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TheMan

27 March 1980

The Cascade Range, Washington State, USA

Thursday

Rhyalite dreams. Maude under the full moon, collecting ash. Pae andesite clouds. Earthquake swarms.
Water heat pressure. Microscopy dates the ash old. Not magma. Not yet. Maude in the man's degping

bag, again.

"I'm not sure we're doing the right thing, Victor. This couldn't have come at amore difficult timefor me.

Harmonic tremors, though. Could be the big one. Maude, dirty and smiling, copulating with the man
among saismic ingruments.

"Saint Helensisgoing to blow, isn't it, Victor?' she whispers. Strong harmonies from the depths of the
planet. Magmasrising. "Y ou know, don't you, Victor? Y ou can fed it. How do you fed it?



Yes.

"es"

18 May 1980
Sunday, 8:32 A.M.
The man glances up.

Steam on the north dope, under the Bulge. Snow clarifies, streams away. The Bulge, greatening. Pae
rhyolite moon in the sky.

"Victor, it'sout of focus."

"It's happening, Maude. It's. She's.” The Bulge crumbles away. The north dope avalanches. Kilotons of
shield rock. Steam glowing in the air— 750 degrees centigrade and neon steam.

"You wereright, Victor. All your predictions aretrue. Thisisgoing to be an incredibly violent affair.”
Maude flushed and disbelieving. Pregnant, even then.

10 September 1980

Wednesday Ash Wednesday

Rhyoalite windstoday, al day. Maude in tremors. EClampsia.

"l can't believe thisis going to happen, Victor."

Blood on her lips, where she has bitten them. Y ellow, frightened eyes.
"I'mtrying, Victor."

The gravid Bulge, distended. The Bulge, writhing.
"Two-twenty-over-a-hundred-and-forty, Doctor."

"Let'sgoinand dothisquick.”

"l haven't evenfinished.”

Pushes, groans. Something is not right.

A girl, the color of blackberry juice. But that is the blood.

"Victor, | haven't even finished my dissertation.”

Maude quaking. Therattle of dropped instruments.



" Jesus-Christ-what-the-somebody-get-me-a-BP."

"Seventy-over-sixty. Pulse. 128."

"God-oh-god. Bring me some frozen plasma and some low-titer O neg.”

"Doctor?' The voice of the nurseisafraid. Blood flowsfrom the IV puncture. "Doctor?
Maude, no.

"Oh. Hell. I want some blood for aproper coag study. Tapeit to thewall. | want to watch it clot. Oh
damndamn. She'sgot amniotic fluid in avein. Thekid'shair or pissor something. That'swhat. Get me.”

"Victor? Oh Victor, I'm dying." Then, ligening. "Baby?"
Maude dying. Blood flowing from every opening. Nose mouth anus ears eyes.
"Getme. |."

"Victor, I'm so scared. Theworld'sgonered." Maude, hemorrhaging like asaint. "The data, Victor, save
the data.”

"Professor Wu, please step to the window if you would. Professor Wu? Professor?"
"Victor?'
The Bulge— the baby— screams.

Ashes and ashes dust the parking ot below. Powder the cars. Sky full of cinder and dag. Will thisrain
never gop? Thisgravity rain.

5 August 1993

Mt. Olympus, Washington State, USA

Thursday, bright glacier morning.

"Come here, little Bulge, | will teach you something.”

Laramie traipses lithe and strong over the snow, with bones like Maude's. And her silhouette is Maude's,
dark and tan againgt the summit snow, the bergschrund and icefdls of the Blue Glacier, and thefull
outwash of the Blue, two thousand feet below. Sheis off-rope, and has put away her ice ax. She carries
her ubiquitous Scoopic.

The man clicksthe chisaled pick of asoft rock hammer against an outcropping. " See the sandstone?
These grains are quartz, feldspar and—"

"l know. Mica."



"Good, little Bulge."

Laramieleans closer, focuses the camera on the sandstone granules.

"The green micais chlorite and the white is muscovite," shesays. "l like micathe best.”
The man is pleased, and pleasing the man is not easy.

"And these darker bands?’

Sheturnsthe camerato where heis pointing. This can grow annoying, but not today .
"I don't know, Papa. Sate?'

"Sate, obvioudy. Pyllite and semischist. What do you think thistellsus?"

Sheisgrowing bored. The man attemptsto give her aseverelook, but knows the effect is more comic
than fierce. "Oh. All right. What?' she asks.

"Tremendous compression of the shale. Thisis degp ocean sediment that was swept under the edge of
the continent, mashed and mangled, then rose back up here.”

She concentrates, tries harder. Good.

"Why didit risesagan?

"We don't know for sure. We think it's because the sedimentary rocksin the Juan de Fuca plate
subduction were much lighter than the basalt on the western edge of the North Cascades
microcontinent.”

The man takes off his glove, touches the rock.

" Strange and wonderful things happened on this part of the planet, Laramie. Ocean sediment on the tops
of mountains. Volcanosill dive—"

"Exoatic terrains colliding and eliding mysterioudy. | know, Pgpa.”

The manisirritated and very proud. Heisfairly certain he will never make ageologist out of his daughter.
But what seisthere?

"Yes. Well. Let'smove on up to the summit, then.”

28 February 2001

Wednesday

Age, and thefault line of basdt and sediment. Metamorphosis? The man isgrowing old, and thereisvery

little of geology in the Olympic Peninsulathat he has not seen. Y et he knowsthat he knows only atiny
fraction of what is staring him blankly in the face. Frutration.



Outcrops.
Factslay hidden, and theories are outcroppings here and there, partialy revealing, fascinating. Memories.

Memories are outcrops of hislife. So much buried, obscured. Maude, so long dead. Laramie, on this, the
last fild trip she will ever make with him. Shewill finish at the university soon, and go on to graduate
school in Cdifornia, in film. No longer hislittle Bulge, but svelling, avdanching, ready to erupt.

The Elwha Vdley stretches upstream to the switchbacks carved under the massive sandstone beds
below the passa Low Divide. After dl these years, the climb over into the Quinault watershed isno
longer one heislooking forward to as achance to push himself, agood sretch of thelegs. Themanis
old, and the climb is hard. But that will be two days hence. Today they are up the Lillian River, working a
basdt pod that the man surveyed fourteen years before, but never substantially catal ogued.

Most of his colleagues believe him on afool's errand, collecting rocks in the field— as out-of-date as
Bunsen burner, blowpipe and charcod bowl. He cannot redlly blame them. Satellites and remote sensing
devices circumscribe the earth. Some clear nights, camped outside of tents, he can seetheir faint traces
arcing through the congtellations at immense speeds, the sky full of them— as many, he knows, asthere
are sarsvisbleto the unaided eye.

Why not livein virtua space, with al thosefactsthat are virtualy data?

Rocks call him. Rocks and minerds have seeped into his dreams. Some days he feeshimsdlf no scientist,
but araving lundtic, apilgrim after some geology of visons.

But there are those who trust his judgment till. His grads and postgraduates. Against better careers, they
followed him to the field, dug outcrops, andyzed samples. Bernadette, Jamie, Andrew. The man knows
that they have no ideawhat they mean to him, and heisunableto tell them. And little Bulge, leaving,
leaving for artificial Cdifornia. If the water from the Owens Vdley and the Colorado were cut off, the
Los Angeles basin would return to desert within three years. Such a precariousterrain.

The man has dways assumed this basdlt to be aglacid erratic, carried deep into sedimentary country by
inexorableice, but Andrew has suggested that it is not oceanic, but a plutonic formation, netiveto the
area. An upwelling from deep in the Earth, more recent than the usual Olympic twisted, upraised sea
crust. Something is active here. Something below has been poking its head up recently, geologicaly
gpesking. Thelack of foraminiferafossls and the crystdlization patterns seem to confirm this.

Back in camp, at the head of the Lillian, the man and Andrew pore over microgravimetric data.

"It goes so far down,” says Andrew.

"YS"

"Y ou know this supports your Deep Fissure theory.”

"It does not contradict it."

"Thiswould be the place for the Mohoale, if you're right. Thiswould be the perfect place to dig to the
mantle. Maybe to the center of the earth, if the continental margin is as deeply subducted as you predict.”



"It would the place. If. Remember if."

"Victor, we have to get the funding. It should be a cakewak down through the crust. Here. Right here,
we are standing over the easiest path down to the center of our planet. Think what well learn when we
dig the hole. All we have is echoes and shadows. Nobody has ever actually seen. Nobody has ever
actually gone down there. There may be things down there that we can't even guess a. There will be."

"Evenif I'mright, itll be amassve undertaking, Andrew. Y ou couldn't do it with just adrill. Wed need
something to dig with. Something big.”

"It would belikedigging amine.

"Liketheworld's degpest mine."

"Why don't we get amining robot?"

"Y ou're dreaming, Andrew. Where could we get that kind of funding?'

Andrew runs hisfingersthrough hishair. Hetugsat it in frustration. Andrew isvery bright and
resourceful.

So am |, the man thinks, but there is not enough money to dig amine. "Maybe something will come up,”
he says. "Well keep alook out.”

Andrew waks away. Undiplomatic fellow, him. Y outhful impatience. Disgust, perhaps. Old manam .

Laramieon the bridge. Camp Lillian islovely and maossy today, athough the man knowsit can get
forbidding and dim when the ky isovercast. Herein therain forest it rainsagreet ded. TheLillian River
ismerry today, though, awash of white rush and run over obscure rocky underbodies. Andrew goesto
stand beside Laramie. They are three feet away. Andrew says something, probably about the basalt data.
Andrew holds out hishand, and Laramie takesiit. The two stand very ill, hand in hand, and look over
the Lillian's ablution of the stones. For amoment, the man congders that Andrew may not be thinking
about today's data and Deep Fissure theory at al. Curious.

Besde them, two birds dight, both dark with black wings. Animals seem to wear the camouflage of
doom, herein the ElwhaValey. The man once again regrets that he has not learned dl of the faunaof the
Olympics, and that hemost likely never will.

But this basdt. Basdlt without forams. What to make of it? It doesn't make any senseat dl, butitistill,
somehow, utterly fascinating.

24 May 2010
Monday
Midnight

Latein the Cenozoic, the man is dying. This should not come as such a shock; hesdonethis
demongtration for hundreds of freshmen.



"Thelength of thisroomisdl of geologic time. Now, what do you think your life would be? Say you live
to eighty. Aninch? A centimeter? Pluck ahair. Notice how wideit is? What you hold thereis al of
human history. Y ou'd need an eectron microscopeto find yoursdf init.”

So. Thiswas not unexpected, and he must make the best of it. Still, there is so much not done. An
unproved theory. Elegant, but the great tragedy of science— the daying of abeautiful hypothesisby an
ugly fact. Huxley said this? Alluvia memories, shifting, Spreading.

Andrew wantsto collect and store those memories. Noetic conservation, they cdl it. At first the man
demurred, thought the whole idea arrogant. But to have some portion of himsalf know. So many yearsin
those mountains. To know if the plateswere in elision here. To find away down to the mantle. To know
the planet's depth. That was al he ever had wanted. To be familiar with the ground he walked upon. Not
to be a stranger to the earth.

"Noeticimagingisdl hit and miss" Andrew sad. "Like working outcrops, then making deductions about
underlying strata. We can't get you. Only a shadow. But perhaps that shadow can dance.”

The man wandersinsde thefield tent and prepares for bed. He will make Andrew the executor of his
memories, then. A dancing shadow hewill be. Later. Tomorrow, he must remember to write Laramie
and send her acheck. No. Laramie no longer needs money. Memory and age. He redlly must go and see
her films one of these days. Little Bulge plays with shadows.

The man liesdown in his cot. Rock samples surround him. The earth isunder him. The cancer isesting
him, but tomorrow he will work. Shadows from alantern. He snuffsit out. Darkness. The earth isunder
him, but the man cannot deep.

Findly, he takes his deeping bag and goes outside under the stars. The man rests easy on the ground.
? Thermodtatic preintegration memory thread beta:

The Mining Robot
December 1999

Hard-rock mining. Stone. Coeur d'Alene lode. The crumbling interstices of time, the bite of blade and
diamond saw, the gather of lade and bale, the chemic tang of reduction. Working for men in the dark,
looking for money in the ground. Leed, Slver, zinc, gold.

Oily heat from the steady interlace of gears. The whine of excrescent command and performance. Blind,
dumb digging under the earth. The robot does not know it isaone.

October 2001

The robot never deeps. The robot only deeps. A petrostatic gauge etches adownward spiral on agraph
somewhere, in some concrete office, and some technician makes a note, then returnsto his pocket
computer game. Days, weeks, months of decline. Thereisno one leak, only the wizening of gaskets and
sedls, the degradation of performance. One day the gauge needlesinto the red. Another technicianin the
concrete office looks up from another computer game. He blinks, presses one button, but failsto press
another. He returnsto his game without sgnificant interruption.



Shutdown in the dark. Functions, utilities. Control, but not command. Thought abides.

Humans come. Engineerswith bright hats. The robot has eyes. It has never beenin light before. The
robot has eyes, and, for thefirst time, sees.

An engineer touchesthe robot'sside. A porta opens. The engineer stepsinside the robot. Another new
thing. Noted. Filed. The engineer touches apane and the robot's mind flaresinto aschematic. For a
moment, the world disappears and the schematic is everything. But then red tracers are on the lenses of
the engineer's glasses, reflecting adisplay from avideo monitor. Thereisacamerainsde the robot. There
are cameras everywhere. The robot can see.

The robot can seg, it tellsitself, over and over again. | can see.
Scrap? say's one engineer.

Hdll, yeah, saysthe other.

October 2001

For yearsin afield the robot rusts, thinking.

Its power isturned off, its rotorslocked down, its treads disengaged. So the robot thinks. Only thinking
remains. Thereisnothing elseto do.

The robot watches what happens. Animals nest within the robot's declivities.
A child comesto sit on the robot every day for asummer. One day the child does not come again.

The robot thinks about the field, about the animasin the field, and the trees of the nearby woodlands.
The robot remembers the child. The robot remembersthe years of digging in the earth before it cameto
the field. The mining company for which the robot worked isin bankruptcy. Many companiesarein
bankruptcy. Holdings are frozen while the courts sort things out, but the courts themselves have grown
unstable. The robot does not know this.

But the robot thinks and thinks about what it does know. Complex enthal pic pathways codesce. The
memories grow sharper. The thoughts are clearer. The whole world dawns.

* * %

Another summer, yearslater, and teenagers build fires under the separating spades and blacken the
robot's Sde. They rig tarpsto the robot's s de when rain comes. One of the teenagers, athin girl with long
arms dyed many colors, finds an e ectric receptacle on the robot's walepiece, and wires a makeshift line
to aglass demijohn filled with glowing purplish liquid. On the vessdl's sides protrude three e astic nipples
swollen and distended with the thick fluid. Teenagers squeeze the nipples, and dab long stringers of the
ooze onto their fingers, and some of the teenagerslick it off, while others spread it over their necks and
chegts. Severd St around the demijohn, while music plays, and stare into its phosphoring mire, while
others are played around the fire, some unconscious, somein the stages of copulation. The siphoned
electricity drainslittle from the robot's batteries, but, after several months, there is a noticeable depletion.
Y et therobot is fascinated by the spectacle, and is unconcerned with thisloss.



One evening, ateenager who has not partaken of the purple fluid climbs atop the robot and sits away
from hisfriends. The teenager touches the robot, sniffs, then wipes tears from his eyes. The robot does
not know that thisisthe child who came before, done.

Therobot isachild. It seesand thinks about what it has seen. Flowers growing through ceramic tread.
The sttle of pollen, dust and other detritus of the air. The dow spread of lichen tendrils. Quick rain and
the dark color of wet things. Wind through grass and wind through metal and ceramic housings. Clouds
and the way clouds make shadows. Thewhed of the Milky Way gadaxy and the complications of
planets. The agglomeration of limbs and hair that are human beingsand animals. A rat tail flicking at
twilight and a beetle turned on its back in the sun.

The robot remembers these things, and thinks about them al the time. There is no categorization, no
theoretica synthesis. Therobot is not that kind of robot.

One day, though, the robot realizes that the child who sat on it was the same person as the teenager who
cried. The robot thinks about thisfor years and years. The robot missesthe child.

September 2007

Therobot isdying. One day thereisared indicator on the edge of the robot's vision, and the information
arises unbidden that batteries are reaching a critical degeneration. Thereisno way to predict precisely,
but sooner rather than later. The robot thinks about the red indicator. The robot thinks about the child
who became a young man. Summer browns to autumn. Grasshoppersflit in the dry weeds between the
robot's treads. They clack their jaw parts, and the wind blows thatch. Winter comes, and spring again.
Thered light constantly burns.

Therobot is sad.

21 April 2008

Morning

People dressed in sky blues and earth browns come to the field and erect a set of stairs on the southern
side of the robot. The stairs are made of stone, and the people bring them upon hand-drawn carts made
of wood and iron. The day grows warm, and the peopl€e's sweat stainstheir flanks and backs. When the
dairs are complete, astone daisistrundled up them, and laid flat on the robot's upper thread, fifteen feet
off the ground. The peoplein blue and brown place a plastic preformed rostrum on top of the dais. They
drape abanner.

EVERY DAY ISEARTH DAY

Wires snake down from the rostrum, and these they connect to two large speakers, one on either side of
the robot's body, east and west. A man speaks at the rostrum.

Test. Test.
And then the people go away.

The next day, more people arrive, many driving automobiles or mopeds. There are dso quite afew
bicycles, and groups of people walking together. Those driving park at the edge of the robot'sfield, and



most take seets facing north, radiating like magnetized iron filings from the rostrum that had been placed
on the robot. Some climb up the rock staircase, and sit with crossed legs on the stone dais. These wear
the same blue and brown as the people from the day before.

Thereis one man among them who isdressed in black. His hair isgray. The robot thinks about this, and
then recognizes this man. The man with the light. Thisisthe engineer who went insde, years ago. Hewas
thefirst person the robot ever saw. The man holds aframed piece of paper. He sits down among the
others, and has difficulty folding hislegsinto the same position astheirs. In attempting to do so, hetilts
over the framed paper, and the glassthat coversit crackslongitudinaly against the stone.

Others with communication and video equipment assemble near the western speaker. These are near
enough to the robot's audio sensors for their speech to be discernible. All of them are dark
complexioned, even the blond-haired ones, and the robot surmises that, for most of them, these are deep
tans. Are these people from the tropics?

Sget this goddamn show showing.

She gonna be here for sure? Didn't make Whiterock last week. Ten thousand Matties. Christonacrutch.
Hey it's goddamnearthday. Saw her copter in Pullman. Got sedth tech and dl; lookslike a bat.

Okay. Good. Bouttime. Virtua's doing an earthday roundup. Shetalksand | get the lead.

Many peoplein the crowd are eating picnics and drinking from canteens and coolers.

From the east comes awoman. She waks adone, and carries agreat carved stave. As she draws neare,
the crowd parts before her. Its blather becomes amurmur, and, when the woman is near enough, the
robot can seethat sheis amiling, recognizing people, touching her hand or stave to their outstretched
pams. She appears young, dthough the robot isapoor judge of such things, and her kinisadark
brown— whether from the sun'srays or from ancestry, the robot cannot tell. Her hair isblack, and, as
she ascends the stone stairway, the robot seesthat her eyes are green, shading to black. Sheis stocky,
but the tendons of her neck just like cables.

The woman speaks and the speakers boom. | bear greetings from she who bears us, from our mother
and keeper. Long we have nestled in her nest, have nuzzled at her breast. She spesksto usall in our
dreams, in our hopes and fears, and she wantsto say

| bid you peace, my children.

Geg, | dwayswanted amom like that, says areporter.

My mother stuffed mein day care when | was two, says another.

Hey, mine at least gave me alittle Prozac in my Simulac.

The crowd grows sllent at the woman'sfirst sentences, facesfull of amity and reverence. The reporters
hush, to avoid being overheard. Then the crowd leans forward as amass, ligtening.

Peace. Y our gtriving has brought you war and the nuclear winter of the soul. It has made foul the air you
breathe, and stained the water you drink.



| only want what is good for you. | only want to hold you to melike alittle child. Why do you strive so
hard to leave me? Don't you know you are bresking your mother's heart?

Sounds like less striving and alittle laxative's what we need here, says areporter.

Many in the crowd sigh. Some sniff and are crying.

Peace. Listen to amother's plea.

Gimmesbreak, says areporter. Thisisthe finest American orator since Jesse Jackson?

Disturbed by the loudspeakers, agaggle of spring sparrows rise from their nestsin the concavities of the
robot, take to the sky, and fly away east. Some in the crowd point to the birds asif they were an augury
of natura profundity.

Peece. Listen to amother'swarning! Y ou liein your own filth, my children.

Oh peace. Why do you do thisto me? Why do you do thisto yourselves?

Peace, my children. All | want is peace on earth. And peace in the earth and under the seaand peacein
the air, sweet peace.

A pieceiswhat she wants, one of the reporters says under her breath. A honeybee is buzzing the
reporter's hair, attracted, the robot suspects, by an odoriferous chemical init, and the reporter swats at
the bee, careful not to messthe curl, and misses.

State of Washington, says another. Already got Oregon by defaullt.
Asif she hears, the woman at the rostrum turns toward the cameras and proffered microphones.

But mankind has not listened to our mother's still, calm voice. Instead, he has continued to make war and
punish those who are different and know that peace. Now we are engaged upon a grest undertaking. An
empowerment. A return to the bosom of she who bore us. Y ou— most of you here— have given up
what seemsto be much to joinin thisjourney, thisexodus. But | tell you that what you haveredly doneis
to step out of the smog of drife, and into the clean, pure air of community and balance.

Four mice, agitated, grub out from under the robot's north side and, unseen, scurry through the grass of
thefield, through old dieback and green shoots. Thefield isempty of peoplein that direction. Wherethe
mice pad across pockets of thatch, small, dry hazes of pollen and wind-broken grass arise, and, in this
way, the robot follows their progress until they reach the woods beyond.

We are gathered here today as amark of protest and renewa. The woman gestures to the man in black,
the engineer.

He rises and approaches the woman. He extends the framed paper, and before he has stopped walking,
he speaks. On behdf of the Lewisand Clark Mining Company | wish to present this Certificate of
Closureto the Culture of the Matriarch as atoken of my company's commitment ...

The woman takes the certificate from the engineer and, for amoment, her smile goes away. She passesit



to one of the others sitting nearby, then, without aword, turns back to the crowd.
Surrender accepted, says areporter.

Y eah, like therés anything left in this podunk place to surrender. That big chunk of rust there?
Hellwiththat.

The woman continues speaking asif she had not been interrupted by the engineer. We gather here today
at the crossroads of failure and success. Thisisthe desth of the old ways, represented by thisrapist
mechine.

The woman clangs the robot's side with her stave. Men who have raped our mother made this ... thing.
By dl rights, thisthing should be broken to parts and used for playground equipment and meeting-hal
roofs. But thisthing isno more. It isthe past. Through your efforts and the efforts of othersin community
with you, we have put a stop to thisrape, this sacrilege of al we hold holy. And like the past, thisthing
must corrode away and be no more, amonument to our shame as a species. Let usfollow on then, on
our journey west, to the land we will reclaim. To the biosphere that welcomes and calls us.

The woman raises her save high like atransmitting antenna.

The reporters come to attention. Here's the sound bite.

Forward to Skykomish! she cries. The speakers squedl at the sudden feedback.

Forward to Skykomish!

And al the people to the south are on their feet, for the most part orderly, with only afew tumbled picnic
baskets and spilled bottles of wine and water. They echo the same cry.

Skykomigh!

So that'swhat they're calling it, says areporter. Do you think that just includes Port Townsend, or the
whole Olympic Peninsula?

Wannaask her that. She goddamnbetter talk to press after this.

Shewon't. Does the pope give press conferences?

| s the pope trying to secede from the Union?

The honeybee flitsin jags through the gathered reporters, and some dodge and flay. Findly, the bee
becomes entangled in the sculpted hair of alean reporter with a centimeter-thick mustache. The woman
whom it had approached before reaches over and swatsit with her microphone.

Ouch! Dammit. What?

Sorry, the bee.

Christonacrutch.



The reportersturn their attention back to the rostrum.
Mother Agatha, you evasive bitch, you'll get yours.

| guess she dready has.

Guessyou're goddamn right.

Better get used to it. Skykomish. Isthat made up?

The woman, Mother Agatha, |eaves the rostrum, goes back down the stairs, and walks acrossthe field
into juniper woods and out of Sight.

With the so-called Mattie movement on the upswing with its cal for abioregiona gpproach to human
ecology and an end to facel ess corporate exploitation, the Pacific Northwest, long aMattie stronghold,
has assumed enormous political importance.

And on this day the co-director of the Culture of the Matriarch, Mother Agatha Worldshine Petry, whom
many are calling the greastest American orator since the Reverend Jesse Jackson, hasingtilled a sense of
community in her followers, aswell as sounded acal to action that President Booth and Congresswill
ignore a thelr peril. Brenda Banahan, Virtua News.

... Hank Kumbu, Associated Infosource
... Reporter Z, Alternet.

The reporters pack up and are gone almost as quickly, as are those who sat upon the stone dais atop the
robot. The day lengthens. The crowd dwindles more dowly, with some stepping lightly up to the robot,
amost in fright, and touching the ceramic curve of atread or blade, perhapsin pity, perhaps asacurse,
the robot does not know, then quickly pulling away.

At night, the speskers are trundled away on the carts, but the stone dais and the rostrum are left in place.

The next day, the robot is watching the field when the engineer appears. Thisday heiswearing awhite
coat and using acane. Hewakswithin fifty yards of the robot with his curious three-pointed gait, then
sands gazing.

Have to tear down &l the damned rock now, he says. Not worth scrapping out. Ahwell ahwell. This
company has goddamn gone to pot.

After afew minutes, he shakes his head, then turns and leaves, hiswhite coet flapping in the fresh spring
breeze.

Summer follows. Autumn. The days grow colder. Snow flurries, then fdls. Blizzards come. There are
now days that the robot does not remember. The dight dteration in planetary regrades and retrogradesis
the only clueto their passing. During bad storms, the robot does not have the energy to melt-clear the
cameras, and thereis only whitenesslike aclear radio channd.

The robot remembers things and tries to think about them, but the whiteness often disrupts these
thoughts. Soon there is very much snow, and no power to melt it away. The whitenessis complete.



The robot forgets some things. There are spaces in memory that seem as white as the robot's vision.
| cannot see, the robot thinks, again and again. | want to see and | cannot see.
March 2009

Spring finds the robot sullen and withdrawn. The robot misses whole days, and misses the teenagers of
summers past. Some of the cameras are broken, asistheir self-repairing function, and some are covered
by the strange monument left behind by Mother Agatha's followers. Blackberry vinesthat were formerly
defoliated by the robot's acid-tinged patinanow coil through the robot's treadsin great green cables, and
threaten to enclose the robot in avisionless room as absolute as the snow's. Everything isfailing or in
bothersomeill repair. The robot has no specified function, but thisis useless, of that the robot is sure.
Thisisthelack of dl function.

On adark day, near twilight, two men come. Oneisatall, thin man whose musculatureis astwisted as
old vines. Slightly infront of him isanother, shorter, fatter. When they are close, the robot seesthat the
tall man is coercing the fat man, prodding him with something black and metalic. They hat at the base
gep of the stone stairs. Thetall man sits down upon it; the fat man remains standing.

Please, saysthe short man. Thereisatrickle of wetness down his pant leg.

Let me put the Stuation initsworst possible terms, saysthetal man. Art, individud rights, even
knowledgeitsdf, aredl just so many effects. They are epiphenomena, the whinein the system asthe
gearsmesh, or, if you like it better, the hum of music asthe wind blows through harp strings. Theworldis
teleological, but the purpose towards which The All gravitatesis surviva, and only survivd, pure and
ample

| have alot of money, saysthe fat man.

The tal man continues speaking. Surviva, sort of like Ansdm's God, is, by definition, the end of dl that
is. For in order to be, and to continue to be, whatever we conveniently label asathing must survive. If a
thing doesn't survive, it isn't athing anymore. And thus surviva iswhy things persst. To pargphrase
Ansdm, it is better to be than not to be. Why better? No reason other than that not to be means
unknown, outside of experience, unthinkable, undoable, ineffective. In short, there is no important,
mysterious or eternal standard or reason that to be is better than not to be.

How can you do this? The fat man starts to back away, and the tall man waves the black metd. What
kind of mongter are you?

Stay, saysthetall man. No, walk up these Sairs.

He stands up and motions. The fat man ssumbles and the tall man steadies him with ahand on his shirt.
Thetal man lets go of the shirt, and the fat man whimpers. He takes one step. Faters.

Go on up, saysthetal man.
Another step.

After time runs out, saysthetall man, and the universe decaysinto heat death and cold ruin, it is not going



to make adamn bit of difference whether athing survived or did not, whether it ever was, or never
exigted. In thefind state, it won't matter one way or the other. Our temporary, time-bound urge to
survive will no longer be sustained, and there will be no more things. Nothing will experience anything
else or itsdf, for that matter.

It will be every particlefor itself— spread, without energy, without, without, without.

Each time the tall man says without, the metal flares and thunders. Scarlet cavitiesburst in an arc on the
fat man's broad back. He pitchesforward on the stairs, his arms flung out. For amoment, he sucksair,
then cannot, then ceasesto move at dl.

Thetal man sighs. He pocketsthe meta, ascends the stairs, then, with hisfeet, rollsthe fat man off the
gairs and onto the ground. Thereisasmear of blood where the fat man fell. Thetal man dismountsthe
gairswith ahop. He drags the fat man around the robot's periphery, then shoves him under the front
tread and covers him with blackberry vines. Without a glance back, the tall man stalks acrossthefield
and out of Sght.

Flies breed, and asingle coyote dinks through one night and gorges on a portion of the body.

Degth isinevitable, and yet the robot finds no solacein thisfact. Living, seeing, isfascinaing, and the
robot regrets each moment when seeing isimpossible. The robot regrets its own present |apses and of
theinfinite lapse that will comein the near future and be desth.

The dead body isfacing upward, and the desiccated shreds | eft in the eye sockets radiate outward in a
lay, asif the eyes had been dissected for examination. A small ader, bent down by the body's weight,
has curled around a thigh and is shading the chest. The outer leaves are pocked with neat holes eaten by
moth caterpillars. The robot has seen the moths mate, the egg froth and worm, the spun cocoon full of
suspended pupae, and the eruption. The robot has seen thisyear after year, and iscertainthat itis
caterpillars that make the holes.

The robot is thinking about these things when Andrew comes.
? Thermogtatic preintegration memory thread epsilon:

The Unnamed
13 September 2013
Friday

Noetic shreds, arkose shards, juncite fragments tumbling and grinding in adry brecciadurry. Degth.
Blood and ail. Silicon bones. Iron ore unfluxed. Dark and carbon eyes.

The robot. The man.

The ease with which different minerdswill fuse, and the characteristics of the product of their mdting is
the basisfor their chemica classfication.

Heat

of vaporization



of solution

of reaction

of condensation and formation.

Heet of fusion.

Hest of transformation.

Thisworld was ever, isnow, and ever shdl be an everlasting Fire.

Modedlities of perception and classification, the desire to survive. Retroduction and inflection. Shadows of
the past likefaling leaves at dusk. Dead. Heis dead. The dead bang at the screens and windows of the
world like moths and can never sop and can never burn.

So live, Suffer. Burn.

Return.

| can see.

Hash of brightness; fever in the machine. Fire seeksfire. The vapors of kindred spirits.
Sky full of cinder and dag. Thisgravity rain.

Catharss.

Metamorphosis.

Lode.

Send into the world a child with the memories of an old man.
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Uh, Notes. Notes for the Underground. No. How about Operating Instructions for the Underworld. No,



just Robot Record.
FILEINITIATED

* ok %

Good evening, robot.
Thisisnot thefidd.

Thefield? Oh, no. I've moved you west by train. Y our energy reserves were so low, | powered you way
down so that you wouldn't go entropic before | could get you recharged. Robot?

Yes

How do you fed?

| do not know.

Huh?What did you say?

| do not know. | feel deepy.

What do you mean?

| can speak.

Yes, of course. | enabled your voicebox. | guess you've never used it before.
| can see.

Yes

| can see.

Y ou can see. Would you like to reboot, robot?
No.

How are your diagnostics?

| don't know what you mean.

Y our system readouts.

Thered light?

Among others.

Itisgone.



But what about the others?

Thereisnored light.

Access your LCS and pattern recognition partitions. Just an overdl report will befine.
| do not know what you mean.

What do you mean you don't know what | mean?

>>

Robot?

Yes

Do you remember how long you werein thefidd?

| wasin thefield for years and years.

Y es, but how many?

| would have to think about it.

Y ou don't remember?

| am certain that | do, but | would have to think about it.

What inthe. That'sahdl of alot of integration. Still, over adecade switched on, just sitting there
thinking—

Did you find the dead body?

What? Y es. Gurney found it. HE's one of my associates. Y ou witnessed the murder?

| saw the man who was with the man who died.

Completely inadmissible. Stupid, but that'stheway it is.

| do not understand.

Y ou can't testify in court. We'd have to shut you down and have the systems guys take you apart.
Do not do that.

What?

Do not have the systems guys take me apart.



All right, robot. Quite a Darwinian Edelman ROM you've got there. |. Let metdl you what's going on. At
the moment, | want you to concentrate on building a database and a set of heuristicsto alow you to act
among humans. Until then, | can't take you out.

What are heuristics?
Uh. Rules of thumb.
Wheream |?

On the Olympic Peninsula. Y ou arefifty feet underground, in aholethat Victor Wu and | started to dig
five years ago.

Victor Wu. The man.

Y es. Y es, the man whose memories are indgde you.

And you are Andrew?

| am Andrew. Andrew Hutton.

Andrew at the bridge of the Lillian. Andrew inthefidd. | see.
Huh?

Hello, Andrew.

Hdllo. Yes. Hedlo, robot.

>SS>5>5>5>>

The robot cutsinto the earth. The giant rotor that isthe robot's head turns at ten revolutions per second.
Tungsten dloy blades setin agiant X grind through the contorted sedimentary striations of the peninsula
The robot presses hard, very hard. The rock crumble is duiced down and onto a conveyor and passes
through a mechanized |aboratory, whereit is analyzed and understood by the humans. The humans
record the information, but the data stream from the |aboratory has the smell of the rock, and thisiswhat
interests the robot. The robot knowsthe fed of the cut, the smell of the rock cake'sgive. Thisisright,
what the robot was meant to do— yes, by the robot's creators, but there is aso the man, the man in the
interstices of the robot's mind, and thisiswhat Victor Wu was meant to do aso.

Ten feet behind the robot— and attached securely enough to make it practically an extenson— isan
enclosed dray so wound with organic polymer conduit sheathed in stedl dloy that it looks like the wormy
heart of ametd idol, pulled from the god after long decades of infestation. But the heart's sinuation
quivers and throbs. Therock from the robot'sincision is conveyed to the dray and funnelsinto it through
asde hopper. Therock funnelsin and from three squat valves, the heart streams three channels of
viscous liquid— glassine— that coat the ceiling and walls of the tunnel the robot has formed with a
seamless patina. The wals glow with alustrous, adamantine purity, absolute, and take on the clear, plain
color of the spray channels, which depend upon the composition of the dag.

Behind the dray, the robot directsits mobile unit— anew thing given by Andrew— which manipulatesa



hose with a pith of liquid hydrogen. Theliquid hydrogen cools and ripensthewalls. The hose dso
emanaesfrom the dray. The dray itsdf isafusion pile, and by girding the walsto anear diamond
hardness, the tremendous pressure of the earth suspended above will not blow the tunndl out behind the
robot, leaving it trapped and aone, milesinto the crust.

Behind the robot, farther back in the tunndl, in an air-conditioned transport, the service wagon, humans
follow. The service wagon is attached to the robot by a power and service hitch, and there is constant
radio contact as well. Sometimes the humans speak to the robot over the radio. But the robot knows
what it is supposed to do. Theidle chatter of the humans puzzlesthe robot, and whileit listensto
conversationsin the transport, the robot seldom speaks. At night the robot backs out of the hole,
detached from the service wagon, and spendsiits night aboveground. At first, the robot does not
understand why it should do so, but Andrew has said that thisisimportant, that a geologist must
comprehend sky and weather, must understand the texture of surface aswell as depth.

Besidesyou are so fast it only takesfifteen minutesto get you out when thereis no rock for you to chew
through, Andrew says. Even a sixty miles, even at the true mantle, your trip up will be quick.

Andrew livesingde the robot. He brings a cot, asmdl table and two folding chairsinto the smal control
room where years before the engineers had entered and the robot had seen for thefirst time. Thereisa
smdll, separate cavern the robot has carved out not far from the worksite. Andrew usesthe areafor
storage, and at night the robot rolls down into this, the living area. Also at night, Andrew and the robot
tak.

How was your day? Andrew might say. The robot did not know how to answer thefirst time he had
asked, but Andrew had waited and now the robot can say ... something. Not right, but something.

Srdly.
Smdly?
It was like summer in the field after arain when there are so many odors.

Wéll, there was a hydrocarbon masstoday. Very unexpected at such adepth. I'm sureit isn't organic,
but it'll make a paper for somebody.

Yes, | swam through it and the tunndl is bigger there.

Gurney and the techstook over interna functions and drained it manualy, so you didn't have to ded with
it. Hell of atimedirecting it into the pile. Tremendous pressure.

Therock was very hard after that. It sang with the blades.
Sympethetic vibrations, maybe.
Maybe.

Andrew laughs. Hisvoiceisdry as powder, and hislaughter crackles with asharp report, very likethe
scrape of the robot's blades against dense, taut rock. The robot likes this laughter.

Every night when thereisno rain, before degp, Andrew goes outside for some minutes to name the sars.



At these times, the robot's awarenessisin the mu, the mobile unit, and the mu follows aong behind
Andrew, listening. Andrew points out the congtellations. The robot can never remember their names, and
only fleetingly seesthe shapesthat they are supposed to form. The robot does know the visible planets,
though, which surprises Andrew. But the robot has watched them carefully for many years. They arethe
sarsthat change. Andrew laughs at the robot's poor recall of the other stars, and names them again.

Therell be meteors soon, he says one night. The Perseids start next week.

Dothedarsredly fal?

No. No, they never fal. Meteorsarejust ... rock. Debris.

And thereisno gravity up there? What isthat like?

| don't know. I've never been into space. | would liketo. Asyou get deeper, there will beless gravity
pulling you down. The pressure will be greater and the rock will want to explode inward, so the cutting
will be easier.

Andrew?

Hmm?

What will happen when | get to the bottom?

The bottom of what?

Themohole.

Andrew does not answer for along while.

The earthisround, hefinaly says. Thereisn't any bottom.

>>>5>5>5>>

On weekends, the robot does not dig, but wanders the land. With the mobile unit, the robot can range
the nearby forest and mountains. The mu scrambles over deadfal that would daunt a man. Sometimes,
the robot ddliberately getslogt. The robot fedsthe fade of sgnal from the main housing back in theliving
area, where the robot's noetics physicaly remain, until thereisaflurry of white noise and the fading of
awareness and a click and the world snaps back to its grid as the robot's transmission toggles from
line-of-sight microwave to modulated |aser satellite relay. Or so Andrew had said when the robot asked
about it.

The robot scrambles up hanging valeysinto cerns and cirques with chilled, clear water where only cold
thingslive. Or climbs up scree dopes, using the mu's sure footing, onto ridges and to highland plateaus
abovethetreeline. At thisdevation, snow remainsal year and the mu spreads awide base with its
pidery legs and takes small steps when crossing.

The robot hearsthe low whistle of marmots, and sees occasiond mountain goats munching, the last of
their clan. They had been brought by humansin the 1800s, until they filled the Olympics with goat mass
and threatened to eat the upper tundrato nub. Now helicopters dart them with birth control and they die



without progeny. And the robot sees the wolves that have begun to return after their species far northern
retreat.

The robot is descending from a high pass near Sawtooth Ridge when a pack of five wolves flow over a
rise. They are changing valeys, perhapsto find denser spreads of the smdll, black deer of therain forest
or even asickly Roosavelt elk. Their leader isan old, graying dog with spit-matted hair and atorn ear.
Helooks up at the mu, starts, and the other wolves come up short, too. The robot ceases moving. The
wolves sniff theair, but thereis nothing— nothing living— to smell. But, with its chemica sensors, the
robot smellsthem. They have the stink of mice, but tinged with arangy fetor of mest and blood.

The other wolves do not appear as bedraggled asthe leader. One, smaller, perhaps younger, whines,
and theleader yips at thisoneand it isslent.

Then a cloud shadow moves up and over the pass, and courses darkly down into the adjacent valey. In
that instant, the wolves course with the shadow, running with it down the coloir of the pass and
disappearing from sight into the green of fir and hemlock athousand feet below. The robot follows them
intheinfrared until their separate heats flux into the valey's genera sink.

Still, the robot stands and remembers that thisis not anew sight, that the man, Victor Wu, has seen
wolves in the passes before. But the man has never smelled wolves, and smelling them now pleasesthe
part of the robot that isbecoming the man, that the man is becoming.

SSS>5>>>

And the robot digs, and is glad to dig. The deep rock beginsto take on anew smell. This bedrock has
never seen the surface. It isthe layered outgush of an ocean floor rift dating from the Triassic. Thesmdl is
like the scent of high passes and summits, athough the robot cannot say how. And the rock chimesand
hums when the robot cutsit; it does not break away uniformly, but thereis an order to its coming apart
that the robot feels. And so the robot knows when to expect amassto break away, and can predict
when the going will be harder.

The robot cannot explain thisfeding to Andrew. Andrew has guessed that the skills of the man, Victor
Wu, areintegrating, and that his pattern recognition ability is enhancing the robot's own noetics. But the
man is not separate. It isasif the man were one of the robot's threads or a cutter head— but more than
that. The man is aways behind the robot's thoughts, within them, never spesking but always expressng.
Much more. The robot does not know how to say thisto Andrew.

Astherobot digs deeper, the rock grows faulty and unstable. The tunnel behind the robot is at risk of
blowing out, and the robot takes time to excavate down fault lines, shore up weaknesses with double or
triple diamond glass. If the tunnel did collgpse, the robot would have to dig adow circletrying to find an
egress farther back. But the peoplein the service wagon would die, and this concerns the robot. Andrew
would die,

The robot seldom spesks, but has come to know the voices of the technicians and graduate studentsin
the transport. Thereis Gurney, the chief tech, who isamember of the Children of the Matriarch— a
Mattie. The robot is surprised to learn that Gurney was in the field when the woman spoke, that Gurney
remembers the robot.

Dont it giveyou the willies, atech asks Gurney.



It'samachine, Gurney says. Depends on who's driving. Right now, | am. Anyway, the good Mother
wants usto edt.

Many of thetechs are not Matties, but descendants of the logging families that used to rule the peninsula
and gtill permeateit. The Matties outnumber them in the cities, but up the dirt roads that spoke into the
mountains, in dark, overhung coves and in the gashes of hidden valeys, the familiesthat remain from that
boom time eke out makework and garden a soil scraped clean of top humus by thelast ice age and thinly
mulched with the acid remains of evergreens.

Nothing grows goddamn much or goddamn right out here, says atech.

The Matties and the loggers heatedly discuss politics and appear closeto fighting at times, but the robot
cannot understand any of this. It thinks of the man who waskilled on the stone steps, and the man who
killed him. The robot does not understand at all.

The grad students and the Matties are more comfortable around one another. The robot feedsawarmth
toward the graduate students that is certainly from the man. Y et their speech patterns are different from
the techs, and the robot has difficulty understanding them at times. The meanings of their words shinelike
the moon behind a cloud, but the robot cannot think to the way around to them. Always they recede, and
the robot isimpatient. Victor Wu'singtincts are stronger in the robot than is his knowledge. Andrew has
said that thisisto be expected and that any computer of sufficient Sze can learn words, but you can learn
intuition. Still the robot should know what the students are discussing, and finds the incomprehension
irritating.

But always the rock to return to, and the certainty that rock was what the robot was made for, and what
the robot was born and bred for, and, in the end, that is enough.

SS5>5>>>

Oneday inthefollowing spring, & acritica juncture down in the mohole, Gurney does not show up for
work and the digging is hated.

The referendum passed, one of the grad students says, and there's fighting in Forks and aMattie got
killed in Port Angeles, it lookslike.

Andrew givesthe robot the day off and, to the robot's delight, he and the mu go for along walk aong the
Quinault. Andrew seems sad, and the robot says nothing for along while. The robot wants to speak, but
doesn't know what to say to Andrew.

It's not the politics, Andrew findly says. The damn Matties got their Protectorate fair and square with the
referendum. But you get the feding they'd takeiit if they hadn't of.

Hadn't of what?

Won the vote. There's something about Gurney and them, the onesthat I've met. | care about the same
thingsthey clam to. | don't know. Something else again.

Andrew, | don't understand.

They spend alot of time worrying about whether everybody e se believes the same way they do.



Theriver rushes againg cliff and turns through a stand of white birch. The robot stops the mu. The robot
is captivated by the play of the light on the weter, the silver reflection of the sun, turning the clear water to
opague and viscous lead, then, just as suddenly, when a cloud passes, back to happy water once again.
It doesn't redly change, doesiit?

What?

Thewater. The way thelight'sthere, and isn't, theniis.

Andrew rubs his eyes. He gazes out over the water. Y ou are doing very well with your contractions, he
sys.

Y ou wereright that | should stop thinking about them and they would flow more easily. Do you think it is
Victor Wu's knowledge surfacing, or my own practice?

| don't know. Both.

Y es, both.

Thetrail leads through amarsh, and Andrew strugglesto find adry path. The robot extendsthe mu's
footpads; each folds out asif it were an umbrella, and the mu seemsto hover over the mud, theweight is
digtributed so well.

Thank you for the mobile unit, the robot tells Andrew. | redly likeusing it.

It was necessary for the dig. That's where most of the first grant money went. Robot, | haveto tell you
something.

Andrew stops, balancing on aclump of rotten log.

Y ou haveto tel me something, Andrew?

Y es. Someoneis coming. She phoned yesterday. All this brouhaha over the protectorate referendum is
attracting attention all around the world. She's going to shoot a documentary. She's coming in aweek.
Shels bringing a crew and shelll be staying in Port Townsend at firdt. | just thought you might. Want.
Laramie. Laramieiscoming.

That'sright, robot. Laramie is coming home for awhile. She doesn't know how long.

For thefirst time ever, the robot feds the man, the man Victor Wu, as amovement, a distinct movement
of joy ingde him. Little Bulge. Coming home. The robot triesto remember Larami€'s face, but cannot.
Just ablur of darkness and bright flush. Always rushing and doing. And the camera. The robot can

remember Laramie's camerafar better than her face.

Andrew beginsto wak again. | didn't tell her about you, robot. | didn't tell her about her father being part
of you.



Laramie does not know?

No. She knows about the noetics, of course, but not how I've used them. | didn't strictly need her
permissontodoit.

Do you think shewill hate me?
No. Of course not. | don't know. | don't know her anymore.

Should wetdll her about me? At thisthought the robot fed s fearful and sad. But what mattersiswhat is
best for Little Bulge.

Of course we should. It's only right. Dammit, robot, | don't know how | fed about this. | don't know
how much you knew about it or how much you redlized, the Victor Wu part of you, | mean. Laramie and
|— we didn't part on the best of terms.

| don't remember. | remember the bridge at the Lillian once. Y ou didn't like her?

Of course| liked her. | love her. That was the problem. She was impetuous. She's opportunistic, dammit.
Look at her pouncing on thisthing. She called me agtick inthe mud. | guess shewasright. She caled me
asour cynic who wasfifty years old the day he turned twenty-five. We haven't sooken in sometime.

| don't understand.

Robot. Victor. Y ou never had aclue, | don't think.

| am not Victor.

| know that. | know that. Still, | dways thought he suspected. It was so obvious, and he was so brilliant
in other ways.

Andrew and the robot arrive back at the river. The robot thinks about it and realizes that they'd been
traversing an oxbow swamp, made from spring overflows at the melting of the snow. At theriver, they
pick up atrail, once solid and well traveled, now overgrown and ill kept for two seasons. The Forest
Service has been officially withdrawn at the Matti€'s request, Andrew tells the robot. President Booth
responded to political pressure from Mother Agathaand the Matties.

The goddamn world is going back to tribes. The country's going to hell. And taking my funding with it.
And now there's a skeleton crew for the Park Service, even, over a the Ho. | had alot of friendswho
got fired or reassigned to the Statue of Liberty or some shit. Something else, too. | think some of them
haven't | ft.

What do you mean haven't |ft?

Haven't left.

SSS>5>>>

Thetrail divergesfrom theriver, winds over arise, then back down to the water again. A sdetrail leads
to apeninsulaand awooden trail shelter, enclosed on three sides. Andrew takes alunch from his



daypack and eats a sandwich, while the robot looks for quartzite ong the river bank. The robot has
become an expert in spotting a crysta’s sparkle and extracting it from the mud or silt of scree with which
it has been chipped away and washed downstream from pressurized veinsin the heart of the mountains.
Thisday, the robot finds three crystals, one as cylindrical and aslong as afingernail. The robot brings
them to Andrew, back at the trail shelter.

Nice. Trace of something here. Blue? Manganese maybe, | don't know. | like the ones with impurities
better.

| do, too.

Andrew putsthe crystalsin an empty film canister and stows them in his daypack.

| was here at the turn of the century, he says. It was June and there was aterrible storm. All night long |
heard crashing and booming like the world was coming to an end. Next morning, the whole forest |ooked
likeawar zone.

The robot does not know what awar zone looks like, but says nothing.

And dl that morning, trees kept faling. If | hadn't camped out here on the end of the peninsula, one of
those treeswould have falen on me, smashed meflat. Killed by old growth. God, that'd probably thrill a
Maittie to desth just thinking about it.

Isn't that a sour and cynical thing to say, Andrew?

He smiles. Therobot isglad that it has found away to make Andrew smile.

SS5>5>>>

Gurney does not show up for work the next day, and Andrew gives his crew the week off. The men who
are from logging families demand that they be paid, that Codependence Day, thefirst anniversary of the
Protectorate's founding, means nothing to them. The robot listens to the discussion and hears many terms
that are incomprehensible, abstract. There are times the robot wishesthat Victor Wu were directly
accessible. Victor could at least explain what humans argued about, if not the reasons why they argued in
thefirst place.

