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The revelation of some uneasy secrets

would move mogt anything, even pigs and fishes,
to lift their heads and speak: and a such times

it furthers one to cross the great dark water

and learn the truth its Slent shadows hide.

... both members of the next



In the wet, reedy evening, birdsong echoes,

old cdling young, eventualy answered,

while another standsin the dark and cdlsitsfelow,
hearing for answer only the ancient slence
inwhich tearsfal, under amoon near-full.

The lead horse breaks the traces and goes astray
to cry itsclarion chalenge harsh a heaven.
Understandably. But can it understand intime

the danger that dogsimmoderate success?...
—hexagram

“awind troublesthe weaters’

If Time hasaheart, it is because other hearts stop.
—Book of Night with Moon

9V.IX

Friday Afternoon
“Honey, have you seen your Sster?”’
“She' son Jupiter, Mom.”

There was no immediate response to this piece of news. Sitting at a dining-room table covered with
notebooks, afew schoolbooks, and one book that had less to do with school than the others, Nita
Cadlahan glanced over her shoulder just in timeto catch sight of her mother looking at the celling with an
expression that said, What have | doneto deservethis?

Nitaturned her head back to what looked like her homework, so that her mother wouldn’t see her smile.
“Waell, yeah, not on Jupiter; it'shard to do that... She’son Europa.”

Her mother came around and sat down in the chair opposite Nita at the table, looking faintly concerned.
“She'snot trying to create life again or something, is she?’

“Huh? Oh, no. It wasthere aready. But there was some kind of problem.”
Thelook on her mother’ s face was difficult to decipher. “What kind?’

“I'mnot sure,” Nitasaid, and thiswas true. She had read the mission statement, which had appeared in
her copy of thewizard' s manua shortly after Dairineleft, but the fine print had made little senseto
her—probably the reason why she or some other wizard had not been sent to deal with the trouble, and
Dairine had. “1t' skind of hard to understand what single-celled organisms consider aproblem.” She
made an amused face. “But it lookslike Dairing sthe answer to it.”



“All right.” Her mom leaned back in the chair and stretched. “When will she be back?”’

“Shedidn’t say. But there salimit to how much air you can carry with you on one of these jauntsif
you' re a0 going to have energy to spare to actually get anything done,” Nitasaid. “Probably a couple of
hours.”

“Okay...Wedon't have to have aforma dinner tonight. Everyone can fend for themsalves. Y our dad
won't mind; he/ sup to his bowsin shrubsright now, anyway.” The buzz of the hedge trimmer could il
be heard as Nita's dad worked hisway around the house. “We can take care of the food shopping
later... There' sno rush. IsKit coming over?’

Nitacarefully turned the notebook page she’ d been working on. “Uh, no. | haveto go out and see himin
alittlewhile, though... Someone s meseting usto finish up a project. Probably it'll take us an hour or two,
so don't wait for me. I’ [l heat something up when | get home.”

“Okay.” Her mother got up and went into the kitchen, where she started opening cupboards and peering
into them. Nitalooked after her with mild concern when she heard her mom'’ stired sigh. For the past
month or o, her mom had been aternating between stripping and refinishing dl the furniturein the house
and leading severd different projectsfor the local PTA-the biggest of them being the effort to get anew
playground built near the local primary schoal. It seemed to Nitathat her mother was always either
elbow deep in steel wool and stain, or out of the house on errands, so often that she didn’t have alot of
gpare time for anything e se.

After amoment Nita heaved asgh. No point in trying to weasd around it, though, she thought. I’ ve got
problems of my own.

Kit...
But it' snot hisfaullt...
Isit?

Nitawas gtill recovering from an overly eventful vacation in Irdland, one her parents had planned for her,
to give Nitaalittle time away from Kit, and from wizardry. Of course, this hadn’t worked. A wizard's
work can happen anywhere, and just changing continents couldn’t have stopped Nitafrom being
involved in it any more than changing planets could have. Asfor Kit, he' d found waysto bewith Nita
regardless—which turned out to have been agood thing. Nita had been extremely relieved to get home,
certain that everything would then get back to normd.

Troubleis, someone changed the location of norma* and didn’t bother sending me amap, Nita thought.
Kit had been alittle weird since she got home. Maybe some of it wasjust their differencein age, which
hadn't really been an issue until amonth or so ago. But Nita had started ninth grade this year and, to her
surprise, was finding the work harder than she' d expected. She was used to coasting through her
subjects without too much strain, so thiswas an annoyance. Worse yet, Kit wasn't having any trouble at
al, which Nitaaso found annoying, for reasons she couldn’'t explain. And the two of them didn't seeas
much of each other at school asthey’ d used to. Kit, now in an accelerated-study track with other kids
doing " better than their grade,“ was spending alot of histime coaching some of the other kidsin his
group in history and socid studies. That was fine with her, but Nita didiked the way some of her
classmates, who knew she was best friends with Kit, would go out of their way to remind her, whenever
they got achance, how well Kit was doing.

Asif they’ refooling anyone, she thought. They’re nosing around to seeif heand | are doing something
else...and they can’'t understand why we' re not. Nita frowned. Life had been smpler when she' d merdly



been getting beaten up every week. In its own way, the endless sniping goss p—the whispering behind
hands, and the passed notes about cliques and boys and clothes and dates—was more annoying than any
number of bruises. The pressure to be like everyone else— to do the same stuff and think the same
things—just grew, and if you took a stance, the gossip might be driven underground. .. but never very far.

Nitasighed. Nowadays she kept running into problems for which wizardry either wasn't an answer, or
else was the wrong one. And even when it was theright answer, it never seemed to be asmple one
anymore.

Asin the case of this project, for example. Nitalooked down at the three notebook pages full of writing
infront of her. If | didn’'t know better, I’d think it was turning into a disaster. Nitaknew that wizards
weren't assigned to projects they had no hope of completing. But she aso knew that the Powers That Be
weren't going to come swooping in to save her if she messed up an intervention. She was expected to
handleit: That was what wizards werefor... since the Powers couldn’t be everywhere Themselves.

Thisleft Nitastaring again at her original problem: how to explain to Kit why the solution he was
suggesting to their present wizardly project wasn't going to work. He' s so wrong about this, she thought.
| can't believe he doesn't seeit. | keep explaining it and explaining it, and he keeps not getting it. She
sghed again. | guess| just have to keep trying. Thisisn't the kind of thing you can just give up on.

Her mother plopped down beside her again with a pad of Post-it notes and peeled one off, sticking it to
the table and starting to jot things down onit. “ The sticky stuff on thoseis getting old,” Nitasaid, turning
to aclean pagein her notebook. “It doesn't stick real well anymore.”

“I noticed,” her mother said absently, repositioning the note. “Milk, rye bread—"
“No seeds.”

“Y our dad likes caraway, honey. Humor him.”

“Can’'t you just get me one of thelittle loaves without the seeds, Mom?’

Her mother gave her asidelong look. “Can’t you just... you know...” She attempted to twitch her nose
inthe manner of afamous TV “witch” of years past, and failed to do anything much except look like a
rabbit.

Nitarolled her eyes. “Probably | could,” she said, “but the troubleis, that bread was made with the
seeds, and it thinks they belong there.”

“Bread thinks? What about?’

“Uh, well, it— See, when you combine the yeast with the flour, the yeasts—" Nita suddenly redlized that
if thiswent on much longer, she was going to wind up explaining some of the weirder facts of lifeto her
mother, and she was't sure that either she or her mother was ready. “Mom, the wizardry would just be
ared paintowrite. Probably smpler just to take the seeds out with my ringers.”

Her mother raised her eyebrows, let out a breath, and made anote. “ Small loaf of non seeded rye for
daughter whose ddlicate aesthetic senghilities are offended by picking afew seeds out of adice of
breed.”

“Mom, picking them out doesn't help. The taste is dlill there!”

“Scouring pads. .. chicken breasts...” Her mom gnawed reflectively on the cap of the pen. “ Shampoo,
aspirin, soup—"



“Not the cream-of-chemical kind, Mom!”

“Half adozen cans of nonchemica soup for the budding gourmet.” Her mother looked vague for a
moment, then glanced over a what Nitawas writing. She squinted alittle. “ Either | redly do need reading
glasses or you' re doing math a amuch higher leve than | thought.”

Nitasighed. “No, Mom, it’ s the Speech. It has some expressonsin common with calculus, but

they're—’
“What about your homework?’
“I finished it a school so | wouldn't keep getting interrupted in the middle of it, like | am herel”

“Oh dear,” her mother said, pedling off another note and starting to write on it. “No seedlessrye for
you.”

Nitaimmediately felt embarrassed. “Mom, I’'m sorry—"
“Weal have gtress, honey, but we don’t have to snap at each other.”
The back door creaked open, and Nita' s father came in and went to the sink.

Nital s mother glanced up. “Harry, | thought you said you were going to oil that thing. It'sdriving me
nuts.”

“We'reout of ail,” Nita sfather said as he washed his hands.
“Qil,” her mother said, and jotted it down on the sticky note. “What else?’

Her father picked up adish towd and stood behind her mother’ s chair, looking down at the shopping list.
“Lint?’ hesad.

Thistime her mother squinted at the notepaper. “That's‘list.””
“Could havefooled me.”
Nita' s mom bent closer to the paper. “1 see your point. | guess| redly should go see the optometrist.”

“Or maybe you should stop using the computer to write everything,” her dad said, going to hang up the
towd. “Y our handwriting’ s going to pot.”

“So'syours, sweetheart.”

“I know. That'show | can tell what' s happening to yours.” Her father opened the refrigerator, gazed
ingde, and said, “Beer.”

“Oh, now wait aminute. Y ou said—"

“I lost ten pounds last month. The diet’ sworking. After ahard day in the shop, can't | even have acold
beer? Just one?”’

Nita put her head down over her notebook and concentrated on not snickering.

“WEell discussthat later. Oh, by the way, new sneskersfor you,” her mother said, giving her father a
severelook, “ before your old ones get up and start running around by themsalves, without either of our
daughtersbeing involved.”



“Oh, come on, Betty, they’re not that bad!”

“Y ou put your head in the clost, take asniff, and tell methat again... assuming you make it out of there
dive... If you can eventdl anymore. | think al those flowers you work with are killing your sense of
andl—

“Y ou don’'t complain about them when | bring home roses”
“It counts for more when somebody brings roses homeif he'snot adso theflorigt!”

Nita s dad laughed and started to sing in off-key imitation of Neil Diamond, “Y ouuu don't bring me
floooooowerrrs...” as he headed for the back bedroom.

Nital s mom raised her eyebrows. “Harold Edward Callahan,” she said as she turned her attention back
to her list making, “you are potentidly shortening your lifespan...”

The only answer was louder Snging, in akey that her father favored but few other human beings could
have recognized. Nitahid her smile until her mother was sufficiently distracted, and then went back to her
own business, making afew more notes on the clean page. After some minutes of not being able to think
of anything to add, shefinaly closed the notebook and pushed it away. She' d done as much with the
spell as she could do on paper. Therest of it was going to have to wait to be tested out in the redl world.

She sighed as she picked up her copy of the wizard' s manua and dropped it on top of her notebook.
Her mother glanced over at her. “Finished?’

“In amoment. The manud’ sacquiring what | just did.”

Her mother raised her eyebrows. “Doesn't it go the other way around? | thought you got the spells out of
the book in thefirst place.”

“Not dl of them. Sometimes you have to build something completely new if there' s no precedent spdll to
help you dong. Then when you test the new spell out and it works okay, the manua picksit up and
makesit availablefor other wizardsto use. Most of what'sin here originadly came from other wizards,
over alot of years She gave the wizard’smanud alittle nudge. ” Some wizards don’t do anything much
but write spdlls and construct custom wizardries. Tom, for example.”

“Redly,” Nital smother said, looking down & her grocery list again. “1 thought hewrote thingsfor TV.”

“He does that, too. Even wizards have to pay thebills,” Nitasaid. She got up and stretched. “Mom, |
should get going.”

Her mother gave her athoughtful look. “Y ou know what I'm going to say....”
“‘Becareful.’ It'sokay, Mom. Thisspdll isn't anything dangerous.”

“I've heard that one before.”

“No, serioudy. It'sjust taking out the garbage, thisone.”

Her mother’ s expression went suddenly wicked. “While we' re on the subject—"

“It sDairin€ sturn today,” Nitasaid hurriedly, shrugging into the denim jacket she' d left over the chair
earlier. “Seeyalater, Mom...” Shekissed her mom, grabbed the manual from on top of her notebook,
and headed out the door.



In the backyard, she paused to look around. Long shadows trailed from various dusty lawn furniture; it
was only six-thirty, but the sun was low. The summer had been short for her in some ways—haf of it lost
to thetrip to Ireland and the rush of eventsthat had followed. Now it seemed asif, within barely a
finger-snap of summer, thefal waswell under way. All around her, with awizard' s ear Nitacould hear
the murmur of the birches and maples beginning to relax toward the winter’ slong rest, leaning againgt the
earth and waiting with mild expectation for the brief brilliant fireworks of lesf-turn; thelong lazy
conversation of foliage moving in wind; and thelight of sun and stars beginning to taper off to slence
now, asthe hectic immediacy of summer wound down.

Sheleaned againgt the trunk of the rowan tree in the middle of the backyard and looked up through the
down-drooping branches with their stalks of dender ova leaves, the green of them dowly browning now,
the dulled color only pointing up the many heavy clusters of glowing BB-gzed fruit that glinted scarlet
from every branchin thelate, brassy light. “Nice berriesthisyear, Liused,” Nitasaid.

It took afew momentsfor her to hear the answer: Even with the Speech, there was no dropping instantly
into atree’ stime sense from human life speed. Not bad thistime out... not bad at all, the tree said
modestly. Going on assgnment?

“Just aquick one,” Nitasaid. “I hope.”

Need anything from me?

“No, that last replacement’ still in good shape. Thanks, though.”
Y ou’ re dways welcome. Go well, then.

She leaned for amoment moreto let her time sense come back up to its norma speed, then patted the
rowan tree’ strunk and went out into the open space by the birdbath. There she paused for alittle to just
ligentoit al: life, going about its business al around her— the scratchy sdlf-absorbed noise of the grass
growing, thefaint rustle and hum of bugs and earthworms contentedly digging in the ground, the persistent
little string music of agarden spider fastening web strand to web strand in anearby bush—repetitive,
intense, and mathematically precise. Everything was purposeful ... everything was, if not actualy
intelligent, then at least avare—even things that science didn’t usualy think were aware, becauise science
didn’t yet know how to measure or overhear the kinds of consciousnessthey had.

Nitatook adeep breath, let it out again. Thiswasthe core of wizardry, for her: hearing it dl going, and
keeping it dl going—yputting in aword in the Speech here or a carefully constructed spell there, fixing
broken things, hel ping what was hurt to heal and get going again...and being astonished, delighted,
sometimes scared to death in the process, but never, ever bored.

Nitasaid asingle word in the Speech, a the same time stroking one hand across the empty air in search
of the accessto the little pinched-in pocket of time space where she kept some of her wizardry

equipment.

Responsive to the word she' d spoken, alittle tab of clear air went hard between her fingers: She pulled it
from left to right like azipper, and then dipped her hand into the opening and felt around. A second later
she came out with a piece of equipment she usually kept ready, apedled rod of rowan wood that had
been left out in full moonlight. She touched the claudication closed again, then looked around her and said
tothegrass, “Excuseme...”

The grass muttered, unconcerned; it knew the drill.

Nitalifted the rod and began, with a speed born of much practice, to write out the single long sentence of



the short-haul trangt spell inthe air around her.

The symbols came dive as addicate thread of pale whitefire, stretching around her from the point of the
rowan wand as she turned: achord of acircle, an arc, then the circle dmost complete as she cameto the
end of the pdll, writing in her “signature,” her name in the Speech, the long chain of syllablesand
symbolsthat described who and what she was today.

With afind figure-eight flourish, she knotted the spell closed, pulled the wand back, and let the transit
circledrop to the grass around her, an arabesqued chain of light. Turning dowly, Nitabegan to read the
sentence, feding the power lean in around her as she did so, the pressure and attention of local space
focusing in on what Nitatold it she wanted of it, relocation to this set of patiad coordinates, life support
et to planet-surface defaults—

The silence began to build around her, the sound of the world listening. Nitaread fagter, feding the words
of the Speech reach down their roots to the Power That had first spoken them and taught them what they
meant, till the lightning of that first intention struck up through them and then through Nita, as she said the
last word, completed the spell, and flung it loose to work—

Wham! The displacement of transported air dways sounded loud on the insde of the spell, even if you' d
engineered the wizardry to keep it from making alot of noise on the outsde. The crack of sound,
combined with the sudden blazing column of light from the activated trangt, |eft Nitamomentarily blind
and def.

Only for amoment, though. A second later the light died back, and she was standing near the end of a
long jetty of big rough black stones, al spotted and splotched with seagull guano and festooned with
washed-up seaweed in dull green ribbons and flat brown bladdery blobs. The sun hung blinding over the
water to the west, slhouetting the low flat headlands that were dl she could see of the Rockaway Beach
peninsulafrom this angle. Somewhere beyond them, lost in mist and sun glare and haf submerged
beneath the horizon line, lay the skyline of New Y ork.

Nita pulled her jacket alittle more tightly around her in the chilly spray-laden wind and turned to |ook
over her shoulder. Down at the landward end of the quarter-mile-long jetty, where it came up against the
farthest tip of West End Beach, was asquat white box of abuilding with an antennasticking up fromiit:
the Jones Inlet navigationd radio beacon. Beyond it there was no onein sight—the westher had been
getting too cool for svimming, especidly thislatein the day. Nitaturned again, looking southward,
toward the bay. At the seaward end of the jetty was the black-and-white painted metal tower that held
up the flashing red Jones Inlet light, and at its base a smal shape in adark blue windbreaker and jeans
was lying flat on the concrete pediment to which the tower was fastened, looking over the edge of the
pediment, away from Nita.

She headed down the jetty toward him, picking her way carefully over the big uneven rocks and
wondering at first, /shedl right? But as she came near, Kit looked up over his shoulder at her with an
idle expression. “Hey,” hesaid.

She climbed up onto the cracked guano-stained concrete beside him and looked down over the edge,
wheretherocksfdl steeply away. “What're you doing?’ Nitasaid. “ The barnacles complaining about the
water temperature again?’

“Nope, I'm just keeping alow profile,” Kit said. “1 don't fed like spending the effort to be invisbleright
now, with work coming up, and there ve been some boats going through the inlet. Might be something
happening at the Marine Thester later. It'sbeen alittle busy.”

“Okay.” She sat down next to him. “Any sign of S'reeceyet?’



“Nothing so far, but it's only afew minutes after when we were supposed to meet. Maybe she got held
up. Whatcha got?’

“Here,” Nitasaid, and opened her manua. Kit sat up and flipped his open, too, then paged through it
until he cameto the “blank” pagesin the back where research work and spellsin progress stored
themsdves

Nitalooked over his shoulder and saw thefirgt blank pagefill itsdf in with the spell she had constructed
that afternoon, spilling itself down the page, section by section, until that page wasfull, and the
continued-on-next-page symbol presented itself in the lower right-hand corner, blinking dowly. “I had an
idea,” she said, ” about the chemica-reaction cals. | thought that maybe the precipitates weren't going to
behave right—

“Okay, okay, givemeaminuteto look &t it,” Kit said. “It's pretty complicated.”

Nitanodded and looked out to sea, gazing at the blinding golden roil and shimmer of light on the Great
South Bay. These waters might look pretty, but they were amess. New Y ork and the bedroom
communities around it, al up and down Long Idand and the Jersey shore, pumped terrible amounts of
sewage into the coastdl waters, and though the sewage was supposed to be treated, the treatment wasn't
everything it was cracked up to be. Therewas aso afair anount of illegal dumping of garbage and
sewage going on. Various wizards, independently and in groups, had worked on the problem over many
years, but the nature of the problem kept changing as the population of the New Y ork metropolitan area
increased and the kinds of pollution shifted.

Nitaand Kit were more than usually concerned about the problem, asthey had friendswho had to livein
thiswater. Since shortly before Nita had had to go away for the summer, they’ d been dowly trying to
construct awizardry to take the pollution out of the loca waters on an ongoing basis. If it worked, maybe
the scheme could be extended up and down the coast. But the problem was getting it to work in the first
place. Their efforts so far hadn’t been incredibly successful.

Kit was|ooking at the second full page of Nita' swork. Now heturned it over and looked at the third
page, thelast one. “This,” he said, tapping a section near the end, “is pretty dick.”

“Thanks”

“But the rest of this—" Kit shook his head, turned back to thefirst two pages, and touched four or five
other sections, one after another, so that they grayed out. “1 don’t see why we need these. Thiswhole
contra-replication routine would be great—if the chemicalsin the pollution knew how to reproduce
themsdlves. But sincethey don't, it'salot of power for hardly any return. And implementing theseis
going to beared pain. If you just take thisone—" he touched another section and it brightened—*and
this, and this, and you—"

Nitafrowned. “But look, Kit, if you leave those out, then there' s nothing that’ s going to dedl with the
sewer outfal between Zachs Bay and Tobay Beach. That’ stons of toxic dudge every month. Without
those routines—"

Kit closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of hisnosein away Nitahad seen Tom, their local advisory
wizard, do more than once when the world started to get to him. “Neets, thisisal just too involved. Or
involved in the wrong way. Y ou’ re making it more complicated than it needsto be.”

Ohno... herewego again. | thought hewas going to get it thistime, | redlly did... “But if you don't
namedl the chemicds, if you don’t describe them accuratel y—"



“Thething is, you don’'t have to namethem dl. If you just take alook at the spell | brought with-"

“Kit, look. That stripped-down version you' re suggesting isn’t going to do the job. And the longer we
don’t do something, the worse the problem gets! Everything thet lives dong thisshordineisbeing
affected... whatever’ s il alive, anyway. Things are dying out there, and every time we go back to the
drawing board on this, more things die. Getting this wizardry running has taken too long aready.”

“Tdl meabout it,” Kit said in atonethat struck Nita as alot moreironic than it needed to be.

And &fter dl thework | did! she thought. Nonethel ess she tried to cdm down. “All right. What do you
think we should do?’

“Maybe,” Kit said, and paused, “maybe it would be good if we let S reeetake alook at both versions. If
shethinks—"

Nita s eyes widened. “ Since when do we need athird opinion on something this sraightforward? Kit, it’ll
either do what it's supposed to or it won't. Let’stest it and find out!”

Hetook adeep breath and shook hishead. “I cantell already, it' s not going to do what we need.”

She stared at Kit, not knowing what to say, and then after amoment she got up and stared down at him,
trying to keep from clenching her figts. “Well, if you' re so sure you' reright, why don’t you just do it
yoursdlf? Since my advice plainly isv't worth jack to you.”

“It'snot thet it' s not worth anything, it’sthat—"
“Oh, now you apologize.”

“I wasn't gpologizing.”

“Wél, maybe you need to!”

“Neets” Kit said, aso frowning now, “what do you want meto do? Tdl you that | think it's gonnabe
fine, when | don't redly think so?’

Nitaflushed. When you were working with the Speech, in which what you described would cometo
pass, lying could befata ... and you quickly learned that even talking about spellsless than honestly was
dangerous.

“Energy isprecious,” Kit said. “Neither of us can just throw it around the way we used to a couple years
ago. It sanuisance, but it's something we have to consider.”

“Do you think | wasn’t considering it? 1 took my time over that. | didn’t even put it through the spell
checker. | checked al the syntax, all the balances, by hand. It took me forever, but—"

“Maybethe ‘forever’ wasahint, Neets,” Kit said.

She had been trying to hang on to her temper, but now Nitagot so furiousthat her eyesfelt hot. “Fine,”
shesad tightly. “Then you go right ahead and handle this yoursdf. And just leave me out of it until you
find something you fed issmplistic enough to involve mein.”

Kit's expression was shocked, and Nitadidn't care. Who needs this? she thought. No matter what | try
to do, it’'snot good enough! So maybeit’stime | stopped trying. Let him work it out himsdlf, if he can.

Nitaturned and made her way back down the jetty, her eyes narrowed in annoyance as she dapped her



claudication open and pulled out the rowan wand. In one angry, economica gesture, she whipped the
wand around her, dropping her most frequently used trangit circle to the stones, the one that would take
her home. It was alittle harder to speak the spell than usuad. Her throat wastight, but not so much so that
she couldn’'t say the words that would get her out of there. In aclap of imploding air, she was gone, and
spray from awave that crashed against the jetty went through the place where she had been.

Friday, Early Evening

Kit Rodriguez just sat there on the concrete platform at the bottom of the Jones Inlet light tower for some
minutes, looking at the spot where Nitahad vanished, listening to the hiss of the surf, and trying to work
out what the heck had just happened.

What did | say? Kit went over their conversation a couple of timesin his head and couldn’t find any
reason for her to have gotten so upset. What is her problem these days? It can’t be school. Nobody
bothers her anymore; she does okay.

It was apuzzle, and one he d been having no luck solving. Maybe it was because he’ d been so busy ...
and not just during the last couple of months, ether. Granted, lately he' d been spending alot of time on
the bottom of the Great South Bay. And over the past couple of years, he' d aso been to Europe, and
had stopped off on or near most of the planetsin the solar system, though only on the way to places
much farther out, including some places that weren't exactly planets. Even Kit's mother, who initidly had
been redly nervous about hiswizardry, had eventudly started to admit that al that travel was probably
going to be educationd, and theoretically ought to make him, if not smarter, at least more mature. But Kit
was beginning to have his doubts. For the past few weeks, when he hadn’t been in school, in bed, or a
few hundred feet deep in water, he’ d been spending alot of his spare time sitting on aparticular rock in
the Lunar Carpathians, |ooking down on the green-blue gem that was Earth from three hundred thousand
kilometers out, and coming back again and again to the question, Are girls another species?

The first time the thought had occurred to him, he’ d felt embarrassed. He had been in places where
members of other species had been present in their hundreds—sometimesin their thousands—tentacles
and oozy bitsand al. None of them had at the time struck him as dl that dien; they were, when you got
right down toiit, just people. And though their differences from human beings were tremendous,
sometimes making them completely incomprehensible, that till didn’t undermine his affection for them.
He liked the aliens he met, even when they were weird. Cometo think of it, | like them becausethey’re
weird. But Nita, who theoretically wasjust as human as Kit was, had been pushing the
weirdness-and-incomprehensibility envel ope pretty hard lately. Her behavior was hard to understand,
from someone who was usualy so rationa—

Something dark broke the dazzle of the water about a quarter mile away. Kit cocked an ear and heard a
long high whigtle, dightly muffled, and after that first shape—a short sumpy barnacle-pocked dorsal
fin— came the deek dark shining shape of the back of ahumpback whale, rolling in the water as she
breached and blew. One small eye set way down at the end of the long, long jaw regarded Kit as S reee
did toward the jetty, back-finning expertly to keep from coming to grief on therocks. “Dai stiho, K!t,”
shewhistled and clicked in the Speech. “ Sorry I'm late. Traffic...”

Uneasy ashewas, Kit had to chuckle. “I know. | can hear it even up here.” The main approachesto
New Y ork Harbor ran straight through this part of the Great South Bay, and for awhale, keeping clear
of the ever-increasing number of ships—not so much the ships themsaves but the inescapable sound of
their engines and machinery, dways anuisance for a creature that worked extensvely with sonar—wasa
problem and made getting around quickly alot more trouble than it used to be. Noise pollution in the bay
was as much a problem for the many species who lived there as was the sewage, and would probably be



amore difficult problem to solve. It was one of anumber of projects S reee had been forced to tackle
since her abrupt promotion to the position of senior cetacean wizard for these waters.

Sreeeralled idly inthe water, looking down thejetty. “It'smy fault; | should have left the Narrows
earlier. But never mind. Where shNii’t?”

“I don't think she’ sgoing to be with ustoday,” Kit said.

Sreeedidn’t reply immediatdly, but that thoughtful little eye dwelt on Kit. Aswhaeswent, S reee wasn't
that much older than Kit or Nita, but the increased responsibilities she' d been pushed into had been
making her perceptive—maybe more perceptive than Kit exactly cared for right now, especidly since he
gtill wasn't sure that he hadn’t mi sstepped somehow.

“Wdl,” S'reee said after amoment, “isthat a problem? Can we manage, or should we reschedule?’

Kit thought about that. “I’ ve got something that might be worth looking at,” he said. “We may aswdl lay
it out in place and have alook at it.”

“All right”

Kit reached into the pocket of his jeans, which was aso the way into his own storage pocket of space,
and came out with alittle bal of light, aspdl in compacted form, which he dropped to the concrete he
was standing on. As the compaction routine came loose and et the spell expand, he shoved his manual
down into the pocket, then picked up the spell and shook it out.

It was awebwork of interconnected statements in the Speech, al of which briefly flared bright and then,
dimming, settled and spread themsealvesinto aform that could have been mistaken for acloak made of
plastic wrap. Kit whirled it around him, then held still while the spell sealed itsdlf shut al aout him and
completed itsaccesstoitsair supply, aso tucked away in the spatiotempora claudication in his pocket.
Normally this spell was used as a space suit, for occasions when moving or working in alarge “ bubble’
of air wasn't desirable, but Kit had adapted it for use as awet suit. He glanced back at the beach to
make sure no one was watching—the last thing he wanted was for someone to think some kid out here
was suicida—and jumped well away from the rocks, into the water next to S'reee.

The two of them submerged. Kit took amoment to adjust the wizardry he was wearing, to add weight as
necessary S0 that it would counteract the buoyancy of the air in the wet suit and hislungs, then he took
hold of S'reee’ sdorsd fin, and she towed him away from the jetty, southward.

The waters were getting murky thistime of year, but not murky enough to hide something that Kit was
beginning to get tired of looking at: anirregular cluster of humped, sinister shapes, haf buried in dudge,
not far from where the sawerage outfdl from Tobay Beach tailed off. Half acentury ago, some ship had
dropped or dumped a cargo of mines on the bottom, in about fifty fathoms of water. But asfar asKit
was concerned, that wasn't half degp enough.

“Weredly need to do something about that,” Kit said, glancing at the mines asthey passed them by.
“Somebody serioudy exceeded their recommended stupidity levelsthe day they dumped those here.”

“I wouldn’t argue the point,” S reee said as they headed out to the point where they had been preparing
to anchor their wizardry. “But onething at atime, cousin. Do you redly think you have asolution for our
present problem?’

“I’'ve got something” Kit said. “Youtel me”
“Shortly.”



It took them afew minutes more to reach the spot, due south of Point Lookout, where the three of them
had been contemplating anchoring the wizardry once they’ d settled on what it was going to be. Here the
tides came out of Jones Inlet with most force, hel ping keep the dredged part of the ship channd clean;
but here aso the pollution from inside the barrier idands came out in its most concentrated form, and this,
Kit and Nita had thought, would be a good place to stop it. “The day before yesterday, | spent alittle
while checking the currents here,” S reee said, as she paused to let Kit dip off, “and I’d say you two
were right about the location. Also, the bottom’s pretty bare. Thereisn’t too much lifeto be
inconvenienced by tethering aspell here, and what there iswon’'t mind being relocated. Let’s see what
you'vegot.”

Kit pulled out his manual, turned to the workbook section, and ingtructed it to replicate the structure of
the proposed spdll in the water, where they could seeit. A few seconds later he and S reee were looking
together at the faintly glowing schematic, aseries of concentric and intersecting circlesfull of the
“agument” of thewizardry.

S reee swam dowly around it, examining it. “| haveto confess,” she said at ladt, “this makes more sense
than what the three of uswerelooking &t earlier. All those complex chemical-reaction subroutines. ..
they’ d have taken us weeks to set up, and exhausted us when we tried to fuel them. Besides, it wastoo
much of abrute-force solution. It'sno good shouting at the Sea, as our people say; you won't hear what
it hasto say to you, and it won't listen until you do.”

“Youthinkit'll ligento this?’

S reee svung her tail thoughtfully. “Let’sfind out,” she said. “If nothing else, it’ sgoing to be quicker to
test to destruction, if it faillsat al. And between you and me—and | hate to say it—it’samore e egant
solution than what Nitawas proposing.”

Kit felt uneasy agreeing with her. “Wdl,” hesaid, “if it doesn't work, it won't matter how elegantitis.
Let'sget set up.”

He gtarted laying out the spell for redl. It contained asmplified version of one of the circles he and Nita
had been arguing about two days before—there was no point in wasting a perfectly good section of
diagram that could betied into the revision. Kit drew afinger through the water, and the graceful curves
and curlings of the written Speech followed after as he drifted around in acircle about twenty yards
across, reingating thefirgt circleashe'd hed it in memory.

“Isthis how the second grest circlelooks?’ S reee said, describing the circle with along dow motion of
body and tall. Firefilled the water, following her gesture, writing itsdlf in pulsing curls and swirls of light—
all the power statements and the conditionals that were secondary parts of the spell.

“You'vegot it,” Kit said. “ Onething, though...” Helooked ruefully at the place where Nita s name was
written. Carefully he reached out and detached the long string of charactersin the Speech that
represented Nital swizardly power and persondity, and let it float away into the water for the time being.
A wizard doesn’'t just casually erase another wizard' s name, any more than you would casualy look
down the barrel of agun, even when you were sure that the chamber was empty. Changing aname
written in the Speech could change the one named. Erasing a name could be more dangerous still.

“You'll need to knit that circlein alittle tighter to compensate,” S'reee said.
“Taking care of that now.”

It took only afew momentsto finish tightening the structure. Kit looked it over one moretime; S reee did
the same. Then they looked at each other. “Wel7?’ Kit sad.



“Let’s seewhat happens,” said S'reee.

Together they began to recite—Kit in the human, prose-inflected form of the Speech; S reeein the sung
form that whae-wizards prefer. Kit sumbled a couple of times until he got the rhythm right—though the
pace was quicker than that at which whales sing their more formal and ritua wizardries, it was il fairly
dow by human standards. One word at atime, he thought, resorting to humming the last syllableswhen
he needed to let S reee catch up with him; and asthey spoke together and fed power to it, the wizardry
began to light up around them like a complex, many-colored neon sculpture in the water, ahollow sphere
of curvatures and traceries, a the center of which they hung, waiting for the sense of the presence they
were summoning.

And dowly, asthe wizardry came dive around them, the presence was there, making itsalf felt more
strongly each passing moment as Kit and S reee worked together toward the last verse—thewizard's
knot, in this case atriple-stranded braid, which would seal together three greet circles worth of spell.
The pressure came down around them, the weight of tons of water and millions of years of time, hard to
bear; but Kit hunched himsalf down alittle, got his shoulders under the weight and boreit up. The water
went from the normal dusky green of these depthsto aflaring blue-green, likealiquid set on fire. All
around them, if it was possible for water to fed wetter than water aready was, it did. The personadlity of
theloca ocean, partly aware, washed through both Kit and S reee, intent on washing away resistance
over time, asit ways had.

Kit had no intention of being washed anywhere. Slowly and carefully he and S reee started to put their
case, defining a specific area on which they desired to operate, telling the ocean what they wanted to do
and why it was going to be agood thing.

They were reminding the ocean how things had once been: along discussion, setting aside for the
moment its outrage over having been systematically polluted. But then the local waters were adifferent
issue from the greater, world-girdling Sea, which was awholeliving thing, a Power in its own right and
the conduit through which thewhaes own verson of wizardry cameto them.

The Sea stood in the same relationship to the ocean as the soul stood to the body, and the ocean, merely
physicd asit was, had its own ideas about the creatures that had come over the long ages to populate it.
Totheancient body of water, which had suddenly found itself playing host to thefirst and smplest
organisms, everything biologica looked suspicioudy like pollution. The merely physica ocean,
remembering that most ancient, blood-saline water, had for along time resisted the idea of anything living
init. Many times|ife had tried to get started as the seas cooled, and many timesit had failed before the
onefateful lightning strike finaly lanced down and gtirred the reluctant watersto life.

Now, Kit was suggesting—with S reee, arecently native form of “pollution,” to back him up—apossible
compromise. Here in this one place, at least, the ocean had an opportunity to return to that old purity, to
water in which any chemica except sdt wasforeign. Maybein other placesthis same intervention could
be brought about, with wizards to power it and the ocean’ s permisson. But first they had to get thisinitia
permission granted.

It was along argument, one which the ocean was reluctant to let anyone else win, even though it stood to
benefit. Kit knew from hisresearch in the manua and from anumber of conferenceswith S reee that
there was dways difficulty of thiskind with oceanic wizardries. The waters themselves, far from being
fluid and pliant to awizard’ swishes, could be asrigid as berg ice or ashodtile as hot pillow lavato action
from “outsde.” The discussion had to be most diplomatic.

But Kit and S reee had done their homework, and they didn’t have to hurry. They just kept patiently
putting their case in the Speech, taking their time. And Kit thought he started to fed ashift



| think it' sgtarting to listen! S'reee said privatdy to Kit.

Kit swallowed and didn’t respond.....just kept his mind on the argument. But now he was becoming
certain that she wasright. Just this once, persistence was winning out. They’ d both been hoping for this,
for though the waters had flinched under those early lashes of lightning, they also had conceived acertain
snesking fascination for the wild proliferation of life that had broken loose in them over amerefew
thousand millennia. Now, asKit and S reee hung in the center of the spell sphere they had constructed,
they saw thelight of the Seaaround them start dowly, dowly to shift in color and quaity asit began to

accept the spell.

The shimmer of the wizardry’ s outer shell began to dissolve into splashes of green and gold brilliance, the
catalytic reactions that would make the pollutants snow down asinert salts onto the ocean bottom asfast
asthey built up. That inert “ garbage” would gtill have to be cleaned up, but the Sealitself had routines for
that, older than human wizardry and just as effective for this particular job.

Kit and S reee watched the wizardry spread away in greet ribbony tentacles, diffusing itsalf, dissolving
dowly into the water—one long current drifting away southward, another running up the channd, with the
risng flood tide, toward the inland waters and the main sources of the pollution. After three or four
minutes there was nothing left to be seen but the most subtle shimmer, aradiance like diluted moonlight.

Then even that was gone, leaving the waters nearly dark, but someone sengtive to the power they had
released could il have felt it, atingle and prickle on the skin, the fed of advice taken and being acted
upon. The silence faded away, leaving Kit and S reee listening to the wet-clappered bonk, bonk of the
nun buoy half amile away, the chain-saw ratchet of motorboat propellers chopping at the water asthey
passed through Jones Inlet.

Kit, hovering in the water, looked over a S reee. The dimly seen humpback hung there for along
moment, just finning the water around her, then dropped her jaw and took along gulp of the water,
closing her mouth again and straining it back out through the thousands of plates of baleen.

“Wel?’ Kit sad.

She waved her flukesfrom sdeto Sde, agesture of dow satisfaction. “It tastes better dready,” she said.
“It worked.”

Sreeelaughed at him. “Come on, K!t, aspell awaysworks. Y ou know that.”

“If you mean aspell aways does something, sure! 1t s getting it to do what you originally had in mind
that’ sthe problem.”

“Well, thisonedid. It certainly discharged itself properly. If it hadn't, the structure of it would still be
hanging here, complaining,” S'reee said. “But | think we ve done anice clean intervention.” She
chuckled, along scratchy whistle, and finned her way over to Kit, turning acouple of timesin aleisurey
victory roll.

Kit high-fived one of her ventral finsasit waved past him, but the gesture brought him around briefly to
where he saw Nita s name, detached from the spell, ill hanging there, waving like aweed in the water
and glowing faintly. Kit sighed and grabbed the string of symbols, wound them afew times around one
hand, and stuffed them into his* pocket,” then grabbed hold of that ventral fin again and let S reeetow
him back to the surface.

They floated there for afew minutesin the twilight, getting their bresth again as the reaction to the



wizardry beganto kick in. “How long wasthat?’ Kit said, looking at the shore, where dl the Streetlights
down the parkway had come on and the floodlights shone on the brick red of the Jones Beach water
tower and picked out its bronze-green pyramidal top.

“Two hours, I'd guess,” Sreeesad. “Asusud it seemslikelesswhen you'rein the middle of it. Maybe
you should get yourself back onto land, though, K!t. I'm starting to fed alittle wobbly aready.”

Kit nodded. “I'll goinafew minutes,” he said, and looked around them. They were about three miles off
Jones Beach. He looked eastward, to where a practiced eye could just make out the takeoff lights of
planes angling up and away from Kennedy Airport. “1 wonder, how soon could we expand the range of
this closer to the city? There sawhole lot of dirty water coming from up there. Even though they don’t
dump raw sewage in the water anymore, the treatment plants still don’'t do as good ajob asthey should.”

“You'reright, of course,” S'reee sad. “But maybe we should leave the wizardry asit isfor awhile, and
see how it behaves. After that, well, there’ s no arguing that the water around here can ill usealot more
work. But we' ve made agood start.”

“Y eah, the oysters should be happy, that’ sfor sure,” Kit said. There hadn’t been shellfish living off the
south shore of Long Idand for many years now. After this piece of work, that would have a chanceto
change. Certainly the oystermen would be happy in ten or twenty years, and the fish who ate oysters
would be, too, alot sooner.

“True. Well, | don’t see that we can do much more with thisat thispoint,” S reee said, “except to say,
well done, cousin!”

“Couldn’'t have doneit alone,” Kit said. But something in the back of hismind said, But you did do it
aone. Or not with theusua help...

“Comeon,” Sreee said, “you ve got to be feding the reaction. We re both going to need arest after
thet. I’ll swim you back.”

Asthey got closeto the jetty, Kit said, “We should have another ook at the wizardry again...When, do
you think?’

“A week or soissoon enough,” S'reee said, slanding on her head in the water and waving her flukes
meditatively inthe air as Kit let go of her and clambered up out of the water onto the lowest rocks. “No
point in checking the fueling routines any sooner; they' re too charged up just now.”

“Okay, next Friday, then. And | want to think about what we can do about those explosives down there,
too.”

“You'reon, cousin. Da stiho. And when you see hNii't‘...” S reee paused amoment, then just said,
“Tell her we dl have off days; it sno big ded.”

“I will,” Kitsaid. “Dai, Sreee”

The humpback did under the water without So much as a splash. Kit spent amoment listening to the high
raspy whistle of S 'reee’ sradar-ranging song dwindling away as she navigated out of the shalows,
heading for the waters off Sandy Hook. Then, in the flashing crimson light of the jetty’ swarning beacon,
he unsedled the wet-suit spell, shook it out, wrapped it up tight, and shoved it back into his pocket dong
with Nita swritten name and his manud. He shivered then, feding alittle clammy. It stheinterior
humidity of the suit, he thought, frowning. | forgot to adjust the spell after | noticed the problem the last
time



Kit grimaced, toying with the idea of doing awizardry to dry his clothes out, and then thought, Probably
by thetime| get homethey’Il be dry from my body heat dready. No point in wasting power.

He reached into the back of hismind and felt around behind him for his own preset version of what he
referred to as the beam-me-up spell, found the one that was set for home, and pulled it into redlity, shook
it out in one hand, like awhip: asix-foot chain of multicolored light, asingle long sentence in the Speech,
complete except for the wizard' s knot at the end that would set it going. He said that one word, and the
wizardry camedivein hishand, bit its own tail. Kit dropped the chain of fire on the worn wooden
decking of thefishing platform and stepped into it

The blaze of the working spell and the pressure-and-noise whoomp! of displaced air blinded him briefly,
but it was aresult Kit was used to now. He opened his eyes again and saw streetlight-lit sdewalk instead
of planking. Kit bent over, picked up the wizardry again, undid the knot and shook it out, then coiled it
up and stuffed it into his pocket, and down gtill farther into the pocket in his mind, while smultaneously
bracing himsdf for what he knew was going to hit him in afew seconds. Wobbly as he, too, was sarting
to fed now, he might not be able to keep it from knocking him over...

But nothing happened. Kit glanced around and then thought, WWhoops! Wrong destination, for he was
standing not outside his own house but two and a haf blocks away. It was Nita s house he was looking
at: He had grabbed the wrong spell, the only other onein his mind that got as much use asthe
take-me-home one. Nita' s house' s porch light was off; there were lightsin the front windows, but the
curtains were drawn.

| should go seeif shewantsto talk, he thought.

But her mood had been so grim, earlier... and now he’ d found that he’ d underestimated the dampness of
his clothes. They were chilly, and he was getting dtill chillier sanding here.

| redlly don't fed likeit, Kit thought. Let it wait until tomorrow. She'll bein abetter mood then.

Hewalked away into the dusk.

Friday Evening

Kit walked a couple of blocks down Conlon Avenueto his own house, the usud kind of two-story frame
housetypica of thisarea. It was strange that he and Nita had lived so close together for so long and had
never run into each other before becoming wizards; just one of those things, Kit guessed. Or maybe there
was some reason behind it. But the Powers That Be were notorioudy closemouthed about Their reasons.
Whatever. We both know where we are now. Then Kit breathed out, amused. Or at least most of the
timewedo...

AsKit headed up the driveway to hishouse, he heard the usual thump,
wham-wham-wham-wham-wham of paws against the back door, and he grinned and stopped. CRASH
went the screen door, flying open, and abolt of black lightning—or something moving nearly asfast as
lightning might if it had four legs and fur—came hurtling out, legped over the stepsto the driveway
without touching them, hit the ground with al legsworking at once, like something out of a cartoon, and
launched itself down the driveway at Kit. He had just enough time to brace himsdlf before Ponch hit him
about chest high, barking.

Kit laughed and tried to hold Ponch’ s face away from his, but it didn’t work; it never worked. He got
well dobbered, as Ponch jumped up and down on his hind legs and scrabbled at Kit's chest with his
forepaws. The barking was as deafening as dways, but there was, of course, moreto it than that.



Anyone who knew the Speech could have heard Kit' sdog shouting, “You'relate! You'relate! Where
wereyou? You'relatel”

“Okay, 0 I'm late,” Kit said. “What' re you complaining about? Didn’t anyone feed you?’
Y ou smdll likefish, Ponch said inside his head, and licked Kit' s face some more.
“I just bet | do,” Kit said. “Don’'t avoid the question, big guy.”

I’'m hungry!

Kit snickered as he pushed the dog down. Ponch was very doggy in some ways—Iloyd, and (asfar ashe
knew how to be) truthful. He was aso devious, full of plots and tricks to get people to feed him as many
timesaday aspossble. | should be grateful that that’s as devious as he gets, Kit thought as he made his
way to the back door. “Come on, you,” he said, and pulled open the screen door.

Inside was a big comfortable combined kitchen and dining room, where his mamaand pop usually could
be found thistime of night. The only thing that happened in the living room a Kit'shousewas TV
watching and the entertainment of family friends and guests— when that didn’t drift into the kitchen as
well. Therewas abig couch off to one side, under the front windows, with acouple of little tables on
ether sde, one of which had asmadl portable TV that was blaring the local news; in the middle of the
room wasthe big ova dining table, and on the other side of the room were the cooking idand and,
beyond it, the fridge and sink and oven and cupboards. On the cooking idand was a pot, boiling, but as
Kit went by he peered into it and saw nothing but water. He chucked his book bag over the back of one
of the dining-room chairs and sidestepped neetly as Ponch, running in the dowly closing screen door after
him, hit thetiled floor and skidded hafway acrossit, dmost to the door that led to the living room. “Hey,
Mama,” Kit cdled, “I’'m home. What' sfor dinner?’

“Spaghetti,” his mother called from somewhere at the back of the house. “1t would have been meatballs
aswell, but we didn’t know which planet you were on.”

Kit let out asmal breath of relief, for spaghetti was not one of the things his mother could ruin, at least
not without being badly distracted. She was one of those people who do afew dishesreally well—her
arroz con polio was one of the great accomplishments of civilization on Earth, asfar asKit was
concerned—but beyond those limits, his mama often got in trouble, and there were times when Kit was
incredibly relieved to find his pop cooking. Especidly sinceit means| don't haveto interfere... He
amiled ruefully. Thelast time hetried usng wizardry to thicken one of hismama sfailed gravy recipes had
been memorable. These days he stuck to flour.

Kit'sfather came up the stairs from the basement into the kitchen—a big brawny broad-shouldered man,
dark eyed, and dark haired except around the sideburns, where he claimed hiswork as a pressman a a
Nassau County printing plant was starting to turn him gray. “He' s gonna take that screen door off its
hinges some day, son,” Kit' sfather said, watching Ponch recover himsdlf and start bouncing around the
kitchen.

“Might not beabad ideg,” said Kit's mother from the next room. “It' sas old asthe house. It looks
awful.”

“It'snot broken yet,” Kit' sfather said. “Though every timethat dog hitsit, you get your hopes up, huh?’

Kit'smother came into the kitchen and didn’t say anything, just smiled. She wastaller than Kit' sdad,
getting alittle plump these days, but not so much that she worried about it. Her dark hair was pulled back
tight and bunned up at the back, and Kit was dightly surprised to see that shewas till in one of her



nurse' s uniforms—ypink top and white pants. Though maybeit’snot “still,” he thought as she paused to
give Kit aone-armed hug and sat down at the end of thetable.

“Y ou haveto work night shift tonight, Mama?’

She bent over to dip one of her shoes onto one white-stockinged foot, then laced the shoe up. “ Just
evening shift,” she said. “They called from work to ask if | could swap a shift with one of the other nurses
in the med-surg wing; he had some emergency at home. I’ ll be home around two. Popi’ll feed you.”

“Okay. Did anybody feed Ponch?’
“I did,” sad Kit'smother.

“Thanks, Mama,” Kit said, and bent over to kiss her on the cheek. Then helooked down at Ponch, who
was now Sitting and gazing up at Kit with big soulful eyes and what was supposed to pass for awounded
look. You didn't believe me!

Kit gave him alook. “You,” hesad. “You fibber. Y ou need awak?’
“YEAH- YEAH- YEAH-YE AH-YE AH-YE AH!”

His mother covered her ears. “He sdeafening,” shesaid. “Tell him to go out!”
Kitlaughed. “You tdl him! He snot desf.”

“I'm glad for him, because | will be shortly! Pancho! Go out!”

Delighted, Ponch turned himsdlf in three or four hurried circles and launched himself at the screen door
agan. Thump, wham-wham-wham-wham-wham, CRASH!

“I see” Kit' sfather said as he paused by the spaghetti pot, “that he' s figured out how to push the latch
with hispaw.”

“I noticed that, too,” Kit said. “He s getting smart.” And then he made an amused face, though not for his
father to see. Smart didn’t begin to cover the territory.

“So how did your magic thing go tonight?” hisdad said.

Kit sat down with only about half agroan. “It’s not magic, Pop. Magic is when you wave your hand and
stuff happens without any good reason or any price. Wizardry’ s the exact opposite, believe me.*

Hisfather looked resigned. “ So my terminology’ s messed up. It takesawhile to learn anew professiona
vocabulary. Thething with the fish, then, it went okay?’

Kit started to laugh. “ Y ou call S'reeeafishto her face, Pop, you're likely to remember it for awhile,” he
sad. “I1t wasn't the fish; it wasthe water. It was dirty.”

“Not exactly news.”

“It' sgonna gtart getting cleaner. That' Il be news.” Kit dlowed himsdf asatisfied grin. “ And you heard it
herefirg.”

“I imagine Nitamust be pleased,” his mother said.

“I imagine,” Kit said, and got up to go to the fridge.



He could fed hismother looking at him, even without turning to see. He could hear her looking &t his
pop, even without so much asaglancein her direction. Kit grimaced, and hoped they couldn’t somehow
sense the expression without actually seeing it themselves. The problem wasthat they were parents,
possessed of strange unearthly powers that even wizards sometimes couldn’t understand.

“| thought maybe she was going to come over for dinner,” said his pop. “ She usudly does, after you' ve
been out doing thiskind of work.”

“Uh, not tonight. She had some other stuff she had to take care of,” Kit said. Like chewing the heads off
her unsuspecting victimg

The sudden image of Nitaasagiant praying mantis made Kit snicker. But then he dismissed it, not even
feding particularly guilty. “Where s Carmela?’

“Tonight'saTV night for her,” Kit'spop said. “ A reward for that math test. | let her take the other
portable and the VCR,; she' s upstairs pigging out on Japanese cartoons.”

Kit smiled. It was unusud for thingsto be so quiet while his sster was conscious, and the thought of
gtting down and | etting the weariness from the evening’ swizardry catch up with him in conditions of
relative peace and quiet was appealing. But Ponch needed walking first. “ Okay,” Kit said. “I’m gonna
take Ponch out now.”

“Dinner in about twenty minutes,” hisdad said.

“We'll beback,” Kit said. As hewent out the back door, he took Ponch’ s leash down off the hook
where the jackets hung behind the door. Out in the driveway he paused and looked for Ponch. He was
nowhere to be seen.

“Huh,” Kit said under his breath, and yawned. The post-wizardry reaction was starting to set in now. If
he didn’t get going, he was going to fall adeep in the spaghetti. Kit went down to theend of the
driveway, looked both ways up and down the street. He could see a black shape snuffling with intense
interest around the bottom of atree about hafway down Conlon.

Kit paused a moment, looking down where Conlon Avenue met East Clinton, wondering whether he
might see ashadow alittle taller than him standing at the corner, looking hisway. But there was no sign of
her. He made awry face a his own unhappiness. Just afight. Nonetheless, he and Nita had had so few
that he wasn't redlly sure about what to do in the aftermath of one. In fact, Kit couldn’t remember afight
they’ d had that hadn’t been over, and made up for, in amatter of minutes. Thiswas hours, now, and it
was getting uncomfortable. What if | redlly hurt her somehow? She' s been so weird since she got hack
from Irdland. What if she's so pissed a methat she—

He stopped himsdlf. No point in standing here making it worse. Either go right over there now and talk to
her or wait until tomorrow and do it then, but don’t waste energy obsessing over it.

Kit sighed and turned the other way, toward the end of the road that led to the junior-senior high school.
He saw Ponch sniffing and wagging histail near the big treein front of the Wilkinsons house. Ponch
cocked aleg at the tree and, after afew seconds' meditation, bounded off down the street. Kit went
after him, swinging the leash in the dusk.

From farther down the street came a sound of furious yapping. It was the Akambes' dog, whose redl
name was Grarrhah but whose human family had unfortunately decided to cdl her Tinkerbell. Shewas
one of thosetiny, ddicate, Slky-furred terrierswho looked like she might unravel if you could figure out
which thread to pull, but her persondity seemed to have been transplanted from a dog three or four times



her size. She was never alowed out of the backyard, and whenever one of the other neighborhood dogs
went by, shewould claw at the locked gate and yell a them in Cyene,

“You lookin a me?| can take you! Come over here and say that! Stop me before | tear 'im apart!” and
other such futile provocations.

Kit sighed as Ponch went past and as he followed, and the noise scaled up and up. Therewas no point in
going over and talking to Grarrhah. She took her watchdog role terribly serioudy, and would work
hersdlf into such alather that she would aready be lying there foaming at the mouth from over excitement
and frugtration by the time you got to the gate. Making a poor creature like this more crazy than she was
aready was no part of awizard sbusiness, so Kit just walked by as Grarrhah shrieked at him from
behind the gate, “ Thief! Thief! Burglars! Joyriders, ram raiders, walk-by shooters; lemmeat ‘em, I'll rip
‘emto shredd!”

Kit walked on, wondering if there was something he could do for her. Then he grinned sourly. What a
laugh! | don’'t even know what to do about Neets.

All a once he changed his mind about | etting things wait until the next day. Kit reached into his pocket
and pulled out the manual. Among many other functions, it had a provision for print messaging for times
when wizards were having trouble getting in touch with each other directly—a sort of wizardly pager
system. He flipped to the back pages where such messages were written and stored. “New message,” he
sad. “For Nita—"

The page glowed softly in the dusk and displayed the long string of charactersin the Speech that was
Nita' sname, and the equivaent string for her manual.

There the book sat, ready to take down hismessage... and Kit couldn’t think what to say. I'm sorry?

For what? | didn’t run her down. | told her what | thought. | don’t think | was nasty about it. And | was
right, too.

He was strongly tempted to tell her so, but then Kit came up against a bizarre notion that doing that under
the present circumstances would be somehow unfair. He spent another couple of minutestrying to find
something useful to say. But he wasn't sure what was bothering Nita, and he was till annoyed enough a
the way she’ d behaved to fed like it wasn't hisjob to be the understanding one.

Kit frowned, opened his mouth. ..and closed it again, discarding that potentia message aswdll. Findly all
he could find to say was, “If you need sometime by yoursdlf, fed free.”

Helooked at the page as the words recorded themselves in the Speech.
More?

“Nomore,” Kitsad. “Sendit.”

Sent.

He stood there for amoment, half hoping he would get an answer right back. But there was no response,
no hint of the subtlefizz or itch of the manua’ s coversthat indicated an answer. Maybe she' sout. Maybe
she' sbusy with something else.

Or maybe she just doesn’t want to answe ...

He closed the manual and shoved it back into his pocket. Then Kit started walking again. When he



reached the streetlight where Jackson Street met Con-lon, helooked around. “Ponch?’ he said, then
listened for the jingle of Ponch’s chain collar and tags.

Nothing.

Now where d he go? Sweat started to break out al over Kit at the thought that Ponch might have gotten
into someone’ s backyard and caught something he shouldn’t have. Ponch’s uncertain grasp of the
difference between squirrels—which he hunted congtantly with varying success—and rabbits—which he
chased and dmost alway's caught—had made him disgrace himsdlf a couple of months back when one of
the neighbor’ s tame rabbits had escaped from its hutch and wandered into Kit’ s backyard. Ponch's
enthusiastic response had cost Kit about amonth’ s alowance to buy the neighbor anew rabbit of the
samerare lop-eared breed... astuation made more annoying by the fact that wizards are enjoined
againgt making money out of nothing except in extreme emergencies connected with errantry, which this
was not. Kit had yelled a Ponch only once about the mistake; Ponch had been completely sorry. But dll
the same, every time Ponch’ s whereabouts couldn’t be accounted for, Kit began to twitch.

Kit started to jog down the street toward the entrance to the school, where Ponch liked to chase rabbits
inthe big fidldsto either sde. But then he stopped as he heard afamiliar sound, claws on concrete, and
the familiar jingle, as Ponch came tearing down the sdewalk a him. Kit had just enough warning to
Sdestep dightly, so that Ponch’s excited jump took him through air, instead of through Kit. Ponch came
down about five feet behind where Kit had been standing, spun around, and started jumping up and
down in front of him again, panting with excitement, “ Come seeit! Come see, look, | found it, ¢’ mon
C'mon ¢’ mon ¢’ mon, comesee-comeseecomesee!”

“Come seewhat” Kit said in the Speech.
“I found something.”

Kit grinned. Normdly, with Ponch, this meant something dead. Hisfather was il getting laughs out of
the story about Ponch and the very mummified squirrel he had hidden for months under the old beat-up
blanket in hisdoghouse. “So what isit?’

“It' snot awhat. It'sawhere.”

Kit was confused. There was no question of his having misunderstood Ponch; the dog spoke perfectly
good Cyene, which anyone who knew the Speech could understand. And as a pan-canine language,
Cyene might not be strong on abstract concepts, but what Ponch had said wasfairly concrete.

“Where?’ Kit asked. “I mean, what where?” Then he had to laugh, for he was sounding more incoherent
by the moment, and making Ponch sound positively sophisticated by comparison. “Okay, big guy, come
on, show me.”

“It'sright down the street.”

Kit was till dightly nervous. “It’snot anybody’ srabbit, isit?’

Ponch turned a shocked look on him. “Boss! | promised. And | said, it snot awhat!”
“Uh, good,” Kit said. “Come on, show me, then.”

“Look,” Ponch said. He turned and ran away from Kit, down the middle of the dark, empty, quiet sde
drest...

... and vanished. Kit stared.



Uhhh... what the—

Astonished, Kit started to run after Ponch, into the darkness. .. and vanished, too.

Nita had come back from the Jones Inlet jetty that evening to find that her mother had left to go
shopping. Her dad was in the kitchen making alarge sandwich; helooked at Nitawith mild surprise.
“You just went out. Are you donefor the day aready?’

“Yup,” Nitasaid, heading through the kitchen.
“Kit coming over?’
“Don't think so,” Nitasaid, dropping her manua on the dining-room table.

Her father raised his eyebrows and turned back to the sandwich he was constructing. Nitasat downin
the chair where she' d been Sitting earlier and looked out the front window. She was completdly tired out,
even though she hadn’t done anything, and she was thoroughly pissed off a Kit. The day felt more than
exceptiondly ruined. Nita put her head down in her hands for amoment.

Asshedid, she caught sight of asticky-note still stuck to thetable. “ Uh-oh—"
“What?'

“Mom forgot her lig—"

“Y oumean her ‘lint’?" Her dad chuckled.

“Yeah. It'sill stuck here”

“She'll call and get meto read it to her, probably.”

There was a soft bang! from the backyard—a sound that could have been mistaken for a car backfiring,
except that there weren't likely to be cars back there. “Isthat Dairine?’ Nita sdad said.

“Probably,” said Nita. It hadn’t taken her parentslong to learn the sound of suddenly displaced air—a
sgn of awizard in ahurry or being alittle less than dick about appearing out of nothing. At first it seemed
to Nitaasif her folks, after they’ d found out she was awizard, spent nearly dl their timelistening for that
sound in varying states of nervousness. Now they were starting to get casua about it, which struck her as
ahedthy development.

