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Consultations

In aliving room of asuburban house on Long Idand, awizard sat witha TV remote control in hishand,
and an annoyed expression on hisface. “Comeon,” he said to theremote. “Don't give me grief.”

The TV showed him ablue screen and nothing more.

Kit Rodriguez sghed. “All right,” he said, “we re on the record now. Y ou made me do this.” He reached
for hiswizard' smanua on the sofa next to him, paged through it to its hardware section—uwhich had
been getting thicker by the minute this afternoon—found one page in particular, and keyed into the
remote aseries of charactersthat the designers of both the remote and the TV would have found unusud.

The screen stayed mostly blue, but the nature of the white characters on it changed. Until now they had
been wordsin the Roman aphabet. Now they changed to charactersin agraceful and curly cursive, the
written form of the wizardly Speech. At the top of the screen they showed theloca time and the date
expressed as a Julian day, that being the Earth-based system most closdly akin to what the manud’s
managers used to expresstime. In the middle of the blue screen appeared a single word:

WON'T.
Kit let out along breath of exasperation. “Oh, comeon,” he said in the Speech. “Why not?’

The screen remained blue, staring at him mulishly. Kit wondered what he' d doneto deservethis. “It can't
bethat bad,” he said. “Y ou two even have the same version number.”

VERS ONSAREN' T EVERYTHING!
Kit rubbed hiseyes.

“| thought a six-year-old child was supposed to be able to program one of thesethings,” said avoice
from the next room.

“I surefed like asix-year-old at the moment,” Kit muttered. “I1t would work out about the same.”



Kit' sfather wandered in and stood there staring at the TV. Not being awizard himself, he couldn’t see
the Speech written there, and wouldn't have been able to make sense of it if he had, but he could seethe
blue screen well enough. “So what' sthe problem?’

“It looks like they hate each other,” Kit said.

Hisfather made arueful face. “ Software issues,” he said. He was a pressman for one of the bigger
news-papers on the Idand, and in the process of the company converting from hot lead to € ectronic and
laser printing, he had learned more than most people cared to know about the problems of converting
from truly hard “ hardware’ to the computer kind.

“Nope,” Kit sad. “I wish it werethat smple.”
“What isit, then?’

Kit shook his head. Once upon atime, not so long ago, getting mechanicd thingsto see things hisway
had been Kit' sdaily stock-in-trade. Now everything seemed to be getting more complex by the day. ©
Issues they’ ve gat, dl right,” he said. “I’m not sure they make senseto meyet.”

Hisfather squeezed his shoulder. “Giveit time, son,” he said. “ Y ou’ re a brujo; nothing can withstand
your power.”

“Nothing that’ s not made of silicon, anyway,” Kit said.
Hisfather rolled hiseyes. “Tel meadl about it,” he said, and went away.

Kit sat there staring at the blue screen, trying to sort through the different strategies he’ d tried so far,
determining which ones hadn’t worked, which ones had worked alittle bit, and which ones had seemed
to be working just fine until without warning they crashed and burned. The manua for the new remote
said that the new DV D player was supposed to look for channels on the TV once they were plugged into
each other, but the remote and the DVD player didn’t even want to acknowledge each other’ s existence
sofar, let alone exchange information. Neither the DVD’s manua nor the remote’ swas any help. The
two pieces of equipment both came from the same company, they were both made in the same year and,
asfar asKit could tell, in the same place. But when he listened to them with awizard' s ear, he heard
them singing two different songs—in ferocious rivary—and making rude noises a each other during the
pauses, when they thought no one was listening.

“Comeon, you guys,” he said in the Speech. “All I’'m asking for hereis alittle cooperation—"
“No surrender!” shouted the remote.

“Death before dishonor!” shouted the DVD player.

Kit covered hiseyesand let out along, frustrated breath.

From the kitchen came a sudden silence, something that was as arresting to Kit as asudden noise, and
that made him look up in darm. His mother had been cooking. Indeed, she was making her arroz con
polio, adinner that visiting heads of state would consider themselves lucky to eat. When without warning
it got quiet in the kitchen in the middle of that process, Kit reacted as he would have if he' d heard
someone say, “Oops!” during the countdown toward a space shuttle launch: with held breath and intense
attention.

“Honey?’ Kit'smom said.



“What, Mama?’
“The dog says he wants to know what’ s the meaning of life.”

Kit rubbed hisforehead, finding himsdlf tempted to hide hiseyes. “ Give him adog biscuit and tell himiit's
andlegory,” Kit sad.

“What, life?”
“No, the biscuit!”
“Oh, good. Y ou had me worried there for amoment.”

Kit's mother’ s sense of humor tended toward the dry, and the dryness sounded like it was set a about
medium at the moment, which wasjust aswell. His mother was till in the process of getting used to his
wizardry. Kit went back to trying to talk sense into the remote and the DVD player. The DVD player
blued the TV’ s screen out again, pointedly turning its attention e sewhere.

“Come on, just give each other a chance.”

“Tak to that thing?Y ou must have achip loose”

“Likel would ligten!”

“Hah! You'reatool, nothing but atool! | entertain!”

“Oh yeah? Let’ s see how wdll you entertain when | turn you off likealight!”

Kit rolled hiseyes. “Listen to me, you two! Y ou can't get hung up on the active-role-passive-role thing.
They' re both just fine, and there smoreto life—"

“Likewhat?”

Kit's mamacame drifting in and looked over Kit's shoulder as he continued to speak passionatdly to the
remote and the DVD player about the importance of cooperation and teamwork, the need not to fedl
diminished by acting, however briefly, as part of awhole. But the remote refused to do anything further,
and the screen stayed blue. Kit started to think he must be turning that color in the face.

“It sounds like escargot,” his mother said, leaning her short, round self over himto look at the TV.
“What?’
“Sorry. Esperanto. | don’t know why the word for snails aways comes out firs.”

Kit looked a his mother with some interest. “Y ou can hear it?” he said. It was moderately unusual for
nonwizards to hear the Speech at dl. When they did, they tended to hear it as the language they spoke
themsalves—but because the Speech contained and informed dl languages, being the seed from which
they grew, thiswas to be expected.

“I hear it alittle,” hismother said. “ Like someonetaking in the next room. Whichit was...”
“I wonder if the wizardry comes from your Sde of thefamily,” Kit said.

His mother’ s broad and pretty face suddenly acquired anervous quality. “Uh-oh, the chicken broth,” she
said, and took hersdlf back to the kitchen.



“What about Ponch?’ Kit said.

“He ate the dog biscuit,” hismother said after amoment.
“And he didn’t ask you any more philosophica stuff?’
“Hewent out. | think he had a date with abiologica function.”

Kit smirked, though he turned hisface so shewouldn’t seeit if she came back in. Hismother’ swork asa
nurse expressed itsdf at homein two ways. either detailed and concrete descriptions of thingsyou'd
never thought about before and (afterward) desperately never wanted to think about again, or shy
evasonsregarding very basic physica operationsthat you' d think wouldn't upset asix-year-old. Ponch's
busi ness seemed mostly to dicit the second responsein Kit's mama, an effect that usualy made Kit

laugh.

At the moment he just felt too tired. Kit paused in his cheerleading and went rummaging through the
paperwork on the floor for the DV D’ s and remote' s manuas. We're in trouble when even a remote
control hasits own manual , he thought. But if awizard with a bent toward mechanica things couldn’t
get thiskind of very basic problem sorted out, then there really would be trouble.

He spent afew moments with the manuals, ignoring the catcalls and jeersthat the reca citrant pieces of
equipment were trading. Then abruptly Kit redlized, listening, that the DVD did haveadightly different
accent than the remote and the TV. Now, | wonder , he thought, and went carefully through the DVD’s
manual to see whether the manufacturer actualy had made dl the main partsitsdf.

Themanud said nothing about this, being written in a broken English that assumed the system was,
indeed, being assembled by the proverbia six-year-old. Resigned, Kit picked up the remote again, which
immediately began shouting abuse a him. At first he was rdlieved that this was inaudible to everybody
else, but the DVD chose that moment to take control of the entertainment system’ s speakers and start
shouting back.

“Oooh, what anasty mouth,” said his sster Carmela as she walked through the living room, wearing her
usua uniform of floppy jeans and huge floppy T-shirt, and holding awireless phonein her hand. She had
been studying Japanese for some months, mostly viawatching anime, and had now graduated to an
actua language course—though what she chiefly seemed interested in were what their father wryly caled
“the scurrilities” “ Bakka aho kikai, bakka-bakka!”

Kit wasinclined to agree. He spent an annoying couple of moments searching for the volume control on
the DV D—the remote was too busy doing its own shouting to be of any use. Findly he got the DVD to
shut up, then once again punched a series of charactersinto the remote to get alook at the details on the
DVD’s core processor.

“Aha,” Kit said to himsdf. The processor wasn't made by the company that owned the brand. He had a
look at the same information for the remote. It aso used the same processor, but it had been resold to
the brand-name company by till another company.

“Now look at that!” Kit said. “Y ou have the same processors. Y ou aren't redlly from different
companiesat al. You'relong-lost brothers. 1sn't that nice? And look at you, fighting over nothing! She's
right, you are idiots. Now | want you guys to handshake and make up.”

Therewasfirst a shocked silence, then some muttering and grumbling about unbearable insults and who
owed whom an apology. “You both do,” Kit said. *Y ou were very disrespectful to each other. Now get
on with it, and then settle down to work. You' |l have agreat time. The new cable package has dl these



great channdls”

Reductantly, they did it. About ten minutes later the DV D began sorting through and classifying the
channelsit found onthe TV. “Thank you, guys,” Kit said, taking afew momentstotidy up the
paperwork scattered al over thefloor, while thinking longingly of the oncoming generation of wirdess
electronicsthat would al communicate seamlesdy and effortlesdy with one another. * See, that wasn't so
bad. But someday dl thiswill be so much smpler,” Kit said, patting the top of the DVD player.

“No, itwon't,” the remote control said darkly.

Kit rolled hiseyes and decided to | et the distant unborn future of electronics fend for itself. “ You just
behave,” he said to the remote, “ or you' re gonnawind up in the Cuisinart.”

Hewaked out of the living room, ignoring the indignant shrieks of wounded ego from the remote. This
had been only the |latest episode in aseries of Amost constant excitements lately, which had begun when
his dad broke down after years of resi stance and decided to get afull-size entertainment center. It was
going to be wonderful when everything wasingaled and everything worked. But in the meantime, Kit
had become resigned to having alot of learning experiences.

From the back door at the far sde of the kitchen came a scratching noise: his dog letting the world know
he wanted to come back in. The scratching stopped as the door opened. Kit turned to his pop, who had
just come into the dining room again, and handed him the remote. “I think it’sfixed now,” he said. * Just
do thisfrom now on: Instead of using this button to bring the system up, the one the manud tellsyou to,
pressthis, and then this.” He showed his pop how to doit.

“Okay. But why?

“They may not remember the little talking-to | just gave them—it depends on how the system resets
when you turn it off. Thisshould remind them...I hardwired it in.”

“What was the problem?’
“Something culturd.”
“Between the remote and the DVD player? But they’ re both Japanese.”

“Lookslikeit’s more complicated than that.” There seemed to be no point in suggesting to his pop that
the universal remote and the DV D were both unsatisfied with their active or passive modes. Apparently
doing what you had been built to do was a progpect no more popular among machines than it was among
living things. Everything had its own ideas about whét it really should be doing in the world, and the more
memory you ingaled in the hardware, the more ideasit seemed to get.

Kit redized how thirsty al thistalking to machinery had made him. He went to the fridge and rummaged
around to seeif there was some of hismom’ siced teaiin there. Therewas't, only a can of the lemon soft
drink that Nita particularly liked and that his mom kegpt for her.

The gght of it made Kit briefly uncomfortable. But neither wizardry nor friendship was exclusvely about
comfort. He took the lemon fizz out, popped the can’ s top, and took along swig. Neets? he said slently.

Yeah, shesad in hismind.

There was't much enthusiasm there, but there hadn’t been much enthusiasm in her about anything for
someweeks. At least it wasn't as bad for her now as it had been right after her mother’ sfunerd. But
clearly Kit wondered whether the bitter pain she’' d been in then was, in itsway, hedthier than her current



gray, dull tone of mind, like an overcadt that showed no signsof lifting. Then heimmediately felt guilty for
even being tempted to play psychiatrist. She had aright to grieve a whatever speed wasright for her.

Busy today?
Not really.

Kit waited. Normaly Nitawould now come forth with at least some explanation of what “not reglly”
involved. But she wasn't anything like normal right now, and no explanation came—just that sense of
weariness, the same tired why-bother feding that kept rearing up at the back of Kit'smind. Whether he
was catching it directly from her viatheir private channels of communication, or whether it was something
of hisown, hewasn't sure. It wasn't asif he didn’t miss Nita' s mother, too.

| finished fixing the TV, Kit said, determined to keep the conversation going, no matter how
uncomfortable it made him. Someone around here had to try to keep at least the appearance of normalcy
going. Now I’'m bored again... and | want to stay that way for a while. Wanna go to the moon?

Therewas a pause. No, Nitasaid. Thanks. | just don’t feel up to it today. And thereit was, the
sudden hot feding of eyesfilling with tears, without warning; and Nitafrowning, clenching her eyes shut,
rather helplesdy, unableto stop it, determined to stop it. You go ahead. Thanks, though.

She turned away in thought, breaking off the silent communication between them. Kit found that he, too,
was scowling againgt the pain, and he let out along breath of aggravation at his own helplessness. Why is
it so embarrassing to be sad? he thought, annoyed. And not just for me. Nita soverwhelming pain
embarrassed her as badly asit did him, so Kit had to be careful not to “notice’ it. Y et there wasn't
anything he seemed able to do for her a the moment. He felt like an idiot—unable to think of anything
useful to say, and just asidiotic when he was tempted to keep saying the same things over and over: “It'll
pass,” “You'll comeout of it eventualy.” They dl sounded heartless and stupid. And besides, how quick
would | come out of it if it were my mama who died?

Kit let out along bresth. There was nothing to do but keep letting Nita know that he was there, one day
a atime. So he' d taken care of today’ s respongbility.

The phonerang, mercifully relieving Kit of hisguilt for thinking that doing the right thing for hisbest friend
was some kind of awful burden.

“Igotitlgotitigotit!” Carmeashrieked from upstairs. “ Hola Miguelque—" A pause. “Oh. Sorry. Kit!."”
“What?’
“Tomds Eljefe.”

“Oh.” Kit went to the extension phone in the kitchen. His mother, deep in the business of deboning a
chicken, glanced at him as he passed and said nothing, but her smile had alittle edge of ruefulness about
it. Shewas Hill getting her head around the concept that a man she routingly saw at hospita fund-raisers,
asuccessful writer for commercid television and apillar of the community, was aso one of two Senior
wizardsfor the New Y ork metropolitan area. Ponch, Kit' s big black

L abrador-cum-Border-collie-cum-whatever, was now lying on the floor with his head down on his paws,
carefully watching every move Kit's mother made that had anything to do with the chicken. AsKit
stepped over him, the dog spared him no more than an upward glance, then turned his attention straight
back to the food.

Kit smiled dightly and picked up the phone. His sister was saying, “And so then | told him— Oh, finally.



Kit, don't hog the line; I'm expecting acall. Why can't you two just do the magic tel epathy thing like you
do with Nita? It'd be cheaper!”

“Vamos,” Kit said, trying not to sound too severe.

“Bye, swestie,” Tom Swale said on the other end.

“Bye-bye, Mr. Tom,” Carmelasaid, and hung up the upstairs phone.

Kit grinned. “*Magic telepathy,”” he said. “Like she cares that much about the phone bill.”

Tom laughed. “Explaining the differences of communications between you and me and you and Nita
might make more trouble than it’ sworth,” he said. “Better let her get away with it just thisonce. Am |

interrupting anything?”
“I just finished dedling with ahardware conflict,” Kit said, “but it' s handled now, | think. What'sup?’
“I wouldn’t mind aconsultation, if you havethetime.”

He wants a consultation from me? That’s a new one. “ Sure,” Kit said. “No problem. I'll beright
over.”

“Thanks”

Kit hung up, and saw thelook his mother was giving him. “When' sit going to be ready, Mama?’ he said.
“I won't belate. Not too late, anyway.”

“About six. It doesn't metter if you'realittlelate... 1t'1l keep.” She gave him awarning look. “Y ou’ re not
going anywhere sudden, are you?’ This had become her code phrase for Kit leaving on wizardly
business.