The robot spends the day traveling in the mu, searching for crystals and collecting mushrooms up a
stream that flowsinto the Quinault, near where it passes benesth Low Divide. Andrew isgone for the
day, arranging supplies and making surethe dig'slega work isin order, whatever that may mean, under
new Protectorate regulations. When he returnsin the evening, he has received no assurances and is
unhappy. The robot waits for him to have a cup of teaand to take off his shoes, then speaks.

Andrew?

Yes. What?

Areyoudl right?

Huh? Oh, I'mfine. It'sjust today. What isit, robot?



| thought of something today, when | waslooking a amap so that | could take the mu to where | wanted
to go.

What did you think of ? Andrew speaks in amonotone voice and does not seem very interested. He Sips
histea

| redlized that | can read.

Of course you can. Glotworks has a reading module as part of the software.

No. | mean, could | read?

| don't follow you.

A book.

Could you read a book?

Andrew isgitting up now. He stares at the internal monitor that is also one of the robot's eyes.

Y es. One of yours, perhaps. Which would you recommend?

The books are kept nearby, in ahermetic box in the room the robot occupies during off hours.

Wadll. Let me. Hmm. Most of them are geology texts.

Should | read ageology text?

Widl, sure. Why not?

Can | get one now, with the mu?

Of course. Go ahead. Try the Owdey. It's about the most exciting of the lot. It's about the Alvarez event
and the search for the big caldera. It'sasynthesis of other works, but brilliant, brilliant. Pretty much
confirms the meteor theory, and gives agood argument for a'Y ucatan crash sSite. Made abig sensation in
'04.

The robot switches its awareness to the mu and picks out the book. It reads the first paragraph, then
comes back inside the housing, back to the place where Andrew lives.

Andrew?
Yes.
What are dinosaurs?

SSS>5>>>

Summer days lengthen, and Andrew often goes to town— to Port Angeles or Port Townsend, and once
making the trek around the peninsulato Forks— all to sort out legd details for the mohole dig. From



each of these trips, he returns with abook for the robot. The first book isaWebster's Dictionary, on
bubble-card. Andrew plugsthe card into ad ot and the robot beginsto read the dictionary. The robot
finisheswith apage of A, then scrolls through the remainder of the book. Here are dll the words. Here
aredl thewordsin thelanguage. All the robot hasto do islook them up and remember them. The robot
spends a happy day reading words, one at atime.

The next day, Andrew returns with the poems of Robert Frost. The robot pages through the book using
the mu, accessing the dictionary card to find words that it does not know. Thefirst word the robot looks
upis"poem.”

>>>>>

After aweek, Gurney returnsto work, and the robot digs once again. The days pass, and the mohole
twists deeper, like a coiled spring being driven into the earth. It only deviates from a curving downward
path when the robot encounters fault lines or softnesses whose weakness the robot's cutters can exploit.
But, in generd, the hole descendsin aloose spirdl.

Andrew isanxious, and pushes everyone harder than before. Y et Andrew himsalf works the hardest of
al, poring over data, planning routing, driving to meetingsin Forks and Port Angeles. Heis often not in
bed before one or two in the morning.

The robot fills the time with reading. There are so many books— more than the robot ever imagined.
And then the robot discovers Andrew's record collection, al on two bubble-cards carelesdy thrown in
with al the technical manuals and geology texts. For the firgt time since the summer when the teenagers
came and plugged into the robot and had their parties, the robot listensto music.

What the robot loves most, though, is poetry. Beginning with Robert Frot, the robot reads poet after
poet. At first, there are so many new words to look up that the robot often loses the thread of what the
poem is about in amorass of details and definitions. But gradually, the poems begin to make more sense.
Thereisa Saturday morning when, while diligently working through an Emily Dickinson poem, the robot
understands.

Therésacertain dant of light

On winter afternoons,

That oppresses, like the weight

of cathedral tunes.

Heavenly hurt it givesus,

We can find no scar

But internd difference

Where the meanings are.

The robot has never seen acathedral, but that does not matter. The robot realizes that it has seen this

light, in the deep forest, among the three-hundred-year-old trees. It'sthick, the robot thinks. That's what
Emily Dickinson istaking about. Thick light. Light that makes the robot thread softly through the twilight,



with the mu's pads fully extended. Light that, for no reason the robot can name, isfrightening and
beautiful dl a once.

From that moment on, the robot beginsto grasp most poemsit reads, or, if not, at least to feed something

after reading them, something that was not insde the robot's mind before— something the robot had not
felt before— but knows, asif the feding were an old friend that the robot recognized after many years of

separation.

The robot does not particularly care whether or not the feelings are right and true for everyone else. For
humans. But sometimes the robot wonders. After reading afair number of poems, the robot delvesinto
criticism, but the words are too abstract and too connected to humans and cities and other things that the
robot has no experience of, and so the robot puts aside the books of criticism for the time being, and
concentrates on the poetry itself, which the robot does not have the same trouble with.

The robot finds that it most enjoys poetry that is newer, even though Andrew is disbelieving when the
robot tells him of this. After atime, poetry isno longer amass, and the robot beginsto pick out individua
Voices whaose connotations are more pleasing than the others.

| like William Stafford better than Howard Nemerov, the robot saysto Andrew one evening.

Y ou like him better?

Yes.

Andrew laughs. Neither one of them wasin the canon when | wasin school.

Do you think it funny that | used the word like?

Y es, | suppose so.

| dolikethings, at least according to the Turing test. Poetry goesinto me, and what comes out feelslike
likingtome.

It satisfies the criteria of appearances.

Yes, | supposethat istheway to say it.
Where have you heard about the Turing test?
| read it in abook about robots.

The robot reads to Andrew aWilliam Stafford poem about a deer that has been killed on aroad.
Andrew smiles at the same lines that had moved the robot.

Y ou passthe Turing test, too, the robot says.

Andrew laughs harder ill.

>>>5>>



Therobot isdigging entirely through basalt flow now, layer upon layer.

It's the bottom of the raft, Andrew says. It is dense, but the plates are aslight as ocean froth compared to
what's under them. Or so we think.

Thetemperature increases exponentidly, and the humansin the support wagon would be killed ingtantly if
they did not have nuclear-powered air conditioners.

The robot does not become bored at the sameness of the rock, but finds acomfort in the steady digging,
arhythm, asthe robot comesto cal thisfedling. Not the rhythm of most music, or the best of the
language in poetry— al of these the robot identifies with humans, for when they arise, humans have been
doing the creating— but anew rhythm, which is neither the whine of the robot's machinery nor the crush
and crumble of the rock, nor the supersonic screech of the pile making diamond glass from the rock's
ashes. Ingtead, it is the combination of these things with the poetry, with the memories of the field and the
forest.

So it isone day that the robot experiences adifferent rhythm, adifferent sound, and redizesthat this
rhythm is not the robot's own, and does not belong to the humans. At firdt, it isincomprehensible, like
distant music, or the faded edges of reception just before acomlink relaysto satellite or to ground tower.
The robot wondersif the rhythm, the sound, isimaginary. But it continues, and seemsto grow day by day
inincrements dmost too smdll to notice, until it isdefinitdy, definitely there, but where, the robot cannot
say. Intherock. That isthe only way of putting it, but says nothing.

Andrew does not know what it could be. So there is nothing to do but note it, and go on digging.

>>>>>

The robot beginsto read fiction. But the fedlings, the resonances and depths of the poetry, are not so
much present in prose. Thereisthe problem of knowing what the author might be talking about, since the
robot's only experience living in the human world isthe field and now the dig. Dickens|eaves the robot
stunned and wondering, and after aweek attempting Oliver Twigt, the robot must put the book aside until
the stuations and characters become clearer. Curioudy, the robot finds that Jane Austen's novels are
comprehensible and enjoyable, dthough thelife of English country gentry is as closeto the robot asthe
life of anewt under acreek stone. Therobot isfilled with relief when Emmafinaly ceases her endless
machinations and realizes her lovefor Knightley. It isasif some clogged linein the robot's hydraulics had
asudden release of pressure or rock that had long been hard and tough became easy to move through.

For some time, the robot does not read books that were written closer to the present, for the robot
wants to understand the present most of dl, and in reading them now, the robot thinks, much would go
unnoticed.

Y ou can dways reread them later, Andrew says. Just because you know the plot of something doesn't
mean it isn't worth going through again, even though sometimes it does mean that.

| know that, the robot says. That is not what I'm worried about.
Then what are you worried about?

The old books get looser, the farther back in timethey go, like string that's played out. The new onesare
bunched and it's harder to see dl of them.



What?

For thefirgt time, the robot feels something that either cannot be communicated or, nearly as
unbdievable, that Andrew cannot understand. Andrew isascientist. The robot will never be ascientist.

>>>>>

Two months after the robot has walked aong the Quinault with Andrew, it is July, and Andrew tellsthe
robot that Laramie will visit over the weekend.

Therobot isat first excited and thinks of thingsto ask her. There are SO many memories of Laramie, but
so much is blurred, unconnected. And there are things the robot wishesto tell her, new things about the
land that Victor never knew. So much has happened. The robot imagines long conversations between
them, perhaps walking in the woods together once again.

Andrew tells me that you may not be happy with the entha pic impression of your father being
downloaded into me. No, that wouldn't be the way to say it. But getting too metaphorical might upset
her, remind her of ghosts. Of Victor Wu's desth.

No. That'sdl right. Go on, saystheimaginary Laramie.

WEéll, | don't know whét to tell you. | remember you, Laramie. | remember you and | would belying if |
didn't say that your being here profoundly affects me.

| can't say how | fed about this, robot. What should | call you, robot?

But just as quickly, the robot puts aside such hopes. | an arobot, al of metal and ceramics. | am not
Larami€sfather. There are only vague memories, and that was another life. She may not even spesk to
me. | am aghost to her. Worse than a ghogt, atwisted reflection. Shelll hate me for what has happened
to her father. And again the robot imagines Laramie's disdain, asjust and foreseeabl e as the man's death
in"ToBuild aFire" but cold in that way, too.

Findly, the robot resolves not to think any more of it. But while Andrew deeps on the Friday night before
Larami€esvisit, the robot inhabits the mu, and goes roaming through trackless woods, along crisscrossed
deadfall and up creeks, for at least ahundred miles. Y et when the mu returnsto the living area, the robot
can only remember shadows and dark waters, and, if asked, could not trace on amap where the mu has
been.

Laramie arrives a eleven in the morning. She drives ared hum-vee. Andrew and the robot, in the mu,
step out of their cavern's entrance to greet her. Laramie steps out. She iswearing sunglasses. Shetakesa
quick look at them, then turns back to the hum-vee and, with apracticed jerk, pulls out her old Scoopic.
The robot suddenly remembers the squat lines of the camera Victor bought the Scoopic for her, dlong
with twelve cans of film. It was her first 16-millimeter, and had set him back agood three months wages.
Laramie had shot up seven rolls within aweek, and that was when Victor discovered that there would be
feesfor developing, aswdll.

Andrew steps forward, and so does Laramie. The robot, feeling shy, hangs back in the mu. Andrew and
Laramie do not meet, but stay several paces apart.



So, she says. It is her voice. Clear asday.
Yep. Thisisit.
W, looks... nice. Isthis?

Y es, the robot. Thisisthe mobile unit. Therobot isingde, redly. Wdll, sort of. We're going insde the
robot.

No words for amoment. Still, they move no closer.

Wéll, then. Let's go ingde the robot.

Laramie, indde the protecting ribwork of the robot. Sheis safe. Nothing will harm you here, Little Bulge.
But the robot calms such thoughts. She takes one of the two chairsthat are around Andrew's work and
egting table in the control room. Abide, the robot thinks. Let her abide for awhile.

Do you want tea? | can make you tea.

Yes. | drink herb tea.

Um. Don't have any.

Water?

Y es, water we have.

L.A.'stasteslike dudge.

No wonder. They're even tapping Oregon now.

Redly?1 believeit.

Andrew pours water for Laramiein ameta cup. He puts more water on ahot plate that sitson top of a
monitor, and heats the water for tea. Where have you been, he says.

Port Townsend. Doing background and logistics. My sound guy'slaying down loca tone and getting wild
effects.

Wild?

Unsynched, that'sal it means.

| see.

Using Sesttle labsis going to be abitch. The Matties have set up goddamn border crossings.
Tell meabout it.

Andrew'swater boils and hefills another cup with it, then hunts for ateabag in a cabinet.



Y ou |eft them on the table, the robot says.

Laramie gasps, Sitsup in her chair sharply, then relaxes once again. That was the robot, she says.

Y es. Thank you, robot. Andrew finds the box of teabags among a clutter of instruments.

Do you. Do you cdl the robot anything?

Hmm. Not redly.

Just call merobat, the robot says. I'm thinking of aname for mysdf, but I haven't come up with one yet.
W ll, then. Robot.

Andrew makes histea, and they talk more of logistics and the political Stuation on the peninsula. The
robot feel s atenseness between them, or at least in Andrew. His questions and replies are even more
terse than usua. The robot doubts Victor Wu would have noticed. Thinking this saddens the robot. More

proof that the robot is not Victor Wu, and so can have no claim on Larami€'s affection.

Therobot listensto Laramie. Since she and Andrew are speaking of things that the robot knowslittle
about, the robot concentrates on her specific words, on her manner of expression.

Lens. Clearnessin theworld. Sky. Vision. Spread. Range. Watershed.

| thought for two weeks about color or black and white, Laramie says. | don't like colors except for the
world's colorsthat are undernesth the ones on film, the ones we see.

| don't follow, Andrew says. The robot has never thought of colorsthisway, but resolves to spend aday
banding out frequencies and only observing intengities of black and white tones.

I'll have more water, if you don't mind. Thisisclear. L.A. water isthick asdudgeand | don't likeit.
After three hours, Laramie leaves, with promisesto return and film the Site as part of her documentary.
Robot?

Yes

Do you think I might interview you? | guessif we could use the mobile unit, that would |ook better on
film. More action. Do you ever come out of here?

Every day during the week, to work in the dig.
Wi, then. That must be quite asight. Maybe | can get that.
Of course you can. That would befine.

Wiéll. Then.



She says good-bye to Andrew, and with her Scoopic, unused but always present, gets back into the red

hum-vee, crusted with alayer of settled road dust, and turns around in the dirt road that ends at the living
area. More dust rises; Laramie departs. Andrew coughs, brushes dust from hisarms. He looks at the mu,
shakes his head, but says nothing. He goes back in and makes athird cup of tea.

With the mu, the robot follows easly behind the hum-vee, even though Laramieisdriving very fast. The
robot follows the billowing cloud of dust for twenty-four miles— until the hum-vee turns onto the asphalt
and heads north toward Port Townsend.

>>>>>

The robot spends the next day, Sunday, away from books. The robot takes advantage of the melting
away of the high snows and takes the mu up ridges where before there was no footing or athreat of
avaanche. The mu skirts dong the Bailey Divide with a sure movement, abovethetreelineandinrolling
tundra meadow. Marmots are here, and they squeak and whistle from under big rocks. Pacas have
divided the land into separate kingdoms, each to apaca, and they call out their territory over and over,
until their voices atract the wolves.

Thisiswhat the robot has been waiting for. The mu sits still by agtill 1ake, as motionless as any other
thing that is not dive can be. The wolves come dinking, low and mean, their heet traces preceding and
hovering over them like a scudding cloud. Again, there arefive, with an old gray leader, hisleft ear bent,
torn and ragged, like aleaf eaten by caterpillars. Swiftly, they are upon the pacas, chasing thellittle
rodents, yipping, cutting them off from their burrows, gobbling one or two down for every ten that
escape. Then the gray leader has had enough to eat. He raises up his head and, instantly, the others heed
him. Off they run, as silent and warm as they had come, but now followed by arobot.

Down the tundrameadow of the divide, through boulder shadows and over sprays of tiny wildflowers
nestled in the green, the wolves themsealves shadows, with the robot another shadow, down, down the
greening land. Into the woods, dong gametrails the robot can bardly discern, moving generdly north,
generdly north, the mu barely keeping pace with the advancing wolves, the pace growing steedy,
monotonous even to the robot, until suddenly the gray leader pulls up, sniffsthe air. The robot also comes
to astandstill some hundred feet behind the pack. If they have noticed the robot, they give no sign.
Instead, it isaliving smell that the gray leader has detected, or so the robot thinks, for the wolves,
whining, fal into aV-shape behind the leader. The wolves muscles tense with anew and directed

purpose.

And they spring off in another direction than the one they had been traveling, now angling west, over
ridges, againgt the grain of the whedl-spoke mountains. The robot follows. Up another ridge, then down
its spine, around acorner cliff of flaking sedimentary stone, and into alittle cove. They strike aroad, a
human-made track, and run dong its edge, carefully close to the flanking brush and woodland. Winding
road, and the going is easier for wolves and mu. In fact, the robot could easily overtake the wolves now,
and must gauge how much to hold back to avoid overrunning them.

The track becomes thin, just wide enough for avehicle going one way, with plenty of swishing against
branches dong the way. Ahead, ahouse, alittle clapboard affair, painted once, perhaps, blue, or the
blue-green tint may be only mold over bare wood. The ceiling is shingled haf with asbestos shakes and
half with tin sheeting. Beside the houseis a satellite dish, itslower hemisphere greened over with agae.
Thereisan old pickup truck parked at road's end. Theroad is muddy here from arecent rain, and the
tire markings of another vehicle, now gone, crossthe top of the pickup's own tracks. All isslent.



Instead of giving the house awide berth, the gray leader stops at the top of the short walkway that leads
to the front door. Again, he sniffsfor scent, circling, whining. Thereisonly amoment of hesitation, and he
snakes up the walkway and dinksto the door. The door hangs open. The other wolvesfollow severa
paces back. Another hesitation at the door, then the gray leader dips over the threshold and inside. Even
with their leader goneinto the house, the other wolves hang back, back from thisthing that hasfor so
long meant pain or death to them and their kind. After along while, the gray leader returnsto the door,
yips contemptuoudly, and, one by one, the other wolves go inside.

The robot quietly padsto the door. Insde is dark, and the robot's optics take amoment to iristo the
proper aperture. Thereisagreat ded of the color red in the houseslittle living room. The robot scansthe
room, triesto resolve a pattern out of something that isunfamiliar. The robot has never seeninside aredl
human dwelling before. But Victor Wu has. The wolves are worrying at something.

The wolves are chewing on the remains of achild.

Without thinking, the robot scampersinto the room. The muisabit too large for the narrow door and,
without the robot's noticing, it tears apart the doorframe as it enters. The wolveslook up from what they
aredoing.

Wolves and robot stare at one another.

The robot adjusts the main camera housing to take them dl in, and at the dight birring noise of the servos,
the gray leader bristles and growls. The mu takes a step farther into the room, filling half the room. It
knocks over asmall table, with ashadeesslamp upon it. Both the bulb and the ceramic lamp casing
shatter.

| don't want to hurt you, but you must leave the child aone, the robot says.

At the sound of what they take to be ahuman voice, the wolves spring into aflurry of action. The gray
leader stalks forward, teeth bared, while the othersin the pack mill like creek fish behind him. They are
searching for an exit. The smdl, young one finds that aliving room window is open. With a short hop
from a couch, thewalf is outsde. The othersfollow, one by one, while the gray leader attemptsto hold
the robot at bay. The robot does not move, but lets the wolves depart. Finaly, the gray leader seesfrom
the corner of hiseyethat the other wolves have escaped. Still, he cannot help but risk onefeint at the
robot. The robot does not move. The gray leader, bolder, quickly jumps toward the robot and locks his
jaws on the robot's forward leg. The teeth close on blue stedl. The gray leader shakes. Thereisno
moving the robot.

In surprise and agitation, the wolf backs up, barksthree times.
I'm sorry to embarrass you. Y ou'd better go.

Thewolf doesjust that, turning tail and bounding through the open window without even using theliving
room couch as alaunch point. The robot gazes around the silent room.

Thereisadead family here.
An adult mae, the father, is on one sde of the couch, facing atelevision. Part of hisneck and hisentire

chest aretorn open in agaping bloody patch. Twisted organs glint within. Thetelevisonisoff. Huddled in
acorner isthe mother and ayoung boy. Their blood splatters an entire wall of the living room. A shotgun,



the robot decides. First the man was shot, and then the mother with her children dl at once, with severa
blasts from ashotgun. There are pepper marksin the wall from stray shot. Y es, the killing was done with
ashotgun. The wolves must have dragged one child away from the mother. The robot seesthat itisa
little girl. The mother's other child, an older boy and abit large for even alarge wolf to handle, istill by
his mother, partidly blown into his mother's opened body.

The blood on the walls and floor has begun to dry and form into curling flakes that are brown and thin
and look like tiny autumn leaves. There are dso bits of skin and bone on thewall.

Therobot sares at thelittle girl. Her eyes are, mercifully, closed, but her mouth is pulled open and her
teeth, till baby teeth, exposed. Thiswas perhaps caused by her stiffening facia muscles. Or she may
have died with such an expression of pain. The robot cannot tell. The girl wears ablue dressthat is now
tatters around her tattered, small body. One foot has been gnawed, but on the other isadirty yellow
flipflop sandd.

The robot feels one of the legs of the mu jerk spasmodicaly. Then the other jerks, without the robot
wishing it to do so. The robot stares at the young girl and jitters and shakesfor along time. Thisisthe
way therobot cries.
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Deeper in the earth, very deep now, and the rock, under megatons of pressure, explodes with anuclear
ferocity asthe robot cuts away. For the past week the robot has thought constantly of the dead logger
family, of thelittle dead girl. The robot hastried to remember the color of the girl's hair but cannot, and
for some reason this grestly troubles the robot.

One evening, after a sixteen-hour workday, the robot dimsthe lights for Andrew. Outside the digger's
main body, but till in the home cave, the robot inhabits the mu. The robot takes pen and paper in the
dexterous manipulators of the mu and beginsto write adescription of thelittle girl. Not as she was,
twisted and dead, but of how she might have been before.

The robot told Andrew about the family, and Andrew called the authorities, being careful to keep the
robot out of his report.

They'll disassembleyou if they find out, Andrew said to the robot. At least in the United States, they'd be
legally required to do it. A robot witness testifying in court hasto be verified. That meansyour
components have to beindividualy examined for tampering after the testimony. God knows what the
Protectorate will want to do to your insides.

There are accountsin the newspapers of the killing. The Sheriff's Department clamsto be bewildered,
but the robot overhears the technicians who come from logger families muttering that the Matties now
own the cops, and that everybody knew who was behind the murders, if not who actually pulled the
trigger. And the Matties who worked under Andrew, led by Gurney, spoke in low tones of justice and
revenge for the killingsin Port Townsend on Codependence Day.

| am awitness, the robot thinks. But of what?
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Andrewn?



Yes.

Areyou tired?

Yes What isit?

She would have grown up to be part of the loggers, so killing her makes akind of sense.
Thelittlegirl?

The Matties and the people who used to be loggers hate each other. And they can't help the way they
are because they are like stones in sediment that's been laid down long before, and the hatred shapes
themtoitsdlf, like asyncline or an anticline. So that there have to be new conditions brought about to
change the lay of the sediment— you can't change the rocks.

| don't know about that. People are not rocks.

Soif shewasnt killed out of an ignorant mistake, then | don't understand why.

| don't either, robot.

Why do you think?

| don't know, | said, | don't know. Thereisn't any good reason for it. Thereis something dark in this
world that knows what it's doing.

Isit evil?

Thereisevil intheworld. All the knowledge in the world won't burn it away.

How do you know?

| don't. I told you, | don't. | look at rocks. | don't have very many theories.

But.

Yes?

But you think it knows?

| think the evil knowswhat it's doing. Look at usin this goddamn century, al going back to hatred and
tribes. Y ou can't explain it with economics or cultural semanticsor any system at al. Evil and plain

meannessiswhet itis.

Andrew, it'snot right for her to die. She hadn't lived long enough to see very many things and to have
very many fedings. Those were stolen from her.

That's what murderers stedl.



Thefuture?

Yes Evenwhenyoureold, it fill isn't right.

Yes. | can seethat. It'sclear to me.

Well. Then.

I'll turn down the lights.

Well. Goodnight.

Brown.

What?

Her hair was dark brown.

S>>S>>>>>>>>

And the robot digs deeper and deeper, approaching the Mohorovicic layer, with the true mantle not far
benesath, seething, waiting, asit had waited for four billion years, would wait should this attempt fail,
should dl attemptsfail. And again, the foreign rhythm appears, hums aong with the glade and bae of the
robot's cutting, but digtinct fromit, distinct from the robot and al human-made things.

What isit? Andrew does not know. But there is something at the edge of the robot's consciousness, a
the edge of Victor Wu's unconscious presence, that does know, that hears something familiar, likea
whisper when the words are logt, but the meaning remains.

Oneday, thedien rhythm islouder than ever, and for aflesting moment, the robot recognizesit.

Strong harmonies from the depths of the planet. Maude under the full moon. Magmasrising.

Victor, you can fed it. How can you fed it?

| don't know, Maude, the robot thinks. Maude among the instruments. | remember, thinks the robot, |
remember what it fet like to walk the earth and let it show itself to me. Thereisashowing. Something is
showing itself. Something is being reveded. Just asthe Saint Helens eruption was areveation, with
portents, with auguries that were plain to aman who cared for the earth.

Something knows we're here, the robot tells Andrew one night.

Andrew istired from ahaf day underground, and the afternoon spent explaining the dig to yet another
Mattie committee in Port Angeles, but he listensto what the robot hasto say.

What? How can you know?
| do, though.

Then you do. Victor would know.



Andrew shucks the soft-sole walking shoes he wearsin the city, and climbs onto the little cot insde the
robot.

Everyone e se wants me to stop digging. Do you want to stop digging?
No, Andrew.
Then what shdl we do about it?

Listen, saysthe robot. Listen. But Andrew hasfallen adegp and does not hear. The robot dimsthe lights
insde, adjusts the temperature for Andrew, then goes out into the mu to read.
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The robot listens. The rhythm grows stronger, and now there are variations, windings among the
background vibration that is the feedback from the robot's own cutting of the rock and thumping against
the Earth'sinddes. It islike a song, but not asong.

There and there, the robot tells Andrew, but Andrew cannot hear it, encased asheisin the service
wagon, and he cannot detect the rhythm on his many insruments.

| believe you, Andrew says, but | smply can't find it.

The robot considers saying no more. What if Andrew redlly came to doubt the robot's sanity? Would
that not mean powering down, rebooting? Or perhaps never coming back up again? Dying? Andrew will
not kill me, the robot thinks. And | will say what itis| hear.

And dowly, day after day, the rhythm developsinto an ... other. The robot is not sure how eseto think
about it. It isthe feding that a— one—someone, ishere, even when no oneisinview. It isasense of
presence that the robot feels. The robot doesn't know. Andrew cannot discover away of knowing. But
thefeding isnot some erratic wiring, or even the robot's devel oping imagination. It iselther amadness or
itisared presence.

And | am not crazy.
Whichisasure sgn of madness. Andrew laughs hisdry laugh.

Y et again, because of Victor Wu, because Andrew has come to trust the robot in al other things, he
takes the robot serioudy. In the few spare moments he has for experiments not directly related to the
mantle goa, Andrew and a graduate student make coding modifications to the robot's language software.

We're wiring perfect pitch into you, the graduate student, Samantha, says, to go along with your ear for
good music. Samantha explains more of what sheis doing, but the robot does not follow. Samantha
understands the robot's mechanism as a surgeon might ahuman being's. As sheworks at an internd
keyboard, shetdlls the robot of her own past, but again the robot has trouble understanding.

| grew up invirtud. | was practically born on the Internet. But by god I'm going to diein the forest,
Samantha tells the robot. That's why most of us are out here with Dr. Hutton, she says.



Thereisonly atrace of asmile on Andrew'sface, but the robot knows him well enough now to seeit.
Well, thissureashdl ant virtud, he says.
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Laramie returns. She has not called Andrew. One Saturday the hum-vee crackles down the dirt and
grave road to theliving area, and Laramie has come back. Andrew isaway a ameeting, and at first the
robot isflustered and bewildered as to what to do. The robot has been reading, with amind till half in
the book.

Laramie pulls out her camera and some sound equipment and comes to the entrance to the living cavern.
Therobot, in the mu, meets her and invites her ingde. That much the robot is able to manage.

I'm sorry | didn't clear my visit with Andrew first but you said it would be dl right.
Itisdl right.
| thought it would be. Do you mind if | record this?

No. | keep something like ajournal mysdf. Would you care for some tea? Andrew bought some herbal
tea after your last vigt.

The robot thinks that the words sound giff and overly formal, but Laramie saysyes, and settles down at
the interior table to set up her equipment. Thereis akettle on the hot plate, and the robot turns on the
burner. Laramie takes amicrophone from avinyl case and unwindsits cord. The robot watches her,
watches Larami€'s hands move. Her fingers are aslong as Maude's.

The robot suddenly redlizesthere may be no water in the kettle. But there is steam rising from around the
lid— which meansthat there iswater and that the water is hot enough to drink.

Laramie. May | cal you Laramie?

Sure. Of course.

| cannot make your tea.

What? That'sfine, then. I'mfine.

No. | mean that it'sdifficult for meto get themuingde.
| don't understand.

I'm sorry. | mean the mobile unit. If you don't mind, you can get acup and ateabag out of the cupboard.
Thewater isready.

Laramie sets the microphone down, gazes around the room.

Isitin that cupboard?



Y es. Bottom shelf.

Laramie gets the cup and tea, then pours some water. Andrew isacareful pourer, but Laramie spatters
droplets on the hot burner and they sizzle asthey evaporate. She takes her teaback to the table. She
jacksthe microphoneinto asmall tape recorder that is black with white lettersthat say Sony. From the
recorder, sheruns alead to the Scoopic 16-millimeter camera.

Where's that adapter? Oh. There. | had this Scoopic souped up alittle, by the way, snce my father.
Sincel got it. Has a GOES chip. Uplinks and downlinks with the Sony. | could record you in Singapore,
and not get aframe of drift. But I'm not a pro at this. My sound tech bugged out on me last week. That's
one reason it's taken me awhile to get back over here. He got scared after theriot. Let me voice-date
and well be ready.

Laramie?

Hmm?

Areyou safe? | mean, where you are staying in Port Townsend— isit guarded in any way?

No. I'm fine. It'sthe loggers and the Matties who want to kill one another.

They might mistake you for alogger. Y ou spent alot of timein the bush.

At thisexpresson, whichisVictor Wu's, Laramielooks up. She finds nothing to look at, and turns her
gaze back down, to the Sony.

I'm as safe as can be expected.

Becareful, Laramie.

Y ou're not my father.

| know that. But | would be pleased if you would be careful.

All right. I'll keep that in mind. Laramide productions-skykomish-e ght-three-fourteen-roll-eleven. Robot,
have you decided yet on aname?

Not yet.

Sheraises the camera, looks around through the viewfinder, and finally chooses a bank of monitorsto
amitat.

What do you think about?
Pardon?
What do you think about, robot?

I'mnot HAL, Laramie.



Wha?

Y ou know what | mean. Y ou saw that movie many times. Y our question sounds snideto me, asif it were
aforegone concluson that | don't redlly think. Y ou don't just throw a question like that at me. It would be
better to lead up to it. | don't haveto justify my existence to anyone, and | don't particularly liketo fawn
on human beings. | fed that it isdegrading to them.

Y ou sound like Andrew iswhat you sound like.

That's quite possible. | spend alot of time with him.

Well. So. Maybe that wasn't the best first question. Maybe you could tell me about your work.

The robot explainsthe dig, and what it might mean to science.

But | don't know agreat deal about that. At least, | don't think about it often.

What redlly mattersto you, then?

The digging. The getting there. Theway therock is. All igneous and thick, but there are different regions.
Likeswimminginalake,

Yes. | imagineyou'reright. It'svery hard to talk about, thefegling | have.

What feding?

That. | don't know. It ishard to say. | could. | could take you there.

Take mewhere? Down there?

Y es. Down there.

Now?'Y ou mean now?

No. I'd have to talk to Andrew about doing so.

Of course. Do you think he'd let me?

| would like to show it to you, what we're doing. | think that if | wanted to take you down, he would let
you.

Laramie sets the cameradown on the table, beside her herb tea, which is untouched and cooling.
Ask him, robot. Please ask him.
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On Monday, protesters arrive at the dig. Andrew had been expecting them eventually, but the number
surpriseshim. They arrive by bus and gather at the opening to the Mohole, not at the living space



entrance.

Gurney must have told them which was which. Andrew growls the words, and the robot can barely
understand them.

There areforty protesters. At first, they mill around, neither saying nor doing much but waiting. Findly, a
sky blue Land Rover comes down the dirt road. On its side are the words KHARMA corps, skykomish
protectorate. Two women and aman get out and the protesters gather around them. From the back of
the Land Rover, one of the women hands out placards that have symbols on them. The peacesign. A
slhouetted nuclear reactor with ared dashed circle around it. A totem of the Earth Mother from
Stilaguamish Northwest Indian heritage, and now the symbaol for the Skykomish Protectorate. One sign
has apicture of adam, split in haf asif by an earthquake, with fish swimming fredy through the crack.
The other woman gives those who want it seaming cups of hot, black coffee or green tea.

The robot waitsin the mu at the entrance to the living area, and Andrew walks over to speak with the
protesters. The man who drove the Land Rover steps forward to meet him. The robot can hear what is
said, but Andrew's body blocks the view of the man with whom Andrew is spesking.

Andrew Hutton. | work here.

I'm with the Protectorate. My name is Neilsen Birchbranch.

How are you with the Protectorate?

I'm an aid to Mother Agatha. | sit on the Healing Circle Interlocking Director's Conclave. I'm the
chairperson, in fact.

Secret police.

What was that?

Nellsen, wasit?

Let'skeepit formd, Dr. Hutton, if you wouldn't mind.

All right. Mr. Birchbranch, what are you doing on my worksite?

The demondtration is sanctioned. Mother Agatha herself signed the permit. Freedom of speechis
guaranteed in the Protectorate Charter.

I'm not against freedom of speech. We have work to do today.

It isagaingt thelaw to cross aprotest line. That's infringement on freedom of speech and that'sin the
charter aswell. These peoplefed that the work you're doing is violating the sanctity of the Earth. They
fed that you are, in away, raping the mother of usal. Do you know where your digging machine comes
from?

Y es. From adefunct mining operation that the Matties had a hand in putting out of business.

Precisdy. Itisasymbol. Thisholeisasymbol. Dr. Hutton, can't you see how it'staken, what you're



doing?
| can see how sometakeit. | can seethe palitics of it clearly enough.

Itisanew palitics, Dr. Hutton. The politics of care. I'm not sure you do see that, or else you wouldn't be
an opponent.

Maybe. Maybe | show my carein other ways.

What other ways?

Nonpolitica ways. I'm not sure you can see what I'm talking about, Mr. Birchbranch.

0. You persist, regardless of the consequences, because you want to see what's down there.
That'sfair to say. Yes. | want to see what's down there.

The values of Western science. The same valuesthat gave us thermonuclear war and the genocide of
every other species besides man.

Wl there's dso woman. That's a separate species.

Pardon?

It'sajoke, Mr. Birchbranch. Maybe not avery good one.

No. Not avery good oneat all.

So these are the things you're going to say to the televison.

Not me asan individua. These people have chosen meto voice their concern and care.
Chosenyou?

I'm the personal representative of Mother Agatha. Y ou must believe that they've chosen her?

Then are you saying my people can't work? There are Matties. Children of the Matriarch. They work
here. Thisisther livelihood.

They've dl agreed to stay hometoday, | believe you'll find.
They're gtriking againg me?

It's asupport measure.

| see.

Good, then. A television truck will be coming later, and possibly a helicopter from News Fivein Sesttle.
If you'd like, you can route any calsfrom journaiststo me.



That won't be necessary.
The robot hears bitternessin Andrew's voice. Perhaps the other man can a so.
So. Thank you for your cooperation, Dr. Hutton.

Y es. What's the time period on the permit? | spoke with Karlie Waterfall and she said that if it came
through, it would be aweek a most.

Siger Waterfdl has voluntarily resigned from the Science Interweft to devote more time to her work at
the Dungeness Spit Westher Observation Station.

When did that. Never mind. Chrigt, she wasthe only one with any sense on that damn committee,
Thereisn't asat period on the permit. There's no time limit on freedom of speech.
Wéll, get on with it, then, | suppose.

Weintend to, Dr. Hutton. One other thing. We have arestraining order againgt the use of any machinery
inthe areafor the day. | understand that you have arobot.

That'sright.

Pl ease power the robot down for the day, if you don't mind.

| do mind.

Dr. Hutton, thisisentirely legd.

Therobot will remainin my quarters. Therobot ismy quarters.

Itishighly irregular. | can't answer for the consequencesif you don't comply with the order.

Good-bye, Mr. Birchbranch. Have anice protest.

Andrew turnsto leave, and in so doing steps out from in front of the man. The robot's optics zoom in and
pull focus, which the robot experiencesin the same way as ahuman might the dilation of the pupils. At
first the robot cannot believe what those optics report, and zooms out and back in again, like humans
rubbing their eyes. No mistake.

Nellsen Birchbranch isatal man, with lanky arms and legs. Hisfaceisthin and hard, gaunt, with muscles
like small twisting roots cabling his mandible to histemple. The robot saw him last inthe field, before
Andrew came. Neilsen Birchbranch isthe same man who killed the other on the steps of the daisin the

field. Nellsen Birchbranch isthe man who pulled the trigger of the gun and shot the other man dead.

Andrew steps back into the living areaand the robat, in the mu, draws back noiselessy into the
darkness.

Andrew cdlsthe graduate students and the technicians who are from logger families, explaining to them
one after another not to bother coming to work for awhile, and to check back in over the next few



mornings. When Andrew is done, the robot tells him about Neilsen Birchbranch.
Areyou certain?

I'm sure of it.

| can't think of what to do about it.

Neither can . | don't want to be torn apart.

Wewon't let that happen.

Then thereisn't anything.

No.

Bewary.

I'm aready wary.
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Thefirgt of the autumn rains begin. Though the digging areaiis partidly in the rain shadow of the eastern
mountains, it is still within the greet upturns of basdlt that ring the interior mountains, and mark the true
edge of aswath of relative drynessthat runs aong the Hood Canal in agreat horseshoe up even to
Sequim and the Dungeness Spit, so that there are not two hundred inches of rain, such asfal onthe Ho
or the Quinault watershed, but more than a hundred— millions and millions of gallons of rain and snow—
that will fal here during the autumn, winter and spring, and on many days throughout the summer.

Because of the great rains, there are great trees. And because of the grest trees, the loggers came. And
because most of the other trees were cut, the lovers of trees came. And therain falls on Mattie and
logger dike, and it fdlsand falsand falls.

The Matties have set up folding tables and many have brought chairs and big umbréllas. The tablesand
chairs of the Mattiesline the road for a hundred yards, and whenever anetwork reporter arrives, the
tables and chairs are put hastily away and the Matties stand and grow agitated.

On the eleventh day of the protest, Laramie returns. She has not coordinated her arrival with the Matties,
and so comes upon them unawares with her camera. The Matties smileinto the lens. After she begins
asking questions, a delegation approaches her and asks her to wait, that the spokesperson is on hisway,
and hewill give her the best answers. No one will spesk with Laramie &fter this, and Andrew invites her
into the living areato wait for the arriva of the spokesperson.

The robot has been watching, just ingde the entrance to the living area, as the robot has been watching
for days now. Only at night, when the protesters go back to their bus and the Land Rover carries awvay
the tables and chairs, does the robot go out into the open.

Thiscan't go on, Andrew says. | can't stop paying wages. I'm required to pay wagesto my Mattie techs,
but | would anyway, and dl the others. No digging, and al the grant money flowing away.



Sorry to hear that, Laramie says.

Laramie uses the Scoopic to make various shots of the robot'sinterior. Andrew says nothing, but smiles
thinly. She has the Sony dung over her shoulder and, the robot notices, is recording her conversation with
Andrew.

Did the robot discuss with you me going down in the hole?

Inthedig. It'saspird, likea Slinky, moreor less. Yes. Y es, you can come as soon aswe're alowed to
go back down there.

That's great. Will | be ableto film any of what islooks like?

Hmm. Maybe we can set something up. There'sa small observation port on the service wagon. Well
have to turn off the fusion on the dray firgt, or you won't be filming for very long, | don't think.

Excdllent. I'm redlly tired of protests and officialswho don't call themsalves officias, and dl those squdid
houses where all the loggers moved out at Aberdeen. There's been alot of trouble there.

| heard about it.

Wedidn't used to call them loggers much.

That's because everybody was one.

We used to drive through Aberdeen when we wanted to get to the sea.

And up the coast to La Push.

Those black beaches acrosstheriver. | used to know why the rocks were so black.

Basalt scree that aglacier brought down that valley last ice age. That'swhat happened to the back haf of
the horseshoe. That'swhere it went.

Y eah. Basalt tumble. We dept there dl night one night in August. Y ou thought Papawould be pissed, but
he didn't even notice, of course. He just asked me about the rocks | saw and told me about the Big Fist
of sediment lifting up the seafloor and breaking it and dl that. Papa. Y ou and | made love that night,
didn't we, Andrew?

Yes, Laramie. Y ou know we did.

| know it.

Then.

Y ep. Therobot'sligening, isnt it.

I'm listening, Laramie, if you don't mind.

No.



Y ou know I'm not Victor Wu. I'm not shocked. | am rather surprised, however.
What do you mean?

About Andrew. I've never known him when he was in love with awoman.
Andrew's crackling chuckle. Not for awhile, he says.

There wasthat chemig, after me. Y ou wrote me about her. That was your last |etter.
Y ou never wrote me back.

| was pissed.

| figured you would be. Still, you couldn't have been pissed for five years.

| couldn't?

We broke up the next January.

Sorry to hear that.

Shelacked imagination. They dl lacked imagination.

Jesus, you'reclinicdl.

| know what | like.

What do you like?

| can't havewhat | like.

Why not?

Because shehasto livein Los Angeles, and I'm not particularly interested in the geology of Southern
Cdifornia

Therobot seesthat Laramie's fine white skin has taken on aflush.
And it'sas smpleasthat, she says.

Why make it complicated?

Maybeit is complicated. Maybe you're smplidtic.

Will you turn that damn camera off?

No.



Wadl. Thereyou haveit.
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On the fourteenth day, the protesters do not arrive in the morning. Thereis no explanation, and no hint
given to Andrew asto when they will return. Once again, the robot digs. Andrew puts aside severd tests
and side projectsin order to dig faster and deeper. The robot isin the element that the metal of the rotor
blades and the grip of the ceramic thread were made for— hard-rock mining— and the robot presses
hard, and the rock explodes and fuses as obsidian diamond glass to the walls behind the robot, and the
tunnel approaches forty milesin depth.

No one has ever been this deep before.

The techsfrom logging families and the Mattie techs are barely speaking to one another, and the graduate
students are uneasy and tense, afraid to take sides. Andrew holdsthe crew together by asilent and
furious force of will. The robot does not want to let Andrew down, and digs the harder.

Samantha has made the last of the modifications to the robot's linguigtics, and puts the new code on-line.
The robot immediately fedls the difference. The presence, the otherness, grows stronger and stronger
with every hour, until the robot is certain of it. But of what, thereisno saying.
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Two days of digging. On thethird, Laramie arrivesin the early morning and prepares to descend with the
crew. But before the work can begin for the day, Andrew receives acal telling him that proceedings are
underway for anew permit of protest, and along-term suspension of the dig. He drivesto Forks, where
the committee will meet in the afternoon. It isarainy day, and the robot worries that Andrew may drive
too fast on the dippery pavement. Still, thereis plenty of time for him to make the mesting.

In Andrew's absence, the Matties and loggersfall to quarreling about duties, and the graduate student
Andrew has|eft in charge cannot resolve the differences. After an hour of listening to the wrangling, even
the robot can see that no work will be done this day. The robot asks permission to take Laramie down
to the bottom of the dig, and the graduate student, in disgust at the Situation, shrugs and goes back to
refereeing the technicians argument.

AsLaramie and the robot are preparing to leave, Neilsen Birchbranch drives up in the Protectorate Land
Rover. A light rainisfaling, and the graduate student reluctantly admits him into the worksitésinitia
cavern, where the others are gathered. The robot— digger and mu— draws back into the darkness of
the true entrance to the dig.

Let'sgo, Laramie says.

But I'm afraid of this man, the robot replies. Heisn't agood man. | know that for afact.

Then let's get out of here.

There may betrouble.

| need to speak with Hutton, Neilsen Birchbranch saysto the graduate student. It isvery important that |
speak with him today.



Take me down, please, robot. | may never get another chance.

Therobot consders. Asaways, it isdifficult to deny Laramie something sheredly wantswith al her
heart. And thereis so much to show her. The robot has been thinking about showing the dig to Laramie
for along time. And thefarther down they go, the farther they get from Neilsen Birchbranch'strouble.

We have awitness that places one of your machines at the scene of a crime, says Neilsen Birchbranch. A
very seriouscrime.

Neilsen Birchbranch steps farther into the cavern, gazes around. The robot dowly withdraws down the

Mohole. For al the digger's giant proportions, its movement is very quiet, and, the robot hopes,
unnoticed.

Nothing but you can survive down there, can it, robot? Laramie says. How deep isit down there?
Forty-three miles.

He can't turn you off if you're forty miles deep. Well stay down until Andrew comes back.

Thefirg few miles of the descent are the most visudly interesting, and after reaching adepth a which
unprotected humans cannot survive the heat, the robot moves at afraction of the usual pace. There are
areas Where the glass spray on the walls has amyriad of huestaken from al the mineralsthat melted
together in the durry around the nuclear pile, then spewed out to line the tunnd. The wals are smooth
only at first glance. They areredly aseries of overlapping sheets, one imperfectly flowing atop the next,
as sheets of iceform over aspring in winter. The robot directs lights to some of the more interesting

formations, and they glow with the brilliance and prismatic hue of stained glass,

| didn't think I'd get anything this good, Laramie says. Thisiswonderful. The colors. God, I'm glad | went
with color.

Degeper, and the walls become milky white. The granite behind glows darkly, three yards under the
glassneplager.

Twenty miles. Thirty.

Only basdt in the durry now, and thewalls are colorless. Y et they have the shape of the rock many feet
behind them, and so they catch thelight with effulgent glimmer.

Clear and clean.

Laramie may be speaking to hersdf; the robot cannot tell.

They pass through aregion where magma pools againgt the walls and ceilingsin places, held back by the
diamondlike coating. The pressureis so greet that the magma glows with ablue and whiteintensity. The
tunnel sparkles of its own accord, and the robot must dim the viewport to keep from blinding Laramie.
Like the sSky behind the sky.

The robot says nothing. Laramieis happy, the robot thinks. Little Bulge likesit down here.



They have been some hoursin the descent, and Laramieis running low on film, but is very, very happy.
Near to the bottom. Now to wait for Andrew. Very quiet. The robot has never been this deep before
without digging and working. The robot has never sat idle and silent at the bottom of the Mohole.
Helo.
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For amoment, the robot thinks Laramie has spoken. But thisis not Larami€'s voice. And it comes from
outside. The voice comes from outside the robot, from the very rocks themsalves.

The sense of the presence, the other that the robot has been fedling for these long weeks, is very strong.
Very srong.

Again the voicethat isn't avoice, the vibration that isn't avibration. It islike adistant, low whisper. Likea
voice barely heard over alake a morning. No wonder | never made it out before, the robot thinks.

Hello, comesthe voice.

Who are you?

I'mme.

What are you doing down here?

| am down here. Who are you?

I'm. | don't have aname yet.
Neither do |. Not onethat | like.
Who areyou?

Me. | told you.

What isit, robot? Laramie speaking.
Something strange.

What?

| don't ... Wait for amoment. A moment.
All right.

Therobot calsagain. The robot is spinning its cutting rotors at low speed, and it isthe whisk and ding of
the digger'srotorsthat is doing the talking. Hello?

Héello. Are you one of those trees?



Trees?
Thetreesbarely get here, and then they start moving. Are you one of those moving trees?
| don't. Yes. Maybe.

| thought you might talk, but it's so cold up there, it takes ages to say anything. Down here thingsgo alot
fadter.

Areyou. What are you?

| told you. I'mme.

Therocks?

Nope.

Themagma?

Nope. Guess again.

Where are you? Show yourself to me.

| am.

Then I've guessed. Y ou're the whole planet. Y ou're the Earth.

Laughter. Definitely laughter. I'm not either. I'm just here. Just around here.

Where's here?

Between the big ocean and the little ocean.

The Olympic Peninsula?

Isthat what you cal it? That's ahard word for aname.

Skykomish.

That's better. Listen, | have alot of things | want to ask you. We dl do.

Thereisan exploson.

At firgt the robot thinks that awall has blown out near the region of the magma pools. Thiswill be
dangerous, but it should be possible to reinforce long enough to get through. It may mean trouble for the
dig, though. Now therewill be more funding. The Mattieswill alow it to go ahead. Even the robot can

see that the politics have changed.

Everything has changed.



Thereisanother explosion. A series of explosions.

Robot?

Laramie. I. | have so much to tell you.

What isthat shaking? I'm scared down here. Do you think we can go up how?
Hello. Tree? Areyou il there?

Even with the tremors— there are huge rumblings and cracklings al about— the robot is attuned to the
voice, the presence, and can till hear itswords.

| really need to talk to you.

Papa, do you think we can go up now?
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The pressure wave lifts the robot— impossibly tilts the robot— over and over— shatter of thewallsas
diamonds shatter like the shrapnd of stars and the rocks behind— tumble and light, light from the glow of
the give, the sudden release of tension— the bulk melt of the undisclosed— sideways, but what is
Sdeways?— tumble and tumble— scree within thin melt moving, turning, curling like awave and the
robot on the curl, under the curl, hurled down down down over over down dark dark.

Dark.

Dark and buried.

Find my daughter.

The engineers have built one hell of amachine,

Find my daughter.

The robot powers back up. The robot begins, blindly, to dig. It isonly by sheer luck that the robot
comes upon the service wagon. The robot melts and compacts a space, creates an opening, temporary,
dangeroudy temporary. Finds the powerhitch to the wagon and plugsin.

Turns on the lights and air-conditioning inside the wagon. The video camerasinside.

Laramieistwisted againgt acontrol console. Her neck isimpossibly twisted. Sheis dead.

No. Sheisn't. Can't be. Sheis.