But wait aminute. Maybe it’ sKit, coming back to apologize— Nitastarted to get up.
The screen door opened and Dairine camein.

Nitasat down again. “Hey, runt,” she said.

“Hey,” said Dairine, and went on past.

Nitaglanced after her, for thiswas not Dairine s norma responseto being called runt. Her little sster
paused by the table just long enough to drop her own book bag onto a chair, then went into the living
room, pushing that startling red hair out of her eyes. It was getting longer, and, asaresult, her
resemblance to their mother was stronger than ever. Has she started noticing boys? Nitawondered. Or is
something €se going on?



Something scrabbled at the back door. Dairine sighed, came back through the dining room and the
kitchen, went to the screen door, and pushed it open. A clatter of many little feet followed, as what
appeared to be alittle silvery-shelled |aptop computer, about the size of alarge paperback book,
spidered into the kitchen on multiple spindly legs.

Nitapeered a it asit followed Dairine back into the living room. “Am | confused,” she said, “or isthat
thing getting smdler?’

“Y ou're dways confused,” said Dairine as she headed for her room, “but yeah, he' ssmaller. Just had an
upgrade.”

Nitashook her head and went back to looking a her mom'’ slist. Dairine' s version of the wizard’ s manua
had arrived as software for the household' s first computer, and had been through some changes during
the course of her Orded. Finally she' d wound up with this machine....if machine wastheright word for
something that was clearly diveinitsown right. In the meantime the household’ s main computer
continued to go through periodic changes, which made some of the neighbors suspect that Nita sfather
was making more money as aflorist than he redly was. For hisown part, Nita s dad shrugged and said,
“Y our mom saysit does the spreadsheetsjust fine. | don’t want to know what elseit might do... and as
long as| don’'t haveto pay extrafor it...”

The phone on the wall rang. Her dad went over to it, picked it up. “Hello... Yes. Yes, you did, dopey...
| am... Waitand I'll read it to you... Oh. Well, okay, sure... Shejust camein. No, both of them...
Sure, I'll ask.”

Nita s dad put his head around the corner. “Honey, your mom forgot a couple other things, too, so she's
coming back. She says, do you want to go clothes shopping? They’ re having sales at acouple of the
doresinthemal.”

Nitacouldn't think of anything elseto do a the moment. “ Sure.”

Her dad turned his attention back to the phone. Nitawent back to her room to change into a top that
was easier to get in and out of in ahurry. From upstairs she could hear faint thumping and bumping
noises. What' s she doing up there? she thought, and when she finished changing, Nitawent up the Sairs
to Dairin€ sroom.

It was never the world' stidiest space—full of books and aridiculoudy large collection of stuffed
animals— but now it was even more disorganized than usud. Everything that had been on Dairin€ s desk,
including chess pieces and chessboard, various schoolbooks, notebooks, calculators, pens, papers,
paintbrushes, watercolor pads, compasses, rulers, aWakman and its earphones, and much less
classfiable junk, was now dl over Dairine' sbed. The desk was solely occupied by an extremely
handsome, brushed stainless-steel cube, about afoot square, Sitting on aclear Lucite base. Dairine
looked over her shoulder at Nitaas she camein. “Whaddayathink?” she said.

“I think it sgorgeous,” Nitasaid, “but what isit?’

Dairineturned it around. There on one sSide was what could have been mistaken for the logo of alarge
computer company... but there was no bite out of the piece of fruit in question. Thelogo wasinset into
the side of the cube in frosted white and was glowing demurely. This by itself would not have been dl that
unusud, except that there was no sign of any cord plugged into any wall.

“Y ou mean thisisacomputer Isthiswhat you' re replacing the old downstairs one with?” Nitasaid,
sitting down on the bed. “It looks redlly cool. One of your custom jobs?’



“Nope, it'stheir new one,” Dairine said. “ Almost. I mean, the newest onein the stores|ooks like this.
But those don’t do what this one does.”

Nitasighed. “Internet access?’

Dairine threw Nitaa ayou-must-be-joking, of-course-it-has-that look. Wizards had had aweb that
spanned worlds for centuries before one smal planet’ s machine-based version of networking had started
cdling itself World Wide. But that didn’t mean they had to be snobbish about it; and locd technology,
and ideas based on it, routinely got adapted into the business of wizardry as quickly aswasfeasible. “All
the usua Net stuff, sure,” Dairine said, “ but there' s other business... the new version of the online
manud, mostly. I'min the betagroup.” She glanced over fondly at her portable, which was sitting on the
desk chair, scratching itself with some of itslegs. “ They voted mein.”

Nitaraised her eyebrows and leaned back. “ Coming from the machineintelligences, that soundslike a
compliment. Just make sure you don’'t mess up Dad’ s accounting software when you port it over.” She
cocked an eye at the portable, which was still scratching. “ Spot here have some kind of problem?’

“If you' re smart, you won't suggest he’ sgot bugs”
“No, of course not...”

Dairineleaned againg the desk. “His shdll’ sitching him from the last molt. But he’ s aso been getting
more like an organic life-form lately. | don’'t know whether it'sagood thing or not, but there’ snothing
wrong with his processing functions, or hisimplementation of the manua, and he seems okay when we
talk.” Dairinelooked at the laptop thoughtfully. “1 thought Kit was going to be with you. He said he
wanted to see the new machinewhen it camein.”

“Huh?’

Nita s heart sank alittle at thelook Dairine was giving her. But her Sster just picked the laptop up off the
chair and put it on the desk. The laptop reared itself up on some of itslegs and went up the side of the
new computer’s case like a pider, clambering onto the top and crouching there. Somehow it managed to
look satisfied, agood trick for something that didn't have aface. Dairine sat on the end of the bed.

“ Something going on?’

Nitadidn’'t answer immediately.

“Uh-huh,” her sgter said. “Neets, it'sno use. Mom and Dad you might be ableto hideit from for a
while, but where I’'m concerned, you might aswell haveit tattooed on your forehead. What' sthe
problem?’

Nita stared at the bedspread, what she could see of it. “| had afight with Kit. | can’'t believe him. He's
gotten so—I don’t know—he doesn’t listen, and he—"

“Neets” Darinesaid. “Level with me. By any chance... areyou on therag?’
Nita sjaw dropped. Dairine fell over laughing.

Nitagave Dairine an annoyed look until she quieted down. At last, when Dairine was wiping her eyes,
she muttered, “I don’t have that problem. Anyway, it' sthe wrong time.”

“Wadll, you do ared good imitation of it,” Dairinesaid. “If that’ snot it, what is the problem?’

Nita crossed her legs, frowning at thefloor. “1 don't know,” shesaid. “Since | got back, it'slike...like



Kit doesn't trust me anymore. In the old days—"
“When dinosaurs walked the earth.”

“Nobody likesasmart-ass, Dairine. Before | went away, if I’d given him the spell | gave him today, after
al that work, he' d have said, fine, let’ sdo it! Now, all of a sudden, everything' stoo much trouble. He
doesn't even want to try.”

“Maybe he does’t want to blow energy on something that looks likeit’sgoing to fail,” Dairine said.

“Boy, and | thought he was the winner of the tactlessness sweepstakes right now,” Nitasaid. “You
should cdl him up and offer to coach him.”

“He |l have to make an appointment,” Dairine said, pushing the pillowsinto a configuration she could lean
on. “I’ve been busy.” But her face clouded as she said it.

Aha, Nitathought. “I was going to ask you about that—"

The open window let in the sound of acar pulling into the driveway below. Dairine looked out the
window. Below, acar door opened and shut, though the car’ sengine didn’t turn off. “There sMom,”
Darinesad.

Nitasighed and got up.

“But onething,” Dairine said. “WasKit clear that the guy you were seeing over there—"
“I waan't seeing him!”

“Y eah, right. Ronan. Y ou sure Kit isn't confused about that?’

Nitastared. “Of course heisn't.”

“Y ou sure you' re not confused about it?’

For that, Nita had no instant answer.

“Nita?’ her mother called up the Sairs.

“Later,” Nitasaid to Dairine. “And don’t think you' re getting off easy. | want afew wordswith you
about ‘busy.””

Dairine made anoncommittal face and got up to do something to the new computer as Nitawent out.

In the darkness, Kit stood very ill. He had never seen or experienced a blackness so profound; and
with it came abizarre, anechoic silence in which not even hisearsrang.

“Ponch?’ hesad.

Or tried to say. No sound came out. Kit tried to speak again, tried to shout...and heard nothing, felt
nothing. It wasthe kind of effect you might expect from being in avacuum. But he knew that fedling,
having been there once or twice. Thiswas different, and creepier by far.

Wil bang on, Kit thought. Don’t panic. Nothing bad has happened yet.



But that doesn’t mean that it’ s not going to. Cometo think of it, am | even breathing? Kit couldn’t fed
therise of hischest, couldn’t fed or hear a pulse. What happensif there' s nothing to breathe here? What
happensif | suffocate?

True, hedidn’t fed short of breath. Y et, said the back of hismind. Kit tried to swallow, and couldn’t fed
it happening. Slowly, old fears were cregping up his spine, making his neck hairs sand on end in their
wake. It was along time since Kit had gotten over being afraid of the dark... but no dark he’'d had to
cope with asalittle kid had ever been as dark asthis. And those darknesses had been scary because of
the possibility that there was something hiding in them. This one was frightening, and getting more so by
the minute, because of the sheer certainty that there was nothing iniit. I’ ve had enough of this. Which way
isout?

... But no! Kit thought then. I’m not leaving without my dog. I’m not leaving Ponch here and running
avay!

But how do you run away when you can’t move? And how do you find something when you can't go
after it? The horror of being trapped here, wherever here was, rosein him. I’ m not going to put up with
this, Kit thought. I’m not going to just stand here and be terrified! Hetried to strain every muscle, tried to
strain even one, and couldn’t move any of them. It was asif hisbody suddenly belonged to someone
dse

So | can’'t move. But | can till think—

Therewas aspd| Kit knew aswell ashistrangt spells, so well that he didn’t even bother keeping itin
compacted form anymore; he could say it in one bregth. 1t was the spell he used to make asmall light for
reading under the covers at night. Kit could see the spell in hismind, fifty-nine charactersin the Speech,
twenty-one syllables. Kit pronounced them clearly in hismind, said the last word that tied the knot in the
gpell, and turned it loose—

Light. Just asingle source of light, pae and slvery. There was no way to tell for sureif it was coming
from near or far; it looked small, like a streetlight seen from blocks away. Just seeing it relieved Kit
tremendoudy. It wasthefirst change he had managed to make in this environment. And if he could do
that, he could do something ese. Just take amoment and think what to do—

Kit redized he was gasping for breath. He aso redized that he was able to fed himself gasping. Hetried
to move hisarms, but it was like trying to swim in taffy. As he concentrated on that light, he thought he
saw achangeinit. Thelight'smoving— But that was wrong. Something dark was moving in front of it.
Oh no, what' sthat—

Suddenly he could move his hand alittle. He reached toward his pocket to fish out something he could
use as awegpon if he had to protect himsdlf. It was taking too long. The dark thing was blocking the
light, getting closer. Kit strained as hard as he could to get his hand into his pocket, but there was no
time, and the dark object got closer, flailing itsway toward him. Kit felt around in hismind for one other
spell he’ d used occasionally when he had to. Not one that he liked to use, but when it came to the choice
between surviving and going down without afight. ..

The dark shape blotted out the light, leaving it visble only asafant hao around whatever was coming.
Kit said thefirg haf of the spell in hismind and then waited. He wasn't going to useit unlesshe
absolutely had to, for killing was not something awizard did unless there was no choice.

The dark shape was closer. Kit fet the spell lying ready in his mind, turning and burning and wanting to
get out and do what it had been built for. But not yet, Kit thought, setting histeeth. Not just yet. | want to
See—



The black shape wasright in front of him now. It launched itsdlf at him. Kit got ready to think the last
word of the spell—

—and the dark thing hit him chest high, and started washing hisface asit knocked him over backward.

The two of them came down hard together on blacktop. Suddenly everything seemed bright asday in the
snglelight of the streetlight down at the end of the Sde street. There Kit lay in the road, with abump that
was going to be about the size of a phoenix’s egg arting to form on the back of his head, and on top of
him Ponch washed hisface frantically, saying, “Did you seeit? Did you seewhat | found? Did you? Did
you?’

Kit didn’'t do anything at first but grab his dog and hug him, thinking, Oh, God, | dmaost blew him up;
thank you for not letting me blow him up! Then he sat up, looking around him, and pushed Ponch off with
difficulty. “Uh, yeah,” hesaid, “1 think so... But why areyou al wet?”

“It was wet there”

“Not wherel was,” Kit said. “But am | glad you came along when you did. Come on, let’ s get out of the
street before someone sees us.* Fortunately thiswas aquiet part of town, without much traffic in the
evening, and the two of them had the additional protection that most people didn’t recognize wizardry
even when it hgppened right in front of them. Any onlooker would most likely just have seen akid and his
dog suddenly fal over in the middle of the Street, where they’ d probably been playing, unseen, amoment
before.

Kit got up and brushed himself off, feding weird to be able to move. “Home now?’ said Ponch, bouncing
around him.

“You better believeit,” Kit said, and they started to walk back down the street.
“I'm hungry!”

“WEe Il see about something for you when we getin.”

“Dog biscuits!” Ponch barked, and raced down the Street.

Kit went after him. When he came in the back door, his father was just taking the spaghetti pot over to
thesnk todrainit. “Perfect timing,” he said.

Kit looked in astonishment &t the beat-up kitchen wall clock. It was only fifteen minutes snce he' d | ft.
Hisfather looked at him strangdly. “Areyou dl right? Y ou look like you ve seen aghost.”

Kit shook hishead. “Uh...I"'m okay. I'll explain later. Leave minein the pot for me for afew minutes, will
you, Pop?’ He headed into the living room and sat down by the phone.

That was when the shakes hit him. He just sat there and let it happen—not that he had much
choice—and meanwhile enjoyed the wonderful normdity of the living room: the dightly tacky lamps his
mother refused to get rid of, the fact that the rug needed to be vacuumed. At least therewasarug, and a
floor it was nailed to—not that terrifying empty nothingness under hisfeet. Findly Kit composed himsalf
enough to pick up the phone and did aloca number.

After afew rings someone picked up. A voice said, “Tom Swale.”

“Tom, it' sKit.”



“Hey there, fdlla, long time no hear. What' sup?’

“Tom—" Kit paused, not exactly sure how to start this. “1 need to ask you something about your dogs.”
“Oh no,” Tom said, sounding concerned. “What have they done now?’

“Nothing,” Kit said. “And | want to know how they do it.”

Therewas apause. “Can we gart this conversation again?’ Tom said. “Because you lost me somewhere.
Likeat the beginning.”

“Uh, right. Annie and Monty—"
“Y ou're saying they didn’t do anything?’
“Not that | know of.”

“Okay. This conversation now makes sense to Sherlock Holmes, if no one else. Kegp working on me,

though.”

Kit laughed. “Okay. Tom, your dogs are aways turning up in your backyard with... you know. Weird
things”

“Including you, once, as| recdl.”
“Hey, don't get cute,” Kit said.

He was then immediately mortified by the tone he had taken with his Senior wizard, agenuinely nice man
who had alot to do in both hisjobs and didn’t need thirteen-year-olds sassing him. But Tom smply burst
out laughing. “Okay, | deserved that. Are you asking me how they do it?’

1] Ya.l.”

“Thenit’smy reluctant duty to tell you that I'm not sure. Wizards' petstend to get strange. Y ou know
that.”

“But do they dways?’

“Well, except for our macaw—who was strange to start with and who then turned out to be one of the
Powers That Bein abird suit—yes, mostly they do.”

“Arethere any theories about why?’

“Loads. The most popular oneis that wizards bend the shape of certain aspects of space-time awry
around them, so that we're sort of the local equivalent of gravity lenses... and creatures associated with
usfor long periods tend to acquire some wizardly qudities themselves. Isthis helping you?’

Therewasalot of barking going on in the background. “I think so.”

“Good, because as you can probably hear, the non-weird part of our local canines’ lifestyle haskicked in
with avengeance, and they say they want their dinners. But they can wait afew minutes. Asfar as
wizards dogs are concerned, the development of ‘finding’ behaviors seemsto berelaively common. It
may be an outgrowth of the retrieving or herding behaviors that some dogs have had bred into them.
Does Ponch have any Labrador in him?’



“Uh, there might be somein there.” This had been atopic of idle discussion around Kit' s house for along
time, hisfather mostly referring to Ponch, when the subject came up, as“the Grab Bag.” “But he' smostly
Border collie. Some German shepherd, too.”

“Sounds about right.”

“But Tom—" Kit waswondering how to phrasethis. “ That the dogs might be able to find things, that |
can understand. But how can they fireplaces? Because Ponch has sarted finding them.”

Therewas quite along pause. “That could beinteresting,” Tom said. “Has he taken you to any of these
places?’

“Just once. Just now.”

“Areyou dl right?’

“Now | am. | think,” Kit said, starting to shake again.
“You sure?’

“Yeah,” Kitsad. “It'sdl right. It wasjust. ..nothing. No sound, no light or movement. But Ponch got in
there, and he knew how to get out again. He got me out, in fact, because | couldn’t do much of

anything.”
“That' sinteresting,” Tom said. “Would you consder going there again?’
“Not right now!” Kit said. “But later on, yeah. | want to find out where that was! And how it happened.”

“Wall, pack animas do prefer to work in groups. From Ponch' s point of view, you two probably
condtitute asmall pack, and maybe that’ swhy he' s able to share his new talent with you. But until now,
to the best of my knowledge, no wizard' s found out exactly where the dogs go to get the thingsthey
bring back, because no one' s been ableto go along. If you redly want to follow up on this—*

“Yeah, | do.”

“Then be careful. Y ou should treat this as an unstable worldgating; you may not be able to get back the
same way you left. Better check the manud for atracing-and-homing spell to keep in place. And make
sure you take enough air dong. Even though Ponch seems unaffected after short jaunts, there sno
guaranteeing that the two of you will stay that way if you linger.”

“Okay. Thanks.”
“One other thing. I’ d confine the wizardry to just the two of you.”
Kit was dlent for amoment. Then he said, “Y ou' re saying that | should leave Nitaout of this...”

Tom paused, too. “Wdll, it's possible that the only one who' s going to be safe with Ponch as you start
investigating thiswill be you. The semisymbictic relationship might be what got you out of your bad
Stuation last time. Y ou don’t want to endanger anyone else until you' re sure what’ s going on.”

“Yeah, | guess0.”

“But thereé ssomething else,” Tom said. “I just had alook at the manud. Nita s assignment status has
changed. It says, ‘ independent assgnment, indeterminate period, subject confidentia’” Y ou know what
that’ s about?’



“I haveanideq,” Kit said, though he was uncertain.

“It sounds like she' s chasing down something of her own,” Tom said. “Usudly when ther€ saforma
gatus change like that, it’' s unwise to interrupt the other person unless you need their help on something
critical to an ongoing project.”

“Uh, yeah,” Kit said. Now, how much does he know?“We just wound up a project, so nothing’s going
on.” Hefdt guilty at theway he' d put that—but there were lots of thingsthat “we’ could mean.

“Okay. | saw the precison that last one, though. Nice work; we'll see how it holds up. But asregards
Ponch, let me know when you find something out. The manua will want an annotation from you on the
subject, though it'll ‘trap’ theraw dataasyou go. And if you find anything in Ponch’s behavior that hasto
do with more-norma worldgating, tell the gating team in New Y ork—though the fact that adog's
involved is probably going to make them laugh, if it does't actudly ruffletheir fur...”

“So to speak. Okay, Tom. Thanks!”

“Right. Best to Nita” And Tom hung up, to the sound of more impatient barking.

Ouch, Kit thought. The last few words made him hurt insde.

But he took a moment to get over it, then got up and went back into the kitchen to see about some
Spaghetti.

Friday Night

After dinner Kit went upstairsto his bedroom, pausing by the door to Carmela sroom, at the sound of a
faint hissng noise coming from insde. He knocked on the door.

“Comein!” hissster shouted.

Slightly surprised, Kit stuck hishead in the door. His Sister waslying on her bed, on her somach, and the
source of the hissing was the earphones she was wearing. Onthe TV, it looked asif ayoung boy ina
down vest and baseball cap was being electrocuted by along-tailed yellow teddy bear. “Oh,” Kit said,
now understanding why Carmela had shouted.

“What?" Hissster pulled one of the earphones out.

“Nothing,” Kit said. “I heard something going ‘ sssssssss’ in here. Thought maybe it was your brains
escaping.”

Hissger rolled her eyes.
“lan't that kind of stuff alittle below your age group?’ Kit said.

Carmela ogtentatioudy put the earphone back in. “Not when you' re using it to learn Japanese. Now go
avay.”

Kit closed her door and, for once, did what she told him. Carmelawas no more of a nuisance to Kit than
she had to be a her age. She had even taken hiswizardry pretty camly, for an otherwise excitable
fifteen-year-old, when Kit had told the family about it. After the shock wore off, “1 dways knew you
wereweird” had been Carmea s main response. Still, Kit kept an eye on her, and dways put his manua
away where shewouldn't find it; the thought of her turning into an older version of Dairineterrified him.
Still, wizardry findsitsway. If it's gonna happen, there’ sno way | can stop it. Hisolder sster, Helena,



seemed safe from thisfate, being too old for even late-onset wizardry. She had just |eft for her first year
of college at Amherst, apparently relieved to get out of what she described as* a genuine madhouse.” Kit
loved her dearly but was dso dightly (and guiltily) relieved to be seeing less of her, for she wasthe only
member of the family who seemed to be trying to pretend that Kit’ swizardry had never really happened.
Maybe she'll sort it out over the next year or 0.

Meantime, | have other problems

He pushed his door open and looked around at hisroom. It was awelter of bookshelves; the usua
messy bed; aworktable, where he made models; the desk,

Friday Night where his ancient computer sat; and some rock posters, including one from a hilarioudy
overcostumed and over made-up metal group, which had been a present from Helena when she cleared
out her room—"asouvenir,” she'd said, “of ajourney into the hopelessly retro.”

Kit tossed hisjacket onto the bed and plopped down into the desk chair, where he put out his hand and
whigtled for hismanud. It dropped into his hand from the little pouch of otherspace where he kept it. Kit
pushed the PC’ s keyboard to one side and opened the manual.

Firgt he turned to the back page, the messaging area. There was nothing there, but he' d known there
wouldn't be; he hadn’t fdt the “fizz” of notification when he picked up the manua. Then Kit paged
backward to the active wizards' listing for the New Y ork area. Y es, there it was, between caillebert,
arming, and cdlanin, eoin:

CALLAHAN JuanitalL.

E. Clinton Avenue

Hempstead, NY 11575

(516) 555-6786

power rating: 6.08 +/-5,

datus: conditiona active independent assgnment / research:
subject classfication withheld

period: indeterminate.

Apparently the Powers had something planned for her... or were maybejust cutting her some dack.
Sounds like she can useit, too, Kit thought, fegling brief irritation again a the memory of the afternoon.
Well, okay.

He paused and then flipped back to aspot afew pages after Nita slisting, running hisfinger down one
column. Thereit was: RODRIGUEZ, CHRISTOPHER R. Address, phone number, power rating, status,
last assgnment, blah, blah, blah... But there was something else after hislisting.

Notes adjunct talent in training
Kit sat back. Now what the heck does that mean?

tie heard thumping on the stairs down the hall and glanced up in time to see Ponch hit his door, push it
open, and wander in, waving histall. The dog turned around afew timesin the middle of the floor, then
lay down with athump.



Kit looked at him thoughtfully. Ponch banged histail on thefloor afew times, then yawned.
“Youtired, big guy?’ Kit said, and then yawned aswell. “ Guess | am, too.”

“It'slike chasing squirrelswhen | do what we did,” Ponch said. “I want to deep afterward.”
“| undergtand that, al right,” Kit said. “Got alittle while to talk?’

“Okay.”

“Good boy. Ponch, just where exactly were we?’

“I don’'t know.”

“But that wasn't thefirgt time you did that, wasit?’

“Uh...” Ponch looked asif he thought he was about to confess to something that would get himin
trouble.

“It' sokay,” Kit sad, “I’m not mad. How long have you been doing that?’
“Youwent away,” Ponch said. “I went looking for you.”

Kit sghed. When Nitahad been in Irdland over the summer, he' d “beamed over” there severa timesto
help her out. Once or twice he' d been there long enough to get amild case of gatelag, and he
remembered Ponch’s ecstatic and relieved greetings when he came back. “ So... when? End of July,

beginning of August?’

“I guess. Right after you went thefirg time.”

“Okay. But where did you go? Since you didn’t find me.”

“I tried, | redly tried!” Ponch whimpered. “I missed you. Y ou were gone too much.”

“It'sokay; I’'m not mad that you didn’t find me! It was just an observation.”

“Oh.” Ponch licked hisnosein relief.

“So wheredid you go?’

“It was dark.”

“You'reright there,” Kit said. “The same place we were together?’

“Weweren't there together al thetime,” Ponch said. “ Y ou' re not there until you do something.”

Kit wasn't terribly clear about what Ponch meant. He was tempted to push for more information, but
Ponch yawned a him again. “ Can we go there another time?’

“Sure.” Ponch put his head down on his paws. “Whenever you want. Can | go to eep now?’
“Yeah, go ahead,” Kit said. “I wish | could.”

Shortly, Ponch had rolled over on his sde and was emitting the tiny little snore that ways sounded so
funny coming from such abig dog. Kit stood up, yawning again. He couldn’t put off the reaction to the
evening’ swizardry much longer, but first he wanted to look into a couple of things. Fortunately,



tomorrow was Saturday, and he could deep late. Kit sat down again, opened the manua once more, and
soon found the section he wanted. Tracking and location protocols.. . isodimensional...
exodimensond...

Kit found a pen and a pad and started making notes.

The mall was crowded that evening, but not so much so that Nitaand her mother had any trouble getting
their shopping done. The clothes camefirg, for Nita's mother was concerned that Nitadidn’t have
anything decent to wear to school; and privately Nita agreed with her. At thefirst shop they went into,
though, some differences emerged between their definitions of decent.

Nita' s mom walked among the racks, shaking her head and trying to avoid looking at the two tops and
three skirts Nitawas carrying. “ They’re al so expensive,” her mother said under her breath. “And they're
not terribly well made, either. Such arip-off...”

Nitaknew thiswasn't the problem. Shetrailed aong behind, not saying anything. As shefinished looking
at the racks, her mother stopped and looked at Nita. “Honey, tell me the truth. Are the other girlsredly
wearing stuff like this?” From the nearest rack, she picked up ablack skirt identical to one of the ones
Nitawas carrying, holding it up with acritical expression.

“Stuff exactly likethis, Mom. Some of them are shorter. Thisone salittle conservative.” Because |
chickened out on the really short one.

“And the principal hasn't been sending people home for wearing skirtsthis short? Redlly?”
“Redlly.”
“Y ou wouldn’t be bending the truth in the service of fashion, here?’

Nitahad to laugh at that. “ If | was gonnalie to you about anything, Mom, don't you think | would have
done it when it was about much bigger stuff? Great white sharks? Saving theworld?” And she grinned.

“I begin to wonder,” her mom said, putting the skirt back on the rack, “exactly how much you aren't
telling methat | ought to know about.”

“Tonsof things,” Nitasaid. “Where should | start? Did | tell you about the dinosaursin Central Park?’

Her mother looked over her shoulder with one of those expressions that suggested shewasn't sure
whether Nitawas joking. But the expression shaded into one that meant her mom had redlized this
wasn't ajokeand shedidn’t likethe idea. “Isthis something recent?’

“Uh, kind of . Except we made it so it never happened, and maybe recent isn't the right word.”

Nita' s mother frowned, perplexed. Nitaignored this; the trandation of what she' d said was bothering

her. “Potentiadly recent?” Nitasaid, to see how the substitution sounded. Unfortunately English lacked the
right kind of verb tenses to describe a problem that could be easily expressed in the Speech. “No, it
can't happen anymore, | don't think. At least, not that time, it can’t. Formerly recent?’

“Stop now,” Nital smother said, “ before this takes you, me, and the dinosaurs many places that none of
uswantsto go, and let’ s get back to the skirt.” She picked it up again. “Honey, your poor old mom tries
hard not to live entirely in the last century, but thisthing’ s hardly more than awide belt.”



“Mom, remember when you trusted me about the shark?’
“Yeeees...” her mother said, sounding dubious.
“So trust me about the skirt!”

Her mother gave her acockeyed look. “It’ s not the sharks I’ m worried about,” she said. “It’ sthe
wolves.”

“Mom, | promise you, none of the ‘wolves are going to touch me. | just want to look normd. If | can't
be normd, let me at least Smulate the effect!”

Her mother looked a her with mild surprise. “Y ou' re not having problems at schoal, are you?’
“No, I'mfine”

“The homework—"

“It'sno big deal. There’ s more than there used to be, but so far I’'m not overloaded.”

“Y ou are having problems, though.”

“Mom—" Nitasighed. “Nobody beats me up anymore, if that’swhat you' re worried about. They can't.
But alot of thekids <till think I'm some kind of nerd princess.” She grimaced. Once Nita had thought
that when she got into junior high, reading would be seen as norma behavior for someone her age. She
was gtill waiting for thisideato occur to some of her classmates. “1t’ s nothing wizardry will cure. Just
believe mewhen | tdl you that dressing in stylewill hdp meblend inalittle. | know | didn’t care much
about clothesin grade school, but now it smore of an issue. Asfor thelength, if you' reworried that
mord rot will setin, I'll promiseto let you know if | see any early warning sgns.”

Her mother smiled dightly. “Okay,” she said, put back the skirt she’ d been holding, and reached out to
take the one Nitawas carrying. “Moral rot hasn’t been much of aproblem with you. So thisisan
experiment. But if | hear anything from your principal, I’m going to make you wear flour sacks down to
your ankles until you graduate. Y ou and the dinosaurs better make anote.”

“Noted, Mom,” Nitasaid. “Thanks.” She went off to put the other two skirts back where she’ d found
them. Thisone sagtart. She'll soften up in acouple of weeks, and we can come back for the other ones.

They went to the cash register and paid for the skirt. Then Nita' s mom drove them to the supermarket,
and asthey tooled up and down the aides with the cart, Nitabegan to fed normal, dmost against her
will. But then, while standing there with a bottle of mouthwash in her hand and working out if it was a
better bargain than other bottles nearby, Nita's mother suddenly turned to her and said, “What kind of
dinosaurs?’

Boy, Nitathought, maybeit'sagood thing | didn’t mention the giant squid!

When Nitaand her mom got home, Nitaand Dairine helped put away the groceries (and Nita helped her
mom keep Dairine out of them); so it was haf an hour before she could get up to her room and fish out
her manual. As she picked it up, shefdt afaint fizz about the covers, aslent notification that therewas a
message waiting for her. Hurriedly sheflipped it open to the back page. At the top of the pagewasKit's
name and his manua reference. In the middle of the page were the words: If you need some time by
yoursdlf, fed free.



Just that. No annotation, no explanation. Nita flushed hot and cold, then hot again.
‘Why, that little— He wouldn't even pick up the phone and cal me!

Or dsehe'sredly, redly mad, and he does't trust himsdlf to talk to me.

Or maybe hejust doesn't fed likeit.

Nitafelt animmediae twinge of guilt... and then somped onit. Why should | fed guilty when he' sthe
onewho's screwing up? And then can’t take the heat when someone tries to straighten him out about it?

Timeby mysef?Fine

“Fine” shesadto themanud.

Send reply?

“Yesah, sendit,” Nitasaid.

Her reply spdled itsaf out in the Speech on the page, added atime stamp, and archived itsalf. Sent.

Nita shut the manua and chucked it onto her desk, fedling a second’ s worth of annoyed satisfaction...
followed immediately by unease. Shedidn’t like the feding. Sighing, Nita got up and wandered back out
to the dining room.

Now that the groceries were gone, computer-printed pages were spread dl over the dining-room table.
While Nitalooked at them, her mother came in from the driveway with acouple morefolders worth of
paperwork, dropping them on top of one pile. “ Stuff from the flower shop?’ Nitasaid, going to thefridge
to get herself aCoke.

“Yup,” her mother said. “It’ s put-Daddy’ s-incredibly-messed-up-accounts-into-the-computer night.”

Nitasmiled and sat down at the table. Her father was no mathematician, which probably explained why
he pushed her so hard about her math homework. Her mom went into the kitchen, poured herself acup
of tea, and put it into the microwave. *Y ou should make him do this” Nitasaid, idly paging through the
incomprehensible papers, awelter of faxes and invoices and Interflora order 1ogs and many, many
illegible, scribbly notes.

“I'vetried, honey. Thelast time he did the accounts, it took me ayear to get them straightened out.
Never again.” The microwave dinged; her mother retrieved the cup, added sugar, and came back into it
at the end of the table, sipping thetea. “Besides, | don't like to nag your dad. He works hard
enough...Why should | make it hard for him when he comes home, too?’

Nitanodded. Thiswaswhy she didn’t mind spending alot of time a home; with the possible exception
of Kit, she seemed to be the only person she knew who had an enjoyable home life. Half thekidsin
school seemed to be worrying that their parents were about to divorce, but Nita had never even heard
her parentsraise their voices to each other. She knew they fought— they would vanish into their
bedroom, sometimes, when things got tense—but there was no yelling or screaming. That suited Nita
entirdly. It was possibly aso the reason her present fight with Kit was making her so twitchy.

Her mother paged through the paperwork and came up with abunch of paper-clipped spreadsheet
printouts. “ Though privately,” she muttered as she took the papers apart and started sorting them by
month, “therearetimes| wish I'd never given up balet. Sure, you get sprainsand strains and pulled
muscles, and your feet stop looking like anything that ought to be at the end of ahuman leg, but at least



there was never much eye-strain.” She smiled dightly. “But if | ever went back to that, there would be dl
those egosto dedl with again. ‘ Crestive differences ... that being code for everybody shouting at one
another al day.” She shook her head. “Thisis better. Now where did the pen go?’

Nitafished it out from under the papers and handed it over. Her mother started writing the names of
months on top of the spreadshests. “How many daysin May, honey?’

“Thirty-one.” Nita started looking around under the papers and came up with another pen. “Mom...”
“Hmm?’

“If you had afight with somebody ... and they were incredibly wrong, and you wereright... what would
you do?’

“Apologizeimmediatdy,” her mother said.
Nitalooked at her in astonishment.

“If they mattered to me at al, anyway,” her mother said, glancing up as she put one page aside. “That's
what | dways do with your dad. Particularly if circumstances have recently proved meto be correct.”

“Uh...” Nitasaid, serioudy confused.

Her mom labeled another page and turned it over. “Worksfor me,” she said. “1 mean, redlly, honey...”
She glanced at the next page, turned it over, too. “Unlessit’s about alife-and-death issue, why make a
point of being right? Of getting dl righteous about it? All it doesis make peoplelesslikely to listen to you.
Even more so if they're close to you.”

Nitagave her mother asiddong look. “But, Mom, if it redly isalife-or-death issue—"

“Swestie, a your age, alot of thingslook like life-and-death. Don’'t get that look; I’ m not patronizing
you,” her mother added. “ Or what you do—I know it’ s been terribly important sometimes. But think of
the problem as agraph, where you plot the intensity of experience againg total time. Y ou’ ve had less
total time to work with than, say, your dad or | have. Thingslook alot more important when the
‘gpreadshest’ isonly apage long instead of four or five.”

Nitaconsidered that to seeif it made sense. To her annoyance, it did. “1 hate it when you sneak up on
me by being objective,” she said.

Her mother produced aweary smile. “I'll take that as a compliment. But it’s accidentd, honey. It'll take
me days to get this sorted out, and right now my wholelifeisbeginning to look likeagrid. | don’t see
why yours shouldn't, too.”

Nitasmiled and put her head down on her arms. “Okay. But, Mom... what do you do if you find out that
you' rewrong”

“Samething,” her mother said. “ Apologize immediately. Why change atactic that works?’
“Because it makesyou look likeawimp.”

Her mother glanced up from the papers again, raising her eyebrows. “ Excuse me, | must have missed
something. It' s not right to gpol ogize when you' re wrong?’

Nitasaw immediately why Dairine refused to play chesswith their mother anymore. She was cornered.
“Thanks, Mom,” she said, and got up.



Her mother let out along breath. “Nothing worthwhileis easy, honey,” she said, and |ooked down
ruefully at the papers, rubbing her eyes. “This, either. Cometo think of it, | could probably use an aspirin
about now.” And she got up and went to get one.

Nitawas starting to fed like she could use one hersdlf. She's probably right.
And something’ sgot to be done. The water Situation out thereisn't going to just fix itself—

But what am | supposed to do? | can’t work with Kit when I'm pissed off at him! It'sgoing to haveto
wait. The Powers That Be understand that wizards need room to be human, too.

But even as shethought it, Nitafelt guilty. A wizard knew that the energy had been running dowly out of
the universefor millennia. Viewed in that context, no delay was worthwhile. Every quantum of energy lost
potentially could have been used to make some fragment of the cosmoswork better. A relationship, for
example...

Nitagot up and wandered back to her room, thinking about what she might do to make hersalf ussful,
besides the project she and Kit and S reee had been working on in the bay. It wasn't asif there weren't
projects she' d been interested in that Kit hadn’t been enthusiastic about. Thiswould be agood timeto
dtart one of those.

Y et as Nita shut the door of her room, Dairine s point came back to her. Isit possible that Kit and |
redly do still have unfinished business about Ronanf Before, Nitawouldn't have thought it likely. Now
she wondered. Dairine could be cunning and dy, and apainin the buit. .. but she was dso awizard. She
wouldn't lie

But why wouldn’t Kit have told me?
Unless he thought the ideawas stupid. Or unlessheredly didn't think it was a problem.

She sat down at the desk and put her feet up on it, and picked up the manua, hoping to fed that fizz...
but there was nothing. Nita dropped it in her lap and stared at the dark window. | was stupid with him,
she thought. But he wasn’t being terribly open-minded, either. Or redl tactful.

She opened the manud idly. Life had changed so much since she’ d found it; it now seemed asif she'd
had the manual within reach dl her life—or dl thelife that mattered. In somewaysit seemed to Nitaasif
al her childhood had smply been an exercisein marking time, waiting for the moment when this book
would snag her hand as shetrailed it idly down ashelf full of booksin the children’slibrary. It was dways
handy now, either in her book bag or tucked away in her persona claudication. A coupleyears use had
taught Nitathat the manua wasn't the infalibly omniscient resource she d taken it for at the beginning. It
did contain everything you needed to know to do your work... but it left deciding what the work wasto
you. Y ou might make mistakes, but they were yours. The manua madeit al possible, though. It was
compendium, lifeline, communications device, encyclopedia, wegpon, and slent adviser dl rolled into
one. Nitacouldn’t imagine what wizardry would be like without it.

And there was something €l se associated with wizardry that she couldn’t imagine being without, ether.

Sheriffled through the pages, let her hand drop. The manuad fell open at a spot near its beginning, and as
Nitalooked down, she wondered why she should even be surprised that she found herself looking at this

particular page.

InLife sname, and for Life' ssake, | assert that | will employ the Art, whichisltsgift, in Life sservice
aone, rgjecting dl other usages. | will guard growth and ease pain. | will fight to preserve what grows



and liveswell initsown way; | will not change any creature unlessits growth and life, or that of the
system of whichit is part, are threatened or threaten another. To these ends, in the practice of my Art, |
will ever put aside fear for courage, and death for life, when it isright to do so—looking always toward
the Heart of Time, where al our sundered times are one, and al our myriad worlds liewhole, in That
from Which they proceeded—

Shelet out along unhappy breath as she gazed at the words. | will easepan__

Nita had made her share of mistakes during her practice, but if there was one thing she prided hersdlf on,
it was taking the Oath serioudy. But lately maybe | haven’t been doing avery good job. Onthe large
things, yeah. But have they been blocking my view of the smdl ones?

And what makes methink that being friends with Kit is something small?

Nita closed the book, put it down on the desk, and pushed it away. It’ stoo late tonight. Tomorrow. I'll
go over and see him tomorrow... and we'll see what happens.

Saturday Morning and Afternoon

Seeping in turned out to be anidle fantasy. Kit rolled over just after dawn, feding muzzy and wondering
what had managed to jolt him out of apeculiar dream, when suddenly heredlized what it was. A cold
wet nose had been stuck into his ear.

“Ohh, Ponch...” Kit rolled over and tried to hide his head under the pillow. Thiswas afutile gesture. The
nose followed him, and then the tongue.

Findly he had no choice but to get up. Kit sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes, while Ponch jumped up and
washed the back of Kit'sneck asif he hadn’t aworry in the world. Kit, for his own part, ached asiif
someone had run him over lightly with atruck, but thiswas anormal side effect of doing alarge, complex
wizardry; it would pass.

“Awright, awright,” Kit muttered, trying to push Ponch away. He glanced at the clock on his
dresser—Ten after sx? ... What have | done to deserve this?—and then looked over at the desk. His
manua sat where he had left it, last thing. Closing it, findly getting ready to turnin, he had fdlt the covers
fizz, had opened the book to the back page, and had seen Nita s response.

Fine

He got up, went over to the desk, and opened the manual again. Nothing had been added since. Nita
was plainly too pissed off evento ydl a him. But Tom had been pretty definite about |etting her beif she
was working on some other piece of business. Okay. L et her get on withit.

He shut the manua and went to root around in his dresser for jeans and a polo shirt. Ponch was jumping
for joy around him, histonguelolling out and making him look unusudly idictic. “What' re you so excited
about?’ Kit asked in the Speech.

“Out, we' re gonnago out, aren't we?’ Ponch said in astring of muffled woofs and whines. “We're
gonnago there again, you can go with me, thisis gredt, let’sgo out!” And Ponch abruptly sat down and
licked hischops. “I'm hungry,” he sad.

There... Kit thought, and shuddered. But now that the experience was haf aday behind him, hewas
feding alittle lessfreaked out by it, and more curious about what had happened.



He put his head out his bedroom door. It was quiet; nobody in his house got up this early on a Saturday,
unlessit was his dad, who was an occasional surf-casting nut and would sometimes head out before
dawn to fish the flood tide down at Point Lookout. No sign of that happening today, though.

“Okay,” he said to Ponch. “Y ou can have your breakfast, and then | want ashower... and then we'll go
out. After | take care of something.”

Ponch spun severd timesin atight circle and then launched himself out into the hall and down the sairs.

Kit went after him, fed him, and then went back upstairs to take a shower and make his plans. When he
came downgtairs, Ponch was waiting at the side door to be let out.

“Inaminute,” Kit said. “Don't | get something to eat, too?’
13 Oh'ﬂ

“Yeah, coh.’ You big wacko.” Kit grabbed a quart of milk out of the fridge and drank about half of it,
then opened one of the nearby cupboards and found a couple of the awful muedi-based breakfast bars
that hissister liked. He stuck them in his pocket and then went to the write-on bulletin board stuck to the
front of the fridge. The pen, asusud, wasn't in the clip whereit belonged; Kit found it behind the sink.
On the board he wrote: gone out ON BUSINESS, back later. Thiswas code, which Kit’ s family now
understood. To Ponch he said, *Y ou go do what you havetofird... | have something to get ready.”

Kit let the dog out and locked the door behind them. Then he and Ponch went out into the backyard. It
wasn't nearly astidy or decorative as Nita' s. Kit' sfather wasn't concerned about it except as
somewhere to Sit outside on weekends, and so while the lawn got mowed regularly, the back of the yard
was ajungle of sassafras saplings and blackberry bushes. Into thislittle underbrush forest Ponch vanished
while Kit sat down on a creaking old wooden lounger and opened his manud.

Heknew in ageneral way what he wanted—a spell that would keep him connected to Ponch in mind,
letting him share the dog' s perceptions. It aso needed to be something that would keep them within a
few yards of each other, so that if physica contact became important, Kit could haveit inahurry. He
paged through the manud, looking for one particular section and finding it: Bindings, ligations, and
cinctures—wizardriesthat dedlt with holding energy or matter in place, in check, or in dignment with
something ese. Smplex, multiplex... Here sone. First-degree complex adlysis. .. proof strengthin
m-dynes... to theminusfour... Theorigind formulafor the spell, Kit saw, had caled for fish' s bregth,
women's beards, and various other hard-to-find ingredients. But over many years the formula had been
refined so that al you needed to build it now were knowledge, intention, abasic understanding of
para-physics, and the right words in the Speech.

Yeah, thisiswhat | need. “All right,” Kit said softly in the Speech. “ Thisis a beta-class short-term
interlocution.” He pronounced the first few sentences, and the spell started to build itsdlf intheair in front
of him—atwining and growing chain of light, word linking to word in astructure like achain of DNA, but
with three main strands instead of two.

After acouple of minutes he was finished and the structure nearly complete. Kit plucked it out of the air,
tested it between hishands. It looked faintly golden in the early morning light, and felt at least as strong as
agted chain would, though in his handsit was as light and fine as so much spun silk.

Not bad, Kit thought. But there was till one thing missing. The place down at one end of the spell where
his own name and persona information went was now full; Kit had pasted it in from the wizardry heand
S reee had just done. But asfor Ponch...



It embarrassed him to have to turn to his dog, who' d now returned from the bushes and was sitting and
watching Kit with great interest. “Ponch,” he said, “I can’t believe I’ ve never asked you this before. But
what' syour name?’

Thedog laughed a him. “You just said it.”
“But Grrarhah down the street uses a Cyene name.”

“If the people you lived with named you Tinker-bell,” Ponch said in asurprisingly dry voice, “so would
yw.”

Kit had to grin at that. “1 don’t mind the name you gave me,” Ponch said. “I usethat. It sayswho | am.”
He stuck hisnosein Kit's ear again and started to washit.

“Euuuu, Ponch!” Kit pushed him away...but not very hard.
“Okay, look, giveitarest,” Kit said. “1 haveto finish something here.”
“Letmesee”

Kit showed him the wizardry. As Ponch watched, Kit pronounced the fifteen or sixteen syllables of the
Speech that wound themselvesinto the visible verson of Ponch’ s name, containing detailslike hisage
and hisbreed (itsdf atightly braided set of linkswith about ten strands involved). Ponch nosed &t the
leash; it came dive with light ashe did so. “ There' sthe collar,” Kit said, looping the end of the spell
through the wizard' s knot he had tied there, then holding the wide loop up. The similar loop at the other
end, made up of Kit's name and persona information, would go around hiswrigt.

Ponch dipped his head through the wider of the two loops, then shook himself. Theloop tightened down.
“That fed okay?’ Kit said. “Not too tight?’
“It'sfine. Let'sgo.”

“Okay,” Kit said, and stood up. He dipped hiswrist through the other loop and pronounced the six
wordsthat got the environmental and tracking functions of the wizardry going, the parts that would snap
them back hereif anything life threatening happened. The*chain” flickered, showing that the added
functions were working. “ Right. Show me how.”

“Likethis—"

Ponch took no more than a step forward, and without a moment’ s hesitation that darkness dammed
slently down around them again. Thistime at least Kit was sure he had air around him and Ponch, and he
had oxygenation routines ready to kick inif their bodies were affected by any kind of paralyss.
Nonethdless, Kit till couldn’t move, couldn’t see anything.

Or could he?

Kit would have blinked if he could have, or squinted. Often enough before, in very dark places, he'd had
theillusion that he could see avery faint light when there was actualy nothing there. Thiswaslike
that—yet somehow different, not as diffuse. He could just make out atiny glint of light, far away therein
the dark, distant asa star...

It faded. Or maybeit wasn't truly thereat dl. Oh well.
Ponch?



Herel am.

And abruptly Kit redlly could see something, though he ill couldn’t move. Down just out of range of his
direct vison, though still perceptible asadim glow, he could tell that the “leash” wasthere, thelong chain
Structure of thewizardry glinting with life asthe power ran up and down it. It was unusud to be ableto
seeit doing that, ingtead of as a steady glow; there was something odd about the flow of time here.
Maybe that was the cause of theillusion of bresathlessness.

Kit tried to speak out loud but again found that he couldn’t. It didn’'t matter; the leash wizardry would
carry histhoughts to Ponch. What do we do now? Kit said silently.

Be somewhere.

Kit normally would have thought that that was unavoidable. Now hewasn’t so sure. Well, where did you
havein mind?

Here

And something appeared before them. 1t was hard to make out the distance at first, until Kit saw what
the thing was. asmall shape, pae gray againgt that darkness, except for awhiter underbelly.

It wasasquirrel.

Thiswas s0 peculiar that even if he hadn’t been frozen in place, Kit till wouldn’t have done much but
gtand and stare. Thereit was, just asquirrd, Stting up on its hind legs and looking at them with that
expression of interest-but-not-fear you get from asquirrel that knows you can't possibly get near it in
time to do anything about it.

Okay, Kit said in hismind, completely confused. Now what?
Shhh.

Theingruction amused Kit. He wasn't exactly used to his dog telling him what to do. But suddenly, a
little farther away, there was another squirrel, rooting around in the grass, looking for something: anut,
Kit supposed.

And another squirrdl ... and then another. They were dl doing different things, but each of them existed
absolutdly by itsdlf, asif spotlighted on adark stage. Next to him, Ponch shifted from foot to foot,
whimpering in growing excitement.

There were more squirrels every moment. .. ten of them, twenty, fifty. But then something else sarted to
happen. Not only squirrels, but other things began to appear. Trees, at first. | guessthat makes sense;
where there are squirrels, there are dwaystrees. They were unusudly broad of trunk, astonishingly tall,
with tremendous canopies of leaves. And dowly, underneath them, grass began to roll out and away into
what built itsdf into a genuine landscape—grass patched with sunlight, wavering with the shadows of
branches. The sky, whereit could be seen, came last, the usua creamy blue sky of a suburban area near
alargecity, spreading itsdlf gradually up from horizon to zenith, asif acurtain were being lifted. Findly,
there was the sun, and Kit felt a breeze begin to blow.

Ponch made a noise hdfway between awhine and abark and leaped forward, dragging Kit out of
immobility, as he tore off toward the nearest squirrdl. The whole landscape now ingtantly came dive
around them like alive-action version of acartoon: squirrels running in every direction, and some of them
rocketing up thetrees, al of them in frantic motion—especidly the one that Ponch was chasing ashe
dragged Kit along. Thiswas an experience Kit had had many, many times beforein the local park, and



al he could do now wastry not to fall flat on hisface as he was pulled along at top speed.

Kit laughed, finding that hisvoice worked again. Briefly he consdered just |etting Ponch off the spell
leash. But then that struck Kit asabad idea He still had no sense of where they were, or what the rules
of this place were. Better just tell the spell to extend asfar asit needsto, so he can run.

It took afew seconds to change the loci-of -effect and extensibility variables—longer than it normaly
would have taken, but then, Kit thought he wasn't doing badly for someone who was being hauled along
through aforest at what felt like about thirty milesan hour. Findly Kit was able to extend the leash, then
dowed down from the run until he was standing there in the bright sun between two huge trees, watching
his dog go tearing off across the beautiful grass, barking his head off with delight.

He sfound Squirrd World, Kit thought, and had to laugh. There was seemingly infinite running room,
there was an endless supply of squirrels, and there were trees for the squirrelsto run up, because there
had to be some challenge about thisfor it to be fun. He' sfound dog heaven. Or maybe Ponch heaven...

Ponch wasfar off among the trees now. Kit sat down on the grass to watch him. This space had some
strange qudities, for despite the increased distance, Kit' s view of Ponch was il as clear and sharp asif
he were looking at him through atelescope. Ponch was closing on the squirrel hel d been chasing. AsKit
watched, the squirrel just made it to the trunk of anearby tree and went up it like a shot. Ponch danced
briefly around on hishind legs at the bottom of the tree, barking his head off, then spotted another
squirrel and went off after that one, instead.

Maybethisian't exactly Ponch heaven after dl, Kit thought. Could this be the dog version of a computer
game? For there didn’t seem to be instant wish fulfillment here. Ponch till was't catching the squirrels,
he was mostly chasing them.

Kit watched this go on for awhile, as his dog galoped around over about fifty acres of perfect parkland,
littered with endlessintriguing targets. The question is, whereisthis? Somewhereinside hismind? Or isit
an actua place? Though it saweird one. Their entry here hadn’t been anything likeanorma
worldgating. Normally you stepped through a gate, whether natural or constructed, and found another
place waiting there, complete. Or sometimes, as he' d seen happen in Ireland over the summer, that other
place came sweeping over you, briefly pushing aside the one where you’ d been standing earlier.

But thiswas different. It' sasif Ponch was making thisworld, one piece a atime...

He gazed down at the grass. Every blade was perfect, each dightly different from every other. Kit shook
his head in wonder, looked up and saw Ponch still romping across the grass. There was aways another
squirrel to chase, and Kit noticed with amusement that the onesthat weren't being chased were actualy
following Ponch, though aways at a discreet distance. So he won't he distracted? When Ponch managed
to pursue one closely enough that it actually had to run up atree, there were always others within range
when he was ready for them.

How ishe doing this? Kit wondered. “ Ponch?’

Ponch let off avolley of frustrated barks at the squirrel he was chasing, which had gone hafway up one
of the massive tree boles and was now clinging to it head down and chattering at him. Kit couldn’t make
out specific Skioroin words at this point, but the tone was certainly offensive. Ponch barked at the
squirrel more loudly. “Y eah, okay, get over it,” Kit yeled. “ There are about five thousand more like him
out there! Can you giveit arest so we can have afew words, please?’

Ponch came galloping back to Kit afew seconds later. “Isn't it great, do you likeit, do you want to
chase some, | can make some morefor you...”



“Sit down. Y our tongue sgonnafal off if it waves around much morethan that,” Kit said.

Ponch sat down beside him and leaned on Kit in a companionable manner, looking entirely satisfied with
life, and panting energetically.

“Look,” Kit said. “How are you doing this?’
“I don't know.”

“You must know alittle,” Kit said. “Y ou told me yesterday, * Y ou' re not there until you do something.’
What did you do?’

“| wanted you.”
“Y es, but that wasthefirs time.”
“That'swhat | did.”

Kit sghed and put his head down on his knees, thinking. “This,” he said, “what you did just now. How
did you do this? Where did al these squirrels come from?’

“I want squirrels.”

“Y eah, and boy, have you got them,” said Kit, looking around him in amusement. The two of them were
completely surrounded by squirrels, an ever growing crowd of them, dl stting up on their little hind legs
and staring at Ponch, dl intent and quiet... asif someonein awhimsica mood had swapped them for the
seegullsin The Birds. “Where did they dl come from?’

Ponch sat quiet for amoment, and stopped panting as alook of intense concentration came over hisface.
Then helooked at Kit and said, “| wanted them here.”

Suddenly Kit got it. The way Ponch used wanted was not the way it would have been used in Cyene; it
wasthe form of the word used in the Speech. And in the wizardly language, the verb was not passive.
The closest equivaent in English would be willed; in the Speech, the word implies not just desire but
cregtion.

“Y ou madethem,” Kit said.

“1 wanted them to be here. And here they are.” The dog jumped up and began to bounce for sheer joy.
“lan'tit great?”

Kit rubbed his nose and wondered about that. “\What happens when you catch them?’ he asked, to buy
himsdf time.

“| shakethem around alot,” Ponch said, “and then I’ m sorry for them.”

Kit grinned, for thiswas more or less the way things went in the real world. But then he paused,
surprised. He' d dipped and spoken to Ponch in English, but the dog had understood him.

“Areyou able to understand me when I’ m not using the Speech?’ Kit asked.
Ponch looked amused. “ Only here. | madeit so | would always know what you' re saying.”
“Wow,” Kit said. He looked around him again at the patient squirrdls. “Have you made anything else?’



“Lotsof things. Why don’t you make something?’

“Uh...” Kit said, and stopped. The ramifications of thiswere beginning to sink in, and he wanted to make
some preparations. “Not right this minute. Look, you wanna go see Tom and Carl?’

Ponch began to bounce around again. “ Dog biscuits!”

“Y eah, probably they’ll give you some. And if they have a spare clue for me to chew on, that wouldn't
hurt, either.” Kit got up. “Y ou done with these guys?’

“Sure. They wait for me. Eveniif they didn't, | can dways make more.”
“Okay. Let’'sgo home.”

Ponch acquired alook of concentration. A second later, the landscape went out, asif alight had smply
been turned off behind it, and Kit felt atug on the leash. He followed it—

—and they stepped out again into early morning in Kit' s backyard: birdsong, dew, the sound of asingle
station wagon going down the street in front of the house as the newspaper guy threw the morning paper
into peopl€ sdriveways...

Kit took adeep breath of the morning air and relaxed. From above them came an annoyed chattering
noise. Ponch whedled around and began dancing on his hind legs and barking.

“Didn’'t you just have enough of those?’ Kit said. “ Shut up; you' re going to wake up the whole
neighborhood! Come on... We need to go see Tom.”

Nitarolled over in her bed that morning, fedling strangely achy. At first she wondered if she was catching
acold; but it didn’'t seem to be that. Probably it’ sjust from being upset, she thought. Hey, | wonder.....

She got up and padded over to the desk, where her manual lay. Nitapicked it up and flipped to the back
page, hoping to see some long angry rant from Kit. But there was nothing.

She broke out in a swest a the sight of the page with not athing on it but the previous two
communications. He must be completely furious, she thought. Thisisgonnabe awful... and when Dairine
hears about it, she' sgoing to laugh hersaf sick. I'll probably haveto kill her.

Nita put the manua down, pulled open adrawer in her dresser and extracted a clean T-shirt, then pulled
it on dlong with yesterday’ s jeans and turned back to the desk. | wonder what he' s up to, though. Maybe
he' s out working on the water with S reee.

Nitaflipped through to Kit'slisting in the directory and glanced at it. Last project: mesolittoral
water-quality intervention, for details see reference MSI-B14-/XUU/
Py66384-67/1141-2211/ABX6655/3: other participants, Calahan, Juanita L, hominid/ Sol 111, S reee
ahruuni-Aoul-mmeiihnhwiiUr, cetacean/ Sol 111; intervention status complete /functioning. ...

Nita' s mouth dropped open.

... anentropiarate 0.04725 5-ES8; effectivenessrating 3.5 +/- .10; review scheduled Julian date
2451809.5—

Oh, my God. It' sworking!



Theinitia reaction of sheer delight & the solution of a problem that had had them dll literdly runningin
circlesfor so long was now drowned by anearly intolerable wave of combined embarrassment and
annoyance.

They got it working without me.
Hewasright.

| waswrong.

Nita sat therein shock.

| am so stupid!

Y et she couldn't quite bring hersdlf to believeit. And shewas il listed as a participant in the spell. Nita
paged back to the section where intervention references were kept, and shortly found a copy of the spell
diagram that Kit and S reee had been using.

Nitatraced the curves and circles of it, dl apparent in an enlarged hologrammatic format when you
looked at the page closdly. The basic structure of the wizardry was derived broadly from the last pattern
she and Kit had worked on together, before they started disagreeing about the details. It was missing any
of the extra subroutines she had ins sted were absol utely necessary to make the spell work right. The
detailed versons of the effectiveness figures were at the bottom of the page, updating themsalves as she
watched, demondtrating that the water coming out of Jones Inlet was indeed getting cleaner by the
second

Nitasat therein the grip of an attack of complete chagrin. What an utter dork I’ ve been, she thought. I'm
going straight over there to apologize. No, I’ m not going to wait even that long.

She flipped back to the messaging pages, touched the message from Kit to wake up the reply function.
“Kit?" shesaid in the Speech. “Can wetalk?’

Send?
“Sendit,” Nitasad.

Then shewaited. But to her complete astonishment, the page just flashed once, leaving her message
sitting where it was. Message cannot be dispatched at thistime. Please try again later.

What??“How come?’
The notification blanked out, replaced by the words: Addresseeis not in ambit. Please try again later.
Nitastared. She had never seen such a description before and didn’'t have any ideawhat it meant.

She put the manua down on the desk. “Keep trying,” Nitasaid, and went downgtairs. It was quiet; there
was no smell of anyone having been making breakfast down there. | may be the only one up.

Nita picked up the kitchen phone and dialed Kit's number. It rang a couple of times, then someone
picked up. “Hello?”

It wasKit'ssser. “Hola, Carmdal”

“*Ola, Nita,” said Carmela, in a somewhat odd voice—she had her mouth full. There was a pause while
she swallowed. “Y ou missed him; he' snot here.”



“Where d he go, do you know?’

“Nope. Heleft anote on the fridge; must’ ve been early ... said hewas going out to do some wizard thing
and he' d be back later.”

“Today, you think?’

“Oh yeah, today. If he was gonna be gone longer than tonight, he sure would have told Pop and Mama,
and they would' ve screamed, and | would' ve heard it.”

Nitahad to chuckle. “ Okay, Méa. If hecomesin, tell him | caled?”’
“Sure, Neets. No problem.”

“Thanks. Bye-bye.”

“Byeeee...”

Nitahung up. He'sout on errantry... but where?| should have been able to find him. It shouldn’t matter
if hewas on the Moon, or even halfway out of the galaxy. His manua still would have taken the message.
I’ snot like the manuass care about light speed, or anything like that.

After afew moments Nitawent back upstairs to see what the manua might be showing. The last page
gtill hadn't changed.

| don't believe this, Nitathought. | ought to call Tom and Carl and see what they say. Whereis hethat
the manua can't find him?!