“Nope,” Kit said. “Tom just needs some advice, it lookslike.”

Hisfather wandered back into the kitchen. “The TV working okay now?’ Kit said.

“Working?’ hispop said. “Well, yeah. But possibly not the way the manufacturer intended.”

Kit looked at his pop, uncomprehending. His father went back into the living room. Kit followed.

Wherethe TV normdly would have shown a channel number, the screen was now displaying the number
0000566478. The picture seemed to be of apiece of furniture that looked rather like a set of chrome
parale bars. From the bars hung a creature with quite a few tentacles and many stalky eyes, which were
not inthe usua places. The creature wastaking fast and loud in avoicelike afire engine' ssiren, while
waving around alarge, shiny object that might have been an eggbester, except that, in Kit' s experience,
eggbeaters didn’t usudly have pulse lasers built into them. Characters flashed on the screen, bothin the
Speech and in other languages. Kit stood and looked at thiswith compl ete astonishment. His father, next
to him, was doing the same.

“Y ou didn’'t hack into that new pay-per-view system, did you?’ hisfather said. “1 don’t want the copsin
here”

“Noway,” Kit said, picking up the remote and looking at it accusingly. The remote sat therein his hand
as undemondtratively as any genuinegly inanimate object might. .. except that Kit wasless certain than ever
that there redlly were any such things asinanimate objects.



He shook the remote to see if anything rattled. Nothing did. 1 told you to behave,” he said inthe
Speech.

“But not like what” the remote said in a sanctimonious tone.

Hisfather was till watching the creature on the parale bars, which pointed the laser eggbesater at what
looked like anearby abstract sculpture. Thisvanished in aflare of actinic green light, leaving Kit uneasily
wondering what kind of sculpture screamed. “Nice specid effects,” Kit'sfather said, though he sounded
alittledubious. “ Almost too redistic.”

“It'snot specid effects, Pop,” Kit said. “It's some other planet’ s cable.” He hit the revea control on the
remote, but nothing was revealed except, at the bottom of the screen, many more strings of characters
flashing on and off in various colors. *“ Shopping channel, lookslike.” Kit handed the remote back to his
father.

“Thisisa shopping channe?’ hispop said.

Kit headed for the coat hooks by the kitchen door and pulled his parka off one of them. “Popi, I’ ve got
togetto Tom's. I'll be back pretty soon. It'sdl right to look at it, but if any phone numbersthat you can
read appear—do me abig favor, okay? Don’t order anything!”

Kit opened the back door. Ponch threw one last longing look at what Kit's mamawas doing with the
chicken, then threw himself past Kit, hitting the screen door with a bang! and flying out into the driveway.

Kit followed him. At the driveway’ s end, he paused, looking up briefly. It was dmost dark aready; the
bare branches of the maples were showing black against an indigo sky. January was too new for any
lengthening of daysto be perceptible yet, and the shortness of the daylight hours was depressing. But at
least the holidays were over. Kit could hardly remember ayear when he' d been lessinterested in them.
For hisown family’ s sake, he'd done his best to act asif hewas, but his heart hadn’t been in the
celebrations, or the presents. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the one present Nitamost
desperately wanted, one that not even the Powers That Be could give her.

Kit sighed and looked down the street. Ponch was down there near curbside in the rapidly faling dark,
sauting one of the neighbor’ strees. “Back thisway, please?’ he said, and waited until Ponch was
finished and came gdloping back up the street toward him.

Kit made hisway into the backyard again, with Ponch bouncing dong beside him, wagging histail.
“Where did the ‘meaning of life’ thing come from al of asudden?’ Kit said.

| heard you ask about it, Ponch said.

The question had, indeed, come up once or twice recently in the course of business, around thetime
Ponch started talking regularly. “So?” Kit said, as they made their way past the beat-up birdbath into the
tangle of sassafras at the back of the yard, where they were out of sight of the houses on either side.
“Cometo any conclusons?’

Just that your mama’s easy to shake down for dog biscuits.

Kit grinned. “You didn’t need to start talking to her to find that out,” he said. He reached into his pocket,
felt around for the“zipper” init that facilitated access to the dternate space where he kept some of his
spellsready, and pulled one out—along chain of strung-together words in the Speech that glowed avery
faint bluein the swiftly falling darkness. “I’d keep it in the family, though,” Kit said to Ponch. “Don’t Sart
asking strangers complicated philosophical questions... It' Il confuse them.”



It may be too late, Ponch said.

Kit wondered what that was supposed to mean, then shrugged. He dropped the spell-chain to the
ground around them in acircle. Thetrangt wizardry knotted itself together at the endsin the figure-eight
wizard' sknot, and from it abrief shimmering curtain of light went up and blanked the night away as
displaced air went thump! and Kit' s ears popped. A moment later he and Ponch were standing together
in Tom' s backyard, behind the high privet hedge blocking the view from Tom’ s neighbors houses.
Acrossthe patio, lights were on in the house, and banging noises were coming from the kitchen.

Kit and Ponch made their way past the stucco koi pond toward the diding porch doors, Ponch shaking
his head emphaticaly. “ Are your ears bothering you?’ Kit said, as the sound of barking came from
further insdethe house.

Only lately, Ponch said.

“Sorry. I'll have alook at the spell later.” Kit pushed the patio door to one side and went into Tom's
dining room. That space flowed into the living room area, where Tom’' s desk sat in a corner, past the
sofas and the entertainment center. But at the moment al the action wasin the kitchen, off to the lft,
where big, dark-haired Carl, hisfellow Advisory wizard, was doing something to the trip lighting that ran
below the upper kitchen cupboards. Tom was leaning againgt the refrigerator, holding a cup of coffee,
with the expression of a man who wants nothing to do with whatever’' s happening.

“Hi, Kit,” he said, as Ponch ran through the kitchen and out the other side, heading toward the
bedrooms, where the shegpdogs Annie and Monty were barking at something. “ Coke?’

“Yeah, thanks.” Kit sat down at the table and watched Carl, who was bent over Sdeways under the
upper cupboards and making faces.

“I told him to cdl an expert,” Tom said as he fished a can of Coke out of the refrigerator and sat down
with Kit at the dining room table, where anumber of volumes of the Senior version of thewizard's
manual were piled up.

“WEe re expert enough to change the laws of physicstemporarily,” Carl muttered. “How hard can wiring
be?’

With adunk! dl thelightsin the house went out.

Carl moaned. Kit could just see Tom make aflicking motion with one finger at the circuit-breaker box
near the kitchen door, and the lights came back on again. “Y ou should stick to physics,” Tom said.

“Just onemoretime,” Carl said, and went down the stairs to the basement.

“Thiswill bethe sixth ‘onemoretime’ in the past two hours,” Tom said. “I’m hoping he'll see sense
before he blows up the transformer at the end of the street. Or maybe the loca power station.”

“1 heard that!” said the voice from the basement.
Kit snickered, but not too loudly.

“Anyway,” Tom said, “thanks for coming over. Briefly, one of our wizardsismissing, and I'd like you to
look intoiit.”

Thiswasanew one on Kit. “Missing? Anybody | know?’



“Hard for meto tell. Here sthelisting.” Tom pulled down the topmost manua and opened it; the pages
riffled themsalves to a pot he had bookmarked. It was a page in the master wizards' addresslisting for
the New

Y ork area, and one block of information glowed a soft rose. Kit leaned over to look at it. In the Speech,
itsad:

MCALLISTER, Darryl
18355 Hempstead Turnpike
Badwin, NY 11568
(516)555-7384

power rating: 5.6 +/- .3
datus: on Ordedl

initiation: 4777598.3
completion:

duration to present date: 90.3
resolution: nil

Kit stared at the duration figure for amoment: There was something wrong with it. “ That doesn't ook
right,” hesaid at last. “Did adecima point get misplaced or something? That looks like months.”

“Itismonths” Tom said. “Just awhisker over three, which iswhy it came up for attention today. The
manud normdly flags such extended Ordeals to be audited by aSenior.”

“I thought nobody was alowed to interfere with awizard’ s Orded,” Kit said. “I1t' swhat determines
whether you ought to be awizard in thefirst place. Whether you can run into the Lone Power and
urvive...”

“Normally that’ strue,” Tom said. “But Ordeals aren’t dways so clear-cut; they do sometimes go wrong.
A resolution can get delayed somehow, or there can beloca interference that keeps the resolution from
happening. An ared s Seniors are dlowed a certain amount of information about Ordeals among
probationary wizardswho' d bein their catchment areaif things went right, especidly if something goes
wrong in aspecific sort of way—astuck Ordeal, or a contaminated one. We have some latitude to step
inand try to kick that Ordeal back into operation again. While interfering aslittle as possible.”

Kit nodded, glancing to one side as Carl came up from the basement with avery largeroll of duct tape.
“Ah,” Tom sad. “ The substance that binds the universe together.”

“Well see” Carl said, and bent himsdlf over sdeways again.
“It' sabruteforce solution,” Tom said. “Inelegant. The phone sright there!”
Carl ignored him and started doing something with the duct tape.

“So now we cometo thiskid,” Tom said, indicating the highlighted liting again.



Clunk! went the circuit breaker, and the house went dark again; only the text on the pagein front of them
continued to glow, while in the back bedroom the dogs paused, then went on barking. Tom gestured
once more at the breaker box, and the lights came on. “It' snot like he' s been physicaly absent from the
areafor dl thistime, asfar as| cantel,” Tom said. “If hewere, certainly there would have been
something about it in the news, and there' s been nothing. But at the sametime, thisis not anorma
duration for ahuman Ordea. We need to find out what' s going on, but quietly. Do you or Nitaknow him
well enough to look in on him and see what’ s happening? Or do you know anyone who does?’

Kit shook hishead. “I can check with Neets, but she' s sure never mentioned him to me,” Kit said. “Why
bring mein on this, though? Y ou're a Senior; you' d probably be ableto tell alot better than | canwhat's
going onwith him.”

“Wdl,” Tomsaid, “let’ s put it thisway. How come you chose to do adirect trangit here rather than just
walk over and knock on the front door?’

Kit was briefly surprised that Tom would bother asking so obvious aquestion. “I1t' s not exactly like
you've got any kids of your own,” he said. “ And if the neighbors keep seeing kids wandering in and out
of here every five minutes—"

“Say nomore,” Tom said. “We re on the same wavelength. It s just another facet of the way wizards
haveto behavein our culture. Attracting attention to yoursdf isusualy unwise. In this particular Stuation,
if people gart noticing you in the neighborhood around the object of our mutua interest, they won't think
too much about it—it' s not far enough from your own stamping grounds to provoke suspicion. Wheress
if Carl or | went to investigate persondly, notice might be taken. Thiskind of initid fact-finding is better
suited to awizard of your age.”

“Beddes,” Carl said, peering up at the bottom of the cupboard, “lately you' ve been evincing acertain
taent for finding things”

“Wdl, Ponch has,” Kit said.

“I’m not sure he' d be producing these results without you as part of the team,” Carl said, as he applied
duct tape liberally to the cupboard’ sunderside. “Let’ s not get overly tangled up in details at the moment.”

“From aman in your position, that hasahollow ring,” Tom said.
“Sure, go ahead, mock mein my torment.”

“Anyway, areyou willing?” Tom said. “To go over there during the next couple of days? See what the
kid' sdoing, physicaly, tak to himif you can, try to get a sense of what his state of mindis.”

“Sure” Kitsad. “Am | dlowed totel him I'm awizard, if he asks?”’

“I'll leave that up to you,” Tom said. “Normaly | would suggest that you try to avoid it if possible. You
don’t want to take the chance of atering his perception of his Ordeal, maybe even making him think
you' re supposed to beinvolved in it somehow. But if you can come by any sense of why hisOrded’ s
taking him solong, I’ d be glad to hear it.”

Carl straightened up. “Okay,” he said. The strip lights under the cupboards were now actudly on. He
looked at the light they cast on the counter with some satisfaction. “ At least now I’'m going to be ableto
seewhat I’ m cooking without getting blinded.” He went over to the wall, turned the dimmer switch.

Clunk!



“I could stop by the supermarket on the way home and get you some candles,” Kit said as he got up.
“Fredtill works.”

“Very funny,” Carl said. “I hope that someday, when duct tapeis sticking to your gray hairs—"

“Kit,” Tom said, “ignore the whimpering from the sddinesfor the moment... Be careful not to get
sucked in. Thisyoungster may seem very, very stuck when you meet him, and you' ve got to resist the
temptation to give him help he doesn’'t need. Y ou could end up endangering yourself, not to mention
atering thefocus of hisOrded ... which could make him fall it. Or worse.”

“I'll wetch out.”

“Okay. Go see what you can find out. Y ou may want to leave your manua on record when you're
talking to him; it may pick up some nuance that you missat first.” He paused. “Ligtento that,” he said.

Kit listened, puzzled. “1 don't hear anything.”

“What the master of sarcasm over there meansisthat the dogs have stopped barking,” Carl said.
“They’ ve been having some kind of metaphysica discussion for days now. And they’re loud about it.”

“Have they been asking you about the meaning of life?” Kit said.
Both Tom and Carl gave Kit alook. “Uh, yes” Tom said.

Kit covered hisface. “It'smy fault,” he said. “A new kind of blackmail, and | know where they got it.
They probably want dog biscuits.”

“New tactic,” Tom said wearily, getting up. “Old problem. I'll bear it in mind.”

Ponch came lolloping back into the dining room. Kit got up, too. “1'll get in touch assoon as| find
anything out,” Kit said, opening the patio door to let Ponch out.

“Thanks, fdla” Tomsad. “Dai stiho.”

“Yeah, you go well, too. Well enough not to € ectrocute somebody, anyway!”

They headed back the way they’ d come, Kit pausing briefly in Tom's backyard with the spdll-chainin his
hands to adjust the variable that determined how much and how fast the air displaced around their
trangiting mass when they “came out of nowhere.” Ponch was bouncing up and down around him,
making it difficult for Kit to remember wherein the structure of the spell the variable actudly was.
“Would you sit down?” he said under his breath to Ponch, while passing the softly glowing chain of
words through his hands until the little barbed bit sticking out from the variable scratched his skin. Kit
held theword up in front of hiseyes, squinting at it like someone threading a needle, and managed to
catch the delicate outward-hooked tail of the spdll character between finger and thumb.

Chicken! Ponch was shouting in hishead. Hurry up! It’s chicken!

“And philosophy goes right out the window, huh?’ Kit said as he twiddled the mass-displacement
variable; it shaded down from abright blue to adarker one. “Y ou’ re abad influence on those guys, you
know that?’

Me? Never. Chicken!



“Right,” Kit said, folding the variabl€ stail back in and shaking the spell through aquick snewaveto
unkink it. It fell smoothly to the ground and knotted itself. “Now st down or you' re gonnawind up in two
different places, and not in one piece!”

Ponch sat down but still managed to bounce alittle.

The spell flared up, itsblue alittle darker thistime. A second later they were standing in Kit' s backyard
again, without the ear-popping effect thistime, and the light faded out of the spell.

“Better?’ Kit said, winding the spdll-chain up and sticking it back in his* pocket.”
It'sfine. I'm hungry! Ponch shouted, and ran for the house.

Kit bresthed out, feding hungry, too, and tired. This, at least, had nothing to do with the emotional
climate. No wizardry iswithout its price, and thiswas the normal reaction to atrangt wizardry: asmdl
but sgnificant deduction from Kit's persona energy supply. It was one of the reasons why, asthey got
older, alot of wizards spent as much time as they could making sure they were in decent physica shape.

Kit went after Ponch and was surprised not to see his mama and pop eating in the kitchen, asthey usualy
did. He wandered into the living room and found them there on the sofa. Kit's pop was finishing the last
of what must have been a second helping of arroz con polio, watching the TV screen, while Kit'smama
sat next to him, cross-legged, punching the scan button on the remote and looking at the TV with an
expression of extreme bemusement.

Hisfather looked up. “Five billion channels and nothing on,” he said in akind of horrified astonishment.

“The story of modern life,” Kit said, resigned, and headed to the kitchen to get himself aplate. “ Just
be-cause a speciesis more scientifically advanced than us doesn't meanits TV isany better, believe me.”

Hisfather absorbed this assessment with athoughtful look. “Maybe that should make mefed better. I'll
let you know. What did Tom haveto say?’

“It' scomplicated,” Kit said. “A missing persons case.”

“And are you likely to go missng?’ hispop said.