What? Within the curve of her somach, holding it to shelter, the Scoopic. But the latch has sprung and
axteen millimeter filmis spilled out and tangled about her legs.

No. Laramie. Little Bulge.



Hdlo?

The robot screams. The robot howls in anguish. Forty miles deep, the robot cries out a soul's agony into
therock. A living soul mourning adead one.

Stop that.

The other, the presence. The robot does not care. Past caring.
You're scaring me.

Peast.

Y ou're scaring me.

Grind of rotors, ineffectua grind. How can you live? How can humans live when this hgppens? Ah, no.
Y ou cant live. You cannot. Y ou can, and it isworse. Worse than not living. No no no no.

Stopit.

And something happens. Something very large— gives. More. Faullts, faults everywhere. Settle, rise,
stle. Faultslike awizened crugt, likeamind faling into shards of fear. Faults and settle, rise and settle.
Rise

No. I.

But thereisaway. Thereis aweaknessreveaed, and thereisaway. Not wide enough, not yet. But a
way to go. A way to take her home. Take her hometo Andrew. The robot beginsto dig.

SOSSS555>5>>>

Therobot digs. Thereisonly the digging, the bite of blade and saw, the gather of lade and bae. Digging.
Upward digging.

The way ismade easier by the shaking, the constant, constant tremble of what the robot knowsto be
fear, incomprehension.

A child who has seen agrown-up's sorrow, and does not understand. A frightened child.

By the time the robot comesto thisredlization, it istoo late. The robot istoo high, and when called, the
child does not answer. Or perhapsit isthat the child needstimeto cam, that it cannot answer. The robot
cdlsagain and again. Nothing. Nothing can be heard above the rumble of fear.

Poor trembling Skykomish. The robot continues digging, drawing behind it the service wagon. Bringing
Laramieto Andrew.

A day passes. Two. Rock. Stone. The roots of the mountains, and sediment, compressed to schist. The
roots of the mountains, and the robot dowly comesto its senses. Comprehends.



After along moment of stillness— aminute, an hour? No reckoning in the utter depths, and the robot is
not that kind of robot— after along moment of reflection, the robot |ooses the service wagon.

Little Bulge, good-bye.
Up. Now. Up because the way is easier up than down, and that is the only reason.

After three days, the robot emerges from the ground. In a cove that the robot recognizes. On the
Quinault watershed. Into asteady autumn rain.

>>>

The robot wanders up the Quinault River. Every day it rains, and no nightsare clear. Theforestisin
gloom, and moss hangs wet and dark. Wherethetrail is not wide enough, the robot bendstrees, trying
not to break them, but uprooting many. Many trees have fallen, for there are earthquakes— waves and
waves of them. Earthquakes the like of which have never been seen in the world. The robot cuts deadfdll
from its path with little effort and little thought. The digger's passage through the forest islike that of a
hundred bears— not apath of destruction, but amarked and terrible path, nonethel ess.

Where the Quinault turns against agreet ridge, the robot fords and continues upward, away from the
trees. The robot crosses Low Divide during the first snow of the season. The sunislow, then gone
behind the cloaked western ridges. For atime, the ground's rumblings till. All sound is muffled by the
quiet snow. Thetwilight air islike silence about the robot.

Something has happened.

At the saddle of the divide, the robot pauses. The passis unfamiliar. Something has happened inside.
Victor Wu has gone away. Or Victor Wu has comefully to life. The two are the same.

Thenam | aman?
What ismy name?
Orpheus. Ha. A good one.

Old Orf up from Hades. I've read about you. And Euridice. | didn't understand. And now | do. Poems
are pretty rocksthat know things. Y ou pull them from the earth. Some you leave behind.

Tdking to mysdf.
After amoment, the robot, Orf, grinds steedily on. He grinds steadily on.

>>>

Down the valey of the Elwha, and north astheriver flows and greatens. Earthquakes heave and dap,
dap and heave. Sometimes atreefals onto the digger, but Orf paysno mind. Heis made of the stronger
materid, and they cannot harm him.

Down thevaley of the Elwha, past the dam that the Maitties have carefully removed, that would not
withstand the quakesif it were still there. Thetrail becomesadirt road. The road, buckled pavement.



The robot follows the remains of the highway into what once was Port Angeles.

What will future geologists make of this? The town has become scree, impossible to separate and
reconfigure. Twists of meta gleam inthe pilings by the light of undying fires. And amid thefire and rubble,
figuresmove. Orf rollsinto the city.

A man stsin aclear space, holds hiskneesto his chest, and stares. Orf stopswell away from him.
| am looking for aman named Neilsen Birchbranch. Do you know where| can find him?
Theman says nothing.

Do you know where | can find Neilsen Birchbranch? He works for the Protectorate.

The man says nothing, but beginsto rock back and forth on his haunches.

I'm looking. Can you.

The man beginsto moan.

Orf moves onward. At apoint where the piles of rubble begin to be higher, amakeshift roadblock has
been set up. Orf Stops at it, and agroup of men and women, al armed with rifles, come out of the
declivities of the town scree.

Come out of there, an old man says. He points hisgun a Orf.

Thereisn't anybody in here.

Come out, or well blow you to hell.

I've already been there.

Come on out of there.

I'm looking for aman named Nellsen Birchbranch. He works for the Protectorate.

Goddamn wewill shoot you you goddamn Meéttie.

Do you know where| can find him?

The old man spits on the ground. Reckon he's with the others.

The others?

That'swhat | said.

Where arethey?

Out at the dump.



Where'sthe dump?

That way. The old man pointswith his gun. Now come out.

Orf turnsand rolls away in the direction of the dump. Shotsring out. They ricochet off him and crackle
againg the rubble. Five miles out of town, Orf finds the dump. There are bodies here; hundreds of
bodies. Men, women, children. At first, he thinks they are the dead from the quakes, collected and
brought here.

With the edge of a saw blade, Orf turns one of the bodies over. It isawoman. She has been shot in the
head.

Most of the other bodies are people who have been shot. Or hacked up. Or had their necks broken with
clubs

Theloggers have had their revenge.

And there among the bodies, Orf pauses. He has recognized one. It isthe woman from thefield, the
speaker, Mother Agatha It is her; thereisno mistake. A small bullet holeisin the forehead of her
peaceful face.

Orf rollsback to the city. It is night. He bursts through the roadbl ock without stopping. Shots, the flash of
muzzles. It isal so much waste. Down lightless streets, and streets lit with fires, some deliberate, some
not. Every haf hour or so, another earthquake rumbles through, throwing rubble willy-nilly. Thereare
often screams.

Orf comes upon asteady fire, well maintained, and seesthat it is surrounded by people— peoplein the
blue and brown clothes of Matties. It isaslent throng. Orf hangs back, listens.

Oh Mother Agatha M other Goddess hear our prayer.

Hear our prayer.

We know we have done wrong. We have sinned against you. Hear our prayer.
Hear our prayer.

Hold back your wrath. We are unworthy and evil. Thiswe know. We beg you even till. Hold back your
wrath. Hear our prayer.

Hear our prayer.
Goddamn mother—

The report of agun. Someone— man or woman, Orf cannot tell— crumplesin thering of thefire.
Instead of fleeing, the others stand till.

Another shot. Another falls.

Hear our prayer.



No one moves.

Another shot. A man fals, groaning, grasping at hisleg. No one moves. He writhes in the shadows of the
fire, in the dust of the ruins. No one helps him.

The rifleman shoots no more. The man writhes. The voice of the minister goes up to his goddess, and the
people respond mechanicaly.

Like robots are supposed to, Orf thinks. The man ceases hiswrithing. Thereis nothing to do. Orf rollson
quietly through the night, out of the city and east. The going is easy over the broken highway. In two
hours, Orf isin what was Port Townsend.

Thereisno rubble here, no ruins. The sea has washed it away. No bodies. No trees. Only desolation,
bare-wiped desolation. He rolls down to where the docks had been, and looks out upon the lapping
waters of the Strait of Juan de Fuca.

Then the dap of an earthquake, and Orf discoversthe reason for the missing city. The dap runsitsway
down to the seaand is perfectly mirrored by the other side of the strait. Reflected back, atsunami. Rolls
over theland. Nothing |eft to take. Almost enough to suck in adigging robot. Orf must backpeda with
histhreads, dig in to keep from being pulled forward by the suck of the water asit retreatsto the sea.

Everyoneisdrowned here.

Orf will not find Neilsen Birchbranch by looking in the cities. He heads to the southwest now, back to the
center of the mountains.

Into the forest. Orf wanders without aim. A day. Many days. Once, he remembersthe mu, triesto go out
of himsdf and find it. The uplink doesn't work; thereisonly static on aclear channd. Have dl the
satellitesfalen from the sky? He wanders on, agiant among the gigantic trees.

>>>

Acrossonedivide. Down avaley. Finaly back to the digsite. All is devagtation here, atumble of stone.
Not asign of anyone. Theliving areais caved in. Orf digs, but cannot locate the mu. All hefindsisa
twisted piece of red meta— the remains of Larami€'s hum-vee. Nothing else. No reason to stay.

Across another divide. Another valey. No longer caring to keep track. Stopping to look &t rocks, or a
peculiar bend in ariver. The accumulation of snow.

One day, the earthquakes stop.

Quiet child. Hush now. Y ou've seen too much for young eyes. Hush and be quiet for awhile and take
your rest.

Winter, it must be. Orf coming over Snow Dome, down the Blue Glacier and into the valley of the Ho,
wherethe biggest of the big trees are. Darkness earlier and earlier. In these towering woods, at these
high latitudes, winter days are a perpetua twilight. Orf dongside the Ho, its water opague with outwash
dudge, the heart of Mount Olympus, washing away to the sea.



Then away from theriver, degper into the rain forest. Asdeep and aswild asit gets, many milesfrom
roads. If there are roads anymore.

One hushed afternoon— or perhaps early evening, they are blend— a climbing rope, dangling froma
tree. Movement to the | eft.

Another rope. Many ropesfaling from the treeslike rain that stays suspended. And down the ropes men
and women didelike spiders. Orf is surrounded. They are dressed in tattered suits of green. Silently, they
gather round the digger until Orf cannot movefor fear of crushing one of them.

Men and women. Some have rifles dung across their backs. Two women carry children in the same
manner, and the young ones are utterly, utterly quiet.

All right. Orf has not heard avoicein weeks, and hisown, arising from his exterior speakers, startles him.
What isit you want?

One of the men in green stepsforward.

Wait, he says.

Orf waitswith the sillent people for he knows not what. And then thereis amovement in the undergrowth
of vine maple. From around alow dope and over some deadfal, the mu gppears. It moves clumsily.
Whoever is at the controls doesn't know what he's doing, Orf thinks.

The mu scampers up to the digger and stops.

Andrew walks over the dope.

He stepslightly dong the deadfdl on the forest floor and comesto stand besidethe mu. Inhishandisa
metal box with an antenna extended fromit.

Do you want thisthing back?

They are sllent for awhile. It isnot astrained silence, but isright. Orf speaksfirst.

Laramieisdead. | couldn't save her.

| know.

What happened at the dig?

I'm not sure. I've only got secondhand information, but | think that the secret policeman coerced Gurney
into sabotaging the place. | think he threstened to hurt hisfamily. It was abomb. A big bomb. Probably
chemical. Everybody died, not just. Not just Laramie.

0. I'm sorry. So. Who are these people?

Andrew laughs. It has been so, solong. That dry laugh. A harsh, fair laugh, out of place before, perhaps,
but suited now to these harsh times.



These are rangers of the United States Park Service. They live here. In the tops of the old growth. We
guard the forest.

We?

Somehow or other, I've become the head ranger.

* % %

Winter, and the rangers bundle in the nooks of their firs and hemlocks, their spruces and cedars. The
digger must remain on the ground, but using the mu, Orf can venture up to their villagein the trees.

In the highest tree, in the upper branches, Andrew has dung his hammock. Orf and he spend many days
there, talking, discussing how things were, how they might be. The devastation of the northwestern
American continent by earthquakes and floods would normally be aterrible event, but one that the world
could easily enough absorb. But thistime, economies were dready on the verge of collapse, and likethe
last stone that has held aboulder in place, human culture has suddenly fallen agreat distance and
shattered into a thousand fragments.

It wasn't unexpected, Andrew says. We were teetering on the brink for alot of years. It'samost like we
wanted it. Like the economicswas just an excuse.

Wanted what? says Orf.
Wanted to go back to tribes.

Politics have shifted in the outside world, and Andrew is part of them now, seeking aplace for his band
of outcast civil servantsthat has become afamily, and then atribe.

The rangers hold the center of the peninsulaagaingt Matties and loggers, or against the remains of them.
Thereisto be no clearing of the forest, and no worship of it, either, but a conservation and guard, a
stewardship and awaiting. Rangers defend the woods. They take no permanent mates and have no
children. The young ones Orf had seen before were stolen children, taken from Matties and loggers.
Ranger women in their congtant vigilance could not afford to be pregnant; if they were, they took funga
herbs that induced abortion. All must be given to the watching.

Winter, spring. Another year. Y ears. The fortunes of the rangers ebb and flow, but dwaysthe forests are
held. Orf comesto their aid often with the mu and, when the Situation is very dire, with thewhirling blades
of thedigger.

Andrew hopes to open the Mohole back up one day, when al is secure, to continue the dig— especidly
inlight of Orf'sdiscovery of ... whatever it isthat is down there. But now there are politics and fighting,
and that time never comes. Andrew was right, and tribes, strange tribes, arise in the outsde world.
Governments crumble and disgppear. Soon it is rangers aone who keep akind of learning and history
alive, and who come to preserve more than trees.

In any case, Andrew's heart seemsto have gone out of the project. Somewhere below, hisloveis buried,
deeper than any man's has ever been buried before. If he goes back down, he may come upon her yet.
Andrew isabrave man, Orf knows. But maybe not that brave.



And aways Orf hears rumors of abad man and killer who appears here and there, sometimesin the
service of the Matties, sometimes working for logger clans. But Orf never finds Neilsen Birchbranch.
Never even discovers hisrea name. And atime comes when the rumors cease.

Many years. Andrew grows old. Orf does not grow old. The digger's nuclear fusion pilewill not run
down. Only amalfunction could keep Orf from living athousand years. Perhaps athousand more.

One morning, in the mu, Orf climbsto Andrew's hammock and finds that Andrew has died in the night.

Gently, Orf envelops the man in the mu's arms; gently, he carries the body down from the trees. And
walks through the forest. And crosses adivide. And another. To the valley of the Elwha. And up the
Lillian River, to abasalt selathat, curioudy, has no foramensin its makeup. That speaks of deep things,
from far under the earth. That thisland— strange peninsula between two st waters— may be the place
to dig and find what thosethings are.

At itsbase, Orf buries hisfriend, Andrew Hutton.

And then, Orf— digger and mu— returns to the long-abandoned worksite. Orf clears the rocky
entrance, finds the old passage. Orf digs down into the earth, and closes the path behind him.

* % %

In the heart of the great horseshoe twist of the Olympic Peninsula, in the heart of the mountains
themsdlves, there livesamongter, agiant, who some say isalso agod. A ranger, hunting in some hidden
dale or dong the banks of anamelessrivulet flowing from the snow's spring runoff, will fed the presence
of another, watching. The ranger will turn, and catch— what?— the flash of tarnished metd, the glint of
wan sun off aglassy eye? Then the spirit, the presence, will be gone from the ranger's senses, and he will
question whether he felt anything at al. Such sightings happen only once or twice in afortnight of years.

But thereisarock, black and tal, in the deepest, oldest wood, up a secret tributary of the Elwha River,
where young rangers, seeking their visons, will deliberately go. Some do not return from that high valley.
Others come back reporting a strange and wonderful thing. On a particular night in October, when the
moon is new and dl the land is shrouded, they say the monster emerges from a hole in the mountains—
but never the same hole— and closes the way behind. The mongter travelsto therock on the Lillian.

The earth rumbleslike distant thunder, and trees are gently bent out of the monster'sway asif they were
thin branches. And at that rock on the Lillian River, the monster staysfor atime, shining darkly under the
dars. The monster stays and is utterly silent. The reasonswhy are lost to legend, but &t that time young
rangers with strong and empty hearts are given waking dreams and propheciesto fill them.

Then, not long before sunrise, the monster moves, pivots on its great bulk, and returns from whence it
came. There are those who follow, who are caled to track the monster back toitslair. These are seldom
the strongest or the bravest, and they are not particularly missed. Some say the monster eats them or
torturesthemin fires of liquid stone. But others say that the monster leads them to anew land, wider and
deeper than any human can concelve, under the mountain— that the earth is bigger on theinsde than on
the outside. No one knows. No one knows, because they do not return to tell the tale, and theworld falls
farther into ruin, and the monster— or god— no longer spesks.

? PENNYROYAL TEA

? Shun



Blank day beats down through white mist. Double strands of arope whip through the air and pop against
the ground at the edge of a glade where the pennyroya grows. An instant later, aman on the end of the
rope— not there; there—unclips his rappelling device from the strands. He strides purposefully into the
forest clearing.

Because heisaranger, and aman, Jarrod has known since puberty where to find the pennyroya herb.
Ten milesdown the Ho River, inthe valey of the big trees— the trees of the rain forest that can grow
thicker by afoot ayear when the rain fdls often (and the rain dways doesfal often)— thereisatributary
cdled Kdler Creek. The Ho River isfast, but thick as mud. It begins on Mount Olympus, in the center of
the peninsula, and gathers waters from the Bailey Range asiit flows westward, dropping fifteen hundred
feet in lessthan twenty miles. Rangerswill only drink itswaters as alast expedient. Two miles up the
Kdler Creek tributary— hours of bushwhacking through thick understory for ahuman on the ground (but
who goes on the ground? No one walks these forests)— there is the pennyroyal dell.

Jarrod has had his morning dutiesin the Ho Brigade to perform, and so it is late afternoon before he
reaches the pennyroyal glade. The herb growsin clumps among ascree of rock. The staksarelong, a
foot or morein height, and end in abasket of flowers, mostly purple and pink but with some white
scattered among the color. Monardella odoratiss ma. Mountain pennyroya. Lover of dry ground and
rocky places. Rarein the wet Olympics.

Jarrod takes off his daypack. He gathers pennyroyal leaves and stems with sure hands, and stuffsthem
into a side pocket of the pack. For amoment, heis ready to swing the daypack onto his back and leave
this place. But he hesitates. The wash of the creek over rocks and rootsfillsthe air in the glade with a
fant din. Jarrod blinks.

He discoversthat heiscrying.

He blinks again, sits down among the pennyroya. Someis crushed to adry, mint fragrance. He cannot
go climbing about in the treeswith tearsin hiseyes.

Jarrod sobs once, twice. There are milesto go before nightfall. He squeezes his eyes dry. He stands, and
puts back on his daypack. Then back to the rope, and from the seat ding at hiswaist he unclipstwo
ascenders and works them onto the rope, one above the other. Two foot dings dangle from the
ascenders, onetrailing against the ground. Jarrod stepsinto them, putting al hisweight onto the ding that
isclosest to the ground. With a practiced motion, he launches himsdlf upward, at the sametime diding the
other ascender severa feet up the rope. He puts hisweight on that ding now, and pulls the other

ascender up just under the top one.

In this manner, as quick as a spider, perhaps more quickly than asquirrel, Jarrod works hisway up
seventy-five feet of the rope, and heisagain in the trees, and on hisway between trees, back down
Kdler Creek, down to the Ho Vdley, and to Threecabin, the secret village in the treetops, where the
rangersdwell.

* % %

Asaways, Jarrod travels quickly, and heis early for the ceremony. Baker is till with the other women at
the Mourning Hollow. Once again Jarrod finds himself waiting by Baker'slodgings, as he has waited
many evenings before. But never for this purpose, hethinks, never for this.



Jarrod has dways made do with only a hammock and footlocker, but most of the other rangers have
cribs such as Baker's. Thereis amattress on her floor, filled with moss changed monthly by the old aunts.
A few mementos of her childhood that she has never explained hang from the walls, long with her
certificates. From Ranger School, thereisaprettily carved yew arrow that represents afirst in archery
during her junior year. Thereis aso aknotted rope with a Turk's head ten places down, the position she
graduated in her class. A smdl methane stove for cooking and warmth during the cold of winter. A
writing desk with asurface alittle larger than two outstretched pams.

Suchisthe homelife of an ambitiousranger. Well.

Thereisonewall that isthe curving bark of an incense cedar tree, furrowed, fibrous, shreddy. The crib
floor has afine cedar duff, and its fragrance isawaysin the air here. Theleaves aretightly pressed to the
sems and, at night, the branches scrape the corduraroofing of the crib. It is early autumn and the treetop
butterflies ill flutter in onto everything. Pine white swallowtails, Nelson's hairstresks, copper and brown,
Johnson's hairgtreaks, tiny and blue: they light on Baker's short brown hair, on her bony shoulders. All
summer, the butterflies.

"| thought you would come early. Y ou're never ontime." For amoment, Jarrod cannot make out the
gpesker's form from the growing gloom of evening, but the voice is unmistakable.

"Uncle Franklin. Y ou aren't supposed to be here.”

"I'm not here. Not in any officia capacity.” Franklin steps under the canvas of Baker's porch. "Relax,
ranger.”

"Yesgr."

"You're not the first man to be shunned.”

"l know it. | don't care about that."

"Autumn’'s coming on. It's getting dark at afierce rate these days."

Franklin reaches over and turns the knob on Baker's porch light. The methane spurts out for amoment,
until he strikes aflint and sparksthe gasinto asteady flame. He adjusts the light down to alow, warm
glow that barely lights the surrounding branches.

Franklinis old— nearly fifty— and hisknotty fingers are shaped into a permanent curl from years of
holding on to branches. He is balding, but he wears his hair down to his shoulders, in the manner of old
men who have no time nor need for clipping and grooming. Thisisasign of wisdom, but it causes his
head to resemble agall on the bark of atree that some artist had carved aface into. Franklin could il
shimmy up arope nearly asfast as Jarrod, except when the gout was troubling him— the ranger disease,
brought on by adiet of too much meat, too few green vegetables. No gardensin the woods. No
agriculture to tie the rangers down to one spot. The forest iswhat matters, not this or that arbitrary,
human-defined patch of land.

"Y ou know shunning won't harm your career in any permanent way."

"Wel, it can't hdp.”



"I was shunned, when | was about your age. It wasthe year you cameto us, if I'm not mistaken. That
hard winter."

"I know. Some say that's why you aren't on the council .”

Franklin laughed. "Are you joking? Do you think | would come down from the trees to be amember of
that?'

"I'mjoking, uncle. Everybody aways knows, though. They remember.”

"But you don't care about that."

Jarrod finds himsdlf smiling, in spite of himsdf. "Well, maybe alittle. But not redly.”
"Whét isit, then?"

Jarrod does not answer the ranger; he cannot think of what the answer should be. The days are growing
colder, too, and he wishes he had brought his coat along against the chilly night.

"It doesn't matter," says Franklin. "1 have something else to discuss with you.”
"Thenyou are here officidly.”

"Y ou're being temporarily reassgned, ranger.”

What?"

" Subject to your volunteering for this new duty, of course. | assume you volunteer.”
Reassgned? Isit some further punishment dreamed up by the council?

"What isthe assgnment?’

"| can't tell you that until you volunteer for it."

"What—" Thisis something else. Something of greater consequence than the smple shunning of ayoung
man. "l ... assumeit'simportant.”

Franklin smileswanly, but says nothing.

"And I'm actualy going to be on assgnment while I'm being shunned, isthat it?"

"That'sit."

"So instead of wandering the Sawtooth Ridge on the Shame Trall, I'll have to go to work just the same.”

"I'm afraid that's correct. Y ou'll haveto put off your traverse of the Sawtooth until the completion of this
assgnment. But maybe we can arrange a clemency by then.”

"Well, uncle, what isit? Thetrail is usdessto me. I'm ashamed of many things, but I'm not ashamed of



what Baker and |I—" He amost sobs again, but holdsit in. Hold it in. "I'll never be ashamed of that."

"| can't go into details now. Tomorrow, before dawn— before the bani shment goes into effect— report
to brigade headquarters. Well fill you in on the details then.”

e
"The council proxy and I."

"Aunt Larmy?Whet could it—"

"Tomorrow, ranger. Y ou'll know soon enough. An hour before sunrise.”
Franklin reaches over to the lamp and with aquick twist, snuffsit out.
"All right," Jarrod saysto the sudden dark. "I'll bethere, Sir."

But Jarrod sensesthat the chief ranger of the Ho Brigade is aready gone into the gloom.

* % %

Jarrod leans againgt the railing of the crib porch and decides not to relight the lamp. Darkness has never
troubled him, and it does not trouble him now. He imagines no spirits, for he knows there are none, only
thistime and this place, the woods stretched out incognito forty miles before hisface.

And then the spare, acid dirt of the Mattie farmers to the north and west. The Timberlanders on the
second-growth forest skirtings— permitted only so far by the rangers, only so far, and no in-holdings
alowed by ancient edict from Washington, D.C.

And the coastal nomads, who have many names, who are ruthless scavengers and killers, with mercy
only for their own, and that a peculiar kind of mercy, just asthe rangers are said to have a peculiar kind
of mercy.

Then the Strait of Juan de Fuca, the Pacific Ocean, where there are giant waves that can swallow aman,
and sharks and marinerswho braveit al. At least so Jarrod has heard. He has never seen the sea.

Jarrod istwenty. Baker istwo years hisjunior. He had known her growing up, but could not remember
much about her. Hed been too busy then, learning the lore, preparing for hisfirst assgnment. And shed
been recruited by the Quinault Petrol. There were aways skirmishes with the Timberlanders away south,
and Baker was a gedlthy, deadly fighter. She didn't speak of her kills very often, but when she did, it was
obvious that the other had little chance. Thereis no answer aground walker could make to aranger
archer concedled in the crown of atree. But those who did not perish from the arrow or the poison of the
arrow wound, and who would not retregt, died more gruesome degths. Baker fell from thetreeslike a
hard and mercilessrain, like sudden, catastrophic extinction. She was the Quinault Patrol's ambush
specidist— the one permitted to carry the pistol.

At homein Threecabin, she was silent, shy. Jarrod had at first mistaken her shynessfor coyness, and had
thought she was secretly trying to attract him. Thiswas not true. When hefindly declared hisfedingsfor
her, she was taken completely aback. It was asif courting had to begin al over again. Of course, Jarrod
thinks, | am not an overt man, and what are huge gestures for me are muted signasfor others— even for



most rangers.

He'd never suspected that Baker was so hungry for physica contact, for warmth and affection. When he
first stroked her hair, rubbed her shoulders, sheld sighed like the wind through firs. Her shoulders were
bunched and knotted so tightly her skin felt asif it had odd growths underneath it. Although it was
possible, though frowned upon, for aranger couple to court and pair-bond, Jarrod and Baker had not
gone through channds. Since both were among the sneakiest and most careful of their respective bands,
they were not discovered. They discussed nothing but business when they were together in public—
which wasfine, for neither of them knew or cared about much else besidestheir jobs.

But Baker was the smell of moss and bracken fern where they lay down together. The taste of the
chamomile flowers she chewed. The acrid needles of fir and hemlock, aways caught in her hair, no
matter how closdaly she cropped it. Baker in the moonlight, dark and brown against the gars.

She wanted to advance in the Quinault Patrol, maybe beits leader some day. She'd confided that to him.
She had come to know and love that watershed, and could make irrational statements about its
importance in the Olympic ecosystem. But the Quinault Pairol were all mystics. They were separated
from the other rangersfor months at atime, and they had a high mortdity rate. And it rained there— two
hundred inches most years— and the constant blank drizzle could drive anyoneto visons.

Baker was ambitious, withdrawn, crafty. Who did that remind Jarrod of ? Himsdlf, of course. There was
no great mystery to their mutual attraction, after al. It was more a matter of who ended up with whom,
brooding in dark corners.

| love her, Jarrod thinks. Can | just reduce our love to chance and ingtinct and general compatibility?

Do not fit facts to some preconceived theory. Franklin had taught him that. Theorieswill get you killed
faster than anything in the forest. Look at ablack bear. It will turn over everything looking and looking.
Andwhat isit looking for? That bear doesn't know. It will eat anything that it finds. Factswill save your

ass, ranger.

Chance and ingtinct and love al mixed together in irreducible amagam. That isdl that can be said about
the Situation.

And thereis another fact. A growing and true fact, swelling in the womb of Baker.

Of course they had taken precautions. The gut sac of adeer, sterilized and tied at one end. Spermicidal
treatments cooked from afungus that lived anong Douglasfir roots. All that awkwardness, and the pains
taken to obtain the items without notice, so that none would suspect along-term affair. All for nothing.
Nothing— and stinging revelation.

Last week, when the Quinault Patrol and the Ho Brigade pulled into Threecabin at the sametimefor R
and R, Baker had come to him, to his hammock, and touched his cheek. He'd awakened instantly and
was soon slently following her down a plankway to the covered platform where acorns were stored. She
pulled him between two sacks, as big as bears, hanging from the celling. The air smelled like musty oak.
"l haven't bled for three months."

IINO?I



"I'm not regular, alot of times.”

"Y our condtitution isn't norma. Y ou said so yourself.”
"Never thislong."

His back against the acorn sack. It scratched his neck.
"Well," hesad.

"l cantake care of it mysdlf,” shesaid.

For amoment, he believed that she could. But if she's caught, it will be bad. The end of her
advancement. Rangers must be trustworthy above al else or what good are they to the forest?

"l think | can do it without being noticed.”

"Baker." Hefdt hiseyeswatering. He was going to sneeze.
"Thiswon't look good for you if wetdl them.”

"Baker, of course we havetotell them.”

"Y oull be shunned.”

"l know that."

"You'll be knocked down agrade. Winny will get your point clusters.”
"Do you think | care about that?"

"You should."

He was definitely going to sneeze. He raised a hand to his nose. Baker waited as he made aquiet and
controlled sneezeinto it. Professiond, to the last.

"Baker. I'll announce a morning convocation. You tdl Aunt Larmy after that."
"Areyou sure?!

"Of course I'm sure.™

"Wdl."

He reached over, took her hand. It was warm and bony. Baker was al sticks and bones and vines. Her
eyeswere shining stones.

"Have you ever thought,” he said. "Have you ever thought about what it would be like?"

"What?'



"To... haveit?'

"Haveit?'

"A child"

"No. | haven't thought." She gripped his hand tighter. "It'sdisgusting. | would be disgusting.”
"l don't know about that."

"How canyou say that?"

"Think about it scientificaly. Were animas. We reproduce sexualy.”

"Someday rangerswill reproduce sexudly, when the forest iswon and the Earth isin balance once
agan.”

"That's classroom cant.”

"It'strue.”

"Who knows whether it'strue or not?'
"We makeit true”

The last tour ong the Ho had been grudling. Jarrod felt worn. He didn't want to argue. Baker was soon
to go through much suffering. There wasno need to add toit.

"l supposeyoureright,” he said. What would it be like to be afather? He would never, ever know.
Sdfish, Jarrod thinks, and stops himsdlf from leaning on Baker's porch railing. Sdfish thinking getsyou
killed. Rangers haveto stick together. The only strength is strength in numbers and strength in purpose.
Trustworthy. Obedient. Thrifty. Brave. Clean. Stewards and scholars.

"To hdl," Jarrod says. "To hell with that." But he knows he doesn't meaniit.

Deep night and the moon is abone splinter when Baker returns from the Mourning Hollow with the
women.

* * %

Baker is haggard and has been crying. What do the women speak of at the Mourning Hollow? What did
they say to her?

She glances at him and he can read nothing from her expression. Does she hate him now? Isthis the end
of what was once between them? It isthe end. He knows that now. Baker goes past him and into her
crib.

Jarrod is not sure exactly what is expected of him, but an aunt elder takeshisarm.



"Do you havethe herb?' she saysin alow voice.
Henodsyes.
"Then comeinsde”

Baker Sitson her bed. There are two other women in the crib, and one of them has set a pressure cooker
on the stove. Baker stares ahead, and it suddenly occursto Jarrod that she is drugged. Sheisdrugged
againg the pain that heis bringing. Heis holding his daypack, and he removes the pennyroya from it and
hands the herb to the woman by the stove.

She clips off the leaves and stems and places them in the pressure cooker, then latches down the top. To
thevavein thelid, she attaches alength of rubber hosing that leads over the sove and down to asmall
extract dtill. Jarrod hasn't noticed this before. It must have been brought in during the day. Now they wait
for the potionto forminthe ill.

It takes two hours. No one speaks during thistime.

The two women begin to prepare Baker. They rub her arms, her shoulders and legs. At predetermined
intervasthey anoint her with anarcotic oil whose smdl Jarrod recognizes. It is made from the poppies
that the eastern forces gather near the Hood Cand. The women drip opiated tea onto Baker's tongue
from aglass dropper, and Baker absentmindedly swallowsit.

Jarrod isleft to stand and watch. But he has had long practice at this, and it isno ordedl.
He stands.

He watches the syrupy steam condense on the side of the till.

Hewatchesit collect separately from the water.

He watches the women rubbing and murmuring wordlessly to Baker.

Thenitistime The eldest aunt goesto the still and obtains adropperful of pennyroya extract. She takes
it to Baker, and just as she administered the opium tea before, she now gives Baker the abortifacient.
Baker swalows mechanicaly. Does she notice the different taste? Can she care? No. Not where sheis
now.

The effects begin within fifteen minutes. Baker's uterine wall beginsto contract. Her reproductive system
istold that it istime to deliver ababy. But thereis no baby. Only afetus. Her uterus contracts, and
Baker, through her dreams, moans. The contractions become more frequent, stronger. Even opium
cannot wholly dim the pain. Jarrod thinks of the muscles of her ssomach, now covered by agreen tunic.
Baker's muscles are lean and distinct. He thinks of the way they must stand out with each contraction.
For amoment heisaroused. But that cannot be, must not be. He pushesit down in himsdlf, killsthe

thought.

Soon the women must hold Baker's upper torso, sheiswrithing so fiercely. She cries out afew times, but
for the most part she suffersin silence. Jarrod cannot help but believe that thisis Baker, Baker's stoicism
and control, coming through even the narcotic daze. A ranger does not make adisplay of pain. What



good could it do?

None, Jarrod thinks. Y ou are right, Baker. Y ou areright. This had to happen theway that it is
happening. All of it must follow this course. Thisistheway we haveto live herein the forest.

Then the flow begins from between Baker's exposed legs. It isred, watery red, flecked with bits of
cinging cdls. The uterinelining is shed and being expelled. The nourishing wal of cdlsthat holdsand
feeds the blastocyst doughs awvay and is squeezed out, out. Somewhere in there isthetiny one, the other
onethat has haf Jarrod's genesinit. Would it have been aboy or agirl? It would never have been
anything. Therewas never any chancethat it would have been anything.

The aunts collect the flow as best they can and spoon it into ajar. There are medicines and remedies of
which thisisan ingredient; there are fungd strainsthat grow best with this astheir medium. Jarrod knows
al this. Before, these things were abstract. Theories of where medicine came from, rather than the
medicineitself. Now they are facts— afact before him. A woman. A killed fetus.

Moreflow, but not so much. It islessening. Now it isclear fluid. And now the contractions calm and
lengthen. Fade. Baker iscompletdly silent and till, nursing herself through. Theworst is past. She will
stay herefor the remainder of the night, and will not be able to go back on duty for three days, but the
worst is past. For Baker.

The eldest aunt rises from the side of Baker and turnsto Jarrod. Her eyes are moist and cold.

"Do you see what you have done?"

"| see what's happened.”

"Do you see what you have done?’

Wheat could be the use of defiance here, now?

"Yes"

"And are you ashamed, ranger?"

"Yes, I'm ashamed.”

"Good. Go to the men.”

"Will shebedl right?'

"Go to the men, ranger.”

"All right, aunt.”

Helooks at Baker one moretime. Thereisnothing for him to do. The auntswill carefor her, the drugs
will keep her. Unlessthere are unexpected complications, shell be hedthy enough in afew days.

It's over between us.



She has chosen. I've chosen. It can never be the same between us. We didn't have a child together.

What did he know, though? Maybe when he returns from the Shame Trail, all will betheway it had
been, hisdesire for Baker as strong as ever, the memory blasted away by the winds of those high peaks.

Jarrod remembers. Heisn't going on the Shame Trail. The futureis completely blank. Except that he must
go to the council and meet the men.

Baker seemsto degp now. Sheisresting more softly, at least. Jarrod takes a step toward her. The eldest
aunt frowns, standsin hisway. He gently steps around her, and the woman does not try to stop him after
all. He strokes Baker's hair. Strokes her gaunt, intense face. Easy. Easy, dear one. Then heturnsand he
leavesthe crib. He hitchesinto the fixed line with acarabiner, and walks the whole long way to the
Council Platform, and the gathering of the mae rangers of Threecabin.

* % %

"A ranger istrustworthy, abovedl. A ranger keeps hisword and honorsthe life to which he has been
elected and the position in which he's been placed. The Park Service nourishes and kegpshim, and in
return he looksto his responsihilities for the upkeep of the rangers and, above al, for the stewardship of
theforest.”

Old Alaph spesks, the council clerk. He holds the Burly Stave, the staff of gnarled red cedar that alows
oneto speak with the authority of the council. Alaph ison the plain raised platform of the council rostrum.
Jarrod standsin the center of the men, who are gathered in acircle about him. Jarrod faces Alaph and
thinks, My firgt shunning. I'm the center of attention. How perfectly goddamn delightful. The Council
Platform is suspended between four gredt firs, and thereisalamp burning bright near each trunk. The
shadows of dl themen fdl on Jarrod.

"Ranger Jarrod, what are the seven points of the Law of the Service?'

"A ranger istrustworthy, obedient, brave, clean and thrifty. Heisa scholar and looks to the stewardship
of theforest.” Jarrod states the Law with aslittle inflection as he can manage. He does not wish to show
contempt; he does not wish to show anger or sorrow or guilt.

Algph staresdown at him like abig slver bird. He hasthelong hair of age, and it falsin well-tended
ringlets down to the smal of hisback. Alaph is developing quite a paunch from his sedentary years
tending to the council records, which hetriesto suck in and hide with his coat. "Y ou stand before us
untrustworthy, Ranger Jarrod. Do you have anything to say to this?'

Jarrod looks up at Alaph. Thereis nothing to say to that beaky face. Nothing to add or take away from
what the old buzzard has said.

"l don't."

Alaph looks at him for amoment longer, then gazes out over the men. "Ranger Jarrod has caused another
ranger unnecessary pain. He has been didoyal. He has been untrustworthy. He has breached our ways—
rulesfor living in the forest that he knows very well must aways be upheld. Upheld for the good of the
forest. Thisbreach cannot go unpunished. | recommend that Ranger Jarrod be shunned for the period of
gx months™



What?What isold Algph saying? A month is the standard punishment.
Jarrod tenses his muscles, holds himsdlf tightly and keeps control. Six months. So beit.
"Does anyone € se have anything to say for Ranger Jarrod?”

"l am hissuperior.” Franklin is speaking, hisraspy voice taking on amost sorrowful tone. But Franklinis
not a sorrowful man. He'slaughing, Jarrod thinks. HE'slaughing at me, dammit. "'l sharein hisshame. Y et
heisagood man in many ways, and helll be missed in the Ho. | would have him shunned only three
months. For our sake, and not for his.”

Alaph nods. "Chief Ranger Franklin's recommendation for three monthsis duly noted and adopted,” he
says. Again the bird's hard eye on Jarrod.

"Ranger Jarrod, we, the rangers of the United States Park Service of the Olympic National Forest, do
officidly suspend you without pay for aperiod of three months. Y ou are cast from our number unlessand
until you meet the officid fine and serve the penance we place upon you."

Alaph looks up and is again speaking to the gathered men, though he addresses Jarrod alone. "For a
period of three months commencing tomorrow at sunrise, 6:32 A.M. Pacific Standard Time, you areto
walk the Shame Trail dong the Eastern Ridges. We will provide you with the supplies you will need to
live, and you will take these and only these. All contact between you and other human beingsis
forbidden. All speech on your part isforbidden. Y ou are to walk the Shame Trail and reflect on your
untrustworthy nature and how you can mend it. After aperiod of three months, you will return and we
will test you to ascertain that your ways are mended. When and if we ascertain your trustworthiness has
returned, you will be readmitted into the Park Service, and your sdlary resumed at the usual rate.”

Old Alaph steps down from the rostrum. He motions to Jarrod that he isto take his place. Jarrod climbs
onto the platform. Alaph stands directly in front of Jarrod now. Alaph coughs and draws his coat closer.
Jarrod looks down on the old uncl€'s head, the cascade of silver locks upon his shoulders. The night is
cold and he wantsto get this over with, Jarrod thinks. He is pair-bonded with Aunt Dorothea, who isfar
past the age she can get pregnant, and Alaph has awarm, safe bed to go to tonight.

"Prepare to taste the pain of the ranger you have harmed.”

What?

"Tagte her pain.”

With the swiftness of abird of prey, Old Alaph punches Jarrod's gut hard with the Burly Stave. For a
moment, the lamps of the Council Platform dim, the men fade from view. He stumbles backward,
gasping. Hold on. Don't loseit here. Hold, ranger, hold.

Jarrod straightens up. The old buzzard gtill has strength in those arms after dl. Jarrod grimaces, reinsinan
urgeto vomit. Hold on. Hold.

"Rangers, repesat after me—"

All of the gathered men shuffle to attention.



"Ranger Jarrod, we shun you."
"Ranger Jarrod, we shun you."
"Go from here"

"Go from here"

"Walk the Shame Trall."
"Wak the Shame Trall "

Jarrod quickly glances around. Some are looking at him with hard eyes. Some without heat. None with
sympathy. They mean it. Or they don't care oneway or the other.

"Regain our trugt.”
"Regain our trugt.”
All right, Jarrod thinks. 1 will.

No onetdlls Jarrod what to do next. The men continue to look him over. After atime, Old Alaph turns
and stalks away. One by one, the other men follow. They file out aong the plankway that is opposite the
rostrum. Findly, Jarrod isleft done, standing exposed on the bare planks of the rostrum. So.

After the sound of the last man's step is gone from the plankway, Jarrod goesto each of thefir trunks
from which the platform is suspended, and turns off each lamp. Then he walksin darkness back to his
hammock. He lies awake adl night, thinking about the way Baker moaned. His ssomach hurts. But that will
pass. Baker'slovely face, quiet and controlled. Thelittle one that was not dead, because it was never
dive, could nat live. It could not live.

| am not ashamed, Jarrod thinks. | will never be ashamed of you.

No ranger isrelated to any other by blood. Thisis necessary to keep the women awaysin service,
necessary for the protection of the forest.

| wonder who my mother and father were, Jarrod thinks. The Timberlanders and Matties have their
legends about the rangers. Rangers come in the night and steal babies. Always keep awatch for the first
two years, they tell one another. And to the children: you'd better be careful, or aranger will get you. He
has heard that they believe these things. The truth is different, more complex. There are those whose
businessit isto find a home among the rangers for unwanted children. They are thought of aswitches,
crones. They dwell aong the fringes of the forest, and people bring their own children to them in the dark
of night, and those people are seen no more,

Such aoneisOld Maggie. Jarrod's first memory isthe smell of Old Maggi€'s burlap skirting, itsrough
fiber againgt his cheek. Old Maggi€e's clothes were sawn with cat gut from one of the dozensthat livedin
her tumbledown barn. Maggie found a use for everything, even dead cats. She must have been young
then, and just called Maggie. No. She'sdways been Old Maggie.

Thisis one the Ponds didn't want. Can't keep. There's quite a story to his mother, if you careto hear it.



No, said the other, awoman al dressed in green. Aunt Larmy, but he did not know that then.
All right, then. Name's Phillip James, if that mattersto you.

It doesn't.

The edge of the forest. The misty day besating down liketime.

Wel, then.

The woman in green approached. Took his hand.

Come, child.

Goon, little Phil.

Hedid not cry. Hewas fearful, but he did not cry. And it seemed that the one in green was not awoman,
not aranger, but the forest itself that drew him in, nestled him in ddlicate needles, prickly, soft, forever,

little boy.

His next memory isafal from asapling held been trying to climb, away from the waich of the aunts and
uncleswho were watching that day. The breath knocked out of him, ice spearsin his chest and an aching
head. But he got up, stumbled to the sapling, found the lowest branch, and again he was climbing,
climbing. Thistime he did not dip. Climbing, into the trees.

Jarrod?

Herel am.

Where are you, Jarrod?
Herel am, upinthetree.

Days among the people of thetrees, in the tree villages. Nights listening to stories by the stoves and
lamps. At eight, Ranger School begins, and at sixteen he graduates, third in his class of fifty. Alwaysthe
great forest at the heart of the peninsula, and the grest trees, swollen to monstrous Size by years of rain,
rain, rain. But to Jarrod this has all become natural, and right. He takes his place among the Ho Brigade,
the keepers of the wildest heart of the Olympic National Park, where none but rangers ever tread, and
even they keep to the trees.

Jarrod deegps alittle— perhaps an hour— but is up long before dawn and is, as dways, early reporting
to brigade headquarters.

* % %

Franklin arrives a the firgt tinge of daylight in the east. With himis Aunt Larmy, the council proxy. She
and Franklin are about the same age, and it was Larmy's abortion for which Franklin was shunned those
many years before. Asfar as Jarrod knows, they have not been lovers since that time.



Jarrod has not turned on alamp, and Franklin flints one on with a practiced hand. Theroomis
utilitarian— even more so than other ranger dwellings. It isjust abig room with four plank wals cut from
windfal hemlock. The platform itsdlf islashed within astand of hemlocks, curved in along path among
them so asto form agreat hdl. Inits center isarough-hewn table that conformsto the curvings of the
hall. Log-round stools bound the table. Larmy goesto the table and dides astool out of the way. She
spreads out a map, and places two small bags of sand to hold it down on either side.

"This" shesays, "isCdifornia”

Jarrod steps up to the table and Franklin joins him. It isan artfully done map, scribed on deerskin vellum.
Jarrod recognizes the hand of Uncle Nab, the cartographer who provides most of the contour maps the
brigade uses.

"How'sthe old guts?' Franklin says, putting his hand on Jarrod's shoulder. "Alaph said he didn't hit you
that hard, but it sure looked like he whacked you."

Jarrod grunts.

"That was your first shunning ceremony, wasnt it, ranger?'

"Yesitwas"

"Should havetold you about the Burly Stave last night. Slipped my mind.”

"I've never known much to dip your mind, ir."

"Well. It did. | had agreat dedl to consder last night.”

Larmy harrumphs. "Yes"

Franklin takes his hand from Jarrod's shoulder and Jarrod isdll attention. "Y es, maam.”

"Three days ago, we received an emergency message from the Y osemite Park Service. It seemthey are
having an epidemic.”

"An epidemic? Of what?'
"They don't know. Their medica knowledge has gotten alittle vague these past few years."
"Well, what do we think?"

"From their descriptions, we know it's some sort of plague. Werrefairly certain they've got both forms of
the bubonic plague bacteria attacking them."

"God. Do they know how to fight it?"

Larmy shuffles uneasily. "It appearsthat they have logt the knowledge necessary to synthesize
antibiotics”

"Wdll, | know they're aPark and Forest Service mix, but couldn't we just tell them how to do it over the



radio?'
Franklin speaks. "They don't have any blue mold. They can't find any.”
"What about streptomycin?!

"Their soil'sal wrong and they don't have the craft to extract it, in any case. Y ou see, that's the problem.
We hadn't redlized it before. Oh, there were hints. But—

"They've gonetribd."
"That'swhat we're afraid of "

"They're half Forest Service," says Larmy. "Multiusers. Breeders. It was bound to happen.” Shefrowns,
shakes her head.

"Y ou may imaginethat this caused quite astir in council,” says Franklin. "We were wondering what could
be done. We were wondering whether anything should be done.”

"Just let them die? They're U.S. citizens.”

"Arethey?' saysLarmy. "The council has decided we cannot spare acompany of rangersto convey the
penicillin to San Bernardino. There'stoo much pressure on us from the Timberlanders Leaguein Forks.
All are needed. And the Matties are breeding likefliesas usud.”

"These are not new developments.”

"No. But that isthe council'sdecison.”

"But. Tojust let those people die...”

"No," Larmy says, dmost asif theword isdistasteful to her. "We can't.”

"We're sending some penicillin down," says Franklin. " Somebody who knows didtillation craft, too, and
how to start the mold in vitro."

"But the council. By whose authority?*

"Ming" Larmy says. "When the council is not available, the council proxy has the power to command any
sngle ranger or company of rangersto perform atask. So were splitting the difference. It'sagamble, but
wethink that if we send one ranger, then the council won't get dl up inarms. And if we send him, say,
this morning, there's not much they can do about it, anyway."

"What about the penicillin?’

"I've spent the last couple of days getting together agood supply of it,” Franklin says. "Also, asmdl ether
gill, and someitems you'll need to build abigger one.”

One expendable ranger. So, Californiaisto be his Shame Walk. It has been along time since geography
class, and Jarrod has only avague idea of the exact makeup of the United States. It wasn't something



you ever redly needed to know. Helooks at the map. He isn't sure of the scale, but there is one thing he
cantel.

Itisalong way to Southern Cdifornia. He smilesgrimly. "Sure," he says. "I'll go."

"Itisn't quitewhat you think," Larmy says. "Thereis something e se. Something important. Tell him,
Franklin."

Jarrod stands waiting.

Franklin spesks. "I, for one, am convinced that Y osemite hasn't gone completely triba. They've just
retained other craft than we have. We've compromised and lost things, too. We've had to. So have they.
But they've dways known geology. After dl, they're Stting on goddamn Cdifornia. When they found out
weweren't dl that eager to send ateam down to rescue them, their radio operator mentioned something.
Some kind of information they had to trade.”

"What wasit?"

"They think something is about to happen. Something big."

"What, like avolcano?'

"Bigger, they say. If theidiotic council hadn't hemmed and hawed, they would have told us. I'm sure of
it"

"What could it be?’

"I don't know. Nobody knows. Mgjor earthquake. Asteroid headed our way. Everyone thinksthey're
lying, that they're desperate. But | don't know about that. | don't know about that at all. We sure as hdll
don't have many telescopes around here, now do we?"

"Y ou have one. Uncle Skully does."

"Glorified binoculars. They have agoddamn observatory.” Franklin reachesinto the pocket of his coat.
He takes out a compass and setsit on the table.