She picked up the manua and started to take it downstairs to the phone with her, then stopped. She
would haveto tell Tom and Carl what had been going on, and she was too embarrassed.

But wherewas Kit?

Down the hall Dairine s door opened, and her sister wandered down toward her in the direction of the
bathroom, wearing nothing but a huge Fordham T-shirt of their dad’s. She looked at Nitavaguely.
“What' sfor bregkfast?’

“Confusion,” Nitasaid, rather sourly.

“What?’

“Nothing yet. Nobody’sup. And | can't find Kit.”

Dairine stopped and stared at her, pushing the hair out of her eyes and yawning. “Why? Whereishe?’
“Somewhere the manua can't find him.”

“What?'

“Look at this” Nitawas concerned enough to show Dairine her manual, even though it meant she would
see the messages above the strange new notification. Dairine looked at the back page and shook her
head.

“I've never seen that before,” shesaid. *Y ou sureit’ s not amalfunction or something?’

Nitasnorted. “Have you ever seen amanua mafunction?’



“1 haveto admit,” Dairine said dowly, “if | did, I’d get worried... consdering What powers them. Come
on, let’sseeif ming sdoing the samething.”

Nitafollowed Dairine to her room and glanced at where the pile of stuff from yesterday had mostly been
dumped on the floor. “ Y ou' d better take care of thisbefore Mom getsup,” Nitasaid. “She' |l have some
new and never-before-seen species of cow.”

“Plenty of timefor that,” Dairine said, going over to her desk and knocking one knuckle on the outside of
thelaptop’s case. “ Shewas up till half past forever last night with Dad' s stuff.”

Thelaptop sprouted its legs again and stood up on them, stretching them one after another likea
centipede that thought it was acat. “Morning, Spot,” Dairine said.

“Mrng,” said thelaptop inasmall scratchy voice.
“Manud functions?’

“Spcfy.”

“Messging,” Dairinesad.

Thelaptop popped openitslid, and its screen flickered on, showing the usual apple-without-the-bite
logo, then blanking down again. A moment later the operating system herdd displayed, astylized
representation of abook open to asmall block of text. Thiswas then replaced by a messaging menu,
overlaid on a shimmering blue background subtly watermarked with the manua logo. “Main addresslist,”
Dairine said. “Test message.” The screen blanked. “To Kit Rodriguez. Where are you? Send.”

The words displayed themsalves on the screen exactly asthey had in Nita' s manud, blinked out, and
then regppeared with alittle blue box underneath them in which was written in the Speech, Error
539426010: Recipient isnot in ambit. Please resubmit message later.

“Huh,” Darinesad. “Moreinformation.”

The blue box enlarged dightly. No further information available.

“WEe |l see @bout that,” Dairine muttered. “ Thanks, cutie.”

“Yrwlcm,” said the laptop, and sat down on the desk again, stretching out itslegs.

“Doesn’'t waste hiswords, does he?” Nitasaid, smiling.

“He sshy,” Dairine said, with awry expression. *Y ou should hear him when we' redone. Let’ stry this”

She went over to the deek cube of the new computer and waved ahand over thetop of it. Thelight
behind the apple came on. Nita cocked an ear. “Isitsfan broken?’

“No, it doesn't have one. There' sjust some kind of little chimney that convects out the heat, so it doesn'’t
need afan.”

“Oraplug...”

Dairine grinned, and waved over the top of the silvery case again. A second later the monitor, a suitably
dick flat-screen model on a L ucite base, appeared to one side of the main processor case. “Mom may
have some problemswith that,” Nitasaid.



“Oh, it won't do that when | get al the normal software ingtalled and put it out downstairs. Meantime, |
don’t seewhy it should haveto st on the desk when there’ s umpteen billion cubic parsecs of perfectly
good otherspaceto stick it in.”

On the screen appeared amanua herad like the one that had been displaying on the laptop, but this one
had a discreet Greek |etter (3 blazoned across the image of the book. Dairine waved once more over the
top of the processor case, and the keyboard, aso in brushed stainless stedl, appeared. “What do you
need that for?’ Nita asked.

“I typefaster than | talk.”

“Impossible”

Dairine gave Nitaadirty look and started typing, while Nitalooked in interest at the keyboard, the
standard North American QWERTY type. “Not much good for the Speech.”

Dairine hit the carriage return and shook her head. “ Come on, Nests, redlly.” Sheflicked afinger inthe
air over the keyboard; the keyboard stretched, and the keys shimmered and reconfigured themsalvesto
digplay the 418 characters of the Speech. “Eventually we won't need this, but the wireless transparent
neuro-trandation routines are fill in pre-alpha.” Shelooked at Nitawith amischievous expression.
“Getting interested finally? | can copy Spot for you and give you histwin, if you like.”

“Thanks, but I’ll stick with the manud | know.”
Dairine shook her head in poorly conceded pity. “Luddite.”
“Technodweeb,” Nitasaid. “Cal me sentimentd. | like books. They don't crash.”

“Huh,” Dairine said, asthe monitor blanked and then brought up along, long list. Dairine glanced over a
Spot. “Y ou wanna passit thet last error?’

A moment later that samelittle blue screen appeared on the monitor. “Right,” Dairine said. She glanced
over her shoulder at Nita. “ Sometimes the beta shows background information that the norma release
version doesn't haveinit yet, or doesn't routingly release. Any-additiond information on this?” shesad
to the desktop machine.

The blue box was partly overlapped by another one, in alighter shade of blue. It contained the words:

For accurate and secure message storage and delivery, manua messaging functions require each party’s
manual to supply acoordinate based on the intersection between each wizard' s personal descriptionin
the Speech and his present physica location in agiven universe. Message dispatch and storage cannot be
achieved when one or both addressees are in trangit or experiencing tranditory states between universes.
Please re-message when the condition no longer obtains.

“Oh, wdll, | guessthat’s okay, then,” Dairine said in astonishment heavily tinged with irony. Shelooked a
Nita. “ Another universe That' s normdly not atrangt you make without permission from serioudy high

up.”
“Yeah,” Nitasaid. She opened her manual again and paged through to where Kit' s status report was.

Dairine hit acouple of keys, the monitor changed to show the same view. Under the listing for the water
wizardry, Kit's status report said:

Present project: access-routine investigation and stabilization, training assignment with adjunct talent;



Stuation presently in development. Detail reference: in abeyance due to possible Heisenberg-related
effects; update expected c. Julian day 2451796.6.

“Adjunct?’ Darine muttered.

The thought went through Nitalike a spear: He' sworking with someone e se! At firgt it seemed
ridiculous. But considering how | treated him. .. why shouldn’t he want to work with other people?1’ve
brought thison mysdf. Idiot! Idiot!

“Whatever seisgoing on,” Dairine said, “the Powers That Be know about it. Look, hereé san
authorization code. They must have some way of keeping tabs on him if They’ ve even got a projected
update timein there. Point Six... that’ s after dinner, | guess. Try again then.”

Nitacdosed her manud, feding dightly relieved. “ Yeah...”

“But Neets, look,” Darinesaid, “if you' reworried, why not just try to shoot him athought? No matter
what the manual’ sdoing, it' s not like your brain is broken.”

“Unusud sentiment from you,” Nitasaid.

Dairine ssmilewas dightly sardonic. “ So maybel’m melowing in my old age,” she said. Therewasmore
of an edge than usua on the expression, but Nitagot the feeling it wasn't directed at her... for achange.

She sat down on the bed, pushing the arearug around with her feet. “Never mind. If he' sin another
universe, | doubt I’ ve got the range to reach him.”

“Probably you'reright,” Dairine said. “But that’ s not the reason you're not going to try, isit?’

Nitalooked at her sster and found Dairine regarding her with an expression that actualy could have been
described as understanding. “Y ou’re afraid you' re gonna find that he' s shut you out on purpose,” Dairine
sad, “and you couldn’t stand it.”

Nitadidn’t say anything. Dairine glanced away, looking a the computer, and hit akey to clear the
screen.

“Well...” Nitasad a last, “latdly it's been harder than usud to hear him thinking, anyway. And he' sbeen
having the same trouble with me.”

There were thingsthat that could mean for wizards, especidly if they’ d been working closely together for
sometime... and Nitaknew Dairine understood theimplications. “Neets,” Darinesad & lagt, “if you're
redly that worried, you should take the chance, anyway. It' s better than Sitting here busting agut.”

“I hateit whenyou'reright,” Nitasad findly.

“Whichisadways,” Darine said, “but never mind; I’'m used to it by now.” She went back to tapping at
the keyboard.

Nitalet out along breath and closed her eyes.
Kit?
Nothing.

Kit? Whereareyou?



Still nothing. Nita opened her eyes, as upset with hersdlf, now, aswith the Stuation. She must have
sounded completely pitiful and helpless, if he'd heard her.

But | don't think he did. And that by itsdlf was strange. Even when you called someone mind to mind and
they refused contact, there was dways a sense that they were still there. Thistime there was no such
sense. And the manual, as Nita opened it once more to the page she' d marked, and looked at it again,
gtill reported Kit as out there, doing something. ..

“Nothing?’ Darinesaid.

“Not arefusd,” Nitasaid, trying to keep rdlief out of her voice. “Judt... nothing. Maybe heredly isjust
out of range.”

Dairine nodded. “ Just haveto wait till he gets back, then.”

Nita sighed and headed downgtairs. As she came into the dining room, she heard someonein the kitchen.
Turning the corner, she saw that it was her mother, standing there by the counter and looking bleary as
shedrank amug of teaand gazed out the window.

“Mom, you look pooped!” Nitasaid.

Her mother laughed. “I guess. Even after | went to bed last night | had numbers going around and around
inmy head... Took meawhileto get to deep. Never mind, I'll have anap before dinner. Speaking of
which, where has Kit been the past day or 0?7’

Nitatried to think of what to say. Her mother glanced at her, glanced away again. “Just so | can keep the
leftoversfrom piling up,” her mother said. “1 just like to know when I’'m supposed to be cooking for five.
Y ou think he might be dong tonight?’

“I don't know for sure,” Nitasaid. “I'll tell youwhen | find out.”

“Okay. I’'m going to the shop later, if you want me.” Her mom had another drink of tea, then put the mug
aside. “Some paperwork was missing from what your dad gave me yesterday, and | need to go root
around in what he calsafiling sysem. Did we miss anything from shopping last night?”

“I think we need more milk.”
“I think we need to buy your sister acow,” her mother said, and went off to get dressed.

Nitawent up to her room to kill sometime until she could reach Kit. It was annoying to be mad at
someone, but it was even worse to discover that you were wrong to be mad at them, and worse yet not
to be able to gpologize to them and get it over with. I'm never gonna make this mistake again!

Or at least | surehopel won't... becauseit just hurts too much.

When Kit got over to Tom and Carl’ s place with Ponch, he wasn't surprised to find Tom aready
working—sitting out on the patio in jeans and T-shirt and alight jacket, typing away on his portable
computer at the table next to the big square koi pond. “It’sthe only quiet time | get before the phone
dartsringing,” Tom said, letting Kit in the Sde gate. “Come on in, tel mewhat you found...”

Over acup of tea, while Ponch sprawled under the table, Kit described what Ponch had been doing, and
Tom looked at the “hard” report in his Senior’ s version of the manual, which was presently about the size



of aphone book. Tom shook his head, turning over pages and reading what Kit could see even from
acrossthe table was avery abstruse andysisindeed, in very small print.

“Thisisanew oneonme,” hesaid at last. “I'll ask Carl to have alook later; the worldgating and
timediding end of thingsis more his specidty. But I'm not even sure that what Ponch isdoing isether of
those. And | can't find any close cognates to thiskind of behavior in any other wizards' reports.”

“Redly?’ Kit said. “How far does that go back?”’

“All theway,” Tom said absently. “Wadll, nearly. Some of the materid before the first hundredth of a
second of thelife of thisuniverseisalittle sketchy. Privacy issues, possibly.”

He shook his head and closed the book. “Kit, I’'m not sure where you were. I’m not sure it can even be
classfied asawhere, asaphysica universe that, given the right geometries, can be described in terms of
its direction and distance from other neighboring universes. Ponch’s place might be another dimension,
another continuum even, completely out of theloca sheaf of universes. Or an entirely different Sate of
being, not physica theway we understand it at dl.” He shrugged. “He s found something very unusua
that’ s going to take some exploring before we begin to understand it. At least your whole experienceis
stored in the manud, and you' |l want to add notesto it later. 1t'll help the other wizardswho' |l be Sarting
andyssonit”

“I thought your version of the manua was going to be ableto explain this.”

Tom leaned back. “ There' s never any guarantee of that. We re told new things about the universe al the
time. But we're not routingly told what they mean. Wizardry islike science that way. We re expected to
figure out the meaning of the raw data ourselves*

“Sowhat do | do?’
“Well, what were you thinking of doing?”

“What Ponch suggested,” Kit said. “Going into that....that * State,’ | guess, and seeing if | could do what
he was doing: makethings.”

“Probably not abad idea,” Tom said. “Y ou seem to have come out of thisall right... but don't get
careless. Exploratory wizardry can be dangerous, even though you are working for the Good Guys.”

The patio door did open, and therewas Carl, in jeans and flip-flopsand an NY PD T-shirt. “I heard
voices,” hesad.

“Sorry, we didn’'t mean to disturb you—"

“Not your voices,” Carl said, rueful. “Thevoices of certain fur-bearing personswho'rein the kitchen
right now, eating anything that doesn't run away fast enough.”

“Dog biscuitsl” Ponch said, and immediately got up and went over to jump on Carl in aneighborly way.

“Goonin. They'll show you wherethebox is,” Carl said, and Ponch ran into the house. “If there's
anything they know, it'sthat.”

“Where sours’ came achorus of voices from the koi pond.
“It' stoo early. And you're dl overweight, anyway,” Carl said, Stting down &t the table.

A noise of boos and bubbly razzes came from the pond.



“Everybody’sacritic,” Carl said. “What have we got?’
“Takealook,” Tom said, and pushed his copy of the manua over to Carl.

“Huh,” Carl said after amoment’ sreading. Then he looked over his shoulder in the direction of the
continuing racket. “Will you guys hold it down” He glanced over a Kit. “ See, if you' d waited haf an
hour, you could have had al the fish bresth you wanted.”

Kit laughed. “What do you make of this?” Tom said.

Carl shook his head. “Once again, the universes remind us of their most basic law; they’ re not only
sranger than weimagine, they’ re stranger than we can imagine. Which iswhat makes them so much fun.”
Heturned apage. “| really don’t understand this, but there are a couple of people | can cal later. You
going to go back there?’ he said to Kit.

“Yeah, when | get back home.”

“All right. Try an experiment. Try to affect the space where you find yoursdlf, the way Ponch did, and see
how that works. But also, seeif you can bring something back with you. It doesn’'t have to be anything
big. A leaf, apebble. But something to analyze might hel p us determine the nature of the space, or
whatever, that it comesfrom.”

“Just test it first to make sureit’ snot antimatter,” Tom said.
“Uh, yeah” Kit said. He had no desire to be totally annihilated.

“It'sjust athought,” Carl said. “ Antimatter universes are well outhumbered by orthomatter ones, but you
can't tdl just by looking.”

“I"ll makeanotg,” Kit said.
“Anything from Nita?’ said Tom.

“Uh... not yet,” Kit said. “1 think, besides whatever she’ sworking on, she may be wanting to take alittle
holiday from group spelling. We were having arough time there for awhile.”

“Happensdl thetime,” Carl said, leaning back in hischair. “Y ou get stuck at different stages of mastery,
and things can get alittle bumpy. It passes, asarule. But it can be tough when one partner or member of
agroup isworking faster than the other, or in adifferent paradigm.”

Kit thought about that. “Look... do you guysever fight?’

Carl and Tom looked at each other in astonishment, and then at Kit, and both laughed. “Oh, lord!
Congtantly!” Tom said. “And it’snot just about the joint practice, either. There aren’t enough hoursin the
day for dl the stuff we haveto ded with. Finding timejust to be friends can be tough, but it hasto be
made... and when we don’t make it, we get sore at each other more easily.”

“It dways came S0 naturally with Neets,” Kit said. “I guessmaybe | didn’t think much about having to
work onit.”

“Bdieveit, you haveto,” said Carl. “ And then we have what we laughably call * normdl lives aswdll. |
have ajob and an office to go to, Tom hasto Sit here and hit his deadlines, and there are billsto pay and
work to do around the house and everything else. But first and foremost comes the wizardry, and
keeping it part of ‘normd life isawaysachalenge. Sure, we bite each other sometimes. Sometimesit



takes awhileto patch things up. Don't let it throw you. But don't let it take too long, ether.”

“No,” Kitsad. “It'sfunny. I'm glad | got thislast job done. It'suseful. But now | don’t know what to do
next. And Neets dways knows, she dways has an ideafor something else that needs doing. Sometimesit
drivesme nuts. Now it feelsweird not to have her bugging me about ‘the next thing.””

“You'll work it out,” Carl said. “Sorting out the details of your practicein the early part of your wizardly
career isthe exciting part.”

“Yeah.” Kit got up. “I'll let you know how it comes out.”
“Right.”

He recovered Ponch from pigging out on dog biscuits and walked home from Tom and Carl’s, giving
Ponch a chance to run ahead and lose some of the excitement. The route took Kit past Nita's, not
entirely accidentally. He knew that sometimes she got up early. But dl the curtains at her house were ill
drawn, al the doorswere closed, and the car wasin the garage. Kit reached into his jacket pocket,
dipped his hand around the manual. There was no fizz about its cover.

He sighed and went on by, and afew minutes|ater they were back at Kit's house. It was till quiet inside
as hewent down the driveway and into the back, and he and Ponch took themsalves into the back of the
yard, among the sassafras trees, where they were out of view from the Macarthurs and Kings' houses.

“Youready?’ Kit said to Ponch.
1] La!sgo!”

And they stepped together once moreinto thedark

For Nita, the afternoon took its own sweet time going by. Therewas till no sign of Kit. Her mother had
gone off to the shop after lunch, and Dairine went off, too, and took Spot with her. Nitasighed and tried
to watch TV, but there was nothing on. Shetried to do some work with the manud, but every time she
touched it, its cover was still and fizzless under her hands, and she put it down as quickly as she picked it
up. She even ddlied with the idea of doing some work on ascience report that was due in a couple of
weeks, but the thought of actudly starting it before she needed to was repulsve. When | firgt got into
wizardry, I’d never have thought it was possible to be bored again, Nitathought, but it ssemsthat a
wizard redlly can do anything, given enough time.

Around four o' clock she was back in her bedroom, having just finished a bologna sandwich, when she
heard awhoomp! of displaced air in the backyard. Nitalooked hurriedly out the back window but saw
that it was only Dairine, with Spot spidering dong behind her. She sghed, dumped alittle, and took
down a book to read.

She had read no more than a page or two when Dairine camein, looking out of sorts. “Where ve you
been?’ Nita asked, chucking the book away, since it was obvious she wasn't going to get any reading
done, ether.

“Europa”
“A%'n?l

Dairine frowned. “Neets,” she said wearily, and sat on her bed, “I’m having some problems.”



“You?

“Please,” Dairine said. She was staring at the bedspread asif it were written over with the secrets of the
universeingtead of adightly faded stars-and-moons pattern. After awhileshesaidin alow voice, asif
embarrassed, “1’'m not getting the results | was getting awhile ago.”

Nita pushed back from her desk and folded her arms, putting her feet up. Thiswas a problem she'd
cometo know dl too well. “Dair, it happensto al of us. You get alittle older...you lose your initid edge
and your first big blast of power, and start feeling your way to where your speciaty’ sgoing to be. It'snot
awayswhat you first thought it'd be. Tom saysit’sreal common for afirst specidty to shift, and for your
power levelsto jump around alot when you' re new to the Art.”

Her sster sat there, till staring at the quilt. Thisworn-down look wasn't something Nitawas used to
seeing in her sgter. Dairing senergy levelswere usualy such that you wanted to hook her up to wires
and make serious money by selling power to the dectric company. “I don’t careif itisnormal,” Dairine
sd. “I hateit.”

“Y ou think you' re the only one? | wasn't wild about my firgt flush wearing off, either. But you get used to
it”

“Why do we haveto get used to it?” Dairine burst out. “What good am | if I'm not effective?’

“Y ou mean, what good are you if you can’'t solve every problem you come up againgt in three seconds?’
Nitasad. “Wdll, obvioudly, none at dl. Guess you' d better go straight to the bathroom and flush
yourself.”

Dairine stared a her sgter. “ Or find ablack hole and jumpin,” Nitasaid, leaning back and closing her
eyes. “Tom saysthere' salot of interest in the time-dilation effects, especialy on the middle-sized ones.
Be sureto file areport with the Powers when you get back. Assuming thisuniverseis ill here”

Nitawaited for the explosion. There wasn't one. She opened her eyes again to find Dairine staring at her
asif shewere something from Mars. Actudly, Dairine had stared at thingsfrom Marswith alot less
adonishmern.

“What?' Dairinesad.

Nita had to smile, even though Dairine swhining was annoying her. “ Sorry. | was going to say, you
remind me of mewhen | wasyour age.”

Dairine made aface. “There' sahorrible thought.”

Shewrapped her arms around her knees, and put her face down against them. “Thelast thing | want isto
be that normal again.” She produced an elaborate shudder, turning normal into a swear word.

“Y ou want to watch that, Dari,” Nitasaid. “ Just because we' re wizards doesn’t mean we' re any better
than ‘norma’ people. The minute you start acting likethere sa‘them’ and an ‘us,” you'rein trouble. The
only thing that makes wizards different is that we have the power to do more than usud to help. And

hel ping other people, as part of keegping the world running, isthe only reason the power existsin thefirst
place.” 1t was alesson Nitahad learned a some cost, having done enough dumb thingsin her time until
shegot it Sraight.

Dairine gave Nitaanoncommittal look. “ Edgy, aren’t we? Still nothing from Kit?’

Nitamade aface. “No. But just let it St for the time being, okay? Meanwhile, what was their problem?



The amoebas or whatever they are?’

“They cdl themselveshnit,” Dairine said. “ And how they manage to do that when they’ ve only got one
cdl each, | don't know.”

“ ‘Lifeknowsitsway,”” Nitasaid, quoting a proverb commonplace to wizardsin more than one star
system. “And persondity arrives right behind it. Sooner than you’ d think, alot of thetime.”

“Y eah. Well, they have this—| mean, there’ sa— Then Dairine made awry face a how ineffective
English wasfor describing thiskind of problem. She dropped into the Speech for a couple sentences
worth of description of something that seemed to be happening to the gravity on Europa. Apparently the
sea bottom far down under the surface ice was being catastrophically shifted in waysthat were
destroying some of the hnlt habitats.

After amoment, Nitanodded. “ That’s anasty one. So what did you do?’

Dairine looked glum. “I suggested they wait alittle while and see what happens,” shesaid. “The Sun's
red active now, and the activity is pushing Jupiter’ s atmosphere around alot harder than usud, even the
densest parts down deep. That' swhat’ s causing the gravitationa and magnetic anomalies. I’ probably
quiet down by itself when the sunspot cycle startsto taper off.”

“Makes sense. Good cdl.”

“But Neets, what' sthe point | couldn’t do anything. | couldn’t! Only afew monthsago | could— | could
do everything up to and including pushing planets around. And now, because | can't, alot of the hnit are
going to die before the Sun quiets down. All | can do ishelp them relocate their habitats el sawhere on
Europa. But those other places are going to be just as vulnerable. No matter what | do, I’ m not going to
be ableto savethemal...”

Nitashook her head; not that she didn’t fedl sorry for her sster. “Dari, it’ sjust the way things go. You
garted at a higher-than-usua power level, so you' re having a bigger-than-usua crash.”

“Why don't you try finding some more awful way of putting that?’ Dairine muttered. “ Take your time.”

Nita understood how Dairinefdt; she' d been down thisroad hersdlf. “ Y ou'll be finding your next few
years working-level in awhile. But asfor theway you were last month...” Nitasghed at the memory of
the way she' d been when she got started. “ Entropy’ s running. The energy runsout of everything... even
us. We haveto learn not to blow it al over the landscape, that’ s dl.”

Darinewas slent for afew moments. Findly she leaned against thewall and nodded. “I guess!’ll just
have to keep working on it. Where sMom?”’

“Late,” Nitasaid. “ She' s probably still looking for Dad’ s paperwork. She said he started burying it al in
those old carnation boxesin the back again.”

“Uh-oh. And after she got him the new filing cabinets.” Dairine snickered. “| bet he got yelled at.”

They heard someone pulling into the driveway. Nita cocked an ear at her bedroom window, which was
right above the driveway, and could tell from the sound that it was her dad’ s car. Her mom had walked
to town. Nitaglanced at the clock. It was alittle before five, the time their dad usudly shut the store on

Saturdays. “ Therethey are. Bet he closed up early to get her to stop giving him grief.”

The back door opened, closed again. Nitagot up, yawning; even after the sandwich, dinner was
beginning to impinge on her mind, and her ssomach was making sounds that could have passed for a



polite greeting on Rirhath B. “Mom say anything to you about what she was going to make tonight?
Maybe we can get ahead Start.”

“I don't remember,” Dairine said asthey headed through the living room. This answer was no surprise;
Dairine snormal response to food was to edt it first and ask questions later.

“Huh,” Nitasaid. “Dad—"

She stopped. Her father stood in the kitchen, looking down at the counter by the stove asif he expected
to find something there, but the counter was bare, and her father’ s expression was odd. “Y ou forget
something, Daddy?’ Nitasaid.

“No,” he said. And then Nita saw hisface working not to show what it felt, his hands not so much resting
on the edge of the counter as holding it, holding on to it, and heard his voice, which pushed its way out
through athroat tight with fear.

“Whereé sMom?’ Dairine said.
Nital sstomach ingantly tied itslf into ahorrible knot. “Isshedl right?’ shesaid.
“She's—" her father said. And then immediately after that, “No. Oh, honey—"

Dairine pushed her way up beside Nita, her face suddenly as pale as her father’s. “Daddy, where's
Mom@”

“She’sin the hospitd.” Heturned to them, but he didn’t Iet go of the counter, still hanging ontoit. Ashis
eyesmet Nita' s, the fear behind them hit her so hard that she dmost staggered. “ She' svery sick, they
think—"

He stopped, not because he didn’t know what to say, but because he refused to say it, to think it—it was
impossible. Nonetheless Nita heard it, as her dad heard it, repeating over and over in his head:

They think she might die.

Saturday Afternoon and Evening

In aplace where directions and distances made no sense, Kit and Ponch stood in the endless, soundless
dark, the leash spell hanging loose between them and glowing with silent power.

So herewe are. Y ou fedl okay?

| fed fine

So what should | make?

Anything, Ponch said, as he had before.

Kit thought about that... and discovered that he couldn’t decide what to do first. Typica, he thought.
Presented with the possibility to create anything you can think of, your mind goes blank.

Hetried to take a breath and found that his breathing now seemed to be working properly. “Am | getting
used to thisplace?’ Kit said softly in the Speech, and found that he could actualy hear himself.

No answer; but then if one had come, he' d have jumped out of hisskin.



“Okay,” hesad then. “Lights...”

And suddenly Kit found himsdlf standing unsupported in the midst of interstellar glory. “Wow,” he said
softly. He and Ponch were apparently somewherein the fringes of agigantic globular cluster, dl the
nearby darkness blazing with stars of every possible color—and the farther darkness was peppered with
not just thousands but hundreds of thousands of galaxies, little globes and ovas and spirds everywhere, a
megacluster of the kind that astronomers were sure existed but had never seen.

It sbright, Ponch said.

“No argument there,” said Kit, as he wondered why producing dl this had been so easy. He was used to
wizardry taking agood deal more effort. Isthis even wizardry? he wondered. It had needed no
congtruction of spells, no careful and laborious plugging in of words and variables, and no sudden drain
of energy after the wizardry was fueled from your own power and turned loose. That last factor was
what made Kit mistrust this process. He was used to the concept that every wizardry had its price, and
oneway or another, you paid; and its corollary: that any wizardry that doesn't charge you a decent
admisson fee usudly isn't worth anything.

All the same, it would be smart to play around in here alittle and see what it was worth. Kit also thought
he could guesswhy Carl wanted him to try to bring back some smdl physical artifact. It would confirm
whether or not this space was smply somekind of illusion or mirage, amusing but otherwise not terribly
useful.

“Okay,” hesad, “let’ stake thisfrom thetop. A sun, fird...”

And one appeared, though he hadn’t even asked for it in the Speech: a deep yellow-orange star, avast,
roiling, heaving landscape of blinding flame, directly below hisfeet. For asecond Kit flinched at the roar
and turmoil of burning gas beneath him, dl dancing with prominences and loops and arches of radiant
plasma— inexhaudtible fountains of fire half amillion mileshigh, legping away from the star’ s seething
limb and pouring themselves back into the surface again in dow-motion grace. In vacuum you wouldn't
normally get sound, | guess, Kit thought. But he seemed to be in some kind of peculiar rapport with this
gpace that let him sense things he ordinarily wouldn't, and the tearing basso wind-roar of superhested
ions blasting upward past him was strangely satisfying. Ponch, sitting beside him, squinted down at the
ravening brilliance but didn’t comment.

“Not bad, huh?’ Kit said.
Ponch yawned. “The squirrels are more fun.”
“You'vegot aone-track mind,” Kit said. “ Okay, now we need aplanet...”

And the gtar receded into the distance, reducing itself to proper sunlike size. Below Kit was his planet, dl
covered in cloud, muttering softly to itself asit rotated, dready coasting away from them aong its orbit.
Kit thought he could actudly fed the heat pouring off it, afeverish sensation. A lot of heeat trapped under
those clouds, he thought. It'sa* supergreenhouse,” like Venus... There was no telling how big thisworld
was, without anything to give him aframe of reference. Have to go down there and take a closer 100k,
Kit thought—

—and suddenly he was standing on arocking, shaking, stony surface. All around him rocks tumbled
down low cracked dliffs, and awind as brutd asthe solar one but laden with astinging drizzle of acid
instead of fire shrieked past him. In amore normd redity, Kit knew thisterrible supersonic fog would
have eaten the unprotected flesh off hisbonesin seconds, but here he seemed immune. Because |
imaginedit?



Kit grinned and waved one hand in front of him airily. “Losethe acid,” he said, “losethewind, lose the
clouds.” Theingant he spoke, the air went clear, fell sillent, and the dull, overarching, brassy canopy
faded away to dark clarity. The stars showed through again, and the high, hot, golden sun. But sound
vanished aswell, and it started to get very cold.

“No, no; atmosphereisokay!” Kit said. “Something | can breathe. Landscape...”

Greenrolling grasdand spread itself away in every direction under ablue, blue sky. Ponch legped upin
ddlight. “Squirrell”

“Nosquirrds,” Kit said. “Don’t overdo them or you' Il get bored.” He rubbed his hands together in
delight. “Y ou know what thisis, Ponch?It's magic-crayon country.”

“Crayons? Where?' Ponch had conceived aweird fondness for the taste of crayons when Kit was
younger, and had aways gone out of hisway to steal and eat them.

“Not that way,” Kit said, turning around and gazing al about him at the total wilderness. “But if | thought
of an eephant with three hairsin itstail here— Uh-oh.”

Ponch began barking deafeningly. The eephant, large and purple-gray, asin the origind illugtration from
that old children’s book, looked around in surprise, then looked over a Ponch and said, alittle
scornfully, “Do you have a problem?’

“Sorry,” Kit said. “Uh, can | do something for you?’

“Treesare generally better for eating purposesthan grass,” the eephant said. “ A little more variation in
the landscape would be nice. And so would company.”

Kit thought about that. A second later the grassand looked much more like African veldt, with a
scattering of trees and an impressive mountain range in the distance, and another elephant stood next to
thefirst one. They looked each other up and down, twined their trunks together, and waked off into the
long grass, swinging their three-haired tail s asthey went.

Kit paused then, wondering whether they were aboy and a girl, and then wondering whether it mattered.
Maybeit’ s better not to get too hung up on the minor details right now, he thought.

He glanced down at Ponch. “Want to try another one?’
“Y ou sure you don't want to think again about the squirrels?’
“Yes, I'msure” Kit folded hisarms, thinking. He took a step forward, opened his mouth to speak—

—and found he didn’t have to do even that. The two of them were standing in awaste littered with
reddish rocks; an odd springy green mosdike growth was scattered here and there around them. The
strangely foreshortened landscape ran up to ahorizon hazed in red-violet dust, where low mountains
reared up jagged againgt an amethyst sky; and so did an outcropping of delicate towers, apparently built
of green glassor metd, gleaming faintly in the setting of asmdll, remote-seeming, pinky-white marble of a
un.

“Yes” Kit said softly. It was Mars, but not the Mars of the real world, which nowadays, as he'd seen for
himsdlf, was unfortunately short on cities. Thiswas the romantic Mars of storieswritten ahundred years
ago, where fierce eight-legged thoats ran wild across dead sea bottoms, and displaced, sword-swinging
warriors from Earth ran around after very, very scantily clad Martian princesses.



Ponch glanced around, looking for something.
“What?’" Kit said.

“Notrees”

“You canholditintill we get home. Comeon...”

He took another step forward, thinking. One step and he and Ponch were in the darkness; another, and
they werein what looked like New Y ork City but wasn't, because New Y ork City was not under a huge
glass dome, floating through space.

“Aha” Ponch said, immediately heading toward afire hydrant.

“Uh-uh,” Kit said. Another few steps and they were in darkness; another step after that, in alandscape
al velled in blowing white, whiteness crunching underfoot, and up againgt an indigo sky, grest crackling
curtains of aurora, green and blue and occasondly pinkish red, hissing in the ferocioudy cold air.
Something shuffled past in the blowing snow, some yards away, paused to swing its massive head around
toward Kit, looking at him out of little dark eyes. apolar bear. But a polar bear the size of amammoth...

Ponch jumped and strained at the leash, barking. “Oh, come on; et him live,” said Kit, and he took
another step, into the dark. Reluctantly, Ponch followed. Kit was getting the rhythm of it now. A few
stepsin darkness, to do afew moments worth of thinking... and then one step out into light, into another
landscape or vista or place. Thelast step, thistime, and he and Ponch were wading up to Kit’ sknees
and Ponch’'s neck in some kind of long, harsh-edged beach grass clothing a vista of endless dunes. Off to
their right the searolled up to along black beach in an endless muted roar. Kit looked up into the
shadow of immense wings going over, ruffling his hair and making the grass hiss around him with their
passng—one huge shape silhouetted againgt the twilight, then two, five, twenty, with wingsthat seemed
to stretch across haf the Sky. They soared in echelon toward ahorizon over which along violet evening
was descending, and beyond which the distant and delicate fire of abarred spird gaaxy, seen dmost
face on, was risng dowly behind a glittering haze of nearer, lesser stars.

He had the hang of it now. Just |t the mind run free, let theimages flow.

A few steps more and Kit came out into the middle of avast plane of what looked like black marble,
dretching away to infinity in dl directions, and aboveit light glinted, reflected in the surface: not asun or a
moon, but an artificid light of somekind, dmost like aspotlight. Far away, on a patterned placein the
floor, small figures stood, some of them human, some not— some of them aien speciesthat Kit had seen
beforein histravels, others of which he had never seen the like. One moved, then another. Therewasa
pause, and then several moved at once, and one of them vanished. Kit started to go closer, until he saw
the great shadowy shapes bending in al around him in the upward-towering dimness, to look more
closdly at the one piece that seemed to have escaped the game board.

Kit smiled dightly, waved at them, and took another step. The darkness descended, then rose once more
on some long, golden afternoon on arise of land overlooking alake. A pointy-towered paacelay al sun
gilded down by the water, banners flying from every sharp-peaked roof, and knights on horses clattered
along adusty road toward the castle gate, the late sun glittering sharp off lance heads and armor, the
colors of theknights surcoats asvivid as ename. Another step, quicker, as Kit started pushing the pace:
out into the aguamarine light of some underwater place, white sand under hisfest, lightwaver playingin
broad patterns acrossiit, and an odder, bluer light glimmering againgt the depths ahead of him asthe
rippling, ribbony creatures of some dien abyss came up out of shadows ten miles deep to peer curioudy
at theintruder.



Kit found he could do without the darkness between worlds. It was anew vista at every step now, and
Ponch padded along beside him on the wizardly leash as calmly as any dog being taken for awalk in the
park. Forests of massive trees, al drowned in shadow, bare sand stretching away to impossible distances
and suggesting planets much larger than Earth, gleaming futuristic cityscapes covering entire continents, a
sep, and night under some world' s overarching greenish rings, asingle voice chanting intheair, likea
nightingale sluting them; astep, and the time before dawn in avast waste of reedy waters reflecting the
early peach-pink of the sky, everything till except for the flop of afish turning, then putting its heed up to
look thoughtfully at them as they waded past; astep, and the blurring, whirling uncertainty of the vast
space between an atom’ s nucleus and the silvery fog of itsinnermost eectron shell—

—and astep out into a place where, if he had taken another step, Kit would have fallen some thousands
of feet sraight down. There, on the top of amountain imperidly preeminent among itsfelows, Kit
paused, looking down through miles of blue-hazed air at |akes held between neighboring peakslike silent
jewdsunder arosette of suns—three small pinkish starsriding high in amorning sky—and al the snow
on al the mountains from here to the horizon stained warm rose, so they al looked lit from within. Kit
breathed that high chill air— which no one besides him and Ponch had ever breathed before, the air of a
world made new that moment—and shook his head, amiling the smalest amile.

He thought of the darkness. What a place to play. Neets has got to seethis.

He stood there looking down on the immense vistafor afew moments longer. “We should get back,” he
sad.

((WI,N?l
“I’'m not sure about the time differenceyet,” Kit said. “And | don’t want to worry Mom.”

Another thought niggling at the back of Kit'smind was: If this... state...is as easy to shagpe and reshape
asit seems, it'd bereal easy to get hooked on it. He' d had a phase, a couple years back, when he'd
been hooked enough on afavorite arcade game to give himsdlf blisters and blow truly unreasonable
amounts of hisalowance money in the process. Now Kit remembered that time with embarrassment,
thinking of all the hours he’ d spent on something that now bored him, and he watched himsdlf, in acasud
way, for sgnsthat something smilar might happen again.

But | dmost forgot. Kit reached down and picked up something from the mossy rocks at hisfeet: asingle
flower, alittle five-petaled thing like awhite star. Kit dipped it into his pocket, and farther in, right down
into the space-time claudication, sedling it there. Then he turned around to glance at Ponch—the top of
the peak was s0 narrow that they hadn’t had room to stand side by side. “ Ready?’

“Yes, because| don't think | can hold it in much longer.”
Together they stepped straight out into the air, out into the darkness—
—and out into Kit's backyard.

Helooked around. Twilight wasfaling. Guess| wasright to be alittle concerned about the time, Kit
thought. Lookslikeit wasn’t running at the sameratein dl those places. Something seto tell Tom...

He took the leash off Ponch, wound up the wizardry, and stuffed it into his pocket. Ponch immediately
headed off toward the biggest of the sassafrastreesto give it agood “watering.”

Kit went into the house. His mother and father were eating; his dad |ooked up at Kit, raised his
eyebrows, and said, “ Son, can’t you give us a hint on how long you' re going to be when you go out on



one of these runs? Tom couldn’t tell me anything.”

“Sorry, Pop,” Kit said as he went past his dad, patting him on the shoulder. “1 wasn't sure mysdif. |
didn’t think it' d be thislong, though, and now | know what the problemiis... I'll watch it next time.”

“Okay. Y ou want some macaroni and cheese?’
“Inaminute”

Kit headed up the stairsin a hurry; Ponch hadn’t been the only one with “holding it” on hismind. Then he
went into hisroom to check his pocket and was ddighted to find the flower right where he' d put it. Kit
placed it carefully on his desk, traced aline around it with hisfinger, and said the six words of aspell that
would hold the contents al oof from the local progress of time for twenty-four hours.

Thiswas not a cheap spell, and the pang of the energy drain the spdll cost him went straight through him.
Kit had to gt down in his desk chair and get his breath back. While he sat there, he reached farther into
his pocket, touched hismanud. .. and felt thefizz.

He grinned, pulled it out, paged to the back of it... and let out along breath. The manua was showing a
message that had come in only afew minutes before. | can’t talk now. But can wetak later? 1’ ve got
some gpologizing to do.

All right, Kit thought, relieved. She's seen sense at last, and I'm not gonnarub her noseinit. There stoo
much serious neatness going on here. “Reply,” he said to the manud. “ Call me anytime: I'm ready.”

And he ran down the stairs, exhilarated, to feed Ponch and have his own dinner. Just wait till she sees
Whatever’ s been going on with her, thisis gonnatake her mind off it.

| can’'t wait.

Saturday Evening

How she and Dairine got their dad into the dining room and sat him down, Nita couldn’t afterward
remember, except for aflash of horror at the awful topsy-turviness of things. It was the parents who were
supposed to be strong when the kids were scared. But now there were just the three of them, Sitting

there close, al of them equally scared together. Her father was hanging on to his control, and Nitaheld
on to hers as much out of her own fear as out of sympathy; if she broke down, he might, too.

“She collapsed as she was leaving the store,” her father said, staring at the table. “1 thought she was
knedling down to look at one of the plantsin the window, you know how she would always fuss over the
display not being just right. She just seemed to knedl down... and then she leaned against the doorsill.
And shedidn’t get up.”

“What wasit?" Dairine cried. “What happened to her?”’

“They’'re not sure. Shejust passed out, and she wouldn't wake up. The ambulance came, and we took
her over to the county hospital. They did some physical tests, and then they X-rayed her chest and her
head, and put her inthe ICU...” Her father trailed off. Nita saw the frightened look in hiseyesas he
relived some memory that terrified him. “ They said they’ d call when they had some news.”

“I’'m not waiting for that!” Dairine said. “We have to go to the hospitd. Right now!” Sheturned asif
intending to go get her jacket.

Her father caught hold of her. “Not right now, honey. The doctor told me that they need afew hoursto



get her stable. She' s okay, but they need to do some tests, and—"
“Dad,” Nitasaid.
Helooked at her.

Theterror in hiseyeswas awful, worse than what Nitawas feding. She wanted to grab him and hold him
and pat hisback and say, “I1t' sgoing to be dl right.” But she had no idea whether it was going to be dl
right or not. Nita settled for grabbing him and holding him, and Dairine, too.

Then they began to wait.

Thetime until they went to the hospital passed in akind of horrible disturbed silence, most of the
disturbance coming from the phone, asit rang and rang and rang again, and every time, Nita sfather
lunged for it, hoping it was the hospitd, and every time, it wasn't.

There were dways people on the other end who' d heard from someone they knew about Nita' s mom or
had seen the ambulance at the shop. Every time Nita' s dad had to explain to someone what had

happened, he got more upset.
“Daddy, stop answering it!” Nitacried a one point.

“They’re your mother’ sfriends’ wasal hewould say. “ And mine. They have aright to know. And
besides, what if the hospitd cals?’ And there was no arguing with that.

“Let usanswer it,” Dairinesad.

“No,” sad their dad. “ Things are hard enough for you two. Y ou let me handleit.” The phonerang again,
and he went to answer it.

After that, it ssemed that the phone just went on ringing dl evening.

Nitawasterrified. Shewasn't used to not knowing what was happening, not being able to do anything—
and her shock was such that she wasn't even able to make any kind of plan about what to do next.
Dairine paced around the house like a caged creature, her face dternately frightened and furious, and she
wouldn't talk to anybody, not even Spot, who crouched mutely near one of the chairsin the living room
and smply watched her go back and forth. Nitafelt actively sorry for it but didn’t know what to do;
Spot’ srelationship was exclusively with Dairine, and she didn’t know how it would take to being
comforted by someone else.

If comforted is even the word, Nitathought, because | wouldn’t know what to say or do to makeit
comfortable... any morethan | know what to say to Dairine. Or Dad. That wastheworst of it: not being
ableto do anything for ether of them. Again and again, after her dad hung up the phone, that deadly quiet
would descend, emphasizing the voice that was not there, dl of asudden. And then the phone would ring
into theslence again... and Nitafdt certain that if it rang once more, she’ d scream.

But findly the hospital caled. Nitawatched her father answer, hisface naked in its changes, shifting every
second between fear and uncertainty and greater fear. “Yes. Thisishe. Yes.” He paused, turning away
from where Nita sat at the dining-room table.

“Sheis?



Nita s heart seized.

“Uh, good.”

She breathed again. And | don’t even know why; | don’t even know what’ s happening!
“Yes...surewe can. About half an hour. Y es. Thanks.”

He hung up, turned to Nita. Dairine was standing there by the living-room door, asintently as Nitahad
been. “She'still inintensive care,” her dad said, “but they say she' s stable now, whatever that means.

Shortly, Nitafound hersdf waking into a setting entirely too familiar to her from too many TV shows: dll
the peoplein pastel uniformswith stethoscopes hanging around their necks and shoved into their breast
pockets, dl the white jackets, the metal beds and the stretcher-trolleysin the corridors, people going
placesin ahurry and doing important but inexplicable things. What the TV shows had never gotten
across, and what now struck itself deeply into Nita' s mind, was the smell of the place. It wasn't abad
amell. It was clean enough. .. but that cleanlinesswas cold, achilly distancing scent of disinfectant and
other chemicals. The faces of the people working there were kind, mostly, but alot of them had a strange
preoccupied quality, unlike the faces of the actors on the TV shows. These people weren't acting.

Nitaand Dairine stuck closeto their father as they made their way through the hospital corridors and to
the reception desk, where someone could tell them whereto go. “They’ ve moved her out of ICU, Mr.
Cdlahan,” thelady at the desk said. “She’ sover in Neurology now. If you go down that hall and turn
right—"

Her father nodded and led them off down the hall. About three minutes walking brought them through
swinging doorsand up to anurses station.

One of the nursesthere, alarge, cheerful-looking lady in apink scrub-style uniform, with her brown hair
pulled back tight in abun, looked up asthey approached. “Mr. Cdlahan?’

1] YS.”

“The doctor would like to see you—that’ s Dr. Kashiwabara, she' sthe senior neurologist. If you can go
into that room acrossthe hall and wait for afew minutes, she'll be with you shortly.”

They went into the plain little room—white walls, beigetile floor, noisy orange sofathat was <o literdly
noisy, with plastic-covered cushions that wheezed when you sat down on them—and waited, in silence.
Nital sdad put an arm around her and Dairine, and Nita hoped she didn’t look as stiff with fear asshe
fdt. | can't believethis, she thought, bizarrely angry with hersalf. I’'m so scared, | can’'t even think. |
was't thisafraid when | thought ashark might est me! And thisisn’t even about me. It's someone
dse—

But that makes it worse. That was true, too. There' d been times when Kit wasin some bad spot, and the
terror had risen up and had nearly choked the breath out of her. And that wasjust Kit—

Just! said the back of her mind in shock. Nita shook her head. Kit was so important to her... but he
wasn't her mother.

The door opened, and the sound made them al jump. “Mr. Callahan?’ said thelittle woman in the white
coat who was standing there. She was extremely petite and pretty, with short black hair, and had cam,



knowledgeable eyes that for some reason immediately put Nitamore at ease. “1’m sorry to have kept
you waiting. These are your daughters?’

“Nita,” said Nita sdad, “and Dairine.”
“I"'m pleased to meet you.” She shook their hands and sat down on the couch across from them.
“Doctor, how’smy wife? |s she any better?”’

“She'sredting,” said the doctor. “I don’t want to alarm you, but she had several minor seizures after we
admitted her, and sedation was necessary to break the cycle and alow usto find out what’ s going on.”

“Doyou know?’

The doctor looked at the chart she was carrying, though she didn’t open it. “We have some early
indications, but first | want to talk to you about some things we didn’t have time to discuss while we were
admitting Mrs. Callahan. Has she been having any physica problemslately?’

“Physicd problems—’

“Doublevison, or problemswith her sight? Headaches? Any trouble with coordination—alittle more
clumsinessthan usud, perhaps?”

“ She’ s been saying she needed to get reading glasses,” Dairine said softly.
Nitalooked at her dad. “Daddy, she’ sbeen taking alot of aspirin lately. | didn’t redize until just now.”

Their father looked stricken. “ She hadn’t mentioned anything to me,” he said to the doctor. “ The hours
I”ve been working lately, sometimes the kids have been seeing more of her than | have.”

Dr. Kashiwabaranodded. “All right. I’ll be going over these issueswith Mrs. Callahan mysdlf when she's
more lucid. But what you' ve told me makes sense in terms of what we' ve found so far. There' sbeen
timeto do an X ray, anyway, and there seemsto be a small abnormal growth at the base of one of the
frontal lobesof her brain.”

Nitaswallowed.
“What kind of growth?’” her dad said.

“We don't know yet,” said Dr. Kashiwabara. “1’ ve scheduled her for aPET scan thisevening, and an
MRI scan tomorrow morning; those should tell us what we need to know.”

“Thisisabrain tumor we' retaking about,” said Nital sfather, hisvoice shaking. “Isn’'t it?’

Dr. Kashiwabara looked at him, then nodded. “What we need to do isfind out what kind itis,” she sad,
“s0 that we can work out how best to treat it. What we do know at this point isthat the tumor seemsto
have grown large enough to put pressure on some nearby areas of Mrs. Callahan’sbrain. That's what
caused the seizures. We ve medicated her to prevent any more. She’ sgoing to be pretty woozy when
you see her; please don’t be concerned about that by itself. For the time being, while we run the tests,
she’' sgoing to have to stay very quiet to keep excess pressure from building up in her skull and brain. It
means she needs to stay flat on her back in bed, evenif shefedslike she' sableto get up.”

“For how long?’ Dairine said.

“Depending on how the tests go, it may be only acouple of days,” Dr. Kashiwabarasaid. “We'll do the



scansthat | mentioned, and then there' |l have to be abiopsy of the growth itsdf—we Il remove atiny bit
of tissueand test it to seewhat kind it is. After that, we'll know what our next move needs to be.”

The doctor folded her hands and rubbed them together alittle, then looked up. “I’1l be doing that
procedure mysdlf,” shesaid. “I don’t want to trouble your wife about Sgning the permissions, Mr.
Callahan. Maybe we can take care of that before you leave.”

“Yes,” Nita sdad said, hardly above awhisper, “of course.”

“I want you to cal meif you have any questionsat dl,” Dr. Kashiwabara said, “ or any concerns. | may
not be able to get back to you immediately—I have alot of other people to take care of—but | promise
you | will dways call you back. Okay?’

“Yes. Thank you.”

“All right,” said the doctor, and got up. “Why don’'t you go see her now? But, please, keep it brief. The
seizureswill have been very fatiguing and confusing for her, and she won't befully recovered from them
until tomorrow. Comewith me; I’ll show you the way.”

They waked down the corridor together, and Dr. Kashiwabara led them into aroom where there were
four of those stedl beds: two of them empty, the third with acloth curtain pulled partway around it, under
which they could see anursein white shoes and pink nursing swesets doing something or other. Inthe
fourth bed, beyond the partway-pulled curtain, their mom lay under light covers, with one arm strapped
to aboard, and an 1V running into that arm. She wasin a hospital gown, and someone had tied her hair
back and put it up under a paper cap. Her eyes suddenly looked sunken to Nita; it was the sametired
look she had been wearing this morning, but much worse. Why didn’t | notice? Nita s heart cried. Why
didn’t | see something waswrong?

“Mrs. Cdlahan?’ said Dr. Kashiwabara.

It took Nita's mom'’ s eyes afew moments to open, and then they seemed to have trouble focusing.
“What... oh.” Shemoistened her lips. “Harry?’

It was asif she couldn’t see him properly. “I'm here, honey,” he said, and Nitawas astonished at how
strong he sounded. He took her hand and sat in the chair by the bed. “ And the girls are here, too.
How’'reyou feding?’

Therewasalong pause. “Like... bats.”

Nitaand Dairinelooked at each other in poorly concealed panic. “Baseball bats,” their mother said.
“Vey sore”

“Like somebody was hitting you with baseball bats, you mean?’ Nitasaid.
“Ya,].”

From the saizures, Nita thought. Her mother turned her head toward her, across from her dad. “ Oh,
honey...” shesad, “I'msorry..."

“What'reyou sorry for, Mom? Thisisn't your fault!” Nitasaid. And even as she said it, she knew exactly
whosefault it was,

There was only one of the Powers Who at the beginning of things had insisted on inventing something
never contemplated before in the universe: entropy, disease... death. That Lone Power had been her



enemy more than once, but suddenly it seemed to Nitathat she hadn’t done It nearly as much damage as
she should have.

Dairine, next to Nita, leaned over the bed. “Mom, why didn’t you tell usyour head was hurting you?’

“Honey, | did.” She shook her head on the pillow. “1 thought... | thought it was stress.” She smiled.
“Seems| miscaculated...”

She drifted off then, her eyes closing. Nitaand Dairine exchanged a glance. Nitatook her mom’s hand
and closed her eyes, trying something she had never tried with her mother. She dipped her consciousness
alittleway into her mother’ sbody, gingerly, carefully. Without awizardry specificaly built to the

purpose, she could get nothing clear—just afuzzy, muzzy feding, afaint vague pain at the edge of things,
an odd sense of didocation. ..

... and one other thing. A smal something. A lot of small somethings that were not her mom. They were
al gathered together into something little and hot and strange, burning againgt the cooler, “normal”
background: something dien... and maevolent.

Nitagulped, and opened her eyes. | could hewrong. | didn’t do that exactly by the book. But boy... will
[, later.

Her mother opened her eyes. “| don’t want you to worry,” she said, very clearly.

Her dad actualy managed to laugh. “Listen to you,” he said. “Worrying about us, asusud. You
concentrate on getting rested up, and help these people do whatever they need to do.”

“Don’t have much choice,” Nita' s mother said. “ Got me outnumbered.” She closed her eyes again.

Nitamet her dad’ s eyes across the bed. “We should go,” he said softly. “ Sleep’ s probably the best thing
for her.”

“Mom,” Dairine said, “we Il see you tomorrow, okay? Y ou have anap.”

nt to extremes... to get one,” her mother whispered. “ Sorry.”

They sat there for afew minutes more, saying nothing. Finally one of the nurseslooked in the door at
them, put hisfinger to hislips, then gestured out into the hal with his head and raised his eyebrows.

Nitagot up, bringing Dairinewith her. “Dad...” shesad.

His eyes had been only for their mother’ s face. Now he turned, saw the nurse, who looked at their dad
and tapped hiswatch. Nita sfather nodded, got up. It was hard for him to let go of their mom’ s hand.
Nitahad to look away from that, as she felt the tearswelling up in her. I’m not going to cry here, she
thought. The whole world can hear me, and Dad—

She headed for the door. Behind her came her dad and Dairine, and they stood lost for amoment in the
hall. There was nothing they could do but go home.

It was dark, it was late, when they got back. Where did the evening go? Nita thought as her dad locked
the back door. Somehow hours had fleeted by asif in afew minutes, leaving only pain and afeding of
having been cheated of time, somehow. .. not that Nitawanted that particular dice of time back. Going
through it once was enough. Dairine apparently agreed; she went upstairs to her room, and Nita heard



the door shut.
“Daddy,” Nitasaid.

Hewas gtting in hischair in the living room, with only one lamp on, everything esein shadow, hisface
rigid and sunned-looking in thedim light. “What?’

“Daddy...what they told us,” Nitasaid softly, “it’ sscary, yeah... but maybeit’s not what you were
thinking.”

Hedidn't ask how she knew. “Nita,” her father said, reluctant, “you didn’t see them when they first
brought her in, after the X ray, before | came back. | saw the doctor looking at the X ray. | saw her
fece...”

Nitaswallowed. Her dad put hisfacein his hands, then raised it again. His cheekswerewet. “They’re
being careful,” he said. “They’reright to be: They have to do the tests. But | saw the doctor’ sface.” He
shook hishead. “It'snot... it'snot good.”

Then he clenched hisfigs. “I shouldn’t be frightening you,” he said. “I could bewrong.”

“Y ou always say we haveto tell each other when we're scared,” she said. “Y ou have to take your own
advice, Dad.”

Hewasslent for alongtime. “It' sstupid,” he said. “I keep thinking, ‘If | hadn’t been working so hard,
thiswouldn’t have happened. If she hadn’t been working so hard on the accounts, this wouldn’'t have
happened.” It'slikeit hasto be al my fault, somehow. Asif that would help.” He laughed, a short, bitter
sound. “And evenwhen | know it'snot... | fed likeitis. Stupid.”

Nitaswallowed. “1 keep thinking,” she said, “I should have seen it, that she wasn't fegling okay.”
“Sodol.”

Nitashook her head. “But | guessthat...when someone s been thereforever... you stop looking at
them, someways. It's dumb, but it' s what we do.”

Her father wiped his hands on his pants and looked up at her with an expression that was considering,
and full of pain. “You know,” he said, “you sound alot like your mom sometimes.”

It was the best thing he could have said to her. It was the worst thing he could have said to her. When the
shock wore off, dl that Nita could say was“Y ou should try to get some deep.”

Her father gave her alook that said, Y ou must be kidding. But doud he said, “Y ou'reright.”

He got up, gave her ahug. “Good night, honey,” he said. “Get me up at eight.” He went off to the back
bedroom and closed the door.

Nitawent to bed, too, but there was nothing good about her night at all. She lay awake for hours,
rerunning in her mind al kinds of things that had happened the previous week, especidly conversations
with her mother—trying to see what had gone wrong, what could have gone differently, how she could
have predicted what had happened today, how she could have prevented it somehow. It was
torment—and she didn’t seem able to stop doing it—but it was better than going on to the next set of
thoughts that Nitaknew waslying in wait for her. The padt, a least, wasfixed. The only dternative was



the future, in which any horrible thing could happen.

The sound of ahand turning the knob of her bedroom door brought Nita sitting up straight in bed in
absolute terror. Of what? she thought a second later, scornful and angry with herself, while also trying to
bregthe deeply and dow down her pounding heart, which seemed to be shaking her whole body. But she
knew what shewas afraid of . Of hearing the phone ring downgtairsin the middle of the night, of having
her father comein andtdl her... tell her—

Nita gulped and struggled for control. In the darkness, she heard a couple of steps on the floor. “Neets,”
sad asmal voice. Then the bedsprings creaked alittle.

Dairine crept into Nita s bed, threw her arms around Nita, buried her face againgt her chest, and began
to sob.

Nita suddenly found hersdf looking a amoment long ago: asmall Dairine, maybe five yearsold, running
down the sdewak outside the house, oblivious— then tripping and faling. Dairine had pushed hersdlf up
on her hands and, after along pause, Sarted to cry... but then came the laughter of the kids down the
street, the ones toward whom she' d been running. Nita had been struck then by the sight of Dairing' s
face working, puckering, as shetried to decide what to do, then steadying into a downturned mouth and
thunderous frown, a scowl! of furious determination. Dairine got up, and said just onething: “No.” Knees
bleeding, shewiped her face, and walked dowly back to the house, shoulders hunched, her whole body
clenched likeasmdl fist with resolve.

| don't think I’ ve seen her cry since, Nita thought. And so Dairine had gone on, for so long, expressing
hersalf dmost entirely through that toughness. But now the shell had cracked, and who would have ever
known that there was such pain and fear contained insdeit?

But Nitaknew now, and there was nothing she could do but hang on to her sister and let Dairine sob
hersdf slent. It'snot fair, Nitathought, the tearsleaking out as she hugged Dairineto her. Who do | get
to cry on? Who' s going to be strong for me?

If any Power listened, It gave her no answer.

Sunday Morning

Before dawn Nitafound hersdf awake and sitting up in bed, looking &t the faint blue light outside her
window. There had been no transition from deeping to waking: just that unsettling consciousness, and a
feding that the world was wrong, that everything was wrong. She had no ideahow long it had taken her
to get to deep last night after Dairine, sllent and drained, had findly dipped awvay.

Drained. That wasthe word for how Nitafelt, too. But some energy was beginning to coil back into that
void asthe shock wore off. Nitalooked at her manual, and saw the wordsin front of her eyes without
even having to touch it: | will fight to preserve what grows and liveswdl initsown way; | will not change
any creature unlessits growth and life, or that of the system of whichit is part, are threatened—

Sheswdlowed. | amawizard. Andif my mom’slifeisn't “threstened” right now, | don’t know when it
will be. There hasto be another way to fight thisthan just what they’ ve got in the hospita.

And I’'mgoing to find out what it is.

She got up, dressed, grabbed the manual, and took it back to bed with her. Its covers werefizzing. Nita
settled hersdf up againgt the wall at the head of the bed and flipped the book open to read the message
waiting for her, then glanced out the window at the blegk predawn light. I'll get in touch with him later.



No point in waking him up early just to get him upset. I” ve done enough stupid stuff to him lately.

She paged through the manua to the section with information on the medica and hedling-related
wizardries. That section was much larger this morning than she had ever found it before. Nitabegan
reading what was there with intensity and with a concentration she could hardly remember having
expended since she firgt found this book and understood what it meant. She had a couple of hoursto
spare before the time her dad had told her to wake him up.