“Not right away,” Kit said. “I have to do some detective work herefirg.”
“Oh, my god,” Kit'smamasaid, “what are they doing”

Anything that could so serioudy gross out Kit's mama, the nurse, was worth alook. Kit grabbed a plate
and ducked back into the living room, looked &t the writhing, thrashing, stridently colored imagefor a
moment, then took the remote away from his mamaand punched it for subtitles. “ Oh, that’ swhat |
thought,” he said, after spending about ten seconds reading them. “It' sa soap.”

“Not of any brand | recognize,” his mother said. She looked scandalized.

“It'sreal basic, Mama,” Kit said. “Boy meets girl meets thing meets other thing. Boy loses girl loses other
thing finds thing. Boy losesthing gets girl losesthing. Happily ever after...” He tossed the remote back to
hismather.

Shefidded it badly as she studied the screen for any signs of boys or girls, and looked like she was
having trouble finding any, though there were plenty of “things” “*Basic,’ you sad?’

“Old, old story, Mama. Y ou should see some of these guys' literature. Shakespeare would have loved



it.” Kit consdered that briefly: Hislit class had been doing the late Shakespeare comedies, and suddenly
awhole sat of opportunities opened out before him. “ Just imagine A Midsummer Night’s Dream with
ten or twelve extragenders...”

His mother raised her eyebrows, gave up on the soap, and started changing channels again. “Doesn’'t this
thing have an online channd guide?’ shesad.

“I'll have alook at it later and let you know,” Kit said.
He saw the look shethrew at his pop. “ Are there cooking channels?’

“Oh, yeah.” Then Kit paused, having ahorrible thought. “On second thought, it might be smarter to avoid
those. Some of them feature humans... and not as the cooks.”

Thelook on his mother’ s face made Kit wish hel d kept quiet. She began changing channd s with unusua
speed. Kit raised his eyebrows and went back into the kitchen with the plate.

He was spooning out rice when his dad came back in and began rooting around in the silverware drawer
inan amlessway that didn’t fool Kit for amoment. “Son,” he said, very quietly, “istherereally a
cooking channdl, uh, ‘about’ us?’

“Pop, there' slots of them.”
Hisfather looked shocked. “But how is something like that permitted* .”

Kit shrugged. “Y ou go where you shouldn’t go,” Kit said, and couldn’t help grinning, “you find out stuff
you shouldn’t find out. Like how you taste in a sweet-and-sour sauce with gdlingae. The universeisfull
of little surprises”

“I dways have the feding that there salot about thiswizardry you're not telling me,” hisfather said.
“Sometimesit worries me. Then cometimes like thiswhen I'm horribly glad about my ignorance. Just
don’t go places where you shouldn’t go, okay?’

“I try toavoidit,” Kit said. “Isit okay with you if | go to Badwin in the next couple of days, though?’
His pop looked surprised. “Badwin? No problem with that.”
“Thanks”

Kit brought his plate into the living room, where he sat down on the floor and watched his mother change
channels one moretime. “Well, that’s pretty,” she said, sounding relieved.

Kit glanced up at the screen, chewing. “Uh, Mama,” he said, “1’m probably too young to be watching
anything that explicit.”

Her eyeswidened. “But, honey, it'sjust abig cloud of gas, or smoke, or...” She stopped, her eyes
widening even more, then changed the channel six timesin arow without stopping.

Kit grinned and turned his attention back to the chicken.

I nvestigations

Circuses—even just the thought of them—had aways scared Nitawhen she waslittle. Later on, she had
felt that the fear was ridiculous. Circuses were supposed to be so much fun for small children—all the
sparkle, glitter, and noise, the processions of € ephants parading along trunk-by-tail, the blare of brass



music, the daring acrobats and tumblers, the goofy clowns.

Y et it hadn’t worked that way for Nitathe first time she actualy went to one. Where the other kidsin the
audience had laughed and clapped, she sat amid dl the raucous noise feding terribly unnerved. It wasn't
30 much being afraid that an acrobat would fall, that alion would est the lion tamer. .. nothing so concrete
or obvious. But the darkness, the gradudly strengthening smells of sawdust, animal sweet, greasepaint,
and canvas, the spatlighting that left too many other things purposealy obscure while half-seen forms
moved in those shadows, themselves concedled by the light—all these dowly combined to suggest that
something unexpected, something unavoidable, was going to happen. And that looming unknown
frightened Nitabadly. At intermission she' d begged her parentsto take her home. Dairine had cried at
the thought of leaving, and so their mom had stayed with Dari while her father drove Nita back to the
house.

That her dad had never pressed her for detail s about this was till one of the things Nita thought about
when counting up the reasons she loved him. But even his silent support couldn’t do anything about the
nightmares that followed, nightmares full of leering clown faces and the musky smell of big cats. Finaly
the nightmares faded away and |eft Nitawondering what in the world had been the matter with her. Y et
she never went to another circus. And even now, sometimes the mere sight of a spotlight aimed at an
empty floor, with darkness lying silent beyond it, was enough to induce in her afedling of tremendous
foreboding that would darken her soul for hours.

Sometimes she tried to work out in more detail why she' d been so scared. She kept coming back to the
clowns. To Nita, there was afake qudity about them, nothing genuingly humorous. It was strange to
think that someone serioudy thought that makeup could make you funny. But there was no questionin
Nita' smind that makeup could make you scary. The stylized clown face, too generic, too cartoony: That
redly bothered her. The baggy, motley costume, disguising the redl body shape so that it could have been
abare sted skeleton underneath instead of flesh and bone. The dapstick jokes, endlessly repeated,
which were supposed to be amusing because of the repetition—all these left Nita cold. There was
something mechanica about clowns, something automatic, akind of robot humor; and it gave her the

creeps.

It was doing S0 again, right now, because here in the darkness, followed around by one of those sinister
spatlights, was atypica clown act—the clown riding around and around in circles on aridiculoudy smal
bicycle, in ever decreasing circles. There was nothing funny about it to Nita. It was pitiful. Around and
around and around, in jerky, wobbling movements, around and around went the clown. It had a painted
black tear running down its face. The red-painted mouth was turned down. But the face under the white
greasepaint mask was asimmobile as amarble statue' s, expressionless, plastered in place. Only the eyes
weredive. They shouted, | can't get off! | can’t get off! And, just thisonce, the clown didn’t think it
wasfunny, ether.

The drumroll went on and on, asif for ahanging rather than a circus sunt. The chain of the bicyclerattled
relentlesdy in the sllence insgde the light. Beyond the light, in the darkness, the heartless crowd laughed
and clapped and cheered. And through the sound of their applause, low, but building, came the growl of
thetiger, pacing behind the bars, waiting itsturn.

The drumroll never stopped. The clown rodein tighter and tighter circles, faster and faster. The whedls of
the bike began to scream. The crowd shouted for more. “Stop it,” Nitayelled. “ Stop it! Can’'t you see
it'skilling him?’

“Asoften aspossible,” growled thetiger. “And never often enough.”

The crowd roared louder. “ Stop it!” Nita shouted back, but now they were drowning her out, too. “ Stop



“STOP!”

She was sitting up in the dark, alone. It took her aragged three or four breathsto redize shewasin her
own room, in bed, and that her own shout had awakened her.

Nitasat dill for afew moments, praying that she wouldn't hear anyone coming to find out if shewas
okay. Shewasn't, but she gill hoped no one would respond. There wasn't anyone in the house who' d
been deeping well for awhile now.

She stayed 4iill for along time. Mercifully, no one showed up, and Nita began to relax, redlizing that she
might have expected this outcomeif she' d redly thought about it. Dairine, when she dept these days,
dept hard, in utter exhaustion. Their dad lately had been doing much the same, achange from the
previous month, when he had hardly dept a al. It didn't take awizard to figure out that he' d been afraid
to fall adeep, because of who he would, again and again, not find beside him when he woke up. Finaly
his body had overruled that kind of behavior and now was trying to deep too much, to not wake up at
al, if possble. The reasons were the same, and just thinking of them made Nitawant to cry al over

again.

Shelay back againgt the pillows and let her breath out at the thought of the dream. It’s just me, she
thought. She hated to describe it any further, for the next line of explanation would have been, Snce
Mom— And she refused to blame her mother for it; her mom now had nothing further to do with pain. It
was Nita'sown pain that made her nights so awful. The shrink at school, the counsdlor at the hospital,
both told her the samething: “ Grief takestime. The pain dischargesin alot of different ways, in old
repeated patterns, weird symbolic images, mental unrest. Try to stop it, and it just takeslonger. Let it
takeitsown time; let it go at its own speed.”

Like | have a choice, Nitathought bitterly. She could have used wizardry to combat the deep
disturbances, but the manua had told her plainly that this would be counterproductive. Easing others
painisonething; willfully trying to avoid experiencing one’ sown is another, and hasits own price, too
high for theintelligent wizard to pay. It was smarter to let the hurt discharge naturdly, without interfering.

But these commonsense counsel swere gill no comfort in the middle of the night, when shewasadonein
the dark. All Nitacould do was wipe her face repeatedly, dry her eyes on the pillow, and hope to fall
adeep eventually. Lacking that, she'd lie there and wait for dawn.

Nitalay there, dmost seeing the eyes hidden in the exaggerated colors and shadows of the painted face,
and squeezed her own eyes shut. It'sjust my pain in

disguise, she thought. Pain expressed as a symbol, one step away from the reality.

| wish this were over with. | wish life were normal again... But she knew that the old kind of normal
was never going to come back. Somehow she was just going to have to make anew one.

Nitaturned over to try to go back to deep, but it took along while: From the shadows of dream, those
eyes kept watching her...

The next day was Tuesday. Kit went through his early classes more or less mechanically. The problem of
Tom's*“logt wizard” was on hismind. Tracking him down and identifying himwouldn’t bea



problem—the manua would be ableto locdize him and point him out when Kit was close enough. But
what then? he thought asthe bell rang for fourth period. He picked up his backpack and walked out of
hismath class on hisway to history. Do | just walk up to him, say, “ Hi, there. I’'mon errantry and |
greet you. What' s the problem?” Isit better to just take a good look at him from a distance,
maybe?

“Hey, KF, don’'t say hi or anything!”

Kit glanced around and found Raoul Eschemeling walking aong next to him. Or rather, he glanced over
and then up, because Raoul went up agood ways. He was askinny, pale blond guy, tall enoughto bea
basketba| player—the kind of person for whom the word gangly origindly could have been coined.
Friendly and gregarious, Raoul was congtantly inventing bizarre nicknamesfor the other kidsin the
advanced history class, amotley crew of crazies of various ages, al fast-tracked together into asingle
advanced unit. “KF’ was short for “kit fox,” and this nickname had stuck longer than any of the others
Raoul had hung on Kit at one point or another.

“Hey, Pirate,” Kit said. “ Sorry, | was daydreaming.”
“Saw that. Y ou amost walked into alocker there. Y ou ready for Machiaveli’s quiz?’

“Oh, god, no,” Kit said as they turned the corner and headed down the corridor toward their classroom.
“Machiaveli” was Mr. Mack, their history teacher, and, in his case at leadt, the nickname wasjudtifiable:
He had atwisty, cdculaing mind that made learning history from him apleasure. 1 forgot. Well, | did the
reading. Maybe I'll survive”

Raoul looked at him closdly. “Y ou got stuff on your mind?’
“Yeah, | guess”
“She doing okay? | haven't seen her around alot lately.”

“Huh? Oh, Nita”” They went into the classroom together and took seats near the back wall. Therewas
no assigned seating in Mack’ s class, which meant there was dways arush for the rearmost seets,
everybody’ s desperate attempt to be somewhere that would make Machiavelli lesslikely to cal on
them... not that Sitting in the back ever seemed to work. “ She’ s okay, pretty much.” Kit paused,
watching the room fill up hurriedly—no surprise since Mack made the lives of latecomersa
question-filled hell. “1 mean, as okay as she can be under the circumstances.”

Raoul looked at Kit with interest. “ So if you weren't going al vague about her just now, then what’ son
your mind?’

“Oh, just home quff...”

Thebdl rang. Saved! Kit thought. With the bell came Machiavelli, moving fast, asaways, five feet tal
and balding, in ablue suit and wearing ared tie ornamented with the images of many tiny yellow rubber
duckies. The it never changed, but the tie changed every day, and in the few seconds of fascination it
produced, Mr. Mack would aways pick the unfortunate student who looked most off guard and start
peppering him or her with questions. “Rodriguez,” he said, and Kit'sheart sank. “ Y ou ready for our little

quiz today?’

Wizards do not lie; too much depends on the words they use serioudy for them to play fast and loose
with the less serious ones. “| don’'t know, Mr. M., but | think I’m about to find out.”

Machiaveli grinned at him. Kit restrained the urge to groan out loud, and once again wished it wasn't



unethical for awizard to use his powersto read the closed textbook in his backpack. All he could do
now was pray for the bloodshed to be over with quickly.

Forty-five minuteslater, Kit and the rest of the class waked out, mostly looking like they had been run
over repestedly by the same steamraller. “Remind me never to go to sub-Saharan Africain the eighteen
hundreds,” Raoul muttered. “ After today, just seeing it would make me come down with post-traumatic
stress disorder.”

Kit theoretically could have goneto that time and placeif he wanted to and was willing to pay the price,
but right now he felt about the same as Raoul did. “ Still, it could have been worse. At least we passed.”

“Yeah. Not sure | have any appetite left for lunch... | guesswe can go look, though.”

Kit grinned, privatdly thinking that it would take a nuclear war to ruin Raoul's gppetite. “Let me know
how it was. | have to go homefor lunch.”

“God, | wish | lived as close to school asyou do,” Raoul said. “When | think of al the cafeteriafood |
wouldn't haveto edt...!”

“Goon, Prate” Kit said. “Suffer alittle. I'll seeyou later.”

He made hisway back to hislocker, chucked his backpack into it, locked it up again, and headed out
the school’ s back door, jogging across the parking lot, through the gate, and around the corner onto
Conlon Road.

Ponch was bouncing around in the backyard, jumping amost to the top of the chain-link fence, asKit
came down the driveway. “ Okay, okay, give me aminute,” Kit said. He pulled the screen door open and
poked the lock with onefinger. “Hey, Chubbo...”

Thelock obligingly threw its bolt back for him. Kit patted the lock, opened the door, loped into the
kitchen, very hadtily threw together aham sandwich on rye with some mustard, and ate it. For his mother,
who was till adeep because she had been working night shifts at the hospital over the past week, he left
anote scribbled on the pad on the refrigerator: “I had lunch. Seeyou later.” He thought of adding the
code phrase“Out on business now” to let his mamaknow that there was wizardly work afoot, but then
he changed his mind. He' d have no more than hislunch period minusthe time to et the sandwich before
he would have to be back at school again, anyway.

Kit cleaned up the crumbs from his sandwich and went out, pulling the door softly closed behind him so
as not to wake hismama. “ See you, big guy,” Kit said to the lock. “ Keep her safe.”

I'monit!

He went around the back, opened the gate softly, and closed it again, grabbing Ponch by the collar and
roughing him up alittle by way of saying hdllo. “ And you weren’'t even barking,” Kit said. “Good for
you.”

She'sadeep, Ponch said. | don’t want her to yell at me.
“Neither do | Good for you for thinking of it.”
Are we going out? Ponch began chasing histall in ddight.

“Just for aquick look at our guy. | want to seeif he’ s okay before | come barging in on him. We' re going
to have to be stedithy, though.”



Ponch finished his running around and sat down, histail sweeping the sparse grasswhile Kit reached into
his“pocket” and came out with thelong chain of histrangit spell, and another spell, more complex, that
he had prepared earlier. There were severd different ways for wizardsto beinvisible, and thisonewas
probably the most comprehensive of them: Even if someone bumped up againgt Kit, he would fedl
nothing, and the spell would incline him to think he' d just sumbled somehow. Building the spell had
required half an hour’s careful reading from the manua at atime of morning when Kit would rather till
have been in bed, followed by fifteen or twenty minutes on his back, as exhausted asif he' d run around
the schooal track about ten times. But now, as he shook the cloaking spell out onto the air in acloudy web
of woven Speech, he had to admire his handiwork. The basic spellweb would last agood while, aslong
as he remembered to rechargeit at intervals.

“Okay,” he said to Ponch. “Y ou ready?’
Yeahyeahyeahyeah!