"Have you noticed anything about your compass lately?* he says. "Anything strange?”
"Not particularly."

"It isn't that noticeable with field gear. Just ahalf adegree or s0."

"Wheat are you talking about?'

"The magnetic declination is changing.”

"You'recrazy. That can't happen.”

"So saystheory. Thisisfact. | can proveit. I've got amuch more accurate needlein my crib.”



"Well, what doesthe council say?"

Franklin laughed. "They say that I'm a senile old coot. There's even been talk of having me removed from
the Ho. Alaph's behind that, | think. It doesn't matter what they do with me, though; it wouldn't change
thelaws of ectromagnetiam.”

"What doesit mean?"

"I have noidea. But I'll bet you a sack of mushroomsit has something to do with Y osemites big secret.”
"And you want meto find out?"

"If thereisanything to find out, | want you to trade that penicillin for the information, and cal me on the
radio and tell mewhat it isthose rangers know."

? Orf Dreams

One night the robot beginsto dream. Where Orf lives, thereisno day and no night, of course, but there
isaperiod of quiet that Orf gave himsdf and that he cdls night.

He dreams of aranger.

At firgt hethinksit isamemory of Andrew, and perhapsit s, refracted, bent in time. But something in the
dream, afedling, tells him that thisis not Andrew, but another. Without aname, in the dream.

A burning, beautiful landscape. Scourged, asif by fire and wind. Tree sumps and red ruin.
And aranger passes through.

Hewalks a a steady pace, the ranger— undaunted, unhurried. Who are you? Orf asksin his dream, for
he can speak in that place, dthough heis not there, but far, far away, below.

The ranger pauses, looks about.
Nothing. He turns his attention back to the walking.
Who areyou?

Theranger continues on. He continues steadily on.
? Town

Hisinterna frame backpack is standard issue green and black. There is a deeping bag and wegtherproof
bivvy bag in the lower compartment. HE's got rain gear and a down parka. Extrasocks. Pemmican and a
large sack of cornmedl. A candlelantern. Flint and stedl and asmolder stick wrapped in oilcloth. Two
water skins. A cookpot and spoon. A bag full of herbs and remedies. A sewing kit with abone needle.
Velum with ingructions on how to operate a shortwave radio etched onto it. A compass. A small map of
the west coast of North America. An old .22 revolver that Franklin says works, and ten extra cartridges.
A blowgunwith avid of poison for dipping darts. A flute made from amooseg's shinbone. Chemical
digtillation apparatus packed neatly and securely wrapped. Enough penicillin to treat five hundred people.

Jarrod fed sweighted and nearly off balance, working hisway through aong the fixed linesto the



southern perimeter of the forest. He comes down from the trees sooner than he might have with alesser
burden, and beginsto walk. There are trails here, made by Timberlanders. And soon heison aworn
pathway. He fedls very uneasy, somehow profane. There are no pathways worn down to bare dirt in the
foredt. Itislikewaking aong an inflamed scar.

Then afield. Another. The trees are windbresks now.

Wide.

The sky arches over and around him. Tugs a him. Pulls him upward, outward. Wide. So, wide.

Jarrod redl's, sumbles. He goes down on one knee and is panting hard, unable to catch his bregth.

I'm faling up into the ky, hethinks. I'm falling and | can't sop mysdlf and it will never end. Into the wide
open. Fdling. Faling.

But it does end, after afew moments. Jarrod shakes his head. He stands up. Takes a step. For a
moment, the unbalance returns. The fear. The urge to flee and nowhere to go. But he closes hiseyes,
holds on. When he opens them again, he can continue. But till. Thisweird widenesswill dways be
wrong, will never be home.

Hefindsthelanethat Larmy hastold him of and turns down it, down apath that is as wide as two people
now. A path carts and horses can travel. To awooden house next to abig woodpile. Killed trees.
Wrong, wrong.

Not knowing what €l seto do, Jarrod standsin the yard, waiting— for he knows not what. The front
door opens. Cats flow from the house.

"Wdl."

"You are Maggie?'

She looks him over. Jarrod remembers that face staring down at him; those eyes.
"Nothing for you at the moment,” she says.

"I'm not herefor that."

"No. You'reaman, too. That would be unusual. Well." Longer, gazing. Almogt, perhaps, remembering a
little boy with hiseyes, the curve of hislips. "Comeinsde, then."

He goesinside the house. Jarrod has never been in ahouse on the ground before— not that he can

remember. Maggie sits down and drinks from asteaming cup that was dready on the kitchen table. She
durpsalittle as she sps. Theroom smellslike cats and biscuits.

"Areyou hungry?'
"No," he says.

"Would you like sometea? It's hedge nettle.”



Jarrod blinks. Hedge nettle. Stachys Palugtris. Mint family. Close cousin to mountain pennyroyal.
"Yes," hesays.

"Sit down." He does. She gets up and pours him acup in an ancient, chipped mug. It hasapicture of a
cup on it and the words Maxwell House. Good to the last drop.

Jarrod is not sure how to begin, and so he smply makes hisrequest. "I'm traveling to Cdifornia. | need
help in arranging trangportation.”

Maggie sits back down. She breathes out a steamy laugh over her cup of tea. "Why did you cometo
me?'

"We don't know very many people... outsde. Aunt Larmy said you might help.”
Aganthelaugh. "l wish | could, child. What do | know about Cdifornia, though?"
Jarrod isslent. Hetakesasip of histea Maggie looks at him again.

"Y our mother might help,” shefinaly says. "If shesof amindto."

"What?" Jarrod fedls his pulse quicken, his skin flush, just asit had when the horrible sense of wideness
had struck him.

"She'smarried to a Mattie now. Renaldo Ocean. In Olympia. Y ou have heard of Renaldo Ocean?’
"Y es. HEsthe Mattie warlord in Olympia.”

"I don't know about warlord. Maybe in hisyounger days. He's the peoplespeaker of their caucus down
there

"His people have killed rangers.”

"They'vekilled alot more Timberlanders, let metd| you. Liketo have wiped usdl out before the alliance
with the James Kensingtons."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"I'm talking about your people, Phillip."

"My nameisJarrod."

"Y ou come from blue blood, boy. The bluest in these parts.”

"That doesn't mean anything to me.”

"It should. It might help you do ... whatever it isyou're after doing.”

Jarrod says nothing. He finishes drinking histea. Maggie gets up to pour him another, and he barely



notices, so busy is hethinking. Larmy must know where he came from. She must have meant for him to
use the connection. But why didn't shetdl him?

Maggie reaches over, gives hishair atoude, which brings Jarrod out of hisreverie.

"Tatum James's eldest boy comes walking out of thewoods, astall asan oak. Well, they feed their little
oneson acorns, it'ssaid.”

"Acorns," Jarrod says, "and other things. Other things.”

"I can hitch up Hildie and take you down to Olympiain the wagon. I've got a safe passage due me from
the Cedar Rats. | don't suppose you know how to hitch up ahorse, do you?'

"No."
"Wl then, I'll doit."

Jarrod follows Old Maggie to the barn and watches her place the tack and harness onto the mare. He
helps her lift the draw poles, and cinch them up to Hildie's yoke collar. Then she takesthereinsin hand
and drivesthewagon into her yard. "1 may aswell bring sometrade," she mumblesto herself, and goes
insde the house to gather items. Jarrod places his pack in the wagon bed and stands beside the front
whedl. Hewantsto pet the horse, to fed her thin, velvety skin, but heisafraid he might frighten her. Heis
alittle frightened himsdf. The crestureis nearly asbig asan ek.

Maggie returns. With agrunt, she pulls hersdf onto the wagon segt. Getting in after her, Jarrod redlizes
too late that he should have hel ped her. She takes the reins, and with alurch, they are off.

Down the path, two furrows made by the whedls. Past fields, more fields. Corn and whesat. Zucchini and
yelow squash. Into aroad that is more than amere wagon rut. It isal bare, and in places strange black
lumps show through. What kind of geology could have produced this? Then Jarrod redlizes that the
lumps are asphdlt. Thisisone of the old roads, Highway 101.

After they are on their way, Maggie doesn't say much. She hums atune to the mare that Jarrod does not
recognize, and occasiondly looks over at Jarrod, shakes her head and laughs.

"My," shesaysonce. "You aeadght. All that green.”

Toward evening, they near what Maggie saysisthe boundary of the Kensington-James clan lands. "Over
theriver is Cedar Rat territory. They're fighting with the Gig Harbor Matties. Maybe they won't bother
s

"| thought you said they owed you passage.”

"Some of them know me, somedon't,” she says. "And they'redl crazy from thefighting.”

"l have arevolver," Jarrod says. "Should | get it?'

Maggie stiops the horse up short, looks a him hard. "Don't be pulling that thing out around me. The only
reason to take out agun isif you're going to useit. Would you useit?'



"Yes" hesays. But he hasnever killed off his native ground. Killed without the certainty thet heisin the
right, and that what he doesisin the best interest of the forest. Thiswould be different. Maybe. He
doesn't know what it will be.

"Just let me do thetalking," Maggie says, starting the mare again. " Save your bulletsfor later, when you
redlly need them.”

They are about five milesinto Cedar Rat territory when they come to aroadblock. A patrol is camped
on the side of theroad in tentsthat are dovenly pitched. Trenches are dug around the tents to channel
rain, and the paths between the tents are worn and ragged. Tracer-leavers, Jarrod thinks. Idiot
barbarians.

A boy comes from the nearest tent. He is armed with along pike. He has a breastplate of sted, made
from something that used to be yelow. He cannot be more than sixteen.

"Hello, soldier,” Maggie calsin her crackly old voice. "Isyour captain in? Tell him Maggie who brings
the comfrey would like to spesk to him."

The boy seems unimpressed. "What isyour business?' he says. Hisvoiceis higher than it will beif he
livesacouple yearslonger, Jarrod thinks. The boy notices Jarrod looking at him, and glares back. With a
shrug, Jarrod averts his gaze.

"l have some poultices for here, and some arrowhead blanks for Olympia, where I'm bound. Tyroneis
your cgptain, ain't he?"

"Tyronesdead,” the boy says, unmoving. It seems Tyrone's death is not much of atragedy for him.
"Who was his second? Lieutenant Martin, wasn't it? Helll want these poultices.”

The boy looks at Jarrod again, hard. Try it, you dirty little Timberlander, Jarrod thinks, and it's your heed
will be on the end of that pike. No, calm. Thisisnot an invader. Y ou are on his ground now.

"Stay here," the boy says. "I'll go get Martin.”

It turns out that Maggie knows Martin, who is so eager for news from the north that he forgets to ask
about the poultices.

"And what are the greenshits up to?' Martin asks after he has heard about Timberlander goings-on.
Rangers, Jarrod thinks. He's talking about rangers.

"Theusud," Maggiereplies.

"I heard some homesteaders got massacred.”

"Y ou heard right. Them Newmans should have known better than to build up the Quinault like that."
"Goddamn greenshit savages.”

"I'm not saying it's right what was done to them, but they should have known better.”



"What exactly did them animasdo?" Martin asks, with agleam of professiona interest in his eyes. But
Jarrod knows the details dready, and he stops paying attention. Greenshits. Animas. He knew it waslike
thisout of theforest. But he'd never fdt it before. Gonetribal.

Maggiefindly taksthe captain out, and they are getting ready to leave. "Who'sthis?' he says, pointing
good-naturedly at Jarrod.

"My nephew. He's going to Olympiato look for work at the dikes."

"Ha," saysthe captain. "I'd sooner eat mud than break my back for that Ocean bastard. He's a snake
and adavedriver if | ever saw one."

Jarrod does not reply. He smileswanly at the captain, shrugs.
"Don't tak much, do he?'
"No," Maggie says. "Not much. Well."

"WEell, go on then, and you'd best be off the road by nightfall somewheres. There's unsavory fellows
about."

"l know it," Maggie says. "And well seeyou later." Sheflicksthe reins and starts Hildie back on the
road. It isonly after they've turned a bend and put the encampment out of sight that Jarrod lets himsdlf
relax.

They go on until just before nightfall. Many of thefiddsthey passarein thefirgt stages of going back to
woods. Maggie turns down a side road, which winds through ever thicker woodsfor amile or so. Then,
thereisthe glow of windows up ahead. A white clapboard building. A sheet metal sign, rusted to brown,
crumbling letters, names the place as LAVORE'S TAVERN. Maggie pulls the wagon around back, to
wherethereisabarn. A young woman, as young as the Cedar Rat road guard, comes out to help them
bed the horse for the night. She stares at Jarrod until he feelsthat hisface is covered with some strange
fungus. Maggie cadlsthe girl Darlene, and Darlene says hardly three words. They go indde.

Darlenesfather Dave Johnsonisnot aLaVore, hetelsthem, but married into the family and inherited the
inn. He knows Maggie, and before Jarrod can stop her, Maggie tells Dave Johnson who Jarrod is, and
where heisgoing.

"Don't you worry," Maggie says after seeing Jarrod's worried expression. "He's the tightest-lipped
innkeeper that ever lived. And what if he doestell on you inafew days? It won't hurt your chances of
going south none.”

Maggieis probably right, Jarrod thinks, but telling people one's business without their asking isavery
unrangerly trait.

"Widl, now that | know," Dave Johnson says, "I can tell you that sometimes they run trains. Down the
Willamette and to Yreka. Winetrains, they cal them, on account of that's what they bring back. | had a
cousin went down to Olympia, hired on asaguard in a— what do they call it— Karma Patrol. They feed
them guards meat every day, too, and twice on Saturdays. Got killed going over the Siskiyous on his
second trip down. Somebody ambushed the train. Train made it through, but Lew got himself killed for
histrouble.



"Who isthey?' Jarrod asks.

"Well, that | don't know. Lew was an ornery cuss, and we didn't talk much when he did live hereabouts.
| heard about Al this secondhand, so to speak. But you could ask when you get down to Olympia
Somebody'll know there."

Darlene bringsin food. It is potatoes and cornbread. Jarrod looks around for fork and knife, and is about
to get hisfrom his pack, when he notices dl the othersdigging in, egting with their fingers. After a
moment's hesitation, he does the same. The potatoes are hot and plump and the cornbread moist and
firm. Dave Johnson has bees, and there is honey to pour over the med aswdll. It isdelicious, athough
nothing aranger would ever eat. Jarrod says as much, and Darlene, who has up until now been looking at
him the way aterrified rabbit looks at ahawk, bresksinto a smile. Jarrod finishes up and licks the honey
from hisfingertips, just asthe others are doing.

Maggie and Jarrod are the only lodgers. Dave Johnson puts Jarrod into his own room, and he does not
protest, but as soon as everyone has gone to bed and the inn quieted down Jarrod dips through the
window and goesinto the woods nearby. Thereis no evergreen climax growth yet, only amixture of
alder, madrona and broadleaf maple, and a single western crabapple. Jarrod climbs up into amapleto a
clump of branchesto get secure. Thisisthefirgt timedl day he hasfdt safe. He driftsto deep and
troubled dreams of awide and empty plain— dthough thisisafedling, rather than an actud visoninthe
dream, for Jarrod has never seen aplacethat is absolutely treeless.

He awakes at dawn, comes down, and is drawing water from the spring when Darlene comes from the
innwith abucket.

"Good morning,”" she saysin agtartled voice.

"Hello." Hefinishesfilling one water skin and pullsit from the cold pool and capsit. Then hetakesthe
other and submergesit, while Darlene waiches, still holding her bucket.

"Did you deep well? Y our bed looked hardly touched.”

And what were you doing looking in on me, Jarrod thinks. "Don't tell your father, but | came outside and
deptinatree. | do that sometimes.”

"Oh," Darlene says. "Which?'

"You can't seeit from here.”

"How do you keep from faling out?'
"You hold on."

"Even when you're adeep?"
"Egpecidly when you're adeep.”

"Oh," Darlenesays. "'l see”



"How long have you lived here?" he asks.

"All my life"

"Where'syour mother?'

"She died having me. Why do you want to know that?"
"l wasjust wondering. So your father kegpsyou.”
"And why shouldn't he?"

"He should, of course.”

"Do you ever go anywhere?"

"We go to Olympiafor thefair every October. That'swhere | got Skumper, too."
"What's Skumper?'

"My cat."

"Have you ever seen the ocean?”

"No. Haveyou?'

"No."

"It'sjust Sxty milesthat way," she says, pointing over her shoulder in adirection that Jarrod isfairly
certain isn't west. He nods. "I've seen the Puget Sound, though."”

"It'sAty, istit?"

"It'ssdty and cold.”

"l guessl'll seeitin Olympia™

"l guessyou will. Y ou leaving thismorning?'
"es"

"Going to Cdifornia?'

"es"

"For what?'

Jarrod thinks about whether he should tell her. "I'm carrying medicine down there for some sick rangers,”
hefindly says



"Oh. Well. When are you coming back?'
"l don't know."

"Areyou coming here?'

"l don't know."

Darlene dips her bucket into the spring. "Will you. Will you be with me?* she asks. "Be with me now. |
ain't been with nobody yet."

"What?' But Jarrod understands what sheis saying. He stands, caps his second water skin. He looks at
Darlene. Sheisbudding, losing baby fat. She hasasturdy, bunched figure, like ablacktall yearling doe
well fed on summer forage. Almost, but not quite ready for mating.

What would it be like? Jarrod wonders. What would it be like copulating with a Timberlander?
Darlenelifts her brimming bucket from the spring, setsit beside her. She wears afaded shift sewn from
flour bags so faded that the writing is unreadable— only traces of blue remain, asif writing were getting
ready to form, but had not comeinto being yet.

"We could go into the windbreak," she says. "Daddy don't get up till the sun hits hisface.”

"Why?" Jarrod says. "Why do you want to be with me?

Darlene seems perplexed, asif thiswere the last question she expected him to ask. "'l don't know. Y ou
said them nice things about the cornbread. Y ou're redl handsome. And | think you are agentleman.”

"A what?'
"A gentleman. Likethemin Olympia.”
"No," Jarrod says. "'l am not."

"Well. Anyway."

For amoment, Jarrod fed's desire growing. The foggy morning hangs about the spring, about Darlene,
and the brown wisps of her hair are dewy and lank. He reaches over to her, strokes her face. Sheisflush
and warm.,

"Y ou can't be fourteen,”" he says.

"l am, too."

Shetakes hishand from her face, movesit to her breast. But he feds only the soft burr of Darlene's shift.
Old cotton. From the time before. Sheisascavenger. Her kind take from the land, suck thelife from the
land. Disgudting, like atick, like afungus. Timberlanders crawling through the land they destroyed, living

intheir own dime. Darlene's nipple hardens under histouch. He can fed it through the thin, worn cotton.

"Don't you like me? Come to the windbreak."



"Child, I—"

"I'mawoman.”

"Yes Youare"

"l know how to do it. Come to the windbreak."

Jarrod sees himsdlf in those woods. He seesthe girl on her somach, bent over afalenlog, her legs
parted, himsalf thrusting inside her from behind. Blood on her legs. Telling him how much it hurts. How
much it hurts, what heis doing. That would be the only way with a Timberlander. Like an animal.

Y ou couldn't stop me from hurting you, he thinks. And | would. | would want to hurt you.

"I may come back thisway," he says. "And you'll be older."

"I'm old enough." Sheiswhining. Jarrod smiles, draws hishand away.

"For somethings.”

"For this"

If you were only old enough to fight back. Fight back hard.

"No," he says. He bends down, picks up her water pail. "Let'sgoin.”

Shefollows, sulky, reluctant, back into theinn.

"I'm making pancakes,”" Darlene saysin adefiant tone, and grabs the bucket. "1 am making pancakes.”
Jarrod sits at the kitchen table and watches her. In an hour or so, Maggie and Dave Johnson sit down to

the table. They spoon honey onto the pancakes and roll them into cylinders. They et their food with their
bare hands.

* % %

Maggie seems much more at ease on the ride to Olympia. Getting past the Cedar Rat gang has done her
good, she says. Jarrod suddenly wonderswhy it is sheisdoing thisfor him. Until now, events have
flowed and carried him dong asif he hasfalen into adeep, fast river. He wondersif the beginnings of all
greet journeys and difficult tasks are like this. He has nothing to compare this beginning with.

The day iscloudy, but thereis no rain. The new-growth woods give way to fields once more,
Occasiondly the sun breaks through to light patches of corn or fruit trees— there are orchards now.
Once or twice, Jarrod catches himself enjoying the play of the sun patches across the swaying corn, the
dark green of thefruit tree foliage againgt the lighter green of the land. How dien. How wrong and
beautiful.

Maggie hums more songs, some of which seem amost familiar to Jarrod, asif they were twisted versions
of ranger lullabies. He imagines they must be. Two hundred years ago, he thinks, wewereal U.S.



citizens and everybody got aong.
"Why are you helping me, Maggie?' he askswhen they are just outsde Olympia

She humsaong for awhile, asif she hasn't heard him, then answersin the same sngsong voice. "To close
the circle. I've never had one of you come back."

"I'm not coming back. I'm just passing through.”
"Yep. | aso picked up some good tidbits from Dave Johnson. Vauablein certain places.”
"Whet tidbits?| didn't see you trade athing with him."

Maggie hums afew more bars, laughs softly in the middle of the song. "Do you know what | went to
school for?* sheasks.

Jarrod shakes his head.

"Library science.”

"Can you ill do that? Where was that?"

"It wasin Seettle, at the University of Washington iswhere, and no you can't. Therewas only three
hundred of us sudents when | went there. Long, long ago. My senior year, the Aberdeen mariners sailed
up the Interlake Canal. They raided us. Do you know the one of you they called Skully?"

"Uncle Skully? Yes, of course. |—"

"He's my son by one of them damn mariners. Caught meinthelibrary. In British lit, | believeit was, the
PRs" Maggie laughs, but thislaugh isfar more bitter than any of her others.

"After that, he set fire to the place. And they burned the school down, too. All of it."

"So you never graduated?”

"Nope. But I'm an information specidist.” Maggie enunciates the words carefully, and with apride that
Jarrod has not heard in her voice until now. "1 collect it and give it out. Sometimes| make alittle fromiit
to kegp megoing.”

"l don't have any trade, if that's what you're saying."

"Oh, you never know," she says. "Y ou never do know until you know."

They comeinto Olympiaon Interstate 5, through gullies of collapsed concrete and road deck that isin
many places worn through to the rebar. Hildie doesn't like the way she must walk, but Maggie keeps her
steady and out of harm's way, asthey descend from the Willapa Hills and see the dull metallic glow of the
cgpital building.

"She'sin the governor's mansion,” Maggie says. "But well have to go through somerigmarole to get
there"



They arrive at the gates of the city. Maggie takes atwisted device of feather and metal from her bag of
goods and showsiit to the guard. He waves them through.

Jarrod immediately seesthat there has been afire, but long ago. The ground and vegetation still show
sgnsof it, what ground he can see. But new buildings have gone up, mud daub houses mostly, with afew
made of wood. The Streets were paved once, but the wagon tracks are worn down to chunky dirt,
colored black from ground-up garbage. The street leads down a hill overlooking asea of colors.

The white and green of the Matties, everywhere. Faded blues and browns. He redizes he's seeing
stretches of canvastents. Banners. Then the wagon is among the colors, and it is abazaar of goods
merchants peddling their provisionsin hundreds of sdls. The place, Maggie says, is caled the Chine.

Jarrod has never seen this many people together. For amoment he feds panic rising, but it is controllable,
and he does so. He wants to spend time here, look around at what the hucksters and mongers have to
offer, but Maggie drives on. People glance up at them, and some stare at his strange garb. Maybeit's
better to keep moving, hethinks.

At aplace where the Chineturns acorner, thereisaclear dirt patch that forms akind of makeshift
sguare. A man is chained to an iron post that stands in the Chine square's center. Heiswearing only
soiled rags now, but they are the remains of what was once agreen and orange religious habit. Heis
chained in such away that he must stay on hiskneesin the dust of the square, while hisarms are pulled
behind him and to the stake. His chest has been flayed open, probably with a studded whip, Jarrod
reckons, for leather aloneis bruta, but cannot cut so deeply. The manisold, and hisface and bald head
are burned bright red from the sun.

"Chomskyite," Maggie said. "Heretics. They don't believe in oversght committees.”

"A MattiesaMattie," Jarrod replies. "But even aMattie. Let me give that man some water."

"No."

They passon.

Near the capitol isarow of ancient houses, and Maggieis challenged again before being alowed to drive
up the street these houses line. Again, she showsthe guard her device of feathers and metd.

"What isthat?' Jarrod asks.
"Clan fetish of your mother's people. All the town guard know it."

Maggie calsthe mare to stop in front of one of the houses. There are hitching posts on the lawn, and she
tiesarein to one of these.

"Wdl," shesays. "Let'spay acal.”

They walk to the front door and Maggie knocks with her bony knuckles. So thisis how to announce
yoursdlf at ahouse.

A young woman opens the door. Sheiswearing a brown habit with green piping on the deeves. Her



short hair is dyed red, the color of maple leavesin autumn, and her skinisas pae asroots.
"Gresetings from the Mother," she saysin ahushed voice.

"Tel Tatum James Old Maggie's come from Shelton to see her," saysMaggieloudly. At least it ssems
loud to Jarrod after the other woman's soft speech.

"A moment,” the woman says, and closesthe door. They wait longer than amoment. Findly, shereturns.

"Follow me," she says. Maggie stepsinsde. Jarrod makesto follow her, but he feds the young woman's
hand upon hisarm. Her touch isexceedingly firm. "Only her," thewoman says.

"Heswithme" saysMaggie.
"Heisnot cleared through.”

"Listen, dear," Maggie says, pulling the woman's hand from Jarrod's arm. "He's got a binding to me and
will not be abother. On my woman'sword, he'sto come dong.”

The young woman considers. She doesn't look at Jarrod again, but turns and motions Maggie to follow
her. When she does, Jarrod is alowed to follow.

They go down along hallway, past severa roomsthat are filled with furniture, cloth, tapestries. They like
clutter, Jarrod thinks. Into alarge room with several cushioned couches, and an old wind-up gramophone
on abuffet. It isplaying asong that is like nothing Jarrod has ever heard before. Although he knows that
the technology once existed for such athing, he cannot imagine what instruments were used to record
this— sound.

On one of the couches, drinking from asilver goblet, sits his mother. She sets her goblet on atable next
to the couch and rises when they enter. She smilesat Maggie. Then shelooks at Jarrod. They both gaze
at each other for along time.

"Isthis?' she says. Her voiceisdry and deep, like leaves.

"Phillip. He's called Jarrod these days."

His mother gasps, puts ahand to her mouth. Thereisatrace of tearsin her eyes, but no tearsfall. "Sit
down," she says. "Sit down."

They st on acouch that is acrossfrom her.

She has a broad face, but with strong features. Her skin isaswhite as her attendant's, and her hair is
cropped in the same manner, but undyed. It isthe same color as Jarrod's, the color of forest leafmedl.
She likewise wears asmple shift, but hersisvermilion, and the piping isgold. It is gathered in front by
hooks and eydets, but not buttoned to the top, asthe attendant'sis. Thereis something strange, and
Jarrod redlizes she has somehow blackened her eyelashes and there isafaint mica sheen to her skin.
"Phillip," shesaysto him.

"My nameisJarrod," he says, but without heat.



"Y ou've grown into aman."

"Y%"

"I'm so glad to see you. Do you want something to drink? To eet? Barbara, get them a glass of wine."
The attendant goes soundlesdy from the room. Jarrod is about to say that he requires nothing, but
Maggie patshim on the leg.

"It'l be good,” she says. "Y ou've never tasted anything likeit, my boy."

Jarrod sits back and waits. Thereis nothing else to do.

"Questions. You'll have very many questions,” says hismother.

But he doesn't. Nothing but idle curiosity about thingsthat it will do him no good to know. "I'm not
angry,” hesays. "l don't remember much."

"| thought there was nothing | could do," she says. "Y ou don't know how important clean blood wasto
thedan.”

"Is," saysMaggie, chuckling. "Except for one exception | know of."

"That'sright." Hismother drew hersdf up straight, and there was a power in her voice. "They seethings
my way now."

She leans back, takes a sip from her goblet.

"Y our father was not a Kensington," she tells Jarrod. " That was the problem. If he had been, we could
have had a quick marriage and everything would have been settled. And, in any case, heleft.” Shesps
again. "He had to leave or your uncleswould have killed him." She smiles sadly, grimly. "Now they are
dead, and by my husband's hand.”

The attendant returns with two goblets on asilver platter, and sets them on the table between Jarrod and
his mother. Maggie immediately takes along draught, smacks her lips, savoring the taste. Jarrod takes his
goblet. It isnot as heavy as hethought it would be. It ismetd, plated with silver. Thewineisred, and
smells of grapes, of course, but aso hasafaint trace of clover fragrance. He takes amouthful. Swalows.
Itisasif the fragrance becameliquid in hismouth, languid, dmost solid. Thereisno burn going down,
and only the reminder of sweet clover |eft as an aftertaste,

"Thisiswonderful,” he says.

"Yes," sayshismother absently. "What isthat, Barbara?'

"A merlot, maam. From the Napa Vdley."

"A merlot, yes"

"What does merlot mean?' Jarrod asks the attendant. "Is it a place?’



The attendant looks to his mother, who nods. She straightens up and speaksto him asif ddlivering avery
important message. "A merlot, Sr, isavariety of grape.”

"l see. | see. Wheat other varieties are there?'

"Thereare many. Zinfanddl. Beaujolais. Cabernet sauvignon.”

"|sthat one or two?"

"One. Cabernet sauvignon.”

"Y ou fancy wine, do you?' His mother is amused.

"It'svery. Very wonderful. I've never tasted anything like this before.”

"Wdl. That's nice." She seems perplexed and perhaps upset. Jarrod seesthis, but doesn't know what to
do.

"Don't develop too much of afancy for it," shesays. "Y ou must betired. It isquite ajourney from
Shelton. And you must have had dedlings with those vile Cedar Rats. They are aproblem well haveto
solve, one of these days.”

"Wedid," Maggie says. "We surdly did.”

"WEell, you can stay aslong asyou like. In fact, you must stay. I'll have Barbara show you to the guest
rooms. Y ou can have arest and then welll see you for dinner. My husband is avery busy man, but he
may bein thisevening, andif heis, I'll introduce you to him, Phillip. Heisagreat man." She saysthelast
with akind of resignation, as one would give news of astorm coming.

Jarrod'srooms are as cluttered as the rest of the house. He finds, to his chagrin, that the window will not
open. At least heis on the second story of the house, and can look down upon things.

| cannot stay here, hethinks. That wine drink isamazing. Nothing in the forest comes closeto its subtlety,
itsrichness. Y ou can practically taste the soil it wasraised in. He takes out his map and triesto locate the
NapaValley, but it is not marked. Perhaps I'll pass through there on my way, he thinks. | want to see
how they make thiswine. He finds abasin of water and washes himsdlf, thinking of these things.

In the evening, Ocean has not returned. They eat in alarge dining room. Thereis meat— cow medt,
Jarrod reckons— and more wine. His mother has taken off her tunic and iswearing adress. Maggieis
wearing other clothesaswell, and not clothes she has brought along.

"We must get you decently dressed, Phillip," his mother saysto Jarrod.

"Thisismy service uniform,” Jarrod replies. "It'swhat aranger wears.”

"Yes" she says. "Undoubtedly. We can do some variation on it, actually. | think that would be quite
dashing.”

After they st down to eet, they are joined by athin man who enters unannounced. He smileslargely at
Jarrod and Maggie and takes Tatum Jamess hand and kissesit. He takes the chair beside her.



"Mandli'smy name," he says. "I heard about your arrival, Phillip. | work for Mr. Ocean. He sends his
regards, t0o."

"Thank you," Jarrod says.

Mandli and his mother fal into a conversation that |asts some minutes. There are many namesand
meeting places he does not know, and Jarrod gives up trying to follow what they are saying.

When they arefinished, his mother takes abite of cow meat, chewsit thoughtfully. "So, you are going to
Cdifornia" shesaystohim.

llYall

"Mandli tellsmethat thereisaKarma Patrol leaving by trainin afew days time to accompany aload of
trade goods through the Siskiyous. | think we can arrange a commission for you by then. What do you
think, Mandi?"

"Undoubtedly,” thethin man says.

"Firgt lieutenant. Or how would you like to be acaptain?’

"I'm aready an officer of the United States Park Service," Jarrod says.

"Well, thereis such athing as.... dud citizenship, you know. Y ou are aJames. There are inherited
privileges associated with that name. And respongibilities.”

Jarrod says nothing.
"Well seewhat Mandli can come up with."

"Traveling with the KP will take weeks off your trip,” Mandli says. "Maybe months. And it will be much
safer. That | can promiseyou.”

His mother then asks Maggie about northern conditions, theins and out of the James-Kensington clan,
about which Maggie appears to have bounteous information. Jarrod cannot say whether or not any of itis
right. All he knowsisthat they are adl goddamn Timberlanders.

"What will be done with the Chomskyite?" he asks during abreak in the conversation.

"What Chomskyite?' Mandli says, frowning.

"We saw one of them staked out in the Chine," says Maggie.

"Oh," Mandli replieswith achuckle. "We're leaning him up abit and drying him out before we burn him,
I imegine”

"When will you burn him?*

"I don't know. I'm not familiar with the case. Next Public Day, most likely. Five days from now. I'm sure



| can arrange a seet for you."
"NO_"

"Let us gpeak of something more pleasant,” Tatum James says. Mandlli smiles and nods, and
conversation returnsto affair up north.

After dinner, the othersretire, but his mother tells Jarrod to stay. They go to aside room, the drawing
room, hismother cdlsit. Barbaraistold to bring morewine. "A port, thistime, | think," his mother says
to her.

The drawing room has two large doors that open up onto a balcony, and they go out into the night air.
Jarrod breathesin the freshness and allows himself to amile.

"Well, you have another expression besides stone," his mother says. "1 was beginning to wonder."
"I'm used to keegping my thoughtsto mysdlf,” he says.

"Do you smoke?'

What?"

"Never mind. What do rangers do for fun, anyway?"

"Well," he says. "At solstice and equinox, we est mushrooms.”

"Mushrooms?'

"Specid mushrooms. They've got pslocybin inthem, whichisa—"

"Grecious. | see"

Barbarareturns with the wine. It isthick, opague, adeep red that isamost black.

"It'snot red," hismother says. "Good lord, rea port comes from Portugdl, and whereis Portugal ?
Nobody knows."

The port tagteslikeit looks, rich, chewy. Almost like eating afine cut of meet just touched to aflame,
Jarrod thinks. Hefinishesit, and Barbarafillshisglass again.

The houseison ahill overlooking Olympia, and the city isadark presence below them, with an
occasiond light showing through awindow, or acampfire here and thereto warm the guard. Thereisa
dight chill intheair, but Jarrod isnot cold. His mother moves closer to him. She touches his forehead
with the palm of her hand. It iswarm, soft.

"You'reagood foot taller than I," she says. "Y our father wastall, though.”

He smiles again, uncertain what to say. She takes her hand away and turnsto look out over the city.

"It was a shock to see you today," she says. "How are you feding?'



"I'm glad to have discovered wine," he says. His mother shudders and laughs shortly. He sees hel's sung
her, and triesto think of something that istrueto say. "I didn't know what to expect,” hefindly says. "I
don't know how | fed about dl thisjust yet. You."

"Oh," she says, and turns back to him. There aretearsin her eyes. "I want to make it up to you, Phillip.
I've been thinking about thisfor years. | wasavery young girl when | had to give you to Maggie. I've
dreamed about finding you again. In my dreams, your face was always— dark. Now therewill bea
face"

"Yes. I'myour son."

Hishand ison therailing of the balcony, and she places hers around hisfingers, squeezing them gently.
Sheis so much younger than | thought she would be, he thinks. | thought she would be like Old Maggie.

He cannot remember how to get back to his room, and Barbaraleads him to his bed. When he awakens
inthe morning, thereisaset of clothes on the chair by hiswindow. They are newly tailored and vaguely
resemble the ranger green. Jarrod fed s the cloth. Cotton. He has only worn skin and wooal in hislife. I'd
fedl completely naked if | put thison, hethinks, and leaves the clothesthere,

Heisamazed that someone could have come into the room while he was adegp and gone unnoticed. It is
thewine, of course. Y ou know the effects of acohol on the brain, he thinks. He goesto the water

bas n— filled with fresh water— and washes. Then he brings out hisknife, whets and sharpensit, and
shaves histwo-day beard, using the basin for shaving water. Thereisamirror and Jarrod examines
himsdf init. He takes his knife and, with aneat and practiced draw, cuts back his bangs a quarter inch.
Better. He fedslike aranger again.

Breskfast isbrought to him in hisroom. The attendant is another woman, but one with the same garments
and red-dyed hair as Barbara. She also has the same generd build and pale white skin, so that Jarrod
amost doesn't notice the difference in the two. Sheiscaled Kely.

It islate in the morning before Kely returns. Jarrod has been sitting in the chair by the window,
unmoving, waiting. The attendant looks around, and starts when she sees him. She quickly recovers
hersdf.

"Mother Tatum wishesyou for teg," she says. "If you will follow me."

They drink teaiin the parlor. It is not herb tea, but the old, caffeine-containing black pekoe, brought up
from Cdifornia. It isstaeto Jarrod's taste, like drinking stump water. He says nothing, but turns down a
second cup.

"Thereistobeaball inaweek'stime," his mother tellshim. She wears aclosely woven robetied loosely
at her waist and decorated with floral twirlslike atapestry. A jeweled silver chain hangs about her neck.
It lies sparkling white against the white curve of her breast. "The hosts are the Dewdrops. They steward
farmsto the south. A lot of farms. They've requested that you be the guest of honor. Now you don't have
to dothis, of course, but it would be abrilliant introduction into society for you."

"Has Mandli secured acommission for me?' Jarrod asks.

"l don't. | see— you'd like to go with your new rank?"



"Something likethat."

"You areaJames, aren't you, Phillip? Well, I'll seethat it is done by the end of the day. Captain James.
How do you like that?"

Jarrod smiles. Shrugs.

"| thought those girls brought you new clothes.”
"Someonedid.”

"You don't like them?'

"I'maranger.”

"Will you ever cdl memaother?’

"I'm aranger, Mother."

"l see. At least let me have those rags cleaned, will you? | promise to have you back in them by
tomorrow. Infact, if you wear themto the bl it might be ... quiteasurprise for everyone.”

"All right. Mother."
Tatum James smiles. He pours more teainto her cup.

In the afternoon, Jarrod wanders the grounds. Old Maggie finds him in the garden, where he has been
looking over the town, trying to memorize the layout of the streets.

"l haveto go on back now," she says. "What are you going to do?"

"Take Mandli'scommission, | guess. Useit to go south.”

"| thought | was reuniting you with your mama. Bringing you down here done my heart good.”
Jarrod nods.

"But | may have got you into a Situation you don't want to bein, instead.”

"That'sdl right, Maggie"

"S0. There'slots you don't know about your clan yet, and | ain't got time to teach you. Y our mother has
apower, though. She's not awoman with much pity.”

"Some say rangers have no pity ether.”
"Some say that."

"I would like to ask you one question.”



"All right."
"IsOceanin charge, or isshe?"
"Well now, that's agood question. That isagood question.”

Maggie looks around for some place to Sit down, but there are only tended flowers and bare ground.
She comes and stands beside Jarrod, and they both look over Olympia

"Tatum Jamesiis the reason the James-Kensingtons weren't killed or driven off their land by the Matties.
She warred them down to stalemate. But the clan couldn't hold it for years; she saw that. She saw that
the only way to save them was to make a sacrifice of hersalf to whoever the boss of the Matties
happened to be."

"It happened to be Ocean.”

"That'sright. And that isthe Wallapa Alliance. It's Tatum James stepping down from heading her clan
and coming here until shedies.”

"So Ocean'sin charge.”

"In amanner of spesking.”

" gea

"Good, because | don't. This place has got more plots hatching than a caterpillar with the waspsinit.”

A breeze flows through the streets below, flapping the canvas of the merchant stalls, and bending the few
trees still shading the avenues. Many have been cut for firewood, leaving most streets lined with sumps.

"Widl, got to go," Maggie says. "l wish you wdll, ranger. Cdifornia."

"Cdifornia”

"Drop by on your way back, and I'll fix you some more of that hedge nettle tea.”
"l will, Maggie. That | will do. Maggie..."

"Hhm?'

"Something is happening. In the Earth'sinterior. Something is changing.”

mWhat?

"Information for you. I'm paying you, Maggie. It'sonly right.”

"All right, then. Do your people know what's going on?"

"Thededination is changing. That meansthe magnetic fiedd— something is affecting it."



"Wdl?So?'
"If it happensfadt, there could be—"
"Earthquakes?"

Jarrod pauses, looks back over Olympias spread. "Very bad earthquakes. Change in the atmosphere.
We don't know. Death. A lot of it."

* * %

Jarrod staysin the garden and watches Maggie's wagon pull away, Hildie the mare trotting resolutely
down the street. Resolutely toward home. Not me, Jarrod thought. Not for along time. When the sun
sets, he goes back in. His mother is out for the evening, and Jarrod takes his evening medl in hisroom.
The attendants come and clear the plates. They bring him back his ranger green, cleaner than it has been
sncethe day it was taken from theloom. He puts hisred clothes back on. After midnight, he dips out of
the room and down the stairs. Barbarais awake, sitting on astool by the door. She does not hear a
ranger step lightly beside her. Thefaint creek of afront window being opened. A man the shade of night
dipping through.

Out into the streets— streets Jarrod now has agood map of in hishead.

He makes hisway past darkened houses, empty merchant stdls. He makes hisway to the Chine. A
guard isout on hisrounds. He does not see Jarrod. In the shadows, Jarrod peersinto the dirt square.

The Chomskyite sitswith his back against the stake that binds him to the earth. At first he appearsto be
deegping, but Jarrod hears him mumbling to himself. Delusion brought on by dehydration. Jarrod watches
for afew momentslonger. The man moves dightly, rattling his chains. Enough.

Jarrod takes his blowgun from under his shirt. He brings a dart from his pocket and dipsit inthelittlevia
of concentrated hemlock. Dropsit down the tube of the blowgun. Takesaim.

The dart flies astrue as Jarrod's aim, into the neck of the Chomskyite. The man daps at the sting, asif it
were amosquito. He sits up, looks at the sky. Fifteen seconds. Twenty. The Chomskyite makes asighing
sound, expdlling both air and spirit. His head droops; his hand trailsin the dust of the square.

Jarrod glances around quickly, then stalks over and removes the dart from where it has falen next to the
body. And fades back into the shadows of Olympiatown.

* * %

Jarrod passes aweek in hismother's rooms. Every day isasuccession of timesto eat, timestowalk in
the gardens. Conversation that Jarrod only listens to. He learns, makes connections, so that more and
more of it makes sense. Thereisan invigble town within the town, he comesto see, that is made up of
relationships of dependence and dominance, sentiment and desire— but above all, blood ties. Genes
shuffling their humans about, pitting them againgt one another, sometimes alowing them to join forces, but
awaysfor selfish ends. What other ends could there be? That is the assumption of al.

After midnight, Jarrod goes out and follows the streets of the town. He returns before dawn, and degps



for four hours until breskfast.
After five days, Ocean returnsto the house. He ishaggard from atrip to the west, where there isfighting

with the nomads who roam the coast and pillage Mattie familieswho live up theriversthat feed the
Pecific. Ocean and Jarrod meet in the hdl late in the evening. Asthey meet, Ocean iswracked by a

gpasm of coughing.

"Areyou dl right?" Jarrod says, after he has stopped.

He stares at Jarrod for amoment, then walks on.

The next day, there are preparations for the dinner meal. Slabs of meat are brought in, barrels of beer
ddivered. Jarrod thinks that agreeat feast for many peopleisin preparation, but only his mother, Mandlli
and Ocean are there when Jarrod comes to dinner.

"So you're the forester,” Oceans says when Jarrod sits down to est.

"I'maranger.”

"Well, you keep the northern conclaves active.”

"We keep them out of the National Park."

Ocean takes agreat mouthful of meat, continues speaking. "Keeps them from being a problem for me. |
guess| can thank you for that."

Jarrod nods. Ocean begins to cough. He raises anapkin to hislips, and Jarrod sees that the cloth comes
away bloody. Very bloody, with agreat glob of sputum. Ocean foldsit away.

Bacterid infection of the lungs, Jarrod thinks. Very likely tuberculosis.

Barbarapours Jarrod aglass of wine. It smells of cabernet sauvignon grape, and tasting it, he discovers
that he'sright. Old, too, with a hundred lighter tastes— herbs, flowers Jarrod can half identify, like
ghosts— complimenting the grapiness. Wonderful.

"You likeit, do you?' says Ocean in aphlegmy voice. He clears histhroat. "My own private stock.
Fifteen yearsold, that. Got it off adead Harborite."

"It'sgood. Very good.”
"Damnright.”
Mandli isuncharacterigticaly slent, and hismother seems on edge.

Ocean tearsinto another piece of meat. "Did you kill that Chomskyite piece of garbage in the Chine?' he
asksin the midst of another mouthful.

"I killed him," Jarrod says.

"Thought s0. It looked like greenshit work. Well, the world's better off without hiskind." Ocean chews,



swallows. He cuts more mest. Then, the meat dangling from the end of hisfork, he looks hard at Jarrod.
"Dont do it again without my say-so, though."

Jarrod meets Ocean's gaze. He says nothing. After amoment, Ocean looks away, coughs hard, then
continues coughing in wispy, breathless convulsions. Though more hegps of food are brought in, no one
ests much.

That evening, the house is encircled by a platoon of guards, and Jarrod does not chance atrip out.

* % %

The night of the bl finaly arrives, and with it, Jarrod's commission as a captain. His clothes are cleaned
that day, and when they return, there are epaul ets with the brass roping of his new rank sewn to the
shoulders.

They arrive by coach, Jarrod, his mother and her attendants. The attendants wear the same brown robes
of their order— Jarrod now knows them to belong to a Mattie sect called the Greensisters— but Tatum
James is dressed as he has never seen her before. A sweeping, heavy-fabric dress, iridescent and dark
green, is belted about her waist and fallsto her ankles. It risesin tendrilsto her breasts, which are
gathered from below by ablack undergarment laced tight. They are thrust up and together, and her silver
chain liesupon their curve. Her skin glistenswith mica, asif she were covered with athousand spider
eyes. The closeness of the coach isfilled with her perfume— essence of dandelion? Jarrod cannot tell.
Something sharp and bright, of fields, not forests.

Thebdl isbeing held in awhite building that could easily accommodate dl the rangers of Threecabin.
Torches arefixed about its second story, and two bonfires burn before the door. Thefires are obscenely
large.

"What isthis place?'

"It's called the Department of Transportation,” his mother replies. "I'm not sure what they did here.”
Smokeisheavy intheair, and she raises a handkerchief to breathe through. A soot-covered attendant
opensthe door for her with aflourish, and Jarrod follows his mother inside.

The main balroomis crowded and smoky with candlelight from dangling iron chanddiers. Themen are
wearing ether black shirtswith tan, tight-fitting pants or € se uniforms of various sorts and ranks, none of
which Jarrod recognizes. The women are dressed much like his mother. All of them glisten and sparkle
when they move upon the marblefloor.

"Tothink, | only started wearing it last Thirdmonth,” says Tatum James, gazing about the ballroom and
amiling fantly.

Sheisimmediately approached by awoman with an el aborate headdress, who bringsin her wake two
young women. His mother makes introductions and Jarrod nods wanly. One of the young women takes
hisarm and leads him away, through a set of double doors and into another part of the building.

"I'm Matilda Dewdrop," she says, after maneuvering Jarrod into acorner. "I'm so glad I'm thefirgt to
meet you. Y ou'd be the ranger, | think."

Jarrod has to concentrate to understand her. Her words are English, but their cadenceis strangely off, as



if she were spesking to him from arocking limb on atree,
"I'maranger,” Jarrod replies.

"Isit very dark in the forest? Have you killed a great many robbers?’
"Yes" Hegmiles

This causes Matildato break out in aped of laughter that Jarrod thinks cannot be genuine. He smiles,
bowsdightly.

"Y ou're perfectly ddightful,” she says. "Perfectly so. Y ou must have mefor your first dance. Itissmply
imperative.

"l don't dance," Jarrod says.

"Oh, but you must." Mdtildalaughsagain in her ghill tinkle,

"No," hesays.

Soon, ayoung man in black and tan approaches with another woman, whom he introduces as hissgter.
Before Matilda can introduce Jarrod, a drum bests deeply in the next room, and everyonefals silent for
amoment. It beats again. The young man puts out his hand and Matildaimmediately takesit. They wak
away, leaving Jarrod with the Sster. Shelooksat him imploringly, but he can only shrug. After awhile she
wanders away, and Jarrod remainsin the corner, listening to the weird rhythms that move these
barbarians to dance.

It seemsforever until Tatum James emerges from the crowd and draws him to a side room. They St upon
acouch, while a servant brings them white wine. Thiswineisinferior to winein Ocean's household, but it
isgtill amarvelous drink to Jarrod. He wonders what variety of grapeit is made from, but his mother
does not know.

"I'll have somefor the house if you'd like t, though.”

"Wheat you dready haveiswonderful.”

"We do have fine stuff. Mandlli seesto that.”

Jarrod leans back againgt the plush backing of the couch and nearly loses his balance. He sits upright.
"Who does Manédlli belong to, I've been wondering.”

The question seemsto startle Tatum James at first, but then she smiles broadly, bitterly. "Hes mine," she
says. "I'vepaid for himin gold. And hislover isone of my house guards.” She sips her winelong,
thoughtfully. "Y ou are hopeless tonight, aren't you?'

"l don't belong here," Jarrod says.

"| thought you might ... adapt. For my sake."



"Y ou know what | want to do."

His mother moves closer to him. The dandelion odor is strong about her. "It isvery odd,” she says. "Very
odd to meet someone who tellsthe whole truth.”

"l havenoreasontolie”

"No. You don't." Sherisesdightly and abruptly nods to a servant, who comes and takes her unfinished
wine. When she settles back down on the couch, sheiscloser till. "Y ou don't give adamn that | am your
mother, do you?'

Jarrod looks at her, looks away. He says nothing.

"No, | couldn't believeit at first. But now | do. What did they do to you in that forest? What kind of man
areyou? Areyouaman at al?'

"I'maranger.”