She used them, pausing only once, to go to the bathroom, taking the book with her when she did. To say
that the subject was complex was undergtating badly. There wasjust too much information. She had the
manua stop displaying everything that had to do with injuries and trauma, chronic diseases and
afflictions... and though she narrowed and narrowed her focus, the section she was reading didn’t get
any thinner. Findly there was almost nothing between the covers except pages and pages of materid
concerning abnorma growths and lesions, and still she found more every time she targeted a specific
condition. Nitaaso saw alot of aword in the Speech that she didn’t much like— aword that trand ated
into English asintractable. Therewas alot of discussion of theory here, but not many spells. Nita got
nervous when she noticed that, but she didn’t stop reading. There had to be away. Therewas alwaysa
way, if you could just push through to the core of the matter ...

Thelight grew in her room; she hardly noticed. Birds began singing the restrained songs of early autumn,
but Nita shut their voices out. She read and read. .. and suddenly her darm clock went off, at eight-thirty.

Nitascrambled out of bed, shut the noisy thing off, and went to seeiif her dad was up yet. Pausing
outside the master bedroom, listening, she couldn’t hear any sound of anyone ftirring in there.

She knocked softly on the door. No answer. “Dad...”
Still nothing. Nita eased the door softly open and peeked in.

Her father was adeep in the reading chair in the corner between the two bedroom windows. He sat
dumped over, hismouth hanging open alittle, adight snore emitting from him—amost the same sound
Ponch made when helay on his back with hisfeet in the air and snored; the thought amost made her
smile. But smiling about anything right now seemed like some kind of betrayd.

She glanced at the bed, which had not been dept in, and let out an unhappy breath, then went over to her
dad and crouched down beside the chair. “Daddy,” she said.

His eyes opened dowly; helooked at her asif he couldn’t understand what he was doing here.

Then it dl came back to him. She saw the pain fill his eyes. Nita clenched her jaw and managed to keep
from getting any weepier than she dready fdt. “It' seight-thirty, Dad,” she said. “Y ou said we should go
to the hospital inan hour or s0.”

“Yeah.” Hedowly sat upright and rubbed hisface. “ Y eah.” Helooked at her then. “How are you doing,
honey?”

“Better. Maybe better,” she said. “Daddy, | guess| was so scared, | forgot for aminute.”
“Forgot what?’
“Maybe| can do something.”

Her father looked at her, uncomprehending.



“Daddy,” Nitasad, “I am awizard. In fact, we' ve got two of them in the house. And we know abunch
more of them, al over the place. Wizardry’ s about fixing broken things, heding hurt things. .. saving lives.
We must be able to do something.”

Her dad' s expression went curioudly neutrd. “Honey,” he said, sounding dightly embarrassed, “you
know, that’ sthe kind of thing I...try not to think about. It still seemslike afairy tale, sometimes. Even
when everything' sdl right, | don’t think about it much. And right now... now I'd be afradit’ll...”

Fail, Nitathought. It was the thought that had been nagging at her, too. “Dad, in Mom'scasg, it'sredlly
complicated. I’ ve barely had time to start working out what to do. But there has to be something. I’ m not
going to do anything dse until | find out what.”

Her father rubbed hisface again. “Wadll... dl right. In the meantime, we' d better get ourselves over there.
Have you had your shower?’

“Not yet.”

“Y ou go ahead. I'll make us some breskfast. Is Dairine up?’
“I don't know. She had trouble getting to deep last night.”
“Shewasn't done,” her father said softly.

He reached out to Nitaand hugged her. “Oh, honey...” Heran out of wordsfor afew moments. Then
he hugged her harder. “Y ou hang in there. We Il al keep each other going somehow, andit’Il bedll
right.”

“Yeah,” Nitasad, hoping thet it wastrue.

When they got to the hospital, Nital s mother was deeping, having been up early for the MRI scan. “ She
was awake late last night,” the head nurse, that large lady with the bun hairstyle, told Nita' sdad, “and it
seemslike agood ideafor her to get caught up on her degp now. But her doctor’ s finishing another
procedure, and she asked meif you could wait for half an hour or so. She’d like to seeyou.”

“No problem,” Nita sfather said. In redlity it wasn't even that long; after she and Dairine went up to take
aquick look in at their mom, and Nita saw that she wasindeed deeping peacefully, Nitaleft Dairine there
to have amoment with their mom by hersdlf, and made her way back to the little waiting room, where
shefound her dad dready talking to Dr. Kashiwabara. The doctor looked up as Nitacamein.

“Good morning,” she said as Nita sat down. “Wdll, your mom had a quiet night—except for the scans, of
course. She's been doing the sensible thing, and degping when we weren't actually running her in and out
of the machines. In fact, shefdl adeegp during the MRI thismorning, which | wouldn't normally have
thought possible; it’ slike deegping in agarbage can while someone s banging onit.”

“If you lived long with our daughters,” Nitalsdad said, “you d be surprised what you' d learn to deep
through.”

Dr. Kashiwabara smiled faintly. “Cometo think of it,” she said, “where sthe younger one?’

Nitalooked around in surprise. Dairine should have come back from their mom’s room by now. “Be
right back,” shesaid.



Nitaretraced her steps. Sipping quietly into the room, she found Dairine standing there, her back against
thewall near the door, looking acrossthe closer, empty bed at the curtained one where their mother lay.
In her arms she was holding Spot—which Nitahadn't noticed Dairine bringing to the hospitd in the first
place—and the whole room was s zzling with the dectric-air fed of awizardry on the ebb, either newly
dismantled or incomplete.

“What are you doing?’ Nitawhispered, and grabbed Dairine by the upper arm. “Come on!”

Dairine didn’'t resst her; she didn’'t have the energy. Nitawas sure she knew why, but there was no
dedling with it right now. She hustled Dairine back to the little conference room and sat her down.

Nita sfather gave Dairine one of those looksthat said, Misbehaving again, | see, but said nothing aloud.
The doctor greeted Dairine, then turned back to their father.

“Well,” shesad, “Mrs. Cdlahan’ s statusis pretty stable. And now we' ve had the scansthat | wanted.
I’ve had achanceto look at them, and thismorning | had a couple of my colleagueslook at the results.
We'redl in agreement.”

Shetook along breath. “Mr. Cdlahan,” she said, “1 don't know; you' |l have to tell me whether you think
it' s better that you and | should discussthisaonefirg.”

“Not achance,” Nitasaid. Dairine shook her head.

Her father swalowed. “ They’ re both intelligent girls, Doctor,” he said. “They’ re going to haveto hear,
anyway. Better they should get the explanation from you than secondhand from me.”

The doctor nodded, then got up, shut the door to the corridor, and sat down again. “All right,” she said.
Her voice was measured, gentle. “Mr. Cdlahan, the growth in your wife sbrain is definitely atumor.
WEe re ninety percent surethat it' sagrowth of atype caled glioblastomamultiform. Thiskind of growth
isvery invasve, very fast growing. It invades nearby tissue quickly and destructively. And it isusudly
maignant.”

They dl sat dill as statues.

“The only way we' re going to be ahundred percent sure of the assessment isto do abiopsy,” Dr.
Kashiwabarasaid. “We |l do that in aday or two, so that we can determine our course of action. But |
want to stressto you that the tumor itsalf can be removed. That will relieve the pressure on the
surrounding structures.”

“But that’ snot everything, isit?’ Nitasaid.

The doctor shook her head. “1 said that thiskind of growth isinvasive. It has atendency to spread—to
seed itself throughout the body, to other organs: the lymph nodes, the liver and spleen, the bone marrow.
Because glioblastomas grow so quickly at thisstagein their development, it' s hard to tell how long the
tumor may have been therein *slent’ mode, seeding itself. Theimportant thing isgoing to be to Sart
chemotherapy as soon as possible after the surgery to remove the tumor. Possibly radiotherapy aswell.”

Nita sfather nodded. “Have you discussed thiswith my wife?’ he said.

“Not yet,” said the doctor. “That comes next. | wanted a chance to prepare you first, since you two will
want to talk about it together, and it’ simportant that you both have al the facts.”

“The*seeding,”” her father said. “It’s cancer that you mean. Spreading.”



“Yes,” said Dr. Kashiwabara.

Nitafelt asif she had been turned to ice where she sat. Cancer was aword that she had come across
repeatedly in her reading that morning, but she had been trying to ignoreit. Now sheredized her folly, for
the most basic tool of wizardry iswords, and awizard who ignoreswords willfully is only sabotaging
hersdf.

“What are her chances?’ Nita sfather said.

“It' stoo soon to tell,” said the doctor. “Right now our priority isto get that tumor out of there. Afterward
there Il betimeto look, at thelong-term options.”

“Isthe operation dangerous?’ Nitasaid.

Dr. Kashiwabaralooked at her. “Thereé sacertainrisk,” shesaid. “Asin any surgica procedure. But the
tumor’sin an areawhere it won't be too hard to get at, and for thiskind of surgery, we use atechnique
that’ s more like the way we fix people s noses than anything ese. It' snot nearly asinvasive or traumatic
as brain surgery wasyears ago. I'll st down with you and show you some diagrams, if you like.”

“Thanks,” Nitasad. “Yes”
The doctor turned back to their dad. “Isthere anything else you want to ask me?’
“Only when you think the surgery will be scheduled.”

“Assoon aspossible. There' sateam of loca specidiststhat we put together for thiskind of surgery. I'm
getting everyone' s schedules sorted out now. | think it’ [l be Wednesday or Thursday.”

“Okay,” Nita'sdad said. “ Thanks, Doctor.”

The doctor went off, leaving them together. | saw her face, Nitaremembered her dad saying. Shewas
shaking. Hewasright. ..

“There sno point in us hanging around here,” her father said. “Why don’t we look at the diagrams Dr.
Kashiwabarahasfor us. Then I’ll drop you two home, and come back alittle bit later, so | cantalk to
Mom.”

“Daddy, no!” Dairinesaid. “I want to stay and—"

Dart, Nitasaid slently, shut up. We need to see Tom, in ahurry. And you and | need to talk.
“No, honey,” their father said. “I want to see her first. Okay?’

“All right,” Dairine said, subdued, but she shot Nitaarebelliouslook. “Let’'sgo.”

Nitaheld her fire until they were home, and al had had something to est. When her father was getting
ready to go out, she stopped him at the door and said, “We may be going out, Dad. Don’t be surprised if
we' re not here when you get back. There are visiting hours tonight, right?”

“Yes, | think s0. You can go then.” Her dad exhded. “I guessit’ sagood thing that the surgery will
happen quickly. We can gart... coping, | guess.”

“Yeah. And we'll do morethan that.” She gave him ahug. “Givethat to Mom for me.”



“l'will.”
She watched him pull out of the driveway and drive off.

Nitagtarted up the airs and met Dairine halfway down them, shrugging into her jacket, with Spot under
her arm. “Not so fagt,” Nitasaid. “I want you to tell me what you were doing in there.”

“Something,” Dairine said. “Which was more than you were.”

Nitawas tempted to hit her sster—to redlly hit her, which shocked her. Dairine brushed by her and
headed for the back door. Nita grabbed her own jacket and her manual, locked the back door, and
went after her.

Dairine was halfway down the driveway dready. “Were you crazy, doing awizardry right there?’ Nita
whispered as she caught up with her. “And you bombed, didn’t you? Y ou crashed and burned.”

Dairinewaswaking fast. “1 don’t want to talk about it.”
“You'd better talk about it! She's my mother, too! What were you trying to do?’
“What do you think? | wastrying to cure her!”

Nitagulped. “Just like that? Are you nutsl Without even knowing exactly what kind of growth you were
operating on yet? Without—"

“Neets, while I’ ve ill got the power, I’ ve got to try to do something with it,” Dairine said. “Before | lose
the edge!”

“That doesn’t mean you just do any old thing before you' re prepared!” Nitasaid. “ That wizardry just
came gpart! What if some piece of it got loose and affected someone el se in there? What if—"

“It doesn’t matter,” Dairine muttered, furious. “It didn’t work.” Nitalooked at her, asthey crossed the
street and headed down the road that led to Tom and Carl’ s, and saw the tears sarting to fill Dairine's
eyesagain. “It didn't work,” Dairine said, more quietly. “How can it not have worked? Thisisn’t even
anything like pushing aplanet around; thisisn't even amiddle-sized wizardry— It...” Shewent quiet.

Nitacould fed the tenson building dl through Dairine, like acoil winding tighter and tighter. “Comeon,”
shesaid.

When they rang Tom’ sdoorbell, it was afew moments before he answered, and as he opened the
screen door, Nitawasn't quite sure what to make of hisexpression. “1t's Grand Central Station around
herethismorning,” Tom said, “in dl kinds of ways. Comeonin.”

“Isthisabad time?’ Nitaasked timidly.
“Oh, noworsethan usud,” said Tom. “Comeonin; don't just stand there.”

He quickly closed the front door behind Nita and Dairine as they went by, which was probably just as
well, because otherwise a passerby might have seen the six-foot-long iridescent blue giant dug Sitting in
the middle of the living-room floor, deep in conversation with Carl. At least it would have looked like a
giant dug to anyone who hadn’t been to Alphecca VI, but dugsweren't usualy encrusted with rubies of
such asize “Hey, ladies” Carl said asthey passed, and then went back to his conversation with his
guest.

Tom led them into the big combined kitchen-dining room. “Areyou two al right?” Tom said. “No, | can



tell you'renat; it'sjust about boiling off you. What' s happened?

Briefly Nitatold him. Tom’sface went blank with shock.

“Oh, my God,” hesaid. “Nita, Dairine, I'm so sorry. This started happening when?’
“Y esterday afternoon.”

Tom sat down &t thetable. “Please,” he said, gesturing them to seats acrossfrom him. “ And you say
they’ ve got the scans done dready. That helps.” He looked up then. “It also explains something Carl
noticed an hour or so ago...”

Carl had just said good-bye to the Alpheccan, who had vanished most expertly, without even enough
disturbance of the air to rustle the curtains. “Y eah, | thought that was you earlier,” Carl said, coming over
to st down at the table and looking at Dairine. “It had your signature, with that kind of power
expenditure. But something went red wrong, didn't it?’

“Itdidn’t work,” Dairine said softly.

“There are only about twenty reasonswhy it shouldn’t have,” Carl said, sounding dry. “Inadequate
preparation, no concrete circle when so many variableswere involved, insufficiently defined intervention
locusin both volume and tissue type, other unprotected living entitiesin the field of possible effects,
inadequate protection for the wizardry againgt ‘ materials memory of past traumasin the areg; shdl | go
on?Magjor screwup, Dairine. | expect better of you.” He was frowning.

Nitatried to remember if she' d ever seen Carl frown before, and failed, and got the shivers.
“I thought | could just fix it,” Dairine said, looking pae. “I mean—I’ ve done that kind of thing before.”

Carl shook hishead. “Y es, but you can’t go on that way forever. Y our power levels are down nine,
maybe ten points from mid-Ordedl levels. That'sjust asit should be. But hasn't it occurred to you that
there’ s another problem?Y ou Sarted very big. Thisisasmall wizardry by comparison—and you haven't
yet mastered the reduction in scale to make you much good at the smal stuff. Sorry, Dairine, but that’s
the price you pay for such a spectacular debut. Right now Nita s the only one in your house who' s got
thekind of control to attempt any kind of intervention on your mother a al. Y ou're going to haveto let
her handleit. And | warn you not to interfere in whatever intervention Nitamay eect. It could kill dl three
of you. It'sgoing to be hard for you to it on your hands and watch, but that’ sjust what you' re going to
haveto do.

“It'snot fair,” Dairine whispered.

“No,” said Tom. “So let’sagree that it' s not, then move past that to some kind of solution. If indeed
thereisone”

“Ift*”Nitasad.

Tom looked at her steadily, an expression inviting her to cam hersdf down. “Maybe a Coke or
something?’ Carl said.

“Please,” Nitasaid. Carl got up to get the drinks. To Tom, Nitasaid, “I wasdoing alot of reading this
morning. | kept running into references to spdlsthat had to do with cancer being difficult because the
conditionis‘intractable,” or ‘recacitrant.”” She shook her head. “I don’t get it. A spell dwaysworks.”

“Except when the problem keeps recongtructing itsdlf afterward,” Tom said, “in adifferent shape. It'slike



that intervention you and Kit were working on, the Jones Inlet business. If the pollution coming out of the
inner waters was away's the same, the wizardry would be easy to build. But it's changing al thetime.”

Nitagrimaced. “Yeah, well,” shesad, “| blew awholelot of time on detail work on that one, and the
gpell worked just finewithout it. | think I’'m having alame-brain week.” She rubbed her face. “ Just when
| mogt serioudy don't need onel”

“There snot much point in beating yourself up about that right now,” Tom said. “ The foundations of the
wizardry were sound, and it did thejob, which iswhat counts. And you may be ableto recycle the
subroutinesfor something e se eventudly.”

Carl came back with four bottles of Coke, distributed them, and sat down. He exchanged glances with
Tom for asecond longer than absolutely necessary, asinformation passed from mind to mind.

“Oh boy,” Carl said. “Nita, Tom'sright. The basic problem isthe structure of the malignancy itself—"

“Look, let’ stake thisfrom the top,” Tom said. “ Otherwise there are going to be more
misunderstandings.” He held out his hand, and a compact version of hismanua dropped intoit. He put it
down on the table and started |eafing through it. “'Y ou’ ve done some medica wizardry inthe past,” he
said to Nita

“Y eah. Minor hedlings. Some not so minor.”

Tom nodded. “ Tissue regeneration isfairly smple,” he said. “Naturdly there saways aprice. Blood,
ether in actua form or expressed by your agreement to suffer the square of the pain you' re intending to
hea—that’ sthe normd arrangement. But when you tart involving nonhuman lifein the hedling, things get
complicated.”

Nita blinked. “ Excuse me? My mother was human the last time | looked!”

Carl gave Tom anironic look. “What my distracted colleague here meansisthat it’s not just your mother
you haveto hedl, but also whatever’ s attacking her. If you don't heal the cause of the tumor or the
cancer, it just comes back somewhere else, in some worse form.”

“What could beworsethan abrain tumor?” Dairine said.

“Don't ask,” Tom said, still leafing through the manual. “ There are too many ways the Lone Power could
answer that question.” He glanced up then. *Y our main problem isthat cancer cells are tough for wizards
to treat because they’ re neither al inanimate nor dl biologica life. They'reahybrid...which causes
problemswhen trying to write aspel| that will eradicate them without hurting norma cells. It' sexactly the
same thing that makes chemotherapy dightly dangerous. It poisons the good cells aswell asthe bad ones
unlessit’svery carefully managed.”

“The other part of the problem,” Carl said, “isthat the viruses and malignant cells mutate as they spread.
That makes cancer asintractable for wizardsto treat asfor doctors. Even if you could wave your hands
intheair and say, ‘ Disease go away!’ al you can do is make the disease go away that’ s there today.
After that, dl it takesis one virusthat you missed, hidden away in just one cell somewhere, to start
breeding again. They get smarter and nastier after an incomplete eradication. What comes back will kill
you fagter than what wasthere originaly. Worse, you can never get them dl. A spell complex enough to
do that, accurately naming and describing each and every cell, and what you think might be hidinginiit,
would take you yearsto write. By which time...” He shook his head.

“| thought maybe you did spellslikethat,” Nitasaid in asmdl voice.



Tom smiled, even though the smile was sad. “ That’ s amuch higher compliment than | deserve. No, a
wizardry that complex iswell beyond my competence... whichisashame, becauseif it wasn't, |
wouldn't rest by day or night until | had it for you.”

Nita gulped.

“A lot of wizards have spent alot of time on thisone, Nita,” said Carl. “ There are waysto attempt a
cure, but the priceishigh. If it weren't, there wouldn't be much cancer; we d be ssomping it out with
ease Wherever we found it. Asit is, look at the world around you, and see how far we' ve got.”

That thought wasn't one she cared for. “Y ou say there are waysto ‘attempt’ acure,” Nitasaid. “It
soundslikeit doesn’t work very often.”

“That’ s because of the most basic part of the problem,” Carl said. “It leaves us, in some ways, even less
ableto do anything than the medical people. We rewizards. Viruses, though they’ re not exactly organic
life, arelife regardiess. And we cannot just go around killing things without dealing with the
consequences, a every levd.”

“Oh, comeon!” Darine said.

“Not at dl,” Carl said. “Where do you draw theline, Dairine? Where in the Oath doesit say, ‘I’ ll protect
thislife over here but not that one, which isjust agerm and happensto be annoying me at the moment?
There' s no such dichotomy. Y ou respect al life, or none of it. Of course, that does’t mean that wizards
never kill. But killing increases entropy localy, and it' s dwaysto be resisted. Sometimes, yes, you must
kill in order to save another life. But you must first make your peace with the life-form you' re killing.”

“If I'm just going to be killing abunch of viruses,” Nitasaid, “I should be able to manage that.”

Carl shook his head. “1t may not be so easy. Viruses have their own worldview: ‘ Reproduce at any
cost.” Which aso can mean ‘kill your host.” In dedling with that kind of thing, awizard is handicapped
right from the dart.”

“Blame the Speech,” Tom said. “It’ sthe basis on which every wizardry is predicated. .. but here, it' saso
our wesk spot, if thisisawesakness. Everything that lives knows the Speech and can useit to tell you
how lifefedsfor it, how its universe makesit behave...”

Nitastared at the table, her heart sinking. Tom wasright. It was hard to be angry a something—arock,
atree—that you could hear saying to you, Thisishow I’'m made; it's not my fault; you see how the world
is, theway things are; what else can | do? And for the smplest things—and viruses are about as smple
asthings get—it would be hard to explain to them why they shouldn’t be doing this, why they should all
just stop reproducing themselves and essentialy commit suicide so that your mother didn’t haveto die.
Their world was such asmple one, it wouldn't dlow for much in the way of—

Nita s eyes went wide.

She dowly looked up from the table at Tom. “What about— Tom, isit possible to change a cancer
virus s perception of the world—change the way the universe seemsfor them, isfor them—so that

they’ re more sentient? So that awizard could dedl with them to best effect? Tak them out of being

there... talk them out of killing? Something like that?’

Tom and Carl looked at each other. Tom’slook was dubious. But Carl’ s expression was strangely
intrigued. He nodded dowly.

“You know therules,” hesaid. “*If they're old enough to ask..."”



“*... they’'re old enough to betold.””

Tom folded his hands and looked at them. “Nita,” he said, “1 couldn’t ask about this before. Who are
you thinking of doing thiswizardry for?'Y our mother or you?’

Nita sat slent, then she opened her mouth.

“Don't,” Carl said. “You'redill in shock; you can’t possibly have a clear answer to the question yet.
Y ou’ re going to have to find out as you do your work. But the question matters. Wizardry, findly, is
about serviceto other beings. Our own needs come second. If you start fooling yourself about that, the
deception isgoing to go straight to the heart of any spell you write, and ruin it. And maybe you aswell.”

“Okay,” Tom said. “Let that rest for the moment.” To Nitahe said, “ Are you clear about what you're
suggesting you want to do?’

“I guessit would mean changing the way things behavein the universe, locally,” Nitasad. “Insde my
mom.” And she gulped. When she put it that way, it suddenly became clear how many, many waysthere
wereto screw it up.

“Changing the gtructure of the universeitsdf,” Tom said. “Yes. You get to play God on aloca level.”
“You'regoing to tell methat it's serioudy dangerous,” Nitasaid, “and the priceisawful.”

“ Anything worth having demands a commensurate price,” Carl sad. “What isyour mother’ slifeworth to
you?... And yes, this option has dangers. But | seethat’snot likely to stop you in the present Situation.”

Heleaned back alittlein his chair, folding hisarms, looking at Nita. “We have to warn you clearly,” Carl
said. “You think you' ve been through alot in your career so far. | have newsfor you. Y ou haven't yet
played with anything like this. When you start dtering the natural laws of universes it'slikethrowing a
rock into apond. Ripples spread, and thefirst thing in thelocal system to be affected, the first thing the
ripples hit, isyou. Y ou're going to need practice handling that, keeping yourself asyou arein the face of
everything changing, beforetrying it for red. .. and unfortunately, in thisuniverse, everythingisfor red.”

“I don't care,” Nitasaid. “If there’ sachance | might be able to save my mom, | haveto try. What do |
need to do?’

“Go somewhereit’snot for redl,” Carl said. “ One of the universes where you can practice.”
Nitagtared at him, confused. “Likelearning to fly aplanein asimulator?’

“It wouldn’'t beasimulation,” Tom said. “It'll bered enough. As Carl said, figures of speech aside, it's
adwaysfor red. But if you have to make mistakes while you' re learning how to manipulate loca changes
inuniversa structure, there are places set aside where you can make them and not kill anybody in the
process.”

“Or where, if you kill yourself making one of those mistakes, you won't take anyone dsewith you,” said
Cal.

There was amoment’ ssilence at that.
“Where?’ Nitasad. “1 want to go.”
“Of courseyou do, right thisminute,” Carl said, rubbing hisface. “It'sgoing to take time to set up.”

“There may not bealot of time, Carl! My mom—"



“Isnot going to die today, or tomorrow,” Tom said, “asfar asthe doctors can tell. Isn't that so?’

“Yes, but—" Nita stopped. For amoment she had been ready to shout that they weren't being very
congderate of her. But that would have been untrue. As her Senior wizards, their job was to be tough
with her when she needed it. Anything else would have been redlly inconsiderate.

“Good,” Carl said. “Get agrip. You'regoing to need it, where you' re going. The aschetic continua, the
‘practice’ universes, are flexible places—at least the early onesin the sequence—but if you indulge
yoursdlf in doppy thinking while you' rein one, it can befatd .

“Where arethey?’ Nitasaid. “How do | get there?’

“It' saworldgating,” Tom said. “Nonstandard, but you' d be using existing gates.” He glanced at Carl.
“Penn Sation?’

“Penn’ sdown right now. It’'d have to be Grand Centra.”

Nita nodded; she had afair amount of experience with the worldgates there. “What do | do when | get
there?’

“Y our manua will have most of the details” Carl said. “Y ou'll practice changing the natures and rules of
the nonpopul ated spaces that the course makes available to you. You'll start with easy ones, then move
up to universes that more strenuoudy resist your efforts to change them, then onesthat will be dmost
impossibleto change.”

“It' slikeweight lifting,” Nitasad. “Light Stuff first, then heavier.”
“Inaway.”

“When you finish the course,” Tom said, “if you' ve doneit correctly, you'll bein aposition to come back
and recast your mother’ s physical Situation as an dternate universe... and changeitsrules. If you il
want to.”

If? Nita decided not to press the point. She' d noticed over time that sometimes Tom and Carl spent alot
of effort warning you about things that weren't going to happen. “Yes. | wanttodo it.”

Tom and Carl looked at each other. “All right,” Tom said. “Y ou’ re going to have to congiruct acarrying
matrix for the spellsyou'll take with you—sort of awizardry backpack. Normally you' d read the manua
and congtruct the spells you need, on the spot, but that won't work where you' re going. In the practice
universes, time runs at different speeds, so the manua can be unpredictable about updating. .. and you
can't wait for it when you' re in the middle of some wizardry “where speed of executioniscrucia. Your
manud will have details on what the matrix needsto do. What it looks likeis up to you.”

“And onelast thing,” Carl said. He looked sad but also stern. “If you go forward on this course, there's
going to come atime when you' re going to have to ask your mother whether thisis a price she wants you

to pay.”

“I know that,” Nitasaid. “I'm used to asking my mom for permission for stuff. | don’t think this|l bea
problem.” Shelooked up at them. “But what isthe price?’

Tom shook hishead. “You'll find out as you go dong.”

“Yeah,” Nitasad. “Okay. I'll get started as soon as| get home.”



And then, to Nital s complete shock, she broke down and began to cry. Tom and Carl sat quietly and let
her, while Dairine sat there looking stricken. After amoment Tom got up and got Nitaatissue, and she
blew her nose and wiped her eyes. “I’'m sorry,” she said, “that keeps happening al of a sudden.”

“Don’'t besorry,” Tom said. “It'snormal. And so isnot giving up.”

She sniffed once or twice more and then nodded.

“Go do what you haveto,” Tom said.

She and Dairinegot up. “And Nita,” Carl said.

On her way to the front door, she looked back at him.

“Becareful,” Carl sad. “ There are occupationd hazardsto being agod.”

Sunday Afternoon and Evening

Nitaand Dairine walked home, and Nitawent up to her room and settled in to work. The moment she
sat down at her desk, she saw that her manual aready had several new sectionsin it, subsequent to the
usual onethat dealt with worldgatings and other spatial and tempora didoceations.

Thefirgt new section had generd information about the practice universes. their history, their locations
relaive to the hundreds of thousands of known aternate universes, their qudities. They' re playpens, Nita
thought as she read. Places where the structure that holds science to matter, and wizardry to both of
them, has some squish to it; where the hard corners on things aren’t so hard, so you can stretch your
muscles and find out how to exploit the squish that exists e sewhere. There was no concrete data about
how the practice universes had been established, but they were very old, having apparently been sedled
off to prevent settlement at atime al-most too ancient to be conceived. One of the Powers That Be, or
Someone higher up, foresaw the need.

Whileit was useful that no one lived in those universesto get hurt by wizardstwisting naturd laws
around, there seemed to be adownside aswell. Y ou couldn’t stay in them for long. The manual got
emphatic about the need not to exceed the assigned duration of scheduled sessions—

Universes not permanently inhabited by inteligent life have only alimited toleration for the presence of
sentients. The behavior of loca physcs within these universes can become skewed or deranged when
overloaded by too many sentient-hours of usein agiven period. In extreme cases such over-inhabition
can cause an aschetic continuumto implode

Boy, there sawelcome | won't overgtay, Nitathought, though not without amoment’ s curiosity about
what it was like insgde auniverse when it imploded. Something to get Dairineto investigate, maybe. Nita
managed just aflicker of agrim smileat the thought.

Access scheduling isarranged through manua functions from the originating universe. Payment for the
gating is determined by duration spent in the aschesocontinuum and deducted from the practitioner at the
end of each sesson. Accessisthrough local main-line gating facilities of complexity level X1 or better; the
gating type isadiazo-Riemannian timedide, which, regardiess of duration spent in the aschetic continuum,
returns practitionersto the originating universe an average of +.10 planetary rotations aong duration axis,
variation +/- .005 rotation.

Nitadid the conversion from the decima timings, raised her eyebrows. So you go in, then come out more
or lesstwo hours after you went...no matter how much time you spend there.



Could get tiring.
Ask meif | carel

There were many other details. Nita spent the rest of an hour or so absorbing them, then passed on to
what seemed the most important part of the work in front of her: constructing the matrix to hold the spells
she’ d be using in the practice universes. The matrix would hold asdection of wizardriesready for use
until she could get back to where the manua could be depended on for fast use.

The thought of a place where you couldn’t depend on the manua made Nitatwitch alittle. But that was
where she had to go to do her mother any good, so she got over it and started considering the structure
of the matrix. It was complex; it had to be in order to hold whole ready-to-run spells gpart from one
another, essentidly in stasi's, so that they couldn’t get tangled. The matrix structure that the manud
suggested was straightforward enough to build but fiddly—ike putting chain mail together, ring by ring
and rivet by rivet, each ring going through three others.

Nita cleared her desk and laid the manua out where she could keep her eye on the guide diagram it
provided. Then she put out her hands and pronounced eighty-one syllablesin the Speech. Once
complete, the sentence took physica form, drifting like a glowing thread into her hands. She said the
sentence again, and again, until she had nine of the strands. Then Nitawound them together and knotted
the ends of the ninefold strand together with awizard' s knot, creating a single sedled loop, which she
scaled down in size. The next loop of nine strands was laced through that one, as were the next two.
When it wasfinished, there would be three-to-the-sixth linksin the matrix: seven hundred twenty-nine of
them...

Nitadidn’t alow the numbersto freak her out. She kept at it, making each set of nine strands, winding
them together, looping them, linking them through the other available links, and fastening them closed.
The work was as hypnotic in itsway as crocheting—a hobby that Nita had taken up a couple of years
ago a her mother’ singtigation, then promptly dumped because the constant repetition of motions made
her hands cramp. But thiswas not about making a scarf. Thiswas about saving her mother’slife... so
Nitafound it alot easier to ignore the cramps.

Gradudly the delicate structure began to grow. Severd times Nita missed hooking one of the
substructuresinto al the othersit had to be connected to, and the diagram in the manua flashed
ingstently until she went back and fixed it. Slowly, though, she started to get the rhythm down pat, and
the eighty-one syllables, repeated again and again, came out perfectly every time, though they Started
becoming meaningless with the repetition. I'm going to be saying these thingsin my deep, Nita thought,
finishing one more unit and moving on to the next.

About an hour into this work, Nita heard her dad come home. The back door shut, and she heard him
moving around downgtairs in the kitchen, but she kept doing what she was doing. A few minutes|ater
there was aknock at her door, and he camein.

Nitalooked up at him, grateful for theinterruption, and flexed her handsto get rid of the latest bout of
cramps. The steady energy drain that came with doing arepetitive wizardry like thiswasredly tiring her
out, but that couldn’t be helped. “How’sMom?’ she said.

“She'sfine” her father said, and sat down wearily on her bed. “Well, not fine; of course not. But she's
not in pain, and she' s not so full of the drugs this afternoon. .. We talked about the surgery. She' s okay
about that.”

“Redlly?’ Nitasad.



Her father rubbed hisface. “Well, of course not, honey,” he said. “Who wants anybody monkeying
around with their brain? But she knowsit’s got to be done.”

“Andtheres of it?’

Her dad shook his head. “ She' s not exactly happy about the possihility that the cancer might have
spread. But there’ s nothing we can do about that, and there’ s no point in worrying about it when there's
something so much more important happening in afew days.”

Helooked at thefaint line of light lying on Nita' s desk. “What' sthat?’

She picked it up, handed it to him. “Go ahead,” she said when he hesitated. “ Y ou can't hurt it.”

He reached out and took the delicate linkage of loop after loop of light into hishands. “What'sit for?’
“Helping Mom.”

“Y ou talked to Tom and Carl 7’

“Yeah.” Nitawondered whether to get into the details, then decided against it. When he' sready to ask,
I’ll heready to tdll. | hope. “There are places| can go,” shesad, “where | canlearnthe skills| need to
dedl withthe... cancer.” She had trouble saying the word. I’ m going to have to get over that. “1 won't be
gonefor long, Dad, but I'll be going to places where time doesn’t run the same way. | may be pretty
tired when | get back.”

He handed back the partly made matrix. “Y ou redlly think this has a chance of making a difference? Of
meaking your momwe|?’

“It'sachance,” Nitasaid. “I won't know until | try, Daddy.”

“Is Darine going with you?’

Nita shook her head. “ She’ sgot to St thisone out.”

Her father nodded. “ All right. Sweetheart. ..you know what I'm going to say.”
“Becareful.”

He managed just the dightest smile. “When are you going to tell Mom about this?’

“When I’ vetried it once. After | seehow it goes, I'll tell her. No point in getting her worried, or excited,
until 1 know for surethat | can get where | have to go and do what | haveto.”

“One other thing, hon...”
Nitalooked at her father with concern.

“For tomorrow and Tuesday, anyway, | think you and Dairine should go to school asusud. It s better
for usal to stick to our norma routines than to it around home agonizing over what' s going on.”

Nitawas't wild about thisidea, but she couldn't find it in her heart to art arguing the point with her
father right now. “Okay,” she said after amoment.

“Then I'll go get us something to eat,” her father said, and went out.

Nitaturned back to the desk, let out along sad breath at the pain and worry in her dad’ sface, and said



the eighty-one syllables one moretime...

Kit spent the day adding notes to his manua on where he had been. Once or twice during the process he
checked the back of the book to seeif there was anything from Nita but found nothing. At first he
thought, Maybe she'sbusy. It’s not like she doesn’t have her own projectsto work on. But asthe
evening approached, Kit began to wonder what she was up to. | guess | could aways shoot her a

thought.
He pushed back in his desk chair, leaned back—
ow!*

Kit turned around hurriedly and redlized that Ponch waslying right behind him, half adeep... or formerly
half adeep. Hewasn't now; not with one of Kit'schair legs shoved into hisgut. “ Sorry,” Kit said, pulling
thecharinalitile,

“Hmf,” Ponch said, and put his head down on his paws again.
Kit sghed and closed his eyes once more. Neets?...

... Nothing. Wéll, not quite. She was there, but shewasn't in recelving mode right now, or just wasn't
receptive. Additionaly, coming from her direction, Kit could catch aweird sort of background noise, like
someone saying something again and again—a fierce in-turned concentration he' d never felt in her

before. What' s she doing?... The noise had afaint taste of wizardry about it, but there was aso an
emotiona component, aturmoil of extreme nervousness, but blocked, stifled—he couldn’t make anything
of it.

Weird, he thought. Neets? Anybody home?

Stll no reply. Findly Kit sighed and leaned forward to hiswork again. The manua had presented him
with a detailed questionnaire about his experiencesin the places he' d been, and there were till alot of
sectionstofill in. I'll walk over there after I’ m done and see what the story is.

It was after eight before Kit got up. He went downgtairsto get his jacket, for it was chilly; fall was setting
infast. AsKit went by, his pop looked up from the living-room chair where he was reading, and said,
“Son, it'saschool day tomorrow. Don't be out late.”

“I won't,” Kit said. “ Just gonnadrop in on Nitared fast.”

With ascrabble of claws on the stairs, Ponch threw himsdaf down them and turned the corner into the
living room.“Whereyagoin‘ -whereyagoin’ -whereyagoin'!”

“Mr. Radar Ears strikes again,” Kit' sfather said. “ Can’'t move around here without that dog demanding
you take him out for awalk.”

“He hashisreasons,” Kit said, amused, and headed oui.

The gtreetlight a the corner was malfunctioning again, sizzling asitslight jittered on and off. Kit didn’t
mind the “ off; as he crossed the street with Ponch, he could see more plainly the stars of autumn evening
climbing through the branches of the trees. Already there were fewer leavesto hide them. At therate this



fal had been going, with sharp frosts every night, there would be few leaves, or none, lft in a couple of
weeks. Past the faint glints of Deneb and Altair in that sky were Uranus and Neptune. Kit couldn’'t see
them with the naked eye, but to awizard' s sensesthey could befelt, even at this distance, as a distant
tang of massin theicy void. Kit smiled at the thought that they seemed even moreliketheloca
neighborhood than usua, compared to the places he' d been today.

He cameto Nita s house and, to his surprise, found it dark and Nita' s dad’ s car gone. Maybe they al
went out somewhere, to the movies or to visit somebody, something like that. Oh well, Melasaid she
caled. And she got my message. She'll get back to me.

Kit walked Ponch for alittle while more, then went home and settled once again at his desk to finish that
report in the manual, but first he used it to leave Nita another message. Tried to reach you earlier, but you
sounded busy. Call when you can. He would have added See you at school tomorrow, except that this
waslesslikely than it used to be. Their classeswere dl different, and at the moment they didn’'t even
have the same lunch period.

He sent the message, then paged through the manud to finish his report. Ponch curled up behind Kit's
chair, muttering alittle to himself as he groomed his paws after their walk. “1f you were going to tell
someone your gut feeling about the places where we went yesterday,” Kit said to Ponch, reading him one
of the questions he ill had to answer, “what would it be?’

“They samdled nice” Ponch said dowly. “But smdl isn't everything...”

Kit raised his eyebrows, made a note of that, and went back to work.

Monday M orning and Afternoon

Nita saw dawn comein again...thistime because she hadn’t bothered to go to deep after coming back
from the hospital. She had been too busy working on the spell matrix. Now, worn out, she sat at her
desk in the vague morning light and looked at it asit lay in her hands.

Toawizard far enough dong in her learning to think in the Speech, and used to seeing the underpinnings
of power beneath mere appearance, it looked two ways. One was a complex, interwoven glitter and
shimmer of strands of light with nine prominent “knots’ showing, each one areceptor Steinto which a
“freg’” wizardry could be offered up. But the other semblance, which had made it easier for Nitato work
with thewizardry initslater Stages, was a charm bracelet, though one with no charmson it asyet. The
manual suggested it would take timefor her to choose the spells she needed and mate them successfully
to the matrix. Nitahoped it wouldn't take aslong as the manual suggested it might. She needed to hurry.

She poured it through her fingers, feeling the virtual mass she had bound into the matrix’ s structure. It
now looked and felt enough like an ordinary charm bracelet that no one would find it strange Nitawas
wearing it. It was a so a convenient shape; shewouldn't have to keep it in a pocket.

“Didn’'t think you' d be donewith it dready,” Dairine said from right behind her.

Nita started, nearly faling right out of her chair, then looked over her shoulder. “Y eah, well, think about
that the next time you accuse me of not doing anything.”

Dairine nodded. She looked wan, in that early light, and her dad’ s big T-shirt hanging off her made her
look more waiflike and fragile than usud. Nitaregretted having spoken sharply to her. “Y ou okay?’

“No,” Dairine said, “and why should | be? Terrible things are happening, and there’ snothing | can do.
Worse, | haveto sit around and hope that you get it right.” She glowered.



This, a least, was amore norma mode of operation for Dairine. Nita poked her genidly. “We |l see
what Carl says,” shesad. “Go on.”

Dairine went off. Nita got up and opened a drawer, to choose her clothes for that day, picked up that
new skirt and almost decided not to wear it. Then she thought, Why not? If | get sent home, it'll just give
Mom an excuseto fed like she wasright. Probably cheer her up, too. She fished around for atop to go
with it, then went off for her shower.

Half an hour later, showered and dressed, Nitafdt dightly better, dmost asif she hadn’'t been up all
night. She went downgtairsto have a bite of breakfast and found her father finishing abowl of cered. He
glanced at Nita as she rummaged in thefridge, and said, “Isn’'t that alittle short?’

Nitasnickered. “Mom bought it, Dad. It was long enough for her.”

Her father raised his eyebrows. He normally left thiskind of issue to Nitaand her mom to resolve; now
he seemed to be having second thoughts. “Well, | suppose... Come by the store when you're out of
school and we'll go straight over and see Mom.”

“Okay.” She put the milk down and hugged him. “Seeyou later.”

Her father went out, and Nitawatched him get into the car and drive off. It felt to her asif hewasjust
barely holding it al together, and that tore at Nita. Well, if | can make thiswork, he won't need to be that

way for long.
Please, God, let it work!

Shedrank aglass of milk and then sat down at the kitchen table with her manud, flipping to the back of
it. There she saw the new message from Kit and wasimmediately guilt stricken. I'll catch up with him at
schoal today, she thought. Right now, though, I’ ve gotta take care of thisfirst. She opened anew
message on a clean page. Carl?

The answer came straight back; he was using his manud, too. Good morning.
Got amoment?

If it' sjust amoment, yes.

I’m done. Want to check it out?

Okay. Comeon over.

Nitareached into her claudication-pocket, pulled out the transit pell she used for Tom and Carl’s
backyard, and tweaked the ingress parameters so that there’ d be no air-displacement bang. Then she
dropped it to the floor and stepped through.

Carl was standing in the doorway from the house to the patio, tying histie and looking out at the garden.
Nitapaused for just amoment to admire him; she didn’t often see him dressed for work. “Nicetie, Carl.”

He glanced down &t it. It was patterned al over with bright red chilies, asurprising contrast to the sober
charcod of the suit. “Yeah, it was agift from my sister. Her ideas of businesswear are unique. What've
you got for me?’

“Here,” Nitasaid, going over to hand him the charm bracelet. He raised his eyebrows, amused by the
shape, and then dissolved the appearance to show the matrix itsdlf, enlarged until it stretched a couple of



feet inlength, shimmering and intricate, between hishands.

“Yeah,” Carl said, examining it section by section. “Right...” He showed her one spot where the linked
srands didn’t come together quite the same way they did e sawhere. “ Open receptor Sitethere...”

“I' know. | left it that way on purpose, in case | need to expand it later.” Nita pointed at the spell strands
around the spot. “ See, there’ sreinforcement around it, and a blocker.”

“Hmm...” Helooked at the rest of the matrix.
“Yeah, | see what you' ve done; it makes sense. Okay, I'll sanction it.”

Carl took the two ends of the matrix strand and knotted them with adightly moreinvolved version of the
wizard' sknot. Thewholelength of the matrix flashed briefly with white fire as Carl st his Senior's
authorization into the structure of the wizardry. Though the flash died away quickly, for afew moments
the whole backyard hummed with released and rebound power. Nitawas distracted from the sight of a
small, complex structure now hanging from the stirand, like atangled knot of light, by a sudden annoyed
voicetha sad:

“Any chance you might hold it down out there? People in here are till deegping.”

Nitalooked around. One of the koi in the fishpond had put its head up out of the water and was giving
them both a cranky look.

Carl sghed. “Sorry, Akagane-sama.” He bowed dightly in thefish’sdirection.

The koi, a big handsome one spotted in dark orange-gold and white, rolled halfway over on the edge of
the pool, and caught sight of Nitawith one golden eye. It looked at her thoughtfully, then said:

“If haf aloaf is better than no bread, then at least | want the crumbs now.”

“It' shlackmail, that’ swhat it is,” Carl said, and vanished into the house. A few momentslater he came
back out and dropped some koi pellets and toast crumbs into the water.

Thefishlet out abubble of breeth, glancing at what Carl was holding. “ All the drawing lacks,” it said,
“isthefind touch: to add eyesto thedragon...”
Then it dipped back into the water with asmall splash, and started egting.

Nitaglanced at Carl. He shrugged. “ Sometimes | don't know whether | have koi or koans,” he said.
“Anyway, you'real set now. The Grand Centra gate will acknowledge thiswhen it comesinrange” He
handed Nitathe matrix, and it looked like a charm bracel et again. But there was something added: a
sngle golden charm—atiny fish. “ So when're you going to start?’

“Uh, thisafternoon, if | can stay awakethat long.”

“Go wdll, then,” Carl said. “ Speaking of which, | haveto go, too.” He patted her on the shoulder. “ Good
luck, kiddo.” He went into the house.

Nita dipped the bracel et onto her wrist, and headed back to her trangit circle.

Kit went to school that morning still excited about what he' d brought back from hisdog walk. He'd



trangted the little flower, till in stasi's, over to Tom's Sunday night, and he spent al hismorning classes
wondering what Tom would make of it. At lunchtime Kit managed to get out to where the pay phones

were ranked in front of the Conlon Road entrance, and waited in line for nearly ten minutes before one
wasfree.

Tom answered right away. “ Y ou get it okay?’ Kit said.

“Yup. And I’ ve been going through a precis of the raw data from your walk—the whole capture is about
athousand pages, maybe more. The redlly interesting thing about your jaunt, though, isthat the places
you went, the places you made, are still there.”

Kit wasn't sure what to make of that. “I thought they would just go away afterward.”
“Seemsnot.”

“What does that mean?’

“That | need an aspirin, mogtly,” Tom said. “Well, it means afew other things, too.”

Kit glanced around—none of the other kids nearby was paying him the dightest attention—and
whispered, “But...you can’t just make things—planets, whole universes—out of nothing. “ Strangely
enough, that’show it was originaly done. What' s unusud isthat it's not usualy done that way anymore.
Received wisdom had it that the grouped khiliocosms, or ‘ sheaf of shesf of universes,” thewhole
aggregate of physica existence, had a stable and unchanging amount of matter and energy. What you and
Ponch have been doing would seem to cdll that into question.”

“Uh, then | guesswe re sorry,” Kit said. “We didn’t mean to make trouble for anybody.”

Tom burst out laughing. “The only onesit’ stroublefor are the theoretical wizards, most of whom are
probably now pulling out their hair, scales, or tentacles. Y ou get transitory changesin the Structure and
nature of wizardry every now and then. Mostly they’ re Stuationd ripplesin the fabric of existence, and
mostly they pass. But they’ re going to have a party explaining thisone.”

“Isit going to be aproblem?’ Kit said.

“For the average wizard in the street? No,” Tom said. “But | think you should have atalk with Ponch to
keep him from running off and creating universes on his own. We don’t know how stable these universes
are... and we don’'t know if they might not be ableto proliferate.”

“Proliferate?’
“Breed,” sad Tom.
Kit was taken aback. “Universes can breed” he whispered.

“Ohyes. | could get into the geometries of it, the mechanics of isoparthenogenetic n-dimensiond
rotations and so on, but then I’ d need three aspirins, and my stomach’ll get upset. Just have aword with
Ponch, okay? 1’ d rather not wake up and discover that one of Ponch’s creations has sdlf-rotated and | eft
our home space hip-deep in squirrels. It would causetalk.”

“Uh, yesh.”

“Meanwhile, what you brought back is safe, and lots of people are going to want to look at it. So on
behdf of research wizards everywhere, thanks alot. What' sthe rest of your day look like?*



“Geometry, socid sudies... and gym.” Kit made aface. He was not abig gym fan; wizardry can keep
you from faling off the pardld bars, but it can’t make you good at them.

“Uh-oh,” Tom said, picking up on Kit'stone of voice. “ Every now and then | think, In the service of my
Art | may accidentally drown in liquid methane or have my living-room rug dimed by giant dugs, but no
one can ever make me climb one of thoseropesagain.”

“Must benice” Kit said.

“It will be, you'll see. Meanwhile, | think you' ve impressed Somebody with how you handled yoursdlf
out there. | wastold to authorize you for further exploration. When you two go for your next walk,
though, leave the manual on verbose reporting. It'Il be useful for the researchers.”

“No problem.”
“Thanksagan...” Tom hung up.

Then there was nothing to do with the rest of the day but go through classes as usud. While changing
periods, Kit looked for Nita but didn’'t see her. Once, as he was just going into his math classroom
before the bell rang, he caught sight of someone from behind, way down the hdl, who he thought was
her. But then Kit dismissed the idea; Neetsdidn't wear skirtsthat short. And it' sashame, said some
unrepentant part of hismind.

Kit made an amused face. That part of his mind had been getting outspoken lately. His dad had
reassured him that this was nothing to be concerned about— “revving up,” he called it—but he wouldn’t
say much more. That made Kit want to laugh. Hisfather, big and tough and worldly wise though he was,
had a core of absolute shynessthat few people outside the family recognized—but Kit knew it wasthe
source of hisown quiet Side. He suspected that when it came to the facts of life, he was going to haveto
ask hisdad to st down and explain it al, to get the chore out of the way.

Kit went through the rest of the day, looking around for Nita again when school finished, but he couldn’t
find her. He went home, checked his manud, and found no new message from her, so he walked over to
her house but found no one home. It made Kit want to laugh as he looked at the empty driveway.

There' d occasionaly been times when he didn’t want to see Nita about anything specific, and she
couldn’t be avoided. Now, when he did want to talk to her, she couldn’t befound

Kit went home, had dinner, and did hishomework. By the time he was finished with the miserable
geometry, he was ready to take dl the blamefor their fight, if only to get things back the way they ought
to be—anything to distract himself from the horror of cosines and the Civil War. He pushed dl the
schoolbooks on his desk aside and shot her athought: Neets! Earth to Nita!

Nothing. But thistimeit was anothing he recognized—afaint mutter of distant low-leve brain activity.
Nitawas deeply adeep. Kit glanced at the clock in mild bemusement. At eight at night?
Never mind. Tomorrow morning early I'll meet her before she goes to school; we' [l walk over together.

He wandered down the hall to his sster’ sroom, peered in. Carmelawas not there, but the TV and the
tape deck were, and from the earphoneslying on the bed, he could faintly hear someonesingingin
Japanese. The VCR was running, and on the TV, some kind of cartoon singing group—three dender
young men with very long ponytails—seemed to be appearing in concert, while searchlights and lasers
swept and flashed around them. It’ s not like the houseisn’t full of her weird J-pop hdf thetimeto start
with, Kit thought, but she' s got cartoon J-pop, too? Oh well. It's an improvement on the heavy metd.



Carmelaemerged from the upstairs bathroom and brushed past him. “Looking londly, little brother,” she
said, flopping down on her stomach and putting the earphones back in. “Where' s Miss Juanita been

lady?
“Good question,” Kit said, and headed down the stairs.
“Whereyagoin'?’ she shouted after him.

He smiled. “Out to walk the dog.”

Monday Night, Tuesday Morning

Nitawoke up after midnight. Shefdt aflash of guilt for having fallen adeep straight after coming home
from the hospital. But no matter how much she might have fdt that precioustime was dipping by, she'd
been completely worn out, and there was no point in trying to do anything wizardly. Now the charm
bracelet was satisfyingly heavy around her wrigt, glinting in thelight of the lamp on her desk, and shewas
rested and ready. So let’ s get to work...

She went downgtairs to check where people were, and found that her dad had gone to bed. Nitamade
hersalf asandwich and brought it back upstairs with her, pausing by Dairine’ s door to listen.

Silence. Softly Nita eased the door open, peered inside. In the darkness she could make out atangle of
limbs, pillows, and T-shirt on the bed—Dairine, in her usud al-night fight with the bedding. Nita shut the
door and went into her room again.

She ate the sandwich with workmanlike speed and changed into jeans and sneakers and a dark jacket.
Then she went to her desk to pick up the few small standalone wizardries that she thought would be
useful for thisexercise. One at atime she hooked each of them to adifferent link of the charm bracelet: a
small gold house key, alittle Slvery disc with the letters GCT intertwined on one side and the number
twenty-five on the other, atiny stylized lightning bolt, a pebble, alittle megaphone.

Nitapulled out her transit wizardry and changed its time-space coordinates, triggering the fail-safe
features that would abort the spdll if anyone was standing in the target area. Then she dropped the circle
to the floor and stepped through, pulling it after her as she went.

The side doorway into which Nita stepped normally serviced one of the food stands in the Graybar
Passage on one side of the termina. Now there were only some black plastic garbage bags there, and
Nita stepped over them and came out into the big archway dividing the passage from the Main
Concourse. It would be awhile before Grand Central shut down; afew trainswere till moving in and
out... and so was other traffic. Nitamade her way to the right of the big octagonal brassinformation
center, heading for the doorway that led to track twenty-five.

No train stood at the platform thislate. Nita paused under the archway at the bottom of the platform,
behind someiron racks and out of view of the control center far down the track on theright. Shefelt
around in the back of her mind for another wizardry she’ d prepared earlier, lying there almost ready to
go. Nitasaid the thirty-fifth word, and the air around her rippled and misted over in apeculiar
half-mirrored way. Whoever looked a her would see only what was directly behind her; she was
effectively invisble now.

Nitawaked on down the platform. Grand Centrd’ s most-used worldgate was down here, hanging in the
space between tracks twenty-five and twenty-six, and ble from either side for those who knew
how to pull it over to the platform. Quite afew wizards used it for long-distance transport in the course of
any one day—



Nitastumbled. “Auuw!” said someone down by her feet.

She recovered herself and stood till, looking around but unable to see what she' d tripped on. “Uh...
sorry!”

“Oh,” avoicesad. “| seewhat you're doing. Wait aminute.”

Suddenly therewasasmall black cat standing down by her foot, looking up at her. “Better,” the cat said
in the Speech. “ Sorry about that. We were invisible two different ways.”

“Dal, Rhiow,” Nitasaid. Rhiow wasthe leader of the Grand Centra worldgate supervision group, al of
whose memberswere cats, snce only feline wizards can naturally see the hyperstring structures on which
worldgates are constructed. “I’m on errantry, and | greet you—"

“Aren't wedl?” Rhiow said. “Niceto seeyou, t00.” Shewaslooking at the opening in the air, filled with
an odd shimmering darkness, which had manifested itsalf at Nita s gpproach. “Now, thereé sa
configuration you don’'t see every day.”

“Carl okayedit.”

“Of course hedid. It wouldn't be here otherwise. Good timing on your part, though.” Rhiow looked
back toward the scurrying peoplein the Main Concourse with a put-upon expression. “This gate' s been
getting three times the usud use while the others are moving around.”

“Moving!” Nita's eyes widened. She' d seen more than once now what happened when aworldgate
didocated itsdf improperly. The results could vary from smply disastrousto extremely fatdl.

“No, it'sdl right; it'sour ideg, not the gates'!” Rhiow said. “But Penn Station is being moved into anew
building, across Eighth Avenue, and the gates have to go, too. We ve had our pawsfull.”

“It was nice of you to take the time to see me off.”

“Not aproblem, cousin,” Rhiow said. “| wanted to make sure this behaved itsalf when you brought it
online. Meanwhile, watch how you go, and watch how you handle what you find. We can bring danger
with us even to atraining session, o you be careful.”

“I'will.”
“Da giho then, cousin.”
“Da...”

Manua in hand, Nitastepped through.

At first there was only a second’ sworth of darkness and the usud fed of the brushing of the worldgate
across and through her, afeathers-on-mind feding— strange as aways but swiftly over. And then she
broke out into light again, asif through the surface of water...

... and found hersdlf on the opposite platform, next to track twenty-six.

Nitaglanced around, confused. Uh-oh. Ami till invisible? She was. But then she redlized that she needn’t
have worried. Therewasno onein sight at dl.



Shewaked dowly back up the platform under the long line of fluorescent lights, going softly to avoid
attracting any attention in this great quiet. Now where d Rhiow go? Nita thought, glancing back at the
platform to make sure she hadn’t missed her somehow. But there was no sign of her, no movement, no
sound anywhere—nothing but the soft cool breath of the draft coming up out of the dark depths of the
tunnd through which the trains came into the station from under Park Avenue.

In the archway that led out into the Main Concourse, Nita paused, looking around her cautioudy. There
was no one out there, and all the lightswere low. That wasredlly bizarre, for even when the station was
closed in the middle of the night, the lights were dways up full, and there were dways some people here:
cleaners, trangit police, workers doing maintenance on the trains and tracks. The lightbulb stars il
burned, distant, up in the great blue backward sky of the termind’ s ceiling, but below them the termina
was empty, drowned in aslence even more peculiar than the twilight now filling it.

Nitastood there and listened hard... not just with the normal senses, but with those that came with
wizardry and were sharpened by its use. Shetried to caich any hint of something wrong, the influence of
the Lone Power or other forcesinimical to awizard. But there was no glimmer of danger to be sensed,
no whisper of threat. Okay, she thought. Mereweirdness| can handle.

Softly Nitawent out across the huge cream-col ored expanse of the Main Concourse floor and up the
ramp to the doors that led out onto Forty-second Street. She pushed one brass door open, stepped out
onto the sdewalk.

Therewas no one here, ether, and it wasn't one in the morning. It was midafternoon. The sun was
angling westward, not even out of sight behind the skyscrapers yet.

Nitalooked up and down Forty-second. No traffic, no cars, no people anywherein sight; only the traffic
lights hung out over the street, turning from red to green as she watched. A thin chill wind poured down
the street past her, bearing no smells of hot-dog vendors, no voices, no honking horns... no soundsat al.

Thiswas so creepy that Nita could hardly bear it. Once before she’ d been in aNew Y ork that was
nearly thisempty... and she and Kit had had a bad time there. But here Nita got no sense of the Lone
Power being in resdence. She' d have ingtantly recognized that cold hostile tang in the air, the sense of
being watched and overshadowed by something profoundly unfriendly.

Nitareached into her pocket of space, pulling out her manual and flipping it open to the new section ™
about the practice universes. Aschetic Spaces Habituation and Manipulation Routine, it said:
Introduction:

Y ou have now successfully entered the first of aseries of “aschesis’ or “live proof” continuathat have
been made available to you. Successful handling and manipulation of this continuum will result in your
being offered the next onein the series.

Y ou are cautioned not to remain past your assigned time. Time warnings embedded in your manua may
not function correctly.

A smadler block of text appeared undernesth:

A timepiece based on the vibratory frequency of one or more crystalline compounds or e ements has
been detected on your person. Please use thistimepiece for temporal measurements until further adviceis
given. Please do not change the vibratory frequency of QUARTZ in thisuniverse.

“Geg, that wasthe first thing on my list,” Nitamuttered, glancing a her watch. She did adouble take; the
face of the watch, which until then had been plain white with black numera's, was now showing ared



haf-arc around the face, from the numbers 1 to 7. Nita glanced back at her manud.
Y our tota permitted time for this session has been marked.
YOUR GOAL:

Each universe or continuum possesses a“kerndl,” or core, which contains amaster copy of its physica
laws and the local laws of wizardry. This master copy isasingle complex statement in the Speech that
listsal properties of matter and energy in the local universe, and the values for which these properties are
set. To manipulate physical law on auniversa scale, whether temporarily or permanently, the universe- or
continuum-kernd first must be located.

To avoid easy dteration of natural laws by local species, world-kernels are normaly hidden. This
universe' skerne has been concedled in aroutine manner. Y ou must find the kernel before your dlotted
time elgpses. Y ou must then use the kernel to change the local environment. If you cannot find the kernel
within the time dlowed, this assgnment will be offered to you again in one planetary rotation of your
home world or one idiopathic cycle gppropriate to your species...

Just once aday. Nitaswalowed. Wednesday was coming fast. “ All right,” she said to the manual, “the
meter’ srunning; let’' sgo!”

The red arc on her watch began to flash softly; as she watched, it subtracted atiny bit of itsdf from the
point a which it had started.

Okay, she thought, where do you begin?

Nitawaked away from the terminal, down that empty street, to pause at the corner of Forty-second and
Lexington, looking up and down the avenue. Nothing moved anywhere. She leaned her head back to
look up a the spire of the Chryder Building, glittering in the westering sun againgt an unusudly clear blue

sky.
If | werethisuniverse' s heart, wherewould | be?