“Good. Stay closeto me. Thisthing only has about asix-foot radius.” He draped the invisbility spell over
his shoulder for amoment, stuck the chain of the transit spell into the belt of his parka, and reached down
into the “pocket” for hiswizard' s manud. “Now then,” he said. Heflipped it open, and the pagesriffled
to the spot he' d bookmarked. He ran afinger down the listing of functions on that page. “L ocation and
detection... cross-referenceto personnd ligtings... Right.” Thelocator spell blocked out on the page
rearranged itsdlf to include Darryl’ sligting, and the listing itself pulsed to indicate that it was*“in circuit”
with the rest of the spell and ready to go.

“Thisisatempora-gpatid locator routine with sync to an existing transit nexus now baanced for two,”
Kit said in the Speech. “Purpose: Locate and identify the wizard in thelisting. Additiond info: Linkageto
stealth routine referenced on page...” He stopped and had to check his other bookmark, on the cloaking
e’ s page, because the manuad’ s pagination was constantly changing, depending on Kit's needs (and
sometimesits own). “ Three-eighty-nine. Ready?’

The whole spdll pulsed bright on the page as he turned back to it. Sowly Kit started reading, making
sure of hispronunciation, and that his and Ponch’ s names were correctly entered. The usua waiting
slence—of the universe leaning in around them to hear the Speech spoken and implement it—now
darted to build. Ponch sat there with hisbig eyes glinting and histail thumping as the power of the spell
built al around them. Kit felt a brief pang because of the absence of the other voice that usudly would
have been there, reading her haf of the work, but there was no timefor the feding right now. Kit finished
the spell, snapped the manua shut, and in the moment before the spell worked, flipped the cloaking
routine over himsalf and Ponch.

The power washed up over and around them, blotting out the backyard. A moment later, Kit and Ponch
were standing in aparking lot two towns away, looking at another school building.

It was considerably smdler than Kit'sjunior high, though this place shared the same kind of
late-seventiesingtitutional architecture: alot of plate glass, alot of brick. Kit looked around them through
the dight hest-haze shimmer of theinvighility spdll, keeping Ponch with him for the moment smply by
holding on to his collar. The school was surrounded by suburban housing and, off to one side, what
looked like the back of a strip mall; maybe about fifty cars were parked around the school. It had asmall
playing field, but nobody was out there.

Kit wasn't overly concerned—even if anyone had been out there, they wouldn't have been ableto see
Ponch and him. Now the point wasto find Darryl. The structure of the locator spell mandated that Darryl
was somewhere within atwo-hundred-meter radius: All Kit had to do was ook around.



Two hundred meters, Kit thought, could definitely include at least part of the school building. He
walked toward it, looking for any sign of the characteristic aurathat would surround the object of his
search once he got within visua range. Beside him, Ponch paced adong, looking &t everything, hisnose
working.

From around the side of the school, awhite van drove toward the front entrance and pulled up. Kit gave
the van awide berth, having no desire to be run over by something that couldn’t see him. A moment
later, the driver got out and went in through the front doors. Kit looked through the front windows of the
school, found himsdlf looking at office space, not classrooms. “Okay,” he said, “sowe Il goin. Don't
dart barking at anything, whatever you do!”

Please, Ponch said in a somewhat offended tone. Kit smiled in dight amusement asthey headed for the
doors. Once upon atime, his dog wouldn’t have been quite so focused during awizardry, but lately,
snce Ponch had started actively finding things—like other universes—this had changed.

They went up to the doors together. They were all closed—no surprise, in this weather—and Kit was
unwilling just to pull one of them open: Someone might be watching. Never mind. We can just walk
through the glass, he thought. But then, through the glass of the door, Kit saw the van driver coming
back toward them. “Okay,” Kit said softly to Ponch, “he can let usin. Just step back and don't let him
bump into you. We'll dip past before the door closes behind him.”

Fine.

Thevan driver, asmall, dender man in abig parka, pushed the door open right in front of Kit's nose, and
then reached up to the closing mechanism to pull down the little toggle that would hold the door open.
Convenient, Kit thought, and dipped through the door with Ponch close behind him.

In the main tile-and-terrazzo corridor of the school, anumber of people were moving around; some of
them were coming toward the doors—some students, Kit thought, heading for the van with afew
teachers. Field trip? he wondered. Then Kit paused, for the locator spell said in hishead, Proximity
alert—subject of search within fifty meters. Forty meters—

That’ s them, Kit thought. “Ponch, come on,” Kit whispered. “Over here—" Together they moved off to
one sde of the halway asthe group approached. Kit started examining them for signs of that faint,
glowing hdo.

There were fivekidsin the group. Three of them were girls of different ages, one quite short and round,
the other two taller and thinner; they went by Kit in silence, not speaking to each other, though one of
them was smiling aplacid smile. Two teachers followed close behind, then came the two boys and athird
teacher.

Onewasathin, smal, blond guy, who went past with avery uneven gait. But Kit' s attention was on the
boy behind him. Visible only to Kit and Ponch, the locator hao clung to him. He was, perhaps, even
yearsold, an African American kid with ahandsome, sharp little face. He was dender, and was dressed
injeansand abright T-shirt and best-up sneakers. Handsome his face was, but also expressionless, flat
and as till asamask, hiseyeslooking only at the ground. He held his bodly tilted dightly forward, and he
went past Kit fast, breaking almost into arun as he headed through the doors out into the cold, gray day.

Kit turned and followed him back outside. The teachers hel ped the other kidsinto the van: Darryl was
thelast onein. One of the teachers was helping him with his seet belt. Thistook some moments. And
while the teachers were sitting down, while the van driver came back to |et the school door close again,
Darryl began, very dowly and steadily, to bang his head against the window of the van.



Kit's heart seized. Next to him, Ponch stood looking. The driver started up the van, and dowly drove
avay.

That was him, Ponch said.

“That washim,” Kit said softly. But what’ s the matter with him? Though he thought perhaps he had a
clue. The manua would be ableto confirmit... now that Kit knew what kinds of questions he needed to
ask.

“Did you get ascent on him?’ Kit said.

Yes. | can find him again, wherever he goes. Even when he’s not here, like a few moments ago,
Ponch added.

Kit gave hisdog alook. “What? He wasright in front of us.”
Some of him. Not all.

Ponch wasn't given to making cryptic statements without reason: He was il devel oping the language
skillsto tell Kit what he was percelving, and there were sometimes misunderstandings as a result.
“Okay,” Kit said. “We ll figure out what that means later. For the moment, at least we know what he
lookslike... and we can start making a plan to find away to talk to him.”

If hecantalk at all...

He glanced at the timekeeper insde the front cover of the manud. “Comeon,” Kit said. “I haveto get
back to school.”

And you have to feed me.

Normally Kit would have laughed at this, yet another of Ponch’s stratagemsto get an extramedl. But the
laughter had been knocked out of him by the unexpectedness of what he' d just seen. Snce when do the
Powers That Be dump an autistic kid into an Ordeal ?

“Comeon,” Kit said to Ponch. They went home.

After school Kit went straight to Tom and Carl’ s, the discreet way, to tell him what he’ d found.

“Physcdly, he stheredl right... mostly,” Kit said, Stting a the table with Tom again. “ Or so Ponch
says. I'm ill working on what he meant by that conditional description he gave me. But Darryl’s
problem... Why didn’t anything about it turn up in the manua before?’

“Need-to-know redtrictions, possibly,” Tom said. “ And often enough the manud’ll let you find out
something for yoursdlf, rather than just tell you about it. That gpproach can keep you from pregjudging a
Stuation.” He paged through his own manuad to Darryl’ sentry. ” Certainly it confirmsthat he hasan
individualized type of autistic disorder. The manud saysit’ safairly recent development. He hasn't been
autigtic from avery young age: It seemsto have come on him suddenly, shortly after he turned eight.”

“So the Orded itsdf didn’t have anything to do with it?”

“I don’t know that for sure. It wouldn’t seem to be connected. .. but we could be wrong there. At any
rate, because the manua doesn't say anything further, it suggeststhat the Powers That Be don’t think we
need any more detail on that particular facet of the Situation. Or that what you discover during



investigation may be more vauable than what They aready know.”

“It doesn't seem fair somehow,” Kit said after amoment, trying to find words for what was making him
so uncomfortable. “Y ou’ d think he has enough problems. Why'’ s he been stuck inthe middle of an
Ordedl, on top of everything ese?

Tom shook his head. “If he’ s been offered wizardry, that means that there’ s some problem to which beis
the solution. But he can’'t merely have been offered wizardry; he dso hasto have been ableto agreeto
the offer. He found the Wizard’ s Oath, in some form or another, and he accepted it. Now we have to
find out how we can ass<...without removing the basic chdlenge.”

Kit nodded. “It makes you wonder, though,” he said. “If he' s the answer, what’ sthe question?’

“I think | know what you mean,” Tom said. “He does seem an unlikely candidate. But even in what we
laughably refer to as‘norma’ life, al too often the unlikely people turn out to be the oneswho have the
answers, the objects you would have thrown away are the ones you find you can’t do without. ‘ The
stone rejected by the builder becomes the cornerstone.”” Tom got awry look then. “It happens too often
to be accidentd. Isthe universetrying to tell us something important about the way it works—that
sometimes even what we cd| fate has an dement of unpredictability?’

Kit nodded. “ Or maybe the On€' sjust saying, ‘Don’t be so sure you know it al.’”

Tom stretched and leaned back in hischair. “ Could be. There are people in our world who' ve made a
tremendous difference but who would have died in another time. In thistime, people every day are
making choices of who should live and die on the basis of criterialike whether you' re going to be the
‘right’ sex, or whether your whole body is going to work perfectly. Who knows how we may damage
oursalvesif weinsst too hard on what, thisweek, looks like perfection.”

He stopped, a somewhat rueful expression coming over hisface. “ Sorry,” Tom said. “But being awizard
makes philosophers out of most of useventudly. Aslong asthat’snot all it makes of you, you're okay ...
Anyway, now you have to plan how to approach him.” Tom chewed onelip briefly. “Y ou may haveto
go to hishome, secretly. But maybe you' d have better luck at his school.”

“I"'m not wild about snesking around in his house,”

Kit said. “ Schoal, yeah. I’ d thought about that, too. But there are ill too many waysto be noticed. |
was congdering another option.”

“Oh?

“Ponch has been able to treat someone sinterior landscape like an exterior universe before,” Kit said.
“He can go into Darryl’ s head and take me with him... and maybe Darryl will find it eeser to tak to me
that way.”

Tom brooded over that for amoment. “My initia reaction,” he said, “isto say no. We re uncertain
enough about how the heck Ponch does what he does. Add that set of imponderables to whatever's
goingoninsde Darryl’shead...” He shook hishead. “It starts getting uncomfortably complex.”

“We'rewizards” Kit said. “We re supposed to learn how to get comfortable with the uncomfortably
complex.”

Tom gave Kit alook that would have seemed annoyed if there hadn’t been aresigned qudity toit as
well. “Intheory,” hesaid, “of course, you'reright. But turning theory into practice without taking due
care and attention can screw things up big-time.”



Kit sat quietly, knowing better than to argue his case too hard with a Senior: That was asure way to
make it seem like he had somekind of ulterior motive.

Tom looked off into the middle distance, pondering. “Y et here sthisvery atypica Orded,” he sad, “and
we can't just et the kid go on suffering unnecessarily for the sake of caution and correctness. Some
moreinformation gathering, at least, seems prudent. But | want you to be very, very cautious, and watch
yoursdlf at least as carefully as you' re watching him. Even normal Ordedls are subjective, and getting
another entity’ s subjectivity involved with one, even temporarily, brings consderable dangerswith it. This
Ordedl, where the candidate is autistic—" He shook his head. ” It might be an attempt to resolve the
autism, which islikely to beincredibly traumétic for Darryl whether it works or not...or it might smply be
about some mode of wizardry we haven't seen before, onethat involves Darryl staying autistic. What
looks like our ideaof ‘norma’ function may not, in the One’ s eyes, be the best function. Judgment callsin
these cases can get dangerous.”

“If you don’t judge, though,” Kit said, “or at least decide to do something, nothing gets done!”

Tom st till and looked out the window, where a cold wind was rettling some brown, unfalen beech
leavesin the hedge beside hishouse. “ There you'reright,” he said. “Not that that makes me any happier.
But judgment calls are one of the other things we' re here for: The One has better thingsto do than
micro-manage us.”

Helooked back at Kit. “ So go do what you can,” Tom said. “Let me know how it comes out. But |
want to really emphasi ze that you need to stay in the observer’ srole. This Ordedl is strange enough to get
extremely dangerous, especidly if you stray out of your appropriaterole.”

“I’ll be careful.”

Tom'sexpression got dightly less severe. “I’ve heard that one before,” he said. ” From myself, among
many others. But, particularly, | want you to watch yoursaf when you reinsde hishead. Taking to
Darryl isagood idea... but getting too synced to hisworldview may make that more difficult, not less.
Taking is something you do to other people; if he hastrouble with that concept, you could get in trouble,
too. And when you' reinside someone e se' s head and using wizardry, no matter how careful you are,
there’ saways the danger of rewriting his namein the Speech. Do that in such away that Darryl buysinto
the rewrite, and you take the risk of excising something that makes the difference between him passing his
Orded and him never coming out of it. Walk redl softly, Kit.* "Wewill .

Kit left Tom’s by use of another transit spell, onethat let him out in asheltered spot by the town library.
He spent awhile there Web surfing, printing out what he' d found, and then located afew books and
checked them out. His mother was up when he got home, showering; by the time she came out, wearing
her bathrobe and drying her hair, Kit was lying on the living room floor with papers and books al around
him. His mama paused, looking over his shoulder a one of the printouts he was reading. “ Autism?’ she
sad.

“Yeah”

She headed past him into the kitchen to find her big mug, filled it with the coffee that Kit' s pop had left in
the pot for her, sugared it, and came back in to sit down on the sofa behind him. “Big subject, son,” she
sad.

“Y ou know much about it?’



“Enough to get by.” She drank some coffee. “There are alot of different kinds, and we' re still fedling our
way around to the causes. Once they thought autism was caused by being raised wrong, by having
parents who were cold or abusive. That theory got thrown out along time ago. But there are till alot of
possible causes, and some of them seem to include each other. Some autism may betoo little of one
chemicd or another inthe brain. Or it may be caused by an enzyme that’ s missing, so thet certain
chemicas build up in the nervous system and damage it, or make it behave erratically. It may be caused
by something wrong with the immune system, or rogue antibodies that attack brain and neurd tissue, or
evenavirus, or pollution, or vitamin A deficiency...” Sheraised one hand ina“who knows’ gesture,
then let it fal. “There' re ahundred answers, maybe dl of them right sometimes... Isthisfor school 7’

“No. It' swhat Tom wanted to see me about.”

His mama s eyes went wide. “Y our missing person? He sautistic? Oh, honey, that's terrible! His
parents must be heartbroken. Do you think you' re going to be ableto find him?’

“I aready have,” Kit said, Stting down at the table and tilting his chair back to rock onitsrear legs.
“He sat school. Centennid, over in Baldwin.”

“What? Well, that’ sardlief! | thought you’ d meant he' d vanished. So how ishe missng?’

“It wasjust afigure of speech, Mama.” Kit had been wondering for awhile how much detail he should
gve his parents about hiswizardry. Now it occurred to him that he should have been giving them alot
more, if only to keep them from worrying. “When the wizardry first comesto you, it doesn't comedl at
once. You get atest first: your Ordedl. If you pass, you'reawizard. If you don't...”

Immediatdly, thelook on his mother’ s face suggested to him that he might have misstepped. “You die”
his mother said.

“Not dways,” Kit said. “ Sometimes you just lose the power that was given you to take the test with.” His
mamawas looking at him rather narrowly now, and Kit redized that she would immediately detect any
attempt to soften this. “But it’ s true that some kids don’t come back,” Kit said. “ Some disappearances
arefailed Ordeds. Maybe afew percent.”

His mother sat, quietly digesting that, and had another drink of her coffee. “ So thisOrded,” she said.
“He shaving somekind of problem withit?”

“He sbeeninthemiddle of it for along time,” Kit said. “Hemay need help. And | can't help thinking the
autism has something to do with it.” He sighed. “I’ ve been doing alot of reading, but | don’t know
anything about what' s going on in his head yet. And he may not be ableto tel me. | think I’m going to
haveto get in there and take alook mysdif.”

“Inhishead” Hismother looked aarmed. “Kit, my love, | don’t claim to understand the details of what
you'redoing... but wouldn't that be aviolation of his privacy?’

“Maybe,” Kit said. “But couldn’t you make a casethat CPR is, too? Still, you do it.”
“Tosavealife yes”

“That' swhat thismight be,” Kit said. “ Ordeds are crucid by definition, Mama. | had some help on mine.
Maybe now | get to pay those favors forward.”