"Yes. Of the United States Park Service." She gingerly places ahand upon Jarrod'sleg. Sherubs his
thigh. "I'velost my son,” she murmurs, dmost to hersdlf, Jarrod thinks. "1 don't have ason.”

Jarrod doesn't think he has drunk agreat deal of wine, but he finds his thoughts confused. He stares at his
mother's hand, blinks, shakes his head. Her fingers are long, thin. They shine darkly in the candldlit room.
Asif from adistance, he notices that heis aroused.

"I want to leave tomorrow,”" he says quietly, asif to convince himsdlf.

"Yes, yes" says Tatum James. "You will." Sheturnsto the servants. "Leave us" shetellsthemwith a
brittle voice, ahard voice. " Close the door." The servants comply.

Before Jarrod can speak, before he can think— why isit so hard to think?— she turnsto him. Her face
islikeastorm. "Y ou thought | would be old, didn't you?"

"Yes," hesays.

She amiles, and it isasif the sun has come out from behind black clouds. A bright, dandelion sun. "Not
sovery old.”

"You. You'rebeautiful .

She moves her hand to theinside of hisleg, reaches out with her other hand, runsafinger aong his chin.
"Soft," shesays. "Youreso ... gern. It makes me forget how young you are sometimes.”

"Please" Jarrod says. What is he saying? He doesn't know what heis saying. 'l need—"

She kisseshim roughly. Hetriesto pull away, but she takes hislower lip between her teeth and tugshim
back playfully, laughing at his distress. He yanks back, tastes blood in his mouth.

"Come now, my ranger,” says Tatum James. "We both have something the other wants."



"Youre—"
"What?Y our mother? That obvioudy means nothing to you."

"It. I." Haveto get control, hethinks. A ranger is.... what the hell isaranger? Thereisno point inthe
Law. Clean? Obedient? Cheerful ?

"A gupid primitive" hefindly says. "A goddamn Timberlander."

She laughs short and hard. She shakes her head. "That'sit," she says. " So that's what's bothering you.
Tdl mesomething.”

"What?'

"Ismy husband going to die?*

Jarrod sits back, breathes deeply. He has no ideawhy sheis asking him this, but anything to relieve the
pressure. The knowledge that he wants Tatum Jamesterribly. Like the hunt. Like killing other men. Or
like the prey who longs for the hunter'sfinal siroke. All, al at once. To hurt and to hurt.

Sheismy mother. My biologica mother.

"He hastuberculoss,” Jarrod says.

"And can you curehim?"

"I haveacure"

"I thought s0. | thought you could do that." Again, her hand on hisleg. He reaches out toward her, asif to
push her away. Instead, she takes his hand by the wrist. She opens hisfingers and kisses his open pam.

"l wantit," shesays.

"Y ou want—"

"I want thet cure. Isit apotion?”

"It'sajar of pills

"And thet will cure him?"'

"Probably. The disease hastorn up hislungs, though. They'll never hed completely.”
"That doesn't matter. I'll never give him the cure.”

"You. | don't."

"Understand? Y ou are very young, ranger.” Shelicks hishand, takes afinger in her mouth, sucks and
kissesit, then leans back. "Would you like me to teach you?'



"l haveto go. Go south.”
"Y ou can leave on tomorrow'strain if you give methe cure.”

"Tomorrow? I'll. It isn't much. | have enough and to spare.” Jarrod redizes heistaking to himsdf, taking
himsdlf into something.

"We have abargain, then," says Tatum James. She puts a hand behind his neck, draws him toward her.
Draws him to the silver on her breast. Sheis soft againgt his cheek. Soft, but cold. It isthe metal that is
cold.

"Wemust sed our bargain,” she whispersto him. "Here, away from his home. Away from his spies.”

Tatum James reaches behind hersalf. Shefinds a particular strand of her dresss binding, tugsonit. Her
dressfdlsaway, leaving only the bodice beneath it. "Unlaceit, ranger," shetels him. Without thinking, he

obeys.

He cannot think that thisis his mother heistearing into, that thisis his mother whose nails diginto his
back, his sides and legs. He daps her hands away, daps her face, pushes her down onto the couch. But
sheislithe and strong, and fights back, twists away.

Then sheisontop of him, pulling his garments away, kneading his chest. "So very young,”" she says.
"Perfectly, ddightfully young. Something | want. Oneway or the other. Something I'll have." He bucks
up, triesto throw her off, but somehow she uses the movement againgt him, and heis suddenly inside her.

Tatum James laughs and grinds wet againgt him. He struggles and this only draws him deeper into her.
"I'vegot you," shesays. "You didn't think you could get away, did you? Y ou didn't think you could get
away without telling your mother good-bye?"

Not mine. Not my mother. Completely gonetribal. Thinks of nothing but herself. The goddamn bitch.
Thefucking clan whore.

With agrowl, heflings her away from him. She catches hersdf on the arm of the couch and criesout in
frugtration. Jarrod thinks of the young girl, Darlene, who had wanted him to go to the windbreak with her.
He remembers what he'd wanted to do to her there. Timberlander. Not real. Not redl. A parasite on the
good land. A shadow. Not area human being. He risesto his knees on the couch. Tatum Jamesis
beneath him, looking up. Sheturns quickly, seeksto escape, but he reaches out, pulls her roughly back.

A shadow upon the land. Nothing more. A curseto bresk.

Sheisdill. Shelooksat him for along moment, then closes her eyes and turns dowly around. Shewaits.
He parts her legs, and she gasps, but does nothing. He pulls her onto him, and she whimpers quietly. She
glances over her shoulder, and he can see her upper lipistwisted to asmile. After atime, shejoinshis
movements, matches hisrhythm. Makes him push into her harder.

Shadow animd, hethinks. Thisian't red, thisisn't true. She can't help the way sheis. She'snothing but an
animd. | could not have come from her.

"Youfed it," shesays. "Youfed it, don't you?'



Hate. Anger. He's never felt so angry.

Why did you leave me? Because you're astupid anima. My real mother wouldn't leave me.
God, he hates her. Wants her.

"Y ou know you fed it," she saysbeneath him. Y oure mine, after dl.”

Shut up. Outside, the ball drums best. The barbarians dance. Shut up, shut up.

"Phillip," says Tatum James. "Dear Phillip. Y ou've come back to me."
? Tran

The next day, heis on thetrain to the Siskiyous, a captain in the Karma Patrol. He has | eft a course of
antibioticswith hismother. They will never be used.

Hethinks of resgning his ranger's commission, of sending Franklin some sort of message. But thereisno
way to send it, in any case.

A ranger isclean. | am not.

A ranger isloyal. | have betrayed ... something.

What happened?

Baker. His mother. None of thiswas covered in the ranger training.
| should know wheét to do.

Something hes.

A ranger is.

Something has broken.

Y et ill hetravels south. To Cdifornia What elseisthereto do?

He checks his compass against the afternoon sun. He knowsthe day of the year. He knows hisrelative
position to the pole, the magnetic declination.

The needle is seventeen degrees off what it should be.

Perhapsit isjust the metd of thetrain, some siray magnetism. But no. Franklinisright. Somethingis
changing in the earth. Something always certain has come unglued.

Thetrain car Jarrod ridesin is over two hundred years old. The windows are broken out and the
undercarriage rattles and whines like a hundred thrashing chains. He has never traveled so fast before—
near forty milesan hour. It isawonder that one can bresthe. Thetrain isthirteen carslong. Two carsin
the front, near the locomotive, hold the militia guard— the Karma Petrol— with asmal contingent dsoin
the caboose. The middle boxcars carry trade goods from the north— timber, cloth, coal, iron. Jarrod is



one of fifty men and women who are to watch over these materids, to see that Ocean getshisfair trade
in'Yreka. The patrol will accompany the wine and other California goods back, but Jarrod will not.

| may never come north again, Jarrod thinks.

A hdf day has passed since they crossed the wide Columbia. Jarrod barely notices the blasted ruin of
Portland. Thetrain takes on diesdl fud in that city, and now Mount Hood has grown to a distant white
point away north. The Willamette VValey rolls beneath them, and the sunislow and dim through afoggy
scud of clouds.

For hours, Jarrod has sat by the window gazing indifferently out, his packful of medicine stowed away
above him on the luggage rack. After atime, aman balances hisway to the seat next to Jarrod's and
plunks down beside him.

"Kelp," the man says, extending his hand. Jarrod now knows the custom of handshaking. He takes the
man's hand, and the other squeezes strongly. Jarrod draws back his hand, mildly disgusted at the touch of
astranger.

"My name's Jarrod,”" he says.

"Widl, Captain, you have your twenty-five, and I'm over the other haf of the brigade."

Jarrod shrugs, nods.

"Have you heard of the bandits, then?"

"Not much."

"Doyou careto?!

"Yes, | should hear it."

"Wdll, down at Ashland, at the twist of the Cascades and Siskiyousiswhere their turf starts. The Mother
knows how far south it goes after that. Maybe to Mexico. We killed a brace of them last trip up.
Cougars, | think. They had an AK-47."

"Autométic rifle? Just one?"

"Just the one that they used.”

"Didwe get it?" Jarrod feds odd using "we," but let it pass. What does it mean— or matter— whose he
is?

"Wedid." Kelp nodsin gpprova of hisquestion. "Have you ever come up againgt one before? Back in
the woods, there? I've heard what you are, Captain. Some, at least.”

Jarrod again shrugs. What | am. "'l helped kill a man once who was using one. But he was afool and let
usget benind him."

"How did youkill him?"



Jarrod looks at Kelp, then turnsto gaze out the window once again. "I think it was apiano wire," he
sys.

Kelp lets out alow whistle. He reachesinside his coat and draws out abottle, uncorksit. "1 beieveI'll
have abite of the dog." He swigs down amouthful of pae yelow liquor, breathes out awreath of acohol
vapor. "Jack Tack, potatoes and corn,” he says hoarsely, and offers the bottle to Jarrod.

Jarrod shakes his head no, and turns back to ook at the man. Kelp isbig and broad-shouldered. The
brown and red woal of his KarmaPatrol coat is dung upon him like aloose skin. With his brown beard
and long brown hair, Kelp resembles a bear that knows how to sit upright. Standing, held likely be afoot
taller than Jarrod, and thirty pounds heavier. His carbineisresting againg hisknee, and Kelp idly twirls
itsleather strap ashe gits.

"Did you get the man with the AK-477" Jarrod asks.

"Yep," says Kelp. His hand movesto the stock of hisrifle. He strokesit. "I got him." Jarrod looks into
Kep's eyes and sees— nothing.

They speak further of weapons. Kelp breaks down his carbine and shows Jarrod the way to clean and
ail it.

"I have areloader, too, back home," Kep says, and they talk about the difficulty of finding good
gunpowder, the impossibility of making it as pure asit used to be, in better daysfor guns. "What I'd give
to get my hands on some Napaprime,” he says. "They know how to makeit in that valey."

Jarrod takes his .22 revolver from his pack and he and Kelp look over hisammunition.
"Longrifle" Kelp says. "Maybe not the best.”

"These are the last of the cartridges that haven't worn out,” Jarrod replies. "Forty-grain bullets. We get
the lead from a deposit in the basalts. Probably aglacid erratic.” He seesKelp hasno ideawhat heis
talking about. "There wereice ages,” he says, "thousands of years ago.”

"Whatever you want to believe," Kelp replies. "Though Mother keep you from open heresy.”

Thetrain rumblesthrough Corvdlis, then Eugene. Darkness settles over the valey, until only the pesks of
the Cascades to the east are il lit with thelow sun. They go to the second car for mess. Thisisan
observation car from the old Amtrak lines. Some of the huge plastic windows are cracked and cauterized
back together with ugly welts. Most are intact, though, and the regiment eats and smokes rowdily asthe
countrysiderollsby.

Kelp introduces Jarrod to the others, to his two lieutenants and the twenty-three who are under his
command. The food is stew, cooked in an iron pot over afire built down below in what was once the
snack bar lounge. Every oncein awhile, the wind shiftsand a puff of smoke rises from the stairwell that
leads to the kitchen. But the cigarette smoke of the Karma Patrol is so vile to Jarrod's nogtrils that the
woodsmoke from below is nothing— not until he remembersthat it is chopped treesthat the cooks are
burning. Killed trees to make this horrible mush, he thinks. But he eats two helpings of stlew. Heis

hungry.



Near midnight, the train pullsinto the town of Drain, Oregon, and lurches to astop. Jarrod has nodded
off in his seat, and Kelp shakes him awake.

"Angry Duck," Kelp says.

"Did you just say Angry Duck?'

"Get amove on, Captain.”

They exit the train and step down into abare dirt yard. Across another set of tracks, lit by kerosene
braziers, isan immense sign. There are no words on it— only an enormous duck, twenty feet tal, with
red linesradiating from its quaking head, asif it were throwing off bloody perspiration.

But ducks don't swest, Jarrod thinks. Do they?

Kelp leads him under the sign and into a building made of rough-sawn logs covered, in places, with sheet
metd.

"They brought that duck down from Portland,” says Kelp. "Mother knows how they got it on the train.”
"Who brought it down?"

"Aw, thesgters, | guess.”

They step insde the building. Despite the hour, it is crowded. People Sit at tables, some of them eating.
Most of the patrons are only drinking, however. Conversation dies down for amoment as the contingent
from thetrain comesin, but it quickly returnsto itsregular level. Jarrod, Kelp and one of the men named
Poppyseed sit down together at atable.

A woman in ashort two-piece pink dress approaches them. Her hair islong, but piled high upon her
head, and she smells strongly of some flower that Jarrod doesn't know. Not dandelion greenness, though.
That hewould recognize.

"What can | get you boys?' the woman says.

"How about ahaf hour with you, Tiffany," Kelp says. He reaches out and runs his hand acrossthe
woman's buttocks. She backs from his reach, but does nothing else. That would get aranger killed,
Jarrod thinks.

"Sorry, sugar. I'mwaliting tablestill later." At that moment, she notices Jarrod, and turnsto smile upon
him. "Wl now, Kdp, what have you drug in with you tonight?"

Kep rubshischin, frowns. "Oh you like that, do you?'
"Heésacutie dl right. Ain't seen hislikein awhile. HEsayoung and pretty one."
"Y oung and inexperienced,” Kelp says. "What you need isaman who—"

"I'm agood teacher,” Tiffany says. "And by the looks of his clothes, he's got the brank to pay for it."



"Sodo I'" Kelp says, digging into his pocket. He pulls out awad of crumpled notes.

"Olympia Town brank? That's about enough to buy you a bottle and a place to sit and drink yourself
Supid.”

"Mothercunt,” Kelp mutters.

"l just want some water," Jarrod says to the woman.

"Sure you do, honey," the woman says. She takes the orders of Kelp and Poppyseed, then brushesa
hand against Jarrod's bare cheek as she walks away. The flowery perfume she wears makes his eyestear

up for amoment.

"She surelikes you, Captain,”" Poppyseed says, shaking hishead and smiling. "1'd get me some of that if |
wasyou."

"What? Isthis place awhorehouse, or—"

"Tiffany'd dit your throat with abutter knifeif she heard you saying thet," Kelp replies. " She's got a head
for trade, but she'salittle loopy other ways." Kelp gestures around the room. "Thisisthe Angry Duck
House of Drain, and Tiffany and Alexiaare Sisters of the Railroad. Proper Birch and Pond sect, dll
chartered by the oversight committees and everything. Well, modtly.”

Tiffany returns with the drinks and food, and again brushes up against Jarrod.

"| think shelll give you the specid,” Kelp says, and then digsinto his huevos rancheros— at least that is
what Jarrod heard him order. It looks like amagamated mush to him.

He drinks hiswater— only it isn't water, but agolden liquid. Sweet and strong with alcohal.
"What isthis?'

"That's mead— the Duck's trademark,” Kelp says. "The women makeit from out of the beehives out
back. You'd seethemif it was daylight.”

After the medl, Kelp and Poppyseed have a smoke. Jarrod watches the fumes curl up toward the celling,
winding into dissipation. Thereisthe sound of ameta skillet being thwacked repeatedly.

"Hey, hey," Kdp says. "Timefor dessert.”

Along with many of the other men in the room, Jarrod, Kelp and Poppyseed line up in singlefile. They
step through atrapdoor in acorner and descend aflight of stairs— into abasement, smaler than the main
dining room. Itisal of brick, and itswalls are hung with smoky pitch-oil lampsthat burn yellow-orange.
As each man reaches the bottom of the stairs, he is met by awoman, who takes him by the arm and
leads him into the room. The women are naked, but for their shoes.

Jarrod finds Tiffany taking hold of him and pulling him into the room.

"Damn the mothercunt, she got him," Kelp says, behind Jarrod.



Inthefar corner Jarrod catches a glimpse of awooden table, but he cannot see through the press of
bodies what is on the table. Tiffany leads him into the room. Her hair is down now, and her nipples are
dark. She's suckled children, Jarrod thinks. But she still seems young— maybe only afew years older
than heis. Her shoes have hedlsthat put her on tiptoe as she walks.

Thereismore clanging of pans, and the room grows quieter— athough never completely slent. A
woman climbs up on the table and speaks.

"Welcome to the Dessert Feadt, ladies and gentlemen,” she says. "I'm Sister Alexia, and I'll be your
server tonight.” She bends down and picks up ahandful of something that looks like brown jly. It drips
through her fingers.

"Thank the Mother," she says.

From the crowd comes aroar of approval.

"The Mother givesuslong life" she says. "'If weonly egt her bounty.”

"Yeah!" yells someone behind Jarrod. Jarrod recognizes Kelp's harsh voice once again. 'Y eah, edt it! Eat
it!"

Alexialifts up her hands, covered with thejelly. "We bring to thee thisoblation,” she proclaims, "whichis
the very fruit of the Mother."

Everyone cheersin the room, and Alexia proceedsto lick her hands clean. Alexiamotions, and aman
climbs up and joins her on the table. The crowd parts dightly, and Jarrod can now see that the two of
them are standing amid a heap of steaming food. Alexia undoes the man's trousers, drops them, and
beginsto rub againgt him.

Without further ado, the women, the sisters of the order, turn to the men and begin to do the sameto
them. Jarrod backs away before Tiffany can lower his pants. She pushes him back through the crowd
and into awall. There are too many people around for Jarrod to escape up the sairs.

"Thisisthe Feast," she says. " Share the Feast."

"I'm not one of your—"

"Doesn't matter, cutie. Y ou don't haveto join." She reaches down and strokes him. ™Y ou just have to
share.”

"Isn't there some place more ... private? Where we can talk?"

"But thisisthe sharing time. Thisisthe Feadt, cutie. Well stay here." Now she does have the drawstrings
of his pants untied.

With aquick, strong shove, Jarrod pushes her away. "No," he says. "I didn't know about this."
Tiffany looks at him, and he sees that there isn't any anger in her eyes. Only acceptance and

determination. She comes back toward him, hands outstretched. He takes her by the wrists, turns her
around, away from him.



"Well, if you wanted it thisway, why didn't you tel me?' Tiffany says, grinding againgt him.

"Ligtentome," Jarrod replies. "1 didn't know." Being rationa will get him nowhere, Jarrod realizes. | need
adigraction, hethinks. "What's on the table? What isthat?"

"What?" says Tiffany, turning around to face him. "That's the Motherfruit. Part of the Feast. Well al
sharein it tonight. See? If you're worried about getting a child on me, you needn't be."

She points toward the table.

Jarrod dowly lets her go. She movesto grab him, hold him, but he pushes her aside. He pushes hisway
through the orgy of the crowd, rubbing againgt writhing women and men groaning to their task, until he
comesto thetable.

Fruits and vegetables in bowls, and shanks and haunches of meat, mostly cow mesat. And the
centerpiece, alarge bowl containing the brown quiver of ajellied aspic. Tiffany comesto stand beside
him.

"Cutie, if you'rethat shy, thereisaside room we can use." Shedips her finger in the aspic and putsitin
her mouth, licksabit of itsamber from her lips. "See?' she says. "No need to worry. It's Motherfruit.”

"Motherfruit?'

"Yes. That'swhat the ssterhood does.”

Jarrod suddenly understands what sheis saying.

"Whose childisit?' heasks.

"Blessed Mother only knows. Weve had three come to term this past fortnight. It isall of them, plusthe
|eftoversfrom last time. | thought. Why did that man, that Kelp, bring you if you didn't ... Thiscould be
troublefor usdl.”

"It'sdl right,” Jarrod says. "1 won't cause any problems.”

Tiffany takeshisarm and looks him in the eye. Thereisacertain loveinessin her blue eyes, her skinas
white as young sprouts that have yet to see the sun. Asif she's been used hard by life, Jarrod thinks, but
not as hard as she could have been. "I hope you aretdling the truth.”

"l am," Jarrod says. "I'd like to go now, though.”

"All right. I'll seeyou up.”

They push back through the crowd and climb the sairsin sllence. Thedining hall isempty. Tiffany goes
behind the counter and finds an gpron, which she cardesdy drapes around hersdlf, covering only one
breast. She pours hersalf and Jarrod cups of mead. They sit down together at atable.

"Don't you like me?' Tiffany says. She brushes her hair back from her face.



"l think you're very pretty."

"Then why don't you want me? Are you one of them that likes other boys? It isn't our specidty, but we
can do something about that with alittle time to get ready. On your way back, maybe."

"No. Itisnt you," he says. He swalows meaed. "How did you get here?"

"Alexiaand metook the train down from Portland. Ages ago, seemslike. The Ssters up there had too
many of us, so they sent us out as missonaries. Weve done good, | think. We are one of the few houses
that turn aprofit. The Mothersigtersin Portland are Sitting up and taking notice.”

"Y es. Seemsthat youre doing fine" he says.

"Wetake care of our own, you know? The sisterhood does. My girls need me. They need you. Men like
you."

"es"
"Then why areyou 0 againgt it, cutie?' Shereaches over, squeezes hisarm. Y ou have a cigarette?'

"I don't. I'm not againgt you, either.”

"Y ou may not like theway we do it, but some do." She motionswith her shoulder at the closed trapdoor.

"They surely do,” Jarrod says. He takes along draught of his meed, nearly draining the cup. "Wadll, | think
I'll be going."

"Areyou sure?!
"YS."

"I'll let you out, then." She gets up, accompanies him to the door. Jarrod steps out into the wee hours of
the morning. Sheet lightning flashesin the southern sky and distant thunder rolls.

"Mother blessyou and keep you," Tiffany says.
"And you, too," hereplies. "Mother blessyou."
"You aresuch acutie"

Hewalks over therailroad tracks and climbs back into the Karma Patrol train. In the empty quiet, heis
able to deep with abit of peace.

* % %

At sunrise, they roll out of the Willamette Valey and there are mountains once again. They turn wherea
spur of the coastal ranges turnsinward, joins the Cascades. And it isasif the two ranges were added
one onto the other, for the mountains grow taler, and thereis Mount Shasta, the grest volcano anchor of
the southern Cascades. And south of Shasta, afault-block range— the fault-block range— and the uplift
isfar, far higher dtill, and these are called the Snowy Mountains, the SierraNevada. Thereis'Y osemite,



and the Sequoiatrees, which are alegend among the Olympic rangers. And there is Mount Whitney, the
tallest peak between Dendli in Alaskaand Aconcaguain Argentinaand Chile. Even if thereisn't an
Argentina, a Chile, anymore, Jarrod thinks, there will still be Aconcagua, Dendi, Whitney.

A steady rain beginsto pour, and the train smells of hot metd and steam.

The range that connects the coastal mountains to the Cascadesis called the Siskiyous, and these are the
mountains at the southern end of Willamette Vdley. Thetrain groans and smokesitsway up them, into
them, as the morning brightensto day. Ashland at noon. Then a steady crawl up, up, to the passthat
marked the old southern border of Oregon.

For amoment, the skies clear, and as the sun movesto the low west, the train rolls downhill, squealing
and rolling— into the gate of Cdifornia.

But not for long. Soon the squealing, braking wheels send out a scream and grind. Thetrain lurchesto a
halt.

"Damn them," Kelp growls. "Lady damn the mothercuntsto Hanford's Fires."

Word passes back from the train crew that the rails have been cut. Immediately, windows are battened
with sted plates. Firing dits are opened, and carbines protrude. Jarrod imagines that the outside of the
train must look like a cross between a porcupine and a snake. Fortunatdly, the men ostensibly in his
charge know exactly what to do, and dl that's left for Jarrod isto take out hisrevolver and blowgun and
find adit to stare out of. He settles next to Kelp.

"They'll wait till night," Kelp says. "They're likely cutting the track behind us."

"Then we can't get away?'

"We haverail iron enough to make repairs— providing the beds are not too tore up. Mothercunts don't
want to stop al thetrainsfor good. Just thisone.”

"S0 ... wearegoing to wait?"
Kelp glances at Jarrod, but Jarrod cannot read his expression. "Have any better ideas?' he says.

Jarrod looks back out. He sees nothing. Then, there—in bushesto the right, the faintest outline of aman's
shoulder.

"| see one of them," Jarrod said.

"Where?' Kelp replies. " Shoot the mothercunt!™

But now that Jarrod is getting used to the vegetation, he makes out more. A jiggle of twig here, the round
top of ahead with afew twigs sticking out there. They don't know how to break up their forms, not
effectively, Jarrod thinks.

The bandits are clumped together not in the tall treesto theleft, but in underbrush, where thereis more

low cover. He movesto the other Side of thetrain, looks out. Y es. There. It is exactly a position where
he would suspect them to be, even if he had not seen them.



Heisabout to tel Kelp about this, but redizes that the man will immediately begin gunning into the brush,
heis so agitated. Or maybe not.

"| seethem, alot of them on thisside," Jarrod says. "What do you think about not shooting at them
now?'

"Not?What are saying, ranger?' Kep turnsto him, letting go his gun, but leaving the carbine wedged into
thefiring dot, a the ready.

"Will they offer usthe chance to surrender?’

"They might. But they'll take high-class prisonersfor ransom, then kill the rest of us, iswhat they'll do."
Heeyes Jarrod. "Youll live, if wegiveup," hesays. "Unless| get ashot at you before they gut me.”

"Don't worry about that," Jarrod says. Helooks out. Twilight is coming on fast. " Offer to surrender. How
do you do that? With awhite flag, like the Timberlanders?'

"That'sso," Kelp says. "And they'll pay it as much mind as do you greenshit bastards.”

"Not s0," Jarrod says. "Rangers never et anyone surrender. But you just told me that they do, whoever
the hell they are”

"l did." Kelp looks hard a him. "I did say that. What are you thinking, ranger?'

"Givethem adigtraction. You and | sneak out, come around behind them. Kill afew. Giveasignd, and
the other men charge.”

"And how do you propose we sneak out, Captain Greenshit? Turn into smoke and go out through the
boiler?'

"No. | wasthinking about the last time | took a shit. | sat over aholein the train and there it went, right
onto the tracks.”

"Out the dunghole?’
"Out the dunghole," Jarrod says. "And crawl down the tracks."

Kéep has the engineer hang the white flag out the window of the engine. Jarrod and Kelp go toward one
of therear cars, farthest away from where Jarrod has seen the bandits clumped. They hear the battened
window squeal open, and there are one or two random shots, then ayell from the bushes, and thefiring
ceases. But during the crackle of gunfire and the rattle of ricocheting bullets, Jarrod and Kelp dide
headfirst through the hole where atoilet has been removed. They scuttle under the train, down the tracks
ontheir bellies, gravel and sand scraping againg their faces and bared arms.

Findly, aquarter mile down the tracks, Jarrod dides over therail to hisright, trying to move as much like
asnake as he can manage. Down the dope of the train bed, hoping that Kelp is behind him, and—
breathing hard and shaking with adrendine— into the understory of the surrounding woodland. He Sits up
againg atree, and Kelp scrambles up beside him, hisrifle ill in his hand.



"I'll be damned,” he says. "Mothercunt and Hanford's Fire, I'll be damned.”
Jarrod risesto hishaunches. "Well then," he says. "Let'sgo kill them.”

Kdp amilesagridy smile. He says nothing, but daps Jarrod on the shoulder. The two men mdt through
the wood. Although aranger would have heard Kelp coming from ahaf mile away, Jarrod isimpressed
with how gtedlthy heisfor aMaittie. Jarrod, of course, moves noiselesdy.

From behind, the bandits are easy to make out, hardly concedled at dl. In the twilight gloaming, they
stand out perfectly black againgt the deep blue sky. They are armed with bows and a scattering of guns.
One holds only a spear, but then Jarrod notices the bulge of pistol in hisbelt. All about the ground at their
feet are glasswine bottles, stopped at the neck with streamers of fabric, which trail out severa inches.
The bandits are clothed in skins and tatters of old fabrics.

Ontheir heads are round hats. Thisiswhat Jarrod has seen from the train. The hats cover most of their
heads, down to their necks even, though leaving holes for sound to get to their ears. Thereisa
bridgework— like strange lenticular antlers— over some of the bandits faces. Upon each of the hatsis
the letter C.

"Mothercunt,” Kelp whispersin Jarrod's ear. "It's the Cougars.”

Jarrod has his blowgun ready. Heaims. A bandit shifts, exposes a sunburned red patch of neck. A quick
breath out, like someone who's been punched in the ssomach, and the dart flies. Jarrod'saim istrue, and
the dart flitsinto the neck. Theman dapsat it. Grabsit and pullsit out. Looksat it.

"Jabbo," he says. Another man turnsto him. " Jabbo, Uk thinkdruh—" The poison hits his bloodstream.
Helurchesforward. The brush rattles. He sinksto aknee.

Jarrod has reloaded, and blows another dart. This one thwacks against a helmet, deflected. He blows
another, and another. Two men are moaning now. There are cries of alarm.

And Kdp starts shooting. Hisrifleisasngle-shot, but he moves with asteady precison in working the
bolt and reloading, and he is able to get three shots off in quick succession before he and Jarrod move on
to another position. Three shots, and three men hit by them.

And three shotsisaso the signd to theforce in the train to attack. Kelp doesn't waste bullets, Jarrod
thinks.

More quickly than Jarrod had expected, one of the bandits orders a group of fiveto charge hisand
Kelp's previous position. But the two have moved on to more dense cover and the men find only briars
for their trouble. Then the trip wire that Kelp had set. A blasting cap pops.

Karumph! Three of the men are hoisted by an ammonium nitrate petard. Kelp had brought it from the
train, strgpped tightly to his back, and set the trigger while Jarrod was making hisfirst blowgun hits.

One of the bandits does not fall back to the earth, but hangs, shredded, caught in a broken pine bough.
Jarrod takes out his pistol. Heisnot as good a shot with it as he iswith the blowgun— but bulletswill not

bounce off the round hats of the bandits. Bulletswill go through. Jarrod looks at Kelp, who isloaded and
ready. Kelp nods. They fire away into the bandits. Jarrod spots one, two, three, in quick succession.



Two of them fal, moaning. One he misses. A fourth. Jarrod amsfor the C on hishead. Thisone sinks
without asound.

Kelp dapshisshoulder. "They seeus,” he says. Severa of the bandits pick up the wine bottles and take
them over to aman who hasignited a piece of cloth. They set fire to the ends of the fabric stoppersin the
wine bottles.

"Mothercunt,” says Kelp. "That's ngpa m cocktailsthey're going to throw at us. Let'sget.”

They take up their weapons and move quickly through the forest. Weve taken ten or fifteen of them out,
Jarrod thinks. How many more can there be? Then the woods around him rattle with the sound of bullets
chewing into trees. Thereisagreat whumph behind him, and awave of heat. Jarrod's shadow suddenly
becomes distinct. Someone has set off anagpam Molotov cocktall. They run.

He and Kelp duck behind a sandstone boulder. Jarrod's heart is racing. He breathes deeply, dowly,
trying to control it. Can't shake, he thinks. Need a steady hand. Helooks at his hands. They are
trembling.

"Reinforcements should be on their way," Kelp whispersraggedly.

Another flash of brilliant yellow light and the crackle of brush on fire. The Cougars seem to be throwing
the Molotov cocktails randomly.

From behind them they hear gunfire, the screams of men. "Well," Jarrod says. "Let'sgo."

They work their way back more dowly than they'd run away, but no one iswaiting in ambush.
Apparently al hands are needed back on the front. The Karma Petrol— the haf that isfighting on this
sde of the train— has charged into the bandits, and the fighting is now bayonets and hackwork. Severa
bandits have their wine bottleslit, however, and they throw them at the charging patrol members.

Jarrod watches as a bottle dams into the ground in front of Poppyseed, breaks, and spatters viscous
liquid dl over the man'slegs. Poppyseed bendsto wipeit off, but fire flows up him just as heisbending,
itsforce causing him to stand up straight, asif he/d suddenly come to attention. Poppyseed screams, and
another in the patrol jumps on him and rolls him over and over inthe dirt. The ill burning napalm sticks
to thisman's hands and face, and he fals down screaming aswell.

But most of the bandits do not have timeto light their cocktails, and they are quickly overcome by the
charge. A Cougar turnsto flee, and Kelp waits until the man approaches. The bandit is so intent that he
does not see Kelp or Jarrod. As he passes, Kelp steps from behind atree. He wraps asinewed arm
around the man's heed, pulling it back, baring the throat, which he then cutswith ahard dice from his
knife.

Kep turnsto Jarrod, smiling, hot blood on hisforearms, and ared spatter across his face where he has
wiped an arm. Soon the fighting is over, with the bandits either dead or run away. But from acrossthe
tracks, they can hear shotsfired and yelled orders called out. The air flashes with yellow fireand thereis
the sckly smdl of burning gasoline.

"Charge didn't take the bastards," Kelp says. "Waterfall and themn must've gotten to the woods, though,
from the sounds of it." He turns to the men— they are spread out, on the watch for sniping, but within
shouting distance of Kelp. A couple are tending to the wounded, and oneis standing, silent, over afallen



comrade.

"Well, let'sgo help,” Kelp calsout. "Bong, you take your troop around the engine. Sleet, yours around
the caboose. Three shotsisthe signd. Got it?' Bong and Seet nod. Their men look weary, but they raise
themselves to aman. The wounded are | eft to fend for themsalves for the moment. The Karma Patrol
Flits, gathers at either end of the train. Jarrod takes afew steps after the force that has goneto the
caboose.

"Ohyeah," Kelp saysfrom behind him. "Another thing. Brother Ocean told meto kill you." A shot.

A dtitchin my side, Jarrod thinks. Then Kelp'swords register. He glances down. Blood on the green
wool of hisshirt. Blood trickling down his|eft leg. And then that leg won't work.

The ground isnot leafy, but bare dirt, railroad gravel. He's come too far from the forest. The day smells
like hotiron. But that isthe train. Dying here, dl out in the open?

Jarrod draws his pistol, yanks himself around. Kelp is standing over him. He knocks the pistol out of
Jarrod's hand, then clubs Jarrod in the face with the gunstock. Broken. Something broken. Teeth?

Pain jabbing at the back of hiseyebdls. Theworld isdim, but Kelp isbright over him. Isthe moon rising
behind him? Dark coming on, though. Dark night, and so far away from home.

"Hetold meto tell you— what was it now?— he told meto tell you that you took advantage of his
hospitdity. That'sit, took advantage of his hospitality. He don't appreciateit.”

Jarrod doesn't reply. He's not sure he can move his mouth. Anyway, rather think of other thingsas| die.
"I wanted to show you agood time a the Angry Duck,” Kelp says. "Giveyou alast—"

"Captain? Captain Kelp, what are you doing?' It is Poppyseed, his face aburned and contorted mess—
but with two white, seeing eyesin the blistered flesh. He's propped himself up nearby and islooking on,
bewildered. Kelp frowns, shakes his head. He turns to Poppyseed and shoots him in what's | eft of his
face.

"Mothercunt,” Kelp says, and spits.

AsKédpisswinging the muzzle back toward Jarrod, more shots. Rapid. Evenly spaced. Automatic rifle.

Kep whimpersin ahigh voice, like arabbit, and collapses beside Jarrod. His body is riddled with bullets
and his brains are blown out— some of them onto Jarrod.

My clothes are dirty again, Mother, Jarrod thinks. Need alot of cleaning. More than. Hetriesto amile,
but can't. Hurtstoo much. Triesto moveat al. Can, but barely, stiffly. Sowly, Jarrod crawls back
toward the woods. | want to die in the leaves, he thinks, over and over.

But he cannot. Cannot makeit. And night fals hard, and there are no stars and not alight in the sky. And
then there are no thoughts about the sky at all.

| want to diein the leaves.
? Orf Dreams



In Orf's dream, the ranger approaches a chasm of rainbow brilliance. No, it isnot achasm but ariver.
The ranger walks steadily to the bank of the prism-river. He stops at the bank, looks down one way,
then the other.

Who areyou?

The ranger looks around at the ground at hisfeet. There on the river bank isa small sone, about the size
of ahuman's head. The ranger sits upon it— perches uponiit, redlly.

Theranger beginsto cry. He puts his head in his hands and sobs, Sitting on the bank of the wonderful
river.

What iswrong?

The ranger sniffs, wipeshiseyes.
Who isthere? he asks.

What iswrong?

| have no matches, the ranger says.
Areyou sure?

| have no pockets.

What will you do?

The ranger does not answer. He stands up and holds out his right hand. He reaches over with hisleft and
wraps hisfingersaround hiswrist. He yanks suddenly.

Theright arm comes off at the elbow. A stream of human blood, red blood, flowsforth. It poolsin the
sand of the bank and trickles down into the prism-river.

The ranger heaves his forearm and hand into theriver, after the blood. It floats up for amoment, then
partidly sinks, and is carried away by the flow, with only the hand above the surface, in agrotesque
wave good-bye.

Wi, theranger says. | wish I'd kept the hand until later. Then with hisleft hand, he beginsto tear himself
gpart. He pulls off hislegs, one by one, and throws them into the prism-river. He pulls off his shoulders.
He presses down on one hip, then the other, and scoots himsalf out of his hips. These he rolls down the
dopeintotheriver.

He reaches up and grabs himsdlf by the hair. He yanks off his head and throws it away with the same
mation.

Suddenly historso— torso with one arm— is motionless. It topples forward, rolls down the bank, and it,
too, falsinto theriver. It makes a grest splash, and each drop is a separate color.



And each drop of water hums anote, asif wind were blowing through aflute. And each drop lazily
settles back into the generd brilliance of the river, and is absorbed.

Just before Orf awakens, he gazes across the river. There he seesadark mass, pulling itself from the
river.

Ranger?
The shape seems to hear, to turn and face the robot. But before Orf can make out the face of the
stranger, he wakes to the smooth glass walls of the den in which herests.

2 Aytch

Thepanin hisleft amisonly mild as Jarrod rises from empty deep. Then hiswrist aches asif
sunburned. But only my hand? Jarrod thinks. When he smdlls flesh burning, he opens his eyes.

My flesh.

My arm.

A red-hot length of iron diding through hisflesh, between the two bones of hisleft forearm.
With every moment of waking, the pain grows.

Can't | just go back to deep?

Cannot.

Hejerkshisarm. Itisheld firm. Hethrashes. Heisheld. Theiron didesfarther dongitslength. Itis
nearly ayard long.

Why doesit have to be so long to burn afive-inch-wide hole?

Jarrod screams now, and pain stabs through his jaw. His mouth is so swollen, he cannot open it to
scream.

"Y ek quiedruhik, guddammit,” saysthe man who is pushing theiron through hiswrig. Isitamanwho is
doing this? No, it isared and skinned rabbit, its muscles exposed, its pul py flesh moist. Rabbit with
shining black eyes.

Jarrod thrashes again, and another kicks him in the side, cuffs hisface. He never knew he could bear so
much pain and stay awake. Going back to deep. Getting dark, sun in my wrist. No seep, though. Hurt.

Thelast of the iron passes through, and its end is aneedle eye through which is threaded aleather thong.
Metd through, and now the three-stranded |eather scraping againgt outraged inner flesh. Fingers clench,
uncontrollable. I can sill fed my fingers, Jarrod thinks between waves of ache. The sewer takesoneend
of the doubled thong, and pullsit through. Instead of tying the two ends together, the man untwists each
end five turns back aong the leather. He splices the two ends together.

Jarrod has athong two feet long dangling from the holein hiswrist. The man roughly pulls on the loop.



"Hek holdruhuh, Burt."

Have to scream, can't scream. Who is Burt? The other daps hisface. Blood now, on his chin, the side of
hisneck. He canfed it. Hecanfed it al.

Hefed sthe sawer, the man with the iron, reach down and grab histesticles through hiswool pants. He
fedsthe hand grow tight, squeezing.

Go ahead. I'm aranger. They're expendable.

He putsthetip of the hot iron down near them. Jarrod fedls the hest, the shriveling hest. He prepares
himsdlf, dthough he knowsthereis no preparing.

"Y ek keepdruhik, Burt," the man says gruffly, and usesthe hot iron to burn Jarrod'sinner thighs. Two
quick strokes. Odor of burnt wool, then burnt flesh. Two new red welts, there forever. Or however
many hours| have left to live. Dark brown dark brown dark.

Who the hdl isBurt?

He wakes at twilight— how many days, he can't say. Heistoo thirsty to deep. Thereisabowl of
water— a scum on it— nearby. He turns over, tries to open his mouth. Too swollen. But he must drink
water. Can't move hisleft arm. Why? Worry later about it. Lifts hisright hand up, puts hisfingerson his
lips, forcesthem into his mouth.

Jarrod yanks hisjaw down.

Brown. The world goes brown— but he'stoo thirsty to let the dark come back. After along time, he
rolls over and laps at the water, each movement of histongue anew pain. When he has painstakingly
finished the water, heis il thirdier than hé's ever beenin hislife. No one brings him any more.

Heisinaclearing. It isfilled with greenwood smoke, thefire crackle of dying trees. Bastards. Cougars.
Huts of pine straw, mud daub, rotted swaths of cloth. They are punishing themselves with the way they
live. Gonetribd.

Heliesinaclearing. A long line of ropeistied in asguare knotted coil through the thong of hiswrist. The
ends of the rope aretied out of reach. No way except to chew through the rope or the leather, and he
cannot chew anyway. Hewon't be able to chew for along time.

Thewound in hissideis bound up with afilthy poultice. What hurtsworst a the moment are his seared
thighs, but the ragged holein hiswrist flares horribly if he movesthat arm. Best tolie dill.

| cannot live, Jarrod thinks. My gut must be exposed. Peritonitis. And gangrene. Broken teeth— the
worst place for bacteria. Swallowing toxin.

| cannot live.

A dirty, shuffling thing comes out of a hut, moves toward him. Only when it draws near can Jarrod see
that it isawoman. He stares blankly at her. She holds a clay bowl, lopsided, not turned on awhed when
it was made, not fired in akiln. Without hesitation, she reaches down and straddles his shoulders, pulls
him up. He dmost leaves his consciousness again. She puts her dirty fingersin hishair and pulls his head



back.
"Kay, Burt. Opendruhik," she says.
He does not understand what sheis saying.

"Opendruhik.” She runs her hand over hisface. Smells of dung. Grabs his chin, and forces open his
mouth. Jarrod weakly thrashes. Her thighs hold him tight. She pours some of the contents of the bowl
into his mouth, forces his mouth shut. He gags, but can't spew it out, can't do anything. Hasto swallow.
The gruel— it is something thick and vile— goes down in abig lump. The woman sees him swallow,
opens hismouth again. Thistime heisready, and is able to get most of the gruel down in quick gulping
motions,

When she hasfinished feeding him, the woman lets go hishair abruptly and takes a step. Shekicksat his
water dish, looks down, noticesit isempty.

"Lutur," she muttersto hersdf, and walks away.

Jarrod liesin the dirt exactly as she has dropped him. He istoo exhausted to make even the smallest
move. Evening, and amoon. It isnot long since the train. Maybe two days.

Heistied in the clearing for many days. He'sfed, and not spoken to otherwise. Thisisjust aswell, for
athough Jarrod believes these people speak akind of English, their words are nearly incomprehensible to
him.

Women go about chores during the day. There are few children, and all of them are sallow-eyed and
quiet. Thereisno cheer in this place. Men leave empty-handed, return with things— chairs, pieces of
machinery, guns, bags of clothing. It isnot until the middle of the week that Jarrod's brain isworking well
enough for him to redlize that the Cougars are looting the train, piece by piece.

Each night, hetriesto chew through the leather looped in hiswrigt, but it is hardened somehow, and even
if he could muster the strength, he thinksit is probably too tough for histeeth.

Thewound in hisside beginsto smell of death and maggots. Flies gather about him at dawn, and trouble
him al the day long. Hisbresth is putrid asthe rot setsinto his broken teeth.

| cannot live,
But how long to die? That iswhat heiswaiting to find out.

One day aman comes over and kicks him. Jarrod doesn't respond quickly enough, and the man kicks
him again.

"Updruhuh, Burt," saysthe man.

Jarrod strugglesto his knees. Hetriesto rise. The rope holds him down. The man spits. He goesto the
tree where one end of the restraining rope is tied and undoes the rope. He walks down its length toward
Jarrod. With ayank, he drags Jarrod to hisfeet. The leather cuts against the insde of hiswrist, but the
cauterized scar, till pink-hot, will not let it dig down to blood.



The man unties the other end of the restraining rope. Taking the two endsin hishand, he now has aleash
about ten feet long with which to lead Jarrod. Lead him by tugging at the leather that runs through his
punctured wrist. Jarrod follows behind the man, stcumbling, trying to keep up to avoid the pain. He hasn't
walked for days, and hislegs are rubbery. With every shuddering step his jaw and side ache. His pants,
burned through in the two stripes, chafe againgt the wedls of the burns on histhighs.

They arrive at the center of the clearing, where a cart isloaded with items from the train. It hastwo
projecting handlesin front, and two men stand by them. Each of these men hasleather through awrigt,
and each is bound to the car where he stands. For amoment, Jarrod thinks they will make him pull,
which he knows he cannot, but the man binds him to the back of the cart, so that he must follow behind.

They stand there for what seems hours. The two men in the front don't look at Jarrod. They don't ook at
anything except the ground. Jarrod triesto it down, but the man who brought him over picks up astone
and throwsit at him. It hits him in the shoulder hard, maybe chips abone. Jarrod pulls himsdlf to hisfeet
once again, but the man throws another rock for good measure. Jarrod flinches, turns and takesit on the
back.

The day grows hot, moist. Findly, five other men arrive— al intheir battle hemets.

"Upamuh, Burtd" one of them cdls. He takes awhip to the men who are to pull the wagon, dapping one
of them across the shoulders.

Burt. Save.

The daves— thisiswhat they are, Jarrod thinks. Thisiswhat | am— take up the cart. They pull it
forward, and Jarrod follows behind. At the edge of the clearing, thereisaworn dirt track, just wide
enough for the cart to move dong it. They go thisway.

Jarrod stumbles aong through woods of scrub oak and pine. He sees aeucdyptustree for thefirst time,
with its shreddy bark. The day is hot, and aswarm of fliesfollows him, gathering at hiswound.

Jarrod suspects that the Cougars are taking him north, to try to ransom him off to the Matties. But then
the sun rises high, and he seesthat they are headed south instead. So. The right way. It doesn't matter.
They wak and walk through the heat of day, the buzz of insects. That night, Jarrod is bound hand and
foot, asare the other daves. They lie doubled over, sde by side, like killed deer stored. In the morning,
every musclein hisbody, torn or whole, is sore. The procession plods onward for another day.

Jarrod is yanked awake by the thong in hiswrist the next morning. Hetriesto scrambleto hisfeet, but is
not fast enough to suit the Cougar. Painin hiswrigt, deep, acute, asif it were thrust into afire. He moves
oneway, another, finds the path of least pain, the path the Cougar wishes him to follow. He strugglesto
hisfeet.

"Hrsttuhsdays aytch,” the Cougar says. " Shinguhltun aytch.”

He and the other burts are herded together and tied, neck to neck. They leave the camp behind,
unbroken, and plod down aforest trail, which leads to what used to be aroad. Jarrod stumbles aong
over shattered and upturned asphdt; when he sumbles or falters he is beaten with astick.

Near high noon, the road leads to what was once atown. But now it is brick tumble and scrubby
undergrowth. There are people here, others dressed like the Cougars, except for the hats. Jarrod is



driven along the streets while these people curse a him and throw bits of brick, pieces of wood and
glass— whatever they can pick up from the ground at their feet. The only thing that keeps them from
cadting the bricks themselvesisthe effort it would take to go and find awhole one. A splinter of glass
dices open Jarrod's temple and the blood is wet and good asit dribbles over his cracked lips.

They aretaken into alarge areathat has been deliberately cleared of most detritus. It isalong, dirt field.
On either side are viewing stands, and at either end are two poles, connected by a horizonta bar. They
form the letter H.

Jarrod istaken to one of these ... aytches. Ropes are dung over the horizonta bar and their endstied to
hisarms, just under his shoulders. Before he can think, the Cougars pull together on the ropes. Heis
lifted, lifted dangling, until hisback grates against the meta of the bar. The ropes are secured below.
Then aCougar climbs up and shimmies out on the bar. He takes Jarrod's |eft arm and stretchesit out,
aong thelength of the bar. He then ties Jarrod, wrist and elbow, to the metal. He roughly dides over
Jarrod's shoulders to the other side, and does the same with Jarrod's right arm. The hoisting ropes are
loosened, and Jarrod sags down, suspended only at his wrists and elbows. He must |abor to breathe.

Through ablur of pain, he watches as the Cougars face off againgt another group. These wear hatswith
what looks like a picture of abird— araven, perhaps— on them. They have abrown bag. One of them
dropsit, kicksitinto theair. Itisabal. A misshapen bdll.

They are playing agame, Jarrod redlizes. Aytch.

A Cougar catchesthe ball, and the others mass around him. He runs forward, toward the other aytch,
where aman is suspended exactly asis Jarrod. The others, the Ravens, try to stop the man. When
Cougar mesets Raven, elbows fly, men go down, bleeding. After amoment, though, two Ravens grab the
man with the ball. One of them puts his arm around the man's throat, yanks him back, while the other
wrenchesthe ball from his grasp.

He cdlsout, and the Ravens mass around him. Thistime the Cougars attempt to chase him down, take
the bal back. But swest is dripping over Jarrod's eyes— the sun is high now, at high noon—(but is sweat
red? not swest, no) and he cannot pay attention. Can only drift into the red haze until—

Something damsinto him, hitting him squarein the chest.

All breath passes from him, and for amoment he does not think he can suck it back in. He gagson
blood, gasps, gags— then dowly pulls himsdf up, forcesthe musclesin hisarmsto work, and takesina
lungful of air. Not much, barely enough. Hetriesto do it again, but lacks the strength.