If it was ariddle, it was one whose answer wasn't obvious. So for along time Nitawalked north on
Lexington Avenue through the windy afternoon, looking, listening, trying to get thefed of the place. It
was missing something basic that her own version of New Y ork had, but she couldn’t put her finger on
what was missing. At Eighty-fourth Street, on a hunch, she turned westward, heading crosstown, and
sarted to page through the manual again for some hint of what she was doing wrong. She found alot of
information about the structures of aschetic universes, and one piece of this caught her attention, for she'd
been wondering abot it.

Entire universes and continua are by definition too large and often too dien to dlow quick kernel
assessment and location while their genuine physica structures are displaying. Wizards on
assessment/location duties therefore routingly avail themselves of a selective display option that screens
out distracting phenomena, condenses the gppearance and true distances of the space being investigated,
and identifies the structure under assessment with afavorite structurd paradigm aready familiar to the
wizard. Early assessment exercises default to this display option. ..

So it gave me someplace I’ m used to working, Nitathought. Probably just aswell. She paused at the
corner of Fifth Avenue and Eighty-fourth, looking across the street and downtown at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, and then went across the street and into Central Park, continuing to read through the
manual. There were no more hints, and two hours were gone aready. Nitalooked at some of the spells
she' d used for detection in the past, but they didn’t seem much good for this. They were mostly for



finding physical things, not other spells.

And the spellsin the book don’'t seem to be working right, anyway, Nitathought as she came out at
Eighty-axth and Centra Park West, turning south. She wasn't getting the usud dight tingle of the mind
from the wizardries as she read. It was as she' d been warned: The manua’ s normal instant accessto the
fabric of wizardry didn’t seem to be working here.

Either way, Nitastarted to fed that spellsweren’t the answer. If that’ s not it, there has to be another
way. Besidesjust wandering around! But the silent streetsin which nothing moved—no sound but the
wind— made everything seem alittle dreamlike, the stuff of afairy tale, not ared placeat dl.

Butitisred. Theonly thingmissng...
...iIsthe sound.

Nita stopped at the southwest corner of Central Park West and Eighty-first and thought. Then she went
down the path from the corner to the planetarium doors, and cut across the dog run to go up the stepsto
the nearby terrace, where the “ astronomical” fountain was. There she sat on abench under the ginkgo
trees, near where the water ran horizontally over the constellation-mosaicked basin, and looked at her
watch. She had only two hours|eft. Part of her fdlt like panicking. Thisisn't working; | don’'t havetimeto
spend another day doing this, what about Mom! But Nitaheld herself quiet, and sat there, and listened.

Water and the wind; nothing e se. But even those sounds were superfluous. She could tune them out, the
way shetuned out Dairine s CD player when she didn’t want to hear it. That didn’t take aspell.

And maybe | don’t need to tune them out, anyway. For this place to be normd, for real, she needed to
tune thingsin. She needed those sounds, the sounds that to her spelled out whet life was like in the city,
what madeit itsown sdf.

Traffic, for example. The hornsthat everybody honked even though it wasillegdl. The particular way the
tires hissed on the road in hot weather, when the surface got alittle sticky in the sun. The sound of trucks
backing up and making that annoying high-pitched beep-beep-beep. Air brakes hissng. Car engines
revving asthelights changed. Sirensin the distance. One by one, in her mind, she added the sounds to
the sllence. Therewas akind of music to it, arhythm. Footsteps on the road and on the Sdewalks
crested some of that; so did therattle of those bikes with the little wagons attached that the guys from the
stores used to deliver groceries.

And 0 did the voices. People talking, laughing, shouting at one another in the street; those sounds
blended with the others and started to produce that low hush of sound, like ariver. It wasn't a steady
sound. It ebbed, then flowed again, rising and falling, dowly becoming that long, dow, low, rushing throb
that was the sound of the city breathing.

Not even breath. Something more basic. A pulse...

Nitaheld still. She could hear it now. It was not a pulse as humans thought of such things. It was much
too dow. Y ou would as soon hear atree’ s pulse or breathing asthis. But Nitawas used to hearing trees
breathe, and besides, their breath was part of this bigger one. Slowly and carefully, asif the perception
was something she might bresk if she moved too suddenly, sheturned her head.

The“sound” was louder to the south. If this place had a heart, it was south of her.

Nitagot up carefully and, concentrating on not losing the way she was hearing things now, made her way
back to the stairs and down from the fountain terrace, back toward Central Park \West, then started



heading south again. Within ablock she knew she was going the right way. It s stronge.

Within another block she was so sure of what and how she was hearing that she didn’t need to walk
carefully anymore. Nita began to dternate jogging and walking, heading for the source of that heartbest.
Evenin the slence, now that she'd let that recur, she could hear that dow rush of cityness underneath
everything, like the sound she' d once heard of blood flow in an artery, recorded and much s owed down,
akind of windy growl. She got asfar as Central Park South and realized that the source of the pulse was
to her right and ahead of her: downtown, on the West Side somewhere.

Nitafollowed the pulse beet, feding it get Stronger al thetime, asif it wasin her bonesaswell asthe
city’s. Shewent west asfar as Seventh Avenue, then knew she was on the right track. The pulse came
from her left, and it was much closer now. Another ten blocks maybe?

It turned out to be fifteen, but the closer Nita got, the less she cared about the distance, or the fact that
shewasdog tired. I’'m going to do it. It s going to be okay. Mom'’ s going to be okay!

She came out in Times Square, and smiled as she perceived the joke—there were lots of people who
would have claimed that thiswasthe city’ s heart. But her work wasn't done yet. The kernd was hidden
here somewhere. Now that she knew what to listen for, Nita could fedl the force of it beating against her
skin, like asun she couldn’'t see. Nita stopped there in the middle of atotaly empty Times Square, dl
blatant with neon signs and garish, gaudy dectric billboards dong which news of strange worlds crawled
and flashed in letters of fire, in the Speech and in other languages, which she didn’t bother to trandate.
Sheturned dowly, listening, feding. ..

There. A blank wall of abuilding. It was white marble, solid. But Nitaknew better than to be bothered
by mere physica appearance, or even some kinds of physica redlity. She went to the wall, passed her
hands over it.

It was stone, all right But stone was hardly abarrier to awizard. Nitajiggled the charm bracelet around
on her wrist until it showed one spell she had loaded there, the charm that looked like alittle house key.
It was amolecular dissociator, ahandy thing for someone who' d locked themsalves out or needed to get
into something that didn’t have doors or windows. Nita gripped the charm; it fed the wizardry into her
mind, ready to go. All she had to do was speak the words in the Speech. She said them, put her hands
up againg the stone, feding the molecules dip aside. .. then reached her hands through the stone,
carefully, snce shewasn't sureif what she was reaching for wasfragile.

She needn’t have worried. Her first sense of it as her fingers brushed it was that it was not only stronger
than the stone behind which it was hidden but stronger than anything esein this universe, which might
reach who knew how many lightyears from herein itstrue form rather than this condensed

semblance-of -convenience. What Nita pulled out through the fog that she had made of the Sonewasa
glittering tangle of light about the Sze of agrapefruit, astructure so complex that she could make nothing
of itinasingleglance... and that wasjugt asit should be. Thiswas awhole universe sworth of natura
law—the description of al the matter and energy it contained and how they worked together—gathered
in one place the same way that you could pack al of space into ateacup if only you took thetimeto fold
it properly. The kernd burned with atough, delicate fire that was beautiful to see.

But she didn’t have timefor its beauty right thismoment. Next time 1’ ll have moretimeto just look at one
of these, Nitathought. Right now | haveto affect theloca environment somehow.

Thelonger she held the kernel in her hands, the more clearly Nitacould beginto fed, asif in her bones,
how this core of energy interacted with everything around it, was at the heart of it al. Squeezeit alittle
thisway, push it alittle that way, and thiswhole universe would change—



Nita squeezed it, and the sphere of light and power grew, and her hand sank into it alittle, the “ control
sructures’ of the kernd fitting themselvesto her. Her mind lit up inside with a sudden inrush of power, a
webwork of fire—the graphic representation of the natural laws of thisuniverse, of its physics,
mathematics, and al the mass and energy insde it—and she knew that it was hersto command.

For amoment Nitastood there just getting the fed of it. It was dmost too much. All that kept her in
control wasthe fact that this was not afull-fledged universe but an aschetic one, purposely kept smal and
amplefor beginnerslike her—akindergarten universe with al the building blocks |abeled in large bright
letters, the corners on al the blocks rounded off so she couldn’t hurt herself.

Stll, the taste of the power was intoxicating. And now to useit. Through the kernel, Nita could fed the
way dl energy and matter in thisuniverseinterrelated, from here out to the farthest gars... and while she
held what she held, she owned al that power and matter. Sheruled it. Nitasmiled and squeezed the
kernd harder, felt her pulseincrease asthat of loca space did—energy running down the tight-stranded
web-work, obedient to her will.

Inthat clear afternoon sky, the clouds arted to gather. The day went gray in arush; the humidity
increased, and the view of the traffic lights down the street misted, went indistinct. She felt the scorch and
gzzle of pogtiveionization building in the air above the skyscrapers as the sorm cameralling and
rumblingin.

Nitaheld it in check for awhile, let the cloudsin that dark sky build and curdle. They jostled together,
ther frustrated potentia building, but they couldn’t do anything until Nitalet them. Findly the anticipation
and the growing sense of power wastoo much for her. Do it! she said to the storm, and turned it loose.

Lightning flickered and danced among the skyscrapers and from cloud to cloud astherain, released,
cameingantly pouring down. The Empire State Building got hit by lightning, asit usualy did, and then got
hit several more times as Nitatold the storm to go ahead and enjoy itself. Thunderclapslike gigantic
gunfire crashed and rattled among the sted cliffs and glass canyons, and where Nita pointed her finger,
the lightning struck to order. She made it rain in patterns, and pour down in buckets, but not adrop of it
soaked through her clothes—the water had no power over her. And when some of the eectrica signs
dtarted to jitter and spark because of dl the water streaming down them, Nita changed the behavior of
the laws governing eectricity, so that current legped and crept up therain and into the sky, asower kind
of lightning, sheeting up aswell asdown.

In triumph Nita splashed and jumped in the flooding gutters, like akid, then findly ran right out into the
middle of the empty Times Square and whirled there in the wet gleam and glare dl done—hbriefly half
nuts with the ddlight of what she’ d done, asthe brilliant colors of the lights painted the puddles and wet
sreets and sdewakswith glaring eectric pigment, light solashing everywherelike Technicolor water. The
feeling of power was acomplete blast. .. though Nitareminded hersdlf that thiswasjust astep onthe
way to something much bigger. Curing her mother was going to be alot more ddlicate, alot more
difficult... and the wizardry was going to cost her. But the innocent pleasure of doing exactly asshe
pleased with the power she' d come so far to find was something she badly needed.

The novelty took awhile to wear off. Finaly Nita banished the storm, sweeping the clouds away and
right out of the sky with acouple of idle gestures—exactly the kind of thing awizard normaly couldn’t do
inthe real world, where storms had consequences and every phrase of every spell had to be evaluated in
terms of what it might accidentally harm or what energy it might waste. It' d be great if wizardry werelike
thisal thetime, Nitathought. Find the heart of power, master it, and do what you like; just command it
and it happens, just wish it and it' sdone...

But that was adream. Redlity would be more work. And it would be more satisfying, though not al that



different—for biodectricity wasjust lightning scaled down, after al, and every cell in the body was
mostly water. Now Nitastood there in the cool air, asthe sun started to set in the cleared sky behind the
skyscrapers, and looked again at the tangle of power that she held, thiswhole universe’s soul. On awhim
as shelooked down at it, Nita dtered its semblance, as she' d dtered the look of the spell matrix she
wore. Suddenly it wasn't atight-packed webwork of light she was holding, but ashiny red apple.

Nitalooked at it with profound satisfaction, and resisted the urge to take a bite out of it. Probably blow
me from here to the end of things, she thought. She brought the kernel back over to where she' d found i,
and held it up to the stonewall. It didn’t leap out of her hand back to its place, as she' d half expected it
would; it was reluctant. It enjoysthiskind of thing, she thought. It likes being mastered. .. being used.

It likes not being alone.

Nitasmiled. She could understand that. Carefully she said the words that would briefly dissolve the
stone, and dipped the kernel back in.

Wait till Kit seesthis, she thought, pulling her hands out of the stone and dusting them off, whenit' sl
over and Mom is better at last. HE sgonnaloveit.

She checked her watch. Half an hour to spare; not too bad. I'll do better next time. She turned the charm
bracelet on her wrist to show the little disc that said GCT/25, her quick way back to the ingress gate.
“Home,” Nitasaid, and vanished.

She came out on the platform at Grand Central, invisible again; agood thing, for just as she stepped out
of the gate, aguy went by driving amotorized sweeper, cleaning the platform for the rush hour that would
dart injust acouple of hours. Nitaglanced at her watch. It was three in the morning; as predicted, the
return gating routine had dropped her here two hours after she d left. But she was six hours' worth of
tired. Shefished around in her pocket and came up with her trangit circle. ..

...and couldn’t bear to useit for asecond or so yet. Nitawaked off the platform out into the Main
Concourse—where a guy with awide pad-broom was pushing some sweeping compound aong the
shiny floor—and out past him, invisible, and up the ramp, to push open the door and stand on
Forty-second Street again. Thistime there was traffic, and garbage in the gutter, and horns honking; this
time the streetlights were bright; thistime the sdewakswere full of people, hurrying, heading home from
clubs or amed after the movies, hailing cabs, laughing, talking to each other. As Nitadropped her trangt
circle onto the sdewalk, out of the way of the pedestrians, the wind coming down Forty-second flung a
handful of rain at her, like ahint of something happening somewhere ese, or about to happen.

Nitagrinned, stepped through her circle, and came out in her bedroom. She pulled the circle up after her,
and had just enough energy to pull her jeans off, crawl into bed, and pull the covers up before the
darkness of sheer exhaustion came down on her like abigger, heavier blanket.

“Nita?’

“Huh?” She sat up in bed, shocked awake. Her father stood in the doorway, drying his handson adish
towe, looking at her with concern.

“Honey, it seight-thirty.”
“Omigosh!!” She legped out of bed, and a second later was amazed a how wobbly shefelt.



“Don’t panic; I'll driveyou,” her dad said. “But Kit was here ten or fifteen minutes ago. | thought you' d
gone aready—you don’'t usualy overd eep—and then he went so he wouldn't be late.” Her dad |ooked
a her darm clock. “Didn’'t it go off? We'll haveto get you another one.”

“No, it'sokay,” Nitasad, rummaging hurriedly in her drawer. “What time are we going to see Mom
today?’

“When you get back from school .”

“Good. I’ ve got something to tell her.” And Nitasmiled. It wasthefirst timein daysthat she' d smiled and
it hadn't felt wrong.

I’ sgoing to work. It sgoing to be okay!

Tuesday Morning and Afternoon

Nita sfather took the blamefor her lateness when he delivered her to the school’ s main office, and when
her dad |eft, Nitawent to her second-period socia studies classfeding more or lesslike she' d been
rolled over by a steam shovel—she was nowhere near recovered from the previous night’ s exertions.
She waved at Jane and Méelissa and a couple other friendsin the same class, sat down, and pulled out
her notebooks, intent on staying awake if nothing else.

Thiswas going to be achalenge, asthe Civil War was ill on the agenda, and the class had been stuck
in 1863 for what now seemed about a century. Mr. Neary, the socia studies teacher, was scribbling
away on the blackboard, asillegibly as ever. Heredly should have been adoctor, Nita thought, and
yawned.

Neets?

She sat up with ajerk so sudden that her chair scraped on the floor, and the kids around her looked at
her in varying states of surprise or amusement. Mr. Neary glanced around, saw nothing but Nitawriting
industrioudly, and turned back to the blackboard, talking about Abraham Lincoln at hisusual breskneck
speed while hewrote.

Nita, for her own part, was bending as far over as she could while she wrote, trying to conced the fact
that she was blushing furioudy. Kit—

| was garting to think you were avoiding me!
No, |—
Where ve you been? Don't you answer your manual anymore?

She could have answered him sharply... then put the urge aside. That was what had arted thiswhole
thing. Look, shesad silently. I'mredly sorry. It wasdl my faullt.

All of it?Kit said. Wow. Didn't think you were gonnago that far. The Lone Power’s gonna he regl
surprised when It finds out you let It off the hook.

Histone was dry but not angry... asfar asshe could tell. Please, Nitasaid. I'd like to belet off it, too.
There was apause at Kit's end. Where ve you been? |’ ve got some stuff to show you.
It's, uh, it’ sbeen busy. |—



Look, Kit said, saveit for later. Wait for me after school, okay?
Okay.

Shefelt him turn away in mind to become engrossed in the test paper that had just been put down in front
of him. Nitaturned her attention back to what her socia studies teacher was doing at the blackboard. ..
and was astonished to find that she could. Just that brief contact had suddenly lifted from her mind akind
of grayness that had been hanging over it since before her mom went into the hospitd. And now, she
thought, even if Dairine can't help, maybe Kit can.

But could he? And what even makes methink that after the pain in the butt I” ve been, he’ sgoing to want
anything to do with what I’ m planning? She desperately wanted to believe that he would want something
to do with it, but she' d been pretty good at being wrong about things lately. And even if | asked him,
would hethink | was just asking because—

“Nita?’

Her head jerked up again. Thistime there was some subdued laughter from the kids around her. “Uh,”
shesaid, “sorry... what was the question?’

“Gettysburg,” said Mr. Neary. “Got adate?’

“Y eah, but he'll have to stand on abox to reach,” said avoicein the back of the room, just loud enough
for Nitato hear, and for the kids around her to snicker at.

“Jduly firgt through July third, eighteen sixty-three,” Nitasaid, and blushed again, but morein annoyance
thistime. There were anumber of guysin her classeswho thought it weird or funny that Nita hung around
with aboy younger than she was, and Ricky Chan wasthe tallest and handsomest of them. His dark
good looks annoyed her dmost as much as his attitude, and Nita couldn’t think which satisfied her more:
the fact that everyone around her knew she thought he wasintellectualy challenged—uwhich drove Ricky
nuts— or that if he ever redlly annoyed her, she could at any moment grab him by his expensive black
leather jacket and dump it, and him, into one of severd capacious pockets of otherspace that numerous
alien species were presently using as a garbage dump. Except that wizards don't do that kind of thing.

But boy, wouldn ‘t it befun to do it just once!

Mr. Neary turned his attention elsewhere, and Nitawent on taking notes. That class, and the rest of the
day, passed without further event; and when the last bell rang at three-thirty and she went out into the
parking lot, Nitasaw Kit loitering by the chain-link fence near the main gate.

Nita headed for the gate, ignoring the voices behind her, even the loudest one: “Hey, Miss WAH-Nesta,
where d you send away for thoselegs?’

“Y eah, nice butt, niceface... shame about the giant bulging brain!”

The usua laughter from behind ensued. Nitabegan to regret her belief that changing out of jeanswas
going to make the dightest differenceto her life at school.

Do you want to, or should I?
Want to what? Nita asked silently. We re supposed to be above thiskind of thing.

Kit' sexpression, as she caught up with him, was neutrd. There are pecies who would love these guys,
he said. Asacondiment.



She made aface asthey walked up to the corner together, turning out of sight and out of range of the
guys behind them. “Yeah,” she said, “I was thinking about that. Among other things. Such asthat I'ma
completeidiot.”

Kit waved the sentiment away.
“No,” Nitasaid, “I meanit. You're not supposed to make thiseasier for me.”
“Oh,” Kit said. “Okay, suffer away.”

She glared a him. Then when Kit turned an expression on her of idiot expectancy, like someone waiting
to see aredlly good pratfal, she managed to produce a smile—yet another onethat to her surprise didn’t
fedl somehow illegd. “Y ouwon't even let medo that right,” Nitasaid.

“My sster won't et me do it, either,” Kit said. “I don’t see why you should get to.” He lowered his
voice. “Now, what the heck have you been doing that you’' re sound adeep at eight o' clock?’

All the things she' d been intending to say when this subject came up now went out of her head. “My
mother hasabrain tumor,” Nitasaid.

Kit stopped short. “What?’

Shetold him, fighting to keep her face from crumpling toward tears as she did so. She’ d meant to keep
walking while shetold him, but she found it impossible. Everything came out in arush that paradoxicaly
seemed to take her entire attention. Kit just stood there staring at Nita until she ran down.

“Oh, my God,” hesaid in astrangled voice.
“Hey, lookit, he'snot wasting any time,” said avoice from down the street behind them.
Other voiceslaughed. “Y eah, where’ sthe box for him to stland on?’ said one. The laughter increased.

Kit frowned. The laughter suddenly broke off in what sounded like anumber of s multaneous coughing
fits

“Kit!” Nitasad.

Kit didn’t stop frowning, just took Nita discreetly by the elbow and started to walk. “If they’ re gonna
snesk out behind the bleachersin thefidd a lunchtime and smoke,” he said, “it’ snot dl my fault if it
garts catching up with them. Come on— Neets, why didn’t you tel me?’

“| just did,” she said, confused.

“I mean, when you found out!”

Uh—"

“God, you weren't kidding; you areanidiot! Why didn’t you call me? Even if you were mad at me!”
“I wasn't mad at you! | mean—"

“Then, why didn’'t you—"

“I didn’t want to call you just because | needed you!”

Then Nitastopped. Earlier that had seemed to make some kind of sense. Now it seemed inexpressibly



supid.
“You'reright,” she said then. “I’ ve been having acomplete brain holiday. Sorry, sorry—"

“No,” Kit said. They turned the next corner, into Kit' s street, and he shook his head, looking more
furiousthan before. “They didn’t tell me. They didn’t even tell me. I'm gonna—"

“Who?’
“Tomand Carl. I'm gonna—"

“Gonnawhat” Nitasaid, exasperated. “ They’re our Seniors. They couldn’t tell you anything. It was
private stuff; you know that hasto be kept confidentia, and they can't even ded with it at al unlessit
affectsawizardry. They didn’t tell me what you were doing, either. So forget it.”

Kit was slent asthey waked down the street. Findly he said, “What' re we going to do?’
We.

Nitaheld out her arm to show him the charm bracelet. Kit looked &t it, seeing what was under the
semblance. “That’ swhat | heard you making. How’ d you get it done so fagt?’

Fear, Nitathought. “Y ou need it for the practice universes,” she said, “and | don’t have much time. They
operate tomorrow, or Thursday at the latest. That' s the best time to do the wizardry, when she' s not
awake—"

“Y ou’re going to need someone to backstop you,” Kit said.

That thought had been on Nital s mind. Strange, though, how she now felt some resistance to the idea.
“Look, if | can just—"

“Neets.” Kit stopped, looked at her. “Thisisyour mom. Y ou can’t take chances. Y ou’ re gonnahave to
spend almost al your free timein those other universes, and you' re gonnabe wrecked. And | bet Tom
and Carl told Dairineto butt out, didn’t they?’

“Uh, yesh.”
“Well?

“Yeah, of course...yeah.” What was| going to do, tel him | don’t want his help? What' s the matter with
me?*“ Thanks.”

Suddenly Nitafelt moretired than she' d been even in schoal. “ L ook, we' re going to the hospital to see
her assoon as| get home. Y ou want to come to the hospital with us?’

Kit looked stricken. “1 can't today. We have to go clothes shopping; can you bdieve it? Dad sayswe
absolutely haveto. But you'll go tomorrow, right?”

“Y eah, we go every day. Dad goes acouple of times.”

“So I'll go with you then. It'Il give metime to read up on what you’ ve been doing.” They stopped outside
Kit'shouse. “Aslong asit’' sokay with you,” he said suddenly.

“Huh?Yeah,” Nitasaid.



“Okay. Y ou going to go straight off and practice when you get back?’

“Yeah, | haveto.”

“All right. Just call me when you get back in, okay? Don't forget.” He punched her inthearm.
“Ow! | won't forget.”

“Thentel your mom I'll see her tomorrow.”

And Kit headed up the driveway and vanished into the house.

Nitalet out along bresth of something that was not precisdly rdlief, and went home.

Her dad was hanging up the phonein the kitchen. He looked unhappy. “ Daddy,” Nitasaid, “areyou
okay?’

Dairine came around the corner as her dad got hisjacket off one of the dining-room chairs. “Yes,” he
said, “but | could be happier. That was Dr. Kashiwabara. She saysthey’re going to have to reschedule
Mom’s surgery for Friday or Saturday. One of the specialists they need—the doctor who does the
imaging—had some kind of emergency and had to fly to Los Angeles” He sighed. “He |l beback ina
day, they said, but I’'m not wild about the idea of your mother being operated on by someone who might
be jetlagged.”

Nitathrew alook at Dairine, who just nodded once. There were ways to add so much energy to another
human being that they might have awhole solar system’ sworth of lag and not be affected. Thiswas one
of the smplest wizardries, and not beyond Dairine' s abilities right now, no matter what € se might be
going on. “I think it' [l be okay, Daddy,” Nitasaid, dumping her schoolbooks on thetable. “Let’sgo see
Mom.”

They droveto the hospital and found her mother, surrounded by alarge pile of paperbacks, talking
brightly to thelady in the next bed. “ The only good thing about this” her mom said asthey pulled the
curtain around her bed for some privacy, “isthat I'm reslly getting caught up on my reading.”

Nitawas about to throw asmall silence-circle around them al, until she noticed that Dairine was walking
quietly around the bed, doing it dready. She made amenta note to hersdlf to let Dairine do everything
wizardly that she was capable of right now. As her dad pulled achair over to the bed, Dr. Kashiwabara
stuck her head in past the curtain and greeted them all, and Nita' s dad immediately went out into the hall
with her,

Nitasat down in the chair, looking idly at the books as she took her mom'’s hand. Many of them were of
atype of techno-thriller that her mother didn’t usudly read. “Y our tastes changing, Mom?’

“No, honey.” Her mother’ ssmilewas alittle rueful. “| just read the partswith al the shooting and
blowing things up, and then | imagine doing that to thetumor...when I’m not hitting it with lightning bolts
and setting it on fire. Guided imagery’ sagood tool to useto help ded with this, they say. Whether it
actually makesit go away or not, it’ saway to congtructively use the tenson. One of the therapists has
been coaching mein how to do it. It gives me something to do when my eyesgive out.”

Nitanodded, feding her mom'’ s pulse as Dairine sat down on the other side of the bed. Therewas afaint
resonance to that other pulse she' d felt and heard in the practice universe, not merely asound or
sensation but adirect sensation of the inner life—under threat, but still strong. “ So what have you been



doing?’ her mother said.

“A lot.” Nitaexplained to her mother as quickly and simply as she could about the practice universes,
and the work she was doing there so that she could learn how to rewrite the rules inside the mini-universe
that was her mom’ sbody, and then talk the cancer cells out of what they were doing. Her mother

nodded as she listened.

“Inaway it sounds like what the thergpist’ s been showing me how to do,” said Nita's mom. “Though
your version might be more effective. Okay, honey, | don't seethat it can hurt... Y ou go ahead. But you
redizethat they’re fill going to haveto operate.”

“Yeah, | know. | thought about trying to take the tumor out, but it makes more senseto let the doctors
doit. They’ ve had more practice.”

Her mother gave her adightly cockeyed look. “Well, | think it's considerate of you to let them do
something.” She reached over to the other side of the bed and ruffled Dairin€ s hair. “ Are you helping
with this, swestie?’

“No,” Dairine said, and abruptly got up and went out through the curtain.
Her mother looked after Dairine with concern. “Oh no... what did | say?’

“Uhm,” Nitasaid. “Mom, shecan't help.” Softly she . explained the problem. “ She' sredly upset; she
fedsusdess. And helpless.”

“That | can sympathize with,” Nita's mother said, squirming alittlein the bed. “Poor baby.” She Sghed.
“I guessit' stougher to ded with than running around from planet to planet, having fun.”

Nitafound thisideamore than usually exasperating. “Uh, excuse me... ‘fun’?Mom, I’ ve nearly had aton
of bricks dropped on me by awhite hole, I’ ve nearly been eaten by a great white shark, and the Lone
Power’ s nuked me, dropped asmall star on me, and tried to r have me ripped apart by perytons. And
Dairinemay | have had even more ‘fun’ than | have, not that I’ d admit it to her. Wizardry hasits
moments, but it’ snot just fun. So gimme abreak!*

Nita smother looked at her thoughtfully. “If | haven't been taking it serioudy enough, I'm sorry. It' sl
kind of hard to get used to. But, honey ... if wizardry isso scary for you, so painful... why do you keep
ondoing it?*

Nitashook her head, not knowing where to begin. The rush you got from talking the universe out of
acting oneway and into acting another, with only the Speech and your intention for tools; to know what
song the whaes sing, and to help them sing it; to stand in the sky and look down on the world where you
worked, and to be able to make a differenceto it, and to know that you did—even in the Speech there
were no wordsfor that. And helping others do the same thing—particularly when spelling with a
partner— “It doesn’t dways hurt,” Nitasaid. “ There's so much about it that’ sterrific. Remember when
we took you to the Moon?’

Her mother’ s gaze went remote with memory. “Yes,” she said. Her glance went back to Nitathen. “You
know, sweetie, sometimes | wake up and think | just dreamed that. Then Dairine comesin with that
computer walking behind her...”

Nitasmiled. “Y eah. There salot morelike the Moon where that came from, Mom. And hereg, too. Life
on Earthisn’'t afinished thing. New kinds of life keep turning up dl thetime. We haveto be herefor
them, to help them get settled in.”



“New kindsof life,” her mother murmured.

“It just kegpson finding away,” Nitasaid.

And s0 does death, said asmall cold voice in the back of her mind.

Nitagulped. “The hurt—I guessit baances out, even though you have to work a seeing it that way.

But, Mom, alot of energy goesinto making wizards what they are. We have aresponsibility to life, to
What made it possible for usto bewizardsin thefirst place. If you just take that power and use it while
everything' s going okay, and then, afterward, decide you don't like the hard part, and just dumpit al and
wak off—" She shook her head. " Things die faster if you do that. And it does happen. *Wizardry does
not livein the unwilling heart.” But sometimes... sometimesit’sred hard to stay willing.*

“Like now,” her mother said.

“I am not going to just let thisthing kill you without doing something to stopit,” Nitasaid to her mother in
the Speech, inwhichitis, if notimpossible, a least most unwisetolie.

Her mother shivered. “I heard that. Good trick when it' s not in alanguage | know.”

“But you do know it,” Nitasaid. “Everything knowsit. On somelevel, even your cancer knowsit... and
I’m gonnado everything | cantotalk it out of what it'sdoing to you.” Nitatried hard to sound certain of
what she was doing.

Her mother looked at her. “That' swhy you' relooking so tired.”

“Uh, yeah. Y ou spend time in those other universes, which you don’t spend here... and it wears you out
alittle”

“I suppose | shouldn't ask you if you' ve been doing your homework,” her mother said.
Nitaswalowed. “Mom, right now I’ m doing the only homework that matters.”
Her mother was slent. Then, softly, she said, “Honey, what if—what you' re planning—"

Doesn't work? Nita couldn’t bear to hear it, wouldn't haveit said. “Mom, wewon't know if that'sa
problemtill I've doneit. Meanwhile, let the doctors do thelr thing. If nothing ese—"

“It might buy you sometime?’

Nita ssmilewas dightly lopsided with pain. “I’ ve bought too much time asitis,” shesaid. “1t'show |
gpend it that counts now.”

Just then one of the nurses put her head in the door. “Mrs. Calahan, your medication...”

“Laura, can it wait haf an hour?| still haven't seen my husband and my other daughter, and I'd like to be
ableto speak English to them, for alittlewhile at least.”

The nurselooked at her watch. “I'll check. | think that’ Il bedl right.” She went off.
“Isthisthe stuff to prevent the seizures?’

Her mother winced. “I1t’ s not just that now, honey. My eyes are bothering me, and the headaches are
getting bad. They try to keep me from reading, but if | can't at least do that, I'll go completely nutsjust



lying here. Do me afavor? Go find Dairine and let me spend some time with her before Daddy comes
back.”

A nervous expression passed across her mother’ sface, which she was't ableto hide.
“It'sabout the biopsy, isn't it?’ Nitasaid.
Her mother closed her eyes, and Nitafelt the fear that went right through her. “Y up,” her mother said.

Nitadidn't even have to ask, Wasit postive? She knew. “I'll go find her,” Nitasaid. But shedidn’t let
go of her mother’ shand. “Mom,” shesaid, “I redlly hate this”

“| hateit, too.”

“All I want isfor you to be home again.”

Her mother opened her eyes and gave Nitaady look. “Y eling a you to clean your room?’
“Sounds like paradise.”

“I’'m going to remind you of that later.”

Nitafound asmile somewhere. “You do that.”

“I will. Go on, sweetie. Do your work... and we'll see what happens.”

Nitakissed her mom and got out of therein ahurry, before the mood changed. She went out into the hall
and saw Dairine leaning in the doorway of alittle dcove where there were some vending machines—her
gaze trained on the floor, her arms folded.

Thanksfor the circle, she said silently to Dairine as she went over to her. Y ou got acouple of minutes?
Mom wantsto talk to you.

About what?| can’t do anything. Dairinedidn’t look up. All this power, and it's not enough.

Nitaleaned against the samewall, folded her arms, stared down at the same undistinguished gray
linoleum. | know, she said. It'd be nice to be able to just make thisvanish... bui...

But what can | do?
Don't et her go through thisalone was al Nita could think of to say.

Dairine nodded and went off down the hal. Nitawatched her sster go, small and quick and tense,
shoulders hunched, into their mother’ sroom.

Tuesday Evening
When Kit got home at last and lugged his share of the shopping into the kitchen, it was nearly seven.

Neets? Kit sad slently as he started unpacking the contents of too many plastic bags onto the sofa.
There were some T-shirts and some new jeans, but mostly the contents of these bags seemed to be
socks, socks, and more socks.

Nothing. Nope, she' s off doing her training-universe stuff aready. Can't blame her.

“...andit' sdl got to be washed separately,” his mother said, sounding less than enthusiagtic, as she came



infrom the car. “Kit, honey, just make two piles, dark stuff and light stuff. Thisisgoing to take me
forever.”

Ponch came bounding in from outside, released from the backyard. 1 think certain people want awalk,”
Kit'sdad said as he entered and started unpacking another bag onto the kitchen table. “Y ou go do that,
son; I'll take care of these— Did you leave any socksin the sore for the rest of humanity?* he called
after Kit'smother.

“No. You're going to be wearing thesetill you die. Where did you hide the laundry basket?’

Kit gladly left hisfather in the company of al theworld' s socks, went to the back door, looked at the
leash... then picked up the other one he d | eft hanging besideit, invisible to nonwizardly eyes. “ Ponch?’

“Y eah-yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah!”

They went down the Street together, Ponch running ahead to take care of business while Kit went aong
behind him, paging through his manua as twilight degpened toward full dark. He found agood-sized
section discussing the theory and structure of the practice universes but no information on how to get into
them. Accessto the aschetic continua and to more detailed information is released on a need-to-go basis,
the manua said. Consult your Area Advisory or Senior for advice and assessment.

Y eah, and what if they say no? Kit closed the manual and shoved it into his“pocket.” And what if Nita
gets pissed about my asking, because shethinks | think she can't handleit?

Better not to get involved.
But | aninvolved.

It wasn't just that he liked Nita s mother. He couldn’t imagine aworld without her, and knew Nita
couldn't, either. The shock of finding out what was happening was giving way to the fear of whet life
would be like afterward. .. after—

Hedidn't even want to think it. And neither does Neets...

Her fear was on Kit’smind. The two of them had been in some frightening Stuations. Mostly, though,
these hadn’t involved the kind of fear that lingered; they’ d been over with in ahurry. What Kit had felt in
Nitatoday, by contrast, had settled deep into her and made her something of a stranger. And there's
nothing | can doto help, redlly. She' sgot to get over it herself.

If shecan.
Ponch came running back to Kit. Let’sgo!

They headed down the Street, to the side gate of the school. It was usualy locked, but thiswas hardly a
problem for Kit; he and the padlock through the gate' slatch were old friends. As he reached the gate he
reached out and held the padlock briefly. “Hey there, Ydie,” he said in the Speech.

It wasn't asif inanimate objects were intelligent, as such, but they didn’t mind being treated that way.
Who goesthere?

“Likeyou don't know.”

The padiock popped open in his hand. Kit dipped it out, softly opened the gate and let himself and
Ponch through, then locked up again. “Y ou keep an eye on things now.”



Y ou can depend on me.

Kit smiled. Ponch had launched himsdlf away acrossthe grass, in the generd direction of the school
buildings. Kit let him run awhile, then whistled to call him back. All thelightsin the school were off except
for the exit lights at the ends of the hallways, and the houses nearby were al screened from the road and
parking lot on this side by hedges. No one could see them in the near-darkness.

He shook out the wizardly leash and put the shorter loop around hiswrist. Ponch ran back to him,
jumped up, and put hisforepaws againgt Kit; Kit braced himsdlf and dipped the bigger loop around the
dog'’ s neck.
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Together they stepped into the deeper dark—

—and walked severd steps more through it before breaking out into the light. There wasn't much light,
though. A dim gray illumination inhabited the space, athunderstorm twilight, with agreenish tingelikea
bruise. A fog swirled around them, too, of the same color asthe light. Whereisthis?Kit said sllently to
Ponch, down the leash. | wasn't thinking of this.

Neither was|. | don't dways come out where I’ d planned to.

They waked on through the grayness together. Ponch was sniffing at the featurel ess ground as they went.
Not very exciting, Kit said. How about if we—

Not yet.

This assured tone from his dog was strange enough, but there was aso something urgent about it. Y ou
amdl something?

Always. But here—Ponch smelled the air, then went forward again with his nose to the ground—it's
something different.

Likewhat?

Like— The light was getting dingier, fading away— an odd, dow effect, asif the universe were hooked
up to adimmer, and the whole thing were being turned dowly, dowly down. It’syou, but it s not you,
Ponch said, perturbed.

Dimmer and dimmer...and then Kit caught hisfirst sght of themin the dark. A rustling, ashifting in the
shadowless light that was fading away al around him. .. and the sudden thought, as the hair went up on
the back of hisneck was: | don’t want to be in the dark with them!

He had never redlly seen them, when hewaslittle. Well, of course not! | wasimagining them. But his
early childhood had been haunted by these creatures themselves by night, and the fear of them by day.
Kit took a step backward. Beside him Ponch held his ground, but he whimpered softly, the same eager
sound he made when he had asquirrd in hissghts.

The rustling sound got louder and seemed to come from al around him. Kit glanced about, getting more
nervous by the minute. His childhood night fears hadn’t been anything like what some adults seemed to



expect: unlikdy things hiding somewhere specific—under the bed, in the closet, or behind adresser.
They’ d been nowhere near 0 easy to nail down, or to ridicule. Silly monster-shapes would have been
infinitely preferable to histormentors, which had had no shapes at al. Shadow had been their eement,
twilight their breeding place; and if summer had been Kit' sfavorite season when he waslittle, it was
because in summer the nights were shortest and the twilight along time coming. It had been years since
he' d thought of these cregtures. But maybe they haven't forgotten me. And now, in a place wherethings
that weren't real could become that way, his fears had come looking for him.

But have they? Kit thought. Or did | find them... makethem...theway | made those other worlds?

He clenched hisjaw asthe scrabbling sound of jaws munching and chewing around him got louder. It
doesn't matter, he thought. I'll run away now, they win. Noway I’m going to let that happen. Hiseyes
narrowed. I’'m awizard. And more than that, I’m thirteery | got over these things years ago!

But would that make a difference? The shadows grew deeper, the scrabbling noises louder than before,
closer. Thethought of dead eyes staring at him out of the dark, no-color eyes that were black holes even
in the night, brought the hair up on the back of his neck. Kit turned, thinking he saw something—the old
familiar way the shadow turned and writhed againgt his bedroom wall when a car went by in the street,
flinching from the headlights, then wavering up and out into the dark again when the lights died, the shape
towering up againgt the wall and dissolving its features. Kit gasped, felt around in the back of hismind for
awizardry that would save him—

—then abruptly stopped, because nothing was towering up anywhere. The scrabbling noiseswere still
going on al around him and getting louder, but whatever these things were, they weren't hisnight terrors.
Now he caught thefirst real glimpse of one of them asit came close enough to be clearly seen through
the dimness... and what Kit saw was something that |ooked more like a giant centipede than anything
ese It didn't seem to have afront or back end, just amiddle, and about amillion legs, but that wasall.

Millipede, Kit corrected himself, watching the shiny gray-black creature, about ayard long, come
chittering and sKkittering along this space’ s streaky gray floor, at the head of agroup of maybe twenty of
them. Thiswhole scenario was looking more and more like abug’ s-eye view of akitchen floor latein the
day, before anyone turned the lights on. The surface on which he and Ponch and the millipedes stood
even started to look like linoleum.

Kit listened to his pulse starting to go back to norma asthe first millipede came cruising aong toward
him, al those little feet whispering againgt the floor— a completely innocuous sound, now that he knew
what it was. Ponch looked suspicioudly at the creature, and agrow! stirred down in histhroat.

No, it'sokay, Kit said. Letit go. It won't hurt us.

Areyou sure?

Kit had aspdl ready just in case. | think it'sdl right, he said. Just let it go. Unless—
“I’'mon errantry, and | greet you,” Kit said in the Speech.

The millipede creature paused, reared half its body up off the ground, and faced the two of them, itslittle
legsworking in midair. But there was no sense of recognition, no reply. The creature dropped down
again and went flowing on past him and Ponch, al those legs making atickly shuffling sound asit went.
All itsfriends went flowing away after it, thelittle legs rustling and bustling softly dong on the floor. Kit
watched them vanish into the till-growing shadows, and dowly relaxed.

Now why did you make those? Ponch said, looking after them with a disapproving expression.



Did | makethem?

| know | didn’t, Ponch said in areproachful tone. And | don't care for the way they smelled. Don't make
any more, dl right?

| think we' rein agreement on that. Kit went forward, walking but not with intention to make another
universe, or anything else, right this second. He just wanted to recover alittle.

Ponch padded adong beside him, histongue hanging out. Those were like the things | see sometimes
when I’'m adegp and it doesn’'t go right.

Kit knew that Ponch dreamed, but it hadn’t occurred to him that dogs might have nightmares. So what
do you usudly do when you see them?

Bitethem... and then run away.

Kit laughed. | think if I bit one of those, it wouldn't have tasted real wonderful. But once he' d seen the
cresture clearly, it hadn't seemed terribly threatening. In the past he' d seen diensthat had |ooked much
more horrendous. If it was anightmare, it was someoneelse's.

Though if things had gone alittle differently, it could have been mine. If I'd run, for example. Kit was
suddenly certain of that. | need to watch what | think in here, not let my mind wander.

Helooked down a Ponch. Y ou want to make something first?
Squirrels, Ponch said.

Kit rolled hiseyes. Look, | changed my mind. Let me go first. We can do the squirrelslast, and you can
have yoursdf abig run around whilel rest.

All right.

They waked through fifteen or twenty universes more. It was getting easer for Kit now to imagine them
quickly, but despite that he spent alittle more time in each one, making sure the small detailslooked
correct. After dl, if these things are going to be here after I'm gone, | should take alittle more care. In
one of them he spent along while under that world' s Saturn-like rings, watching to make sure they
behaved asthey redly should when they rose and set. In another he stood on along narrow spit of land
pushing out into aturbulent sea, while the waves crashed al around him, and waited what seemed like
nearly an hour for what he knew was coming: afleet of huge-sailed shipsthat came riding up out of a
terrible storm and with difficulty made landfal by that strange new shore.

Asthelagt of the strangers came up out of the seaand into their new home, bearing their black banner
with itssingle white treg, Kit glanced down at Ponch, who sat beside him, supremely unconcerned,
scratching behind one ear.

The dog |ooked up as he finished scratching. Aren't you done yet? Why don’t you find one you like and
day there?

Kit had to laugh. Like you warnt to.
Wedl, yes
Come on, then. Squirrels...

Ponch leaped forward, and the sea and sky vanished as that universe flowed around them,



full-formed—agreat grove of those huge trees suddenly standing around the two of them asif it had been
thereforever. A veritable carpet of squirrels shrieked and leaped away as Ponch came plunging down
into the middle of them.

Kit chuckled and went strolling off among the trees while the barking and squesking and chattering scaled
up behind him. Maybe Neets || be back by thetime | get home, he thought, heading into the depths of the
green shade. She' sgot to seethis.

The greenness went darker around him, the trees becoming fewer but much taller, and their high canopy
becoming more solid. Kit stuffed his handsinto his pockets and gazed down at the grass as he scuffed
through it. He wasfeding oddly uncomfortable. Until now any thought of Nitawould have been perfectly
ordinary. But now thinking about her unavoidably brought up theimage of her mother... It wasas
unavoidable as the idea of what might happen to her.

Imagineif it was my mama. Or my pop...

But Kit couldn’t imagineit. His mouth went dry just at the thought. It'sno wonder shedidn’t cal me.
She' s been completely freaked out.

The shadows fdll more deeply around him as he went, and though Kit could still fed the grass under his
fet, he noticed that it was becoming indistinct. At least Neetsisworking on an answer, he thought. But
there was no avoiding the thought that no matter what any of them did for Nita s mother, wizards or
not... findly, there was dways the possibility that nothing would work.

He passed the last of the trees and came to a place where there was only the vaguely seen grass [ eft. Kit
walked dowly toward the edge of this, and dowly thelight around him faded down toward darkness
again—aclean plain empty darkness, not like the place where the millipedes had been: smply space with
nothing in it. He paused there, turned to look behind him. Digtant, asif seen through areducing lens, all
the trees were gathered together in their little halo of sunlight and glowing green grass, and Kit could just
make out asmall black shape running back and forth and being avoided, and then chased, by many little
gray forms.

Kit turned around and looked out into the dark again. Now it was just an innocent void—no millipedes,
and no ghosts of childhood fears, ether. | wonder how | got so scared of the dark, anyway? It dl
seemed such along time ago, and that phase of hislife had come to an end, without warning, when he
was eight. He could remember it vividly, those first heady nights when he redlized that hewasn't afraid
anymore and could lietherein the dark and stare at the ceiling of hisroom and not be afraid of faling
adegp—not haveto lie there shaking at the thought of what lay waiting for him on the other side of
dream.

Before that, the sght of thiswould have left me scared to desth. But now there was something intriguing
about thisimage ess emptiness. Kit stood there for along while, and then felt something cold and wet
touch his hand. He looked down. Ponch was Sitting there beside him, gazing up at him.

Bored dready?
Bored? Oh, no. But it isn ‘t good to leave you by yourself along time. It srude.

Kit smiled. It'sokay... | coped. He looked back toward the trees. There was a gray line beneath the
nearest trees: the squirrels, looking for Ponch.

Ponch looked back, too. It happened faster that time, Ponch said, thisworld.



Yeah, Kit said.
| think it was because you’ d seen it before.

Kit looked down at hisdog, briefly distracted. It wasn't asif Ponch wasn't normaly fairly smart. But this
kind of thought, or interaction, even when the Speech wasinvolved, wasn't exactly what Kit would have
expected. Is he getting smarter? Or am | just getting better at understanding him?

Orisit alittle of both?

There was no telling. Now Kit looked back into the darkness again and found not even the shadows of
fear init. The only things that now seemed to lie hidden there were wonder and possibility. What Kit
found inexpressibly sad, consdered together with this, was the thought of what was happening to Nita's
mother, the limits of possibility in hisownworld al too clearly delineated.

Arewe done? Ponch asked after amoment.

Not just yet, Kit sad. | think | want to takeit alittle further.

What will you make?

Kit thought about that, and then, for no particular reason, about the millipedes.

If | can makefearsredl...

... could I make hopesredl, too?

Helooked out into the dark, and found nothing there for the moment but uncertainty.

Kit shook his head. | don’t want to make anything just yet, he said to Ponch. Let’sjust walk.

They headed into the darkness. Kit et the light fade dowly behind them, until the two of them went
forward together in utter blackness. There was no way to judge how far they went except by counting
paces. Kit soon lost count, and stopped caring about it. There was something liberating about not
knowing where you were going, just surrendering yoursdlf to the night— and not making anything, elther,
but just being there, and | etting the darkness be there, too, not trying to fill it with form but letting it exist
onitsown terms.

The blackness pressed in around them until it seemed to Kit to dmost have atexture, like water,
becoming amedium inits own right—not something unfriendly, just something there. It dowly became
enjoyable. If | had any scared-of-the-dark left in me, Kit thought, it' s definitely cured now. But after a
while he began to lose interest, and once again he prepared to say good-bye to the dark for thetime
being.

Then Kit paused, for he thought he saw something.

Often enough, on thistrip and the last, he'd had the illusion of seeing something in the blackness when
nothing was there. Now Kit tried to see more clearly, and couldn’t get that tiny glitter of light—for it was
light—to resolve. Not in front of us, though.

Under us?
He couldn’t be sure. Ponch, you smell anything?

No. What isit?.



Look down there.

Kit got down on his hands and knees. This brought him closer to the minuscule glint of light, but not close
enough. He passed his hands over the surface he’ d been waking on. Thelight was underneath it. ..
inchesdown, or miles, he couldn’t tell.

| wonder...

Kit pressed againgt the surface. Did it give alittle? It hadn't ever actudly felt springy under hisfeet, but
now Kit found himsdlf wondering if thiswas because he’ d been taking it for granted as ahard surface,
and it had accommodated him.

He pressed harder againgt it. A strangefedling, asif the surface was giving under his hands, or under his
will. Let'ssee...

Sowly, dowly Kit's hands sank into the darkness as he pushed. He dipped one out, rested it where the
surface was still hard, and concentrated on the other hand, diding it further and further down into that
cool, resistant darkness. Faintly he could see the glow from that tiny spark or grain of light silhouetted
againg hisfingers. He reached even further down, having to lie flat on the surface now, pushing hisarmin
up to the shoulder.

Got it—

Kit closed hisfigt on thelight, started to withdraw hisarm. It was difficult. The blacknessresisted him. As
he exerted himsdlf, beginning to breathe hard, he felt afaint singing sensation between two of hisfingers.
Looking down, he saw the spark escape between them and dip down into the dark again.

He pushed his hand down into the darkness once more, recovering the spark. It did sting, asharp little
szzlelikelicking the end of abattery. Kit closed his hand again, pulled upward. Once more the spark
dipped free, drifting lower, out of hisreach.

Kit took adeep breath, not sure why he had to have thisthing... but I’'m going to, and that’ sl thereis
to it. He reached down asfar as possible, but couldn’t quite reach it. Findly hetook abreath, held it, and
pushed hisface and upper body right down into that cool liquid blackness. By stretching hisarm down as
far asit would go, Kit just managed to get his hand undernegath the spark. Thistime hedidn’t try to grasp
it, just cupped it in hispam, and dowly, dowly brought his hand up through the pliant darkness. After a
few seconds Kit dared to lift hisface out, gasping, and pushed himsdlf to his knees, while ever so dowly
lifting his cupped hand.

Thelittle glint of light dmost dipped out of his hand, just under the surface. Kit stopped, let it settle, then
dowly pulled hishand up toward him. Theliquid darkness drained out of his hand, pouring away, and
abruptly the spark flowed away withiit...

... into Kit’ s other hand, which he' d put under the one that had the spark init. Asthe last ribbons of
darkness flowed away, therethat tiny glint of light remained.

Kit sat down on the dark surface, getting his breath back. He could fed Ponch’s breath on hisneck as
the dog looked curioudy over his shoulder. What isit?

| don’t know, Kit said. But I’'m going to take it home.

They both gazed at it. It was not bright: an undifferentiated point source of light, faint, with adight cool
green cast to itsradiance, like that of afirefly. Kit was briefly reminded of an old friend, and smiled &t the
memory. On awhim, heleaned in closeto the little spark, breathed onit. It didn’t brighten, as a spark of



firewould have, but it sung his hand more emphaticaly.

Kit reached sdewaysto his claudication, pulled it open, and with the greatest care dipped the little spark
in. When hewas sure it was safe, he closed the pocket again and got to hisfeet, wobbling.

You dl right, boss?
| think s0. That took alot out of me. Let’sgo home.
All right. The leash wizardry tightened as Ponch pulled Kit forward. What was that about?

Kit shook his head. I'm not sure, he said. Thelight of the norma world, nearly blinding by contrast to
wherethey’ d been, broke loose around them. | think it was because it was...all done.

They stood there under the streetlight, and then Kit undid the leash and let Ponch go sprinting down the
road. A late blackbird repeated afew solitary notes up in atree. Just me, it sang, just me.

Kit stood listening in the dark. .. then went after Ponch.

L ate Tuesday Evening

It was aquiet drive home from the hospital for Nitaand Dairine and their dad. It was asif they’d al been
hoping that when the tumor was removed, acloser ook at it would prove the diagnosswrong. But it
wasn't going to happen that way. | can’t waste a minute, now, Nitathought. Every second I’'m not
working on this, those things are multiplying inside her. Kit' Il understand. I’ ve got to get going... and |
can't wait for him.

Nonetheless shetried to contact Kit before sheleft. She couldn’t find him; the manua gave her the same
subject-is-not-in-ambit message as before. He never did get a chanceto tell me just where hewas, or
how he' sdoing that, she thought, dropping her trangit circle to the floor and watching it flare with the brief
shiver of lifeand light that meant the spell wasready. Gottafind oui. ..

Along with severa other wizardries, Nita had added her invisibility spell to her charm bracelet, asa smdll
dangling ring with nothing inside it. Now she activated it and amoment later stepped through the transit
ring, popping out once morein that vacant doorway in Grand Central. Thistime of day therewerealot
more people around, and afair number of trains coming in and out. It took Nita some minutesto get
down to the worldgate end of the platform, as she had to Sdestep in one direction or another about every
three paces to keep from being run over by commuters who couldn’'t see her. At least the gate wasidle
and ready for her when she reached it. She went through in ahurry.

On the other side shefound the platform empty again, and everything quiet. Nitawaked down to the
gateway on the Main Concourse and paused there to look at the painted sky. Thefiguresof al the
congtellations were strange—the center of the “sky” not abull, here, but astrange cat-shape, likea
jaguar leaping with outstretched paws. Other odd forms shared the ecliptic withit: lizards and frogs and
birdswith long curling tails. Even thissky’ s color was different, adeep violet blue rather than the creamy
Mediterranean color of the celling that Nitawas familiar with.

She went up the ramp across the empty, shining floor and past the information booth—which was abrass
ziggurat here—and came out into what at first she took for early evening. Then Nitagot aglimpse of the
sun and redlized that it was afternoon. .. but in aManhattan that was definitely not her usua one.

The skyscrapers al around were capped with stepped pyramids of the kind she had just seen substituted
for the usud information booth ingde the termind. Uniformly the buildings seemed to be made of a



golden stone—or maybe thiswas just the effect produced by that strange sun, which was bigger than it
should have been, and was orange gold, though it stood at aheight more like that of noon than sunset.

Down the center of the street ran agreen strip of grassthat reminded Nita of the built-up flower beds
running down the middle of each block of Park Avenue. Shelooked across the sireet, and up; from high
on the tops of some of the buildings south of Forty-second, Nitasaw blinding orange light reflecting
back. Mirrors? she thought. And the sky was very dark blue, dmost aviolet color. She was reminded of
the way the sky looked on Mars. Maybe not as much oxygen in the atmosphere? Nita thought. An old
Earth, maybe; atired one...

It didn’t matter. Her job was to find the place’ skerndl. And it would be better hidden, here.

She sat down on the curb of that empty Forty-second Street and listened. A dower pulse thistime,
fainter... likeaplace running down, a heart beating more out of habit than from any desireto go on living.
Resignation? Could awhole universe fed resigned, ready to let go of life? It was an odd sensation. But
oursisold, too. Doesit fed that way?

After afew seconds she put the thought aside. There was something about the light here that was
affecting her, maybe, or just the influence of this place sgreat age. But the redization itself could be
useful. She'd listen for adower pulse, amore leisurely best. ..

Nitaclosed her eyes, held till, and felt for the kernd, the heart. She had no ideawhat this city sounded
like when it was inhabited. But the wind, breathing down between the skyscrapers, didn’t change. She
ligened toit, and let it give her hints.

Very dowly, they came. Strange hornlike sounds, not the wind but something ese... also the muted cries
of birdsand animdls, the clatter of machinery. Nita put her hands flat down on the sdewak on either side
of her, fedingit, lisening through the touch.

The sdewalk was stone, not concrete. Its gray-black basalt was quarried out of theidand
itself—brought herein great dabs by mechanica means of which Nitagot glimpses—then carved to size,
st in place, and fastened by some physical processthat she didn’t understand, again sensed only
obscurely and at agreat distance in time. There was a characteristic scent to the stone, sharp, hot—They
used lasers on it, maybe?— then aglimpse of somekind of crystal, maybe not exactly the lasers Nita
understood but smilar enough.

She started to think that this gpproach might have been typica of the people who built this place, smple
techniques and very advanced ones combined—an “old science,” more like wizardry than anything else,
and a“new science,” far ahead of anything her own world had. And thisworld would have been that way
because of the way its own universa law ran, acombination of somekind of science actudly left over
from some other universe—That' s weird!—with something newer, homegrown: the two sorts of law
tangled together but never perfectly melded, the ancient tension between them defining a particular
feding, uniqueto thisworld, avibration likewhat awizard could hear in acrysta’ s heart, a pulse not
dow but actudly very fast—

Then Nitaheard it, abuzz, afaint whine like a bee going by. Got it!

She opened her eyes and turned dowly where she sat, checking what she “heard” and felt against the
evidence of her other senses—

—and caught a sudden motion of something down the street. Nita stared in surprise. Something moved
there, going across Forty-second Street and heading uptown; crossing the street, low...



... rolling across the street? Nita stood up to see better but got only a glimpse as whatever it was went
up Lexington Avenue and vanished behind the building at the corner. If what she' d seen was amachine, it
was onethe likes of which Nitahad never seen before. And while there was some machine-based life
that had become sentient, thisdidn’t look like any member of the various mechlife species with which
Nitawas familiar. From where she' d been ditting, thislooked more like along stretched-out
Rollerblade—

Weird, but it can wait. Nitastood still and listened again, shutting everything out but this place’ sown
pulse. Uptown... The sense wasfainter thistime, which didn’t surprise her; she knew the testswould be
getting harder. Nonetheless, it was clear enough to follow, and whatever Nita had seen down the road
was heading in the same direction.

She went after it, not with any concern for her safety—after dl, the practice universeswere limited to
wizards—but with considerable curiosity. As she came around the corner of Forty-second and Lex, Nita
looked uptown, where the ground rose dightly, and saw something rolling up the sdewak on the
|eft-hand side of the avenue. It wasn’t asingle object at dl, but anumber of them, rolling away from her
inaloose cluger. In thisstrange, rich light, they gleamed adark bluish metalic color. Most of them
looked about the size of tennis balls, at this distance, but there were two or three of them that were
larger, maybe soccer-ball sze. They were gpproaching the corner of Forty-fourth and Lex. AsNita
watched, they rolled out onto the ornate pavement of Lexington Avenue, here dl covered up and down
its shining white length with charactersin some dien language, then crossed the avenue and headed east
down the side Street.

Nita began to jog after them, crossing Lexington and looking down as she did at the huge colored
charactersinlaid in dabs of soneinto the surface of the street. The workmanship was beautiful; you
couldn’t see so much asacrack between the inlay and the road itsdf, dl done in apearly white stonelike
aabaster. | wonder what this looks like from a height, she thought. And what the letterssay... She
grinned as she headed toward the corner where the blue spheres had turned. Be funny if it wasn't some
incredibly sgnificant message, but just the name of the Street. She came to the corner of Forty-fourth,
headed around it at arun—

—and ingtantly found hersdlf tripping over severa perfectly spherica shiny blue objects, which had been
intheact of rolling back up the sdewak toward her.

Nita spent the next three seconds trying not to fal, trying not to bang into the beautifully and bizarrely
carved wall of the building to her |eft, and trying not to step on the spheres, severd of which were il
rolling toward her. Shefinaly got her balance back and stood there bracing hersdlf againgt the wall and
bresthing hard for afew seconds, while the five spherica things, like blue-metal ball bearings of various
sizes, rolled around her and then paused, one after another.

“Dal gtiheb,” they said to her, fivetimes over.
Nita's jaw dropped.
“Uh, da” shesad.

The giant blue bal bearings looked at her with mild interest. At least Nitafelt that she was being looked
at, but with exactly what, there was no telling. The spheres had no features of any kind; the only thing she
could see in them was the reflection of the skyscrapers behind her, the sky, and her own face, wearing an
embarrassed expression.

“Where stherest of you?” said one or another of the ball bearings.



Confused, Nitalooked around her. “* Therest’ ? There' sjust one of me. | mean, | have a—I mean,
there’ s another wizard | work with, but he' s—

“He' ? There sjust one of them?* The ball bearings sounded disappointed.
“Uh, yeah,” shesad. “We comein ones, where | come from.”

Theball bearings seemed to be regarding her with faint disappointment. “But there are more of you,” one
sad.

Nitahadn’t previoudy heard the Speech spoken with nothing but plural endings, even on the adjectives,
and she was getting more confused every moment. “Wdll, in generd, yes”

“Look, it sanother singleton, that'sall,” one of them said to the others. “Looks like we re unusud in this
neighborhood; the rest of us need to get used to it. It doesn’t matter, anyway. We' re al wizards
together... that' sthe important thing.”

“Uh, yes” Nitasad. “ Sorry, but what exactly are you?’
“People,” said the blue ball bearings, in chorus.
Nitasmiled. “ Something else we have in common. Do you have something that other people cal you?’