“So you get indde hishead how, exactly?” hismamasaid. “Isthiswhat Carmela keeps describing as
‘magic telepathy’ ?’



Kit shook hishead. “I1t'smore complicated,” he said. “I'm still working out how to describe it. Ponch
seesit asmaking anew world to go to...or finding that world ready-made. Once you makeit, or find it,
you go there”

“Ponch seesit...” Hismother shook her head, doshed the coffee around in her cup, drank some, and
made aface: It was going cold.

“WEe I go there and look around,” Kit said. “We |l seewhat hisworld lookslike to him. Assuming we
cangetinal right. If that doesn’t work... I'll haveto think of something else. But at least thisisaplaceto
dat.”

His mother put the cup down and pushed it away. “If you do actualy get to talk to him,” she said,
looking thoughtful, “there' s possibly something you should keep in mind. Autistic people havetrouble,
sometimes, predicting what other human beings' minds are going to do. It'saskill they haveto develop
with practice, whereas we take it dmost completely for granted, that prediction insde: ‘If | do this, then
shé'll do that,” and so on. So you have to be prepared for the things you say to redlly upset him, more
than would seem reasonable. He may even have trouble believing in you.*

Kit looked at her, wondering what she meant. “It’ s not that he’ d think he was hdlucinating you, exactly,”
hismamasad. “Thisisn't that kind of perceptua problem. But some auttistic people have trouble
conceiving of anything existing outside the workings of their own minds. The concept of ‘the other’ seems
to take along timeforming. That's part of why so many of them can’t make or keep eye contact with
other people. Y et for the same reason, alot of them seem not to know what fear is.”

“Weird,” Kit said.

“Not assuch,” said hismother. “ Different, yes. Y ou may not scare him, but you may upset him... so be
ready for that.”

“Okay,” Kit said.

His mother sat back and looked sad. “ The problem isthat there are probably as many kinds of autism as
there are people who haveit,” she said. “ And not enough of them come back from that side of thingsto
tell us how what’ s happened to them looks or feds.” She shook her head. “ Some of the few who have
say that the world just got too overwhelming to be borne. They felt like they were surrounded by sounds
that were too intense, sights they couldn’t bear to see. So they had to withdraw insde themselvesto get
away, or even hurt themsalves over and over again asaway to blot out the pain outside. It' sthe only
way they can control it. Otherstell about feeling so sedled away from the world and the thingsand
peopleinit that they hurt themselvesjust to be able to fed something. Y ou get kidswho are autistic from
age two, and otherswho' re perfectly norma until suddenly they turn ten or twelve and something just
goeswrong...and they turn inward and don’t come out again for years. If ever.” Kit's mamalooked
haunted.

Kit nodded dowly. “I didn’t know it was this complicated.”
“Itis”
“Y ou know anything that would be good for me to read?”’

“There arelots of books,” hismother said. “ Some of the onesin the hospita library are going to be too
technical for you.” Shelooked over Kit's shoulder at the books spread out on the floor. “But some
won't be, and they’ re more recent than these. Let me seewhat | can bring you.”



“Great. One thing, though. | redly need to take tomorrow off to work on this. Can you cal school and
get meoff?’

She scowled a him. “Y ou don’'t have atest or anything tomorrow?’
“Huh?No.”
“I'm not going to make ahabit of this...”

“I’'m not asking you to, Mama! But it' s going to take more than just lunch hour to make astart on this,
and | don’t want to haveto run off al of asudden in the middle of something that’s going to make a
difference”

Hismother sat thinking. “All right,” shesaid. “I'll take care of it. Y ou can have astomach bug or
something.”

“No, Mama! Don't lieto them. Just tell them | need a persond day.”
She gave him adightly approving look. “Okay.”

“Thanks, Mama. Y ou' re the best.” He got up and kissed her, and took her coffee cup. “Y ou want some
more?’

“Yes.” Hismother leaned back on the sofa. “Two sugars. And then | want you to explainto mewhy |
can hear the DVD player and the remote yelling at each other in Japanese in the middie of the night.”

Kit shut hiseyesbriefly in horror, and went to get the coffee.

Pursuits

Quite early the next morning, Kit came downgtairsto find hissster stting in front of the TV with aplate
of half-finished toast, and amost peculiar expression on her face. “Brother dear...” Carmdasaid.

Thistone of voice usualy meant that something bad was going to happen. And | haven’t even had my
cor nflakes yet, Kit thought. “What?’

“I need to talk to you about the TV..”

“Uh... what about it?’ He went into the kitchen to make astart at least on the cornflakes, before she
redly got rolling.

“Why did Pop tell me not to watch it?’
“Uh,” Kit said, “maybe | should ask you firsd—if Pop told you not to watch it, then what' re you doing?’

If he hoped that taking the offensive with his Sster would help him even alittle, the hope was misplaced.
“Why do what they say until you can figure out why?’

Carmdasaid from the living room. “And with Pop at work and Mama adeep, there’ sno way I'm going
to find out the whys from them for hours. So | ask you, instead. .. while having alook myself.”

Kit said nothing, just rummaged enthusagticdly in the fridge for the milk.

“Mogt of the shows don’'t make much sense,” Carmelasaid. “And alot of othersare in weird languages.
Thishasto do with dl the yeling in Japanese the other day, am | right?’



“To acertain extent,” Kit said, getting abowl out of the cupboard and then opening adrawer for a
Spoon.

Hissster sghed. “You know,” she said, “you re bad at covering your tracks when you' ve busted
something. Hey, that’ saloca phone number!”

Kit' s eyeswidened with shock. He hurried in to find his sister goggling at ascreen full of billowing white
smoke and a number with a516 area code. .. both of which, to hisvast rdlief, then dissolved into whangy
guitar music and an offer for cut-rate Elvis CDs.

Carmelalooked up at Kit, registering hisreaction, and shook her head. “1 can't believe you'reinto this
retro stuff,” she said, changing channelsto her more usua morning fare, the channel with al the cartoons.
“It'sagood thing you' ve got Nita, because it' s gonna be along time before anybody else wantsto date
you, the taste you' ve got.”

“I havenot ‘got’ Nita,” Kit said through gritted teeth. “ And asfor taste, you shouldn’t be talking. Tom
and Jerry cartoons? Give me abreak.”

“I'mwaiting for the Road Runner,” Carmeasaid, managing to sound both pitying and incredibly
stuck-up. “A symbol of innocence endlessy pursued by the bandity of evil.”

Kit went back to his cornflakes. “I wish the evil | kegp running into was alittle more band,” he muttered
as he picked up hisbowl and started eating. The Lone Power’ sfavorite tool, entropy, had already struck
locdly: His cornflakes had gone soggy.

Resigned, he sat down and ate them anyway. Shortly Carmela came wandering into the kitchen and
stuck her head in the refrigerator. “Y ou got today off, huh?’

“Yeah. ‘Busness stuff.” He atethe last spoonful of cornflakes and went to rinsethe bowl. “And | didn’t
"bugt’ the TV, either.”

“Well, it has agigabillion new channdls, lookslike” hissster said. “ The one before this one looked pretty
neat. They were salling somekind of eternal-youth potion.” She paused to primp hersaf unnecessarily in
the dark glass of the microwave. “Might comein handy.”

“Y ou have to grow up first before the fountain of youth’ s going to do you any good,” Kit said, putting the
bowl and spoon in the dishwasher, “and anyway, what you need isthe fountain of brains.”

Kit spent the next few minutes running around the house while his sgter, in pursuit, whacked him as often
as possible with arolled-up boy-band fan magazine. He could have teleported straight out of there, but it
was more fun to let her chase him, and it would keep her in agood mood. Finaly eight-thirty rolled
around, the latest time when she could leave and till get to homeroom on time, and Carmelagot her
book bag and headed out. “Bye-bye,” she said as she went out the back door. “Don’'t get eaten by
mongtersor anything.”

“HI try toavoid it.”

The door closed. Kit went off to get his manud, reflecting that things could be alot worse for him. A
resident sster who found wizardry freaky or annoying could cause endlesstrouble, forcing himto livelike
afugitivein hisown house, hiding what he was. But so many human wizards have to do that, anyway,
he thought, going into hisroom to get the manua off his desk, and carefully walking around Ponch, who
lay on the braided oval rag rug beside hisbed, still adeep. They have families they can't trust, or who
can’t cope... Thethought of telling someone you loved that you were awizard, and then discovering that



he or she couldn’t handle it and would have to have the memory removed, made Kit shudder. | was
lucky. Not that it wasn’t a little traumatic at first, with Mama and Pop. But they got past it. And
so did Helena, sort of.

Hisolder sister had been the cause of someworriesfor Kit when he' d told her he wasawizard. Helena
had at first been dismissve, in an amused way: She hadn’t believed him. But when Kit had started
casudly using wizardry around the house, Helena had actudly gone through a short period when she'd
thought he’ d done some kind of deal with the devil. Finally she camed down when she saw that Kit had
no trouble participating at church adong with the rest of the family, and when Kit got Helenato understand
that the Lone Power, no matter which costume It was wesring, was never going to be any friend of his.
But Helena smora concerns had died down into akind of strange embarrassment about Kit, which was
as hard to bear, initsway, asthe accusations of being a dupe of ultimate evil. When she went away to
college and didn’'t have to see what Kit was doing from day to day, their relationship got back to normal,
if arather long-distance kind of norma. What would it have been like if she’ d stayed around, though
?Kit had found himsdlf thinking, more than once. How would | have coped? It was aquestion he was
glad not to have had to answer. And if that makes me chicken, fine. I’m chicken.

He glanced down at Ponch. He was still adeep, his muzzle and feet twitching gently as he dreamed. Kit
sat down to wait until the dog finished the dream. The wizard' s manua lay on his desk; heflipped it open
to Darryl’ s page again and considered that for afew moments.

He's only eleven, Kit thought, looking over the dightly more detailed persond information that had
added itsdlf to Darryl’ slisting since Kit had become involved. Eleven wasn't incredibly young for a
wizard— Dairine had been offered the Wizard' s Oath at deven— but it was till alittle on the early sde:
asuggestion that the Powers That Be needed Darryl for something dightly more urgent than usud. All we
need to doistry to figure out what it is... try to help himfind his way around whatever’ s blocking
him. Without getting in the way of whatever his Ordeal’ s supposed to do for him.

That'slikely to be atall order...

Ponch had stopped dreaming and was breathing quietly again. Kit hated to wake him, but free dayslike
thisweren’t something he got often. He nudged his dog' s tummy gently with one snegker.

“Ponch,” hesaid. “C’'mon, big guy.”
Ponch opened one eye and looked at Kit.
Breakfadt!

Hisdog might be getting alittle Strange, aswizards pets sometimes do, but in other regards Ponch was
absolutely normal. Ponch got up, stretched fore and aft, shook himsdlf dl over, and then headed for the
halway. Kit grinned, picked up the manual, stuck it into the “pocket” of otherspace that he kept thingsin
for hiswizardly work, and went after him.

In the kitchen, Kit opened a can of dog food and emptied it into the bowl. Ponch went through it in about
five minutes of angle-minded chowing down, then looked up. More?

“Y ou're only supposed to get onein the morning. Y ou know that.”
But today’ s a workday. Today we go bunting.
13 &?l

| have to keep up my strength.



Kitrolled hiseyes. “I’m being had here,” he said.
Boss! Ponch looked pained.

“Oh, dl right,” Kit said after amoment. “Buit if al thisfood makes you want to lie down and have abig
long deep Al of asudden...”

It won't.

Kit sighed and opened the cupboard to get out another can of dog food. Not that one. The chicken this
time, Ponch said.

Kit looked at his dog, then at the label on the can. “When did you learn to read?’

| don’'t have to read. | can hear you doing it, Ponch said. Anyway, the color’s different on the food
with chickeniniit.

Kit grabbed a different can and popped the top, shaking his head, and emptied it into Ponch’s bowl.
“Thecolor” hesad after amoment. “1 thought dogs saw only in gray.”

Ponch paused in his egting. Maybe we do, he said. But important things look different.

Kit shook hishead. Whatever color hisdog saw hisfood in, it didn’'t matter much, asit al swiftly went
ingde him, where theoretically everything was the same color, especidly after it was digested.

When he was finished eating, Ponch circled around a couple of timesand lay down to start washing his
paws.

“You're not going to go to deep, areyou?’ Kit sad.

Ponch looked at him with some mild annoyance. If you ‘re going to hunt, he said, your feet have to be
clean. He went back to nibbling his paws again.

Kit sighed and sat down to wait. When Ponch was finished, he got up, shook himsdlf again, and said, |
have to go out.

“You'll beready then?’
Yes.

Kit opened the door and let the dog out. He put on hisjacket, picked up his house keys from the hook
inside the back door, and got one more thing from the place where the coats hung—the wizardly “leash”
that he' d made for Ponch when they were working together in other worlds. For those who could seeit,
it looked like adender, smooth cord of bluelight, atight braid of wordsin the Speech that had to do
with finding things, remembering where you found them, and not losing what had helped you find themin
the first place—namely Ponch. Kit coiled up theleash and stuffed it in his parka pocket, then locked up
the house and went up the driveway to the gate in the chain-link fence. There Ponch was dancing with
impatience. Kit opened the gate, and Ponch shot through and into the yard, straight to the back where
the trees and bushes grew thickest.

Kit paused for amoment in the frosty morning air. It was one of those cold gray days, but the wrong kind
of gray for snow—the kind of day that made you wish that spring would hurry up, but also aday when
going to another universe, any other universe, would be ardlief from the gloominess of your own. He
reached into his pocket for the transit spell he’ d used the other day to get to Darryl's school, and ran the



long glowing chain of it through hisfingers while Ponch did his business back in the bushes. A moment
later Ponch bounced out of the underbrush again, and ran back to Kit, bounding up and down around
him.

You ready?
“Y eah. Heré syour leash.”

Kit managed with some difficulty to get Ponch to hold till long enough to dip the leash-spdll around his
neck. Should Ponch’ s search for Darryl take them into some space where there wasn't air, or something
€lse humans and dogs needed to survive, the leash would make sure Kit' sfail-safe spellstemporarily
covered Ponch, until Kit could improvise something else. It would also keep them from getting separated
in any hodtile environment.

Where to first?
“Darryl’sschoal,” Kit said. “Let me get usinvisiblefirgt. | want acloser look a him when we get there”

Kit reached out to one side and traced hisfinger down the air, “unzipping” his claudication pocket, then
reached in for thewizard’' s manual. When he bounced it in his hand, it fell open at the spot Kit had
previoudy marked, theinvishbility spell. Thewizardry wasas he' d I€ft it, in apartly activated State,
waiting for the last few syllablesto be pronounced.

Kit said them, and felt the wizardry take, expanding to fold around him and Ponch and then snug in close.
Thiswas one of the smpler waysto beinvisble; thewizardry “looked” at what was behind you and
made anyonein front of you see that ingtead of you. Thislight-diversion type of invisibility wasn't good
for usein large groups, because it tended to break down under the strain of servicing too many
viewpoints, but Kit thought thiswould be good enough for this morning; he didn’t think he and Ponch
were likely to wind up in acrowd.

Ponch shook himself as the wizardry settled in around them, then sat down and scratched. It itches!
“I' know,” Kit said. “It hasto fit tight to work Try to bear with it—wewon't need it for long.”

Kit dropped the bright chain of the transt spell on the ground around them. It knotted itself closed, and
the sound of the words and the power of the spell reared up around them in aroar of light. When the
brilliance and the noise faded down again, they were standing where they’ d been the previous day: in the
parking lot, looking at the bland front of Centennia Avenue School.

Kit picked up thetransit spll, tucked it away in his claudication pocket. We' d better keep it silent from
here on, he said. Have you got his scent?

Sure. He'sin aroom over on the left side of the building. He's close.
Show me where.

Together they padded quietly onto the sdewalk outside the school doors, and up onto the lawn on the
left Sde, making their way down the length of the one-story building. About haf aminute later, they were
standing outside the schoolroom where Darryl and his classmates were working. Kit peered in.

It didn’'t look much like the classrooms at Kit's school, but he wasn't expecting it to: These kids had
gpecia needs. The furniture was sofas and cushions and soft mats rather than the desk-chairsthat Kit
was used to, with a scattering of low tables suitable for working either from achair or while stting on the
floor. Four teachers, men and women both, casualy dressed, were working with the same group of kids



Kit had seen getting into the van the day before. Some of the kids were sitting and working with books at
one or another of the tables; one was lying on amat doing exercises with the help of a specid-ed teacher.
Off to one side, Darryl sat, dressed in T-shirt and jeans and sneakers again, his dark head bent over a
large soft-cover book. He was rocking dightly, while next to him ayoung male teacher sat and read to
him from the book.