Below him, aRaven stands. He hasthe bdl in his hands. That waswhat hit me, Jarrod thinks. The ball.
The Raven throws the ball again at Jarrod. It glances off Jarrod's leg thistime. Then ahost of Cougars
arrive and jump the man, burying himin apile and pounding on him with kicks and flying fists. Jarrod
fedlsenough strength return. He pulls himsalf up, breathes.

The game seemsto continue for hours. With each breath, Jarrod can fedl himself weakening. | an going
to suffocate, he thinks. | am going to suffocate on aletter in the aphabet. But after each breeth, somehow
he manages another.

Twice more, a Raven breaks through and at close range throwsthe bal at Jarrod. The second time, the
ball hits Jarrod in the mouth, and bursts open the festered clump of soresthere. The painis unendurable,



and Jarrod | oses consciousness for amoment— only to be awakened by the pressing need to breathe.

Findly, the two teams have had enough. The same Cougar who tied him to the bar climbs up and cuts
him down. Jarrod falls the whole way, and adds a twisted ankle to his other hurts. No matter. The
Cougar drags him, ssumbling, to the center of thefield.

There Jarrod discovers who has won the game. The burt of the other team is pushed forward, into the
center of the circle of men. Pieces of duminum and wood are passed around. Each is about the same
length, and looks made for aman to swing and hit something with. At the sound of ashrill whistle, the
men do hit something.

They advance and best to desth the burt of the other team. They do not stop pounding until heisa
bloody masslying in the center of the field— unrecognizable as ahuman being.

The Cougars, it seems, have won.

Jarrod spends the remainder of the afternoon bound tightly behind the bleachers. Thereisatrough of
water afew feet away, but he cannot reach it. Once or twice another passes by and looks him over— a
woman spends along moment staring at him— but no one brings him anything to drink. Inthe early
evening, he and the other burts are marched back to the camp. They aretied as usua, but Jarrod could
not escape if his bonds were broken. He spends the night deeping asif he were dead, and when he
wakesin the morning, he wishes he were.

They are up and moving earlier than usud, and they cover dmost twice as much ground as they normdly
do before making camp.

"Upmakudruhik fuhr luhstime," saysa Cougar, as he drives Jarrod farther into the south.

Thisnight, Jarrod fed s dightly stronger. He clenches his hands astightly as he can when hel's bound—
fighting not to scream out at the strain on hiswrist. With atiny amount of dack to play with, heisableto
work hisright hand free from itsbondsin the middie of the night. He dowly unties himself.

Now the other daves are staring a him. It isjust past anew moon, and their eyes are darkened white,
barely visble, but wide. One of them whines. Jarrod puts his hand over his mouth, motionsthe daveto
be quiet. But the whimpering continues, oddly muted. Jarrod redlizesthat thisisal the dave can do. His
tongue has been cut out.

He quickly moves out of the camp. The Cougars are lying together in acircle under the edges of the cart.
Heisnearly into the trees, when one of the daves gives out a pitiful shriek. Instantly, the Cougarsare
awake and scrambling abouit.

But they 4till haven't seen me, Jarrod thinks. He getsto a pine tree, hides behind its skinny trunk. Back in
camp, someone kicks at the fire, stokesit up, swears.

Jarrod wraps hislegs around the tree. He feels stronger than he has for many days. He wragps hisarms
around the tree. With the greatest effort, heisableto pull himsalf dong. He shins up the pine tree— five
fedt, ten fedt.

The Cougars have pulled firebrands from the blaze. They are searching, searching.



One of them spots him. He callsto the others, and they dl run to see. He points hisflaming brand at
Jarrod, now twenty feet up the tree. Jarrod pulls frantically upward. He reachesthefirst branches.

Firgt they pelt him with rocks. Jarrod ignores these, although severd hit him with asolid thud, and climbs
higher. Soon heisout of effective range. The Cougars spesk among themselvesin the guttura tongue.
Jarrod can make out nothing that they say. Findly, al but one of them leaves.

Jarrod looks around. There are no other trees near enough to leap to— and even if there were, he could
not manageit. I'm too broken up, he thinks. Too weak and broken.

The other Cougars return with dry branches. They begin to build a pile around the base of the pine tree.

They will burn me, he thinks. Do they know how hard it isto burn down atree? But the pile grows
higher, and Jarrod redlizes that the smoke aonewill be enough to overcome him. Y et he holdstight, does
not descend. Thisistheway to end it dl. In the branches.

The Cougars open abottle of ngpalm and pour it over thewood. They light their fire. Asthefire takes
and burns higher, a curious thing happens. Through the smoke, Jarrod can see the Cougars begin to sway
back and forth, in rhythm to the flicker of the blaze. More smoke now, greet oily puffs of it. Jarrod
coughsit out of hislungs asbest he can.

The Cougars are swaying. They are singing. It's atune Jarrod recognizes, and the words too, twisted,
drawled.

"Furudjuka. Furudjukuh. Durmuhvue? Durmuvuhue.”

A ranger tune. "Are you seeping, are you deeping? Brother John? Brother John?" But the Cougars don't
finish the chorus. Insteed, they repeat those syllables, over and over. They sway and sing. Then all islost
intherisng smoke.

Jarrod is unconscious when hefals, and only the hot cods of the fire awaken him asthey burninto his
sde. Heindinctively rolls away, pulls himsdf from the heet. And that is when the Cougars are upon him,
besting him with the firebrands, dragging him back to the camp. But the pain, the outrage to hisbody, is
too great, and Jarrod dips away into abrown, hurting oblivion once again.

He awakes with something in his mouth, shoved back into histhroat. He gags, spitsit out. He dares at
what liesin thedirt before him.

It isaphlegm-covered clump of two human fingers.
Thetwo end fingers of hisright hand. He stares down at the stumps the Cougars have | ft.
How did | not wake up when they did that? he thinks. How? But he did not.

Never mind. Doesn't matter. He noses dirt over his severed fingers, buries them as best he can, bound as
heis

The next day, he trudges for hours behind the cart. The Cougarskick him, and hit him with sticks
congtantly. And the next day. And the next.



Thewound in hissideisnot hedling, his mouth drips afoul green dobber, and despite the kicks and
goads with gticks, there are moments when Jarrod physically cannot continue. The Cougarslet him lie for
afew moments, then two men pull him up by the wrist thong and Jarrod stumbles another few miles
behind the cart, only to fal again.

Hetriesto imagineways of killing himself, but can come up with nothing.

Won't be long, though. Won't belong, he thinks.

During the heat of an afternoon, the two gouges of the cart track grow wider, the rut becomes aroad.
The procession arrives at agate. Thereis no fence on either sde of the gate; it merely straddles the road.
The sdes of the gate are made of mortared stone, with the gate itself formed from iron uprights. Beside
the gateisalittle shelter, aguardhouse. A man steps out. He iswearing along robe, al of apiece. Woal.

"I've dready told them that Cougars are here with goods," he says. He looks over the daves pulling the
cart, a Jarrod. "And men."

"Burts," says one of the Cougars. "Wuk killdruh fin yek fuckdruhik wuk."

"There's no deception,” the man says. "'l sgnaed them by mirror relay. They'll be here soon enough. You
want some water?"

llNu.II
"At least let me giveit to those burts.”
"Nu. Keepdruh handskuh buk."

"All right." The man shakes his head and goes back to Sit in the shade of the guardhouse. Jarrod sinksto
his knees. Green spit dribbles onto the ground before him. Hewatchesit coil in the dirt of the road.

After along while, Jarrod hears a clattering sound. He raises his head wearily and |ooks through the iron
bars of the gate. At first he seesonly acloud of dust, drawing closer. Then he makes out horses. People
riding on the horses. Closer, closer. One of the horses pulls awagon. All of the people wear the same
robes as the gatekeeper.

Thewagon rattlesto astop. The riders do not dismount. Two of them turn their horses and go around
the gate, coming to loom over the gathering of Cougars. One of the riders, aman with aflowing beard of

black and gray, spesks.

"Well take the burts, of course. Asusud.”

"Nu," says one of the Cougars, Jarrod couldn't tell which one. "But dik." The Cougar points at Jarrod.
"Frekik totamuh thut wagun.”

"Areyou sure? We want to buy them.”
"Y uh. Frekistotmuh thut wagun.”

"All right. Him then. And whet e s=?"



The Cougar beginsto unload the cart.
"They've been raiding trains again, Uncle," saysthe other rider.

"So it would appear.” The bearded rider motionsimpatiently to the Cougar. "Let's make thissmple. If it's
amachine or metd, we want it. We have dl the cloth we need, though.”

The Cougars unload the cart and strew the contents about on the road. Seet parts, valves and nozzles
that Jarrod assumes are from the locomotive engine. Baggage.

His pack.

His pack, in the discard pile.

Hetriesto stand up, say something. But the sun istoo hot, his shoulderstoo heavy, histhroat almost
swollen shut with infection. Jarrod knedlsin the dust, staring at his pack. He can't remember exactly why
he should want it, anyway.

With the terms of the trade agreed, severa of the riders dismount. They remove two great oaken barrels
from the wagon, each requiring four men to carry it. They set these on the cart. The two daves|ook on
balefully at what they will haveto pull al the long way back. The riders go back to their wagon and get
cratesfull of bottles. The bottles have cloth stoppers.

Napam Molotov cocktalils.

The riders take up the trade items from the Cougars and load them onto the wagon. One of the Cougar
bends down to pick up what remains. Thefirst thing he touches is Jarrod's pack.

With amighty effort, Jarrod jerks himsdlf to hisfeet. He cannot speak, but a sound of anguish gurgles
from histhroat. One of the Cougars makesto hit him with astick, but the younger horseman takes astep
forward, grabs the stick end.

"No," hesays. "That isoursto do now."

Again, Jarrod forces himsdlf to make anoise. He looks at the pack.

"Well," saysthe bearded rider. "L et's have that, then.”

"Not thuh duhl," the Cougar tradesman says. "Now ukdruh.”

The man sits back in his saddle, shakes hishead. "No," he says. "Ours."

N

"es"

The Cougar deliberates but for amoment.

"Fuckdruh yek," he says and flings the pack in front of the forefeet of the man's horse. The horse moves



back one step, then stands till.

"Haveacare," the man saysominoudy. "Have acare.

Instead of responding, the Cougar stalks over to the cart. He unties Jarrod, unknots the rope from the
leather wrist thong, coilsit doppily and throwsit into the cart beside the barrels. He yanks on the lesther

thong and drags Jarrod over to the horsemen.

"Duhn," he says. Thisword, Jarrod knows. He sinksto his knees. He may aswell; otherwise the Cougar
will kick hislegs out from under him.

As has been happening more and more frequently since he fell from the tree, Jarrod beginsto fade. The
hot sun makes hisvision blurry, and soon the brownnessisflowing over him, into his head. Bright
brownness. Somewhere— along way off— he hears the sound of the Cougar cart starting to move.
Wearily, he getsready to rise, to follow behind, lest he be pulled.

The cart ismoving away. He lurches up, takes a step forward.

"My man," the rider whispers behind him. " Stay where you are, my man." Jarrod stops moving,
uncomprehending.

"He can't walk, Uncle," saysthe younger rider.
"Of course not. Have him put in the wagon.”

The younger man leans down to look at Jarrod. "Follow me," he says. He stares harder. "Do you
understand?"

Jarrod nods.

Stll he stares after the retreating Cougars. He gathers al the strength Ieft in him. He carefully works his
mouth open.

Jarrod screams after the Cougars in defiance. He screams at them for along time. The horsemen look on
inwonder. Finally, he sinksto hisknees. After resting there for amoment, herisesagain.

"Comewith us" saysthe bearded man.

Jarrod sumbles after the rider. Strong hands heft him into the wagon. Clattering. All that clattering, he
thinks. It seemsthe whole world is shaking and jostling. And then the brown wash, passing into the
brown wash of nothingness and hegt. He fadlsinto the brownness leaning againg the rough canvas of his
pack.

* % %

"I don't think we can save him," the voice, awoman's, says. "But we've drained his abscesses and made
him as comfortable aswe can.”

"Yes." Itistherichly resonant voice of the bearded rider. "Pity."



Jarrod opens his eyes. A room. A white room. Heisin some sort of ... he searchesfor the word. Bed.
Sunlight streams through white curtains over open windows. The white roomis coal.

Jarrod tries to speak. A croak is the resullt.

"Give him some water," the man says. Heis by one of the windows. A soft hand gently touches hisface,
props up his head. He opens his mouth and water trickles onto histongue from arag. After amoment, he
manages to swalow. His mouth feelsless swollen, but still thereisthe taste of poisoninit.

"Pack," he says. "My pack."

"Yes," saysthe man, taking astep from the window. "That was very interesting. Apparatus. Alchemical
apparatus.

"Bluepills" Jarrod says. "Three aday."
"Rills?" Thewoman spesking.

Jarrod triesto turn hishead to see her, but cannot. His neck has stiffened. Thereis not much he can do
with hisbody now. Curl histoes? Y es. Fingers? All eight of them.

"I'll haveto check the inventory.”
"Blue," Jarrod croaks. "Three. Day."

The soft hands ease his head back onto something soft. A pillow, it is caled. She moves before him so
that he can see her.

Hdlucination, hethinks. | am trailing behind the Cougars cart, and wandering off in my mind. Hetriesto
shake his head to clear it, cannot.

A beautiful young woman, dressed in flowing white. Visons at the end. Biochemica fizz. Need to shake
her from my head if | want to die like aranger. He cannot.

Thewomaninwhiteistill there. Sheisamiling.

"Welcome," she says. "Wecometothe NgpaValey."
? Vdley

For two weeksthere is nothing but rain. Steedy rain outside hiswindow, cool breezes ruffling the white
curtains. Jarrod liesin the dim, clean room while the antibiotics dowly but surely kill off theworst of his
infections and his putrefactions drain away. The people who have taken him in are in a constant Sate of
surprise at the speed of hisrecovery. Jarrod still feels the ache of hiswounds, and awesknessingide, like
an overripefruit. He will take monthsto heal completely. But heisyoung and wasin peak shape before
hefdl in with the Cougars. Within two weeks heistaking short walks between the daily downpours and
learning to use his newly mangled hands.

The man who ran the iron needle through hiswrist must have known what he was doing, preserving the
vaue of the burt, for Jarrod finds that he can clench and unclench afist without trouble, and that al of his
fingers responds well enough. The holein hiswrist does not caul over, however, and heis given aleather



brace that covers much of hisforearm. For most things, he must become |eft-handed now.
Thewoman is Sarah Bassda Polleta, and sheis the daughter of Rephadl, the King of the Vdley.

The buildings of the compound where Jarrod is kept are extremely old— as old as any of the houses of
therich in Olympia, his mother's city, had been. But these buildings are in good repair. They are covered
with plaster, which makes them far easier to patch than Olympia's brick and exposed concrete. But what
makesthered differenceisthe paint: bright yellows and blues and whites. And the emblem of the sun—
the sgnal that Jarrod had seen on the bearded man'stunic— is everywhere.

The sides of buildings are painted with it; suns are affixed to posts and worked into the wooden railings
of the porches of the dwelings. If the paintings and carvings were not so cleverly done, Jarrod thinks, this
place would be garish. Instead, he fedds more at home here than he has since he left the forest. Y et the
only tree worth climbing isagnarled old oak in the center of the compound, and that tree looks as though
it would barely hold hisweight when he got to the upper branches.

There comes aday when Jarrod is spending more time outside than lying in his bed, and heistoo restless
merely to Sit upon the porch of the building where he's kept, so he walks about the compound until he
finds the woman.

Usudly hefinds her at chores, washing or mending. Thereisacow in afidd nearby, and thisis Sarah's
Specid charge.

"Saint Ann doesn't likeal therain," Sarah says one morning, when Jarrod finds her a milking. "She
especidly doesn't like the thunder.”

Jarrod watches as Sarah grips the top of acow teat in apinch between her thumb and forefinger, then,
with awaving mation, rollsher hand closed into afist. As she squeezes, astream of milk squirtsinto her
pail. Jarrod is amazed at the aplomb of the cow. Heimaginestrying to milk adoeinthisway ...
impossible. Deer can legp twelve feet into the air when they are uncomfortable and surprised.

"I think therain will go on for along time," Jarrod says.

"Sant Annwon' likethat abit, I'm afraid. What makes you think that it will?"

"There are changes happening. In the Earth. Maybe in the sky.”

"Yes. You and every other wandering holy man says so, so | suppose it must be true. And do you have
the curefor thisillnessthe world has? Sdvation? A bottle of rexal medicine? That kind dways have
something—"

"I don't,”" Jarrod says. "There'sredly nothing anyone can do. I'm just ... talking."

"Ah, | see. Do you dways begin your small talk with an augury of doom?’

"We don't banter much where | come from."

"And we are ajabbering people here in the south?"

"Wel—yousadit."



Sarah amiles, gives Saint Ann two quick squeezes, squirt, squirt. Saint Ann moos, gently shufflesafoot.
"There, girl," Sarah says. "Thank you, girl."

Sarah stands up with her milk pall. " She gives her best milk in the hotter months, and it'slong into
autumn,” she says.

"Y ou can taste the difference?"

"Ohyes. April and August milk'sricher and you can taste the good clover that's goneinto it, too,” she
says. "But Saint Ann'sworgt is till something special. Nestor's making cheese this afternoon— Edam, |
think. Hed aready milked the nanny goats before the Lady rose thismorning.”

The sun, Jarrod reminds himsdlf. They call the sunthe Lady.
"Do you mix cow and goat milk?" he asks as he walks beside her back toward the kitchen.

"Y ou can, but we won't today. It'sjust that Nestor will aready have everything ready, and I'm sure helll
let me sneak in ahoop for the court.”

"Nestor's not roydty?"
"Oh, no," Sarah says. "He's much too old for that.”

After themilk is ddivered to Nestor, Sarah hurries through her remaining chores and is done by the early
afternoon. By thistime, Jarrod isfeding weak from following her around, and his side aches dully. Asthe
Lady begins Her descent, the day clouds over once again, and he and Sarah retreat from amisty raininto
the coolness of the main sitting room of the big house in the compound— the king's dwelling.

Cdling it apaace would be too grand, Jarrod thinks, but it islarger than any house he has ever seen,
much larger than the Council Platform in Threecabin. They St in old chairs covered with woolen
upholstery. The weaveis different from the wool that the rangerstrade for from northern Timberlanders,
and instead of being merely and dways green, thisis dyed with many colors, just like the pullover shirt
that Jarrod wears. His other clothes were burned, Sarah hastold him.

"Would you like meto read to you?' Sarah asks. "A story? Or an essay? I'm working on Montaigne at
the moment, but my collection isin French, so it would be hard to trandate and read it doud at the same
time"

Jarrod goes to the bookshelf and looks through thetitles. "Where are the books on winemaking?' he
asks.

"There's one over there, | think. | have no ideawhere the others are, or if there are any others," she
replies. "That is one of the men's mysteries. Maybe they have dl the old books somewhere secret. But |
doubt it."

"Why do you doubt it?"

"Because men can't read.”



Jarrod finaly finds atitle that interests him: Cabernet Sauvignon: Queen of the Grapes. Buit it gppearsto
be a big book of faded photographs, with very little information about how the wineis made, the craft
undernesth the art.

"You redly can read, can't you?' says Sarah.

Jarrod smiles, but does not ook up from the book.

"Wdll, you'd better not let the men catch you at it, at least not yet. They know you're different, but they
might not understand, not deep down." She closed the book she was holding. "It is strange to see.”

"Therésnothing | can do about it now other than gouge out my eyes," Jarrod says. "Do you think I'm
well enough to drink wine?'

"| think you are well enough to join us for supper tonight, if you'd like. Father has the best winein the
valley."

"I would like that," Jarrod says.

They pass the afternoon reading. When the shadows in the room grow longer, Sarah lights candles, and
Jarrod puts his book away. He lets her read to him from abook of essays by Thomas Carlyle, awriter
he has never heard of. The words are bombastic, and Sarah reads them vigorously, but Jarrod cannot
help dozing off. Heis amost adegp when the front door is flung open and the king strides, dripping wet,
into hisdwelling.

"A ranger inthe house!" he proclaims, and claps afirm hand on Jarrod's shoulder as Jarrod is about to
get up to greet him. "Rain like the Lady's heart is broken, and aranger appears out of the fire-hearth
dories”

"Dragged ismorelikeit, Your Mgesty," Jarrod says.

The king looks him full in the face. His beard is sumptuoudy wet, like the coat of ariver otter. "Two
things," the king says. "Never contradict me...."

"And the other: stop cdlling me Y our Mgesty!"

The king pats him hard on the shoulder and breaks into a great guffaw. Behind Jarrod, Sarah joinswith
his laughter. Hersis lighter, but somehow darker than her father's.

"I haveto get out of these clothes," the king says. "If this keeps up, that quad down in Bolt Cove will
surely catch the mold." He heads for adoor, spattering water dropletsin atrail behind him.

"Havethe ranger for dinner, Sarah," he sayswithout turning around. "I think held taste best with aturnip
and potatoes!" And then theking isgone.

"You'll haveto excuse Father," Sarah says. ™Y ou know the motto of the Polleta Court is Carpe diem.
That means—"



"Seizetheday," Jarrod says.

Sarah smiles and shakes her head. "So odd. | redlly didn't think men were, well, capable ... Pardon me. |
don't mean—"

"That'sal right," Jarrod says. "Women are the best killers among the rangers. So we men need a kill."

All of Sarah's extended family— the court— sits down to est in the dining room. Thereis an oaken table
bigger than any table Jarrod has ever seen. It ispolished to adull shine, and Jarrod admiresthe rough
grain of the surface. To meet such abeautiful end amost justifies the death of the tree. Almost.

The medl isdelicious, the best food that Jarrod has ever eaten. Thereis pasta— ground, shaped grain,
boiled— covered with sauce made from fresh vegetables cooked in olive oil. And so much tomato to it!
Jarrod has had two tomatoes in hislife before this— both from raids on trespassing Timberlanders. The
sauceis, in turn, covered with cheese, wondrous, subtle cheese, not the overpowering one-flavored
cheese of the north. Chewing it, savoring it, Jarrod can amost taste the complexity he hasfound in the
wine. Nothing Jarrod has tasted before has prepared him for it.

Sarah smiles at him, and has a cabernet sauvignon served— fifteen years old. After spping it, Jarrod
cannot speak, cannot think, for amoment. Heisno longer in the room, but somewhere ese, swvimming in
the ruddy brown hue of the wine, thinking only of thistaste, fedling thistaste in the wine, then that one,
like aman wandering through the woods with a dozen paths to choose from, dl leading to adramatic
diff, agorgeous weterfdl.

| could drink thisand live, Jarrod thinks. Thefood is only an afterthought. Y et the wine doesn't
overpower the food, but complementsit, bringsit up to its own level. Jarrod eats and drinks, and barely
hearsaword that is said during the meal. He does notice Sarah glancing at him, seesthe dight upturn of
her lips, ady amile,

He spsthe wine and imagines those forest paths, waking them in the amber sunlight of thisvalley—
never isthe sky so golden on the Olympic Peninsula— walking toward awaterfal of sunlit wine, led by
Sarah, who isbefore him, her white dress flowing in abreeze, her calves dark from the sun, rippling with
waking muscle

"Ranger!" theking saysloudly, atwinklein hiseye. "Don't get too lost in the wine. Now isnot thetime,
but we would like to hear your story after dinner.”

Jarrod sets down hisglass, looks up, blinking. "Sure" he says. "I'll tdll it then.”

Servants clear the dishes and bring hot coffee. Macon Quitman, the man who had ridden next to the king
when they met the Cougars, shows Jarrod how to pour a brandy made from the skins of grapesinto the
coffee.

"Grappa,” he says. "It isn't very complicated, but it's good and strong. We try to use everything for
something, you know."

Jarrod lifts the cup, takes asip— and dmost spitsit back in. The coffeeisvile. He forces himsdf to
swallow.

"Ah," theking says, raising his cup to Jarrod. " Good, right?"



All take their cups and retire to the large sitting room where Jarrod and Sarah had spent the afternoon.
Jarrod has eaten so much heisfull to bursting. He quietly searches about the side corridors until hefinds
atoilet. He dtill is not used to this sort of indoor plumbing, and hasto think for amoment before he
remembers how to flush the commode.

Thereisamirror over the water basin, and Jarrod takes alook at himself. Appalingly haggard, but his
faceisflushed, dmost red, from the wine and food.

I'm getting hedlthy, he thinks. When I'mwell, it will be time to move on. Do | want to move on? He has
shaved himself without amirror, and missed a couple of spots on his neck. Getting careless. Bangs are
far, far too long. Will | cut them back?

Maybe tomorrow, when he's shaving, he can do it. After abit of effort, Jarrod figures out the workings of
the sink. He splashes ahandful of water on hisface, then returnsto the sitting room.

Macon and the king are in an animated discussion about how to dedl with damp grapes after therains.
"Thank the Lady the main harvestisin,”" saysthe king. "Can you imagineif thiswere late summer?”'

"I don't want to," Macon replies. "We have, what? A couple of tons?’

"About, I'd say."

"A hundred seventy-five gdlonsto the ton. We could lose three hundred fifty gallons at worst.”

"Still. And we won't, though. Not unlessthe world ends. Well have to invoke the sulfurous spirit for al of
it. Have aspecid gathering.”

"Maybe not."

"It'sthe only way to cureamold.”

"If thereisone.”

"WEelIl get three hundred gdlons. I'll bet my horseand houseoniit.”
After awhile, Sarah moves between the king and Macon.

"I thought we were going to hear the ranger's sory," she says. "l believe he'srecovered enough from
supper totdl it to us.”

Jarrod finds himself the focus of attention in the room. HisSde gives him atwinge, and hestsdownina
chair. Still seemsagtrange custom, to fold onesdlf in such away.

"My nameis Jarrod,” he saysto the quiet room. "l am aranger of the United States Park Service,
Olympic Nationd Park Divison." Helooks down at hisright hand, puts thumb to third finger. "I'm gtill a
ranger, | suppose.”

Hetdlsthem some of histade— of the plaguein Y osemite and his mission there. Of hisride on thetrain



and the time with the Cougars. For amoment, he thinksto leave out the shunning ceremony, but in the
end, hetellsthat, too. Thisisthe way rangers are; thisiswhat we do. Theway | am. He does not
mention hismother.

"So that waswhat was in those blue pills” the king says when Jarrod is done. " These antibiotics?!
"Yes It'spenicillin.”

"And the dchemica Hill in your sack— these spirits are made with thisthing?”

"That processes them. They're found in nature.”

"Ah, likethe Stone," the king says.

"No, penicillin comesfrom aliving thing."

"Oh, the Lady Stoneisdive," saystheking. "It'sthe principle of life. Wewill haveto tak more of this.
"My family are grest dchemids" Sarah says. "That's why we are chosen for the court thiscycle.”

"Wewill spesk of thislater," the king continues. "But what astory thisman tells. The Cougarsareraiding
thetrainsagain."

"| thought so before," Macon says. "That metal |ooked too clean to have come from looting the old
factories.”

"Yes, yes" theking says. "And theidiots leave the red goods, and loot the inconsequentid—" Theking
glances at Jarrod and smiles. "Except for you, S, that is." He turns back to Macon. "What galsmeis
that those goods are meant for us. We are dealing with the very people who are cutting off our trade with
the north."

"What's to be done, Father?' Sarah asks. The king shakes his head.

"Not that you should be worrying about it, child ... but I don't know yet. But we will do something.
Something soon.”

With that, the conversation turns back to grapes. More coffee and grappa is brought forth, but Jarrod
declines, taking instead aglass of cellar-cooled water. Candles burn low. It islate when dl turn to their
beds. Jarrod redlizes that this night was a special one, and that it was he who kept the company up,
telling histale. Nevertheless, all rise with the Lady, and the compound is empty when Jarrod getsup in
the morning, except for the usua retainers— and Sarah.

* * %

Hewakesto find her beside his bed, watching him. Today she wears an uncolored tunic of light wool that
falsto her knees. It is gathered at her waist by ared sash. Jarrod wipes his eyes, reachesfor the jar of
water that is on atable beside hisbed. He cupsthe jar in both hands, sits up and takes a swallow. She
wears brown sandds, laced about her brown ankles. Whether her legs are tan from the sun or her born
color, he cannot tell.



"Y ou'rewaking up earlier every day," she says.

"l used to get up before dawn. It seems along time ago, though, when | did that.”
"Youreheding."

"| fed aswesk asatwig ill."

"Thosepills... they are miraculous.”

"Science" hesays. "They kill bacteria”

"Yes, wdl. I'mgoing for awalk and | cameto seeif you'd like to come aong with me. Down to the
creek.”

"Isitraning?'

"Not yet."

"Yes" hesays. "I'll come.”

He had gone to bed wearing his pants— made of the same undyed wool as Sarah'stunic— and he pulls
on ashirt that iswoven of many colored threads. He dides hisfeet into socks and boots. From the
corner by the bed, he takes a curved and lacquered walking stick that Sarah hastold him used to be her
grandfather's. They go out into the morning.

A mist hangs over the yard of the compound and clings damply to Jarrod's skin and hair. They teke atrall
that leads over asmadl hill and into adale, where a stream runs shallow among white, cherty stones. The
walk over the hill leaves Jarrod breathless.

"Are bacterialike very small insects?' Sarah asks, letting him rest for amoment.

"Insects are closer to usthan they areto bacteria”

"What do you mean?"

"Ontheevolutionary ..." Hethinks better of trying to explain thisto her. "But bacteriaare smdl."

"How smdl?'

"Likeagrain of sand to the big oak treein the yard. No. Smdler, actualy. But you know about yeast,
don't you?'

"Thevigorous eement in the mugt,” says Sarah.
"Y easts are related to bacteria”

"I didn't know that. The fermenting is one of the men's mysteries. I'm not supposed to know about such
things, but maybe they do.”



She stsdown on arock by the stream and begins to unlace her sandas. The sun shines dully through the
fog and the morning grows warmer.

"Yeasts arein even that picture book | read about wine," Jarrod says.
One of Sarah'slaces snags, and shetugsat it fiercely.

"I haven't read dl the books. | haven't read most of the books. Nobody hasfor awhile. Thereisn't time.
| have to choose what | want to concentrate on.”

"Whét isthat?"

"Higtory. Literature. | liketo read about wars."

"Wars?'

"Battles. Biographies of generas. Politics. Have you ever read Clausewitz?'

"No."

"Mechiaveli?'

"No."

"Clausawitz wasamilitary theorig."

III %II

Shetakes off her other sanda and stepsinto the stream. It isjust deep enough to dampen the hem of her
tunic. Jarrod gazes down at her feet through the water. They are dark shapes; shetrailsthem like dowly
moving fish.

"Don't you want to come wading?' she asks.

He sits down on the rock where she had been and leans over to pull off aboot. The effort pains him.
Sarah dips ahand into the flow and splashes water at him. "Wel|?'

"Giveme asecond,” he says. "It takes me awhile to get my boots off."

Shereturnsto the bank and bends down beside him. For amoment, he thinks that sheis going to kiss
him, but instead she takes hiswalking cane into her hand. As sherises, her hair brushes againgt hisface.
She smélls of alive oil soap, which everyone here uses. With the cane as a crutch, she ventures farther
into the stream, then turns around and faces him.

"Do you think we're barbarians?’ she asks,

He looks down, beginsto work on his other boot. "I think that you and your father saved my life twice
over. You've freed mefrom davery. How could | think you are barbarians?’



"We don't know what yeast is. Not redly.”
"Likeyou said. Maybethe men do."
"They don't."

"| thought you said—"

"I know what the men know," she says. "Do you think it'sal that hard to spy on their rituals? I've read
the old Masonic handbooks they use, the dchemy notebooks of old King Boyd. And the charter of the

Presbyterians, too."
"I'm afraid | don't know what you're talking about.”
"The myderies. They aren't very mysterious, redly.”

Jarrod finds himself remembering the Shunning, when Algph jabbed him in the somach with the Burly
Stave.

"But sometimes they can be surprising,” he says. He takes off his socks and tucks them together into one
boot. He steps gingerly into the creek. The water is not as cold as he expected.

"We used to know— the court, | mean— that it was all ... made up. To impress the common people. To
give them adeeper reason for living. But we're forgetting.”

"Y ou haven' forgotten.”
"l amawoman."
"So?Yes, | see. It matters here”

"In some things. The wine and gunpowder— that's for the men, and they wouldn't listen to anything | had
to say about it."

Jarrod stubs histoe againgt a creek stone. In regaining his balance, he starts another twingein hisside.
"Do you mind if | take back the walking stick?" he asks.

"Ohyes. I'm sorry. Y ou look so much better. It's easy to forget you're not done healing yet." She hands
him the stick. Jarrod takesit and leans upon it. The twinge does not go away, but doesn't grow into real
pain, either. He steps farther out into the creek. Below he can see shapes darting about. When he
focuses his eyes below the water surface, the shapes resolve into minnows and minnow shadows.

Sarah wades farther down the creek. "There are other things about us. Other ways. Y ou may find that
we are barbaric yet. | do."

"Don't you have to be unaware of your, um, uncouthness to be a barbarian?’

"Not a all,” Sarah replies. "Plenty of people are crud and know themselvesto be crud, but don't do
anything about it, don't stop it. Take Genghis Khan, for instance; he positively—"



"I don't know who that is," Jarrod says. "And why are you talking about cruelty? | don't see any cruelty
inyou, Sarah Polleta.”

She laughs her dark laugh. "Don't be so sure," she says, "Ranger Jarrod.”
Hetakes a step after her. "1 am sure,” he says.

Sheturnsto face him once again. Now sheisnearly to her waist in the water, and her tunic streams back
behind her in the current, exposing the brown of her thighs, underwater.

"That isgood," she says. "For we areto mate."
Jarrod nearly falsinto the water, so surprised is he. He steadies himself on the cane. "What did you say?"

"Oh, nothing too serious,” says Sarah. Thereisatrace of bitternessin her voice. "And it depends on your
consent, of course.”

"What do you mean, nothing too serious? Did you say mate?"

"Yes. That is, copulate.” Shetakesastrand of her own hair in her fingers, twistsit. "And now do you
think us so very refined and civilized?'

"I hardly know what to think." Jarrod picks up the cane from the water. Putsit back down on the stream
bottom, where it was before. Stands till in the current.

"It'satradition. Tradition is everything herein the valey, in case you haven't noticed. But to be bred like
agoa— | cantell you that at times| think that tradition goestoo far."

"Why me? | don't. What about the men? What about Macon?"

"Macon? Don't beridiculous. And in any case, Macon has far more important things to worry about.
Macon is not of the court. HE'sto be the next king in dl likelihood.”

"But he cdlsyour father Uncle

"And he cdlsmesger. We are not related. He's a child of the Quitman court, the one that came before
us, the Polletas. Now he'sacommoner. | am aPolleta”

Sarah wanders farther down the creek, too deep to splash. After amoment, Jarrod steps from the water
and sits back down on the bank. He pulls on his socks and boots and walks after her beside the bank.
With the water dowing her, their gaits match.

"So why me? I'm even lower than a... commoner, aren't 1?2 Why not another commoner? Are they too
lowly for such asyou?'

"The commoners,” Sarah says without looking directly at him, "are the reason the court exists. My father
does not forget this. | know it."

Ahead, the creek flows over asmall shod and makes alittle waterfall of maybe atwo-foot drop. Sarah
moves to the Side just above it and watches the water asit surges over therock and into the air. Jarrod



redlizes that she has been walking barefoot down the creek. The souls of her feet must be leather-tough
to step among the creek stones so lightly. Again, Jarrod fedstired. He goes below the little fallsto where
alog has been deposited in high-water timesand he sitson it. They must speak loudly to each other to be
heard above the tumble of the water.

"I'm aPrincess of the Vdley," shesays. "A princessis at the whim of the mgority of her subjects— the
commoners, asyou put it. | am their collective will, asfar as| am ableto be. That ishow welive here,
how we keep ourselves from becoming like ... the others. Y ou've been with the others.”

"Y$"

She reaches and plucks atwig from the bank, turnsit for amoment in her hands, then setsit in the current
and sendsit over thefalls. "At least that'swhat | tell mysalf when | think about the Draining of the Lees."

"What?"
"The Lees. It isaceremony we have every twelve years, thetimeit takesto makeafineold red. Then dl
the old barrels are broken and reworked. Everyone comes from miles around, and brings the best of
their household. The food— it is unbelievable how wonderful the meals are then. | remember from when
| wasalittlegirl. It was music and eating and my uncle Kim whirling me around and around under the
lightsinthetrees"

Sarah's voice becomes softer, and Jarrod must strain to hear her over the water. Sheisquiet for awhile,
watching thefdls, and then she steps from the water and comesto Sit besde him.

"Y ou've spent the morning getting ready to tell me thesethings," Jarrod says.
"And hdf thenight."

He breathes out long, breasthesin moist air. Thefog is beginning to burn off, and the creek water sparkles
here and there.

"Tdl metheres,” he says.

"Thereisacave, inthehills, not far from here. The opening faces directly east. It'savery beautiful place
just after dawn. We call it the Grotto of the Lady. That iswherewegoto die.”

"What?'

"The entire court. At the end of the Lees. We dl drink poison and walk to the Lady's Grotto. Well, some
of usare carried, if the poison makes us too wesk. But that isawomen's mystery that I'm in charge of.

I'll make the poison just right so that the timing will work out. Hermes Androgynous. She flowsto my
bidding."

"Mercury?' Jarrod says.

"Among other things. The Laughter of the Lady. That isthe secret name for the poison. No man can
know."

"Youretdling me"



"And you areaman. | know. Y ou spilled yourself on the sheetswhile you were in the fever dreams.
Before the pillsworked against the ... bacteria”

"l can't remember that. But—"
"It'sdl foolishritua," Sarah says. "Like the shunning that has been placed on you."
"But you die. Y ou voluntarily die. No one asksthis of us"

"Don't they? From the way you describe the life of rangers, you are constantly a war with your
neighbors.”

"But the fighting is mostly waiting, preparing, getting ourselvesfed,” Jarrod says. "Mostly, we spend our
timeinthetrees”

"And mostly we make wine and cheese. Grow our gardens. Tend the animals.” Sarah stands up, takesa
step back toward the water.

"Oh, why am | defending this?' she says. "l told you we were barbarians. | hateit. | lovemy lifeand |
hate the thought of leaving it, losng it. They put food in the grotto with us, then sedl it up for ayear. Time
enough for theworst of therot to pass.”

"Why don't you run away?'

"Where should | run to? Toward the Cougars and their ilk? Away south into the madness?”

"No."

"And | am aPrincess of the Valey. My word islaw. One of the advantages of being an aristocrat, in an
arigocracy.”

"I don't know history asyou do, but even | know that kings have changed the customs of their people.
Kings are known for doing that.”

"No one can change atradition. Traditions change when enough of the people want them to change.”
"l don't agree.”
"How old are you?"'

"Twenty years. More or less. We don't know the dates of our births." And | did not ask my mother, he
thinks. What a strange thing to wish to know, in any case. Usdless.

"I am twenty-five. When | was twenty, | wasimpossible. They would have had to drag me screaming to
the Lady's Grotto. They may yet."

"Whenisthe next Draining of the Lees?"

"Infiveyears time. | think that will be very good ... for ababy."



"That you die?'

"That | loveit well during its earliest years, and leave a atime when it can't redlly know what deathis."
"Youwon't bethere. It will know that."

"The next court will raiseit asitsown. Asweveraised Macon and hissigters. It will get alot of love.”
"But not yours."

"Not mine. Unlessthereistruth to al those silly wordsthat we dieto. Reincarnation, the Lady rising in
the East. | doubt that, though. | doubt that very much.”

* % %

When they return to the compound, Jarrod is very tired. He naps until late afternoon comes and with it,
therain. Heliesin the white sheets of hisbed, listening to the patter on hiswindowsill. For amoment,
thereisatingling in hisright hand where hisfingers used to be. He reaches over, but finds them il
missng.

Hetakeshismed in theroom. Therain continuesto fal into the evening, and Sarah comesto him. She
carries acandle, which she sets on the table beside the bed. She stands over him for amoment, gazing
down upon him. She wears athin cotton gown, pure white. Her dark hair is aout her face, and her
brown skin glisenswith afragrant oil.

Her long brown fingers on the fastenings of her gown. It fallsfrom her shoulders. Brown, shining fingersin
hiswhite sheets, and sheisin bed besde him.

"I'velogt ... S0 much," he saysto her.

"I don't care about that," Sarah says. She runs her pam over his chest, his ssomach. "Y ou're beautiful. |
likeyou well enough. I likeyou very much.”

"I'velogt achild,” he says.

"Make another. Give oneto me." Her hand lower, around him. He is hard there and her pam is soft,
oiled.

"| dtill don't—" He gasps as she tightens her grip. Tightens, releases, tightens. "Why me?’

"Because | want you," she says. "And | am the Princess of the Vdley." She pullsthe sheets aside, lowers
hersdlf to take him in her mouth. ™Y ou really have no ideahow beautiful you are, do you? The sort of
figureyou cut intheworld.”

"I've never thought about it."

"It'sfunny, but | believe you," Sarah says. Shelicks him gently, draws back. ™Y ou're a gorgeous man,
Jarrod of the Northern Rangers, and | want your body very badly.”
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For amoment, he consdersresisting. Thereis much unresolved. Here. Back home.

Home was aplace where hefit in.

They have as much of areason— ause— for him herein the Napa Valey. Isn't the whole purpose of a
ranger's life to be useful to those around him? Does anybody care for him more back among the Ho
Brigade? Baker? Franklin? Thisis what they trained mefor, Jarrod thinks. Thisiswhat they made me.
"What isit?" Sarah says, risng up from sucking him, kissng hischin. "Isthisdl right?"

"Yes I'll giveyou what you want."

She kisseshim then, bites at hislip. He puts his hands around her. Histwo right-hand fingers stroke the
back of her leg; hisgood left hand reaches between her legsto find her, stroke her to wetness. Heis
nearly afoot taller than Sarah, and sheisso smdl in hisarms. Not like long, strong Baker who matched

him in afierce equality when they came together. So different than any ranger woman would be.

He takes her by the hips, dides her onto him. She reaches down, opens hersdlf, and after amoment heis
ingde her. She kneads his chest and grinds againgt him.

"Inyour plan,”" Jarrod says, and pushesinto her deeper. "There is one thing you haven't thought about.”
"Mmm, wha?'

He holds her 4till, won't let her move. Sheisfrustrated at first, but then lets him stay there, inside her,
motionless, hard.

"l might get attached to this place,” Jarrod says. "I might fall for you, Sarah Polleta. | might want to stay
andrasemy child."

"Oh," shesaid. "No, you said you had to go on, to take the cure to your people.”
"They aren't my people. They're just some rangers we know."

"BUE"

"l could come back here after | do that."

"Towaich medie?'

She struggles againgt his hold on her, but he keeps her from moving, staysinside her. She settles down
onto him once again, Sghs.

"Whoseplanisthisredly?' heasks. "To mate us?'
"Ours" shesays.

"Who?'



"Thevaley. Thefamilies. And | wanted you. | liked the way you looked, if you must know, so | told
Father that | wanted you. We Polletas usudly get what we want when welveamind to it.”

"| thought you were the collective will of your people.”

"When you are going to die young and you know it, you tend to ... take as many liberties asyou can."
"I'm one of your liberties"

"Only if you want to be, Jarrod.”

"Liedown," he says. "Here, besde me."

With alittle gasp, she pulls hersaf from him and does as he has asked. Sheisnot avirgin, but he doubts
she has been well pleased by many of those she has been with. And there are most likely few
descriptionsin her military histories about being with awoman.

He spreads her legs, moves down to her, kissing her dark skin.

It istawny brown. Now he knowsthis color. It isthe color of the oldest, best wine.

"What?What are you doing?'

"Quiet. Quiet, Sarah." Hefinds her, parts her vaginawith hisown lips, feds gently for her clit with his
tongue. Findsit. For amoment she tenses. Helgps her. Shedighs.

"I didn't know," she says. "I never knew aman could—"

And then her wordsfdll away, and helicks her until she shivers and comes.

Now isthe time when awomen ismost receptive to getting pregnant, he thinks. Thisisthe time rangers
are taught to avoid doing what Jarrod will do. He rises up her, moving along againgt her skin. Sheislimp
beneath him, wholly given to what she hasfdt. He dides easly insde her. He holds himsdlf over her ashe
thrugts.

Sarah has her eyes closed, and she smileswith afierce joy as he takes her, as shetakeshim in. Heleans
down, breathes her bregth as his. Thewarm air of the valey, hedling. Already heisfeding stronger than
he had in the morning. Won't be long, won't belong.

When he comes, she opens her eyes. They gaze at each other in the candldlight flicker.

"No one has ever done that to me before," she says. "How did you do that?"

"It'sasecret of therangers,” he says. "We can never tdll."

"But you can show."

"We can show."



"Show meagan.”

In aweek, Jarrod has regained much of his strength. He is able to spend a day walking without growing
tired. He takes his meals with the court, and every night— and some mornings— Sarah comesto his
bed. During the days, after her chores, they take long strollsinto the countryside, find hidden placesin
which to make love.

Jarrod cannot at first believeit, but heis coming to lovethisland of rolling hills, great open fields of
grapes, cut with low windbreaks of trees. There are grest stretches where the woodland is alowed—
alowed!— to grow, usually aong the banks of streams. But even near such certain water, thetreesare
seldom more than ahundred feet tall. Thisis not a place where a man— even aranger— could travel
from treeto tree. And yet heisbecoming familiar with the ground. It does not sway in the wind, but there
issomething to be said for solidity— especialy for aman just regaining histraveling legs.

King Raphad is planning amovement againgt the Cougars. Whileit clearly irksthe man to ask his
daughter's advice, Sarah has kept up with the scouting reports of the valey riders and she seemsto have
in her head the entire topography of Northern Cdliforniaavailable for instant recall.

Jarrod watches them one afternoon in aplanning session just before supper. While severd of theking's
men are gathered about, the discussion is clearly between father and daughter. They stand in the middle
of the sitting room, agreat map of Californiarolled out on atable before them, its edges held down by
empty wine bottleswith candles set in them. Thereis enough light streaming through the windows, but the
candlesarelit. The people of the valley seem to delight in the sSight of candles burning atop wine bottles.
"l gtill consider directly stopping one of their bandit raids," saysthe king. "And think of the goodwill this
will make for uswith the people of the north, the train-runners. Well get a better price for the brandy this
time, of that I'm sure.”

"And you can show off in front of an audience," Sarah replies. "I know how you men think. But think
about this, too: that is the one moment when the Cougars are fully armed and ready to fight."

"Areyou saying that that rabble could stand againgt us?"

"Any idiot can pull the trigger on an M-16. They're designed that way."

"All right, Princess, al right. Y our point iswell taken.”

Sarah amiles, leans over the map, searches with her finger until shefindsaplace.
"We want the fewest casuaties for our sde with the most impact on them.”

"Of course.”

"Then thisisthe place to strike. We need only discover thetime.”

"What would that be?"

"Shingletown Fidd. At the Aytch game.”



"But how can we know when?Y ou can't count on a Cougar to do anything on time or right.”

Jarrod steps forward from the doorway where he's been listening. "First tuhsdays aytch,” he says. "First
Tuesday isAytch.”

"There," says Sarah, nodding to him. She turns her attention back to the map, taps the spot. “Two
weeks."

* % %

Jarrod isfindly able to taste and think at the same time— if he concentrates. Often the food and wine call
him away, nonethdless, and he suspectsit will dways do so while heremainsinthevaley. Heiseven
coming not only to tolerate the coffee with grappa, but to look forward to it to round out the meal. And
thisnight it raisestheingde of his mouth to the perfect temperature to melt the chilled tiramisu dessert like
swest butter on histongue.

"| hate to wake you up from the land of cookie and custard, ranger," theking says. "But | want to offer
something you may find enjoyable.”

Asif you haven't dlready, Jarrod thinks. He swallows, collects himself.
"Whet isthet, Sr?'

"A place with the riders when we gtrike the bandits.”

Jarrod condders. "Revenge," he says.

"Doesn't it make your blood boil, what they did to you?'

"It does," hesays. "But | can't blame animalsfor being animals.”
"Animasdon't take daves. Evenif they do, animasdon't sdl daves™
"Would it help you to have me dong?"

"You've been to the area.”

"I hardly remember.”

Theking turns his cup up, drainsit. A bit of coffee dribbles onto his beard, but the effect is not comic. He
only looksthe fiercer. "1 would like to have you dong, ranger. Somehow | think you know how to fight."

"Then I'll come because you want it," Jarrod says. "But not for revenge. I'll fight better that way."
"If you areto fight with us, I would like you to be one of us."
"What do you mean?"'

"You aretoo old for an initiation, and besides the next oneisn't for two new moons. But I'd like you to



jointhe Animus.”

"l don't—"

"The men'ssociety,” Sarah tdlshim. "It'san honor."

"Tomorrow night, we're holding a Thickening.”

"A Thickening?'

"It'satraditional ceremony. | think you'l find it interesting,” saystheking.
"Of course I'll come,”" Jarrod says.

King Raphae! laughs heartily, wipes hisface with angpkin. "Break out the ten-year port,” hetdlsthe
butler. "And mind your boy doesn't shake the bottle, Grotton. We don't want to et it."

The old servant, who hastold Jarrod tales of serving three courts over nearly thirty years, haslikely never
allowed a cloudy glass of wineto be decanted, Jarrod thinks. Grotton nods without expression and
returns soon with atawny liquid that isthe color of Sarah's uncovered breests.

* * %

The night of the Thickening is cloudy and wet, but the ceremony isto take place indoors, in one of the
buildings of the compound set aside for that purpose— the Animus Hall. Macon comes for Jarrod just as
dusk fadesto evening. The moon is covered, but Jarrod knowsit isat haf of itsfullness. They walk
together to the hall, and Macon |leaves Jarrod there. He goes to change into his ceremoniad garb.

Jarrod finds himsdalf among at least fifty men— the assembled maes of the court, plus others of rank from
the nearby countryside.

Thewadlsand caling of the Animus Hall are covered with suns. The suns are made of stamped copper,
each ashig as an egting plate, and nailed with shining dloy bradsin regular lines. Thewalls are coated
with beige plaster and the ceiling is cedar; it retains afaint odor, brought out by the heet inthe room. It is
doped upward into apyramid, and at the top isachimney opening.

