed al that he was, dl
his bargains with fate and the Sidhe; and till he went on killing those who wished to end him. He
ran, and they hunted him aong thewall by the stables.

"Alivel" someone screamed, full of hate. "Take him divel" That put alast burst of speed into
him, rawest desperation to evade the corner they drove him for.

The beat of hooves sounded at hisright asif it were coming from somewhere far, and acold
wind blew on him, and ablack horse crossed his path, moving dowly like adream, itseyes
gleaming red within the darkness. It offered him its back; it wanted him.

That was the bargain, then. It was better than Dun Mhor offered, the phooka-ride, that
should end in numbing cold water, some lightless riverbottom, to drift among the reeds. Caith
clenched the black thick manein hisfists and flung himsdf astride the phooka, fdt it stretch itsalf
to runin earnest and saw the wall coming up before them—~buit it was only mist about them when
they met it.

They were away then, with the wind rushing past them. He heard the phooka hoofbegats like
the beating of his heart, fet the spatter of the mist like ice againgt hisface and hisneck and his
arms. On and on they ran, and the cold went to his bones. When he looked over his shoulder he
saw an orange glow, ajagged ruin, that was Dun Mhor, which was al his hope and his hate and
every reason that had ever driven him. It sank in ashes now.

Helaid his head against the phookals neck, buried hisface in the darkness of Dubhain's mane
and let the black Sidhe bear him where he would, having had enough of blood, of fire, and of life.
Therain washed him, soaked him through till he was numb; leaves and branches began at last to
sweep over him, passing like the touch of hands and the memory of rain as wet leaves brushed
his hands and head.

Abruptly hewasfdling, faling; but as before it was not a stream that met him, but solid
ground, an impact that drove thewind from him.

Caith sprawled, dazed, and it was amoment before he could get his arms beneath him and
lever himsdlf to his knees, expecting phooka-laughter and phooka-humor and al the wickedness
they could do.

Sidhe-light broke about him, apae glow. Sidne stood al about him, bright and terrible Fair
Folk. One was Nuallan; and there were a score of others. Their horseswaited beyond the circle,
themsdlves an unbearable light in the darkness.

A small boy lay among them, sprawled unconscious on the grass at their feet and, seeing that,
Caith found his strength again and tried to get up and go to Brian; but he could not. Nualan
moved between and a chill came on Caith's limbs that took the strength from hislegs. Hegot to
the Sdhe al the same, and grasped at his shining cloak: but it passed through hisfingersand he
fdl to hisknees.

"I'd not do that,” Dubhain said, squatting nearby, his eyes aglow and wicked.



"Let him go," Caith shouted at the chill and mocking faces above, about him. "Let my brother
go. | never rescued him to give him to you."

"But you didn't save him," Nualan said. " Safe and sound, you said. Was that not the bargain,
mac Siabhin? Would you ask more now?"

Dubhain drew back hislipsin ahaf-grin, half-grimace. "Listen,”" the phooka said, "don't be
reckless. Y ou have the curse on you. It'sal yours now. Didn't we help you? We've more than
kept our bargain. What € se have you to give up, beyond your scruples? Think, man.”

Caith managed alaugh, despairing asit was, then the laugh died in histhroat, for the Sidhe
glow brightened, showing him where hewas, inasmdl clearing a aford, whereadeeping
company sat deeping horses, heads bowed, bodies dumped, and the rain on them like jewels, as
if time had stopped here and al the world were wrapped in nightmares.

"They should not have come here," said one of the Sidhe.

"No man should,” said ancther.

"Now, mac Sliabhan, what will you pay," asked Nudlan, "to free the boy from us?'

Caith turned ableak look on him, blinking in therain. "Why, whatever | have, curse you.
Takeme. Let therest go. All of them. I'm worth it. Isn't that what you've most wanted—to have
one of Siabhin'sblood in your reach? And I'm far more guilty than the boy."

"Y ou've not asked what the curseis," said Nualan.

"Youll tell mewhenit suitsyou.”

"Torment," said Nuallan, "to suffer torment al your days, mac Siabhin—the boy, oh, aye,
he'sfree. We accept your offering; he's no matter to us. The curseisyoursaone.”

"“Thenlet himgo!"

"| shal do more than that,” Nualan said; and bent, thetallest and fairest of al hisfellows, and
gathered the boy into hisarms ever so gently, asif he had been no weight at al. He bore him to
the deeping riders; and the light about him fell on their faces. It was Raghdlach foremost among
them; and Cinnfhail's shieldman; and others of Gleatharan. And Nudlan set Brian in Raghdlach's
arms on the saddlebow, deeping child in the keeping of the deeping rider, whose face was
bruised and battered with wounds from Dun Mhor's cellars.