Thereheis.

But still not there, Ponch said.

Then where, exactly?

It's hard to tell from here. | need to get a better scent. We should go in.

Kit nodded. No point in going all the way back to the doors, he said, and flipped through the manua
for yet another spell. This spell, too, Kit had prepared the night before, knitting both hisand Ponch’s
names and descriptionsinto it. The wizardry included avariant of the Mason’sWord, which involvesa
very detailed description, in wizardly terms, of the structure of stone. As both wizards and physicists
know, even the densest sone—indeed, dmogt dl kinds of matter perceived as solid—is mostly empty
gpace. Now as Kit and Ponch walked toward the wall of the school, al the atomsin their bodies and the
atoms of thewall engaged in abrief, complex, stately little dance, carefully avoiding one another in droves
aswizard and dog passed through brick and mortar and reinforcing metal. A moment later, Kit and
Ponch were standing inside the classroom.

The room was carpeted, which made it easy to walk softly. Kit and Ponch made their way carefully
around the edge of the room, toward the Sde where Darryl sat on the floor, looking at the book. Or is
he really?Kit thought, as his point of view changed and he could see more clearly that Darryl was
looking in the generd direction of the book, but not at it, more through it. His face was not quite
expressionless: There was ashadow of asmilethere, but it was hard to tell what he was smiling at.

They paused near him, behind him, while the teacher kept reading, something about the seven wonders of
the ancient world. Ponch stood looking intently at Darryl, his nose working, while Kit looked over the
boy’ s shoulder, trying to make something of that remote expression. Definitely his body' s here, Kit

sad. But asfor therest of him...

Far away, Ponch said. | can show you where now, though. The scent’ s strong.
Okay-In a moment. Ponch sat down and started scratching.

Unfortunately, in thissmall quiet space, asound that Kit heard al the time, so often that he didn’t pay
attention to it anymore, suddenly made itsalf apparent. It was Ponch' s dog-license tag and nametag, on
his callar, jingling together. Just about everybody in the classroom, except for Darryl, looked up in
surprise, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from.

Uh-oh, Kit thought. That was dumb! To Ponch he said hurriedly, and silently, Now would be a good
time!

Right—

Ponch stepped forward, pulling the leash tight, and vanished, just as Darryl’ steacher got up from the
floor with amystified look and headed toward them.

Kit stepped forward after Ponch and vanished, too, relieved—



Thewind hit him then, so that Kit staggered, staring around him, half-blinded by the sudden blazing light
after the soft fluorescents of the classroom.

“Where are we?’
Inside his mind. He' s here somewhere, Ponch said.

Here was alandscape right out of the depths of the Sahara. Kit and Ponch were perched precarioudy on
the crest of adune so sharply wind-sculpted that its edge could have been used for arazor... except that
every second, thewind stripped grains off it, eroding it, and whipping sand off the other dunesthat
stretched out al around them. A hard blue sky came down to the horizon on dl sides, featureless; it held
not awigp of cloud, only the fierce sun... yet there was something mysterioudy indistinct about that sun,
asif, eveninthat sky, dust obscured it.

“Just look at dl this” Kit said, gazing around him. “Did Darryl’ sautism make this? Or did he?’
| don’t know.

Kit shook hishead. “I’ ve seen an interior landscape or two in my time,” he said, “but thisone... Look
how empty itis.” He scanned the horizon. “If thisistheinsde of Darryl’smind, then whereis he?’

Maybe he' s hiding?

Kit thought about that, and about what his mother had said about the autistic people who found life
samply too intenseto bear. “From himsdlf, too?’ Kit said.

| don’t know. But he is here. Look! Ponch said. Kit looked where Ponch’ s nose pointed. Footsteps led
down from the dune-crest, dug in degp where someone had had to dig his hedsin to stop diding, and
then had kept on diding anyway. Down at the bottom of the dune, in the space sheltered from thewind,
the footsteps were better preserved, better defined. They reminded Kit of certain footsteps | eft in the
moondust of Tranquillity Base, except that those were now being eroded by micrometeorites. These
footsteps were still sharp, and they had afamiliar sneaker company’ s logo scored across them, one that
Armstrong’ sand Aldrin’s boot soles had definitely been missing.

“Welrd,” Kit said softly. The footsteps led away across that blazing wilderness, up the next dune and into
the unremitting day. “Where shegoing?” Kit said.

Away from the Other One, Ponch said. Can’t you feel It? It’s here, too. It’s following him. Ponch
scented theair. 1t’ s been following him for a long time.

“Three months?’ Kit said.
| think longer .
“How can that be?’

| don’t know. But Its scent is strong in Darryl’ s neighborhood. I’ ve smelled it often enough when
It's been chasing after you. Ponch shook himsdlf dl over... and thistimeit had nothing to do with
fedling itchy; it was hisversgon of ashudder. He flees—It pursues. Ponch’'s nose worked; he looked
bemused. And not just here.

“Then where?’

I”’m not sure. Come on.



The sand they did down was more pink than golden. Kit looked at it and thought of the book that
Darryl’ steacher had been reading him. It had been open to a page about the pyramids. Something of
the world’ s getting through to him, he thought. The question is, what’ s he making of it?

The heat from the sun was oppressive. Kit pulled off his parka, rolled it up, and stuck it into his
otherspace pocket. Then he and Ponch reached the bottom of the dune and started the climb up the side
of the next one. “We could airwak it...” Kit said.

Hedidn't, Ponch said. Histrail’s down here. We need to go the way he went, for now.

Kit nodded, put his head down to try to keep the wind-whipped sand out of his eyes, and went up the
next dunein Ponch’ swake. That way, Ponch said as he came up to the top of the dune.

Kit looked across the sand, following Ponch’ s gaze. Maybe eight or ten miles away, almost obscured by
the height of the farther dunes and the haze of sand and dust in the air, alow line of jagged stonerose
againg the horizon. “ Arethose hills?” Kit said.

| think so. HE' s there somewhere. Come on.

Ponch led, and Kit followed. Once or twice, Ponch was certain enough of thetrail to let Kit use atrangit
spell to cover some distance, but more often heingsted on doing it on foot, so Kit smply had to dog
after him, for the time being unwilling to use any spdlsto protect him from the wind and the sand, on the
off chance that they would somehow interfere with Ponch’ stracking sense. The sand seemed to get into
everything—down Kit’s shirt and up his pants, into the bends of his knees and elbows. It rubbed him raw
around the neck and even under hissocks. | can barely stand this, Kit thought as he toiled up yet
another dune after Ponch. And if | can’'t, what’sit doing to Darryl ?

Ponch reached the top of that dune and looked ahead of them. From here the low, jagged hills that had
shown earlier near the horizon finaly seemed within reach, no more than afew miles away. They looked
taller than they had, harsher and more forbidding; they cast long, dark shadows at their feet, under that
unforgiving sun, which hadn’t moved in the sky the whole time they had been there. Kit glanced up
toward it, then away. “It' sdmost likethisisared place” he said softly.

It'sreal to him. And thereforeit’sreal to What's chasing him...

Kit shook his head at that. Tom’ swarning not to get caught up in Darryl’ s Ordedl had been
straightforward enough. Y et was it going to be possible to stand to one side and | et another wizard
handle the Lone Power by himsdf? And what if It doesn’t want just to concentrate on him?Kit
thought. What am | supposed to do if It decides to try to do something about me? Just cut and run,
just leave himthere?

| wish Neets were here. | could really use some backup.
Ponch stood panting in the heat, gazing down. That looks sort of like a building, he said.

Kit squinted. Down among the rock-tumble at the foot of the steep, jagged hills, there did seem to be
something that looked built, and in it was a vertical, oblong darkness that could have been agigantic
door. “Isthat where he went?” Kit said.

| think so. Do you want to take us down there?

Kit looked at the dark patch in the long ominous shadows thrown by the hills. Want to? he thought.
Wow, | can’'t wait. Nonetheless, he pulled out the transit spell. “Let’'sgo,” he said.



A few moments later, they stood at the foot of the biggest cliff. Kit looked up at it, and up, and up, and
hardly knew what to think. The whole side of the cliff was adark red stone, carved, deeply, for at least
three hundred feet up. The red stone must have been the source of the pink tint in dl the sand they’d
been tailing through. Someone had carved the dliff into pillars and arches, galleries and bal conies,
reaching back into solid stone that looked asif it had been laborioudy hollowed out, chip by chip, by
truly obsessve artisans. Niches and pedestals were carved into the stone; in them and on them stood
statues, of people and animas and creatures not native to Earth, some of them not native to any planet
Kit knew. Some of the poses, some of the expressions, were very creepy, indeed; al the statues, human
or not, were staring down at the spacein front of the oblong opening with stony blind eyes— staring at
Kit asif, stone or not, they could still see. And it al looked brand-new, asif whatever or whoever had
donethiswork might till be here, somewhere insde the gigantic gateway that |oomed, dark and empty,
infront of Kit and Ponch right now.

It wasn't an ideathat made Kit particularly happy. What a great place to have a cozy chat with
Darryl about what's bothering him, Kit thought. “ Can you smell anybody ese here?” hesaid to
Ponch. “Besides us, and Darryl, and you-know-who?’

No. Ponch stood there with hisnose working. But I’ m not sure that means that nobody el se can be
here...

I’ ve got to stop asking him questions when | know the answer s are going to make me more
nervous than | already am, Kit thought. “In there?" he said, bresking hisresolution immediately.

In there.
“Let’sgo, then.”

Ponch stalked forward into the darkness. The way he was walking made Kit amost fed like laughing a
little, even through his nervousness; it was the way Ponch stalked squirrels out in the backyard: stedlthy, a
little ftiff-legged. That’ s all we need in here, he thought as he followed Ponch into the dimness. To be
attacked by millions of evil squirrels.

Asthe darkness around them got deeper, Kit pushed that thought away as one it was probably smarter
not to encourage. “ Can you see dl right?” he said very softly to Ponch.

| can smell all right. Seeing doesn’t matter so much.

Kit swallowed as the darkness got deeper. To you, maybe, he thought. He reached into his* pocket,”
got out hismanud, and riffled through it briefly for aspell that would produce ahbit of light, no more than
apocket flashlight would produce. After afew whispered sentencesin the Speech, he pointed one finger
to test it out. No light source showed, but asoft white light nonetheless fell on what he pointed hisfinger
at—in this case, another immense carving, set into thewall to their |eft. Kit took onelook at it and
immediately turned the light el sewhere, reminded much too clearly of the dien with the laser eggbester.
The carving could have been one of that dien’ srelativesin avery bad mood, and it seemed to be looking
right & him—not only with al itseyes, but dso with dl itsteeth.

Kit shook his head and turned his atention €l sewhere, using the wizardry flashlight to look around as
Ponch led him further into the hill. There was no dismissing this space asjust acave: It wasalong hdl, a
vast corridor of adwelling of somekind, asintricately carved insde asit had been outsde—asiif
thousands of creatures with a passion for strange statuary had been working here for centuries. Where
thewalswerelacking actud statues, they were wrought in weird but wonderful bas-rdiefs, vividly
colored, touched here and there with the glint of gold or the glassy sheen of gems. Kit moved past them
inamixture of nervousness and admiration, hislight flicking past stern creatures with vast, soread wings,



tal, rigid humanoid shgpes with ams held in positions ungainly but till somehow expressive; srange
beast shapes whose expressions were peculiarly more human than those of the man shapes that
aternated with them. The place made Kit think of the set of some kind of adventure movie about
exploring ancient tombs, but realized in a hundred times more detail—every chisel mark accounted for,
the backs of the statues as perfectly executed astheir fronts, everything sharp and clear, down to the last
grain of sand or dust.

Who' d have thought somebody autistic could notice things this way, Kit thought. But then he shook
his head at himsdlf. He d hardly ever thought about autistic people except to fed vaguely sorry for them,
and he' d never given any thought to what they might or might not be able to do. That was changing now.
Whatever else might be going on inside of Darryl, he could see things—possibly more clearly than Kit
had ever seen them, except under the most unusud circumstances. If that was any kind of hint to what
Darryl’ stalents asawizard might eventualy become—

Ponch stopped, and growled.

Kit stopped, too, looking around, alittle more nervoudy now. It had occurred to him that one of the
other things Darryl had managed to include in this space, if he had, indeed, created it for himsdf, wasa
sense of it being haunted. And only now, aerted by Ponch’sgrowl, did Kit start to see the dark shapes
moving beyond where hislittle light could reach, beyond the Satues, in the gloom through the archways
that opened here and there off the great main hall. And— Kit looked up, unsure whether he had heard
wings flapping way up above them, under the soaring shadows of the unseen celling.

What are they? he said slently to Ponch. *
Ponch sniffed, let out along whoosh of breath, asif smelling something bad. Fears.

Kit frowned, seeing more of the dark shapes gathering in the path he and Ponch had been taking toward
the heart of the hill. Even when hetried to look straight at them, they stayed vague, like the things you see
or half suspect you see out of the corner of your eye, the things that creep up on you from behind in the
dark. Point thelight at them, and they’ re gone, flitting to either Sde; but let the light dide away, and they
gather there again, seen better by averted vision than straight on. The glint of eyes, of teeth, showed in the
dark: theflalling, skittering motion of too many limbs—

Ponch growled again. It's here. Ahead, to the right, then left again. In the center of it all.

From ahead, further into the hill, came alow rumble of thunder. The sound of it went right up to that
unseen ceiling, echoing, and went right through the floor; Kit could fed it through hisfeet.

The shadowy fears crowded closer. Ponch bared his teeth and growled more loudly, and the closest of
the fears skittered away. Kit looked dl around them, reaching out with awizard’ s sensesto try to tdll if
whatever avatar the Lone Power was using here was particularly close by. It seemed to him that It
wasn't, that Its attention was elsewhere, closely centered on someone else.

Darryl...

They cameto the end of that immense hallway, a T-junction; thewall just ahead of them held another of
the immense carvings, reaching up and out of sight into the gloom. It showed atangle of human and dien
bodies that seemed to struggle and push against one another, trying to go in one direction or another, but
that seemed unable to get much of anywhere, like a stone rush hour in some otherworldly subway station.
Kit shook hishead at it as Ponch pulled him to theright. A faint mutter of sound was coming from that
direction, and from far away, reflected on the endless carvings, agleam of light.



The corridor through which they moved got narrower, the much-carved walls of it seeming to press
dowly together, like another gimmick from abad adventure movie. Kit tried to convince himsdf that the
effect wasjust atrick of perspective, but no matter how hetried, he wasn't sure that when he wasn't
looking, thosewallsdidn’t actualy creep inward, just alittle bit. And off to either side of him and Ponch,
dightly more visble now that therewas alittle light up ahead, the fear-shadows paced them, flitting in and
out among the carvings, skittering, chittering softly to themselves with, every now and then, the occasond
little chattering laugh. In the way they moved, and in the way they avoided being seen, they began to
remind Kit very unpleasantly of cockroaches... and helonged for the leisure to pause and ssomp on
some of them, just for the fun of it. But there wasn't time for that now. Ponch wasintent, his head down,
infull tracking mode, growling softly again. The sound ahead of them started getting louder, and louder
dill—arepetitive, thundering noise. | don’t think this place is going to be conducive to a relaxed
conversation with Darryl, Kit thought.

Ponch turned a corner to the left; Kit followed him. The light up ahead was cold and flickering, like
something glimpsed through the doors of amovie theater while the festure was showing. But no theater
on Earth would have had a sound system capable of producing the thunder-rumble that accompanied the
light. They turned down yet another carved corridor, thisone atdl, narrow dit that Kit soon redized was
two doors, easly severd storiestall, that weren't quite shut.

Kit stopped at another of those earthshaking, wall-shaking rumbles of noise, louder than ever, and the
hair on the back of his neck stood up because he could sense the Lone Power nearby. If Darryl and the
Lone One or Itsminionswere having it out up ahead, some kind of protection would probably be a good
idea. You stick close to me from here on, he said to Ponch. All we have to do now is figure out
what’ s going on, and what to do about it.

Let me know when you do that, Ponch said, because right after that, | want to go home. He
sounded unusudly definite.