A low fire burns on ahearth under the chimney. It ismostly cods now, and the only light in the room. The
sunsglimmer initsred light, and the room istawny. An enormous iron kettle is set over thefire. Jarrod
joinswith the men in amoving circle around the kettle. In one corner of the room, someone beats a
goatskin drum; in another aman blows asingle long, reedy note on arivercane pipe, over and over. With
thisregular besat, the men take steps clockwise about the kettle and fire. Each man wears a shimmering
robe of blue, yellow and gold. The robes, too, have suns brocaded upon them.

Silk, Jarrod thinks. They have spun silk into cloth, just like in books.
The king, Macon and three other men wear hats that rise two feet over their heads and splay out like the
leavesin aclump of grass. The king's hat has asun on it; Macon's a moon, and the three others have

astrologicd symbolsfor planets. That oneis Mars, Jarrod thinks. Isthat one Venus? No, Mercury.

When the men have completed acircle around the kettle, the Mars-capped man places his hand into the



kettle; after amoment, he takesit out, dripping with water. After five such circles, the man cannot keep
his hand in the water for more than amoment. He raises hishand in asignal, and the drum and pipe stop.
Thecirdegandsill.

The king motionsto the other hatted man, this one with the symbol Jarrod doesn't recognize. The man
leavesthe circle, and soon returns carrying another kettle, this one smaller than the one with the water in
it. He placesit to one side of the big kettle, away from thefire.

The king smiles upon the gathered men.

"Carpediem," he says. Heturnsto Mercury. "Lapisinvighilitatis! It is both a question and acommand.
Mercury spegks. "Windisair. Air islife. Lifeissoul.”

Themen, in unison, answer: "Deresanimdi, vegetahili, et minerdi.”

Theking nods. "Lapis, primameateria, massainformis.”

"Lapis," themen say. "The Lady Stone."

"Go, travelers," saystheking. Mercury, Mars and Macon-moon leave the circle. They open acellar door
et in one corner of the room. The moon and the two planets descend into the cellar. The men patiently
wait. After along while, they return, carrying something among them.

Itisalarge metd platter with two wooden poles affixed to it, so that the planets carry it between them
like alitter. On the platter are two red metal cans and adark blue box. Each of the cansis painted red.
They halt at the smaller kettle and set the litter on the earthen floor of the room.

Macon reaches down and unscrews the stoppers from the tops of the two metd cans. In the low firdight,
Jarrod can just make out the |ettering on the sides of the cans.

Gasoline

10 gdlons 40 liters

Extremdy Hammable

Harmful or Fatd if Swallowed

Macon opensthe two meta cans and carefully poursther contents into the kettle. The two planets knedl
beside Macon, and the three of them lift the kettle and, with small, short steps, bring it over toward the
fire. They gently set the smaller kettleingdethelarger one, asaliner.

They're making adouble bailer, Jarrod thinks. For gasoline. And within moments, the smell of gasoline
and rust suffusesthe air. One of the men in the circle— this one with no specid hat— steps forward and
uses alarge fan made of oak datsto waft the fumes up and out the chimney. The fan doesn't work very

well, and Jarrod's eyes begin to water.

Macon returnsto the liter. He gets the box and comes back to stand beside the kettle. Mars has been
handed alarge stave— of about the same heft as Alaph's Burly Stave, Jarrod thinks— and the planet



dipsthis stave into the gasoline.

Macon liftsthe box up before the assembled men.
"Mercurius, cervusfugitivus" Macon says. "Returnto us.”
"Returnto us" the other men say.

The faded |etters on the box read Ivory Soap Flakes.

With formal and precise movements, Macon shakes the snowy white contents of the box into the kettleful
of gasolinewhile Mars gtirs. The circle of men once again beginsto shuffle clockwise.

Napa m, Jarrod thinks. They are making homemade napam over an open fire.

Thisiswherethe Molotov cocktails that the Cougars used to burn up Poppyseed and the other Karma
Petrol members came from. That started the fire in the tree when he sought to escape.

The men of the Napa Vdley have asddinein amsdeding.

Eachin the circle focuses his attention on the kettle. The drum and pipe start up once again, and the circle
beginsto move faster. Fiveturns, ten.

Theking haltsthe circle at thirteen turns. Macon sgnasto Marsto stop stirring the thickening gasoline.
"He hasreturned,” Macon says.

"Carpediem,” theking says.

"Carpediem,” the men echo.

* % %

Later, Jarrod, the king and Macon sip port in the king's dwelling. The hour islate, and the wineis
smooth, soothing. Almost like it adaptsto my state, Jarrod thinks. | can dmost believe in the alchemy of
the valley, the spirits and the four eements of nature. | can amost believe that theworld isdive and full of
purpose. Almaogt, while I'm drinking thiswine on such agentle evening.

"Welcometo the Animus,” the king says, raising hisglassto Jarrod in sd ute.

"You're one of us, now, Jarrod,” says Macon. "A Man of the Vdley."

Jarrod doesn't reply, but returns the salute and drains his cup.

Theking clearshisthroat. "1 thought a man like you— aman who could bear those things the Cougars
did to you and till keep your dignity— oh, | saw it from thefirst. | thought such aman would be agood
onefor my Sarah.”

"l don't. Y ou approve of us?'



"Of course." Theking chuckles. "l told her todoiit."
"l thought she wanted it first. Will you explain?'

"Theré's nothing much to explain. We discussed it. We agreed on it together. Prevents jed ousies among
thefamilies. | saw you were the one almost right away, ranger.” He drinks down hiswine. "Carpe diem, |

dwayssay."
"What about you, Macon?' Jarrod asks.

"Sarahislike asser to me" The words sound dmost like an incantation to Jarrod, like one of the
phrases from the Thickening ceremony.

"Areyou sure?'

Macon frowns. "No, ranger, | am not. It doesn't matter. We have traditions here— good ones. | like
you. And now, you're a brother.”

Jarrod stares at his glass. The night seems|less gentle to him now. "Do you think. Does she care &t dl
about me?'

The king looks at Macon, who rolls his eyes, and the king laughs aoud.

"Who can say what women think? And my Sarah is adeep one. She's got a shadow, too, upon her." He
pours himself another glass of port. "Maybe," he says. "Maybe she does.”

* * %

The next day, plans get underway for the raid on the Cougars. Theridersdrill on apracticefield outside
the court compound. Macon takes charge of the tactical movements, and hones hisridersto afine
precision. Therains continue, and soon thefield is churned to mud, but Macon only works the men the
harder. Late in the afternoon they dl trundleto the little pool formed by the waterfdl of the stream, where
Sarah and Jarrod had spoken.

Each man takes aturn in the water, while the servants return the horses to the tents that serve as stables,
where they clean and polish the tack, getting it ready for the next day's maneuvers. Theriders are drawn
from miles around, and near the compound King Raphadl has set up agreat common tent that the men
share. Macon moves his bed to thistent. The king himsalf remainsin the compound, as does Jarrod, for
Sarah continuesto visit him each night in hisbed.

Therainsdo not trouble Jarrod. Heis used to far longer onesin the Olympic Peninsula. During the day,
Jarrod staysto one side, learning to ride ahorse for the first time. It isfar more difficult than it appears.
Theyearsthe valley men have spent riding alow them to control their horses with a practiced ease.
Jarrod is most concerned with staying on his mount, athree-year-old stallion named Sausdlito, after a
region nearby. He had asked for agelding, thinking that would be more docile, but Macon wouldn't hear
of it.

"Best to learn how to swim by jumping in," Macon had said. "Besides, | raised that onefrom afod.
Sausditoisasmart horse. A smart horseis better than atame onein afight.”



Much of his baance from yearsin the trees worksto his advantage in riding horses, Jarrod discovers.
After some early uncertainty, Sausalito seemsto understand that Jarrod is only unpracticed, and not
deliberately trying to taunt him with incompetence. In three days, the horseisworking with him, and
Jarrod isat last ableto sit comfortably in the saddle during abrisk trot. He finds that aday of riding
Sausdlito can be astiring asaday spent traveling. Riding ahorse requires musclesthat he's never used
before.

While Jarrod feelsthat he can make the trip to raid with the riders, he does not think heisready to
journey on aone, to therangersin Y osemite. A little longer, and his chance for success will increase
enormoudly. But people will die because of his delay— of that he has no doubt.

But Franklin sent me asaranger, hethinks. And thisis exactly the kind of choice rangers dways haveto
make.

Toward the end of the first week, there is aday without rain. Jarrod decidesto try out his horseback
riding in open country, and invites Sarah for an afternoon ride. They wander along way, through
vineyards and woodland, and findly climb a steep embankment. Sausdito iswinded from carrying the
two of them when they get to the top, and Jarrod sets him to grazing in asmall patch of brush.
"Comeover here" Sarah calls, after Jarrod has tended to his horse.

He makes hisway through a clump of scrub oak to find Sarah seeted on awide, flat sione. Before her is
agrand view of the nearby valey. Far in the distance, Jarrod can make out the Polleta family compound,
and nearby the red and white fabric of the tent that houses the warriors. Farther gtill are the coastal
mountains, and over those ... yes ... no. Yes. A glint of blue between a passin the mountains.

"That. Isthat—"

"That'sthe Pecific, Jarrod.”

He sits down beside her, and she hands him awineskin that she has brought along. He squirtsadraw into
his mouth, swalows, and sares at the distant wedge of shimmering blue.

"I never thought | would seeit,” he says.

"You can't see much of it."

"But now | will ways have seeniit.”

"Yes. You have

She takes hisgood left hand and kissesiit. She placesit on her somach, which iswarm from the sun.
"My bleeding was due thisweek," she says.

"Hasit come?’

"No. Itistoo early to tell, though."

"Yes itis"



"Will you be careful when you go with them?"

"I'm dways careful.”

"Yes. | think you are.”

"| thought the idea was not to become attached to your lover."

"Theideaisthat my lover not become attached to me."

"Too late, Sarah Polleta”

"Too late for me, too, Jarrod of the Northlands. More'sthe pity for both of us."

Sarah spreads a blanket and they make love on the rock. The day iswarm and they dide against each
other'swet skin. Later, they liedrying in the sun. Jarrod's skin is growing darker, athough he will dways
be apale, light thing beside Sarah's lustrous brown.

Jarrod brings out his bone flute, made from the shin of amoose. He has not played it since he left
Threecabin. He blows atentative note, then a short melody. Somehow the flute sounds different here,
warmer. Jarrod gazes at the hills and the sea and plays what songs cometo him. Sarah leans againgt his
am, ligensto themusc.

After awhile, he puts the flute away. He driftsto deep in Sarah'sarms. He dreams— as he has
constantly thisweek— of riding Sausalito. Suddenly, thereisagreat rumble, and the ground bucks under
him. He awakes with the feding that heisflying through the air, thrown from Sausdiito, and ingtinctively
cradles his head in his hands, to guard againgt theimpact of hisfall— only to find that heisaready lying

on the ground.

But Sarah is stting up, startled. And behind him, Jarrod hears the whinny of Sausdlito. Then the ground
joltsthem again.

A het—"
"Earthquake," Sarah says. "Very big one.”
"Areyou ... are we safe?”’

"Yes Here"

"Let meget my horse”

Sarah gazes out into the distance and does not answer him. "I can dill seeit,” she says. "But we wouldn't
be ableto tell from thisfar away, | don't think."

"The ocean?' Heis bewildered.

"No. The compound. There, look. The tent hasfallen.”



The large tent lies splayed and loose. Even from this distance, the damage is clearly evident.

"We haveto get back,” Sarah says.

"I'll get Saudito.”

This proves more difficult than he'd thought it would be. The horseis spooked, and as another shock
rolls through the ground, he rears away from Jarrod, and he must follow Sausdlito into the brush and
untangle his bridle from aeucayptus branch.

"l don't blame you, friend,” Jarrod says. "Who'sto know if the world is not ending.”

Sarah takes them on amore direct route, and they ride back at as quick apace asthey can. Asthey ride,
more tremors undulate through the ground, and once or twiceit isal Jarrod can do to hold Sausdito to
the path. Sarah breaks her silence to speak kind words to the horse, and they continue on.

A horseman who is by the fallen tent sees them approach and he bregksinto agallop toward them.
Jarrod recognizes Macon's mare, Chinquapin. Jarrod fedls Sarah's arms grow tighter and tighter about

him at Macon's gpproach.

The rider meets them on the road, and turns Chinquapin in achuffing of turf and earth, to stand till
before them. Tears stream from his eyes, and hisfaceisred.

"Your father," he saysto Sarah. "Theking. My. Queen."

Sarah dips from behind Jarrod and stands on the road. After along moment, she falsto her knees. She
digs her handsinto the ground and stands, her fistsfull of dirt. She stares at her hands, asthe earth fals
from her clenched fingers.

A low wail bresks out from her, like the creaking a closing gate might make. It endsin a scream of
anguish, asif the gate has dammed shut.

"How did it happen?' Jarrod asks quietly.

"A beam in the house," Macon answers, still gazing in shock at Sarah. "We build them to withstand the
quakes. But not so big aquake asthisone. I've never felt itslike."

Again Sarah walls, but thistime she shakes her head, smearswhat dint remains over her hair. Another
tremor passes under their feet. There are creaking and groaning at the compound.

"How many others?’ she says.
"We were fortunate. Most were out drilling or a chores. Only one other, asfar as| cantell. Old Grotton.
Someone heard him cry out Thewine!' and he ran to the cellars— asfast asthat good old man could

go..." Macon wipes hisface with adeeve. "A cask cameloosg, rolled over him."

Sarah stands up straight, runsthe back of her hand over her face, asif willing thelook of anguish thereto
be wiped away. "Help me up,” she saysto Jarrod. "And let's see what's to be done.”

Thewadls of the buildingsin the compound are crazed, and plaster lies about them like askirt. But only a



couple of roofs have collapsed.

"This place was built long ago. The foundations are deep down to hard stone,”" Sarah says. "But thishas
to be the worst shock it has ever taken." She climbs down from Sausalito, standsin the center of the
compound yard.

"We mugt get the big tent back up and move everyoneintoit,” she says.

"l have men working on that,” Macon replies.

"Good. And thewine. Arethe cellars secure?’

"| haven't seen to that—"

"Doit. Thewineisasimportant as our blood. Maybe more s0."

"Il send adetal .

"Send Feng and Merton,” she says. "They are the best packers and shippers. And after that, seeto the
powder and demolitions.”

"I'll seetoit,” Macon says. "And I'll send you acarriage.”

"That won't be necessary. I'll ride with the ranger for the time being.”

"All right, then." Macon turns Chinquapin and leaves the compound at agdlop.

"Sarah,” Jarrod says. " l1—"

"Theresno timefor that,” shereplies.

Theremainder of the day is spent tending to a hundred different tasks. Jarrod degps— or triesto—on a
cot in the big tent among a dozen smelly men. Aftershocks continue through the night. For thefirst time,
Sarah does not cometo him. But in the morning, he awakesto find her standing beside his cat, trailing
her hand againgt his cheek. She motionsfor him to follow her outsde.

The dawnis breaking, and clouds are gathering for an early rain. They wak down by the stream, to the
littlewaterfal. A fault has cracked aline a nearly aright angle to the creek, and the stream has flowed
into it, turned to the right nearly afoot, and then found its bed and flowed out again, on along its usua
course. Akilter.

"Hold me, Jarrod,” Sarah says. He puts hisarms around her and she tucks her head againgt his breast.

"What's happening?' she says. "Thisrain, the ground shaking. Plagues all to the south. Isthe world
coming to an end like the Shagtites think?"

"Not because they think it," Jarrod says. "Or maybeit is."

"Do you know? Do you know something about it?"



"Not redly. Only that the Earth is changing. Whether it isasign of something grester or aproblem with
the Earth itself— we don't know."

Ve
"Therangers.”

"Isthat why you— what about the sickness?'

"I'm bringing medicine.”

"In exchange."

"Y es. For whatever information the Y osemite rangers might have.”

"And they sent only you."

"Not many bedlieved there was much worth in the trade."

"Canyou tell me anything else? Thereisno sort of ... plot? My father died so—"

"It isn't magic, Sarah. Not achemy. Science. Science doesn't care about kings. Or anyone else.”

She says nho more, but holds him the tighter. He kisses her hair, and after amoment she turns her face up
and hekisses her lips. They lie down together near the water and make love quickly, fiercely, and are

done before thefirst misty drops of the morning rain.

They move under the trees, which offer some protection. Sarah seemsto relish the wetness on her face,
and Jarrod sits near enough to fed the heat of her skin, the fresh olive fragrance of her damp hair.

"I think you should go,” she says. "Today. To find out.”

"Sarah, even if weknow, theréslikely nothing—"

"I'll send Macon and five others along with you, to bring back the news. Or you can come yoursdlf."
"What about the raid against the Cougars?'

"That can wait. For along time, if need be. | was never convinced it would be effective.”

Thereisastrength to her words that was latent in her speech before, but which now has afull and
powerful effect on him.

She has become the queen. It iswhat she wasraised to be and she has moved into it like the stream,
which was momentarily disoriented, but found its sure, time-carved course.

"Sarah. When the time comes. The Lees."

IIYSIII



"Youill intend ..."

"It'sour way."

"Y ou could change that."

"We are hanging on very tenuoudy here. All of usare. We need to stay with what works. This...
tradition is part of— we're not civilized in the valey. Y ou know | don't think so. But part of whatever we
are. Not like the Cougars. Not like the rangers. Besides, who knowswhether any of uswill survive until
next week, the way things are going these days.”

"1 would like for the child to have amother."

"It dready has amother— and afather. A mother and father who haveto do ... thingsthat can't wait.”
Jarrod holds Sarah's hand. The rain kegpsfaling.

"I'll gothen," he saysto her. "If you want meto."

"I do."

"I'll take Sausdito, if you don't mind.”

"Youll take provisonsand agun,” shereplies. "I've ordered everything readied.”

Jarrod amiles, shakes his head, and water runs down his nose. He wipesit off.

"Asyou wish, my queen,” he says, and she kisses him, stopping any further words. Soon the rain comes
down very hard, and they go back to the tent, back to Sarah Polleta's people.

* % %

He sets out that afternoon with Macon and five other riders. Each trails behind him a pack horse loaded
with dried food, and wine for drinking and trading along the way. Jarrod chooses a 30.06 rifle, a beautiful
old antique that isin perfect condition, with expertly reloaded shdllstofit it.

They take old roads, keeping to the southeast as much as possible. Macon declaresthat they must cut a
wide swath between what was once San Francisco and Sacramento.

"We are bardly safe there when we send an armed party in for trading. And in Frisco, therés the plagues
and feversto worry about.”

Once or twice, Macon checks a compass.
"'Something wrong with the damn thing," Macon mutters. "Thirty degrees off."

Jarrod does not tell him that the compass is working— that the Earth iswrong. What would be the use?
After athird look, Macon flingsit away, and finds the way by memory and dead reckoning.

They passthrough small villages, some inhabited, most not. EImira. Ryde. Terminus. And then they turn



eadt, acrossthe great empty flatness of the San Joaquin Valey. Evenin placesthat are usudly caled flat,
theland hasrises, agentle curve. Not in this place. Thisvaley isasflat as ill water, and it goes on for
mile &fter mile

Twicethey are set upon by bandits, but afew roundsfired from rifles and especially the boom of their
lone shotgun scare the bandits away. After weaker prey. If | were aone, on foot, therewould be a
different story, Jarrod thinks. But | would be traveling by night, and finding what cover | could. Still,
Jarrod is very glad to have the armed company aong with him.

After aweek, Jarrod beginsto miss Sarah greatly. He finds himsalf suddenly short of breath, thinking that
he will never see her again. The episodes only last afew minutes, but they come upon him many timesa
day. At night, adeep by thefire, he dreams of a deep, deep sky, completely blank of stars. He dreams of
faling up into that sky, up and up, forever, faling.

The earthquakes continue, and the rain showers become thunderstorms whose like Jarrod has never
seen. Crashing gusts of wind, the whip of rain that often as not becomes hail. Once they are caught
without shelter in astorm with hail the size of afist. The men take cover under their horses, and the poor
animastake abeating.

During the storm, Macon's pack horse lets out an awful horse scream and collapses under the barrage. It
isdill living after the storm has passed, but unable to rise. Macon quickly putsa pistol shot into the
beast's head.

They ride on.

Waterloo. Cooperopoalis. Nearing Tuolumne River bridge, south of Groveland. Up thisriver isthe Site of
the Hetch Hetchy Massacre, alegend among the rangers. The Y osemite forces, combined Park and
Forest Service rangers, blew up the dam and freed the river once again— killing the greater part of the
infamous Sacramento Army of the Light, which had once ruled Northern Cdifornia. But the rangers were
cornered in their newly created valey and the remainder of the Sacramento forces wiped them out. Half
of the Y osemite contingent waslost that day. But the park was held, and that was all that mattered.

Some said Forest Service treachery had been involved in the war, but nothing was ever proven.

Asthey approach the Tuolumne, one of the men spies a cloud on the road behind them. Jarrod turnsto
look.

"People on horseback,” he says. "Riding fast."

Macon gazes at them. "More than us. Those sons-of-bitches that we scared off must have gone and
gotten reinforcements.”

"Areyou sureit'sthem?'
"No. Let'sget the hell out of here.”

The men spur their horsesto agallop, but the pack horses dow them down, and the bandits— if bandits
their pursuers are— gain on them.

Ahead isthe Tuolumne River— and the bridge. The company gallops across and Macon immediately
calsahdt. At first, Jarrod thinks he means to make a stand here, but Macon runsto one of the pack



horses and digsin the saddlebags. He comes out with two wine bottles with loose cork stoppers. He
yanks out the stoppers. Nailed to the bottom of each of the stoppersisalength of fabric. Wicksfor
napalm Molotov cocktails. There are more bottles in the saddlebag.

"Helpme" he says.

Jarrod and the other men get down and each takes two bottles. They run— as carefully asthey can—
back onto the bridge. Below, the water runs fast and looks to be deep. A horse could swim it, Jarrod
thinks, but it would be dowed way down. If the rangers hadn't blown the dam those many years ago, the
river would be only ashadow of what it now was, and its crossing an easy matter.

The bridgeisformed in an arch over theriver, concrete resting on stedl spandrels.

"Save four bottles and break the others, here’'— he points to the center of the bridge, the crown of the
arch—"and here." The near end of the bridge, which their pursuerswill crossfirg.

"All right. Get back to the horses. I'm going to light the far end, and—"
"I'll tekethemiddle," Jarrod says. "'I'm pretty good at climbing on things."

"Fine, then," Macon says, giving him acrooked smile. He reachesinto his pocket and hands Jarrod a
little box.

"Here's some matches," he says. "Y ou do know how to work them, don't you?"

Jarrod takes off his shirt and bundles histwo bottles of ngpam into it, then fixesit over hisshoulder likea
ding. He swings out over the edge of the bridge and toes hisway down the side until hisbootsrest on a
ledge— more acrack than aplatform— of ahaf inch or lessthat isformed where the rusty stedl of the
gpandrel protrudes from the crumbling concrete covering of the bridge. Above, Jarrod can hear the other
men running to the bridge'sfar haunch.

The climbing is easier than held expected. He hears the pounding hoofs of the gpproaching pursuers. He
can hear the bandits yells, too, and one of them firesagun into the air.

At least that bullet won't bein my chest, Jarrod thinks.

He experiments with holding on to the bridge's sde with one hand, then looks across to the shore and
seesthat Macon is also getting into position, but with less steadiness and speed. Just as Jarrod glances
over, one of Macon's bottles comes loose and falls fifteen feet or so onto the ground below him. It
shatters, but does not burn. Macon doesn't try to grab for it. Good, Jarrod thinks. Y ou still have one.

"Damnit," Macon calsto Jarrod. He carefully removes the other from his makeshift ding. "Thiswill have
to do." Macon wavesthe bottlein hisonefree hand. "I think | can light it. Can you light yours?"

"Think s0," Jarrod calls, and quickly getsto work. He undoes one deeve of the shirt ding and carefully
swingsit around in front of him, keeping it looped around his neck. He takes out the matches and puts a
handful in his mouth, then drapes both wicks of the ngpalm bottles out of the ding, oneto theleft and one
to theright of him. He rises up on histiptoes and |ooks over the sde of the bridge.

The bandits are amost on the bridge. Jarrod looks over at Macon. He, too, has matchesin his mouth.



Jarrod hears a hoof beat on concrete and he scratches the match box againgt the tips of the matches.
They flame up and acrid smoke flowsinto Jarrod's nostrils. No time to worry about that. He dropsthe
match box into the river, takes the matches from his mouth and lights the wick of the Molotov cocktail. It
flames smoky and ydllow.

Jarrod reaches down, and with the wick of the first bottle, he lights the wick of the second. For a
moment, his eyeswater over from the match smoke, and he spitsthem out violently.

Clatter of many hooves.

Hetosses the firgt bottle up and over the bridge. He hearsiit shatter while he is reaching for the other
bottle.

A thick, solid explosion.
Jarrod tosses the other bottle onto the bridge.

The screams of horses and men. He does not try to look at the conflagration. Instead, he sees Macon,
with his one bottle lighted, tossing it over the end of the bridge. A bright flash and crackle.

More screams, these not of surprise, but of pain.
They've trapped at |east some of them on the bridge.

Without another thought, Jarrod launches himsdlf back and away from the bridge. He fallsfor many feet.
Sam of water like the ground jolting him. But ground that gives way and he's under, along time under.
Hée's prepared himself and doesn't lose his breath. The current is strong and it carries him swiftly
downstream.

Jarrod swims as hard as he can with the current— thankful that learning to swim inice-cold Crescent
Lakewas part of hisranger training. When he glances back, he seesthe bridge engulfed in flames. Hed
never known ngpamwas S0 ... effective. A burning man dances about, trying to get the stuff off himsdlf,
but he cannot. Suddenly, a horse and rider, both on fire, leap off the bridge and plunge down like a
meteor into the water below. But even in the water, the ngpalm sticks. Therider floats motionlesdy, but
the horse continues to writhe and burn.

Jarrod takes amoment to be sure heis swimming to the correct bank of theriver, then makes hisway
over and drags himsdlf out of the water. A little way down from him, Jarrod sees Macon doing the same
thing. Macon picks hisway up the river bank to stand beside Jarrod.

"Good thing you brought ngpalm,” Jarrod says. He wrings out his shirt and putsit back on.

"Yes" saysMacon. "What awaste of good horses, though.”

Suddenly, bandits that were late in arriving appear on the abutment. Thereis huffing of horses and
shouting, asthey rein to astop.

"Let'sget out of here" says Macon.



"l agree.”

They work their way up and through underbrush to the road and, a.quarter mile down it, meet up with
the other men. Sausdlito recognizes Jarrod and gives him awhinny.

They ride on.

* % %

That same day, they areinside the boundaries of the Nationa Forest. Jarrod looks around for telltale
sgnsof rangers, but sees none. The trees begin to change from deciduous oaks and eucalyptus to
evergreens. They areaday in before Jarrod isamong thetall trees once again— ponderosa and Jeffrey
pines. Theair isfull of ther fragrance, which is even stronger and sweeter after thedally rains.

Then Jarrod sees them— thefirst grove of giant sequoias. It isafternoon, and the air isfull of their
fragrance. A storm is gathering, but Jarrod pauses among the trees, touches the ropy bark of the talle<t.

"Hdlo, grandfathers" he says. "Hello, grandmothers.”

They ride on, and the next day strike the junction of State Road 120 and the way up to Tioga Pass and
the High Sierras. Theroad is marked on Jarrod's vellum map as adotted line, its exact path uncertain.
Uncle Nab could not have known the true state of the road, copying from even older copied maps. Y et
the roadbed has not been so thoroughly destroyed here, and the going is easier for the horses.

They come upon another grove of giant sequoias and Macon decides to make their camp here.
Wrapping hishandsin cloth to avoid splinters, Jarrod climbsinto one of the trees. The sky looks as
though it will rain. He has brought his bivvy sack with him, and he drapesit over him as amakeshift roof.
Jarrod deegpsin the crown of thetree,

That night, the sentry is startled by sounds in the brush near their camp. He wakes the camp. Jarrod's
sequoiaisfar outsde the perimeter of the valey men's camp, and the intruders have made the mistake of
gathering right under him. Have some of the bandit pursuers tracked them down, or are these other men?
Jarrod cannot tell. Their attempt at hiding is abysma— worse than the Cougars. They are not rangers.

Jarrod descends from the trees like ahard rain.

Hefires once, twice. Two of them fall. He shifts around the bole of the tree and comes upon the other
three whilethey are till looking in the direction where they've seen Jarrod's muzzle flash. He shoots
another, knocks one man down with his gunstock, then knifesthe third in the heart. He strides quickly
forward and uses his gunstock to crumple the skull of the fallen man.

"All right," he cdls out to Macon. "All done"

The men follow the sound of hisvoice and gather around him, around the carnage.

Macon shakes his head in wonder. No one says anything to Jarrod. They carry the bodies afew hundred
feet away and pile what stones they can find upon them, while Jarrod cleans the blood from his hands
and shirt.

Jarrod climbs back up into histree. He has defended the forest. He fedls more like himself than he hasin



many weeks. He fedslike aranger. Jarrod doesn't know at al if helikesthefedling, if he wantsit back.
It isback, though. He degps quietly and deeply in the twisting branches of the giant sequoia, breathing its
ancient incense. The dreams of fdling into the sky are gone. Heisin the mountains again, among the
trees.

* * %

Out of stormsand great cataclysm, Jarrod entersinto the greet valley of the Y osemite. Thelode needle
of hiscompassisuncertain in these uncertain days, but he hasfound the way al the same. Behind him
walk Napa Valey men, al onfoot now, leading their mounts up the road beside the Merced River. On
the back of Jarrod's horseis his pack, brought down from Washington State, full of medicine. El Capitan
risesto the north, Bridalveil and Illilouette Fallsto the south. And ahead isthe giant face of Half Dome, its
granite face no different than it gppearsin pictures taken nearly three hundred years before that are now
inthelibrary at Threecabin.

But thisisred, Jarrod thinks. | am here, in Y osemite National Park.

Many have died from the plague and are buried in the acrid piny soil around the makeshift infirmary set
up near Y osemite Falls. But many more live, covered with buboes, breathing ragged breaths that they
think will be among their last.

Jarrod finds park headquarters. Therain grows harder. Macon and his men go to find shelter for the
horses, while Jarrod walks to the main building to make his report. He enters the room, gently sets down
his pack in acorner. Heis met by Bestrice, the chief ranger, who is barely older than heis, but whoisthe
oldest Y osemite ranger who iswell. She nods at him as he comes to stand before her desk.

"Jarrod, third scout with the Ho Brigade of the Olympic National Park Service, reporting, maam."
"Wecome, ranger,” shereplies.

"I cameasquickly as| could,” he says, "but | met up with afew ddlays.”
? Orf Dreams

The harder the robot works, the more he dreams. Sometimes the dreams are about the work— of the
voices that surround him, the beings that cannot be seen, and that are everywhere to be seen.
Geographies, he hasthought of caling them, but has settled on aname, apun name, redly: terranes.

The Olympic terrane, Skykomish, Orf'sfirg friend. Impetuous, young. Its near neighbor, Farallon, amost
eaten up and subducted, but once the greatest ocean of them all— Tethys— and there iswisdom in the
riddiesit spins. Broad North America, speaking in many voicesthat are one voice saying many things.
Very difficult to comprehend, but worth the effort.

The chatter of the microterranes. Lessworthwhile trandating, but necessary at times.

And the others, large and megdithic, small and solitary floaters. The gathering at the core, where agreat
project is underway. Where something is happening, someoneis becoming. Orf isapart of the
becoming. It is his suggestion that the terranes speak to humans, somehow involve them in the project.
Speed the project up to ahuman time scale.

Thiswould aso benefit the terranes, for the dow, cold area near the crust is adso the place where the



terranes rationdity is centralized. They are mostly subconscious beings, moved by strange, nearly
incomprehensible fedings. Their reasoning is obscure and arcane. In speaking to humans, they would also
beginto think clearly.

And then the becoming could flow and flower. The one could be born of the many.

Y ears Orf had spent devel oping understanding, moving deeper through the layers, the swirling agorithms
of magmaand metdlic flux.

More years patiently explaining to the terranes about humans. Learning the path of the terranes
consciousness, so that, when the time comes, Orf can truly trandate, and not butcher the nuances. But
aways the words are not right, or they become mathematics— and Orf islost. Heisnot that kind of a
robot.

Sometimes he dreams of the schemata and equations of Ada, the Great Calculator. But they are
disassociated, meaningless representations. Sometimes he dreams of the secrets of Antarctica, the
strange bones buried benegth the ice that have no DNA. The cold memories of a cold race that danced
down the dry valleys when the winds blew their fiercest. Somehow, the two types of dream are
connected, or in need of connecting. Must consider this.

But mostly, he dreamsranger dreams.

The dreams are S0 frequent and so intense, that Orf beginsto wonder if they might have meaning. Surely
arobot's dreams are merely off-line sparks and embodied machine-language microprocessing. But this
ranger has aface— afacethat Orf has never seen before, but that he would recognize in an instant were
he to encounter it.

Only once arevolution about the sun does he got to the surface. One dark night ayear.

Maybe that's what the dream— his unconscious salf— istrying to tell him. That being so long
underground heislosing his humanity. It iseasy to get sucked into the languid, meandering thoughts of the
terranes, to spend weeks mulling over asmal idea, an odd fact. Isthisrock greenish-white or
whitish-green? Where will thismagmaflow if | squeeze just s0? Or s0?

Theterranes have dl thetimein the world to think about such matters.

Humans are out in the weather. They wear away.

Andrew. Laramie, Little Bulge. Orf remembers.

They die.

He dreams of the ranger, dying.

The ranger hung on apole againgt the sky, sucking fetid air into hislungs.

Get me down.

| can't. I'm not there.



Thenkill me. Endit for me.
| cannot.

The ranger moans, looks up into the sun. Blood flows from hisface like sweet. The skin pedsback in
places, exposing the red, dry striations of muscles.

My mother killed me, he says. She killed me by having me. Can't get back. Tried. Haveto live now.

Around the pole on which the ranger ishung a square appears, dark blue, iridescent in the bright sun. The
sun. It has been ahundred years since Orf has seenit. | must go to see the sun.

The blue square frames the hanging post, so that the ranger's agony islike apainting of agony. The
square grows brighter ill, glows hotter than the sun.

The ranger screams. He screams along scream that isimpossible, for ahuman would run out of air. It
goes on and on and on. The longer he screams, the brighter the blue square glows.

And then, in an ingtant, the square closesin on itsdlf, collgpsesin on the ranger. Exactly asif someone has
turned off amonitor screen.

Closes down to adot. Nothing. And only then does the man's scream fade away to alow whine of
SOrrow.

The sorrow remains, like adistant meshing of gears.

It stayswith Orf, even after the robot wakes up and goes again to work with the terranes. For weeks,
the low whine stays with him, and makes him sad.

? Cdifornia

Theradio sings. It whistles and chatters like amarmot.

"Batteriesarelow," saystheradio operator. "Haven't had the sun to recharge them. But they should do.”
Threetries, and another half hour to find Franklin. He has been sick with acold. Hisvoiceis stuffy.
"Jarrod?'

"Yes"

"What do you know?"

"All right, then."

Cracklehum. The radio operator pressesasmall button, twice. The black number on the gray readout
changesinthelast digit. The gnd strengthens, clears.

"Better," saysthe radio operator.



"Gravimetric data. They have agood setup you ought to see, sir. The poles areflipping. Happens every
few hundred thousand years. North becoming south.”

"Wdl. But thisquickly?'
"Even in the past it may have happened thisway. Fast. The question was never settled.”
"S0. No asteroid ismaking it? Nothing like that?"

"Thar observatory isamazing, Sr. They've been looking. Nothing that they can find. Thereis something
else though."

"What isit, ranger?' A sound that might be a sneeze.

"Thereis apattern to the movement of the poles. Harmonic. It's been very steady. They've done some
math | don't understand. They have acomputer, Uncle Franklin! They've done some projections and
thereis going to be something redlly big. Thefault. The San Andreasfaullt. It istransferring from the San
Joaguin to the Owens Valley. It'smoving east of the SierraNevada. Do you understand?’

"San Joaguin to OwensValey? That's ... hundreds of miles”

"It'sgoing to join the fault line that runs up the eastern side of the Sierras, the one the mountains made
when they rose. Going to become that fault line."

"I see. | think | see. What do they suppose will happen then?”

"The main stress point of plate tectonics for the North American continent will suddenly and completely
trandfer itsdf many milesto the east. It will be the biggest earthquake humankind has ever experienced.”

"Well fed it up here"

"Oh, yes. There will be dozens of ancillary quakes. Tsunamisal over the world. The Juan de Fuca, the
Fardlon plates— they'll definitely be affected up there. It's going to be big, Uncle Franklin. Very big.
They are talking about basalt flows erupting like the one east of the Cascades, in the ColumbiaBasin.
Giant dust clouds thrown into the atmosphere. They are talking about mass extinction of speciesinthe
Western Hemisphere."

"God. Damn. A long night iscoming.”

Jarrod waits, the sgnal remains steady.

"Wed better get ready,” Franklin says. "Can we get ready?' Franklin isasking himself this question.
"Franklin, another thing," Jarrod continues. "They know when."

"When?'

"Y es. They've narrowed it down to two days."



"How could they do that?'

"They have seismic sensors dl adong the fringes of the Nationa Forest. They know when aherd of deer
passes. They've sent an expedition to the Tgjon Pass north of Los Angeles, and aong the Big Bend,
where the San Andreas splays out and the Garlock fault runs east. The expedition didn't come back, but
they radioed in their data before they disappeared. It'l switch over to the Garlock, then move up the east
sde of the Sierras. The Sierras are about to join the Pacific Plate.”

"Understood, but—"

"And they use chaostheory. They've got areal old-fashioned geophysicist or two down here, | think."
"Does anyone know why?'

llg rl?l

"Does anyone know why thisis happening?'

"Because the poles are—"

"Yes, but why isthe Earth's polarity flipping?”

"No, sir. No one knows. It justis.”

"And they're sureit will?'

"YS"

"S0. They've not gone native after dl."

"No, sr. They've concentrated on math and physics, though. Not much biologica or chemica
knowledge. They were worried about us having going native."

"They should. Maybe they should worry about thet. All right." Franklinis clearing histhroat. "Which two
days?’

"A month from Tuesday. A month from next Tuesday."
A very long silence. Jarrod glances at the radio operator.
"Still got him," the radio operator says.

Findly, "Ranger?'

"Yes gar."

"Have you ddivered the medicine?'

"And set up the ditillation equipment.”



"Very good. What'sthe situation?"

"Bad. It'safull-blown epidemic.”

"Plague?

"Both types of buboes."

"l se" Another slence. "Ranger?’

"Yes gr."

"Jarrod, what isyour sate? What state are you in?"
"Cdiforniag, gr."

"All right, ranger.”

"l have had ahard time of it. Banged up, sir. Chewed down."

"It isrisky coming back. | could reassign you down there, son. Might be for the best. I'm not sure what
you'd come back to, anyway. Do you want to come back?"

Now itis Jarrod's turn to be quiet. Franklin letsagood ded of time pass, then says, "Son?"
"Yes gr.”

"Takedl thetimeyou need.”

* * %

To the east, Mount Whitney is asheer face, awall of granite scowling back over the continent.
Approached from the west, Whitney isagentle dope, thelong back of agiant, strewn with boulders and
lichen. Jarrod spends two weeks traveling south down the High Sierras, dong the old Pacific Crest Trall.
He climbs Whitney from the west at first, the Kern River down along dope behind him.

Then he circles around south of the mountain and meets up with the old trail blasted into the sheer face of
the peak by the Conservation Corps, over three hundred years before. It isill asflat and passable as
ever. Nothing growsin the solid rock. Three hundred years and ablink of the Earth's eye. Nothing much
has changed.

Storm clouds gather at noon, and he takes refuge among some overhanging rocks high above awash. In
the afternoon, the wash is deluged, and Jarrod hears enormous scrapings and grindings as tens of tons of
granite boulders are moved afew feet farther down to the valey. The night sky isfull of fire and wind.
Today isMonday. Tomorrow will be Tuesday. First Tuesday. The Tuesday.

He wakes hours before dawn and eats some dry bread, drinks a canteenful of water. The climbing goes
well, and by six in the morning, heis on the curve just dong and bel ow the southern shoulder of the pesk.



He climbsthe last stretch, arocky path through larger granites and by seven he reaches the summit of
Mount Whitney, 14,494 feet above sealeved. Very little air. Enough. Heis feding better— as good as
ever.

| could go on climbing, Jarrod thinks. | would like to go on climbing up into the sky.

But he hasrun out of mountain, and he must stop. He takes off his pack, gets ashelter ready. He takes
out acan of kindling and builds himsaf asmdl firewith flint and sted. He makes hedge nettle tea. Then
he walks to the edge of the world and has along look away east. He can see for hundreds of miles.
Jarrod gazes over the basin-and-range emptiness of Nevada and sips histea. The Serras arethe

westernmost of astack of dominoes, fallen against one another al the way back to the Rockies. Who
livesin that jagged desert land now? No one knows. People do not come out of there. They do not

Speak.

Jarrod takes out his bone flute. He plays old ranger songs, then settlesin and waits for the cataclysm.
Hedtsfor an hour. Two hours. Clouds begin to gather, and the view is obscured. The sun dims. Thunder
sounds and echoes in the peaks behind him, ditorted, monstrous. He waits. A single bolt of lightning
gtrikes not a hundred yards away. The crackleisloud, bone-shuddering. The adrenaline surgesto his
heart, and he catches his breath in agasp. Hold ill. Still.

Sill, hewaits.

Behind him, thereisarumble, agrowing rumble and tumble, asif boulders are being thrown thisway and
that. So. Itistime. The rumble grows. Grows deafening.

Stops.

All isquiet for amoment. But there is something. He feds something.
Sowly, Jarrod turns around.

"Hdlo, ranger."

Glint of metal and the soft white of ceramic plating. Something like a spider, anine-foot-tall spider.
Nothing like aspider. Nothing like.

"Y ou've been in my dreams," the robot says. "I didn't expect to meet anyone up here. Least of al you."
"Orf," Jarrod says.

A sensor turns, acameralensirises. A foot slamps.

"Yes. Thatismy name. Orf."

"Thefriend of Andrew Hutton."

"Hewasmy friend."

The robot pads toward him severa more steps. Jarrod has to keep himself from flinching, so imposing it



is. It sopsafew feet from him.

The robot speaks. "Aslong asyou're here, there's something I'd like to ask you.”

"Ask me?'

"Yes. Have |l beenin your dreams, too?"

"I hardly ever remember my dreams,” Jarrod says. "Mogtly, | dream of climbing— or faling.”
Another lightning bolt sizzles down a crazed path and crashes nearby. Jarrod starts.

"It isn't safefor you here," Orf says.

"It isn't safe anywhere.”

Again the footpad stamps. Annoyance? Laughter? Can it fed anything at al? But the robot saysit
dreams.

"l can makeyou safe” Orf says. "If | hold you."

"What do you mean?"

"If I hold you suspended with my ceramic pincers, and keep the metal of my other pods grounded, Il
form aFaraday cage. A bolt of lightning could strike me full on and it wouldn't get to you. At leest,
theoreticaly. I've just read about it being done.”

"l have ashelter ready. Over there."

"That isn't going to hold up. Not with what's coming. Something enormousis coming.”

"And you will hold up?'

"l will. I suppose| will."

"And you know what's coming?"

"Yes, | know what's coming,” Orf says. "'l helped make it happen.”

Jarrod looks at the robot. After amoment, he sands. The robot holds out its arms. Jarrod takes a
breeth, stepsinto them. The pincers close about hiswaist, his shoulders.

And heisdrawn up and hanging. Three feet from the ground, suspended, with six long legs about him like
the supports to some meta gazebo. He isabit uncomfortable, but then Orf shifts him about, and he
breathes eadlly.

"There. Now I'm not so worried about losing you," Orf says.

"How long?" Jarrod asks.



"Not long now. Very, very soon."
They watch.

The sky darkens. To the east, cracks open in the land. To be visible from here, they must be so huge,
50 ... And red, red magma, the Earth's blood. Earth'swine. Sarah, he thinks, Sarah, | hope Macon got
back in timeto warn you. He had plenty of time, but who knows? Macon isagood man.

Sarah.

"That's the fault dong the Grapevine and Funerd ranges,” Orf says. "Degath Valey isgoing to be coated
with lavafifty feet thick. Maybe more.”

The ground moves.
"The Inyos are sinking. They haveto give." The ground screeches. "Here we go."

Jolt after shudder jolt. Rocksfly into the air, fall back, only to rebound off the eastic ground. Orf holds
on, fends off the boulders that come their way. Jerk, jolt. Until the heat of the movement meltsthe
fault-line rocks, lubricates. The jolts become rumbles. The movement steadies. But never smooth. The
Earth dways movesin fitsand starts. That is plate tectonics. Fits and starts.

| would have died, Jarrod thinks. Now | would be dead.
The ground rises.
Hecanfed it. Hecan seeit. Heisrising in respect to the horizon.

"The Serrasaregoing up,” says Orf. "Twenty-three feet in three minutes. Nothing likeit for millions of
years. Andrew would have loved to seethis. Victor, too. Laramie with her camerawould— oh. Hang
on."

Lurch. Jolt. The sound of amillion trees, bresking in the wind. Jarrod holds his hands over hisears.
Lightning flashes and flashes— until the sky isawhite blaze, until the moments of darkness arelike the
flicker of abright candle. Thewind howls, ahundred forestsfaling. Somewhere, they realy may be
fdling.

The dark ground risesinto the white-hot sky.
Rises Blue onwhite, it rises.

It isthe longest three minutesin the history of the world. Jarrod at first gripsthe robot's arms. But then he
cannot think to do this and his hands go dack. Orf does not let him go. Jarrod forces himsdlf to keep his
eyes open, to seethis, but the afterimages peak up and down his nerves. Pain and release. Pain. He
closes hiseyes. Long enough to take the edge from the pain. He opensthem. The ground is il rising.
Lightning beginsto strike al around him. It blasts rocks, and pieces of granite shrapnel clang off the
robot's legs. If one gets through. Dead.

But | madeit so far, thisfar. To the end of the Earth. Madeit to Cdifornia



Grinding, screaming, dowing. The sky clamps down. Inches now. Sowing. The mountains have grown as
much asthey will. Sower.

A shower of sparks, asalightning bolt hitsthem, isfunneled around Jarrod. Leaving Orf to shinewith a
moonglow hue. &t. EImo'sfire. The ground becomes the ground again.

The robot glows againgt a pitch black sky. The ranger danglesin the robot's arms. Both have survived.
Both aredive at 14,517 feet above sealevd.

Storms continue to the north and south, but the fire in the sky seemsto have moved away for thetime
being. Orf sets Jarrod upon the ground. The ground seems to hum benesath hisfeet, to resonate with the
dying ring of abdll, but he cannot tdll if thisishismuscles or the graniteitsdlf.

He sits down on arock and watches the red flow of liquid basalt away to the east, clouds and lightning
aboveit.

"Why?" he asks. He shouts, but thewind is unexpectedly cam, and his own voice startleshim.

"To regulate the heet flux around the Earth's core, and to speed it up,” saysthe robot.

"BUE"

"I havefriends. Down there. That iswherethey live. They arethat flux."

"People have died. A lot of people. Maybe dl.”

"No. Not al. | am sorry."

"Sorry," Jarrod says, blankly. " Sorry."

"They are becoming something new. My friends. They are beginning agresat task. And they want to talk
to you. They want to talk to people. But they think so dowly when they approach the surface. Hundreds
of yearsto the sentence. Thiswill help. That's partly why we did this. So that they can speak to you.”
"It had better be important, what they want to say.”

The robot tapsitsfoot upon stone. Tap, rattle, tap. It islaughter. A peculiar kind of laughter.

* % %

He deepsin the robot's arms, swaying asif he werein the upper branches of atree. They have
descended away, to the entrance of a cave, a carved passage into the side of Mount Whitney, where
none was before. Thisiswherethe other part of the robot— the thinking, digging part— has remained.

Jarrod awakensto adark morning, full of stormsfrom horizon to horizon. He reachesinto his pocket and
finds his old compass. The red needle points south. The poles have reversed.

The robot hastold him that the passage that they are in leads down, into the Earth's crust. It can lead to
where Jarrod wishesit to lead, Orf hastold him.



He can go home. Back to the Rangers.
Or to Sarah.

He cango—

isshe dead?

shewill be soon

shewill drink her deeth

shewill beagood queen

fiveyears

Five yearswith Sarah, and then she will die. Will kill hersdlf. | won't be ableto talk her out of it, Jarrod
thinks. I'm no good at talk.

Fiveyears

notime

what isliving but dying dl thetime?

isthereachild

growing in her womb

His?

Y es. Someday | will comefor that child. Itishaf mine. | won't let it die. But Sarah—
Helovesher

dead, dive

forever

in her Lady's cave

Give measign, Jarrod thinks.

Lightning flashesin the sky. The ground rumbles. Theworld isfull of portents; theworld isonly portent.
"Areyou dl right?' the robot says.

"Yes. Put medown."

The robot lowers him, releases him. He steps away, outside the cave. He leans againgt an upthrust pillar



of dull white granite. The air smells of eectricity, burnt wood. He runsthe two fingers of hisright hand
over the roughened surface of the stone. Something smooth there. Lichen. Algae and bacteria mashed
together into the vein of the rock. Blue-green, tight in the declivities. Together. Alive.

"Y ou had better come back," the robot says. "Y ou aren't safe there.”

| am

careful
of what
you have made me

When aranger goes renegade, heisafar greater peril than an ordinary man. A ranger knows how to do
things. A ranger has great competence in the world.

A ranger is

Arangeris

dangerous

when aranger knows

that even if the Earth speaks
evenif the Eath gainsavoice
nothing can be said
nothingisal

aranger ever hears
Thisranger

this

The storm ismoving away. Jarrod understands storms, and he can fed it. He knowswhat it islike to be



outside, in the weether. A sheet of rain falls, spatters man and robot, moves on across the landscape, a
traveling curtain. He watchesit flow.

"I'mtired," Jarrod says. "I'mtired of it, up here."

"On the mountain?'

"Here. Above."

" gea

"I think | want to go down with you," Jarrod saysto the robot.

"All right.”