"What have you done?' Caith asked in horror. "Sidhe, what have you done?"

"Ah," said Nualan, looking at him, "but they will get on well, don't you think?—Raghalach
will remember athing he never did; but it will seem to him he was a great hero. And so the boy
will remember the brave warrior who bore him away and took him safe to Gleatharan. Oh, aye,
they'll wake at dawn, and think themsalves al heroes; and so men will say of them forever. Isthat
not generous of me?"

Caith let out a bresth, having gotten to hisfeet. He clenched hisfists. But it looked apt, the
tired small boy, adeep in safety, the honest man who sheltered him. ™Y ou could make him forget
therest," hesad. "Y ou've nothing left to trade.”

"For your own kindness sake—if it exigs."

"I've done that—aready.” The Sidhe dl were fading, leaving dark about, and the gleam of
phookaeyes. But Nualan took Caith'sarm. "Come with me," he said.

caith was donethen, left utterly alonein aplace where the sun blinded him, and when hiseyes
had forgotten the dark the light seemed soft. There werefields and hills—fair and green, spangled
with gold flowers. Herds of horses, each the equd of Dathuil, ran free, and trees grew Straight
andfar onthehillsdes.

No one hindered him. Caith wandered this beautiful place waiting to die; and then taking
comfort init, for it seemed no heart could grieve herelong except for greater causesthan he
possessed. He fdlt thirst; he daked it at a stream over which trees bent under the weight of their
fruit.



The water washed the pain from him. It healed his heart and when he washed hisfaceinit he
felt stronger than he had ever been.

He considered the fruit and risked it, growing reckless and fey and calm all at once, asif no
deeth could touch him here, nor any grievousthing. Only then he felt afraid, for he felt apresence
before he saw it, and looked up.

"It givesthe Sght," said Nuallan... for Nualan was suddenly there, astride Dathuil, bright as
the setting sun. Dathuil dipped his head to drink, and the Sidhe did lightly down to stand on the
grassy margin.

"And what will you ask for that, Sidhe?"

"Nothing here hasprice.”

Caith thought on that, taking what leisure he had to think. Every saying of the Sidhe seemed
tangled, full of riddles, and he felt unequal to them, and small. "I've been waiting for you," he said.

"For the curse. Oh, aye, that matter. But it is settled. Or will be." The Sidhe looked less
terrible than before. Therewas pity in hiseyes. "1 like you well, man. Y ou bargain well—for a
man. Would you know the truth—whose son you are?

"Siabhin's"

"The boy is Gaglan's. Half brother to you. And innocent. Come.” Thetdl Sidhe knelt beside
the brook. "Look. Look into the stream.”

Caith looked, knedling cautioudy on the margin— and his heart turned in him, so that he
amog fdl, for it wasthe night sky he was|ooking into with the day <till above him. "Ah!" hesad
and lost hisbadance.

Nudlan caught hisarm and drew him back safe on the margin. "Nay, nay, that were adegth
neither man nor Sidhe should wish. An endless one. Look. Isthere athing you would wish to
see? These waters show you anything dear to your heart. Would you see your brother?”

"Aye," Cath murmured, foreknowing awounding. The Fair Folk were terrible evenin their
kindness.

The stars gave way to green hills, to Dun Gormin the sunlight. A boy raced on afinewhite
horse, thewind in hishair, untrammeled joy in hiseyes—

"Isthat Brian? But he's older—

"He's fourteen—Ah, you're thinking of others now—oh, aye, Raghdlach—Brian followshim
about; and Deirdre—shé's grown very fair, has she not? Like Cinnfhail's own son, Brianis; and
his queen's, the darling of their fading years, heis. The lad remembersvery little of that year, only
that it was terrible; he remembersfire and the long ride, and Raghallach bringing him away—it's
thorough hero-worship. He doesn't remember you at al, save as one of Raghalach's men."”

Cath bit hislip. "Good."

"Would you haveit? Would you have what Brian has?"

"Theréscog."

"Intheir world, dways."

"Hiscog."

"Aye

"No. | won't." Caith kept looking, until theimage faded, until the abyss was back. He stood
up asNuallan did, there upon the brink. The gulf was below him again, thefal so easy from this
place. He turned his back to it, there on the very edge, waiting as Nualan set his hand lightly on
hisarm.