You're not alone there, believe me. Kit wondered if Ponch was feding what he himsdlf had started to
fed—awearying pressure that made him too tired to look at things, too tired to pay attention to what
was going on around him. And just when | need to pay attention the most. If Darryl has to put up
with this all the time, then, boy, do | sympathize with him...

There was one other spdll that Kit had been keeping ready in the back of his mind, twenty-six words of
its twenty-seven aready spoken. Now, under his breath, Kit said the last word of the spell. Nothing
visible happened around him and Ponch, but the slent sizzle of awizardly forcefied flicked into being
there, ahaf sphere of protection against sudden violent force. The field wasn't anything that would hold
off the Lone Power for very long if It decided to get redlly aggressive, but it would buy Kit and Ponch
time enough to think of something else, or to get away.

Kit reached just above hishead and felt the expected bump and dight shock of touching thefield, likethe
shock you get from walking on carpet and then touching something metdlic. It’srunning, he said. You
ready?

No, but let’s get it over with, Ponch said.

Hisdog' s nervousness surprised Kit alittle. .. but then he wasn't exactly cam himself. Kit dowly went
forward toward the partway open doors, Ponch keeping close beside him. Theincreasingly bright light
spilling out of the doors showed some of the carvings on them, another tangle of the strange half-man,
half-beast creatures, al with their heads turned away from the viewer, or their faces hidden, asif afraid to
be looked at directly. Kit began to wonder about that, but the crescendo of thunder coming from inside
the doors distracted him. Light flared again and again from inside, blue-white, blinding.



Kit moved alittle to one side, so that he and Ponch would be sheltered by the right-hand door, and
wouldn’'t immediately be seen by whoever wasinside. They crowded up against the writhing shapes
carved into the greet brazen doors, the force field complaining softly in the back of Kit's mind about
having to press up against something solid. Kit ignored the complaint and had agood long look into the
darkness, back the way he and Ponch had come, to make sure they weren’t being followed by anything
that might be capable of breaching the force field. Then he turned and peered, very carefully, around the
edge of the door.

Hisview was somewhat limited, but he could see enough of what was going on to have to catch his
breath in astonishment. Beyond the door was a huge open space—enclosed, Kit thought from the way
the sound echoed in there, but with aceiling so high up that he couldn’t even seeit. Well below that
point, the awful blinding light contained in that space Sarted to give way to gloom. For what looked like
about haf amileinfront of him, and off to either Sde, stretched ahuge pit of the red stone, carved into
endlessrings of bleacherlike seats—an amphithester, its upper walls crowded with more of the creepy
blind-eyed statues, their gazes turned down toward the central stage, watching, though seeming not to. In
the stands of the amphitheater were hundreds of the shadows that Kit had seen in the outer darkness,
maybe even thousands of them, dl asintent as the statues on what was happening down in the spacein
themidde.

Thefury of light concentrated there should have washed dl those shadows away to nothing. The center
of the amphitheater was crowded with writhing whips of lightning, ropes and sheets of lightning, whole
curtains of it, such asKit hadn’t seen snce he waslast deep in the aimosphere of Jupiter. All of the
deedly fire was striking at one spot, washing over it again and again asif trying to obliterate the single
small shape that ood aoneinthe middle of it dl, arms up around his head, twisting from sideto side.
With every crack of lightning, the air was torn with agrest havoc of thunder, ashattering drumroll that
never stopped. Ponch, peering around the door and squinting into the lightning, crowded closeto Kit,
growling softly, and Kit hung on to him as together they peered down into the heart of that riot of fire and
destruction, trying to make out what was happening.

For just afew moments, the lightning died back alittle, and Kit was able to make out what stood on the
far sde of it, beyond the small shape that the lightning was tormenting. It was atall form, dark, somewhat
human at the moment, and wearing a deeper darkness around it like a cloak or ashroud—Ilooking like an
abyssinto which everything must invarigbly fall and be devoured, a chilly, light-hating vacuum that would
have made a black hole seem outgoing and generous by comparison. The Lone Power stood there,
looking down on Its present handiwork, and finding it good.

The darkness around It rose up, and from it more lightning lashed down into the center of the arena at the
little staggering boy shape that now turned and twisted and cried out, writhing and faling to its knees,
clutching at its head, tearing at itsdlf in afrenzy of trying to be somewhere dse. Y et escape seemed
impossible. The boy knedling there was bent double now, impotent, rocking back and forth, rocking. Kit
thought in pity and horror of the dight rocking motion that Darryl had been making in the classroom as he
looked at the book.

The unfairness of dl this, the crudty of it, was making Kit furious, even as the crowding pressure of
wearinessin the air left him more and more uncomfortable and tired. Beside him, Ponch never stopped
growling. I wish I could do something, Kit thought. But I’ m not sure what to do. Thisisn't my
Ordeal... and right now, my job’sto watch.

And so0 he held till, and watched—though he got angrier dl the time—while the Lone One whipped the
little crouching shape with lightnings, and Itslaughter, the earthquake, rumbled through dl the stone
around them. In the stands, the fear-shadows hissed and whispered and heaved with amusement, and Kit



stood there and held his peace until he felt like he just couldn’t keep quiet anymore. He started to stand
up and shout, He' s not alone!

But Ponch shouldered Kit to one side, behind the door again, and Kit sat down hard. Ponch put his nose
up against Kit's ear, cold, hisown style of wake-up call, and said, He' s not here!

What ??Kit said.

Dairy |. HE snot here.

But you said he wasn't in school, either—
The scent’ s changed! Watch.

Kit shook his head, got up, looked around the door again. There wasthe small, dark shape, crouchingin
the center of that huge lightning-scarred space, rocking, rocking, hiding itshead in itsarms, while the
Lone Power scourged it with lightnings and laughed, the hissing of the watching fears a soft, evil
accompaniment. It went on for along time, alittle eternity.... but Kit held till. The lightnings descended
with more and more violence every moment, until even that last faint glimpse of Darryl waswashed out in
their fury.

Watch, Ponch said again, sounding perplexed but somehow also amused. Theair stank of ozone, the
stone of the floor began to run and go molten in places, and there was nothing at the center of things
anymore but aferocious knot of pae, blue-whitefire, lightning that unnaturally endured for breeth after
breath, washing and burning through this one last stubborn spot that it had not been able to abolish—

—until it faded away, and dl that huge amphitheater rustled with the satisfied hissing of athousand fears.

But there was one sense of satisfaction that was missing. The greatest, deepest darkness—thetall one
now moving down into the center, to where ayoung boy’ s body should have lain—was not &t all
satisfied. All the shadow-fearsthat looked on dowly stilled their hissing, becoming afraid themsdlves, as
that master darkness towered over the place where Darryl should have been... and wasn't.

“Gone!” the Lone Power cried. “ Gone again!
“Hnd him!!”

With avast wind-rush rustling of terror, the shadows vanished. The Lone One, furious, swept Its
darknesses about Itsdlf. They writhed like an angry cloak, wrapped in close around their master. A
second later, It was gone.

And Kit and Ponch stood there at the edge of it dl, behind the door, in the dark, shaking.
It didn’t even notice you, Ponch said, confused but relieved. That’s good.

No argument. But what about Darryl ? Kit was serioudy confused. How could he be there and not
he there at the same time?

| don’t know, Ponch said. But | want to go home now. And when we get home, | want a biscuit.
Five biscuits, Kit said. Maybe ten. Let’s get out of here.

They started making their way back through the carved corridors of the hill. “Where did he go?’ Kit said
after awhile, when he started to get his breath back, for he'd held it again and again.



The Lone One? He didn't “ go” anywhere. He' s still where he alwaysis: here. One side of Ponch’'s
mouth curled again in asoft growl.

“No, | meant Darryl.”

Oh. It may take me a little while to find out. Ponch’ s nose was working again. But | don’t think this
isthefirst time he’' s done this maneuver; he did it too quickly. I can scent the change. | can find
where he goes next.

They came out of the dark, back into that pitilessday. “What | don’t get is, why’s hedoing it?’ Kit said,
looking out across the endless, scorched, barren waste. “Why doesn’t he get it over with? Not that he
didn’'t look like he was having abad time. But running away from the Lone Oneisno way to end an
Ordedl. Sooner or later you haveto tackle It head-on... before It catches you from behind, when you're
not looking, and finishesyou off.”

| don’t know. I’m not a wizard. But | know what it’ s like to be scared.

Kit heard the pity in hisdog’ s voice, and was dightly surprised. Normally Ponch saved his concern for
members of the family, or friends. “Y ou' re sure you can pick up thetral again?’

Any time. But not right now. Ponch trotted away from the bottom of the cliff, purposeful, not looking
back. I'mtired.

But Ponch is sad, too, Kit thought. And that makes it worse. “Comeon, big guy,” hesaid. “Let'sgo.”
Together, they vanished.

Conversations
Nitalooked up out of darkness at the giant robot that was staring down at her.

At the time this seemed like the most naturd thing in the world. There she stood, barefoot, in her long,
pink-striped nightshirt, and there stood the roboat, glittering in the single spotlight that shone down on the
dark floor. The gleam of the downfdling light on the meta of the robot’ s skin was nearly blinding. What
kind of metal isthat, | wonder ? Nita thought, for the skin sheened a number of colors, from ahot blue
through magentato a greenish yellow, depending on how the robot moved. Right now it was shifting idly
from foot to foot, asif it was waiting for something to happen.

Titanium, Nitathought, recalling some jewelry she’ d seen one of her classmates wearing to school
recently; it had had the same hot-colored sheen asthe robot’ s skin.

Or was it palladium? | forget. “Hello?” Nitacaled up to the robot.

Therewas no reply. But the robot did hold till, then, and inclineits head alittle to look down in Nita's
generd direction. There was no telling whether it was actualy looking at her: Where eyes normaly would
have been, there was a horizonta dlit, which probably had sensors behind it. The robot strongly
resembled the kind of giant robot that kept turning up on Saturday morning television, and Nitafound
hersalf wondering whether this one might suddenly start breaking apart into jet fighters and tanks and
other such paraphernaia. But for the moment, it just stood there.

Nitastarted to get astrange, repetitive, ticktock fedling in the back of her head—an emotion or thought
recurring, again and again, asregular and inevitable as clockwork, but recurring at adistance, in amuffled
kind of way. It wasn't apleasant fedling, either—it was akind of thought or emotion that you would



suffer from, rather than experience with any particular pleasure. Fortunately, it wasn't so acute that Nita
had to pay much atention to it, though she felt vaguely sorry for the robot, if thisweary feding did,
indeed, belong to it.

“Isthere anything | can do for you?’ Nitacalled, moreloudly thistime. There was no question of
speaking to the robot more conversationdly: Its head was at least fifty feet above the ground. Thisislike
having a conversation with a flagpole, Nitathought.

The robot took aclunky step toward her, then another, then suddenly hunkered down in front of her with
agreat groan and screech of complaining, over-stressed metd. Nitathought at first that it might fal over,
it looked so unsteady, and it wobbled and leaned from |eft to right to left again. It wasintent on her,
though again Nita couldn’t be sure how she knew that: The metal face was blank, and it had no way to
changeits expression even if one had been there.

“Sowhat isit?’ Nitasad. “Givemeacluel”

It loomed over her, possibly considering what to say. As machine intelligences went, the robot aready
seemed pretty reticent: Nita s limited experience with mechanica life-forms suggested that they were big
talkers, but thisonedidn’t seem to be so inclined. It just leaned over her, the Size of asmall apartment
building, and atongue-tied one at that.

“Oh, wait aminute, now | know what it is,” Nitasaid. “Y ou want to talk to my sigter, right? I’ m redlly
sorry, but she' sadeep right now.”

No response from the shining form. “Adeep?’ Nitasad. “ Temporarily nonfunctiona? Off-line?’

The robot suddenly began emitting what Nitathought at first were more metd-stress sounds, but after
she got past how deafening they were, she found she could catch the occasiona word through them, and
the words were in the Speech. Oh good, Nitathought, for there were quite afew alien species scattered
throughout the Loca Group of gaaxies who knew the Speech, using it as a convenient common tongue.

“IGrind, groan, screech] difficulty [ screech-moan-crash] entropy [ moan, moan, clunk-crash]
communications,” the robot said. And then said nothing more, but just wobbled back and forth amid a
whine of gyros, trying to keep its balance.

Nitawas getting confused. Why can’'t | understand it?“Uh, okay,” she said in the Speech, “I think | got
alittle of that. Something sinterfering with your communications. What exactly did you want to
communicate about? Do you have some other kind of problem that needs to be solved?’

The robot just crouched there, wobbling, for severa moments. Then it said, “ Solve [ scream-of-metal,
grind, ratchet] problem [ moan, moan, much higher moan, crash] cyclic-insoluble [grind, grind]
time [ extremely long-duration whirly-noisemaker sound, crash, clunk] no solution [ screeeeeeech,
crash crash crash] trap [boom] .

Nitarevised her origina opinion about having conversations with flagpoles. Thiswas more like adidogue
with agarbage truck, that being the only other thing in her immediate experience that sounded anything
likethis. “I'mredly sorry,” shesaid, “but I’m having alot of trouble understanding you. It' s my fault,
probably. Can you tell me more clearly how | can help you? Just what isit that you need?’

The huge shape crouched there for afew more moments, then, wobbling, it got up. For along, long
moment it stood over her, sseming to gaze down at her from that great height... but Nita<till couldn’t be
sure. Then the robot turned, and dowly and clumsily went clanking off into the darkness, out of the
spotlight where it and Nita had been standing.



Nitabroke out in a sudden swest, feding that she’ d missed something important. “Look,” she called after
it hurriedly, feding incredibly inadequate and usdless, “I realy am sorry | can’t help you! If you come
back later, when my sister’ s awake, she should be able to figure out what it is you need. Please, come
back later!”

But it was gone.

—and Nitafound hersdlf staring at the dark ceiling of her bedroom. The sun wasn't yet up outside, and
shewas gill sweating, and feeling stupid, and wondering what on Earth to make of the experience she'd
just had.

At least it wasn’t a nightmare, like that other one, she thought.
But on second thought, considering how spectacularly dumb she felt right now, Nitawasn't so sure. ..

There was no chance of getting back to deep, so Nita showered and got dressed for school, ate a ceredl
bowl’ sworth of breskfast that she didn’t redly fed like eating, and then dawdled over acup of teauntil it
wastime to wake her dad. Thiswas an addition to Nita s morning routine that she heartily wished she
didn’'t have to ded with, but her father redlly needed her to do it. Recently he’ d been turning off hisalarm
clock and going back to deep without even being aware of having done so.

She knocked at the bedroom door. “Daddy?’
No answer.
“Daddy... it ssix-thirty.”

After afew seconds came the sound Nita had been bracing hersdf for, the sound she didn’t think her
dad knew he made: alow, miserable moan, which spoke entirely too clearly of how he felt, deep down
ingde, dl thetime now. But thiswas the only time of day that sound got out, before he was completely
awake. Nita controlled hersdf as gtrictly as she could, absolutely intent on not making things any worse
for him by sounding miserable hersdif.

“Do you want me to make some coffee?’ Nitasaid.
“Uh,” her dad said. “ Y es, sweetheart. Thanks.”

Nitawent down to the kitchen and did that. She had mixed fedlings about making her dad’ s coffee: That
had always been what her mother did, first thing. Nitaaso wasn't sureif she was making it strong
enough—her mom had aways joked that her dad didn’t want any coffee that didn’t actualy start to
dissolve the cup. Nita, being new at this, was still experimenting with dight changesto the package
directions, alittle more each morning, and secretly dreading the day when she would get it right, and it
would most forcibly remind her dad of who had not madeit.

She started the coffee machine and went quietly back up to her room. By then her dad was aready in the
shower. Nitasat down at her desk, picked up her book bag from beside it, and shoved in the textbooks
she' d be needing today. She had a chemistry test that afternoon, so she picked up the relevant book
from beside her bed and started reading.

It was hard to concentrate, even in the early morning stillness. In fact, it was hard to concentrate most
times, but thiswas something that Nita had been pushing her way through by dint of sheer stubbornness.
Therest of her life might be going to pieces, but at least her grades were ill okay, and she was going to
keep them that way. What Nita missed, though, was the sheer effortless enjoyment she had dways
gotten from science before. This stuff was harder than the science she' d loved asakid. That by itself



isn't so much of a problem. I'mlearning it. Though I’ m not used to having to work at it. But the
shadow of pain that hung over everything was dso interfering... and about that, there wasn't anything she
could do.

“Sweetie?’