The spheres bumped into one ancther in sequence, and with their striking produced alittle chiming chord,
like adoorbdl saying hello.

Nitatook abreath and tried to sing it back at them. After a pause the spheres bumped together again,
creating a soft jangling noise, which Nitarealized was aregretful comment on her accent. “Sorry,” she
sad. “Sometimes I’m not much good at saying in one key.”

The spheres jangled again, but there was ahumorous sound to it. “ So call us Pont,” one of them said.

Nitagrinned alittle; in the Speech it was one of the adjectiva forms of the word for the number five.
“Sure. It'sniceto meet you. I'm Nita.”

The spheres bumped themselves cordialy into her ankles. *Y ou guys here to practice looking for the
kernd?’ shesad.

“Yes,” oneof them sad.
“Wdl, no,” said another.

“What we mean is, we' ve donethis one already,” said athird. “But the others have a head sart, and
they’ re running againgt time, so if you want to get in on it, you' d better hurry.”

Pont started to roll down the street, and Nitafollowed them. “ Others? How many more people are
here?’

“Oh, just afew on thisrun,” Pont said. “ Some of them are repesating a secondary exercise—their time
wasn't good enough the last cycle out.”

“l haven't donethisone before,” Nitasaid. “Isit hard?’

The spheres|ooked at her. Two of them, to Nita s surprise, melded into one, running together exactly the
waly two drops of water become one, without even ceasing to roll. “How many of these have you done



before?’
“Jugt one”

“Huh,” Pont said. Nita couldn’t repress asnort of laughter; the spheres’ tone of voice was dmost
identical to one of Dairing’s. “That’ s not bad. Usualy you get a couple between this one and the starter
scenario. Y ou must have found thefirst one pretty quickly.”

“I don’'t know,” Nitasaid. “The manual was vague about the projected solution times—"

“Oh, the manuals,” they said, and a couple of them bounced up and down in midroll, ashrug. “They're
not much good in these spaces....and even outside them, they don’t always correctly predict what's going
to happen in here. Y ou learn not to pay too much attention to them in testing mode. And you figure things
out yoursdlves. .. but you're doing that dready.” They werelooking up at Nita s charm bracelet, she
could tdll.

They paused at the corner of Third and Forty-fourth, and Nitalooked up and down the strest, listening.
That high whining buzz was till perfectly audibleif she stopped to listen for it, and till coming from the
north, but also east alittle more. “ At least another block over,” she said.

“Lead theway.”

Shetrotted across Third and looked down at the patternsin the pavement again. “Y ou know what these
mean, Pont?’

“Not aclue,” Pont said asthey rolled across the avenue after her. “| think we' re lacking the necessary
culturd referents”

“You'renot done.” They headed northward again, past the deek, polished goldstone frontages of the
buildings. It was odd that though these had doorways every now and then, there were no windows at
street level, or lower than about thirty feet off the ground. This feature was doubtless expressive of some
truth about this universe, but Nitadidn't have the dightest ideawhat that might be.

“Thisisdefinitely one of the odder practice universes,” Pont said asthey made their way across
Forty-fifth and on past more blind walls.

Nitaraised her eyebrows. “ Oh? What makes you say that?’
“Well, theway the space hereis curved isunusualy acute. Thelack of entasis makesit—"

“Oh, come on, the entasislevel isfine. It sjust that everything looks odd to you,” said another of the
bdls.

“It does not. It's perfectly obviousthat you just don’t know—"
“You'reboth crazy,” yet another of the balschimedin. “If you just—"

Nitahad had plenty of argumentswith herself in her head, but now she thought she was hearing oneina
form she' d never imagined. “L ook, don't fight about it,” she said. It wastestime. Pick just one of you to
tell me, or something.”

This astonished Pont so much that they stopped rolling and stared at one another. Nitastood still and
waited for them to sort themselves out, while making amental note that when she got back to where the
manua worked at its normal speed, she was going to look up thislife-forminahurry.



“Well?" Nitasaid.

One of the five—the two who had combined themselves had come apart again asthey weredl crossing
Forty-fifth—now said, “Y ou could put it thisway—"

Its surface shimmered. Without any warning at dl, Nitafound hersalf seeing the world the way Pont, or
oneof it, did—alandscape so dlien that she could make almost nothing of it. Everything had ametallic
sheentoit, and everything was fluid and in constant motion, running or rolling down one surface or
another. And every surface was curved. It was like aworld made of mercury, not just sllvery but ina
hundred different colors. Every single thing Nita could see was shaped like some version of asphere, tiny
or massive, everything either dready perfectly spherica or working hard to get that way. There were no
graight lines anywhere. Where it could be seen, even the horizon was curved.

Nitablinked. More than mere vison was involved in what she was perceiving. This space was acutely
curved, so that its sky seemed to bend down and cover you like an umbrella. It was a perspective both
claustrophobic and oddly big, giving you theilluson that you could wrap that universe around you like an
overcoat, an absolutely huge one.

“Wow,” Nitasaid. At first she was eager to break out of thisway of seeing things. But then she caught
hersdlf, and looked allittle harder. Thisisweird, but—/ wonder... She held till, watched, and listened.
Listening didn’t do much good in thisworldview; al the motion happened in Sllence. But the motion had a
trend in one generd direction. Everything Nita could see, everything that did or rolled or pulsated around
her, had adight drift toward the direction in “front” of her—northward and eastward, though allittle more
eastward than the way she' d originally been heading.

Aha, Nitathought. One point of view isgood, but a second one from another mind helps you fine-tune
your first one. It sliketriangulating. “ Okay, okay,” Nitasaid, and the image of the world-as-mercury
oozed and flowed away, leaving her looking around her again, with rdlief, at edges and sraight lines. She
listened again for that buzz, heard it, and put it together with the direction in which things had been
dipping and oozing.

“Areyou al right?” Pont asked, sounding anxious.
Nitasmiled; the“you” wasplurd. “I’m okay. Come on; you helped. We re closer than | thought—"

She headed down Forty-fifth at atrot and turned the corner onto Second Avenue, and paused there. All
of Pont ran into her ankles, she’ d stopped so suddenly. “What?’

Nitalooked up and down Second, perplexed, for she hadn’t expected it to be a canal. Where the curb
would normally have been was now a sheer drop, and water reflecting that dark blue sky ran down
between the white sone walls of the two sides of the avenue.

“We could roll across,” said one of Pont.
“No, we couldn’t. Weleft the wizardry home,” said another.
“I told you we should have brought it,” said the third.

“Y ou said we should bring the multistate compressor,” said thefourth, “and so we did. We were the one
that wanted to bring the solidifier, but—"

Nita began to wonder what these creatures’ family lifewaslike. Just by themselves, if that wastheright
term, they seemed to have trouble getting along. “Look, guys,” she said, “there’ sabridge across at
Forty-second.”



“WEe |l haveto go dl the way down there and retrace our tracks.”

“Better than going al the way up to Fifty-seventh,” Nita said, peering up the avenue-cum-cand, “ because
that’ s the next one. Or we could swim.”

Pont looked at her with dl of itsdlf.  *Swim’?’
She looked at the spheres. They lacked anything to swim with. “ Okay, maybe not. Come on.”

Nitajogged downtown as far as Forty-second, with Pont rolling after her, fast. The bridge arched upina
smooth ramp across the water, coming down on the opposite sidewalk, and they al headed north again.
Nitacould hear thelittle buzzing whine a the back of her mind getting stronger and stronger and followed
it more quickly, while checking her progress against her memory of Pont’ s view of the world. Pont rolled
aong behind, arguing genidly about their last timing in “the exercise’ and how it might have been
improved.

Just north of Fifty-fourth, Street Nitaredlized that she had come alittle too far north. “East from here,”
she said to Pont, asthey came up behind her.

The spheresooked at themsdves, and made alittle musical sound that trandated itself, viathe Speech,
into “Uh-oh.”

“What' sthe matter?’ Nita said. She backtracked to the corner of Fifty-fourth, and headed east toward
Firg Avenue.

1] Nothirg.”
“That’' seasy for you to say,” said another of Pont.
“Yes, wdl, youdidn't likeit much last time,” said athird.

“Andwedon't likeit much now, ether,” said thefifth one, which surprised Nita; she'd been garting to
think of it asthe quiet one. “We thought they would have moved it Sgnificantly. It dmost dways gets
moved for aredo. But it looks like somebody hasalittle surprise for us.”

Nitagave up trying to figure out what they were talking about, and headed toward First Avenue. She
stopped at the corner, Pont rolling up aongside her. Nita's sense of the location of the kernel placed it
right out in front of her, near where the block of Fifty-fourth between First and Y ork should have been.
But here there were no more streets at al. Directly in front of them was ahuge stepped pyramid of
golden stone, incomplete at itstop, and behind it the East River flowed by. Sticking out into theriver
from one side of the pyramid was along jetty or pier of that white stone.

“Therethey are,” Pont said. “ They didn’t waste their time.”

Nita squinted down at the jetty, bright in the sun, and saw down near the end of it what appeared to be a
woolly mammoth, a second object of roughly cylindrical shape that wavered oddly around the edges, and
athird smal shape, e ongated and six-legged, which was heading toward the end of thejetty whilethe
other two faced off against each other.

“It sdown there,” Nitasaid. “Down in the water.”
“Wetold you we should have left the compressor home,” said Pont to one of themselves.

“ And what we said was—"



“Comeon, guys,” Nitasaid. “Giveit arest. | can do water.” She headed past the pyramid, toward the
jetty.

The smdlest of the creatures was dipping into the water. Nitajogged down the jetty, and saw that the
bigger of the two creatures |ooked like awoolly mammoth only in terms of the bulk of its body. Seen up
closg, it looked much morelike agiant three-legged football with green-and-brown shag carpeting

dapled to it. Its companion, which faced it sllently, was abundle of bright purple tentacles about six feet
high, waving gently, and changing colors asthey did.

“Dai stiho, guys,” Nitasaid as she went by the two wizards. They gazed at her as she passed—the
tentacly wizard with one of severd stalked eyes atached to the top of it, and the furry football apparently
with itsfur, which “followed” Nita as she went by.

She went to the end of the jetty, where the other wizard had vanished, and |ooked down at the water.
Down there she could clearly fed the kernd’ stight small buzz of power. It wasn't even dl that far down.
No point in floating, Nitathought. She flicked the charm bracelet around on her wrist, came up with the
charm that was shaped like alittle glass bubble, took hold of it, and jumped in.

As Nitasank, the air-and-mass spell cameto life around her, holding the water away but at the same
time counteracting the buoyancy of the air she’ d brought with her to breathe. Because it was so compact,
the spell’ svaidity was limited, but she was sure she’ d have time to do what she needed to do. It'salmost
right underneath me. All | haveto dois—

—and then she saw, right under her, the deek form swimming up toward her. Her first thought wasIt's
an otter—and indeed it looked like one. But otters have fewer legs. This creature, golden-pelted, was
groking strongly aong toward Nitawith its front and back paws, and in the middle onesit held atangle
of light and power, smdl and bright, from which came the singing whine she’ d been tracking.

Asthe creature flashed past, dark cheerful eyesblinked at her, and it grinned. Then it was heading
toward the blue-lighted roil of surface. Nitalet out a breath of dight annoyance and went after it, bobbing
up to the surface in her bubble of air.

The other wizard was aready clambering up out of the water with the kernel. Thisit showed to the other
wizards, and one of them said, “All right, you’ ve proved your point.”

“Twenty-four minutes,” the otter cresture said to the furry three-legged wizard. “But it nearly didn’t do
me any good!” It turned itslong deek head to look at Nita as she climbed up onto the jetty and banished
the bubble wizardry. “L ook what | passed on the way up!”

“Dai giho,” Nitasaid. “Hey, you beat mefairly. | just got herelate.”

“Didn’'t think They were going to let anybody esein here, thiscycle,” said the furry creature. “Oh well.
Da, cousn!”

“Here sPraaya,” said Pont, indicating the “ otter.” “ And that’s Mmemyn”—one of Pont rolled over to
the massive three-legged creature with the strange fur— “and here’ s Dazel. What was the matter with
you two?’ Pont said to them. “Why'd you just let Pralayatake the kernd ?’

| did not wish to dissolve, said adow slent voice that seemed to come from Mmemyn in adiffuse sort of
way. | did not anticipate the replay of this scenario putting the kerndl under water.

Nitaredized that Mmemyn'’ svoice came from the weird patchy fur that mostly coveredit.

“Neither did 1,” said Dazdl. “But it was plain by thetime | got here that no effort would have brought me



to thekernd before Pralayagot to it. Next time out, though, the outcome will be different.”

“It will if Nitahere doesaswell next time asthey did on thisrun,” Pont said. “ They got the scent of that
kernd right away and went straight across the city—adownhill roll dl theway. Very direct.”

“In this continuum, that’ s not easy,” Prdayasaid, putting down the kernel on the stone, whereiit lay
glowing. “Y ou’'ve made agood start, cousin! What project are you working on that They’velet youin
for practice?’

“I'm... I'mtrying to save my mother’slife,” Nitasaid. And suddenly the strangeness of it dl caught up
with her, asit hadn’t done amost since shefirst became awizard—the dien fed of another space and
creatures dl around her who were strangersto her in away that few humans ever had to deal with. She
found it hard to look at them; she couldn’t do anything but stand there, trying to hang on to her

composure,

The other wizards looked at one another, silent. Pont said, “In the Five' s names, why are we keeping
them standing here like thiswhen they’ re distressed? It sdl too new for them! Come on, everyone—if
thisrun’sdone, let’s go to the playpen for awhile. We can show them the rest of us, and replay acouple
of other runs, and let them get afed for how it’sdone.”

Pont bumped againgt Nita slegs. She looked down.

They sad, “Comewith us, Nita. There’ smore to this sheaf of universes and dimensionsthan just places
to play hunt-the-kerndl. Come relax; tell usthe why of what you' re hunting, and maybe we can help with
the how.”

Pont areright, ssid Mmemyn. Will you come?
Uh, yes Nitasaid. ” Sure, let’sgo.”
And ingtantly the world faded around them dl and vanished.

L ate Tuesday Night, Wednesday M or ning
Nita blinked and looked around her. It was dark.

Not entirely dark, though. It was asif she and Pont and the others were standing on a shining white
dance floor—one that was miles and miles from one side to the other. If the curvature of the last space
had surprised Nita, this place had asmilar effect, but exactly in reverse. Y ou could fed the flatness of
thisplacein theair, on your skin, in your bones. Y ou could practically seethe ruler lines embedded in

everything.

Next to her, stting up on hishind legs, Pralaya made alittle raspy chuckle. “Yes, it' sagood thing it never
ranshere” hesad, glancing around. “Y ou' d go crazy waiting for the water to run off.”

“Don’'t know what you ‘re complaining about,” Pont said, rolling past them toward alight source off to
one side, where Nita could see shapes silhouetted. “ Lovely place, this: no ups, no downs. Paradise.” The
rest of Pont went past Nita, making afedling like ashrug. “Y ou dways could find a square thing where a
round one should be, Prdaya.”

“Just anaturd talent,” Pralaya said, looking after Pont with amusement. He gave Nitaawry look.

The two of them went after Pont, Dazel and Mmemyn bringing up the rear. “Y ou two obvioudy have
history,” Nitasaid.



“Oh, some,” Pralayasaid, pattering along six-footedly beside Nita as they made their way toward the
light. “We re neighbors. Their home universeisn't too far from mine, the way thelocd sheaf of worldsis
presently structured. We started running into one another pretty frequently in here when | began this
series of workouts. If you' re here more than once or twice, you' |l start recognizing the present batch of

regulars pretty quickly.”

“I think it’ sgoing to be more than once or twice,” Nitasaid. “1 don’'t have much timeleft, and I'm along
way fromwhere | need to be”

“You'renew & this, to be so sure,” Prdayasaid, asthey got closer to the light. “Fedl the kernel ?’
“Huh?’ Nita paused. She hadn’t realized thiswas another practice universe.

“Don't stop,” Pralaya said. “ Some places you' re not going to have theleisure. Y ou haveto learn to sense
on the move. Come on!”

Nitatried “listening” asthey went. It was hard to do while your other senses were interfering, but this
discovery obscurely annoyed her; she could just hear Dairine saying, Can't walk and chew gum at the
sametime, huh?

The annoyance focused her just enough to let Nita“hear” the kernel, just for a second, as asort of
differencein texturein thefed of theloca space. “It’ sright therein front of us” Nitasaid, surprised.
“Rightinthe middle of everybody.”

“Not bad,” Pralayasaid. “Thiskernd’ stough to sensg; it' safairly low-power one. We usualy keep it
locked in one spot—there are so many of usin and out of this space that no one fedls like hunting for it
every time”

“I thought everybody’ stime here wasredly limited.”

“Oh, in the aschesis-universes proper, of courseitis,” Pralayasaid. He paused for just amoment to
scratch behind his ear with the middle set of paws, bending himsdlf nearly into ahdf circleashe did so,
then picked up the pace again. “But thisisn't one of those. Thisisapocket of space pinched off from the
main aschesis sheaf. The Powerslet ususeit to relax in between finishing up a seeking run and going
home again. It’ s useful, Since sometimes when you finish arun, you' redmost too tired to gate straight....”

They cameto the fringes of the lighted area. Fifteen or twenty creatures of various sorts were standing or
gtting around on what would have passed for nice furniture on severa planets Nita knew. On one piece
of furniture, an ordinary-looking occasiond table donein shiny meta, sat this space’ skernd, abrilliant
and compact little webwork of light about the Size of abasebdll.

Pont were presently rolling under that table toward agroup standing together and talking on thefar sde
of the table, and the wizards assembled there had turned toward them and were greeting them.

“We ve got morevictims,” Pont were saying to them. “Look, dl; here sNita.”

All those strange eyes turned on her, and there were polite bows and limbs waving and wings flapping
and alot of voices saying “Dal stiho, cousin!”

“Uh, I’'mon errantry, and | greet you,” shesaid.

A chorus of replies, mostly amused variants on the theme “ So arewe!* went up around the group. Pont
camerolling back to her and said, " Y ou'rein luck: alot of the present class of practicers are here. Here
are Ldezh; they’ refrom Dorint. And that’ s Nirissaet; they’ re from Algavred X1—watch thetailst And



that’ sBuerti, they’refrom lit. And thisisKiv..."

It went on that way for awhile, and Nita despaired of remembering more than afew of the wizards
names, let done those of planets or universes. But shortly she was surrounded by peopletalking in the
Speech and arguing amiably about the best way to find aworld kernd in ahurry, and someone brought
her what she at first thought was a glass of water, except that there was no glassinvolved—just the
water, holding atumbler shape by itsdlf. Pralayaraised his eyebrowsin amusement as he caught her
glance, waggling them in the generd direction of the kernel whereit sat on the coffee table. Apparently
the kernd in the playroom often was used for just that: play.

While Nitawas working out where the rim of her invisble glasswas, she heard alot of information and
gossip from the alien wizards around her, and she quickly redized that in even afairly short time she
could find out al kinds of useful things, any one of which could possibly help her save her mother. Nita
actualy had worked up her courage enough to ask afew questions of the most senior of the group that
had collected around her—awizard caled Evrysss, who looked more like agiant spiny python than
anything e se—when her attention was suddenly grabbed by someone walking by at the edge of the
group. But what really got Nita s attention was that it wasn't an dien. It was apig. It wasn't one of the
spotty breeds, but plain pink-white, with bristlesthat looked dightly slvery inthislight, sothat it glinted a
little.

“—and 0| said to Hvin, ‘Now, just ook here, if you keep straining your shael out of shape trying to get
the kernd to deform itslawslike that, you' re never going to—'" Evrysssblinked at Nita' s sudden
astonished look. “ Oh, haven't you been introduced? Chao?’ The pig stopped, looked at the group,
glanced up at Nita. “He neet’, thisisthe Transcendent Pig.”

Nita s eyes opened wide as the pig stepped toward her, and she saw that little shining ripples seemed to
spread out in the floor from whereit stepped, asif solid things went briefly uncertain whereit trod. About
Sx possible responses to what Evrysss had said now went through Nita' s head, but fortunately, before
she blurted one of them out, she remembered the right one. She looked down at the Pig, and said,
“What' sthe meaning of life?’

The other wizards chuckled, or hissed or bubbled with laughter, and the Pig gave Nitaawry look out of
itslittle piggy eyes“I'll tdl you the meaning of my life” it said, “if you'll tell methe meaning of yours”

“Uh... that might take awhile. Even assuming | knew.”

“It would for me, too,” said the Pig, “so let’s put it aside for the moment. Come on, sit down, make
yourself comfortable.”

Shedid, sttling onto anearby chromy framework that looked more or less like a human chair. Nitahad
first come across areference to the Transcendent Pig when she was doing her earliest reading in the
manual, just before she went on Ordeal. The Pig was classified as one of the “insoluble enigmas,” a sort
of creature that fell somewhere between wizards and the Powers That Be. Indeed the term creature was
possibly inaccurate, for (so the manua said) no one responsible for creation could exactly remember
having created it in the first place. At least the Pig’s motives appeared to be benign, and it had been
proved again and again to be immensely and inexplicably knowledgegble. Nitathought thiswaswhy the
manud indsted that every wizard immediately ask the meaning-of-life question when meeting the Pig.
There was dways a chance the Pig might dip and actudly answer it.

Wéll, not thistime, she thought. “Do you come here often?” Nita said, and then cracked up at hersdlf;
hearing it, it seemed like about the most witless thing she could have found to say.

“Don’t fed too slly,” the Pig said dryly. “Everybody tends to concentrate so hard on the mandated



question that their minds go blank on anything else. But | wander in and out of here every now and then. |
like being at the cutting edge, and out here where no one hasto be too afraid of making amistake, some
interesting work’ s being done. Not al of it as personal asyours, maybe, but it'sdl vauable.”

“Y ou mean you know?” Nitasuddenly felt dightly embarrassed.

“Knowing ismost of my job,” the Transcendent Pig said. “But then there’ salong tradition of oracular
pigs. | should know: | garted it.” It paused. “That is, assuming you' re into sequentia time.”

“It worksdl right for me,” Nitasaid, rather cautioudly.
“Well, preferenceis everything, asfar astime's concerned; you can handle it however you like.”
Nitahad to smile at that. “Y ou can, maybe. But you' re built to be everywhen at once.”

It gave her ady look. “I suppose you might beright,” the Pig said. “If everyone started to believe they
could handleit theway | do, everywhen might get crowded.”

Nitalaughed. There was something about the Pig that put her at her ease—one thing being that, to her
astonishment, it had aNew Y ork accent. She spent awhile chatting with it about Earth and then about
various other planets where her errantry had taken her, and soon redlized there was absolutely nowhere
she' d been that the Pig didn’t know—it had been there, seen that, and |eft the T-shirt behind. “Or, rather,
I’m there now,” it said. “ Or have been there now.”

Nita smiled, reminded of trying to explain the tenses of conditiona time to her mother. “My own language
isn't much good for thiskind of thing. Guess we should keep it in the Speech.”

“No problem. Who did you comein with?’
“A bunch of people,” Nitasad. “Mostly Prdayaand, uh, Pont.”

The Pig smiled a Nita sdightly embarrassed look as she used the“dang” verson of Pont’ sname. “Oh,”
the Pig said, “you' re another one who can’t manage the music of the spheres? Don’t worry abot it,
cousin. No one expects anybody € se to handle home languages perfectly. The Speech isal anyone here
redlly needs”

Nitanodded. “ Y ou hear that word so much around here,” she said then, “and with wizards generaly:
hrasht...” It wastheword in the Speech that trandated as* cousin.”

“Oh, theterm’ s accurate enough,” the Pig said. “We' re dl children of brothers and ssters, of kindred
creatureswho' re children of that odd couple Life and Time. All related, mostly by just trying to live our
livesand get by in the face of tremendous odds. But in alot of cases, trying to do more than just get by.”
The Transcendent Pig looked around. “ Thisis one of the places where you come to push past the usua
definitions of what' spossible.” 1t gave her athoughtful look. “And if you're lucky, you both pull off what
you' re seeking and get to enjoy it afterward.”

“That’ swhat I'm herefor,” Nitasad.

“Trying to save alifeisawaysworthwhile,” said the Pig. “But the bigger work can be alot easier
sometimes. Nonetheless, I'd say you'rein theright placefor advice.” It looked over at thewildly
assorted group of beings stlanding around atall table, dl in thelight, waving their manipul atory
appendages at one another and talking at high speed.

“Got any to spare?’ Nitasad.



The Transcendent Pig waggled its eyebrows at her. “Not for free. Y ou know the price.”

“Uh, yeah. I'll pass.” Nitatill wasn't completely clear about the price she would pay for this particular
work of wizardry. Taking on another obligation seemed unwise, especidly when it was known to be— in
wizardly terms—an extremely expensive one.

“Sowill wedl,” the Pig said, and got up, quirking itstail a her. “Keep your ears open, dl the same. You
never know what one of your cousins [| mention that could turn out to be redlly useful later on.”

The Transcendent Pig wandered off. In her turn Nitagot up off the more-or-less chair she' d been sitting
on and went over to listen again to some of the other wizards who were talking in agroup. What she had
cometo think of as“the kernel,” they were caling by as many other names asthere were speciesin the
group: the World-Soul, the Cosmic Egg, the Shard, and numerous others. Some of the wizards were
knowledgeable about the Structure of the kerndl itself, in ways Nitawas certain she would never have
time to master. Pont, in particular, were in the midst of along talk with one of the other wizards—a
storklike alien about six feet tall who seemed to have had some kind of accident in a paint store, one
where they sold iridescent paint that didn’t keep the same color for more than aminute. “If you' re having
so much trouble deding with the place skernd,” Pont were saying, “you should get help. Goinasa
team! I1t' saways an option for any of us, once we re done with the orientation runs.”

The other wizard, Kkirl, stretched her wingsin a sudden blaze of scarlet and green, then folded them
again. “I have concerns” shesaid. “Thekernd of the planet in question isungtable. It won't stay where
it's put; whether the turmoil on that world isitsaf areflection of the kernd’ singtability, or the other way
around, | cannot tell, though | have been working with it for many cycles now—"

“Planets have kernds?’ Nitasaid.

“Not of the same power and complexity you would find in auniverse-type kernd,” Kkirl said, “but much
gmaller, more ddlicate ones, easly deranged if mishandled. I’ ve spent aslong as | dare assessing the
Stuation and trying to make smal adjustments. There sno moretime, for the planet isinhabited by some
hundreds of thousands of my people, and if that world' s destruction by earthquakes and crustal
disturbancesisto be avoided, something must be done now. In the past two cycles, the quakes have
become severe enough to threaten large parts of the surface of the planet. The Powers sanctioned an
intervention that would deal with the kerndl itsdlf, and | was hereto prepare one fina test sequence. |
don't redly needit. But I'm il not sureit’ s safe to go on with the intervention by myself, let done
with—"

“KKkirl, what useisameeting like this unlessyou useit to your advantage?’ Pont said. “ The Powers
Themsalves might have thrown usin your way. Let us—some of us, anyway—help you out! Y ou cantell
us how to proceed, and we' |l be guided by you. Or, if nothing €lse, we can just lend you power. These
aren't circumstances where anyone would be tempted to improvise.”

Kkirl looked around, her feathersalittle ruffled, uncertain. Severd other wizards had been listening to
their conversation, Pralayaamong them. Now Pralaya stood up on its hindmost legsin order to look
Kkirl inthe eye more eadly, and said, “Cousn, if your peopl€ slivesarein danger, letting your
uncertainty hobble you is playing right into the Lone Power’ sdesires. And delay could befatd. Judging
from what you' vetold us, it's becoming fatal dready. Y ou have to move past the uncertainty. What else
areweadl herefor?

Kkirl stood there silent. Finally she looked up, rustled her wings, and said, “ Y ou'reright. | see no other
way. And ther€ sno point putting it off anymore. Who will come?’

“Wewill,” Pont said. “What about you others?’



“I'll come,” Pralayasaid. “Of course. Who else?’

Mmemyn said, | am free to come; and another wizard that Nita had met only briefly, along graceful
slvery fishlike creature in abubble of water, sad, “1, too.”

“WEell enough. I'll draw up thetrangt circle, then,” Kkirl said. “Y ou will want to plug in your names and
bring appropriate breathing media: The atmosphere isareducing one, and there’ salot of oxygen.” She
glanced over at the “fish.” “Not aproblem for you, Neme, except for the acid in the air.”

The various wizards Sarted to get ready, adjusting their life-support wizardries, and Nitawas surprised
when one of Pont rolled over to her. “Y ou know,” it said, “you might come aong aswell.”

Nitalooked down at it, and over at the others, surprised. “Me? I’ m just getting Sarted. | didn’'t even get
the kernd thistime.”

“Just an accident of timing,” Prdayasaid, glancing up.

Kkirl paused in the act of garting to pace out the circle. “ And you’ re probably the youngest of us here,”
said KKkirl, “so that whatever you might lack in expertise, you' d surely make up in power. Do come,
Neet. The kernd won't be wherel l€eft it in any case; looking for it will be extra practice for you.”

Her mother’ s predicament went through Nita s mind. But these people were trying to help her, to help
her mom. It wasthe least she could do to help them. “Yeah,” shesaid. “ Sure, I'll come.”

Kkirl went back to pacing out her trangit circle, and it appeared on the floor before them. The wizards
who were going produced their namesin the Speech and started plugging them into the spell, in the
empty spots Kkirl was now adding for them.

Nitalooked over the diagram carefully asit completed itself. The coordinatesfor the solar systemin
question had an additiona set of vector and frame coordinatesin front of it, which Nita thought must be
the determinators for an entirdy different universe. Otherwise the diagram made perfect sense, and the
long-form description of the planet itself madeit plain why Kkirl wasworking onit. It' stearing itself
gpart, Nitathought, bending down to look at it closely. The planet was big to start with, and then it
captured dl these moons, even alittle Kwandering planet” passing through its solar system...and now the
gravitationa stressesfrom some of the more massve moons have thrown everything out of whack. This
was a problem of the same kind as Dairin€’s, just asinsoluble by brute force. Inherent in the trangit circle,
though, and written as an adjunct to it, Nita could see Kkirl’ sintended solution. The planet itsalf was
going to have both its crust structure and its gravitational and magnetic fiel ds reorganized and reba anced.
That could be done only by using the kernd, which when itsdf rewritten would in turn rewrite the whole
under-crust stucture of the planet. It slike the kernd isthe master copy of aDNA molecule. Rewriteit
and turn it loose, and every other molecule in abody gets changed in response. Thiswasfairly closeto
what Nitahad in mind for her mother, and her heart leaped as she saw from Kkirl’ s diagram that she'd
been on the right track, and began to see how she could implement asimilar solution herself.

“ See something that does't work?” Kkirl said, coming around behind her and looking over Nita's
shoulder &t the diagram.

“No.” Nitasad. “It looksfine.”

“I’'m glad. It staken awhile. But the conditiona statements there were the worst part. Fortunately the
solution is adjudged to be ethica—see the go/no GO toggle down at the end? If that onetiny little knot
won't knot, you might aswell give up and go home.”



Nitanodded. “Okay,” she said, and reached into the back of her mind to pull out the constantly updated
graphic version of her persona description. It manifested itsdlf in the usud long graceful string of glowing
writing in the Speech, but as sheran it briefly through her hands, Nita noticed some changes here and
there, particularly in the sections that had to do with family and emotiond relationships. Mom... she
thought. She let the written version of her name dide glowing to the floor and snug itself into the oot
waiting for it in Kkirl’ swizardry.

Then, suddenly getting the feding that someone was behind her, Nitalooked over her shoulder. Dazel
was towering up behind her and leaning over her, looking down at her with anumber of its eyes, whileits
many, many pink and dark-violet tentacleswresthed dowly in theair. It said nothing. Therest of itseyes
were arching down over her to look carefully at her namein the Speech.

“Uh, hi,” Nitasaid.

“Yes,” Dazd said. It said nothing further, but more and more of its eyes curled down in front of her to
look at her name, whereit lay glowing against the white floor, until only eye was|left till looking at Nita,
hanging there onitsthin, shiny pink stalk about threeinchesin front of her nose. The eye' s pupil was
triangular, and the rest of the eye was bloodshat, if blood were purple.

“Uh, right. Excuse me,” Nitasaid, and dowly and carefully edged sideways out from undernegth dl those
overarching eyes, trying hard not to makeit look asif she was cregped out.

The eyeswatched her go, but otherwise Dazel didn’t move, except for those tentacles, which never
seemed to Stop their silent wreathing and twisting in the air. Nitamade her way over to where Prdaya
and Pont were settling somefina detailswith Kkirl and a couple of other wizards, and sat down on a
little stepstool-looking piece of furniture near Pralaya. As severd of Pont rolled off to say somethingto a
couple of wizards on the other side of the gathering, Nita bent over with her elbows on her kneesand
looked Sdeways at Prdlaya. “Isit just me,” Nitasaid softly, “or isthere something alittle... | don't
know...unusua about him?’ She glanced a Dazel.

Pralayalooked casudly over his shoulder, then back toward Nita, scrubbing his face thoughtfully with
onepaw. “1 don't redly know,” he said. “He does have thisway of just standing there and looking at you
with al those eyes for minutes on end. | mean, it' snot asif there’ s anything wrong with lots of eyes. Or
none, for that matter. Maybe it'sthe multiple brains.” Pralaya started scrubbing the other side of hisface.
“I did ask him onceif there was something bothering him, but the answer didn’t make much sense.”

Nitashook her head. “But the Speech always makes sense.”

“If you're using it with the intent to be understood, yes,” Prdaya said. He waggled hiswhiskers, an
expresson Nitatook asashrug. “Whatever; it'snot my business.”

Nitawas starting to feel boorish at having even mentioned it. These people were, after al, wizards,
except for the Pig, and had dl been extremely kind to her. “Never mind,” she said, “probably it isjust
me. So much has been happening—"

“Now what was that about?’ said one of Pont, rolling out from under another of the tables.
“That what?’ Nitasaid.

“Dazd there,” said Pont, and a couple of them split gpart in an uneasy way and then recombined, while
“looking” across at Dazel. “They’ re leaving, apparently. We said to them, ‘ Go well,” and they said,
‘Some of us may, but one of uswill not.””



Nitaand Pralayaand al of Pont looked across at Dazd. It gazed back at them with some of those
waving eyes, and then vanished.

“Ready now,” Kkirl said, straightening up from checking the wizardry onelast time. “ Shal we?’

They al stepped into position, each into his, her, or itsalotted placein the diagram. Nitagulped as she
realized she was about to do awizardry with amost no preparation, with beings she' d met hardly an hour
before. But it wastoo late now. There were Pont, in their part of the circle, their five spheres bumping
into one another and chiming alittle nervoudy; Pralaya, Sitting up on his haunches, hisfour other paws
with their delicate little fingers now folded, expectantly, over histummy; Neme, thefish-wizard, hanging in
itsglobe of water likea Samesefighting fish in abowl, dl gauzy slver finsand big eyes; Mmemyn,
standing there seemingly eyeless and expressionless, like agiant, badly upholstered gymnastics horse; and
KKkirl, her wings spread alittle as she stepped into the contral circle of the transit wizardry and began
reciting the triggering sequence in the Speech, the words drowning out dl other sound, including thetiny
hissng fed of the playroom space' s own kerndl.

Nitatook a breath, made sure her own personal atmosphere wasin place around her and secured by the
wizardry attached to her charm bracelet. Then shejoined in the chorus of other voices, birdlike, moaning,
chiming, growling. The sound of the Speech rose up in their conjoined voices and leaned in close around
them, pressing in on al of them asthe power built, down on them, squeezing them out of this space and,
with asudden explosive reease, into another—

The sourceless radiance of the playroom space vanished, replaced by the high, hard, bright light of asun
highin apaeblue sky, dl streaked with wind-torn, sulfurously yellow cloud. Nitaand the other wizards
stood in asaffron-stained wilderness of ice and blowing snow. Around them blasted a screaming wind
that would have been not only hitterly cold—if atemperature-opague forcefield hadn’t been holding
Nita sair around her—but also unbreathable, laden with astinging acid deet.

The other wizards |ooked around with dismay. “ There has been alot of discharge of poisonous gasinto
the atmosphere because of the earthquakes,” Kkirl said. “It's getting worse dl thetime.”

“Thisisn't the seismicdly active area,” Pont said, their spheres dividing up into numerous smaller ones
and ralling out of the diagram.

“No, thisiswhere left thekernd,” Kkirl said. “1 was hoping it would stay anchored near the planet’s
magnetic pole. But asyou seg, it sgone again.”

Nitalooked out into that snow and listened once more. The wind was screaming in her ears, distracting
her, and she wasn't perceiving this universe as artificially compressed, like the ones she'd practiced in. It
stretched out dl around her, vast to both her normal and her wizardly senses, real and challenging. At the
sametime, Nitawas aware of Praaya s eyeson her, thoughtful but so alittleimpatient and chalenging,
and she was reminded of Dairine again. Nita concentrated on listening. In the shriek of thewind, or
behind it, something caught Nita' s ear, and she looked over at Kkirl in confusion.

“Areyou sureit’'snot here?” Nitashouted over thewind.
“What?’

“There' s— | don’t know, it’skind of an echo. Can you hear it?’
Kkirl lisened. “No...”

Nitaturned, looking dl around her. There was nothing to see in this howling wilderness, but she could



hear it now, she was sure. “Pont,” she said, “can you give me a— Can you help me out here?’ for Pont
were short of hands. “Do what you did before?’

“What? Oh—"

Pont’ s surface shimmered. Suddenly overlying Nita s own perceptions was that odd, tightly curved view
of theworld: down curving sky, the golden-hued ice curving away and down al around them, thewind
blasting the snow past the wizards and away from them in gresat chilly clouds. Nitadidn’t fight the
perception but leaned into the curvatures, staring around her, listening.

All the others were doing S0, too, Nitacould tell, though her perceptions of them were conditioned by
Pont’s. All the other wizards |ooked sphericd, though al in different ways, as distinctive as basketba ls
from soccer balls from baseballs. Some hint of Kkirl’s flamboyant colors showed, in thetight and elegant
way she curved space around her; as did Mmemyn’sdightly dow and scattered persondity, in asphere
that wasalittle diffusein theway it reflected its surroundings, asdid Pralaya’ s, in aneat and compact
roundness. Nita could sense everyone using their own wizardry-atered senses to search through the
gpace around them for the kernel, as she was doing. Again Nitathought she felt a prickling tangle of
unseen power rolling away from her, not far away, in adow twisting path, downward—

Isit moving? Pralayasaid in her mind.

That'swhat | thought, Nita said. Pralaya, can you do what Pont’ s doing here? I three of us, or you and |
and however many of Pont there are, dl ook at the sametime—

Yes.

And thelook of the world changed again. The icy golden surface underneath them was il the same, as
was the wind howling past, but now the wind had avoice, e oquent, upset. Nita s companions were once
more wearing forms that looked much like Nita's own way of seeing them, but with something added.
Now there were depths of texture and mind that hadn’t been there before, asif you could put out a hand
and fed thought, warm like fur—alivelier, more animate sense of the othersthan Pont’ sdightly chilly
perception. Maybe it’ s because Pralayaand | are both mammals, Nita thought. Or something like
mammals. ..

In the moment it took her to see through Pralaya’ s eyes and mind, Nita perceived many things quickly:
glimpses of ablue-green forested home world with much water running under the shadows of thetrees, a
golden-eyed mate with an amused ook, pups tumbling and squeaking in some dimly lighted den—a
warm and affable outlook on aworld that felt challenging and complex but basically friendly. Then
everything steadied down to ice and snow and complaining wind again, and one more sense of the
kernd, sharper and more precisaly targeted: something trickling, running, down under theice, whereit
waswarmer and liquid was possible, where heat and other energy channeled narrowly up through veins
inthe crug, and that fizzing, writhing, unbaanced knot of local law was burrowing down in degp—

Down! Nitasad.

The otherslooked down with her, ingde the glacier on which they dl stood, through it to the underlying
stone, through that to the first boundary layer where the stone changed—and Kkirl laughed angrily, and
said, Powers names, trust it to more or less stay put thisonetime! Come on, cousins, if it getsitself
down into the mantlein this state, it'll derange the whole place before we can operate onit!

They dl knew the Mason’s Word spdll. That word gives new life to stone, but the more complex version
of the spell reminds stone of previous states of being, times when the fourth e ement was mostly air or
fire, or stone in some other phase—dust floating in space before codescing into a planet, only an atom or



two sticking together here and there. Nita used that spell now, pulling the words out of storagein the
“pebble” charm on her bracel, telling the ice and stone beneath her that their atoms were far enough
gpart for hersto dip between with no trouble.

Theicerose past Nitaand swallowed her up like ablur of fog, and the stone like darker fog, hotter,
ressting alittle, asthe whole group dropped down in pursuit of the kerndl. Further down they plunged,
the shadowy migt of stone rushing up past Nitaasif she' d jumped feet first into dark water. But it wasn't
happening fast enough; the kernel waswell ahead.

Nitaturned hersdlf, swimming through the stone, diving through it asif it werethe water off JonesInl€t,
where she’ d spent so much time lately. Far behind, she could sense the kernel more clearly, dropping
toward the discontinuity level, where the crust became the mantle and the lavaunder the planet’sskin
seethed. Can't let it get inthere! Nitalaid her arms back dong her sdes and let theincreasing pull of
gravity take her, worked to make an arrow or torpedo of herself. She wasthe smallet, the lightest of the
pursuing wizards— Or maybe just being the youngest is enough, she thought, as dowly, dowly she got
closer to the kernd’ stangle of light. It was losing speed, asif the stone through which it sank was getting
denser. It felt that way to Nitanow, the stone more like water than mist, and then more like mud than
water, but she didn’t let that stop her. The kernel wasjust ahead of her now, just out of reach. The
others were nowhere near it. Don’t wait for them; they’ re not going to be hereintime, just get it!

With difficulty, as she arrowed down through the seething, thickening, darkening fire, Nitagot her ams
down and in front of her again, reached out. The kernel was dowing more... but so was she, and then
the shock waves started to hit her. She’' d known the boundary between crust and mantle would belike a
wall, but she hadn’t expected it to be as much awall of violent vibration as one of heat. Now Nitacould
fed how the world shook where the rotating stony liquid of the upper core dragged itsdlf againgt the
underdde of therdatively satic crust in small rotating sorms of liquid fire, like the spotsin the
atmosphere of Jupiter, just as dense, just asfurious. The worst earthquakesimaginable were just the Side
effects of these, and Nitawent straight through one after the kerndl, blinded by the roaring swirling tumult
of thefire,

Something caught her from behind, braced her for just a precious moment and lent her power. Theworld
went clear and hard and sharp asit had done earlier, and so did the kernel, a bright fierce tangle of
power, just long enough for Nitato grab it in both hands. It fought her, unstable and willful as Kkirl had
warned her, jJumping and bucking and stinging in her hands asif trying to get away. Nitawouldn't let it,
wouldn’'t dropit.

Pralaya, Nitathought, knowing where that jolt of power had come from and not sure whether there was
another one available. Where' sKkirl? What does she want to do with thisthing?

Hang on. She’'scoming.

Together they hung on, though the storm of molten fire tore a them and tried to blow them around like
leavesin awind. Praayawas feeding her strength, and Nitawas glad of it. She wasn't sure how much
longer she could hold on to the kernel, but abruptly the fire around her was disturbed by another
presence, aswirl of color that wasn't so blinding, and the crooked little claw fingers hidden under the
bends of Kkirl’swings caught hold of Nita's hands and the kerndl, both at once.

An eyeblink later Nitawas seeing the kernel as Kkirl saw it, complex and dangerous, yes, but not too
much so to never be mastered. Kkirl had been studying this problem for along time, and she was ready.
Those délicate little claws sank deep into the force-crackling knot of that world' s heart and froze the
kernel’ s processesin place for just the few seconds it would take to enact what Kkirl had been planning
dl thiswhile



Nitacould see and fed how she was doing it, how KKkirl was reshaping the way the kernel called for the
planet’ s upper mantle and lower crust to interact— thinning out some of the more massive areas near the
core, redistributing the mass so that the planet’ s continenta plates would move more dowly and evenly
and resist the uneven tidal effects of the planet’s moons. Nitawatched what Kkirl was
doing—manipulating the kernel like aRubik’ s Cube and setting in place the changes she wanted, one
after another, but not actually triggering them until they were dl set up. Nitaredized thistechnique was
what she would need for her mom—using the kerndl inside her mother to reshape the cancer viruses and
render them harmless, or maybe even helpful. 'm so glad | came.

KKkirl, better get on withit! Nita heard Pralaya thinking. He was running out of power to feed them.
Ready in amoment, Kkirl said.

| don’t think we have that long! Nitasaid. Shewas gtill hanging on to the kernel dong with Kkirl, but just
bardly; the thing was jerking and shaking in their hands and clawslike alive thing, trying to tear free,
ressting what was being doneto it—

Now!

Kkirl turned |oose the changes she had set into the kernel. A roar, arumble all around asthe old
sructures and energy flowstried to hang on just alittle longer, asthe new ones, shaky at first, sarted to
assert themselves—then aterrible sudden shudder of that world, from the heart out, as everything started
tofal into place. Let’sget out of here! Pralaya shouted from behind them, and Nitalet go of the kernel
and started to struggle back up through the fire toward the surface, as the planet began restructuring
itsdf.

Getting up and out of thefiery turmoil seemed to take infinitely longer than getting downintoit. The
smoky fog of molten stone gradualy lightened, then abruptly vanished as Nita broke up out of theice and
back into norma physical form, and her norma life-support sphere reasserted itself around her. She
collapsed to her knees, gasping for air. The other wizards erupted out of the ice around her, each doing
the same, as the reaction to the wizardry hit. Underneath them the ground shook, and the air was full of
the groans, shrieks, and crashing noises of ice shattering for milesin every direction. Nitasaw KKkirl
stagger to her long thin fet, fling her wings up, and shout into the snowy air onelong sentencein the

Speech.

The ground reared up, and Nitafound herself diding sdeways down adab of ice. Everything went dark,
then bright again, the recal spell grabbing Nitaand al the others and dumping them unceremonioudy
back onto the floor of the playroom. There they al dumped, lay, doshed, or rolled gently from sideto
sde for some moments, until one by one they started to recover.

Kkirl wasabright, collapsed bundle of festhers, risng and faling gently in the middle with her breathing,
but not moving otherwise. Nitamanaged to get to her feet, and went shakily over to put an arm around
Kkirl. “You dl right?’

A faint squesking noisewas dl that came from insde the feathers, as Nitawasjoined by Pralaya, who
put out a paw to one of Kkirl’s splayed-out wings. “ Thanks,” Nitasaid to him. “I’d have dropped the
kerndl back thereif you hadn’t helped.”

“At least you caught it beforeit fell sraight down into the core,” Pralayasaid.
Kkirl’ s head came up on itslong neck out of the huddle of bright feathers; she was blinking.

“I don’'t know if that went the way it was supposed to...” Nitasaid, uncertain.



“Oh, itdid! It did!” Kkirl said, staggering to her feet again. She shook her feathers out and back into
place, looking unsteady but cheerful. “It’ s going to take some hoursfor the planet’ s crust to quiet down;
it was never going to start looking better right away. But the intervention worked; that world's saved at
last! Thank you, cousins,” she said, turning to al the others. “Thank you al!”

Therewas a gradudly rising hubbub of voices as the group who' d gone out with Kkirl recovered from
what they’ d done and other wizards till in the playroom came over to congratulate them. Nita, stlanding
next to Praaya, said to him, “I should head home... They’ re gonna be wondering what happened to
rTe”

“Don’'t be astranger, cousin,” Prdayasaid. “We haven't had much time to deal with your problem
today, after dl.”

“Don’'t worry about that,” Nitasaid. “I’ll be back here tomorrow... | want to try out what | saw KKirl
do. I think it may work for my mom.”

“Then maybel’ll seeyou,” Prdayasaid, patting her with one of the middle paws. “Go wdll... and | hope
you find her better.”

Nita nodded, shook out her trangit-circle spell, and took herself home.

After what she' d been through, her bedroom looked amost too ordinary and normal to be believed—so
much so that tired and hungry as she was, and though she plopped right down onto her bed, she couldn’t
goto deep. Shetried briefly to get in touch with Kit but found that he was adeep. Then, out of curiosity,
Nita paged through the manua to see what the listings on the other wizards looked like. They were dl
interesting enough—she had abrief chuckle over the concept of Pralaya having had thirty-six pupswith
hismate, nine a atime. But even after twenty minutes or so of reading, shedidn’t fed deepy.

Finaly, ill feding listlessand jangly, Nitagot up again and went downgtairs to get something to drink.
As sheturned the corner into the dining room, she was unnerved to find her dad Sitting in adining-room
chair, in the dark, with the phone s receiver in his hand. It was beeping disconsolately, in the manner of a
phone that should have been hung up along time before.

Nita swallowed hard with sudden fear, took the receiver away from him, and hung it up. “Daddy, what is
it?’

Helooked up at her, as scared as shewas. “It was the hospital.” Nita s somach instantly tied itself into a
knot. “Mom had some more saizures after we l€eft,” her father said.

“Ohno,” Nitasaid. Whatever small feglings of success she had had after the long evening’ swork had run
out of her in about asecond, leaving her completely terrified again. “Is she okay?’

“They got them to stop, yeeh,” her father said. “But it took longer thistime. Honey, she' sgot to have that
surgery as soon as she can.”

“It'sdill going to be Saturday?”’
“Yes. But isthat going to be soon enough?’
Nitadidn't know what to say. Her father looked up at her. “How was... whatever you were doing?’

“It was pretty good,” Nitasaid, but now she wasn't so sure. “I need some more practice before



Saturday, but | think I’m going to be able to help.”

Her father didn’t answer, just rubbed his face with both hands. He doesn't believe me, Nita thought. But
he doesn’t want to say so. “Daddy,” she said, “you should go to bed. If Mom seesyou'retired out, it's
gonnaget her worried.”

He sighed, looked up at her. “Y ou redly do remind me of her sometimes,” he said. “ Y ou two nagin
exactly the sameway.”

“Thanksloads,” Nitasaid. “Go on, Dad. Get some deep. We'll go see her tomorrow afternoon.”
He nodded, got up, went off to bed. But he won't deep, Nitathought.

And for along time, neither did she.

Wednesday

Nitamore or less degpwalked through school the next day. She got spoken to severa timesfor not
paying attention. All she could really think about during school was seeing her mom in the hospital that
afternoon, and then getting back into the practice universes and following up on what she' d seen Kkirl do
with the kernel the day before.

She looked for Kit during the day but didn’t see him, and there was no sign of him at the school gates
when she started for home, and no note for her in the manua. Maybe he' s a the other gates, Nita
thought, and retraced her steps to the gates on the north side of the school. But he wasn't there, either.
She d tried shooting him athought earlier, without response; now shetried it again. Still nothing. ..

For achange of pace, and on the off chance she might find Kit coming back from one of his other
friends houses, Nitawent home the back way. It was adightly longer route than her usua one, but it
gave her alittletimeto mull over what she’ d seen and felt Kkirl doing with the kernel. But there’ sno way
totdl if Mom'skernel isgoing to behave like that one did, Nita thought. She really hoped it wouldn't.
Without Pralaya s help and Kkirl’ s, she wouldn’t have been able to hold the kernd for long—and KKkirl
had had lots of time to plan what she was going to do. Help isgoing to be areal good ideaon this, she
thought. Glad Kit's gonna be there.

Y et she remembered Kkirl’ sinitia reluctance to let the other wizards help with her own intervention, and
Nita could understand where it had come from. Suppose the one helping you messes up somehow? It
would be awful being in a Stuation where you might wind up blaming someone you knew wdll for...
for—

Shewouldn’t even think it. But it would be better if there was no one to blame but yoursdlf if something
went wrong. Or no one you were closeto. ..

Nita paused at the corner, gazing across the street while waiting for traffic to pass. Praayawanted to
help, Nitathought. And Pralaya s entry in the manual, when she d taken alook at it, had been
impressive. He was old as wizards went—a part-time local Advisory on his planet, with alot of
experience. But dill... It was hard to let anybody else get involved in this, whether she knew them or not.
There was so much riding on it, so much that could go wrong.

Shelet out along breath. There was no more traffic, and across the street from her was the church where
Nita’s mom went on Sundays.

Nita paused, then crossed the street. When she and Dairine had been much younger, they had routindy



been dragged here. Then Nita s mother had had some kind of change of heart and had stopped insisting
thekidsgo. “I don’t think it’sright to try to make you believe what | believe just because | believeit,”
she'd said. “When you're old enough, | want you to make up your own minds.” And so church had
become amatter of choice in the yearsthat followed. Sometimes Nitadidn't go to church with her mom,
and sometimes, for reasons she found hard to describe to herself, she did— possibly it was exactly
because her mother had made it optional. The things she heard in church sometimes seemed exactly right
and true to Nita, and sometimes seemed so incredibly stupid and wrong that she was tempted to snicker,
except that she knew better. And also, she had no desire for her mother, when they got home, to pull her
head off and beat her around the shoulderswith it for acting so rude. But by and large the issue of belief
or disbelief in what went on in church didn’t seem asimportant to Nita as the issue of just sometimes
being there with her mom. It was Ssmply part of the way they were with each other.

Asaresault of thisNitadidn't go to the church by hersdf dl that often. Now, though, as she came down
the sdewak in front of it, she stopped and stood there.

Why not, Nitathought. After dl, it’sthe One. And no wizard worthy of the name could fail to
acknowledge his or her most basic relationship with the uttermaost source of wizardry, the Power most
central to the Powers, Their ancient source.

Shewent in. Shewas half terrified that she would run into somebody her family knew or that, indeed, she
would runinto anybody at dl. But there was no one there thistime of the afternoon.

The place was fairly modern: high white ceiling, stained glass with amodern-art look to it, Smple statues,
and an dtar that waslittle more than atable. Generally Nitadidn’t pay much attention to the statues and
pictures; she knew they were dl just symbols of something bigger, asimperfect as matter and perception
were liable to make such things. But today, as she found a pew near the back and dipped into i,
everything seemed, somehow, to be looking at her.

Nita pulled down the knedler and knelt, folding her hands on the back of the pew in front of her. Then
after amoment, she put her head down against her hands.

Please, please, don't let my mother die. I'll do whatever it takes.
Whatever.
Butif You dolet her die—

She stopped herself. Threatening the One wasfairly stupid, not to mention usdless, and (possibly worst
of dl) rude. Y et her fear was dopping back and forth into anger, about once every five minutes, it
seemed. Nita couldn’t remember atime when her emotions had seemed so totaly out of her control. She
tried to get command of hersdf now. It was hard.

Just...please. Don't let her die. If You don't, I'll do... whatever hasto be done. | don’'t carewhat it is.
I’m on Y our side, remember? | haven't done so badly before. | can do thisfor her. Let what I'm going
to dowork... let me help her. Help me help her.

| haven't asked Y ou for much, ever. Just give methisonething. I'll do whatever it takesif You just let
me save her, hep me save her, let her livel

The cry from her heart left her trembling with her emotion. But the silence around her went on, went
deep, continued. No answers were forthcoming.

And | was expecting what, exactly? Nita thought, getting angry—at hersdlf, now—and getting up off her



knees. A wave of embarrassment, of annoyance at her own gullibility and hopelessness, went through
her.

She got up and went out the front door... and stopped. A long black hearse had driven up and was now
parking down at the end of the church sidewalk. Someone was getting ready for afunerd.

For amoment Nita stood there transfixed with horror. Then she hurried away past the hearse, refusing to
look at it more than once, and more determined than ever to make all of thiswork.

That afternoon when she and her dad and Dairine got to the hospital, they made it no farther than the
nursing station. The head nurse there, Mrs. Jefferson, came out from behind the desk and took them
draight into that little room acrossthe hdl, which Nitairrationaly was now beginning to fear.

“What' sthe matter?’ Nita sfather said, as soon as the door was closed.

“Y our wife' s had another bout of seizures,” Mrs. Jefferson said. “ About an hour ago. They were quickly
controlled again—no damage was done as far as we can tell—but she' s exhausted. The doctor wanted
her kept sedated for the rest of the day, so she' sdeeping again. She' |l be better tomorrow.”

“But shewon'’t be that much better until the surgery happens,” Nita s dad said, sounding blesk.

Mrs. Jefferson just looked at him. “It’s been scheduled for Friday now,” she said. “Did Dr. Kashiwabara
get through to you?’

“About that? Yes.” Nitd sfather swallowed. “ But between now and then—"

“WEe re kegping aclose eye on her,” Mrs. Jefferson said. “One of us waswith her when it started this
morning, which iswhy we were able to stabilize her so quickly.” She paused. “ She' d been hdlucinating a
litte...”

Nita s dad rubbed his eyes, looking even more dtricken. “Hallucinating how?’
The nurse hesitated. “Is Mrs. Callahan interested in the space program? Or astronomy?’
“Uh, yes, somewhat,” Nita sfather said warily.

“Oh, good.” The nurse looked dightly relieved. “ She was talking about the Moon alot, when shefirst
cameto, after the seizures|ast night. Something about walking on the Moon. And she also kept repesting
something about looking for the light, needing to usethelight, and how ‘dl thelittle dark things were
trying to hide the light from her. That ssemsto have something to do with some of the guided imagery
work that her crisis counselor was doing with her, or it may have been aresponse to some of the optical
symptoms she’ s been having.“ The nurse shook her head. ” Anyway, it's common enough for peopleto
be confused afterward. | wouldn't worry too much about it."

Nita s heart was cold inside her.
“Canwe gt with her for just afew minutes?’ Nita sfather said. “Wewon't try to wake her up.”

The head nurse was about to say no... but then she stopped. “All right,” she said. “ Please keep it brief; if
the doctor finds out that | let you...”

“Wewon't belong.”



Thethree of them dipped into the room where Nita s mom was staying. Her roommates were gone;
there was just the single bed now that had its curtains drawn around it. They dipped in through the
curtains, stood there quietly.

Nitalooked slently at her mom and thought about how drawn her face |ooked, dmost sunken in; there
were circles under her eyes. It was painful to see her likethis. Got to hurry with what I’ m doing, Nita
thought, though she felt astired as her mother looked. Got to.

Her dad was|ooking down at her mom asif shewasthe only thing in the world that mattered. Her mom
and dad had known each other for along time before they got married; apparently it had been ajoke
among their friends, that al of them knew her mom and dad were an item long before they knew it
themselves. Here were two old friends, and suddenly one of them wasredlly sick, might even—

Nitaforcibly turned away from the thought and looked at her father’ sface. No, she thought. No.

She was back in the practice universes almost as soon as she could get upstairs to her room and through
her trangit circle to Grand Central. Now that she knew where the playroom was, too, she made that
space her firgt stop. On her next-to-last chance to practice, having another wizard dong to give her afew
last-minute pointers would be welcome.

But the playroom was empty when she got there. The centra area till shone with that sourceless pae
radiance, and the assorted dien furniture still Stting around glinted in the light. As shewalked, Nitafelt
around her for the kernd and sensed it immediately. It had wandered away from the seating area, rolling
out into the huge white expanse of thefloor.

Nitawent after it, only partly to have alittle more practice in manipulating it. The glance she had had at
her manua before leaving had made it plain that the next practice universe she encountered was going to
be much more difficult, more closdly tailored to her own problem. Whatever Power handled accessto
the practice universes had noticed Nita slooming deadline and was forcing the pace... and shewas
feding the tenson. She was also aware that shewas staling. But only alittle, she thought, as she spotted
the kernd’ svaguelittle star of light, maybe aquarter mile avay.

Nitahiked toward it, hearing nothing but itsfaint buzz in dl that greset, flat empty space. In this darkness,

Wednesday bare of the sounds of fellow wizards, it was al too easy to hear other things: the machines
around her mother’ s bed in the hospitd, the whisper of the nurses saying things to each other that they
thought—incorrectly— Nitaand Dairine couldn’'t hear. Nitareached the kernel, picked it up, and turned
it over in her hands, holding it carefully; for al its power, it looked like such afragile thing. Holding it she
could fed how every little detall of this* pocket” universe was anchored init, endlesdy maleable. The
more you believed in that malleability, the more easily the kerndl could be changed. That's something I’ ve
got to exploit, she thought. Not be afraid to improvise.

But shewas afraid. It'd be dumb not to admit that, Nitathought. All I haveto do is push through the fear.
And a least Kit'll bethereto help.

The kernel in her hands sang softly, like a plucked string, as someone el se cameinto the playroom. She
turned to see who it was. Way back among the furniture, agolden-furred form sat up on its haunches and
peered around. “Pralaya?’ Nitacalled.

Abruptly he wasright beside her. “ That was quick,” Nitasaid.



“Microtrangt,” Pralaya said, dropping down on al six feet again. “When you know akernd’s signature,
if it'snot too complex or unstable, you can home on it. Most of uslearn this one pretty quickly; it' sfairly
sample” Heyawned.

“You sound tired,” Nitasaid asthey started to walk back toward the furniture.

“I just finished a next-to-last workout,” Pralayasaid. “ Shortly I'll have to do the red piece of work, but
not right thismoment. I’'m considering afew last options. What about you?’

“I’ve got to do my next-to-lagt, too,” Nitasaid. “Or | think it will be. There's not much timeleft. They're
going to be operating on my mom the day after tomorrow.”