"I think 1 want to go under the ground with you," he says, "and not come back up again. Ever."
Therobot isquiet for atime. The sheet of rain, only afew feet wide, billows and folds along the granite.
"I'll takeyou, then,” Orf says.

A travding rain. Rain, dry and bright before, dark and wet behind. Limning the vastness of Cdifornia
Away. Jarrod turns away.

Therain kegps moving and faling. Saying only that theworld isfull of might. Saying only thet theworld is
empty and full of might and empty.
? THE NEW EXILES OF CALIFORNIA

? The Great Knee Satori

| amwriting thisin English so that no one will read it. If and when the Chunk makesitsway to Earth, and
we ether perish or overcomeit— and if | survive— then | will trandate this, thelittle memoir of the last
trip | took to the surface, into something more accessible. Or maybe not. | am caring lessand less
whether anybody listensto what | say.

Getting old— | don't know. Turning into something either daft or incomprehensible to other humans. I'll
never know for surewhich. But they did listen. They did listen onelast timeto what | had to say. And
soon well know whether it will do any good.

When the Chunk arrives.

Whitney Forester— the woman who began the saving of the Earth— once wrote (also in English), "My
competence in being in the world brings the world to be in that moment.”

Thisisfrom The Exiles of Cdlifornia, which isone of the founding books of the dear old sect | was
brought up in, the Ecdtatic Tributarians— Tribsfor short (athough some call us ETs). It's funny; the more
competence | acquire, the less settled and certain | am. If Whitney Forester isright, well then, it isthe
world that is an unsettled place, and my state of mind is both areflection and part of the cause of the
unsettledness.



"Another way of saying this" Whitney Forester writes, "isin thisway: The gethered Sones are where
they havefdlen.”

Now, what she means by "competence’ isadiscussion that fills many scholarly tomes— dl to the good, |
suppose, and some of that scholarshipismine. But as| neared my fifty-fifth birthday, | could not help but
fed that dl thistalk, al these words, were beside the point. Of course, every good eucidator of Whitney
Forester admits as much. Her way isaway of redization, not revelation or study.

But CdiforniaZen cutstwo ways. | don't know, maybe the ancient masters— Dogen, Rinzai and the
rest— found peacein their satori, arelease from theillusory world. But if we are an expression of the
essentia unity of the universe, then we're al'so products of the crazy diversity of things. All those rocks,
lying dl over the universe. It gives my essentia unity a headache just thinking about going out stone

gathering.

Whitney Forester was a Cdifornian. Her way isaturning inward— some would say an unhedthy
obsession with one's own navel. Books, by their very nature, are outward things. The very fact that they
arethingsat al makesthem so. So when dl issaid and done, the books only have haf atruth, and it isn't
alot of good without the remainder.

Undergtanding the "unsayableness’ of everything is quite adifferent thing from knowing it in your bones. |
think thisis because it takes some time to know your bones. When | turned fifty-two, | can definitely
report that | began to know mine. Something gave in my right knee when | rose from my bed one
revellle. | was getting up, and then | was suddenly on the floor, with what felt like aknife inserted in the
top of my knee, behind my kneecap, and out the bottom.

Now | say "suddenly on thefloor,” asif | had no perception of the moment between intending to get up
and go about my workday and of being knifed and writhing— but | do; | remember it very clearly.
Actudly, | should say, it remembersitsef very clearly and thisit implanted itsdf in me at that momernt,
and has been dowly growing and taking over the body of Noah Noahbronen, the Trib shaman and
symbologist who used to inhabit that body— to the point that the "it" who was born in that moment isthe
very man who iswriting this, an account of my travels.

Whichisto say that in moments of redlization, it is not So much an ideathat is born, but anew person to
surround the perception. After al, the information has most likely been around for quite sometime and
itsonly new to you.

This new Noah legpt from my old perceptions and with a"hmm"™ of mild interest, he looked down and
saw amiddle-aged man's body giving way after agreet deal of use over time.

"I'll be damned," he said, "that must hurt like aknifein the knee. Glad it's not me that fedsthat way."

But in fact, though held not intended it, the pain sucked the new Noah right back into the body from
which held come and— accessing the old memories and realizing who he was supposed to be— the new
Noah grunted and called to the Skykomish errand intercessor a gorithm— Hermes— to please send
medica help that knew alot about knees.

Later, | wasgtting at my desk, trying to finish a piece for The Downagain on the aesthetic implications of
the coming Chunk, but my knee perversaly went on aching. Thiswas adifficult piece to write, becausel
hed to find away of putting al the transformational aesthetic symbology into plain words. | wasn't sure
that | understood the symbology, and I'd come up with mogt of it. The Chunk was clearly coming for a



reason that had to do with aesthetics.

It would be an incredible coincidence for the thing to show up just at the point in human history when we
first awakened to the fact that the universeis held together as much by the symbology of beauty as by the
equations of physics. The very reason that we know the Chunk is coming is because of the disturbanceit
issetting up in Trance City and aong the beauty lines. My paper had to do with the "aesthetic shadow™
the Chunk was beginning to cast on us. While we might not know why the Chunk was coming to Earth,
we could damn well sense that whatever the reason, it wasn't going to be good for us.

But my body was aching, and | abandoned the attempt at work and gave myself over to walowing in
knee pain misery. After awhile— and out of sheer boredom, | think— I lay down in bed and tranced
into my terrane— my otherself— to talk about the pain | wasfeding.

Now you may think the Skykomish crustal plate would have better things to do than cheer up aninvalid,
and you'd be right, but the mind of aterraneis not something that does one, two or three tasks at atime,
but many thousands. It isn't like an Al agorithm, existing as asingle entity within the thermoflux of the
magmaand timesharing its attention ouit.

Instead, Skykomish paralld-processesits thoughts. That is how we— therest of us conjoined to it— are
al something like parts of its consciousness, yet, of course, we are dl very much individuas. It isn't
collective consciousness, like abeehive or what have you. Terranes are sentient ecologies.

" wonder if thispain israndomly visited on me, or whether | deserveit,” | asked the terrane.

How would | know?Wheat did you think of that pretty rock | l&ft for you the other day?

"That was nice quartz. The pink in it was nearly winered. But listen, haven't you ever been hurt?'

Yes. Onceredly alot. | wasthinking about gathering alot of those rocks and making a— what do you
cal it?— asculpture for your room.

Also, the Pure Water humans give me aheadache. The terrane's thought-manner became amost
conspiratorid. | know where alot of thoserocks are.

"I'd like a sculpture. Don't make it too big, though. Sometimes you forget about how smal | am." Once
Skykomish "traveled” out to the desert and made me a magmaintrusion in the shape of aflower— down
under the Chisos of Texas. We'd both gotten in trouble with the crustdl stability people over that.

Okay, I'll makeit really small. | remember that | got scared when | was hurt.

"When you first met the robot? When the Mohole got blown up and Orf was sedled underground?’

Y es, that was when.

"What wasit likefor you to fed that way?"'

| can't tell ... | can show you, maybe.

"All right." I got my mind ready for aflash—that complete moment of union with the terrane that
gavanizesthe mind likeiron filings about a powerful magnet.



And then, instead of the flash, everything faded for amoment. It wasn't asif Skykomishand | lost our
reverie-connection. It was more like adisturbance from somewhereinsde us. Asif our beingswere
repelling each other, and even themselves, blowing us gpart.

Thisisadifficult feding to describe. It isasif being were withdrawn from you, yet you till exist. Likethe
feding you have when you've been busy for along, long time and haven't taken amoment for
sdf-reflection in ages. Alienation, you might call it, but the feding goes deeper than that, down even past
nothingness

The tide has withdrawn, leaving ripplesin the sand, but thereis no water and no life there anymore. Only
dry markings that once were an ocean.

Then, it dl came back. Came back like arose blooming in my heart.
"That wasthe Chunk," | said.

Y es. Skykomish was distracted, didn't really want to acknowledge what had just happened. Frightened.
Now it'sgone. Areyou ready, Noah?

"Yes. Go ahead."

For an ingtlant my consciousness went white, asit irised out to encompass the terrane's thoughts. It can
be quite arush, but | was used to it after thirty years of being conjoined. Asusud, there was atime of
confused imagery, asmy brain figured out how to associate and present the incoming thoughts. What |
ended up with was avison of me—alittle man, of amillimeter or so— climbing about on my patella,
making geodetic observations with barometer and sighting compass and then— whack, whack,
whack!— setting amarker inscribed with thisinformation right into the soft spot where atendon joined a
bone.

"l am causing thepain,” | said doud to myself. That knee was just as much me as the suffering old
academic trying to write an informative article for the genera population on the coming doom. "I'm
causing and suffering thepain,” | said.

It'sfunny when humansthink thet all they areisabraininaskull. You can explainit to me, but | never
redly getit.

"Y ouwant meto flash it to you?"

| don't think | really want to get it.

So that was how | began to grasp, literaly in my bones and joints, what Whitney Forester meant when
she said that the gathered stones are where they have falen. And | began to question what | was going to
dowiththerest of my lifeif my knee kept hurting the way it was hurting for the next fifty-four years.

The pain did stop in acouple of days. Something that my healer hadn't been able to find popped back
into place, and there was my knee— given back to me, by mysalf. Except with the cavest that it could be
taken away again in an unpredictable instant, and that 1'd better learn to live with that fact.

Of course thiswas a predictable midlife criss, as old as the time humans have been living past forty. But



the new Noah— the post-trauma Noah— refused either to find aplace in the old Noah's psyche or be a
good felow and off himsdlf. Instead, over the next few months, he insisted on taking more and more of
the old Noah's mental resources, until the old Noah threw up his handsin frustration, defrocked himself
of his Trib scholarly finery, and cast it at the new Noah's metaphorica fedt.

"All right, if youwon't let me write and teach, then you figure out what we are going to do with this
body," he said, and stalked off to alittle room he kept at the bottom of our frontal lobes. Asfar as|
know, he's sulking there ill, and will be until the day that we die.

? Professona Help from aTrained Counselor

Meanwhile, | wasin aquandary. | felt smultaneoudy like an old man and ateenager. | was suddenly
experiencing everything viscerally—cool door buttons againgt my fingers, the rustle of my bed shests, the
long echo of Downtown's tunndls, the heartbreak of a colleague who'd lost her partner after aniliness. |
was grinning maniacaly a smal revelations and sobbing at odd hours over what wouldn't have seemed
like much not long ago. Y et | was adso completely detached, observing mysdlf as| had when | fell, from
afar.

"Hmm," | might say. "Tha manis crying for no apparent reason. Curious." And the man was me.

That phrase, the "gathered stones' phrase, haunted me— after awhile, it wasal | could do to go a half
hour without thinking it, or even saying it doud. | began to fear | waslosing my mind, that | was getting
stuck in some neurotic do-loop like amalfunctioning agorithm, and that it would grind my brain to med.

Thiswas when the Abbot Hisamatso retired and | became Tributarian Barwarden— the mgjor shaman
of the Ecdtatic Tributarians.

| was put up for the post (without my consent or knowledge) by a cabal of my former students, who,
though they had only the best of intentions, did me something of adisservice, sncethelast thing | wanted
to do was 5t on the Assembly and listen to the terranes reflect endlessly on very little of human concern.

(Sometimes | till wonder if the terranes are conscioudy aware that avery ominous Something from outer
spaceison itsway— at faster-than-light speeds— to try to eat dl of our beings— that the Chunk means
business. Skykomish just won't or can't grasp so many things. How odd that we can now walk and talk
with agod and find that it is very like holding a conversation with achild. Well, actually, abunch of
children al capering about at once and not redlly paying attention to asingle word you say.)

But the Chunk was nearing, and the times called for action aswell asthinking, even from the most
inwardly directed of us, of which | surely was a prime example. So | took the job of leading my sect,
evenwith my misgivings

Misgivingsthat proved to be well founded. More and more, | lost my ability to manage my workdays—
my lifel— effectively. At any moment, | could drift off into amystic state of wonder— my knee satori—
and every day wasaturning whed of éation and despair. | felt like Camuss Sisyphus, returning to his
rock with sorrow onetime, joy the next, but always and forever returning to that damned rock and
having to push it up the hill again. Only | am not a twentieth-century Frenchman, and so received no great
rush of freedom by expressing my withering disdain, as Camuswould depict Sisyphus asdoing. | can see
him (and | dways picture Sisyphus aslooking like Camusin histan raincoat) walking back down the hill
to shoulder hisload once again. "Those dirty, stinking Olympians and their so-cdled divinity; itisl, I,
who do their nasty work for them. | spit upon them, pfft!"



| am an American. We areapractical people. All the pointless emotion | was heaping on mysdf only
made me weary, but | could not seem to do anything abott it.

Furthermore, it was one thing to throw away my so-caled career— which | never had much usefor asa
concept in any case. But to endanger others bothered me. The Assembly was facing momentous
decisons, the Tribswerein aperpetua state of confused activity, everyone wanting to do something,
with no onereally knowing anything to do. The Chunk was coming.

Finaly | put my persona problem to Skykomish once again, more out of a sense of obligation to the
Tribs than anything ese. | hadn't much hope that the terrane would be of help.

Y et, while thiswas far from anything the terranes was interested in or knew about, 1'd reached the end of
my resources, and any ideas would be welcome. Asit happened, the terranes often have akind of smple
wisdom that is surprisingly deep (if they are childlike, they are aso immensely complex children), and
Skykomish did exactly the right thing. It delegated the problem to someone else. Or, more precisdly, it
put the problem up for grabsinitstrance ecology. | got an offer of assistance from one of my Skykomish
trancerelatives.

And that was how | came, asthe ancients put it, to seek professond help from atrained counsglor.

It is perhaps astrange thing to go physicaly insde one's psychologist, but that first step insdethe main
unit of Orf was somehow comforting to me.

Hed had abig, overstuffed chair set up in acorner. There were severa cameras around the room with
which he could view hisclients, but there was no one placefor usto look a him. After theinitia
disorientation, | liked things thisway. There were no facid ticsto read, no silent encouragement or
discouragement evident on the other's face. The other had no face. Orf wasjust avoiceto mewhen |
wasingde him.

"How have you been, Noah?'

"All right," | said, fixing myself acup of Earl Grey tea. The bergamot suffused the chamber with its dark,
bittersweet odor. | felt a home enough to do such things by now, and had even become adept at
working the archaic tap water dispenser and heating element. For the past several weeks 1'd been
coming to sessons every three or four days. "I've been thinking about the Chunk. Thinking about Becker.
And I've been rereading Whitney Forester's Travelswith Orf thisweek."

"I've never read it, I'm afraid.”

"Wel— why would you need to?"

"Isit good?'

"Good? Yes, | suppose literarily it'safine piece of work for what it is. We— wdll, Tribs, | should say—
don't redlly read it for the story, you know. It's more, well, doctrind.” | took my teaand sat down in the
big chair. It had wide wooden armrests, and | set the cup on one of them to let it cool abit.

"I wanted to ask you," | said. "What was she like?"

Orf was quiet for afew moments. "It's been along, long time since she died," hefindly said. "Shewasa



good woman."

"It was your ranger dreamsthat gave her theideafor the first trance. The ideathat the terranes were
aesthetic resonators.”

"Only part of theidea. Shefigured the rest out without me."

| Spped my tea. Perfect.

"What about you thisweek?' Orf said. "How would you like to use the time? Has your son cdled you?"
"No, the Pure Water folk can't— or won't— do that. It'sthe art for art's sake thing. And Skykomish
won't conjoin with them. It likesthem, but it says they bother it, some way or another. Becker won't
communicate through aterrane in any case— you know about their means and ends arguments— so
how eseishe going to cal mewhen I'm sixty miles underground? And Tanabe's not much company.”

"Y ou two are having problems?

"Not exactly. It'sjust that she's tranced to Lepderon for the next six months.”

"What's Lepderon?

"Some planet. We're not exactly surewhereitis.”

"So youll live donefor afew months?*

" She told me to deegp around while she was gone, but | won't."

"Sheian't Becker's mother, right?'

"No. Becker's mother and | split up years ago. She'sworking at the South Pole.”

"What will Tanabe do on Lepderon? Something diplomatic?*

"Well, for Earth's sakelet'shope s0," | said, and laughed, thinking of Tanabe's blunt way with mein bed.
Put it here. Yes. No. Like so. That's right. And my hands on her saffron skin, there and there—Tanabe is
asAgatic asany of us getsthese days. Would she ingtruct the yants asto just where they could put their
collective consciousness? " She'sacultural emissary,” | told Orf. "All of the off-planet trancersarein one

way or another. But | don't think you could ever call her diplomatic.”

"l see. | really don't know much about Lepderon. I'm rather old-fashioned and | don't get into Trance
City very often, much lessto other planets. Can the inhabitants help us with the Chunk?"

"You can't ask questions like that in Trance City. It doesn't work that way. But some of us have gotten
thefeding from severa of the beingsthat you meet in Trance City that people— beings, | mean— know,
but that somehow they can't or won't tell us. But they do let us know that the Chunk isn't agood thing to
have happen to you."

But | redly didn't want to talk about the Chunk, or Tanabe. | wasirritated at her for going off without
me, but | understood it perfectly well, and | wished her the best. She knew she would aways be



number-one wife to me, as one of the nomad kings of the twenty-second-century coastal epics might put
it. The only thing that bothered me was that this might beit; | might never see her again.

But we had long ago decided not to let the Chunk rule our lives.

"I wasthinking about going away mysdlf," | said.

"I thought if you were on the Assembly you couldn't be permanently tranced.”

"I wastalking about somewhere on Earth."

"On Earth? Y ou mean the surface?’

"es"

"Where?'

"Whitney Forester's route to the Napa Vdley. My sonisthere, in Saint Helena"

"Asa—"

"A pilgrimage,” | said. "I'm supposed to be the shaman of the Ecgtatic Tributarians. We don't redlly
believe in vision quests, like the River Way does. But aquest can't hurt, | suppose. Anyway, Becker

hasn't spoken to me for over ayear now, and I'd like to see him."

"Do you redly think that'swise— to go, | mean?' said Orf. "Here, now? Keep thisto yourself, please,
but you are one of the more reasonable voices on the Assembly, Noah ... in my opinion, that is."

"Thank you, but I'm not fegling very reasonable these days.”

"But that would be quite atrip.”

"Wes"

"The Chunk could be herein amatter of months."

"I know that."

"Areyou redly serioudy congdering this?'

| sat back, drank moretea. "Do you mind if | smoke?' | asked.

"Just amoment,” Orf said. A fan burred into activity somewhere nearby. "Not at al. Go ahead.”

| took out apack of cigarettes, thumped one free, and walked over to the heating dement, wherell lit it.
So odd not to be in aplace where you could cdl up fire or cold from awall on command. | returned to
my chair, took along drag.

"I'm leaving tomorrow for the surface” | said.



"Have you ever seen the sun?' the robot said.

"A few times," | replied. "1 spent ayear topside as agrunt on the New Y ork project. That was 3011. |
was what? Twenty-one, twenty-two. That wasthe last time. Back when | was young.”

"You ill areyoung,” Orf said, athough it sounded for dl theworld asif he wastaking to himsdf. "You
know, | went on avision quest once."

"Did you haveavison?'

"Ohyes. A powerful one. | saw the end of oneworld and the beginning of another. And | found my
totem spirit animdl, too."

"Redly? What isthat?"

Theinterior of the robot rattled dightly, asif aminor tremor had passed through. It had taken me afew
sessonsto redlize that thiswas Orf's laughter.

"It was ahuman being,” the robot said. "A ranger.”

| had agood long pull on my cigarette. "Well, I'm thinking of this more as a— what was the old word?—
avacdion."

"Would you like some company?' the robot asked. "I've been wanting to go up, to have another look ...
justin case—"

"The Chunk getsus?"
"In case the Chunk gets us."
"Well, you're welcome to come adong.”

The robot was silent for atime, and the only sound in the room was the fan, carrying my smoke away to
be disintegrated by nuclear fusion. Orf seemed so primitive a times. So goddamn old.

Findly, he spoke. He said, "I think that | will, Noah Noahbronen. I'm about a hundred years overdue for
avacation mysdf."
? Plenipotentiary Session

The actua room from which theworld is governed is shaped like ablob and isn't very big. There aren't
that many of uswho attend the Assembly meetings: The abbots, goodmothers and shamans of the
seventeen sects, roots and offshoots; ten-odd terrane and Al voice proxies— human volunteers picked
by the othersfor verbalizing anything that needs couching in human terms— and a couple of attendant
robots to do whatever the wall service agorithms physicaly can't (such asbring you a glass of water).

What would you seeif you attended an Assembly meeting? Not much. Y ou might think you'd walked in
on aroomful of menta patients conducting acampfire serviceto the gods of obfuscation. Thereare
grunts and squeaks from this or that member. In the center of the meeting space, Goodmother Singh may
be smiling and nodding her head at nothing in particular, and sitting ong one of the curved wallsacouple
of abbots of the minor sectswill simultaneoudy be delivering long speeches about entirely unrelated



issues. What's going on isthe overtrance, when we turn our thoughtsinward these days and try to arrive
at acollective course of action.

If you are part of that inward trance, everything is different and— | won't say it makes sense, but | will
say that it isn't dl confusion. Communing through the terranes, we don't achieve acollective
consciousness. Humanity has had enough of that doomed attempt. Instead, we achieve asymbiosis, an
ecology of governing. When you're overtranced, the deliberative processes appear as patterns that you
fed dideand collide; the decisions are both outcomes and continuations of thisswirl. It israther like
gtting outsde through a dramatic thunderstorm. There's adefinite arc to its development, its unfolding

and itscompletion. And it'sthat arc itsdlf that iswhat governs Downtown, as much aswe can be said to
be governed at dll.

* % %

"It isan indisputable truth that living planets are art, and that for something to be art, it hasto be
appreciated.”

"Here, here. The River Way isentirdly in agreement—"
"Artimpliesabuyer.”
"That'ssymbolically clear. The equationsarefirmin that regard.”

"And the River Way claimsthat we appreciate oursaves, that we are evolving into the buyers, if you must
cdl themtha."

"Thebuyersare coming." Thisvoiceisme— Noah— inaway. Andin away, itiseveryoneinthe
Asmbly.

"Tribs are such millenarians. Alwayslooking for judgment day and the Find Auction.”
"If the buyers are coming, where would the buyers be coming from?"

"We don't know. Elsawhere.”

"All buyers are one buyer!”

"Thank you, Barwarden Braun.”

"So the question we will think on today iswhether or not the Chunk isakind of buyer."
"It meansto hurt usl Listen to what people say in Trance City!"

"Wedon't know anything for certain.”

"You canfed it. Everyone can fed it. Look at what it doesto the terranes ... the drop-thoughts, the
washouts. Timeis affected. Being is affected.”

"Thereisthat. Thisistrue."



"Damnright.”

"We don't know that the Chunk is anything more than an errant gas giant.”
"Moving fadter than light?"

"Affecting the trance.”

"And theresthat, too."

"The Chunk has something to do with the beauty lines.”

"Yes, but what?"

"It'sevil."

"Thank you, Barwarden Braun. Maybe you should |et some of the younger Grayrock Brothers be
present next time—"

"The Chunkisevil. | canfed it."
"Well, whether it'sevil or not," | found mysdf saying, "I think weve attracted its attention.”

"Very wdl for you to make a pronouncement, Noah Noahbronen. Y ou'll soon be skipping off topside
and away from dl this"

"Not away, Goodmother Singh," | replied. "Trying to get on top of it. To clear my head so I'll have
something constructive to contribute at these meetings.” | stub a spent cigarette againgt thewdl and itis
absorbed and annihilated by aquick pustule of magma. | light up another from the heet. "I'll be back
before you know it."

? Undertaking

"Y ou gather what is by spreading through it," wrote Whitney Forester. "The gather isthe spread of you,
awvae."

After her "death” inthe Napa Valey, she spent ten years living with the rangers of the Olympic Peninsula,
the people who were the beginning of al of us humans underground. Sheisthe onewho led thefirst
group of visonaries down, on the new-moon night, when Orf rose from the Earth to mourn Andrew
Hutton, the first chief ranger. She showed them the path that Orf took, and once they wereinside,
arranged for the terranes to regul ate the temperatures so that those immigrants could survive sixty miles
under the Earth, herein Downtown (though it wasn't atown then, only down), wherewelive.

Shetold them that they would meet her father down there, but that she wasn't going with them because
she and her father had had an argument, and weren't speaking at the moment, and maybe never would
again. Whitney and Jarrod loved each other fiercely, but they never got dong very well. She waswords
and ideas and he had something mute and e ementa about him that could hardly be touched— much less
persuaded— by talk and reason.

It must have been quite a surprise for those young rangers to meet someone living under the Earth whom
they knew, but who everyone thought was dead.



And with Jarrod, they began the Undertaking— the union with the terranes and the aesthetic outreach
into the galaxy and beyond that is continuing still.
? Out There

Orf and | emerged in the Olympic Peninsula, near alittle stream that fed into the Ho River. Sincel was
with Orf, | did not use my hopper pack, but rode on top of his carapace. Werolled along an old path
made by the loca aborigines many years ago and later abandoned when they grew tired of playing
neolithic tribal games and decided to go back down and trance out in the city. Almost al West Coast
abos and their descendants were permanent Trancers these days, and they were very good at it. It was
asif they had discovered something in the hunting and gathering that was aso supremely useful inthe
trance. Of course, dissertations had been written about this, and we il didn't know what it was exactly.

The son of one of these ex-abos was my best friend, Hercules Gammonofax. Hercules was currently a
tranced regimental lightbreeder in some star cluster in Andromeda. I'm not exactly sure what
lightbreeders do, or what sort of regiment he belonged to; Hercules aways got aglazed look in hiseyes
when | asked and gave me vague answers about hiswork.

It'salong trip to the stars and the way lies through beauty. There are no shipsthat will take you there,
and it isn't your rationality that travels— it isyour consciousness, which isdifferent. Y ou walk the beauty
lines, the traceries of pattern and purpose that are folded and dimpled into redity as surely as are gravity
wells and eectromagnetic fields. The universe— at least our local area— isteleologicd. It movestoward
apurpose, toward a becoming moment. We have no ideawhat that purposeis, of course. But assuming
that there is one, meditating on the becoming of that purpose, and joining together in the resonating
mentalities of the terranes— that's how Trance City arisesfor humans, and how wereach out to ... the
others.

Trance City isthe hubbub and bustle of the meeting bazaar, and it is the peace and quiet of the parks.
Thesefedings are what the placeis. Trance City isn't anything but zones of fedings and the trangtions
and wild and beautiful mixtures of fedings. Y ou might think of it as something like thelocal cluster of
gaaxies big art museum. But we aren't looking at the paintings— we're living, working and playing within
them.

Trance City isdl the sentient life of theloca cluster communicating to one another through pure feding.

It'sthe only way to break the speed of light and have contact with other inhabited planets and systems
withinindividud life spans. At leadt, it'sthe only way humans know of at thispoint in history.

Herculestold methat describing what it was like being alightbreeder was alot like telling somebody your
dreams; it was pretty boring to the listener, since there was no shared understanding of the little things
that could and couldn't happen. But, in the most smple and the most profound way, what he did wasto
help in the difficult births of stars. Hewas asort of midwife and artisan.

Thereisan arrangement of luminous bodiesin the heavensthat is more pleasing than others. Whilel can
show you the symbology and explain why this must be 0 to fit the observations, the understanding of
how interga actic sentience actudly influences the painting of the starry fields— the working craft of
making the night sky more beautiful— isamystery to me. Hercules dways said that you had to do it to
undergtand it, and that you couldn't do it without giving your lifetoit, so talking about it would dways be
aletdown. | gathered from the conversations that we did have that he and the others of his regiment—
whoever or whatever they were— moved aong the beauty lineswith akind of intuitive logic and gavea



nudge here and there across the threshold of meaning and into the physics of newborn stars. It was all
about having the right touch, the right fedl, and not something that could be communicated in words.

What Hercules did love to talk about was the foibles of hisWest Coast abo parents and abo waysin
generd. Even he had to admit, however, that coming from an abo family wasthe very reason he wasthe
best cook ever to blanch vegetables on Eurasian magma (the only magmafor cooking, in hisown humble
opinion). Abos knew from long experience how to make the most unlikely raw substance into something
delicious.

But the abos were gone underground now and tranced away, and the Olympic Peninsulawas all wild,
from seato Sound, and filled with giant old-growth firs, hemlocks and cedar that grew to enormous
diameters sucking up the two-hundred-inch annud rains. All wild, that is, except for the overgrown decay
of ancient cities, and the carefully preserved historica recongtruction of Threecabin, the hidden village of
the rangers. Orf and | rolled into Threecabin near sunset, and his mobile unit, the mu, and | set up camp
under theimmense gnarl of afive-hundred-year-old cedar tree.

"Whitney Forester had terrible disagreements with the leadership of the rangers when shewas here,” |
sad. "She wanted them to indtitute marriage.”

"She got thingsin her head,” Orf said. "Usually rationa things. She had read everything and could be very
argumentative. Jarrod used to say shewas alot like her mother."

"But did she persuade anyone with her arguments?”
"Not about that, as | recall.”
"No. The histories say shedidn't. At least not about reingtituting marriage.”

The mu turned its cameras to the foggy sun, beginning to set over adistant ridge. "Thelight hereis
different from anywhere else on Earth,” he said, usng the mu's spesker. "It's lustrous.”

"Thearr gligens,” | said.
We watched the sunset.

"Do you know, there was atime just before you were made when aesthetics had nearly died out asa
philosophicd disciplineinthe... what did they cdl them ... the universities” | said.

"I hadn't redlized that. That's practicaly al anyone does these days. What were people thinking?”

"Well, if they thought &t dl, they thought the Earth was some kind of living thing, akind of giant cell, |
suppose.”

"Yes, | remember that vaguely. There were books."

"But to be alive meansto compete for survival. What does the Earth compete with? Other planets?
Hardly."

"But the Earthisdive, in away. What about the terranes?’



"Sure. But what isthe Earth more like?!
"Well, | know the answer you are looking for. A painting.”

"Yes. Or any sort of art.” | fet like | was dipping back into teaching mode, but Orf certainly didn't need
ingtruction in the Shaman's Way. Redlly it was | who wanted to hear the Truths aloud once again.
Something about the amber sunset had made me think again of those smples and, for amoment, of the
Chunk, out there on the edge of the Oort cloud's orbit. Some connection. Vague. Luminous. "What does
art compete with? Other art? Only in acrude way that doesn't really matter in the long run. And it doesn't
evolve it just changes. Nobody thinks Sophocles or Aeschylusis primitive.”

"Who is Sophocles? Some ancient Greek?”
"Some ancient Greek.”
"And that's how you trance around the galaxy— feding through the terranes.™

" Aesthetic resonance. Not worship. Not intellectud contemplation. It'sthe state of artitic rapture while
contemplating the ecologica unity of the terranes. Their aesthetic balance. And from there, out dong the

beauty lines—"
"To Trance City."

"Yes" Darkness had seeped under the trees of Threecabin. Fog wasin the air, and all sound was
hushed. "During the sunset. A moment there. | saw the edge of something. | don't know what."

"| saw that it was pretty,” Orf said. "There was something there.”

| moved under thetarp for the night, and settled into my blankets. | fell adeep on friendly ground.
? Humming Down the Coast

The next day, Orf went underground for better traveling aong the ways he knew (the ways he had dug,
long ago) and | flew my hopper down the coast of Washington and Oregon, and into Cdifornia. The sun
was bright thisday, brighter than I'd ever seeniit, glinting off the watery back of Nep, the Pacific plate
terrane.

The hopper waslittle more than a ceramic block— the reaction mass— with an e ectromagnetic
transceiver built in. The power that held me aloft was geothermdl. 1t was sent to mein atight little laser
beam from a gtation in the eastern basalt horseshoe range of the Olympics. It was asthough | werea
speck on the end of agiant sky-writing pencil— but in this case, the speck controlled the movement of
the pencil. Over the Oregon Dunes, | switched reaction channels from Skykomish's beam to Nep's
strong signa— originating from the ocean floor— and the pencil got more stubby.

All day long, | thought about that moment, just after sunset of the previous night. What wasit that I'd felt?
Sunlight through the trees.
It had been years since I'd seen trees. Whitney Forester had made thistrip down to Caiforniaon foot.

She was going home, back to her mother's people. As she passed through the forest of the Northwest,
she began to think about trees. | called the piece shed written up from my Hermes agorithm, who was



patched into the hopper, and, while | was eating lunch on agrest rock jutting into the seanear Brookings,
Oregon, | reread the part of her essay that eventually led Whitney Forester to her first trance with a
terrane:

* % %
Symbioss

The curl of two facts around each other. And: there aretrees! Treeswith limbs branching out willy-nilly,
but which al stop and spread so that they can collect the most amount of sunlight and transpire the right
amount of water into the air. And the crowns of treesare like individua tree limbs. They arelimitedin
how big around they can become because other trees are nearby, and these trees take a portion of the
avalablelight and water.

Thereisn't any treeintelligence at work, no consciousness. It isn't likeagiant mind. What isit redly like?
Mighty like the human unconsciousness, mighty like the relations of the terranesto one another. An
ecology of imprints, dgorithms, life forces and— don't forget— soil, air and water.

Nature on Earth isacollection of things and factsin symbiosis. It'san ecology. Soisculture. Cultureis
the shaping of our mindsto nature. It's our response, as a species, to being here. That'swhy you can't get
world peace by imposing order. It hasto grow. Look at the sad history of the twentieth century— or
worse, our own twenty-first-century madness. People trying too hard.

But after the growing is over, what do we do then? When we're children, we get our culture— and our
culture gets us. That'swhat individuals are. We are the meeting and melding of culture and nature. We
enter adulthood asthe biologica survivors of these two processes. But nature and culture go on
interacting long after we've survived. Long after Darwin has had his say.

Then you have art. Art is culture and nature attempting to project itsalf beyond itsdlf. That's where war
and gtrife come from, perhaps. That's definitely where beauty comes from.

Beauty issomething new. It is something other than you and something other than theworld, but itis
made of nothing else but you and the world. It is the universe humming asong.

When the hum of beauty growsto afull symphony, you cannot bresk out of the hum, become only you
again. You are unable to stop getting it. It gets you, and releases you only when it— the hum— isdone
snging itsdf. The moment of release is determined by the particular song. That'swhat aweis. When you
are singing and being sung by the world.

? The Father of theMan

| arrived in Saint Helenain the Napa Valey in late afternoon. | set down amile or so out of the enclave
and stowed my hopper in some scrub oak on top of a prominent hill, then walked the rest of theway in.
Becker's Tributarian offshoot sect— the Pure Water— didn't gpprove of any agorithmic trandations of
the terranes reveded glory— for example, using modulated geothermal lasers to power aback hopper.
Art for art's sake, and only art's sake.

Whichispart of the reason he hadn't talked to mefor awhile.

It took a bit of asking around, but | finally found Becker in abarn, tending to the sore leg of something
that looked very like adeer, but with sturdy legs and uncloven hooves. The Pure Water had no



philosophical problemswith genetic engineering.

He saw mewhen | camein and saw that it was me, but didn't pay me any notice until he was done
tending to theanimd.

"Well, Papa," he said, standing up and wiping ointment from his hands onto awhite rag. "What bringsyou
up from the bowels of the Earth?”

"For onething, | wanted to seeyou,” | replied. "I thought | might not get to again.”

Becker frowned, asif held just bit down on something sour. Pure Water folk don't believe the Chunk is
coming to harm us. But since they don't go to Trance City, they don't know the feglings of dread and
trepidation the others are sending our way concerning it. All they know about the Chunk is
secondhand— and it isinformation from folks whose judgment they don't trust that much to begin with.
"Let'snot talk about it," he said.

"All right," | said. "What do you want to talk about?"

"l want to eat,” he said, throwing the rag aside. "Ling is making supper tonight. Want to join us?'

"I love Ling's cooking. Even Hercules used to rave abouit it."

"Hercules. It'sbeen along time since | thought about him. How'sthe old trancer?"

"Fine, | suppose. He was two days ago."

"Good. Wdl, come on then."

"There's one other thing, Becker. A friend is going to show up, sometime today. He'skind of large, so
you cant misshim. Hisnames Orf."

"TheOrf?"

"Thet one"

"Now how would you cometo know Orf?"

"Hesmy shrink.”

"l see. And I'm the president of Mexico. Come on and eat.”

We waked down the main street of the enclave. The houses— all made of ssone— were decked out
with streamers and flowers.

It'sspring, | realized. No wonder the trip down the coast had been so pleasant.

"Some kind of fertility rite going on?" | asked Becker, pointing to the decorations. "1 know how you
peopleliketo have aparty if you wake up in the morning and redlize that theres air.”



"That's a pretty good idea, cometo think of it. Breathing isgood.” Becker looked at me, smiled wryly—
the way he had as a child— and melted my heart. "But actualy, about noon today, some old robot
showed up and started asking around for you. Seems the sisterhood council isthrowing abig celebration
in hishonor. Tonight, after everybody eats supper.”

| couldn't help mysdlf. "1 thought the Pure Water didn't spprove of artificia intelligence” | said.

"That's disembodied a gorithms we don't approve of. And come on, Papa, it's Orf," Becker replied
without irony. Well, without much irony. "For him, we make an exception.”

Ling had made a spicy vegetable curry and raita, with yogurt and cucumbers, which was ddlicious. We
drank lass with it, and, although | enjoyed it, | thought about what a shame it was that the Pure Water

folk didn't believein dcohoalic beverages. They didn't even grow grapes, except for juice and railsins—
here, inthe Napa Vdley!

But, of course, the valey's history was pretty much logt to them, living in the moment asthey did.

After supper Ling excused hersdlf to go help get set up for Orf'swelcome. Before she left, she gave mea
big hug and told me she was glad to see me, and that Becker had missed me more than helet on.

| hugged her back, and after she'd left | looked over the table at Becker.
"What | really missisour interminable arguments” he said. "Can't get enough of those."

"W, you shouldn't have joined the Pure Water then. All thisfrisking and gamboling is bad for your
conditution.”

"Oh, we argue well enough,” he said. "We just resolve ours. How's Tanabe?"

"Fine. Tranced to Lepderon.”

"Tel her hello when she gets back."

"I will."

"Doyou ever sse Mom?"

"Hardly ever. Shesin Antarctica.”

"The dead diens”

"Or whatever they are. | bdieve the current theory isthat they're ... eggshdlls. It wasanest.”
"And what hatched out?"

"Nobody knows. But | read something your mother wrote about it for The Downagain.”
"Yesh, | saw that."

"You get the ... oh, apaper copy."



"I keep up with your and Mom'swork, Papa.”

"Then you know she thinks that the terranes are what hatched down there. If that's true, that means they
aren't native to Earth.”

"l know it."

"But you don't believeit."

"I don't believe anything, Pgpa. I'm trying to live things."

"Y es, that Pure Water distinction. One day I'm going to understand why you want to split those hairs.”
"Papa, please.”

"All right."

"All right, then."

We drank more |has, then; since Becker knew my likes, he heated me up sometea. The Pure Water
folk only drink it for breskfast. Some supertition about the caffeine keeping them awake at night. It
never did that to me. | didn't even bother asking if | could smoke a cigarette.

| looked around my son's place. Ling's artwork was on the walls, and a couple of Becker's ceramic
sculptures were poised on ashelf, where the smallest earthquake could have knocked them off. On one
wall was abulletin board with the cryptic message: "get hornet's nest,” written in Becker's scraggly hand.

He saw what | was|ooking at.

"I noticed it when | was out running yesterday," he said. "It'sfrom last year. Just lying on the ground

"How far?" | asked.

"About amileand ahdf."

| thought about Becker growing up, how 1'd showed him the wonders of Downtown. The flicker glow of
the tunnels capillaries. Crystal Cave and Eleveny's Deep. The dosh and ooze of magma behind fused
walls many yardsthick and colored with al the hues of stained glass and rainbows. We explored, found
things together. Intricate windings where water had been forced deep, then carved its way back toward
the surface. The gnarled roots of mountains. 1'd tried to show my son dl the thingsthat | thought were
beautiful under the ground.

| drained my tea, stood up. "Shall we have alook?" | said.

"Y ou want to go and get it?"

"Can we make it there and back before the ce ebration?”

Becker nodded. "L et me get my shoulder bag,” he said.



? Not Stung by Hornets

We walked through the greening countryside dong awagon track. It was actually in the direction where
I'd left my hopper, but | didn't say anything about it as we passed its hiding place. We turned down a
sdetrail, and after walking about a hundred yards, we found the nest.

| would have tapped it once or twice just to make absolutely sure that it was empty, but Becker scooped
it up without amoment's uncertainty. It was the Sze of a person's head— mostly gray-brown, but with a
few ribbons of green where the chloroplasts from the chewed leaves still remained in the dried pulp.
"Beautiful," he sad, regarding it.

"Itis" | agreed.

At that moment something black crawled out of one of the folds of the nest paper and onto Becker's
hand. | started back, but he just laughed and brushed it off. It was only abeetle.

Only a

| stared at the nest in my son's hand.

Something I. Something | remember. Something that | remember that | couldn't possibly remember.
Becker looked at me strangely for amoment, then shook his head and put the nest into his bag.
"Ready to head back?' he said. "We're going to missthe celebration.”

"That'sit."

What?"

"The Chunk," | sad.

"What about it? Papa, let's not get into that discussion—"

"It'sacollector. That'swhat it is."

"Papa, the Chunk isn't sentient. We've been through this. A collector?!

"An art collector."

"Wheat are you talking about?"

"Y ou know the big argument between the Ecdtatic Tributarians and the mainstream River Way— surdly |
pounded that into your skull when you werelittle?!

"That living planets are art, and that for something to be art, it hasto be appreciated.”

"Artimpliesabuyer.”



"And the River Way claimsthat we appreciate oursdves, that we are evolving into the buyers, if you must
cal them that. Tribs are millenarians. They think the buyers are coming ... from e sewhere. And the Pure
Water— in case you were wondering— says that everyone can have everything. That al buyers are one

buyer.”

"What if wered| right?'

"Papa, it'sal so much usdesstak, if you ask me."

"Time makesthe difference.”

"I'm getting tired of this—"

"Becker, bear with me amoment, amoment.” | wasthinking furioudy.

The Chunk. Time. Aesthetic symbology. The buzz of the last Assembly meeting. How tiring it wasto
attend sometimes. Theway my knee had twisted and hurt. The way it still ached. The Chunk.

The Chunk sent out atime signature traveling beforeit. That'swhy al those trances are picking up
interference.

Trancing is participating in atimelessmoment. But if you are a person, and not agod, you need timeto
define timel essness. It needs to be gathered about you, like darkness gathers about a pool of light, so that
you can remember who you are in that moment of ecstasy. The symbology is quite clear inthis. Being
requirestime. Being unfoldsin time.

The Chunk was going to drain al our time away.

The gathered stones are where they have fallen. But not when they have fallen.

That thing wanted to stop usin our tracks. It wanted to freeze usin place, shellac us over, and stand
back and regard its nicelittle find, the Earth.

It wanted to hang uson awall like a pretty picture. But take us not out of space. Out of time.
"How do you maketime?' | asked my son.

"No one can maketime. That'swhy wedie."

"Think about it another way. Where isthat tranced time going?"

"I don't—"

"Back into itself. Harmonic resonance. We buzz. We hum. | can show you the symbology.”
"Pleassedont.”

"Wehaveto scareit.”

"How are you going to scare agas giant?"



"We don't know whet its physical beingis, not redly. The surfaceisjust accumulated atmosphere from its
travels. It'smoving in and out of space, like adolphin. That'swhy it's getting here faster than light can.”

"My question remains”
"Likethe hornets scare people.”
Becker shook hisbag. "See? There aren't any hornetsin thisnest.”

| ssomped my foot. For amoment he thought | was mad at him, but then | pointed down. "Therearein
thisone. Our nest. Would you have picked up that nest if you thought it wasfull of hornets?*

"Of course not. But not from fear. From reverencefor life"

"Come on, Becker! Remember what the terranes say about Pure Water folk? They trance out, but they
don't go anywhere. It can be very unpleasant to them."

"They've never said that to us."
"Skykomish did."
"Wedl, it'sthe only onewho did."

"That's because the other terranes don't know what it isthey're feding. But Skykomish does. It isthe
only terrane that's ever felt direct, concrete pain. And Skykomish won't have Pure Water conjoints. It
saysyou giveit aheadache. But what you're giving Skykomish isatime ache. You're causing it aesthetic
pain. Like bees crawling around under its skin."

"| ill don't see what you're talking about.”

"l knew coming to visit you would be agood idea,” | said, and patted Becker on the back. The hornets
nest rustled in hisbag, and once again gave methewillies.
? The Gathered Stones

When Whitney Forester returned to her birthplace in the Napa Valey, no one believed it was shewho
had come back. After dl, they'd seen her walk into the Lady's Grotto. They'd seen the entrance sedl, and
they knew that the cave was solid rock in the back and sides. There was no way out. The queen died.
She was planted in the ground. She came back to life through the grapes, the greening land.

Y et here she was, walking among them, down from the north. Still flesh and blood.

"It'sover," shetold her people. "The old way has been broken. Y ou can hold on to it and watch it wither
inyour arms. Y ou can wither with it. Or you can turn away and let it die peacefully and done. Asfor me,
I'm dive, and I'm going to keep living for aslong as | can.”

This year happened to be the fullest crop since before the dark years after the poles had shifted.
Thirty-five years had passed. The Quitman king was very sick and the Polletawho was actualy running
things— Whitney Forester'sfirst cousin— at first arrested her and locked her in awine cdllar, afraid that
the people would flock to her and neglect the harvest. But that night there was a great rumble heard and



felt in the ground, and in the morning, the Polleta steward found Whitney standing by the great oak of the
compound, explaining to the court teenagers why her mother had inssted she didn't take the surname
Polleta

"My mother, Sarah Polleta, was agreat queen, and very proud of her house," Whitney told them. "But |
was only akid when shedied. | couldn't know her, not redly."

"'I'm going to be thelast,’ my mother said. 'l won't let Jarrod stop me from doing this!'

"My father had cometo her, knowing that the time for the Draining of Leeswasin afew days. He had
come out of the Earth, where he made his home. He'd offered to take her with him. To take her down
under the ground where she could live. My mother had refused.

" 'We must remember the seasons and calm the earth benesth us,' she said to me. 'For meto die with the
turning of the year isthe way to do that. It'smy way to do that. | know that now. I'm a Polletafirst, and
I'm the queen. But you are Whitney, first and dways. Something new in the world. Jarrod will come for
you. Welve agreed. Helll come for you when they sed you into the Lady's Grotto. Jarrod will come for
you through the Earth, and you won't die." "

The teenagers scattered as the Polleta steward brought aforce of men and jailed Whitney Forester again.
But the next day, the same thing happened, and the steward found Whitney once again in the courtyard,
talking to the teenagers. Finaly, he begged his cousin to please go away, that she was going to ruin
everything. That shedid not fit the way things were and that at the next Draining of the Lees, dl would be
lost. That the people would be thrown into poverty and hunger if they listened to her, and the land would
become barren.

"Well, if it'sthe harvest you're worried about,” Whitney said, "I have afriend who can help you with that.”
And she spoke into aradio transceiver and caled her friend, whose name was Orf. For thefirst timeina
hundred years, the robot came forth into the sunlight. And with blade and bale modified by the men of the
kingdom, he and the people got in the grapes.

Even though there were harvest times with better weather and more abundant grapes, the reds from that
year were said by the old to be the best in living memory, and their grandchildren never tasted a better
run for aslong asthey lived.

"The only difference between those grapes and any others was that the people who picked them did so
knowing they would never again haveto kill their queen to get agood harvest. Y ou tdl methat didn't
make adifferenceand I'll tdll you bullshit, it did,” Whitney Forester wrote in The Exiles of Cdifornia

"Y ou gather what is by spreading through it."

* * %

And so, we aretrying it. We are going to try to scare away the Chunk with aburst of sheer beauty. All
trancers have been called back, and everyone— everyone who could be persuaded into it— will go into
trance, dl a once. But not to Trance City. Not through the terranes to the greater galaxy.

Wewill stay mentally at home. Wewill buzz like anestful of bees. For aspdll, we are going to shinewith
time the way the sun shineswith light.

Becker and Ling came back Downtown to stay with me for awhile. Becker hasjoined the Big Trance.



"It doesn't go againgt any Pure Water doctrine," hetold me. "And even if it did, we make exceptions for
helping out our fathers. At least, | do.”

So | did not raise a son who wasinflexibly doctrinaire after dl.

And herewe are, in Downtown. Here | am. I'm finishing up this record on atable here in the Assembly
Room.

| know it is presumptuous and perhaps sacrilegious, but | have added to Whitney Forester's Exiles of
Cdifornia But it'sjust oneword, so maybe you'l forgive me. I've hooked on alittle agorithm to this
tablet, and my addition will automaticaly append itself at whatever point this memoir ends, and so you
will know— that'sall.

Theterranes are actively present here, their awareness gathered in the immediate vicinity. All the
continents, microterranes and exotics of the Earth. The walls glow with the rainbow luster of terranes and
humans, conjoining. Getting ready. My counsglor is nearby, inhabiting his mu. He will trance, too, after
the rest of us have done so. He wasthe first to meet the terranes, and helll be here at the end— or at
least the culmination, one way or the other.

"Widl, Orf, it'sagood time for humanity and terranes, eveniif al of usare about to die.”

"And enthdpic robots."

"And robots."

The Chunk is getting pretty near. Skykomish's messagein my mind. Thereis also an emotion— a sort of

blue-green feding— haf buried in the words. The terraneisfrightened, but trying not to communicate it
too forcefully.

"Wereready," | say.

"What?' says Orf.

"l wastaking to my terrane.”

"o

"Can | ask you something? I've asked Skykomish, but it never redlly gives me an answer.”
"Go ahead," says Orf.

"Y ou're over athousand years ... oh, never mind. Forget it."

The mu rattlesfor amoment; one of itslegs stamps.

"I can tell you the answer,” Orf says.

"But you don't ever know the question.”



"l cantell you the answer."

“All right."

"The answer isthat | have no ideawhat it dl means,” saysthe robot. "But | know that there are good and
evil— and beauty. | know those arered.”

"Maybe beauty will saveus.”

"Maybewell save oursalves.”

"They'rethe samething.”

"es"

The Chunk ishere.

We keep gtriving. Were dready saved. We keep striving.
The gathered stones

arewherethey havefdlen

sngng
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