"Go your way," said Nuallan.

"Go?

"Just go. Yourefree"

Nuallan let fal hishand. Caith turned away from the void, walked alittle distance in disbelief,



and then the rage got through. He turned back again, shaking with hisanger. "Curseyou, curse
you to play gameswith me! Y ou're no different than his sort, Sliabhin's, Hagan's. I've known that
sort dl my life. Isit your revenge—to laugh at me?’

"Oh, not to laugh, mac Sliabhin. Not to laugh." Nuallan's voice wasfull of pity and vast
sorrow. "Torment isyour curse; and | know none worse nor gentler than to have drunk and
eaten here—and to know it forever irrecoverable. | have spared you what | could, my friend..."

"Nudlan—" Caith began.

But the dark of the Sidhe-woods of Gleann Gleatharan was about him again, and the cold,
and mortality, in which he shivered. He had the ache of hiswounds back; and the gnawing of
hunger and remorsein hisbely.

"A curseonyou!" he cried in the night of hisown stained world.

He heard only amoving in the brush, and saw there the gleam of two eyeslike coas. Dubhain
was there, in boy's shape, anaked ruffian again.

"l am gill with you," the phookasaid. "Thisis my place.

Caith turned his shoulder to Dubhain and walked on, logt in this mortal woods and knowing it.
Hewalked, until he knew that hewas aone.

THE VISIONS crowded in on him, too vivid for awhile: the vision of Dun Gorm that he had
seen; and his brother growing up—but never must he go there, nor to the ruins of Dun Mhor,
where he was amurderer and worse. His new Sight told him this, not acute, but dull, likea
wound that hurt when he touched it, when he thought of the things he wanted and knew them
logt.

Therewas no lifefor him but banditry, and regret, and remembering forever, remembering a
land where everything wasfair and clean.

"I'll giveyou aride," the phooka offered in his dreams, on the next dark night when Caith
dept fitfully, his belly gnawed with hunger. " O man, you need not be stubborn about it. | like you
well. So does Nudlan. He did let you go—"

—the phookatook more solid shape, seated on astump as Caith dreamed he waked. "—O
man, don't you know Nuallan could have done far worse? He repented the curse. He wished it
unsaid. But a Sidheé'sword binds him. Especidly hiskind."

But there was no comfort in Caith's dreams, when he dreamed of the beauty he had seen, and
of ease of pain; and when herase up in the morning and had the miles ways before him.

"I'll bear ye," the phooka offered wistfully.

"No," Caith said, and walked on, stubborn in hisloss. Where he was going next he had no
idea. Helooked down from the height of the green hills and saw Gleann Glesgtharan, and Dun
Gormwith its herdsfair and itsfieldswide; but he came no nearer to it than this, to stand on its
hillsand want it as he wanted that |land he saw only in hisdreams.

"l anyour friend," the phooka said, whigpering from behind him.

It waswell aman should have one friend. Caith held his cloak about him againgt thewind and
kept walking, passing by Dun Gorm and dl it had of peace.

"Come," he whispered to the wind. "Come with me, phooka, if you like."

VII

Contents - Prev
the ship approaches dock. The star glows in the window, red and so dim they do not need
the visua shielding. We can look on its spotted face directly, if not for long. Its light momentarily
dyesthetable, theicein our glasses, the crystal liquid, the bubblesthat rise and burst. Then the



ship's gentle rotation carriesthe view away.

There are no planetsin this system. Only ice and iron. And a starstation.

Bags are packed. Most of the passengers are leaving. Soon the take-hold will sound.

"Packed?' | ask.

"Yes" you say. And gaze at the unfamiliar stars, thinking what thoughts| do not guess.
"They're going to have to ship that poor fellow home. Next ship back. He just can't take it out
here"

"Hisworld awaystraveled the universe,” | say. "Hethinksit's abandoned him. Maybe it has.
Hethinks he'd be safe there. I'm not sure helll ever fed quite so safe again.”

"Y oureimmune?’

| think about it. | see miniature worlds in the bubbles amid theicein my glass. Microcosmin
crysta. "l haven't left home," | say. "I don't know what it isto leave home. And I'm as safe here
asmost places.”

"You meantheuniverse”

"That, yes™"

The darm sounds then. | down my drink quickly, we both do. | rise and tossglassand ice
into the disposal. Y ours goes after it.

We gtare a each other then, at the point of farewells.

Thereisno choice, of course. Thisisatransfer-point. Our separate ships are already waiting
at the gation.

And they keep their own schedules.

888