“How areyou holding up?’

There were moments when the darkness here seemed to pressin unusualy closdly around Nita. Thiswas
one of them. “Not sowell,” shesaid. “I’m scared alot of thetime. It makesit hard to work.” She made
aface. " Just another of the Lone One' sfavorite tactics—to use your own fear to make what you do less
effective”

“It' satactic that has another side, though,” Pralaya said. “ One you can use to your advantage. Fear can
keep you sharp and make you senditive to solutions you might not have seen otherwise.”

“I guess. But | could do without Itstectics, a the moment, or Itsinventions. Especidly thefirst one It
came up with.”

“Death...” Prdayasaid, musing. “Wdll, it' s struck me that the Powers have been fairly philosophica
about Their dealings with death and entropy. What They can’t cure, we must endure, or so They say.”

Nitanodded. “1 guess we al wonder about why sometimes. Why the Powers That Be didn't just reverse
what the L.one Power had done. Or trash everything and start al over if They couldn’t repair the
damage”

They got back to the furniture, and Nita dropped the kerndl to its more usua place on thetable. “Well,”

Prdayasad, “the manud is sparing with the details. But | think the other Powers had only alimited
amount of energy left to Them afterward. The Lone Onewasn't just another Power; It wasfirst among
equds, mightiest of dl the Subcregators. Terrible energies were entrusted to It when things got started,
and when It had expended those energies, they weren't available for use e sewhere by the Others.”

Nitalooked down at the kerndl. “ The Lone Power’ s changing now, though,” she said. “Ever so
dowly...”

“So they say. Not that that does us much good, here and now. Falling’ s easy. Climbing's hard, and It has
along climb ahead. And meantime, we have to keep on fighting Its many shadows among the worlds,
and in our own hearts, asif no victory’ d been won.”

“The shadowsin our hearts...” Nitasaid softly. She'd had too close alook at her own shadows when
Dairine passed through her Ordedl, and since then she had wished often enough that there were some
way to get rid of them. But there wasn't; not even wizards can make things happen just by wishing.

“I'vegot to get going,” shesad. “I’ll gop inwhen I’ vefinished my run.”
“I'll probably still be here” Prdayasaid. “1 wanted to talk to Pont about a couple of things.”



“Or..."” Nitahestated. “No, never mind; you'retired.”

Praayagave her an amused look. “Y ou' re thinking that another point of view to triangul ate with might
not be abad idea.”

“Serioudy, if you'retired, though—"

“You are, too,” Prdayasaid, “and you're not letting it stop you.” He got up. “Why nat, if you like? | may
aswell spend thetime, till Pont shows up, doing something useful.”

Nitahedtated just amoment more, then smiled. “Yeah,” shesaid. “Let'sgo.”

She got her trangt circle ready. Lucky he was here, she thought. While Pont was friendly enough, there
was acongenid quality about Pralayathat made him easier to work with, and the sharpness of hismind
and theway he saw the aschetic universes were advantages.

Luck, though? said something at the back of her mind, something faintly uneasy. Isthereredly sucha
thing?

“Ready?’ Prdayasaid, dropping hisown trangt circle to the ground.
“Ready,” Nitasaid.
They vanished.

Two hours by the playroom’ stime, much later by Nita s watch, she and Pralaya returned to the
playroom—and Nitawas never so glad to see such aboring, bland worldscapein her life, after the
turbulent one she and Pralaya had just come out of. And that one had been, so her manual had warned
her, more like the inside of a human body than anything else she’ d worked with.

“I ill fed glly for having expected to see tubes and veins and things,” Nita said, as she flopped down
into one of the chairs, which, though made for ahominid, had legsthat bent in different places than hers
did.

Pralaya reached over to the table, picked up the kernd in two paws, and tossed it to her. Nitaturned it
over in her hands, found the mass-manipulation part of the construct, and twiddled with it until the chair
changed shape beneath her. “And | wasn't expecting al that sand,” she said.

“The symbolism’s agood-enough reflection of how amaignant illness like your mother’ sworks,” Pralaya
said, curling up on the lounger next to Nital s chair. “ Scrape it away in one place...the cdllsjust keep
breeding, filling in the gaps. And asfor the tubes and organs and so on, working with them as such
wouldn’t help you. It's not your mother’ stubes you'retrying to cure; it'sal of her. A bigjob.”

Nita nodded, and rubbed her eyes. Finding the kernel had not been difficult, much to her relief, though it
had been hidden in what seemed aworld' sworth of desert, with only the occasiona eroded
skyscraper-peak sticking up out of the sand.

But the practice maignancy that the aschetic universe had created for her had been much more than she
could handle. She had managed to get rid of thevirusesin alarge area of it, but only by bruteforce,
rather than talking them out of what they were doing. There had been billions of them, as many of them as
there had been grains of sand, and their response to Nita had been furious, astorm of salf-preservation.
More than once they had amost buried her under dune after rolling dune... and when she had run out of



both energy and time that could be spent in that universe, even after blasting clean alarge part of that
huge waste, she could fed therest of it lying under the scorching, unfriendly sky, Ssmply waiting for her to
leave so that it could get on with what it had been doing. .. killing someone.

| can’'t give up now, Nitathought. Y et the thought of her mother’ s Stuation was redlly starting to scare
her.

What if it sdl for nothing? she thought. Whet if even this—

She hadn’t wanted to say it to her mother, hadn’t wanted to hear it said. But haf the power inherent in
wizardry lay intelling the truth about things. To deny the truth was to deny your own power.

“Problems?’ Prdayasaid quietly.
Nita paused, then nodded.

“I"m getting scared,” Nitasaid. “I’m beginning to think... think that if what’ swrong with my momisas
bad asthingswerein that last universe, then | may not be ableto doit.” It was hard to say, but it had to
be sad.

Praayamade alittle sdewaystilt of hisdeek head, which Nita had started to recognize asthe way his
people nodded.

“And willpower may not be enough,” Nitasaid softly. “Trying my be<t... still may not be enough.” She
swallowed hard. “Loving her...no matter how much... it doesn't matter. It till may not be enough.”

Therewasalong slence. In adightly remote-sounding voice, Praayasaid, “ Running into that hard wall
of impossbility issomething wedl do eventudly.”

“It hurts,” Nitasaid softly. “Knowing there swizardry... knowing that it can do so much...but not this. It
would almost have been better not to know at all .

“That can happen,” Prdayasaid to her.
She looked up, shocked, for histone was not precisely cautionary.

“Wizardry doesn't livein the unwilling heart,” Prdaya said, again with that dightly remotetone, “asyou
know. If it startsto hurt too much, you can dwaysgiveit up.”

Nitasat slent in the unchanging radiance. “1f | do that,” she said, “then what' s been given to me' sbeen
wasted. The universe would die alittle faster because | threw away what the Powers gave me to work
with.”

“Of course, you're the only one who can say whether it' sworth it,” Pralayasaid. “And afterward, you
wouldn’'t know. Forgetfulness would come soon enough. Y our mother might still die, but at least you
wouldn’t fed guilty that you couldn’t stop it.”

Nitadidn't answer. She was beginning to hear more clearly something in Pralaya s voice that she hadn’t
been ableto identify, redly, until now, when they were done here, in the quiet.

“But dso,” Prdayasaid, “you're acting asif your mother was doing something she wasn't going to do,
ayway.”

“What?’



“Die” Prayasaid.

Nitajust looked a him. There' s something about his eyes, she thought. At first she had dismissed it as
just another part of hisaienness. Now, though...

“We'redl mortal,” Prdayasaid. “ Even thelongest lived of us. Sooner or later, the bodies give up, wear
out, run down. Matter-energy systems have that problem, in the universeswhere living beingsreside. |
don’t know of any solutionsfor that problem that are likely to do your species—or mine, for that
matter—much good.”

“But it wasn't supposed to happen now\” Nitacried. “I’'m just akid! My sster’ s even more of onel
She'sgoingto be...” Shetrailed off. It was indeed going to be worsefor Dairine, asif Nitacould even
imagine, yet, how bad it was going to befor her. “ She' sgoing to be completely miserable,” Nitasaid.

““*Wasn't supposed to happen’ ?” Pralaya said. “ According to whom?’
Nita couldn’t think of an answer to that.

“Twigt and turn aswe may,” Pralayasaid softly, “ sooner or later we al come up against it. We do our
sarviceto the Powers That Be... but They do not alwaystreat usin return aswe fed we deserveto be
treated. And then... then welook around us and begin to consider the aternatives.”

Nitalooked at Pralaya, uneasy again. He looked at her with those great dark eyes, and Nitasaw a
changein expression, asif someone else was|ooking out at her.

And suddenly she knew, understood, and her mouth went dry.

“I know who you are,” Nitasaid, not caring now whether she was wrong or would fed stupid about it
afterward.

“I thought you' d work it out eventudly,” the Lone One said.

They sat therein the silence for afew moments. “ So that’sit?’ the Lone One said after along pause.
“Y ou're not going to go dl hostile on me?’

Nita smind wasin aturmoil. She knew her enemy... and at the sametime, she'd never seen It likethis
before. It has been changing, she thought. We gave It the chance to do that, right from the start. But there
was more to her reaction than just that redization. She had to admit that even through her fear and
unesse she was curious.

“Not right thisminute,” Nitasaid. “Not until | understand somethings. | wasin Pralaya’ s mind, once or
twice. He sareal wizard. He hasared life. He has a mate, and pups, and...” She shook her head.
“How canyou beyou... and Pralaya, too?’

It looked at her with mild amusement in those big dark eyes. “The sameway | do it with you,” the Lone
Onesad.

Nitagulped.

“Y ou know therule: ‘ Those who resist the Powers... yet do the will of the Powers. Those who servethe
Powers... themsalves become the Powers” And if you serve Them... then, if you' re not careful, you
aso sometimes may serve me. I’'m till one of Them, no matter what They say.”

Nitadidn’'t move, didn’'t say anything. She was remembering some more of the stricture It had quoted:



Beware the Choice! Bewarerefusing it! She hadn’t been quite clear about what that had meant before.
Now she was beginning to get anidea.

“Sooner or later,” It said, “every wizard leaves me aloophole through which | can enter. Sooner or later
every wizard just wantsto make adedl, just onetime. Sooner or later every wizard getstired of always
having it go the way the Powers That Be—the other Powers, | mean—insist it hasto go. No room for
flexibility in Therr way of thinking. No room for compromise. So unreasonable of Them. But wizards
have free will, and they don’t dways see things the Powers way. When they come around to thet line of
thinking, I'm dways here.”

It stretched and scratched Itsdlf. “For Pralaya, the loophole was curiosity. It il is; we' ve coexisted for
sometime. His people s minds are constructed differently from yours. They don't see an inexorable
enemy when they see me, but part of the natural order of things. They’ ve learned to accept death. Very
civilized people”

Nita had her own ideas about that.

“He' suseful,” theLone One said. “Prdayaisavery skilled, experienced wizard. HE shad along life;
during it, various trouble have avoided him. That’ s been my doing. In return, occasondly | can explait his
acceptance of me, to dip in when helets his guard down, and handle some business of my own.”

“Likededing with me” Nitasaid.

Shewas contralling hersdlf astightly as she could, waiting for any sense that her mind was being
overshadowed by the Lone On€e s power againgt her will. But she couldn’t fed any such thing.

“Among other things,” the Lone Power said. “And if there’ sgoing to be adedl, the structure of itis
sample enough. One lesswizard in the world isworth something to me. Y our mother’ slifeisworth
something to you.” Pralaya shrugged. ” Over your short career, you' ve been something of anirritant to
me. But not so much so that I'm not willing to do you afavor in order to get rid of you.”

Nitagared a it. “You'retelling methat if | give up my wizardry... you'll save my mother’ slife”
“Ya”
Nitaswallowed. “Why do | have ared hard time believing you?’

It gave her awhimsicd look. “So | bend the truth sometimes. One of the minor uses of entropy. What do
you expect of me? | use what tools I’ ve been |€ft... and the one | invented dwaysworksthe best. It's
working here and now, while we sit here talking. The cancer cdlls are spreading al through your mother’s
body right thisminute, eating her dive.” It amiled dightly. “ Cute little machinesthat they are. Lifethinksit
can overcome every thing... but in someways, it' stoo strong for its own good. Thisis one of them.”

Nita s mouth was bone-dry with fear. “Why should you keep your word once you' ve given it?’

It laughed. “Why shouldn’t 1?Y ou think one ordinary mortal’ s life means that much to me?But a
wizard... that’s another story. Y ou people cause me no end of grief, even over your littlelifetimes. | run
around and try again and again to kill you, or just to keep you from undoing my best work. It takes up
too much of my time. Now here sathing that’s easy for meto do. Y ou cometo termswith me, and | call
off the viruses.

Because you' ve willingly, conscioudy come to terms with me, by the Oath you swore, you then lose your
wizardry. Oneless problem for mein the universe, afterward. Maybe more than just oneless.”



“It'satrick,” Nitasad.

“Not at dl,” the Lone Power said. “Y ou don't believe me? Fine. Y ou go right on inside your mother as
planned. Take Prdayawith you, even; he'll be glad to hep. But I'm telling you, you' re still going to find it
too much for you. The viruseswill wininthe end.” The Lone One shrugged again. “But I'm even willing
to let you try to beat mefair and square, and fail, and I ll till do you that last favor afterward... if you
agreeto the price”

The price. Thewords echoed. Suddenly Nitafound herself wondering whether this encounter itself was
the price that the manua had so far failed to specify.

And she was becoming cold insde at the thought that perhaps just by sitting here thislong and listening to
the Lone One, she had dready paid it.

“What if | refuse?’ Nitasaid.

“I couldn’t careless,” the Lone Power said. “ Stretch your power to the uttermost. It won’t help. The
operation will end, and the doctorswill get that tumor out, al right. But even in the short run it won't
meatter, because the virusesin your mother’ s body won't have listened to anything you haveto say, and
the secondary tumorswill aready beforming in her bone marrow and her pancreas and her liver. You'll
have maybe afew more weeks with her. Or maybe you'll overextend yoursdlf in thewizardry and leave
your mother having to dedl with the redlity of your desth, while her own is cregping up on her. Nice
going-away present, that.”

If Nitahad felt cold before, it was nothing to how she felt now. She could find nothing to say.

“Don’t make up your mind right away,” the Lone Power said. “Think about it. Y ou’ ve got plenty of
time... until the morning after next, at least. And then you can dip inside your mother, find her kernd, the
software of her soul, and do your best.”

“Andyou'll mekesurel fal!”

“Far beit from meto be so unfair,” the Lone Power said, and folded Pralaya s middle arms, leaning
back in the lounger. “There' s, oh, achancein amillion or two that you can save her... but your
inexperience meansthat you'll haveto do it by brute power, fueled by despair... and you'll dmost
certanly die, either doing it or trying to.”

Nitawas glent.

“It'll bealot eeser my way,” the Lone Power said. “You goin, you fail... and then you agreeto my
priceand | cal off my little friends. Spontaneous remission, the doctorswill al say afterward. Miracle
cure. Everybody will be happy... most especialy your dad.” Nitagulped again. “And asfor you, you just
don’t do any morewizardry. Y our mother doesn't even have to know about it. Or you can tell her that
you had to use up dl the wizardry in you for this one big job, while you gill remember what you were,
anyway. And you' |l be amazed how soon she stops bringing up the subject at dl.”

Prdaya scratched histummy with hismiddlelegs. “But then mortals dways get so twitchy about magic,
anyway. No matter what you' ve told your mother since she found out about it, she's never been entirely
surethat you didn’t get the wizardry somewhere... let’ sjust say, somewhere unhedthy.” It smiled at her,
and the look was supremely ironic. “You'll be ableto relieve her and your father of their concerns once
andfor dl. And indirectly, their concerns about your little Sster. | doubt even Dairineis going to rub their
nosesin her continued practice of wizardry when you' ve forgotten al about it. She'll go undercover and
you'll dl bejust anorma happy family again.”



Except for dl the thingsthat will never again beright...no matter how normal we seem.

Nitasat there feding numb. “Just how are the other Powers letting you get away with thiskind of thing?’
she asked et last.

“They can't sopme,” It said. “Not without undoing all of creation. And They’ re not willing to do that.
Oh, there are some pocket universes where They have one or another of my aspects bound. Y ou've
seen one of those—on your Ordeal.” It shrugged. “But | can’t be confined to such places. The power of
crestion was given into my hands, once, and the willing gifts of Gods cannot be taken back after they are
given... 0| am il part of everything created, one way or another. And will be, until it al ends. But
that’salong way ahead of us.” It stretched. “ There are more immediate concerns. You'll let me know
what you decide, sooner or later... and if you pay my price, your mother will live

It got up and stretched again. “1'll take my host home,” the Lone One said. “It doesn’'t do for meto
overshadow him for too long at atime; he might get suspicious. Y ou' |l decide what to do. And when you
head out to do your find intervention, you'll find Pralayawaiting for you, ready to help you out—one
way or the other.”

Pralaya strangt circle appeared at hisfeet. “ But one way or another,” the Lone Power said, | suggest
you make your peace with the other Powers That Be. Y our rdationship with themisn't likely tolastinits
present form for much longer.”

And Pralaya stepped through his circle, and vanished.

Nitasat there donein stunned silence for along, long while, thinking. Finaly she got up and prepared her
own trangt circle, wanting more than anything e se just to go home, where thingswould seem normal
again, where she could get alittle rest and try to work out where thetruth lay.

But the image of her mother lying pale and stricken in the hospital bed kept coming before her eyes, and
Nitawas afraid that she had dready made up her mind.

It was late when she got back, and the sight of her darkened bedroom seemed to suck the energy out of
heti. Nitafell onto the bed and lay there in desperate weariness, while her mind raced. For what seemed
like hours, though it was probably only afew minutes, shetried to find away out of the bargain shewas
being offered. .. any way out.

She couldn’t find one. | need another viewpoint, she thought. But it wastoo late to talk to Kit.

And | need Pralaya, she thought. That extradose of ahility, histaent a seeing and analyzing the dternate
universes. Hewas good & it, there was no question of that. She was going to need al the help she could

o€t
But Kit isgoing to want to come, she thought. | can’'t stop him. And, oh, | do need his help.

But he was even less experienced at this business of manipulating kernelsthan shewas. And if he does
come aong, when he sees Prdaya, what if heredizeswho' shiding indde him?

The details of thisbizarre relationship were still making her head go around in circles. Up until now the
Lone Power usualy had manifested itsdlf in displays of brutal and destructive power. Nitaknew perfectly
well that 1t could be subtle when It pleased. But she hadn't pictured anything like this. And regardless of
the mechanism by which It had subverted thiswizard, if Kit recognized Its presence in Pralaya, hewas
going to be furious that Nitawas still working with him. HE snot going to understand what I'm up againgt



here, she thought.
Hewill if you explainit to him, said the back of her mind.

But Nitawas dready beginning to try to frame that explanation in her head, and the more shetried, the
moreit sounded like something that would smply make Kit think she had sold out to the Lone Power.

And what if he' sright?
Sheturned over and stared at the celling, her mind noisy with tentative dialogue, and with anguish.
To save her mother... and lose her wizardry.

Was it worth it? Once, when Nital swizardry was new, maybe she would have said No! right away. The
Oath seemed so clear-cut then, the lines between good and evil very thickly drawn.

But now...
Her mother.

She smply could not imagine alife without that serene, dancing presence sailing through it. Her mother
was dwaysthere, behind everything, involved in everything. Theideaof alife without her, of an
emptiness where she had been: never again to hear her voice, joking, yelling, singing to hersdf, never
agan.

Not thisside of Timeheart, anyway.

Normaly it was acomfort thinking of Timeheart, where everything that existed was preserved in
perfection, closeto the center of things. But the Heart of Time was remote—a remote certainty at best, a
remote possibility when you werein amore cynical or suspicious mood. It was an abgtract, nothing like
the concrete redlity of the woman who had been genidly cursing at her Cuisinart just aweek or so ago.
The woman who had aways been there with ahug for Nita, who had been able to understand about
everything—about being bullied, about doing well or badly at school—even, to a certain extent, about
wizardry itsdf.

Andnow...if I dothis... I'll haveto givethat up.
But shewould still be here.

Yet... togiveit up— Theideawas bitter. A window on ahundred thousand other worlds, and a most
intimate window on this one, closed forever—even the memory of it dowly ebbing away until there was
just asmall nameless ache a the bottom of her that she would learn to ignore with time, the place where
wizardry had been and wasn't anymore. So many people had that ache and thought it was normd.
Eventudly Nitawould be just one more of them. She would remember—if she remembered
anything—"those great games she used to play with Kit.” That was dl they would be: memories of
childhood fantasies.

And hewould still remember the redlity, while Nitawould pass him on the street, maybe, or in school,
and not know what he had beento her... not redly.

But at least nobody would be dead.

Except the part of you that the Powers gave the wizardry to, Nita thought. Murdered, just asif you'd
shot it with agun. How could it possibly be agood thing to do that, no matter whose lifeit saved?



She put her facein her hands. It was adilemma.

But, then, that’ swhat adilemmais, Nitathought. A two-horned problem.
A thing plitin two.

Likeme.

Like me and Kit, whispered athought that had been lying unspoken in the back of her mind for awhile
now, for fear that speaking it might make it cometrue.

She moaned out loud with the sheer unfairness of it. Y et what use was keeping wizardry and partnership,
and dl the rest of it, when her mother wouldn’t be there to seeit and roll her eyes and insist that she do
her homework? All the hospital talk of chemotherapy and radiotherapy and so on, after the surgery,
could not hide from her what it took no wizardry at al to see: the looks on the faces of the doctors and
nurses who were caring for her mom. They usualy would not even say the name of the thing that had
attacked her mother from within. They merely said “C.A.” or used long Latin and Greek words, dl of
which had the ominous*“oma’ ending clinging to them, like adark shadow trailing away behind. The
doctorswere as afraid of what was going to happen to her mom as Nitawas. For all the magic that was
medica science, there was preciouslittle hopein their eyes.

If anything’ s going to save her, Nitathought, it' s going to have to be something | do.
But which something?

The weariness was beginnning to catch up with her. Nita put her faceinto her pillow. Shewanted to cry,
but shefdlt too tired to do even that.

Mom. Kit. Her mind went back and forth between the two of them.
I’m just going to have to go ahead and get what help | can get out of Prdaya.
Andthen... if it doesn't work...

She was afraid now to try to see that far ahead in her life. But she was considering the options—and the
ideaof what Kit would think of this scared Nita. Y et she knew that keeping her options open wasthe
right thing.

Like you were right about Jones Inlet? said another small voice in the back of her mind.

She gripped the pillow with both hands and ground her face intoit. Tell me what to do! she begged
whoever might beligening. Givemeahint!

But the night was silent around her, and no answers came. And the only Power That had spoken to her
so far had been the One she had sworn never to ded with.

Finaly deep took her. But her dreamsweredl bad, and even in the midst of them, she knew that when
she woke up, things would be no better.

Thursday

The awakening was sudden, and Nitalay there with her heart pounding, knowing something was wrong
but unable to work out what it was. Finally her eyesfocused as she looked over at her darm clock, and
sheredized it was deven-thirty in the morning.



Didn't it go off? What happened? she thought, sitting bolt upright in bed.

“Dad caled schoal,” Dairin€ svoice said. Nitalooked up and saw Dairine sitting in her chair with her
feet up on Nita s desk, wearing nothing but one of her dad’s T-shirts, and looking small and miserable.
“He asked them to let us both off today because of the operation tomorrow.”

Nitalay down again, wishing that she could just go back to deep... except that it was hardly any better
than being awake.

“Dair,” shesad, “if giving up your wizardry would make Mom better, would you do it?’

Her sster looked at her in complete shock and didn't say anything for at least aminute. For Dairinethis
was something of arecord.

“Isthat what you're going to haveto do?’ shesaid at last.

“I don’t know.”

“I'd...” Darinesaid. “I'd...” And shetrailed off, her eyes going haunted.
Nita nodded.

“Areyou sureit would work?” Dairine said after awhile.

Nitashook her head. “Nothing’' ssure,” she said.

Dairine pulled her knees up under the baggy T-shirt and hugged them to her for along time. Then she
looked up.

“And then it would dl be gone?’
“Everything,” Nitasad. “All the magic, goneforever.”

Dairine sat with her forehead on her knees, minute after minute. WWhen she looked up, her face was wet.
“If youweresure...”

Nitashook her head again.

“I"'d missyou,” Darinesad.

“I wouldn’'t be gone,” Nitasaid.

“Y ou know what | mean.”

Nitanodded. “Yeah,” shesad. “I'd missyou, too.”

And Dairine got up and went out of Nita sroom, heading downgtairs.

Nitacould do little ese that day but work with the manud, trying to eva uate the effectiveness of her
work with the kernels and fine-tuning the spells she would have with her while working on her mother.
But the problem that she could not solve kept intruding itself between her and her preparation, and there
was no respite from it, nowhereto hide.

The sound of the discreet bang! in the backyard brought Nital s head up—amost awelcome distraction.



But then her heart went cold. Kit. How am | going to explain thisto him?

It justisn’t fair, she thought. What' s happened to Mom has spoiled everything. Even things | should be
glad about hurt now.

She heard the back door open and the faint sound of Kit saying something to Dairine in the kitchen, then
his footsteps on the stairs, and a scrambling noise behind him as Ponch ran up. The dog wasfirst into her
room; he burst past Kit and ran up to Nitaand put his forepaws up on her. “Wewent bang!” he said.

“Yeah, | heard you, big guy,” Nitasaid, and looked at Kit as he camein and sat down on the bed.
“How'dit go?’ Kit said. “You get your practice done?’

“Yeah... thelast one, | think.”

Helooked concerned. “Isthat going to be enough? Are you ready?”’

At that she had to put her face in her hands, rubbing her eyesin an attempt to keep from looking like she
was hiding her face. “1 don’'t know,” shesaid. “But it can’t wait any longer.”

“I guessyou couldn’t redly put it off,” Kit said, sounding like he could tell perfectly well that Nitawanted
to.

“No,” shesaid, unhappy. “When Mom'’ s anesthetized is the best time to do this; even during Seep
there’' s a chance she could be conscious enough to get caught up in what’ s going on, and that’d be a
problem.”

“Wdl,” Kit sad, “if you' ve done dl the preparation you can... | guessthere’ s nothing to do now but
wait.”

“Yup,” shesad.
“And while we re doing that, we can talk about exactly what you want me to be doing to help.”

Shedidn’'t answer right away. Kit looked at her sharply, and she noticed Ponch’s eyes on her, too, an
expression more subtle and considering than you usudly got from him. “Neets,” Kit said, “why’reyou so
twitchy dl of asudden?’

“Wel, why on Earth wouldn't | betwitching!” Nitasaid.

Kit and Ponch just looked at her. “Neets,” Kit said, “give me abregk. Thisis me, remember? You're
twitching more than usua. More than makes sense even for what you' re going through, not that it’ s not
awful enough. What' s happened to you since we talked last?’

“Kit...” Nitasaid a last. “We ve saved alot of livesin our time. A lot.”
“Millions,” Kit said. There might have been some pleasure in the way he said it, but no pride.
“So how come | may not be able to save the one who matters?’

“Likethose other times didn’t matter, redly,” Kit said, with mild scorn. “But Neets, the key word hereis
we. Y ou don't have to go through thisaone.”

Shedidn’t say anything for along while. “Y ou don’'t understand,” Nitasaid at last. " Thistime, | think |
haveto doit aone And shetightly controlled her mind so that he wouldn’t hear her thought: Because |



couldn’t stand it if somehow you wound up paying the same price | might haveto... and losing your
wizardry, too!

Kit'slook got suddenly even more concerned. “Neets. Tell me what you' ve been doing. | don’t want a
precis. | want the details. All of them.”

Shewas slent for some moments. Then Nitatold him.

It took awhile, though doing some of the explaining mind to mind sped things up. But toward the end of
it, as she began telling him about Praaya, Kit' s expression turned grave. When she told him about that
last conversation she and Pralaya had had, Kit's eyes went cold. He didn't say anything for agood while.

“I'm il not sure how Hewas doing thet,” Nitasaid.

“Asan avatar,” Kit said. “Neds, al the Powers That Be can do that when They need to, when They’re
on thejob. For cripes sake, if the One' s Champion can live insde amacaw for years at atime, why
should it surprise you that the Lone Power can pull the same stunt every now and then?’

Sowly she nodded, feding cold ingde.

“Neets, | hateto say it, but thisredlly looks like the Lone One' s been getting at you. Even before It fdll, It
preferred to work by Itsdlf. Then It got isolated and proud, and after that came the Fall...and now that
prideis till Itsfavorite way of tripping people up. It makes them think they can handle everything by
themsdves”

“Kit, in this case there sactualy something toit! Y ou just don’t have the experience at what I'm going to
have to be doing—

“Asif that mattersl Neets, you' re not thinking straight right now. Y ou even missed something assmple as
the mechanism the Lone On€e susing to hide inside Pralaya. How can you be so sure about your thinking
on everything e se?’

That was something she couldn’t bear to hear. Followed to itslogical conclusion, that line of reasoning
would suggest that everything Nita had been planning was possibly usdaless, doomed to failure from the
dart.

“If you accept Itshelp,” Kit said, “you' re probably going to lose your wizardry! But what's more
important isthat doing that isjust wrong.”

Now shedid hide her facein her hands. “Kit,” she said softly, “it looks more and more like, to save my
mom, I’m going to lose it no matter what | do. Or dietrying. But | havetotry.”

“Not done,” Kit said. “And not thisway, Neets! Y ou cometo any kind of deal with that One, it’sgonna
backfire somehow. Believe mel”

“All thisisred easy lot you to say, but your mother’ snot dying!”

Kit's expression was pained, but he just shook hishead. “Y ou think | haven’t imagined about a hundred
times how this must be for you? But it doesn’t change the rights and wrongs of it, Neets. It saysright
thereinthe Oath, ‘I will defend lifewhenitisright to do so.” It'snever right to do it on the Lone Power’s
terms, and if you let It sucker you into this—

“Kit, you' ve got to believe me. It snot like that. Y ou don't really understand what’ s going on here.”



“I understand that you' re messing around with the Lone Power, and you' re going to get burned! What
makes you think It has the dightest intention of doing what It saysIt’sgoing to? It's gonna find some
loopholeto explait, just the way It always does, and leave you out in the cold.”

He stopped. There was along, long silence as he and Ponch watched her.

Nitadiscovered that she was actualy starting to shake. He sright. But I’ m right, too. What do | do—?
“Look,” shesaid. “I can't take much more of thisright now. Tomorrow morning is getting closer every
minute, and I’m not sure I’ m ready yet.”

“When are you going to start work in the morning?’ Kit said.
Nitarubbed her eyes again. “Around eight. The doctors said that’ s when they’ re starting.”

I'll be here,” Kit said. " Nests, please... Get somerest. Get your brains straightened out. Y ou're not
goingtodothisaone”

He got up and headed out hurriedly, dmost asif something was making him nervous. Ponch licked her
hand and trotted out after Kit.

Nitasat there for along while. There' sno way I’'m going to be able to keep him from coming adong. ..
... if  wait for him.

But Nitadid want to wait for him. She knew hishelp would be invauable. At the sametime, she knew
that the minute Kit set eyes on Pralaya, there would be trouble. Shewould lose Pralaya shelp. And she
needed that, too, regardless of who might liveinsgde Pralayafromtimeto time.

And at theend of it dl, if she could not cure her mother hersdlf, then Pralaya had to be thereto
implement the bargain.

There were no answers, and time was running out. The only consolation was for Nitato keep telling
hersdlf that tomorrow around thistime, it would all be over. Her mother would have been saved or dse
shewouldn’t have been, and if she hadn’t, Nitawouldn’t bein any position to worry about anything ese.

It was not much consolation at all.

Therest of the day was awaking nightmare. Nitawas tempted to go back into the practice universes one
last time, but she wasn't sure what difference that would make—and she wastired, tired. She needed her
rest but couldn’t seem to get any. Details of the spells she would need to take with her, last-minute idess,
and the congtantly returning thought that Kit might be right and she might be completely wrong kept going
around and around in her head, and gave her no peace.

It seemed like about five minutes after Kit had come over that Nital s dad came home from work, and
they al went to the hospital together. Her mother hadn’t had any more seizures, for which Nitawas
profoundly thankful. Except the thought kept cregping in: Isthisthe Lone Onejust giving me moretimeto
think... and to be grateful to I1t? The ideamade her shudder.

When they went into Nital smom’ sroom, Nita saw that a number of machines had been moved in by the
bed. One apparently was to make sure there was warning if she had any more seizures—there were ugly
little pink and blue contact pads glued adl over her head, with the hair held down around them in a hopeful
sort of way by one of the “turbans’ Nita had seen some of the nurses wearing. Her mom looked



unnatural, drawn, moretired than ever, and her smile was wearing thin at the edges.

“Oh, honey, don’'t look at melikethat,” her mom said, seeing Nita' s expression. “I look like the bride of
Frankengtein, | know that. It'sdl right. | was due for another haircut, anyway.”

Two things hit Nitaa once. Thefirst thing wasthat, as dways, her mother wastrying to take care of her,
even when she hersalf was sick. The second, which struck Nitawith aterrible inevitability, was that what
her mother was saying was not true: 1t would never be dl right, never again. Her mom wasredlly going to
die

For severa long seconds, Nita could find nothing at al to do or say, and she didn’t darelook her momin
the eye; she knew her mother would see ingtantly what was the matter. Fortunately, Dairine got between

her and her mom, and Nita disentangled herself and turned away, never more grateful for her sster’s
inborn ability to get intheway.

But the moment decided her. Kit or no Kit, Lone One or not, she would do anything she had to do to
save her mother: give up her wizardry, agree to whatever had to be agreed to. Shewas|lost.

But at least | know now, she thought. Therest of the visit passed in akind of cheerful fog of smdll talk, al
of it forced; none of them felt much like discussing what was going to happen the next day. After awhile
Nita s dad asked Nitaand Dairine to give him afew moments aone with their mom.

Nitawent down the hdl, down by the soft-drink machine, and Dairine followed her dowly.

“Isit gonnabedl right?’ Dairine said. Suddenly shedidn’t sound like her usual competent salf. Suddenly
she sounded very young and scared, really wanting her older sister to tell her that things were going to
work.

“Yeah,” Nitasad. “One way or another.”

And there was nothing else to say and nothing else to do but wait for the morning.

Friday Morning

How Nitadept that night she never knew; she assumed it must have been exhaustion. At six that
morning, her dad, fully dressed and ready to leave, awakened her.

“Dad,” Nitasaid, and got out of bed.

Helooked at her with aterrible tillness. She would dmost have preferred him to cry or yell; but he was
now reduced to Smply waiting.

“Areyou ready?’ hesaid.

Therewas amost no way to answer him and il tell the truth. “I" m going to start work when they do,”
Nitasaid. “It may take me aslong as Mom spendsin the OR, or even longer, so don't panic if I’m not
here when you get home.”

“All right,” her father said.

He reached out and put hisarms around her. All Nita could do was bury her facein his shoulder and
hang on, hang on hard, trying not to cry, much though she wanted to; she was sure it would frighten him if
shelost her control now.



“Be careful, honey,” he sad, still with that terrible control. “I don’t want to—" He stopped. Lose you
both, she heard him think.

“I'll be careful,” Nitasaid. “Go on, Daddy. I'll seeyou later.”

Shelet go of him and turned away, waiting for him to leave. He went out the back door; amoment later,
Dairine cameinto her room.

“Did you hear from Kit?’ she asked.
Nita nodded. Ob, please, don’t ask me any more.

Dairine didn’'t say anything. “Look,” she said then, as outside, their dad started the car. “ Come back,”
Dairine said. “Just come back.

Nitawas astonished to seetearsin her sster’ s eyes. For a split second she wanted desperately to tell
Dairine that she was afraid she might not come back... or that she might come back and not be awizard
anymore—and Nitawas't sure which possibility was more avful. But she didn’t dare say anything. If
Dairine got any real sense of what was going on insde Nita s head, there was too much of a danger that
she might interfere. .. and Tom and Carl had been emphatic about what would happen then.

Nitajust nodded and hugged Dairine. “Y ou ready to give the surgeons whatever energy they need?’
“All st

“Thengoon,” shesad. “Dad swaiting. Kegp an eye on him, Dari.* She swallowed. ”Keegp him from
getting desperate. It' s going to matter.”

Dairine nodded and went downstairs.

Nitawaited to hear the car drive away. Then she got hersdf ready, checking the charm bracelet one last
time for the spells stored there. A couple of openings remained, and she spent afew minutes considering
what she might add. Finaly, thinking of that first meeting with Pont and the other wizards, she added the
subroutine that let the wizard using it walk on water. If there was ever aday | needed to believel could
do that, she thought, it’ stoday.

Then she opened her manua to the pages involving access to the practice universes.
Let’'sgo, she said to the manua. The playroom firdt... and then the main event.

The page she was looking at shimmered, and then the print on it steadied down to anew configuration, a
more complex one than she' d seen so far. It flickered, and then said: Secondary access to nonaschetic
“universeg’ anaog has been authorized. Caution: This“universe’ isinhabited. Population: 1.

Nitapulled her transit-circle spell out of the back of her mind, dropped it to the floor, took one last deep
breath, and stepped through.

At seven-fifteen that morning, Kit was sitting on the beat-up kitchen sofa, eating cornflakes out of an
ancient beat-up Scooby-Doo bowl in astudied and careful way. It was partly to steady his
stomach—cornflakes were comfort food for him, inherently reassuring on some strange level—and partly
his standard preparation for awizardry. All your power wouldn't do you much good if your brains



weren’t working because your blood sugar was down in your socks somewhere.

Hefinished the bowl he was working on, contemplated a second one, and decided againgt it. Kit took his
mom’ sfavorite bowl to the snk and washed it out carefully, going over his preparations onelast timein
his head. He knew as much about the aschetic universes as the manua would tell him without approval
from a Senior. He knew that Nita' s authority and agreement would be enough to get him inside her
mother with her; and beyond that, he had every power-feeding technique he could think of ready to goin
the back of his head.

“| want to comedong,” Ponch said from behind him.

Kit sighed as hefinished washing the spoon, and he put it in therack, too. “I don’t think you can,” he
sad. “It' sgoing to be complicated enough asitis”

“I want to be with you. And | want to see her.”

Kit sghed again. Ponch had caught some of his boss' s nervousness about what Nita had gotten hersalf
into. “Look,” Kit said. “Y ou can come over and see her off, okay? Then you have to go home and wait
forme”

Ponch wagged histall. “ And no coming after me once I’ veleft you,” Kit said. “Y ou haveto stay here.”
Ponch drooped his head, depressed that Kit had anticipated what he' d been thinking.

Kit went to get hisjacket from the hooks behind the door. He checked his jacket pocket for his manual,
though he wasn’'t sure how useful it would be insde Nita s mom. Better to have it, though. As he was
running through his checks onelast time, his mom, wearing what his dad referred to asthe “ Tartan
Bathrobe of Doom,” wandered into the kitchen, looked back at Kit and Ponch, and caught the dog's sad
expression. “He hasn't been bad again, hashe?’ shesad.

Ponch drooped his head some more and wagged histail again, an abject look that fooled Kit not at al.
“Not in any of the usud ways, Mama,” he said. “Look, I’m going to help Nita, and thisisaseriousone. |
may not be back for awhile.”

“Okay, brujito.”

He had to smile at that. His mom had taken longer than hisfather to come to termswith Kit' swizardry;
hisfather had been surprisingly enthusiastic abouit it, once he got over theinitia shock. “Hey, my son'sa
brujo” he sarted saying to Kit's mother. “What' sthe matter with that?’ His pop wore hispridein away
that seemed to suggest that he thought he was somehow responsible for Kit' stalent. Maybe heis, Kit
thought. So far he didn’t have any dataon which side of the family hiswizardly tendencies descended
from; he’ d been much too busy lately to look intoit.

At least the Stuation was presently working in hisfavor. “Comeon,” Kit said to Ponch. Asthey went out
into the backyard together, Kit glanced over in the generd direction of Nita s house and in thought said,
Neets?

Therewas no answer.
Kit stood till, hoping against hope that she was just distracted for amoment.
Nital

Nothing.



It was the matter of a second to throw atranst circle around himself and Ponch, and it took no more
than another second to make sureit would be silent in operation. A moment later Kit and Ponch were
gtanding in Nita' s bedroom.

It was empty. Kit stood there, listening to the sounds of an empty house, fedling for the presence of other
human beings, and knowing immediately that Nitawas dready gone.

Hefdt just aflash of anger, replaced dmost immediately by fear. Sheleft early because she was afraid
for me, he thought.

One more error in judgment. Now what? Kit thought, going cold with fear. Go over to see Tom and
Carl, get permission to follow her—

Why?| can find her, Ponch said in Kit' s head.

Kit looked at Ponch in astonishment. How?

Theway | found the squirrels.

“But that was making anew universe,” Kit said. “Neetsisin an old one, auniverse that exists aready!”

“We can make some of that one asif it'snew,” Ponch said, in atone of voice suggesting that he was
surprised thiswasn't obvious. “The part she'sin.”

Kit couldn’t think of anything to say.
“I' know her scent,” Ponch said, impatient. “We can be where she’ sgone. Let’sgo!”

Kit was uncertain, but time was short. He reached into his claudication and rummaged around it to find
the wizardry leash, then dipped it around Ponch’s neck and said, * Okay, big guy, giveit your best shot.”
Ponch stepped forward, and together they vanished.

They walked for along timein the dark, an experience Kit was glad no longer unsettled him. Every now
and then would come aflicker of light, and he could just see, or sense, Ponch putting his head out into
that light and sniffing, the way he might have put his head out adog door, then pulling back again, turning
away. Having trouble? Kit asked slently, the third or fourth time this happened.

No. Theworld just twigts, isall. And something doesn’t want usto bewhere sheis.

Kit swalowed. But findly they came out into the light and stayed there, and Kit looked around himin
surprise, even though his experience of dternate universes had been expanded alot latdly. It was ahuge
place, aflat space, and its emptiness made it seem to echo in the mind. The sourceless lighting and the
shining floor with the assortment of weird chairs, beds, hammocks, frames, and tablesin the middle of it
madeit al look much like afurniture showroom.

Ponch pulled Kit toward the furniture, still sniffing. There were some peoplethere: diens, which didn't
surprise Kit particularly—hominids were not at dl in the mgority in hishome universe. Ashe
approached, afew of them looked at him with dight surprise, and one of them pointed a greater than
usua number of eyesat him. It was a Sulamid, Kit noticed, an dien native to thefar sde of hisown
galaxy, one of a people who— unusualy—were dmost al wizards, afact that apparently had something
to do with the way their brains were divided.



Thelooksthey were giving him—furred people, onetal cadaverous hominid, afour-legged dien, another
onethat looked like five or Sx overszed blue bal bearingsin company, and the Sulamid with its many
saky eyes—were speculaive. “I'm on errantry,” Kit said, “and | greet you.”

Ponch barked. To Kit's bemusement, every wizard present looked in what seemed to be surprise at
Ponch. The Sulamid bent over in haf and then Straightened up again, its eyes and various of itstentacles
tying themsalvesin graceful knots.

“I’'m looking for another of my species” Kit said. “My colleague thinks she was just here. Have you seen
her?’

Various|ookswere exchanged. “Y ou just missed them,” said the ball bearings. “ They were here with
more of us. Prdaya. They just left. They were on an intervention. Prdayawas going to assist them.”

Thewhole group of them were till looking at him. Kit started to fed uneasy, for he thought he knew
what they were thinking: Thisother wizard istrying to interfere somehow. “ Did she say anything about
what she was going to be doing?’ Kit said, somehow knowing that it was uselessto do so0. These other
wizards were not going to help him; they were uncertain why he was here, uncertain whether he might
somehow foul an intervention in progress.

“No,” sad first the ball-bearing wizard and then the others.

“She has goneinto the dark,” said the Sulamid, “dl too accompanied. And her destinationisan
unknown.”

The other wizards threw the Sulamid an odd |ook and began, one after another, to vanish. Shortly the
gpace was empty except for Kit and Ponch and the Sulamid, which was standing not far away, its
tentacles wreathing gently, looking at Kit with alot of itseyes.

“How do you know?’ Kit said after amoment.

“Vigon isusdesswithout comprehension,” said the Sulamid. “ Comprehension is bootless without
compassion.”

“Uh, yesh,” Kit said.

The Sulamid bowed once again, if abow waswhat it was. It was not directed at Kit but at Ponch.
“Pethfinder, seer for the seer in the dark,” said the Sulamid, “tracker in the night-places, wait.”

And it vanished, too.

Kit could only stand there and look around him at the light and the empty furniture. “Well, thanks loads,
guys,” he said. Why were they al so freaked out? What' sthe matter with them?

But he and Ponch were not quite alone; not everyone who' d been there originally had left. Behind Kit
someone coughed, or maybe it was more like asnort. He and Ponch both turned.

Behind them, looking at them thoughtfully, waswhat Kit had initially mistaken for afour-footed dien of
somekind. But it was actualy apig.

Kit looked at it in astonishment. Ponch instantly barked once, excitedly, and started to run toward the
pig, possibly thinking that it could be chased like asquirrel. Kit hurriedly grablbed Ponch by the collar and
made him st down. And to the Fig he said, “What' sthe meaning of life?’



“Y ou know, afriend of yourswas asking me the same thing the other day,” said the Transcendent Pig,
ambling over, sitting down, and looking Ponch over in an amiable way. “Isasking,” it added.

The statement was dightly confusing, even taking into account the multidirectiona timetensesin the
Speech. At least Kit knew that he wasn't the only one confused by the Pig. Every other wizard was, too,
and even the Powers That Be weren't sure where the Pig had come from, and tended to describeit asa
concrete expression of the universe' sinnate sense of humor, asort of positive chaos.

“Isshe?’ wasdl Kit could think to say.

“Yes. And you know,” saidthe Pig, “it' sdl just abig plot, isn'tit? You'redl just hoping that | might
actualy dip and answer the question, and tell one of you.”

Kit blinked at that. “Uh, well—"

“Or dseit'sapracticd joke planted by Someone high up,” the Pig muttered, settling down with its
trotters under it, aposition that made it look peculiarly like acat. “Wouldn't put it past Them. Or Their
Boss”

Kit gavethe Pig alook. “Oh, come on! The Powers...” Hisvoicetrailed off asthe Pig gave him the
samelook right back. “I mean, the One... wouldn't play jokes—"

“Wouldn't 1t?" said the Transcendent Pig. “ Been out in the red world lately?”
“Uh...”

“Right. Lifebeing dl the other thingsit s, if it'snot funny sometimes, what’ sit worth? But you changed
the subject.”

“No, | didn’'t.”
“Maybeyou didn't,” thePig said. “I'll dllow you that one. Y ou were saying?’

Kit took along breath. Beside him Ponch lay down but never took hiseyes off the Fig. “You'reredly
well traveled,” Kit said.

“Omnipresence will do that for you,” said the Pig, and it yawned.

“You sad you d seen Nita—" Kit wondered why such smpletermsas my friend and my partner kept
dicking in histhroat. What' s the matter with me?

Because one might not be true anymore. And— He absolutely refused to dedl with the thought that the
other might not be, either.

“Yes. I'mwith her now, in fact.”
“Youae?'

The Pig gave Kit awry look. “It wouldn't be aterribly useful kind of transcendenceif | wasn't. Being
everywhere a onceis part of the job description.”

“Whereisshe? What'sshe doing?’ Kit said after amoment.

The Pig gave him another of those long dry looks. “Oh, come on, now. Y ou know the drill, or you
should. You tel methreetruthsthat | don’t know, and | tell you one.”



Kit raised his eyebrows. “ That doesn’t sound redl fair.”

“If you knew how much trouble a human being can get into with just onetruth,” the Pig said, “you
wouldn’t be asking for more.”

“Got apoint there,” Kit said. In aflash the thought went through his head that it was possible he didn’t
need to venture histime or his power on thisgamble. Y et somehow hefelt that the time spent would be
worth hiswhile. “So let’sget going.”

“Anadmirable attitude,” said the Transcendent Pig. “First truth.”
“I’'mlooking for the wizard who' s meant to be my partner,” Kit said.

“Thefirgt part | know perfectly well. The second part is conditiond. ‘ Meant’ ? What exactly would it be
that’ s doing the meaning?’

“I think the day wefind that out for sure,” Kit said, only haf joking, “it might al be over.”

The Pig raised its eyebrows. “I’ m tempted to give you that one,” it said. “ From amember of Homo
sapiens, the secondary ingight isrdatively unusua these days.” It acquired aconsdering look. “But a
haf-truth isahaf-truth. Give me awhole onethistime.”

Kit thought for alittle while more, wondering what he would add on at the end of dl thisto make an extra
half-truth. Worry about it shortly. He said, “My dog makes dternate universes, ones that no one’ s ever
seen before. They're new.”

The Pig blinked. “ That is news. Continuous crestion?’

“You'vegot me”

“Yes, but let’ sleave that issue out of it for the moment.”

Kit blinked, too. “I thought continuous creation had been discredited, though.”

The Pig smiled. “The moment any scientist says any-thing’ simpossible, you should start wondering.
Science, likelife, findsways. But, anyway, you own abrain, and you still think continuous cregtion’s
been discredited? So where did your last bright idea come from?”’

“Uh...” Kitsaid.
“Right,” said the Pig. “Next truth.”

“I think,” Kit said, with the utmost reluctance, “that my partnership with Nitais about to get totally
screwed up if | don’t do something, and I’ m not surewhat to do. | haveto find her, | know that. It's
vitd. But after that—"

“I'll grant you that,” the Pig said. *“ So that’ stwo and a haf. What ese have you got?’

Kit sat there scouring his mind for some moments, unable to think of even onetruth, let aonetwo. The
Pig started to get up.

“Wait aminute!” Kit said, and the Pig looked at him.

It was adesperate move, but it was dl Kit could think of. “Here,” Kit said.



Helooked al around then. For some reason hefelt like he didn’t want anyone but the Pig to seethis.

“It'sdl right,” said the Transcendent Pig. “We reaone. Yes, I’'m sure; don't give methat look. What is
it?

Kit pulled his persona claudication open, dipped his hand into it, and came out with that little spark,
carefully cupped in both hands. He held the handsjust alittle bit gpart so that the Pig could seein.

It peered between hisfingers, and looked at Kit with an odd, speculative expression. “Now, isn't that
something,” itsaid. “A glede”

“A what?’

“A glede. Or adragon’seye, it'scaled sometimes.” The Pig turned its head thisway and that, looking at
thelittle spark. “Theideawas, you might draw adragon, but the eyes were where the soul was—some
peopl e thought—and the drawing wouldn’t cometo life until the eyes were added.”

The Pig let out athoughtful bresth. “Fine, put it avay. Where' d you find it?’

“Inthedark,” said Kit. “When | stopped making things, and just let the night be what it was.” He tucked
the glede away.

When hefinished doing that, Kit found the Pig watching him closdly. “Over time,” the Pig said, “and
outsdeit, too, other beings have moved over and through that darkness one way or another. Some of
them have found or brought back. .. objectslike that— what the void bringsforth in silence. The
guestion, afterward, has aways been what to do with them.”

“What do | dowithit?’ Kit said.

The Transcendent Pig shrugged a transcendently porcine shrug, glancing away. “ That' s hardly one of the
traditiond questions.”

Kit snorted. “Don't you get tired of the traditional questions?’

It glanced back at him, its eyes squinted closed alittle in what Kit realized was the beginnings of agmile.
“Tired?| can't get tired,” the Pig said. “But bored? Hooboy.”

“ &?!

ThePigwasquiet for alittlewhile. “Now, if | wasastinker,” it said at last, “I would demand awhole
third truth from you, and then tell you one of the truths you origindly asked for: where sheis. But there' s
the glede to consider; things like that don’t turn up often. And besides, I’ ve dways been a sucker for
young—well, for peoplein your Stuation.”

Kit waited, not able to make much of this.

The Pig raised its eyebrows. “Y ou got lucky today, but don't try to take advantage. So think for a
moment, and then ask your question.”

Kit thought for what seemed to him like hours but was probably no more than amatter of minutes. Finally
he looked up and said, “How can | save her?’

The Pigrolled itseyes. “Her her, or her, her mother?’

Kit merdly amiled.



The Transcendent Pig et out an exasperated bresth. “ The last time someone asked me aquestion
phrased that way,” said the Pig, “ Atlantis sank. Y ou know that story?’

“Severd versonsof it. And don't change the subject!” Kit said, severe.

The Pig gave him a shocked look, and then laughed out loud. “Y ou smian-descended, equivocating,
pronoun-starved little mortd twerp,” it said. “Maybe the universe does favor young wizards because they
haven't properly mastered the Speech’s plurdsyet. We redlly haveto look into that.”

It chuckled briefly, then composed itsdlf. “ All right. Asyou know,” the Pig said, “Nitais attempting an
intervention to save her mother’ slife. Unfortunately that intervention has been contaminated by the Lone
Power from the start and therefore has little chance of succeeding, and much chance of backfiring. With
results such as you should be able to imagine.”

Kit swallowed, or tried to; his mouth had suddenly gone dry. “Oh, my God,” Kit said.
“Yes” thePig sad.

Then dl of a sudden something boiled over in the back of Kit'shead. “Now just wait aminute,” he said,
annoyed. “Firg of al, | knew that. And second, you knew the Lone One was talking to her? And you
didn'ttdl her?’

“Shedidn’'t ask,” the Pig said. “ Questions are important, and there’ snot alot | can do without them.
Don’t look so shocked! The Powers That Be have the same problem. But it wasn't my businessto tell
her. For onething, on some level, she knows. That One can never make Itsalf completely
unrecognizable... and that’ s Its own fault. Y ou set yourself gpart from al previous cregtion, fine, but
you're going to look and fed different to dl creation afterward. What's more important is that the way
she dedls with the redlization, when she comes up with it hersdlf, islikely to be crucid to what she's
working on. That | wouldn't interfere with, evenif | could.” 1t gave Kit alook. “And if you were smart,
neither would you.”

“So?" Kit said.

The Fig lay down with athoughtful air. “Well,” it sad, “if | were you—which could happen,
transcendence being what it is—I"d listen carefully to my hunches, when everything goes dark. Y ou never
know, you might hear something useful.”

“Okay,” Kit said. “Thanks.”
“That'sit” the Pig said.
“Thanksalot” Kit sad.

“Wadll, | can't fault your manners,” the Pig said. “Be being you, youngster. Gowell!” And it got up and
wandered away, the floor rippling uncertainly after it asit went. A moment or so later it was Smply gone,
without doing atrangit or gating as such.

| guessif you' re transcendent, you don’t need to, Kit thought. He looked down at Ponch. “What do you
make of that?’ he said.

Ponch produced afeding like ashrug. “1 think maybeit’ s cheeting. It shouldn’t be that easy.”

“I wish | felt better,” Kit said. Y et there was something about what the Pig had said, something that was
dudinghim__



“It'sdl right,” Ponch said. “1 know her scent. | got it fresh yesterday; it hasn’t changed that much. And
thetrail isfresh. | cantrack her.”

Changed, Kit thought, confused. How could it change?
“Comeon!” Ponch said. “Thelonger we stand here, the farther away she goes.”
“Let'sgo,” Kit sad. “There’'snot much time.”

Theleash was ill around Ponch’s neck. Kit picked it up and wound it around hiswrist. The two of them
stepped into the darkness and were gone.

Grand Central wasin shadow as Nita came out of the gate by track twenty-four, and as she put her foot
down, she heard asplash. There was so little light in the space around her that Nita spent some power to
produce asmal wizard' s candle, aglimmer of light that rode above her shoulder as shelooked around.

Thetracks were ail under water, and water lapped at the piersthat held up the platforms—abizarre
sght. Even the platforms were an inch deep or so in water, like black glass, the surface of it rippling
gently, sllent and intimidating. Beside her, Praya dipped into the water, ducking under it, and coming up
again down by the place where the platforms tapered in, down where the tracks ducked more deeply
under Forty-sixth Street. “Thiswould be awonderful svimmery,” she heard him say from downin the
darkness, “but | think perhapsit shouldn’t be thisway?’

“You got that in one,” Nitasaid. Already she wastrying to sense around her for this micro-universe' s
kernd, and she couldn’t fed anything. What' s the matter? | should be ableto at least get ahint. It smy
mother, after al! But it felt wrong somehow; she couldn’t hear that faint buzz or whine that she’ d learned
to associate with akernd, the sound of life doing its business. “Can you fed anything?’ she said.

Praaya surfaced in front of her, twisting and rolling in the dark water. “I’m not sure,” hesaid. “There's...
adarkness...”

Nitawas all too aware of this darkness. Listening, watching, she could fed it al around her. It bent in; it
pressed againgt her; and worst of al wasthe sensethat at any moment Pralaya sinnocent, merry
persondity could be twisted out of shape by the Lone Power suddenly looking out of hiseyes at her,
offering her the bargain she could not refuse.

It shere, shethought, fedling that heavy, dark presenceleaning in dl around her. It' swaiting for meto
make amistake. And maybe she already had.

“Comeon,” shesaid to Prdaya, “let’ sget out into the open.”

Together they made their way toward what would have been the Main Concourse in her own world.
“What doesthislook liketo you?’ Nitasaid to Prdayaasthey made their way through the wet.

“Inmy world? Thisisthe Meeting of the Waters,” Prdaya said. “ The place where therivers come
together before they run to the Sea.”

Nitathought of the Seaand immediately was sad, seeing in her mind' s eye Jones Inlet, and the Sun over
the water, leaning westward in the afternoon, and the long, broad golden sunset light over the Great
South Bay, where she had screwed things up so serioudly with Kit. But now they came out under what
should have been the ceiling of the Main Concourse. ..



Nitastood there and took in along breath of shock, and let out another long one of sorrow. The whole
place was under water, five feet deep, and the beautiful cream-colored stone walls of the termind, to the
four compass points, were striped with green-brown tide-marks of high water from other times, and till
flooded deep in an unhealthy dark water that |apped and sucked at the walls. The whole place smelled of
damp and cold and weed and chilly pain, and Nita shuddered as she splashed out of the platform arcade
into the center of the terminal. She looked up at what should have been awarm, summery,
Mediterranean-sky ceiling, and instead saw nothing but watery stars and autumn congtellations, dl fish
and dolphins and sea serpents—not to mention poor Andromeda shackled to the rock, waiting to be
eaten by the monster from the waves. It was not aview théat filled Nitawith confidence.

“Isit dways so dark here?’” Prdayasaid.

Nitathought of fire gaping out of the depths of this space, not so long ago; yet now that scenario seemed
postively preferable, for it had put only her own life at stake, not her mom’s. “Not usudly,” she sad, and
led Pralaya up out of the Main Concourse, up the ramp to what normally would have been the street.

It was no improvement. The sky was clouded, dark and heavy; thiswas acity in shadow and under
threat, with the watersrising al around. Some of the skyscrapers around them were in good-enough
shape, but many of them were crumbling. Too many, Nita thought, knowing that she was seeing what her
own mind could mogt effectively make of her mother’ s physical condition. Thingswere aready going
wrong here, and her doubt rose up and choked her.

“We haveto go whereit’' sworst, don't we?’ Nitasaid.
Pralayanodded. “It would be the only way.”

They stood there in the thunder-colored water, in the flooded street, and gazed up and down it. All of
Forty-second Street was ariver, and no traffic light, or any other light, burned on it anywhere; buildings
cliffed out above the street, dark and forbidding, their lower stories wet and scummed with mold, their
upper windows dulled with the residue of recent sorms. Overhead, theroiling gray sky waslikean
unhedled wound, uncomfortable, unwell, unresolved. Nita closed her eyes and swallowed. Somewhere
here was the kerndl, the software of her mother’ s soul.

Sheheld il and listened, listened.
“Do you havetimefor this?” said the voice behind her, alittle provocative.
“Yup,” Nitasaid, fierce. “Don’t joggle my elbow, Pralaya, or I’ [l chew one of your legs off.”

There was apause. In ahurt voice Praayasaid, “1 wouldn't have thought I’ d have deserved that from
you, Nita”

“Yeeh, wdl,” Nitasaid. “ Sorry, cousin.” Assuming you're reglly my cousin a the moment, and not That
One.

The trouble was, there was no telling... Never mind that. Nitaheld till and listened with dl of her. It' smy
mother, for heaven'ssakel | should be able to hear her. But it was hard, suddenly.

Andwho'smaking it hard? Or isit just tough to sense your own mother when you' re on business, as
opposed to when you' re at home? She becomes like water, like air, like anything else you get used to
and takefor granted.

Beside her, in the water, Pralaya paddled along as they worked their way down Forty-second Street.
“Sorry,” Nitasaid again. She would have said, | didn’t mean that, except at the time she had meant i,



crue asit was, and awizard did not lie in the Speech—that wasfata. More fatal than what I’m about to
do?

Nita stood at the spot where Forty-second normally crossed the Vanderbilt Avenue underpass, saw the
drowned cand that the under-running road had become, and wished that Kit were here. It seemed to her
that if only he were here, everything would be al right.

Y et she had congtructed the circumstances in which he couldn’t be here. She stood there in the muddy,
westward-flowing water.....

... and something bit her intheleg.
Nitayel ped and jumped. “What wasthat” she said.

Pralaya had already clambered up onto apillar of the west side of Grand Central, sticking up out of the
water. “We' renot done here,” he said. “What would these be? They have teeth—"

“Cancer viruses,” Nitasaid. “1 wouldn't let them get too friendly with your extremities, if | wereyou.”

Peering down into the muddy water, Nita could see them: little dark blocky hexagona shapeswith fierce
draight littletalls or singers, cruising around. The water was teeming with them, large and small, likethe
little dark minnowsin one of the loca freshwater creeks. 5b many! Nitathought. How am | going to
persuade dl these things to do anything? The Lone Power wasright. It wasright.

She considered using the spell that would let her walk onwater. .. but that took more energy than she
now fdt like using. I’'m going to need everything | can possibly savefor later, Nitathought. Better use the
low-power onel tailored earlier. “| have aspdll against these,” she said to Prlaya. The spell would at
least protect the two of them from the stings, but it couldn’t stop the viruses from doing what they
pleased with her mother.

She pulled the spell off her charm bracelet. With alittle effort, she pulled the charm in two. It stretched
like taffy then parted with asnap, leaving her holding two identical versions of the spdll. Nitatossed
Pralayathe clone, then dropped her version of it into the water.

Pralaya stretched out his version of the spell, adjusted it, and dropped it around him. Nitasaw this
happening and could not avoid thinking, Hereisthe Power That invented these things, indirectly; and I'm
protecting Its servant against them.

Not that he knows. ..

Nitaheld il then, again, and listened. In thisthreatening light it was hard to think clearly. Everything
seemed geared to leave you frightened, chilled, cowed, as dowly the livid sunset light behind those clouds
shut down toward somefind night.

Nitaknew that day was waiting back there somewhere. If she could just find it, senseit, hear it. The
sound of morning, of adawn past al thisleaden twilight. If she could just find it. If she could, it wouldn't
meatter if her wizardry departed her forever; it would be worth it.

And a the sametime... She doshed up Forty-second in the generd direction of Fifth, listening with dl of
her, not hearing anything, and beginning, as predicted, to despair. Kit...

The blesk wind blew over the gray waters, and Nitawaked on through it al, with Pralaya svimming
beside her, and knew true desperation’s colors at last.



Friday Afternoon

“I thought you said you were going to be ableto find her.”

“| should have been ableto. But the scent’ s changed again.”

“What?" Kit was confused, and stood il in the utter darkness where they had been walking. “How?’

Besde him Kit could fed Ponch gazing around him. “The One who doesn't want usto find Nita has
changed it. Theworld she' sgoneto istwisted out of orientation with the usual ones.”

Kit tried to put his own concerns aside; there was something more on hismind. “So where arethey?’ he
sad.

“Elsawhere”
“Thanks loads.”

“You don't have thewordsfor it,” Ponch said, alittle sharply. “Y ou can’'t smell what’ s happening the
way | do. We have to backtrack. There' sascent... but there’ saso trouble.”

“What kind?’

Ponch shook himself. “ Since we' re not with Nita, it' s going to be hard to convince the oneswho guard
the bordersto let usin.”

Kit let out along nervous breath. “Never mind. Let’ sjust keep going.”

Nitaand Pralaya kept making their way aong through the dark waters, southward aong Fifth Avenue.
Nitahad only ahunch to go on now, only the faintest sense of where her mother’ skernel lay. Praaya
paused with her at the corner of Fifth and Fortieth, putting his head up out of the water and peering about
him, while al around the two of them, the viruses darted and poked at their defense shiddslike angry
little bees.

“Should wetry it again?’ Prdayasaid.

Nitalooked up and down the street—or rather the river, which the street had become—and nodded.

Shelet her mind fall toward Pralayd s again, adding hisviewpoint of this place to hers. Everything
quivered, changed.

The darkness around them became even more oppressive, an inward-leaning, watching, sullen nest of
shadows. Nita could fed how the place wasfull of desth and the anticipation of deeth, and wanted them
out of there,

But if Prdlayaisthe Lone One, why islt finding this so scary and upsetting? Nita thought. That wasa
question that she wasn't going to ask him out loud, though. She put it aside and did her best to fed
around them for the kernd, listening.

A gtronger hint thistime. South and west; and not too far.

Nitalet her mind drop away from Pralaya s again. He was lying there in the water, shivering. “You



okay?’ shesad.

“Yes,” hesaid, and shook himself al over, those big dark eyestroubled. “But, Nita, thisisaterrible
place. | wonder that you can beer it here.”

She was shaking, too, but she couldn’t let it stop her. “1t’ sthe one place I’ ve been working to be,” Nita
sad. “Let’'sgo.”

She st off westward, toward Sixth Avenue—splashing through water that was deeper and deeper—and
Pradayafollowed her, dowly, dmogt asif rductant. Nitarefused to spend any timetrying to figure this
out. Shewastired, and very scared—Dboth for herself and for her mother—and she smply wished that al
thiswas over. The thought cameto her: Y ou are now so tired, you will make someterrible mistake.

And shewas too tired even to care about that.

In the darkness between worlds, Kit felt Ponch pause and look at something.

“Thisisinteresting,” the dog said. Kit couldn’'t see anything. “What isit?’ “Home,” Ponch saidin
urprise.

“What?' Kit said, bemused. “ Show mel”
-Here*

Suddenly they stepped out into Kit' s backyard. .. except that the place had the fed of the universesthat
Kit and Ponch had been creating when Ponch first started taking Kit aong on his walks—like something
that Kit had made just now with whatever power lay between the worlds, ready to be used if you knew it
wasthere. Kit looked around him in surprise at an utterly perfect summer day. Everything he could have
wanted was there: the knowledge that school was out for the summer, the sound of Carmela’ s stereo
blagting upgtairs, his mother laughing with loving scorn at something hisfather was doing in the kitchen.
The sky wasflawlesdy blue, thear just hot enough to make one think about going to the beach, but not
having to do anything. The locusts were beginning to say zzzeeeeeeee in the trees. And just over there,
the sudden whoomp! of air as Nitaappeared out of nothing, turned toward him, grinning with excitement,
her manud in her hand—

“Stop it right there,” Kit said to the world. Theimage froze.

He stood there, now the only thing that could move in that whole still redlity, and turned dowly, taking it
al in: weeds and flowers, summer sunshine, peace. It was perfection, of akind. The moment, held
captive— heart’ sdesire, caught in one place and unable to escape.

But moments aren’t meant to be held captive. They’ re meant to escape. That' s what makes them matter.

But | could make perfection, anyway, Kit thought as he turned, seeing a passing white cabbage butterfly
caught in midair, in midstroke of itswings, trapped there asif in amber clearer than water. | could goto
liveinit, if | wanted—the world where everything worked. | could even use this power to make mysdlf
believe that waswhere |’ d dways lived, the way things had aways been.

He swallowed. | could make Timeheart. Another one.

Kit held that moment for along, long while, trapped in the grip of hismind, like abutterfly in hishand. He
kept turning. The backyard with its backyard sassafrasjungle, thelong grassto liein dl through thislazy



afternoon, looking up at the clouds—and standing there, frozen, but laughing, ready for anything: Nita.
Not angry at him, not afraid, not troubled by any dark shadow hanging over her. Here it need never have
happened. Here it wasfine, had always been fine. He could be here the rest of hislifeif heliked, and
everything, dways, would befine.

And if he could make that, then he could make anything. Anything.

Maybe thiswas how it had al started. The manua was“ sketchy on the first hundredth of a second,”
Tom had said. “Privacy issues” Wasit possibly something as smple as this—that in some other region of
space-time, some other being, no more or less powerful than Kit, had sstumbled across a spark such as
the one he held now, and had created?

If it had happened that way, maybe it could happen that way again?
Here he was. Here was the power. All Kit had to do...was useit, and get everything right thistime.

Everything: awhole universe of universes, innumerable, unfolding themsalves as he watched—the essence
of creation running riot, running rampant, life exploding through it. For asingle moment that included and
encompassed al moments, stretching out endlesdy around him, time without beginning or end; Kit was
loginthevison—

—and then he had to laugh. He started to laugh so hard, he could hardly stand it; his Sides started to hurt.
Oh, yeah, he thought. Nicetry. Gimme a break!

When he was able to breathe again, Kit straightened up and gazed around him. No matter how he
created such a perfect place—or had this one been left for him to find>—no matter that he might even be
ableto ddude himsdf into believing that it was redlity, the truth was that it wouldn’t be. Elsewherethe
red world would go on, people would hurt, life would be dternately happy and miserable... inthered
places where wizards were needed to fight the fight, even if they might never seeit won. And this... This
isn't redl enough for me, Kit thought. | want the kind of redlity that surprises me. And, anyway, wizardry
isn't for getting out of redlity, out of theworld. It' sfor getting further into it.

He gave that frozen pseudo-Nita one last glance, then turned away, back to the butterfly, embedded in
air—and turned it loose.

The moment resumed. “Kit,” Nitasaid, “Hey, whatcha—"
Kit squeezed his eyes shut and erased it all. A moment later he was standing in the darkness again,

Friday Afternoon listening only to the slence... and having alittle trouble breathing. Thisisn't going to
stop us, he thought. | know what the Lone Power trying to stop me fedslike. W€l go dl theway
through. One way or another, we'll do what’ s necessary.

They cameto where the corner of Sixth and Thirty-eighth would have been if it hadn’t been just an
intersection of two muddy, rushing rivers, and stopped there. Nitacould fed the kernd more clearly now;
it wasn't too far away. But somehow thiswasn't making her fedl any better. The darkness, that watching
presence hidden in it, and the little svarming, biting viruses were al beginning to wear her down. Prlaya
was away's there, companionable enough, but not redlly that much help. And again and again the words
of the Wizard' s Oath kept coming back to Nita, as she dogged her way aong through the dark, resisting
water: “1 will guard growth and esse pain.”



But does there come atime when you stop growing?

And when you and the universe agree that you' re going to stop?

“I will ever put asidefear for courage, and degth for life, when it isright to do so.”
Was there the dightest possibility, here and now, that it wasn't right?

How could you tdl, without being one of the Powers?

Andif people can't tdl, then the gamejust isn't fair!

But that didn’t matter right now. Nita stopped at the corner and looked down Sixth Avenue. The water
seemed alittle less degp down there; but that overshadowing dark presence seemed much stronger. “ The
kernd’sthere” shesaidto Prdaya. “I’m sure of it.”

“I think you'reright,” he said. “What is that—that tallest building there?’

“The Empire State,” Nitasaid. It struck her asapoor place to hide anything. But then, Its purposeisn’t
to keep the kernel hidden. It'sto let mefind it and useit and fail. Sothat I’ll agree to the bargain—

“Comeon,” shesaid, and splashed down Sixth Avenue with Pralaya swimming along beside her,
uncertainty in hisdark eyes.

Kit and Ponch were moving once more through the darkness. “It fooled us that time,” Ponch said. “But
not twice.” The dog wasangry.

“It'snot your fault,” Kit said. “It was after me.”

“I should have expected it. But now we know something.”

“What?’

“That you have something that can stop It.”

Kit took a couple of long breaths. That thought had occurred to him.

“I'm telling the darkness,” Ponch said, “to take usto wherewe' |l learn best what to do to find Nita, to
help her.”

Kit's mouth was dry; he was getting more nervous by the moment. “Are we going to have time for this?’
“All thetimewe need.”

How much longer they spent in the darkness, he wasn't sure. Kit could fed in Ponch aterrible sense of
urgency, of the darknessresisting, pushing againgt him, trying to dow him down. But Ponch wasn't | etting
it stop him. He was pushing back, fierce, unrdenting. They dowed down, findly stopped, and Kit could
fed Ponch pushing, pushing with al his sirength againgt whatever wasfighting him—

—until without warning they broke through into the light. Ponch surged forward, the leash wizardry
extending away in front of Kit, while Kit stood gtill and rubbed his eyes, which were watering in the
sudden brilliant light.

It was abeach. He was standing at the water’ s edge, and turning, he could see Jones Inlet behind him.



Isthisanother of Itstricks? Kit thought, confused. Another place where I’ m supposed to get distracted
by what could have been?

But somehow he knew it wasn't so. Though thiswas Jones Inlet, it was aso something dse.

Kit turned, looking south again. 1t was the Sea: darkness and light under the Sun, Life and the home of
Life—d potentid, lying burning and swirling under the dawn. “The Sea,” Ponch was barking, shouting,
as he ran down the beach and fought with the waves. “ The Seal” And it wasn't just what dogs aways
saild—Oh boy, the water!—but something else, both a question and an answer, areferenceto the
beginning of things, the oldest Seafrom which Life arose. And our blood’ slike that Sea, Kit thought. The
same dinity. Thesame—

His eyes went wide. Ponch had been right. Here was the solution. ... the one that the Lone Power was
counting on Nitanot seeing, because she had messed it up so badly before.

“You'reright!” Kit yeled to Ponch. “Y ou're right! Come on, we' ve got to find her, before she starts!”

Ponch came running back, bounced around him alast few times, and then they |egped forward into the
darkness together and vanished from the beach, leaving only footprints, which were shortly washed

avay.

Nitastood at the base of the Empire State Building and looked up at it. In thisverson of New Y ork,
therewas agrest flight of gepsup toit, up from the water leve, and sheimmediately went about hafway
up them, glad to get out of the water, where the viruses were swarming and snapping more thickly than
they had anywhere else. Pralaya came flowing up the stairs along with her, shaking the water out of his
golden fur and scratching himself dl over. “Thosethings” he said, “even though they didn't redly bite me,
they make meitch.”

“Me, too,” Nitasaid. She stood there and craned her neck upward, looking at the terrible height of the
tower. Evenin her own New Y ork, when you were this closeto it, the Empire State dways looked as if
it was going to fal on you. But here, shewasn't sure that it might not somehow be possible. And dll
around them was that terrible shadowy darkness, thicker in the air here than anywhere e se, pressing in
on them, looking at them.

“Let’'sgoin,” Nitasaid. She could hear the kernd now without actudly having to ligen toit: abuzz, that
familiar fizz on the skin. Part of her was afraid; it shouldn’t have been this easy to find. And she knew
why it had been so easy ...

They went in through the doors at the top of the steps and found themsalvesin avast gray hdl full of
shadows. Standing up, here and there in the dimness, were many banks of steely doored eevators, which
Nita saw were intended to go in only one direction: down. All around the greet floor of the place were a
number of square pools, and Nitalooked at them and decided not to step into any of them. They had
that black-water depth that suggested they had no real bottoms.

“Right,” Nitasaid. She glanced once a her charm bracel et, made sure that the spells on it were active,
and began walking through the place, listening.

Pralayafollowed, pausing by each of the elevator banks and cocking his head to listen. “I’'m not sure,” he
sad.

“I am,” Nitasaid. “Not up, but down.” She paused by one of the poals, listening.



“Not here,” she said softly. “But thisistheright direction.” She passed between two more of the great
square pools, listening again. That faint fizz on her skin got more pronounced.

“That one,” she said softly, and walked over to it. She kndlt by the edge of the water, listening, then got
up again and moved around to the other side of the pool. Right there, she thought. The kernel was well
down in the black water, but not out of reach. Nitashook the charm bracelet around to check the status
of her persond shidds again, twiddled with one charm to adjust the shidld just dightly, and then with the
other arm reached down into the water.

It was freezing cold, so cold she could hardly bresthe, and she could fed her fingers going numb. But she
groped, and reached deeper, though she fdt the buzzing and stinging of little dark lancets againgt her skin.
None of them was getting through... yet.

There.

Sowly shereached under what she' d felt—the jabbing of thelittle black needles againgt her skin
increased, but Nitaforced hersdf not to rush—dowly she closed her fingers around what was waiting
therefor her. Sowly shedrew it up.

It was an apple.

Nitastood up with it in her hands. It dripped black water, and asthat water fell into the pool, the pool’s
surface came dive with more of the ugly little hexagond virus shapes that had swarmed around her and
Pralayaoutsde. These, though, were bigger, and somehow nastier. They had no eyes, but they were
nonethelesslooking at her and seeing prey, the kind they aready knew the taste of .

“Okay,” she said softly, and turned the “ apple’ over in her hands, fedling for the way its control structures
were arranged. She found the outermost level quickly, let her hands sink into what now stopped being an
gpple and started being that familiar tangle of light.

All around, the shadows leaned in to watch what she was doing. Nita gulped and looked down into the
pool, where those awful little black shapes had now put their “heads’ up out of the water and were
looking &t her, hating her.

Guys, Nitasaid, I'd like you to stop doing what you’ re doing to my mother.
The buzzing, snarling chorus said, No! We have aright to livel

| meanit, Nitasaid. It'sredly got to stop. It's going to stop, one way or another. It can be with your
cooperation, or without it.

No! they snarled. We are her. We are of her. Welivein her. She gave ushirth.
Not on purpose!

That does not matter. We have rights here. We were born. We have aright to do what we were created
to do. The snarling was getting louder, more threatening. Y ou are also of her. What we do to her, we can
dotoyou, giventime.

Nitadidn't like the sound of that. Guys, she said, last chance. Agree to stop doing what you' re doing, or
| must abolish you. It wasthe forma phrasing of awizard who, however reuctantly, discoversthat he or
shemugt kill.

The snarling scaled up; thewatersin the pools al around her roiled. Shaking, Nita squeezed and



manipulated the power-strandsin the kernel until she found the one control sequence that managed the
shapes of proteinsin thisinterna space. She stroked it dowly and carefully into a shape that would forbid
thiskind of vird shapeto exist in the local space-time.

One last chance, guys, she said.
The snarling only got louder.

Nitatook adeep breath, flicked the charm bracelet around to bring the power-feed configuration she'd
designed into place, then brought it together with the kernd. I’m sorry! she said, and pushed the power
in...

And nothing happened.

Nitastared at the kerndl, horrified. Shetried feeding the necessary power into the kernel again, twisted
that particular strand of power until it bit into her fingers—

But that spdl isnow invalid, said adark voiceingde her. It usesaverson of your namethat isno longer
operationd. Y our name has changed; you have changed. When you were looking a your mother in the
hospita last night, you made up your mind to pay my price, and therefore the spdl cannot work.

Nita stood still in utter shock and terror. She wanted to shout No! but she couldn’t, because she was
suddenly horribly certain that, just this once, the Lone Power wastelling the truth. The fact that the spell
hadn’t worked smply confirmed it.

And because | agreed, I’'m going to lose my wizardry... and my momwill die.

Standing there with the kernd, redlizing once and for al that she' d done everything she could and there
was nothing e se she knew that would make the dightest difference, Nita sworld smply started to come
undone. She could do nothing to stop the tears of fear and grief and frustration that began to run down
her face.

It told meit wouldn't work. What made me think | might somehow be able to manage it anyway?
“Prdaya,” shesad.
“Thisis beyond my competence,” Praayasaid. “I wish | could help you, but...”

Nita nodded once, and the grief started to give way to anger. “ Just what | thought,” she said. “So much
for any hdp from you”

He looked shocked.

“But that would hardly be the Lone One's preferred method,” she said. “No way It'sgoing to give me
any hdp at dl, if it can be avoided.”

Pralayalooked more stunned than before, if possible. “What are you talking about?’

“You don't know what’ sliving insdeyou,” Nitasaid. “Well, | bet you' re about to find out. Come on,”
ghe said to the One she knew was listening. “ Thisis the moment you' ve been waiting for, isn't it?’

“Not with any possible doubt of the outcome,” said that huge dark satisfied voice.

The Lone Power was standing there looking at her; and for just the briefest second, Pralaya coexisted
with Its newly chosen form. It looked human, like ayoung man—though an inhumanly handsome



one—and shadows wrapped around It like an overcoat, shadows that reached out and now wrapped
themsdves around Praaya, dragged him, struggling and horrified, into themsalves, and hid him away.

“Now, you shouldn’t redlly have said that,” said the young man. “While he didn’t actualy know what was
happening, | could have let him live. But you had to come right out and tell him, a which point his
usefulnessto me vanished.”

Nitastood there horrified. “ Y ou just killed him!”

“No,” the Lone One said, “you did. Not abad start, but then you were intent enough on killing
something.”

All around Nita, the snarling of the viruses was getting louder and louder. “ Anyway, don’t be too
concerned about Pralaya; I'll find another of his people to replace him if there’ s need. Now, though,
matters stand as | told you they stood. AlL we need isyour conscious answer to the question. Can we
do business?”’

Nita stood there, frozen.
And another voice spoke out of the darkness.

“Farest and Fdlen,” Kit said, “onemoretime... greeting and defiance.” Beside him, Ponch just bared his
teeth and growled.

Nitastared in astonishment at Kit and Ponch. The Lone Power gave them an annoyed |ook.

“Youagain,” the Lone One said. “Well, | suppose it wasto be expected. Y ou'll do anything to try to run
her lifefor her, won't you?’

Nita s eyes widened in shock. “ The chance that she might possibly pull something off without your
assistance drivesyou crazy,” the Lone Power said conversationdly. “Well, fortunately you' re not going
to see anything like that today. She' s decided to turn to someone elsefor her last gasp at a partnership.”
Its smile made it plain Who that was meant to be.

“We know better, so don’t try this stuff on us,” Kit said.

“ Y ou think you know better,” It said.

It looked at Nita. “Doeshe?’ It said. “ Or are you perhaps alittletired of him ordering you around?’
Nitastood slent, trembling.

“Might you possibly, just this once, know better? Know best? Actualy make the sacrifice?’

“Nests, don't pay any attention to It,” Kit said. “Y ou know why | came—"

“To keep her Oath from being contaminated,” said the Lone Onedryly. “Too late for that. Thededl is
done, and she' smade her choice at last. Without you.”

Nitasaw Kit flinch at that, but he straightened up again. “I wouldn't write me off asusdlessjust yet,” Kit
said. “And | wouldn’'t bet that Neetsisjust going to dump me.”

“I would,” the Lone One said. “I hold the only betting token that mattersat dl in the present Stuation.
Only with my help can she save her mother’ slife”



“It'snot true, Neetsl” Kit shouted. “It tried pretty hard to keep Ponch and me from getting here. It must
have areason!”

“I can do without further interference,” said the Lone One. “That’ s reason enough. Now, though, if |
thought you might possibly accept adifferent verson of the same bargain...” It sood musing. “ Suppose
Nita here keeps her wizardry—even despite the mistake she' sjust made. | even save her mother, inthe
bargan—’

Kit shook his head, and Ponch growled again. “I serve Life, and the Powers That Be That cast you out,
and the One, the Power beyond Them. And so does Neets, whatever you' ve doneto her. So just get
usedtoit!”

The brief slence that followed wasterrible. “1’ ve been used to it for too long,” said the Lone Power.
“Here and there, | stop mortals from incessantly reminding me.” The shadow wrapped around It, already
huge, grew longer and darker; and insde it moved things that Nitaemphatically did not want to see. It
had been along time since her bedroom shadows had been full of their little legs and their blind front
ends, and their fangs, the little jawsthat moved...

Kit, though, laughed. “Been there, seen them,” he said. “Millipedes? Isthat al you' ve got? What a
yavn.”

His tone was astonishing. It banished the shadows, al by itself. Nitaremembered how she had dreaded
those things when she wasllittle, and now found herself thinking, to her amazement, Can someone else
redly show you how to kill the fears? Isit that easy? | thought they dways said you had to do it yoursdlf.

But maybe there was moreto it than that. Maybe others' strengths weren't their own property—
—if they offered...

“Kit,” Nitasad. “I know what you want to do, and after how stupid I’ ve been with you, it’ s greet that
you even tried, but you' ve got to get out of here—"

“And leave you donewith That Not achance.”

The Lone Power laughed. “Well, anyone can see where thisis going. Unlessyou throw him out of here
yourself, it lookslike you' re going to et someone else die for you again. | wouldn’t have thought you
were such acoward.”

The flush of fury and embarrassment and pain struck through Nitalike fire. She opened her mouth to say,
You think | wanted it that way the last time?'Y ou think I’ m not brave enough to do it now? Okay,
here—

She didn’'t get achance, for another shape leaped through the shadows and hit Nita about chest high.
She came crashing down hard beside one of the poals. “Don’'t!” Ponch barked at her. “Don’t do it!”

Nitarolled over and tossed Ponch off to one side. Oh, the good pooch; | love him, but | can’t let him
stop me. There' still time, | can till save her. Nita pushed herself up on her hands and knees, and
opened her mouth again. But as she did, the greater darkness that had hung about her since she cameto
this place—that |eaning, inward-pressing obscurity—came wrapping down around her, squeezing the
breeth right out of her, and it spoke.

Don't | get something to say about this?



That darkness leaned in ever closer around dl of them, even the Lone One. It was adifferent kind of
darkness than the Lone Power’ s enwrapping shadows. Nita stared up into it, confused, frightened...

... and then redlized she had no reason to be. Nitaknew thisdarkness... from along time ago... from
the ingde. Some memories, she realized, are recovered only under very special circumstances. Thisdark,
immense presence, completely surrounding her, owning the world, being the world. ..

“Mom?’ Nitawhispered.

“| do get something to say about this,” said that voice, not just suspected now but actualy heard.
“Nothing that matters,” said the Lone Power, though it sounded just dightly uncertain.

“The only thing that matters,” said her mother’ svoice.

“It'stoo late,” the Lone One said. “ She' smade the bargain.”

“Shel smade nothing,” said Nita' s mother’ svoice, “because thisismy universe, and | say what goes
here, and she does not have my permission.”

And Nita s mother was standing there, in the dark, between Nita and the Lone Power, in her T-shirt and
her denim skirt, with her armsfolded, and her red hair aspot of brightness even in thisgloom. “Thisismy
body,” said Nita smother. “If thisis going to be a battleground, | make the rules.”

“For amortd,” said the Lone One, “you' re unusudly assured. With little reason. Y ou believe everything
some part-time psychologist tellsyou?”

“For animmortal,” said Nital s mother, “you’ re unusualy dumb. Thetheragpist, asit happens, was plainly
more right than she knew. There they are, the nadty little things, just theway | imagined them.” She
glanced at the shadowy pooals, roiling full of vira death. “1n here somewhere, to match the darkness,
there hasto belight... and that’s my weapon, for the darkness comprehendeth it not. On that point, |
have sources of reassurance other than any therapist—much older ones. They say that you cannot
command asoul that’ s firmly opposed to you.”

“But bodies are not souls.”
“Atthislevd,” Kit said, “just how sure areyou?’
Therewas adightly unnerved silence at that.

Nita s mother looked over her shoulder at Nita. “My daughter and |,” she said, “ are fighting the same
battle. Maybe | do it in more ordinary ways. But we' re on the same side. And you, if | recognize you
correctly, areno friend of mine. Get off my turf!”

Shetaksagood fight, Kit thought. But it’ s gonnatake more than that.

Nitawas amogt breathless with tension, yet she suddenly redlized that thiswas the first timein agood
whilethat she' d overheard Kit think. In any case, she had to agree with him. She' stougher than she
looks, Nitathought. But then she was a dancer. Dancers are tough. Maybe what we need to be doing is
feeding her power—

“Y ou have no power to order me around,” said the Lone One. “I’ ve been part of *your turf since the
beginning of things. | have my own rightshere”

“I’ve heard that line before,” Nital smother said. “I rgject it. | choose who shares my body with me... as



| chose my children... and my husband. | choose! Y ou think you have any rights herethat | don't grant
you? Maybe you can live ingde people who don't look at themselves closdly. But those who fight with
you every day and have an idea of what they’ re wrestling with? Let’ sjust find out.”

She stood up tall. Nita gulped. She had seen her mother looking etheredl, in her tutu and swan fegthers
and dinky little crown, in the poster from a Denver Opera Ballet production—Iooking like something you
could bresk in two. But looking over her shoulder one day and seeing Nita eyeing dubioudy that old
framed pogter, her mother had said, “Honey, take my advice. Don’t mess around with swans. One of
those pretty white wings could break your leg in three places.” And off she had gone with the laundry
basket, sailing past, graceful and strong, with the danger showing only around the edges of the chuckle.

But just bravery isn't going to be enough. Not here—

“And just what do you plan to fight mewith?” the Lone One said. “Y ou have no weagponsto equa my
power. Not even the diluted form of it that’ skilling you now.”

“She may not have anything but guts and intention,” Kit said, “but that’ shdf of wizardry to start with.
Andwe're carrying.” He reached into his claudication and came up with along string of symbolsin the

Speech.
Nitalooked at it, uncomprehending. The Lone One laughed.

“That won't work,” It said. “ Certainly not for her. And not even for Nitaanymore, asyou’ ve seen. Y ou
think that by plugging an older verson of Nita snameinto this spdll, shewill no longer be mine? It won't
work. It takes more power than either of you have to reverse the kind of changes she' s been through.
She knows me now. She' swilling to pay my price to keep her mother alive... and, sorry, Mom, but
permission or no permission, it'sNita s choice that finaly counts.”

“Ohyeah?’ Kit sad. “Neets,” he said to her then, holding out hishand, looking at her urgently.
1] QJI d<_”

“Oh, of course, give him al your power, why don’t you.” The Lone One laughed. “ So much for your
doing anything ussful by yoursdlf.”

Nitaswallowed. In Its voice she heard too many thoughts of her own, roiling in its darkness the way the
viruses were boiling around in the pools.

Can't cope.

No independence.

Scared to make a move without her partner.
Doesn't have the nerve to strike out on her own—
Nitaswallowed... and took off the charm bracelet.
—going to let him do dl the dangerous stuff.

Going to prove him right again, and you wrong—
Shehestated onelast time. ..

... and then threw the bracd et to Kit.



Kit caught it and quickly attached the old version of Nita's name he' d saved from the Jones Inlet
wizardry. Then he reached into the air beside him and brought something else out.

A smdl pde spark of light—

Thelight it gave at first seemed little, but swiftly it lit up al that place, and even chased the shadows
briefly from the Lone One' sface... asght that made Nitaturn away—for theterror of It, to some
extent, she could stand, but the beauty of It, seen together with that ancient deathliness, was difficult to
bear. Around the Lone One, the darkness hissed with Itsaarm, asif suddenly full of snakes. A glede—

“The dragon’seye,” Kit said as he hooked the glede into an empty link of the charm bracelet, and the
whole chain came dive with sudden fire. “ Something brand new, something you' ve never touched.
Something born after the change happened to you, the chance to be otherwise. Something you can't
affect—"

“Not true!” It cried. “All creation, even the void from which things are created anew, has my power at
the bottom of it.”

“Not here, it doesn't! Not in thisl Whether you like it or not, even while you' re killing people, theworld
isstartingto hedl... and so areyou”

Nitaswallowed hard, watching Kit and suddenly remembering Tom and Carl’ s backyard and afish
looking up out of the water at her.

All the drawing lacksisthefina touch; to add eyesto the dragon—

She desperately wanted to shout to Kit that yes, this had to be the answer—but she didn’'t dare. She'd
been wrong about so many thingslately. What if her certainty, her desperation, got Kit killed, too? And
the Lone On€'sright, that’s not who | am anymore—

—but the other memory that came back to her, the amused piggy voice saying, “ That is, assuming you're
into sequentia time.... you can handleit however you like...”

That blazing spark of light on the bracelet Kit held glittered at her like possibility made visible.

Why intheworld not? Nitathought. If you can’t put together what you were with what you are now—
50 you can make up for your mistakes and not make the same ones again—then what’ sthe point? This
iS't about reversing anything. It’s about going forward!

“Kit!” shecried.

Hethrew her the charm bracelet. Nita snatched it out of the air, and almost dropped it as the added
power of the gledejolted up her arm like an e ectric shock.

“I wouldn’'t do that if | wereyou!” the Lone Onecried. “You'll destroy your mother, and yoursdlf, here
and now!”

Nita hesitated for just a second... then put the charm bracelet back on, taking hold of the two versions of
her name that hung from it, Sde by sde. “Wdll, guesswhat?’ shesaid. “You'renot mel” Andinthe
sngle quick gesture she' d had entirely too much practice with lately, she knotted the namestight together
with thewizard' sknot.

Theblast of power that went through her was like being hit by lightning. Whether because of her remade
name or the presence of the glede, suddenly Nita could comprehend all those little darknessesin the



water much morefully than just by using the kerndl. Those stinging, buzzing little horrors were right about
being, in their own twisted way, part of her mother. But now she could see exactly what to do about
them. The solution was the same as what she had been trying to do with Kit and S reee @ JonesInlet...

... except that, where she' d been wrong about how to use her part of the wizardry before, here and now
shewasright. Her wizardly fix for Jones Inlet had been too complicated. “ Thiswhole contrareplication
routine would be great,” Kit had said, “if the chemicasin the pollution knew how to reproduce
themsalves.” Of course, they hadn’t. But viruseswere just very smart chemicasin aprotein shell that did
know how to re-produce themsalves. . .which made the solution perfect for her mother.

It set me up, Nitathought in growing fury. The Lone One made sure | came up against a problem where
my solution would fail—and fail painfully—and where| fought with Kit. So that when | cameto this
moment, I’d be too hurt, too scared to try this solution again, too scared even to seeit!

She trembled with rage. But to waste time on being angry now would only play into Its hands. Nita's
eyes narrowed in concentration as she channeled the power from the glede through both the kerndl and
her memory of her part of the Jones Inlet wizardry, and into the dark waters around her...

Every pool around them roiled in agitation as dl the viruses thrust their heads up out of the lapping
darkness, like blind fish gasping in the air, desperately crying not. For many of them it was aready too
late. All around them, the sea of her mother’ s blood was churning asif in astorm with the power that
washed through it— and from al around came countlesslittle dark explosions asthe viruses shdls
unraveled. Thewizardry was reminding the human blood of how it had once been part of an older, purer,
uncontaminated Sea, one that was the outside of aworld rather than theinside.

Y et Nitacould fed through the kerndl that there were some places where, for al the glede' s power, that
cleansng Seadidn’t, couldn’t quite reach. Scattered through her mother’ sinner world, little knots of
darkness il lay, waiting... and there were many, many of them.

Too many...
Nitafdl to her knees, defeated.
All for nothing. ..

“I told you,” the Lone One said. *Y ou should have doneit my way. Too late now—" And it began to
laugh.

Nitabeganto cry. It wasall over... al over...

A deathly slencefdll.

And an angry whisper brokeit.

“With me” it said, “you can do what you like. But not with my daughter!”

And then another whisper.

“Mrs Cdlahan—"

A moment later, someone took hold of Nita s bracelet. Nitalooked up, gasping.

“Y ou need this, sweetie,” her mother said, her voice controlled despite her anger as she turned the
bracelet past the new-made version of Nita s name. “But Kit' sright. Thisiswhat I’ ve been looking for!”



With aroar of fury, the Lone One moved toward the three of them, aterrible wave of shadow rearing up
above It, ready to break. All around them, the waters of the pools rose up, to drown them, to destroy ...

... and then suddenly fell back asif they had struck awal. Everything kindled to blinding fire around
them, the water glittering asit solashed away, the walls of the great hal shining, the Lone One standing
there aghast in the blaze and terror of that light as Nita's mother pulled the glede free of Nita s bracel€,
stood up, and squeezed the glede tight in her upheld fist, agesture both frightened and fierce.

Shewaslost in the resultant violent blast of fire, and Nitatottered sdeways and clutched at Kit, watching
her mother in amazement and terror: agoddess with a handful of lightning, imperid and terrible, rearing
up into the darkness and towering over them al, even over the Lone One, and—to Nita s astonishment
and concern—paying It no mind at al. All her mother’ s attention now was on what she gripped in her
hand, awrithing struggling knot of lightnings growing and lashing outward dl the time, until it crowned her
with thunder and robed her in fire, and there were no shadows | ft to be seen anywhere.

Thefear and pain in her face were awful to see, as Nita' s mother struggled with the glede, trying to keep
from being consumed by its power as other mortal women had been consumed, in old stories, by fire
from beyond the worlds. But her eyes were ferocious with concentration, and the look of terror and
anguish dipped away as she started to get the better of the Power she held.

Sowly she sraightened, looking down at al of them—awoman in a T-shirt and afaded denim skirt,
blazing with the fire from heaven, and with sudden certainty.

“TheLight shonein the darkness,” she said softly, and the whole little universe that was Nital smom
shook with it. “ And the darkness comprehended it not. Thislight! But you never learn, do you? Or only
reel dowly.”

The Lone Power stared at her with at least as much incredulity as Kit and Nita. After asecond, It turned
avay.

“Oh, noyou don't,” Nita s mother said. And the lightning blasted out from her, and struck It down into
the nearest poal.

Nita s mother looked at the Lone Power dispassionately asit struggled in thewater. “If | am going to go
anywhere,” shesaid, “first you' re going to find out up close and physica what the things you' ve doneto
medl thiswhile havefdt like.” It struggled to get up out of the water. Nita's mom flung out her hand, and
the lightning knocked It back in again.

“Having fun with that” her mother said. “Doesn’'t fed like so much fun from insde my body, doesit?Y ou
should have thought of that before you camein here. Just fed al those broken bones and strains, those
six weeks off for tendonitis, the bruises and infections and herniated muscles and dl therest of it. Oh, we
knew about pain, al right! Danceistwo hours worth of childbirth every weekday evening at eight, and a
Saturday matinee!”

The Lone Power writhed and splashed in the water, stricken with the experience of her agony.
“And then how about this?’ her mother said. “Now that I’ ve got your attention—"

Nitaflinched, for thiswas the phrase that most often preceded the tongue-lashing you got when you
hadn't cleaned your room properly—and to a certain extent she could fed what her mother was
imposing on the Lone One. Here the experience inflicted on It was dl the more intense for being recent,
fresh in the sufferer’ s mind—the blurred vision, the growing pain, the uncomfortable and unhappy sense
that, hey, thisisn't supposed to be happening, what’ s the matter with me?—the loss of control, of



mastery over abody that was always precisely mastered in the old days, the dowly growing fury,
inexpressible, bottled up, that things weren't working the way they should.

In fact, that nothing was working the way it should.

For in this place, under these circumstances, Nital s mother now knew that if matters had somehow gone
otherwise, death itself wouldn't have happened. It was an additive, an afterthought, somebody’ s good
idea” And here was the somebody, right here, within reach. .. and available, just this once, for spanking.

Not liking it, either, Nita thought.

“Fun, hun?” Nital smother said softly. “But even with your inventions, this Life that you hate so muchis
gtill too much for you. It was dways too much for you. Whatever you do, it just kegpsfinding away.
Maybe even thistime.”

The Lone One writhed and floundered in the water, and couldn’t get away. Nita’'s mom looked down at
It from what seemed a great distance. Under that mgjestic regard, as It finally managed to drag itself out
of the poal, the Lone One seemed crumpled into alittle sodden shape of shadow, impotent in this awful
blaze of wrathful fire. Beaten, Nitathought, and her heart went up in ablaze of triumph to match the
blinding light.

“But no,” said her mother then, in amuch more morta voice, and hearing it, Nita' s heart fell from an
impossible height, and kept on faling. “ That' swhat you' re expecting, isn't it? Y ou want meto win this
battle. And after that, when we' real off our guard, comesthe betraya .”

The light began to fade. M>, Nitathought. M>, not like thist Mom!

But her mother had her own idess... asusud. There was no longer any great distance between her and
the much diminished darkness that was now the Lone Power in what she had made of her interior world.
“No,” Nita smother said, “not even at that price. Y ou’ ve redly been stuck playing this same old game
for along time, haven't you? And you just don't believe amorta could refuse the opportunity.”

From that sodden darkness there now came no answer. Nita s mother stood there looking down at the
Lone Power asif at adaughter who'd turned up in particularly grimy clothesjust after thelaundry had all
been done.

“No,” Nita smother said. “1 can guesswhere thisis going. How many times have | heard my daughters
wheedle meto let them stay up late, just thisonce? It startsthere, but that’ s never whereit stops. And if |
was firm with them, | have to be the same way with mysalf when my turn comes, too.” She was looking
entirdly lesslike afurious goddess, entirely more like adightly tired woman. “Because I’ m up againgt my
own timelimit, now, aren’t I? Override the body now, and we'll dl be sorry for it later. If not persondly,
then in thelives of the people around us.”

Nitawas horrified. “Mom, no\”

“Honey.” Nita's mother chucked the lightning away, cardless, and came over to her. Thelightning hit the
floor, lay there burning, and then came dowly humping back toward Nita's mom, like some animate and
terrible toy. “Believe me, if therewas ever atimefor the phrase* Don't tempt me;” thisisit.”

“But, Mom, we rewinning”

“WEe re supposed to think so,” she said. “Look at It there; what agreat ‘ beaten’ act.” She gavethe Lone
Power alook that was both clinical and thoroughly unimpressed. “ The point being to encourage usto go
homein ‘triumph,” and to distract me, at any cost, from doing what | know isright. If It can’t ruin my life,



and yours, straightforwardly, by killing me, It'll try it another way.”

Shewalked alittle way over to It, the lightning following her. “Can’'t you seeit, honey? If we carry thisto
itslogical conclusion, I live, dl right. | survive this— and what the thingsin my body are doing to me
now— because of what you kids have done here. And then | live and live, and live some more, and | get
to like it so much that my whole life becomes about not dying. What kind of lifeisthat going to be?
Because sooner or later, no matter what any of usdo, it’s going to happen anyway. Finaly—who knows
how many years from now—I get to die, al bitter and furious and scared, and doing everything | canto
make everybody around me miserable—including you, assuming you are ill around, and | haven't
driven you and Dairine and your dad away with the sheer awfulness of my wanting to keep on living.
That’ swhat that One hasin mind. Well, | won't do it, sweetie. Not even for this* The persstent tangle
of lightning was rubbing againgt her leg like acat; she gave it asdeways nudge with her foot, and turned
away from the Lone One, coming back toward Nitaand Kit. ”Not even because | loveyou, and I'm
afraid to leave your dad and you and Dairine, and | don’t know what comes afterward for me, and | love
my life, and | hate the thought of leaving al of you alone, in pain, and I’ m not ready, and | just don’t want
togo.”

It wasacry of utter anguish, and theair al around them trembled with it, rent asif by thunder. That
shadow, crouched down off to the side, stirred just dightly, crouched down further. “Not even for that,”
her mother said, alot more quietly, unclenching her fists. “It is not going to happen.”

“Mom...” Nitasaid, and could find no other words.

Her mother just shook her head. For amoment, she seemed too choked up to speak. She pulled Nita
close and held her, and then, her voice rough, she said, “ Sweetie, | may not be what you are, but this|
know. There sapower in what we are as morta beings that even that One can’t match. If we throw it
away, we stop being human. | won't do it. And certainly not when doing it playsinto the enemy’ s hands.”

Shelet go of Nitaand turned around. “ So asfor you” Nita' s mother said to the Lone Power, her eyes
narrowing in what Nitarecognized as her mother’ smost dangerous kind of frown, “you’ Il get what you
incorrectly consider your piece of me soon enough. But in the meantime, I’'m tired of looking a you. So
you just take yoursdlf straight on out of here before | kick your poor deluded rear end from hereto
eernity.”

The Lone Power dowly picked Itself up, towered up before them dl in faceless darkness... and
vanished without a sound.

“Mom...” Nitashook her head, again at alossfor words.
“Wow,” Kit said. “Impressive.”

Her mother smiled dightly, shook her head. “It' sdl in the documentation, honey,” she said to Nita. “It
saysit plain enough: ‘Have | not said to you, "you aregods'? So we may aswell act likethemwhenit's
obvioudy right to and the power’ savailable.”

They dl turned to look around at the sound of a splash. Ponch had jumped into one of the now-cleansed
pools and was paddling around.

Nita s mom smiled, then looked at the surroundings, once again dark and wet, then she glanced down at
what Nitagtill held in her hands. “Isthat what | think it is?’

Nita nodded and handed it over. Her mother tossed the applein her hand, caught it again, looking at it
thoughtfully, and polished it againgt her skirt. “ Arewe done here?” shesad.



Nitalooked around her sorrowfully. “Unlessyou can think of anything to add.”

Her mother shook her head. “No point init now,” she said. Shelooked at the apple with an expression
of profound regret, turning it over in her hands. For amoment Nita saw through the semblance, saw the
kernd asit was, the tangle of intricate and terrible forces that described a human body with ahuman
mind and soul ingdeit, infinitely precious, infinitely vulnerable. Then her mother sighed and chucked the
apple over her shoulder into one of the nearby poals. It dropped into the waters and sank, glowing, and
waslogt.

Nitalet out along breath that became a sob at the end. There was no getting it back now, nothing more
that could be done.

“Better thisway,” her mother said, sounding sad. “Y ou don't often get achancelike this, be ashameto
ruinit. Come on, swestie.” Shelooked around at the darkness and the water. “We should ether call the
plumber or get out of the basement. How do we do that, exactly?’

“I don’'t think you have to do anything but wake up,” Kit said. “But Nitaand | should go.”

“Don’'t forget Ponch,” Nita's mother said, asthe dog clambered out of the pool hel d been swvimmingin
and came over to the three of them. “If | come out of the anesthesia barking, the doctors are going to be
redly confused.”

Ponch shook himsdlf, and al three of them got splattered. “Kit needed meto get in,” Ponch said.
“Without me, | don't think he can get out. I’ ll see him safely home.”

Nita smother blinked at that. “ Soundsfair,” she said. “Meantime, what about this?” She bent over to
pick up the dwindling knot of lightning that was al that was|eft of the glede.

The question answered itsdlf, asit faded away in her hands. “One use only, | think,” Kit said.

“I think I got my money’ sworth,” Nita'smother said. “But thanksfor the hint, Kit; you made the
difference”

“Jugt asuggestion someone gave me,” Kit said. “To listen to my huncheswhen it al went dark...”
“That one sure paid off. Go on, you kids, get out of here.”

Nita hugged her mom while Kit put the leash on Ponch. Then Kit offered Nitahisarm. She paused a
moment, took it, and they stepped forward into the darkness.

Thetwo of them came out in Kit's backyard. Nitasaw Kit looking around him with an odd expression.
“Something wrong?’ shesaid. “Or isit just that reality looks redly strange after what we' ve been
through?’

“Some of that, maybe,” he said. He took the leash off Ponch and |et the dog run toward the house.
“Kit—"

Helooked at her.

“Y ou saved my butt,” she said.

Kit let out abreath. “You let me”



She nodded.

“Anyway,” Kit said, “you’ ve saved mine afew times. Let’sjust give up keeping score, okay? It' sa
digtraction.”

Nitanodded. “Comeon,” shesad. “Let’ sgo to the hospital.”

Between trangit circles and the business of appearing far enough away from the hospital not to upset
anybody, it took them about fifteen minutesto get there. Down in that awful little waiting room, Nita
found her dad and Dairine—and the look on her father’ sface nearly broke Nita s heart. There was hope
there, for thefirgt timein along, long week.

Nitasat down while Kit shut the door. “ Arethey done?’ Nitasaid.

Her father nodded. “ They got the tumor out,” he said. “All of it. It went much better than they hoped, in
fact. And they think... they think maybe it hasn't sporead asfar asthey thought. They have to do some
tests”

“IsMom awake yet?’

“Y eah. Thetrouble with her eyesis clearing up aready, the recovery room nurses said, but they want us
to leave her donetill thisevening; it'sgoing to take her awhileto fed better. We were just waiting here
for you to catch up with us.” Helooked at her. “What about you?’

Nitaswalowed. “I think we did good,” she said, “but I’m not sure how good yet. It's gonnatake awhile
totdl.”

Her dad nodded. “ So let’ s go home...and we'll come back after dinner.”

Asmuch as Nitafdt like sheredly needed anap, she couldn’t deep. Kit went home for awhile, but
when Nita s dad was starting the car, Kit appeared again in the backyard, and Nitawent downstairs to
mest him.

As she waswalking across the yard, there was another bang, less discreet: Dairine. She stalked out of
the air with an annoyed expression. “Where ve you been?’ Nitasaid.

“The hospitd .

“Y ou weren't supposed to go yet!”

“I know. | sneaked in. They just found me and threw me out.”

Shelooked at the two of them. “Have you seen the precisin the manual ?’ she said.
Nitashook her head.

“I have,” Dairine said softly. “1 owe you guysone.”

Kit shook hisheed. “Dari, if you read the precis, then you know—"

“I know what’ s probably going to happen to her,” Dairine said. “Y eah. But | know what you guysdid.
You gaveit your best shot. That'swhat matters.”



She turned and went into the house.
“She'smelowing,” Kit sad quietly.

“She'sinshock,” Nitasaid. “Soam . But, Kit-Thanks for not letting me go through it done.” She
gulped, trying to keep hold of her composure. “1’m not— | mean, I’m going to need alot of help.”

“Y ou know whereto look,” Kit said. “So let’sget on with it.”

In the hospital they found Nita's mother aready sitting up in bed. She had ablackening eye and some
bruising around her nose, but that was dl; and the sticky contacts and wires and machines were dl gone,

Friday Afternoon though she now had an IV running into her arm. Nita thought her mom looked very
tired, but asthey camein, her facelit up with asmile that was otherwise perfectly normd.

Shelooked at Kit. “Woof,” she said.
Kit cracked up.

“Does this have some profound secret meaning,” Nita sdad said, sitting down and taking hiswife' s hand,
“orisit aside effect of the drugs?’

Nita s mother smiled. “No drug on the planet could have produced thetrip I’ ve just been through,” she
sad.

Therewasalong sllence. “Did it work?’ Nita sfather said then.
“Inthe only way that matters,” her mother said. “ Thank you, kids.”
Nita blinked back tears. Kit just nodded.

The head nurse came in and stood by the bed. “How’ re you feding?’

“Like someone' s been taking out pieces of my brain,” Nita's mother said, “but otherwise, just fine. When
can | go home?’

“The day after tomorrow,” said the nurse, “if the surgeons agree. It’snot like the surgery itsdf wasal that
major, and you seem to be getting over the post-op traumawith unusual speed. If this keeps up, we can
send you home and have a private-duty nurse keep an eye on you for the first few days. After that,

ther€ Il be other business, and we' |l be seeing afair amount of each other. But there' stime for you to

dedl with that when you' re feding better and the surgery’ shedled.”

“You'reon,” Nita’'smother said. “Now let me talk to you about dinner.”
“No dinner tonight,” said the nurse. “Just the bottle, until tomorrow.”

“I want asecond opinion,” Nita s mother said, unimpressed.

The nurse laughed, and went out.

“And acheeseburger!” Nita s mother called after her.

Nita chuckled; her mother got junk food cravings at the oddest times. Then she caught hersaf chuckling,
and stopped abruptly.



“No,” her mother said. “Don’t. You'reright; it’ s disgusting, and there’ s no reason you shouldn’t laugh.”
This she said as much to Nita' s dad asto Nita.

Her father didn’t say anything.
“Would you two excuse us asecond?’ Nita s mother said to Kit and Nita.

They went out. “Back inamoment,” Kit said, and waked away down toward the vending machine and

the rest rooms—alittle too quickly, Nitathought. She watched him turn the corner. It didn’t occur to me
how much thiswas hurting him, too. If he' s going to be watching out for me, I d better keep aclose eye
onhim.

Might get to be afull-time occupation.

Nitaleaned againgt the wall outside the room. She should not have been able to hear anything from
where shewas, but she could.

“Harry,” she heard that soft voice say. “ Cut it out and look a me. We ve bought me sometime. We
have time to say our good-byes—enough for that, at the least. Beyond that, it'sal agamble. But it
away's has been, anyway .

Nitacould hear her dad breathing in the sllence, trying to let it in.

“But onething, before | forget. Y ou don’'t need to waste any more time worrying about Kit.”
“No?’

“No.”

| shouldn’t be able to hear this, Nitathought. She closed her eyes and concentrated on not listening. It
didn’t work. It has to have something to do with where I’ ve just been.

“But enough of that. We ve got thingsto do. Listen to me! | don’t want you to start treating melike
someone who' s about to die. | expect to spend every remaining moment living. There slittle enough time
left, for any of us”

Nita could have sworn she heard her father gulp. “ Oh, God, sweetheart, don’t tell me there’ sgoing to be
somekind of ... of disaster!”

“What? Of course not.” Her voice went soft and rough again, in away that Nitahad last heard just after
her mom had dropped a handful of lightning. “But, Harry, being where I’ ve just been, do you think that
gxty yearslooksany longer to me than sx months? Or that anything that’ sjust timelookslikeit' sgoing
to last? So shut up and kissme. We' ve got alot to do.”

There was only silence then. Nitatook hersaf away as quietly as she could. Down the corridor and
around the corner, she found Kit leaning againgt thewall, hisarmsfolded, waiting for her.

“What arethey up tointhere?’ he asked after amoment.
“Don’'t ask.” She gave him athoughtful look. He didn't ask. And 1 bet he doesn’'t have to.
“So, what now?”’

“Just for alittlewhile” Nitasad, “weleavethem done”



Kit nodded. Together, they headed out.

Dawn

Nitawent home after that, and dept the clock around. They would only need to go to the hospital once
or twice moreto pick up equipment that the visiting nurse would need, and to talk to the doctors about
chemotherapy and so on. Nitawas glad enough to let her dad take care of all that. For her own part, she
and Dairine mogtly just sat and held her mom'’ s hands, and listened to her complain about the hospital
food, which she had been alowed to start eating that morning. It was apeculiar kind of happinessthat
Nitaand Dairine were experiencing, and Nitawas being careful to say nothing that might bresk it. Just
under the surface of it lay alot of pain. But right now, the smplejoy of knowing that her mom would be
home the next day was more than enough for Nita... and she knew Dairine agreed.

They went home that evening, and Nitawent off to her room and went straight to deep again. Shewas
get-ting caught up alittle on her own weariness, enough to dream again, but the redlization that she was
dreaming coincided with acertain amount of confusion. The mountainous landscape towering dl around
her in amisty early morning sun wasn't anyplace she recognized. Neither were the forests running up and
up those dopes, dl golden, or—as she turned, and paused, amazed—the vagt, glittering, many-spired
city that waslooming out of the mist amile or so avay from her. Beyond it was afaint glimmer, as of the
Sea unseen in the overshadowing light. Nitathought of the roil and shimmer of thelight on JonesInlet, and
let out along breath of wonder. “Whereisthis?’ she said doud.

“Theingde, honey,” Nita smother said. “The heart of things... what's a the core. Don't you ever dream
about this?’

“Uh...yeah, sometimes. But it never looked exactly likethis”

“Oh, well, thisismy part of the territory. That’ s yours over there; of course, it’d be here, too. It’s part of
me, likeyou are.” Her mother, in that beat-up denim skirt and T-shirt again, waved a hand back at the
glittering towers, haf velled in radiant mist. “1 know you'll live there, eventualy. Have your own children
there.” She amiled dightly. “What isit they say? Y our grandchildren are your revenge on your kids?” And
Nital s mother laughed. “Well, & least you' || know what to expect from them. Partly. But this...” She
turned her back on the towers, looking toward the mountains. “ Thisis mine. When you grow up at the
edge of the Continental Divide, there sawaysthiswall towering up over you... and when you'relittle,
you look at it and say, ‘I’m going to go there someday. Right to the top of that mountain.” Or else you
imagine mountains that don’'t have any top. The placesthat just go right up and up, into the center of
things... forever.”

“Yeah,” Nitasaid.

They stood there awhile together, looking at those mountains, and then began to walk dowly down
through the flower-starred meadow below where they’ d been standing. “1t’ snot fair,” Nitasaid softly.
“How come | only get to redly know you now, when I’'m going to lose you?’

“I don’'t know if you can ever lose me, honey. I’ m your mother. There' sabond neither of us can break
unlesswewant to. And it doesn’'t have to hurt.”

Nitawasn't sure about that asyet. But till, therewas no lying here. ..

“Sothisisit?’ Nita's mother said, gazing around her with alook of awe and appreciation. “Whét you
told me about: Timeheart?”

“Uh,” Nitasad. “I'm not sure. I’ m not sure how nonwizards seeit.”



“After dl that,” Nita smom said, “am | anon-wizard?’

Nitahad no answer for her, but her heart lifted, and she felt atwinge of something that until now she had
been afraid to fed: hope.

And it wasn't even hope that her mother would somehow miraculoudy survive. Nitawould hurt for a
long while every time she remembered dl those dark little creatures dying, and the feding of many of
them not dying, hidden away where even the flush of power from the glede couldn’t reach. But Nita had
reason to believe that she and her mom would have enough time to get to know each other very well
before the hardest moment—the moment of fina parting—had to be faced.

And when that came...

... therewould, eventudly, be Timeheart, where no matter what you dreamed might await you, there was
awaysmore.

If she could just last through the testing that would follow, just keep faith long enough to find out what
that more would be.

“| could definitely get used to this,” her mother said.

Y ou will, Nitathought... or heard. With the words came apang of reief mingled with pain, thetwo
impossible to separate. It would be along time before Nitawould get used to the pain, she knew. But the
relief was there regardless, and here, in this place, there was no matching echo of grief to suggest that the
relief was somehow fase or illusory. Nothing that happened here could fail to bered. If shefelt relief
here, it wasjudtified.

“No,” Nita smother said, “I don’t think I’m going to |et anyone throw me out of here.”

“| don’'t think they can,” Nitasaid, the tears coming to her eyes, even here. She knew, asal wizards
know if they know nothing else, that in Timeheart everything worth having, everything that isloved, or of
love, ispreserved in perfection.

And everyone?...

Asusud there were no concrete answers, the place wasitself an answer before which all questions
faded. Except, suddenly, one.

“Honey,” her mother said, “not that | object to theidea, or anything. But can you tell me why there would
normally be pigsin heaven?’

“Uh, Mom, thisisn’'t—" But Nita stopped hersdlf; shewasn't sure. And then there was dtill the question
of the Pig, wandering adong through the meadow not too far from them and gazing, asthey did, & the
mountains. The Pig looked, if anything, more transcendent than usud; it did not so much glow as seem to
illuminate everything around it, if indeed the luminous surroundings could be any more illuminated than

they aready were.

“You're here, too?’ Nitasaid to the Transcendent Pig.

“The annoying thing about omnipresence,” the Pig said, “isthat everybody keeps asking you that
question. At least you didn’t ask me what was the meaning of life.”

Nitamade aface. “I forgot.”



It chuckled. “Y ou're here and you need to ask?’
She amiled then. “Mom, thisis the Transcendent Pig. Chao, thisismy mother.”
“Wevemet,” said the Pig, nodding in afriendly way to Nital s mom.

Nita' s mother smiled back. “Y ou know, we have,” she said, “but for thelife of mel can’'t remember
when.”

“Youwill,” said the Pig. It glanced at Nita. “ She hasalot of remembering to do. Not right away . ..but
soon.”

Nita s mother nodded aswell, gazing at the Pig with an odd expression of dowly dawning recognition. It
glanced a Nita. “They al remember me eventually,” it said. “The way they dl remember the Lone One.
We have history.”

The three of them walked aong through the meadow together for alittleways. “Mom,” Nitasaid, “I
redly don’t want to lose you.”

“I don’t think we get much choice on thisone,” Nita's mother said. “Honey, our ways are going to part,
oneway or another.” Shelooked at Nitawith an expression that was sorrowful but tender. “ Parents and
kidsdo it al thetime, asthey both grow up. You and | arejust going to have to do it faster than we
planned... and more permanently. Since there’ sno way out of it, let’ senjoy every day. Heaven only
knows what may happen afterward, but they can’t take away from us what we make, one day at atime,
just dl of ustogether. That, we keep...and anything else...” Her mother looked up at the mountains.
“Well find out soon enough.”

Nitanodded. “But oh, Mom... I’m going to missyou so much! Always!”

“I’m going to miss you too, honey. But it won't beforever... not the kind of forever that matters. If thisis
wherel’m going to be, | think everything will bejust fine”

“It won't be the same, though,” Nitasaid softly. “1t won't be like being able to talk to you.”

“You'll usudly know what | would have said, if you think about it,” her mother said. “We know each
other that well, a least. Other than that, I’ [| dways be around, even though you won't hear much from
me. | mean, sweetheart, you started out insde me... Don't you think at the end of the process, things
sort of go the other way around?’

Nitawiped her eyes and looked over at the Pig, which waslooking at her mother with quiet approval.
“Can’'t add much to that,” it said.

Nitajust hugged her mom; it was dl she could do. “Go well,” she said.
“Aslong asyou do, sweetheart. .. | dwayswill.”

Nita smother dowly let her go, then looked over her shoulder, up at those mountains, towering skyward
into another kind of eternity, and began to walk toward them, through the mist.

Nitastood there with the Pig and watched her mom vanish, shining, into the mist. “What happens now?’
Nitasad.

“What usudly does. Life... for awhile. Thenthe usud brief defeat,” said the Pig. “But victory’ scertain.
Never think otherwise. Thereisloss, and thereis pain, and in your home frame of reference, they’re redl



enough, not to be devalued. But today the energy’ s running out of thingsjust alittle moredowly... for
those who trust their hearts as a measure.”

Nitaswallowed hard. “You'll keep an eye on her,” she sad.

“Of course | will. | dways do. But somehow,” said the Pig, looking at Nita s mother, who was moving
higher and higher up the hillsde, dmost logt in the ever-growing light, “1 don't think she'll need it.”

... Thelight on the bedroom ceiling woke Nita, glinting through her window from acar pulling into the
driveway below. Nitasat up in bed, wiped her face, and tried on asmile. To her astonishment, it didn’t
fed like such aterriblefit.

She got up, threw on jeansand a T-shirt, and went downstairsto tell her mom hello.

END OF BOOK 5