Nitalooked up. Her dad was standing in her bedroom doorway, looking at her with some concern.
“Sorry, Dad, | didn’t hear you.”

He came over and gave her ahug and akiss. “I didn’t mean to distract you. | just wanted to make sure
you'll seethat Dairine getsout.”

“Sure”

“Don't let her sweet-talk you.”

Nitaraised her eyebrows at the unlikdliness of this. “1 won't.”
“Okay. Seeyou later.”

He went out. Nita heard the back door lock shut behind him, heard the car sart. She glanced out the
window into the gray, early morning light, and saw the car backing out of the driveway, turning in the
dreet, vanishing from sight. The engine noise faded down the street.

Nita sat there and thought of her dad’ s till, pale face as he spoke to her. Sad all the time; he was so sad.
Nitalonged to see him looking some other way ... yet for so long now she'd routingly felt sad hersdlf,
because she could understand his problem. It’s only been a month, she thought, and already | can’'t
remember what it’s like not to be sad.

The schoal shrink had warned her about that. Mr. Millman, fortunately, had turned out to be very
different from what Nita had expected, or dreaded, when she’ d been sent to see him after her mom had
died. The other kids at school tended to speak of “the shrink” in whispersthat were haf scorn, half fear.
Having to go see him, in many of their minds, till meant one of three things: that you needed an 1Q
test—probably to prove that you needed to be put in adower track than the one you were in; that you
were crazy, or about to become so; or that you were some kind of closet boozer or druggie, or had
some other kind of weird thing going on that was likely to make you adanger to yoursdlf or others.

Nita had been surprised that the crueler mouths around school hadn’'t immediately started to spread one
or another of these rumors about her. But it hadn’t happened, apparently because her mother waswell
known and liked in town by alot of people, and this attitude had spread down to at least some of their
kids. It seemed that those kids at school who knew her at al thought that though Nitawas ageek, it was
ashame about her mother, and counseling after her mom died so young wouldn’t count as ablack mark
agang her.

So nice of them, Nitahad thought when shefirst heard about this. But she had to admit to acertain
amount of relief that mockery wasn't going to be added to the whispers of pity that she' d aready had
more than enough of. Not that she was't used to half the kids she knew making fun of her asan
irredeemable nerdette. But having to ded with anew level of jeering, aswell asthe pain, was something
she could do without right now.

She «till had no energy to speak of. Seep never came easily anymore, and she kept waking up too early.
But once she was awake, she didn’t redlly want to do anything. If Nita had had her way, she'd have
stayed home from school haf thetime. But she didn’t have her way, especidly since Dairine was dready



in trouble with the principa at her school for dl the time she' d been losing—so much so that their dad
had to go see the principa about it this afternoon. Nitawas completely unwilling to add to his problems,
S0 she made sure she got to school on time—but she found it hard to care about anything that happened
there.

Or anywhere else, she thought. Even though she was up before dawn hdf the time, the predawn sky,
even with the new comet passing through, didn't attract her asit used to. Nitaleaned on the sill of the
window by her desk, looking out at the bare branches of the tree out in the middle of the backyard. She
could see the dow wordsits branches inscribed againgt the brightening sky in thewind, but she couldn’t
bring hersaf to care much what they said. Shefelt asif there was some kind of thick skin between her
and the world, muffling the way she knew she ought to fed about things... and she didn’t know what to
doto get rid of it. What redly frightened Nita were the times when she clearly perceived that separation
from the world as something unnatura for her, and still didn’t care if the remoteness never got
better—the times she was content to just Sit and stare out at the world, and watch it go by.

She found herself doing thet right now, staring vaguely at the clutter on her desk—pens and pencils,
school notebooks, sticky pads, overdue library books, afew CDs belonging to the downstairs computer.
And her manua, closed, sitting therelooking like just one more of the library books. Overdue, she
thought, glancing past it at the other books. That’ s not like me, either. I’'m so obsessive about getting
them back on time, usually...| should take them back after school today.

But taking them back just seemed like too much trouble. It could wait another day, or two, or three, for
thelittlefineit would cost her. Maybe I’ ll feel more like it over the weekend.

Nitalet out along breath as shelooked at her manud. It wasn't asif it wasdivein any way, asif it had
anything withwhichtolook at her...

...but it was looking at her, and she wasn't sure what to make of its expression.

Sheflipped it idly open to the back section, where the status listings were. Turning afew pages brought
her to Kit’ slisting, which she scanned with brief, weary interest. Then she paged dong to her own.

CALLAHAN, JuanitalL.
243 E. Clinton Avenue
Hempstead, NY 11575
(516) 555-6786

power rating: 6.76 +/- .5
assignment gatus. optiond

Nitagared at that for along moment, never having seen anything like it on her listing before. “ Optional”
?

Sncewhen am | “optional” 2

She sat therelooking at the listing for afew seconds longer. Jeez, shethought, that sounded more like
Dairinethan me...

It was till agtrange listing. And the longer shelooked t it, the less sheliked it.



But that brought her to her next order of businessfor the morning. Reluctantly, Nita got up and went
acrossthe hall to Dairing sroom. “Dari...” she said, knocking on the door and knowing what was going
to come next.

“Ngggg, sad avoicefromingde.

“Getup.”

“Inaminute”

“Don’t make me laugh, Dari. Say it in the Speech.”

Nitagrimaced. Dairine was twisty and shifty in al kinds of ways, but even now, even angry and upset

A pause. “Must you be so disgustingly responsible at this hour of the morning?’

“Yes,” Nitasaid, unimpressed by either the volume or the sentiment. “ Get up, Dairine. | have thingsto do
besides ded with you dl morning.”

“Then go do them, and give them my regards.”
“Not achance. Get up.”
“No.”

And so it went for another fifteen minutes or so. Nita stemper started fraying. | might have seen the
daybreak, she thought, but I’m still going to be late for Millman, thanks to Dairine. Again.

I’ ve had about enough of this!

Nitaheld out her hand for her manud, which obligingly picked itself up off her desk and came cruising
aonginto the hall. She plucked it out of the air and began paging through it. Okay, today’ s the day, she
thought. Today | actually use that spell instead of just thinking about it. But | have to add
something fast. Nita spent amoment wondering under which category she would find the addition she
was contemplating for the wizardry she had in mind. Well, it's a teleport, but now it’s complex rather
than strictly inanimate... “Dairine,” Nitasaid. “Thisisjust another cheap attempt not to go to school.”

“It’ snot an attempt.”

“Uh-huh.” We'll see about that. Okay, here we go. The shape of the wizardry’' s a little weird now,
but if | constrain the feeder end of the spell like this—and this— Yeah. Quick and dirty, but it’ll do
the job. “You redly ought to think about the consequences of your actions,” Nitasaid, “ especidly
insofar asthey affect what Dad’ s gonna have to say to you when school cals him at work to find out
whereyou are.”

“Nita, that's my problem, not yours, so why don’t you just butt out for achange instead of trying to run
everybody’slife. Y ou' re no replacement for Mom, no matter what you may think you' re doing, and—"

A tirade, Nitathought, already hafway through the spell. Good. She paused just long enough to admit to
hersdf that the remark about their mom did, indeed, redly hurt, and then went on with the spell. Dairine
was meanwhile il infull flow. “... when you cometo your senses again, sometimein the next century,
you may discover that— OW”

From ingde Dairine’ s bedroom came aloud thump, the sound of abody hitting the floor—or, more



accuratdly, parts of abody hitting the floor, and parts of it coming down hard on some of the many and
varied thingsthat Dairine routindy shoved underneath her bed. One-handed, Nita snapped her manua
shut with afeding of profound satisfaction.

“Where' smy bed?” Dairine shrieked.

“It'son Pluto,” Nitasaid. “On the winter Side, somewhere nice and dark and quiet, where you won't find
itif you look al day—which you' re not going to have time to do, because you'll bein schoal.”

“Hah! I'll degpin your bed!”

“You hate my bed,” Nitasaid. “My mattressistoo hard for you. And what’s more, my bed and every
other piece of furniturein this house have been instructed thet after | leave, they’reto teleport any living
creature they touch right into the part of school where you' re scheduled to be at that particular moment in
time. How you explain your appearance there is going to be your problem.”

“I'll take the wizardry apart.”

“I’ve password-locked it. If you want, you can spend all day trying to unlock it from outside the house. ..
and then Hill have to explain to Dad why you weren’t in school again. After he' sjust spent an hour
discussng the same subject with your principal. Meanwhile, if you want to deep anywhere, you can do it
on Pluto, if you like—but you' re not doing it in this housetill after you get back from schoal.”

The bedroom door was flung open, and Dairine sormed through it, past Nita and toward the bathroom,
head down, in afury, refusing to give her Sster so much asaglance. The severity of the effect was
somewhat lessened by the dust bunniesthat parted company with Dairin€ s pgiamas aong the way,
floating gendy in the air behind her.

“I wish I knew what dien force has kidnapped my sster and left this vindictive thug of apod personin
her place,” Dairine said to the air, damming the bathroom door shut. “Because when | find out, I'm going
to hunt it down and kick however many rear endsit has from here to Alpheccal”

Nitastood there for amoment, watching afind dust bunny float toward the floor. “ Enjoy your day,” she
said sweetly, and went to get her book bag.

Her meetingswith Mr. Millman were aways about an hour before homeroom, so that they were finished
ten or fifteen minutes before other students sarted to arrive for the day. The covert qudity of the
mestings was enhanced by the fact that Mr. Millman didn’t even have his own office, because hetraveled
from school to school in the digtrict every day. Neither he nor anyone elsein school knew where he was
going to be from one session to the next. Nitamost often found him in aspare office down in the
adminigtrative wing of the school, aroom furnished with ametal desk and afew wooden chairs and not
much else. Today he was there, itting behind the old beat-up desk with the office door open, and
working intently on one of those metal-ring puzzlesin which the five congtituent rings have to be
interlaced.

Thiskind of behavior wastypicd of Mr. Millman, and was one of the redeeming features of having to
ded with him. Whatever you might imagine aschool shrink asbeing like, or looking like, he wasn't that.
Hewasyoung. He had alarge, itizzy black beard that made him look more like an off-duty pirate or an
escaped Renaissance artist than apsychologist, and hislong lanky build and loose-limbed walk made him
look like arefugee from a Cheech and Chong movie. Though he wore asuit, hedid so asif it had an
invisible sign on the back of it saying, THEY MADE MEWEAR THIS: DON'T TAKEIT



SERIOUSLY . Helooked Up at Nitafrom the ring-puzzle with aresigned expression. “Morning, Nita
Y ou any good at these?’

“Morning, Mr. M.” She sat down in front of the desk and took the rings he offered her. Fortunately Nita
knew how the puzzle worked, and she handed the rings back to him, braided together, in about fifteen
seconds.

Helooked at the puzzle with helpless amusement. “Hafway to adoctorate,” he said, “and | till have no
grasp of spatia relationships. Remind me not to go into rocket science. How' ve your last couple of days
been?’

“Not the best,” Nitasaid. “1 had to throw my sister out of bed this morning. She didn’t want to go to
school agan.”

“That seemsto be turning into aroutine,” Mr. Millman said. “ And from your expresson, | get thefeding
shedidn’'t appreciateit. Shetry the line about your mother again?’

Nita nodded.
“And you didn’'t punch her out?’
Nitadlowed hersdf adight smile. “ The temptation wasthere...”

They talked for maybe twenty minutes. Millman’s style wasn't so much that of ashrink asthat of a
coach, Nita had decided: no long silences, no mmm-hmms that transparently tried to draw you out and
get you to talk about things. Y ou talked or not, as you pleased, and Mr. Millman did the same. Y ou
asked questions or answered them, or didn’t answer them, also asyou pleased. It was dl very leisurely
and casud, and Nitawas sure that Mr. Millman was getting alot more out of what she said than she
suspected. But, possibly because of the way he handled their sessions, she found that thiswas't
bothering her. “ Any more of those nightmares?’ Mr. Millman said & one point.

“Someweird dreams,” Nitasaid.

13 SH.y?l

“Not the one thismorning. | felt more usdessthan anything else.” Nitawasn't going to go too far into the
specifics.

“Goes along with therest of the symptoms at this point,” Mr. Millman said. “ The loss of appetite, the
deep troubles, and the mood swings—"

“Depression,” Nitasaid.

Mr. Millman nodded. “ That feding of weight,” he said. “ Or of being weighted down. ... of fedling like your
face |l crack if you amile”

“I wish | could makeit go away,” Nitasaid.

“Fighting it probably won't make it go away faster. May prolong it, in fact. Let it be there, and do your
best to work around it, or through it, and do what you usualy do. Work on things you would normaly
enjoy.” Mr. Millman leaned back in the chair and stretched. “I would say play, but no one wantsto hear
that word a atimelikethis: It makesthem fed guilty, eveniif it' swhat they need. If you have projects
you work on, hobbies, keep them dive. You'll be glad you did, later—the work you do at atimelikethis
islikely to be worth keeping. Y ou do have hobbies?’



“Astronomy,” Nitasaid. “ Gardening—I help my dad.” And then she added, “Magic.”
And ingtantly panicked. Now why did | say that?
Millman raised his eyebrows.

Oh, god, no. What have | done? Nitathought. I'm gonna have to wash his brains now! And that’s a
bad thing to do to your shrink—

“Ah, legerdemain,” Millman said. “ Aninteresting field. Not enough women init. Somekind of gender bar
there; don't ask me why all the famous magicians have been men. Anyway, it hasto be good for your
hand-eye coordination. Show me some card tricks, someday.” Helooked at hiswatch. “Not now,
though— someone el se will be here shortly.”

“Thanks, Mr. M.,” Nitasaid, and escaped from his office as quickly as she could, wondering if, despite
al Mr. Millman's casud reassurances, she was actualy going crazy.

Kit had spent most of the previous day recovering from the exertions of following Ponch into the
other-world where they’ d found Darryl. It wasn't asif he’ d actudly done so much wizardry himsdlf, but it
seemed to Kit that Ponch drew on his own power somewhat. And then there' s the leash, Kit thought,
as he headed into the kitchen to snatch ahurried breskfast. He' d overdept, partly in reaction to
maintaining the leash-wizardry and the shield-spell, partly just because of physical tiredness from toiling
up and down al those dunes. His caf muscles certainly ached badly enough. But just aswearying, in their
own way, were the events he' d seen taking place.

And dso tiring, in adifferent way, was the amount of time he' d had to spend comforting Ponch
afterward. The dog had seemed dl right when they first got back, and had gone through the promised
dog biscuits asif he hadn’t eaten anything for days. But as the afternoon passed, Ponch started to look
unhappy. And just after dinner, when Kit was hel ping his mama clear the table, they were both startled
by asound coming from outside. Ponch was howling.

Kit'smamagave him apeculiar look. “What' s the matter with him?’ she said. “ Did the fire Sren go off or
something?1 didn’t heer it.”

Kit shook hishead. “I'll go find out,” he said.

By the gate to the backyard, near the garage, Ponch was sitting in the grass of the yard, howling asif
rehearsing for apart in The Call of the Wild. Kit opened the gate. “Ponch! What isit? Y ou want to
comein?’

No. Ponch kept on howling.

Kit was mydtified. He went to sit down by his dog, who ignored him and howled on. “What’ sthe
matter?’ Kit said in the Speech, after afew moments more.

Ponch finished that howl and sat looking at the ground for amoment. How could It do that to him?
Ponch said then. He couldn ‘t even do anything! And he was good.

Kit blinked at thet. “1t’ sthe Lone Power,” he said. “Unfortunately, It seemsto liketo hurt people... and
to like to see them hurting. Which iswhy we keep running into It, sinceit’s our job to stop It from doing
that whenever we can.”



It's not fair, Ponch said. And he put his head up and howled again.

Down the street, Kit could hear one of the neighbors dogs start howling, too, in alittle fal setto voice that
would have made him laugh if he wasn't rather concerned about Ponch. Soon every dog in the street was
howling, and shortly there were some human shouts to go along with the noise: cries of * Shut up!”
“Would you please shut your dog up?’ and “Oh yeah, well, you shut yours up!”

Kit had no ideawhat to make of it al, and couldn’t think of anything to do but sit with Ponch. Eventudly
the dog stopped howling, and one after another, dowly, the other dogsin the neighborhood got quiet.
Ponch got up, shook himsdlf, and walked out the still-open gate into the driveway. He made hisway to
the back door, waited for Kit to open it, and then went in and trotted up the stairs to Kit's bedroom.

Kit's mother had looked at him curioudy as he came back in and closed the door. “What was that
about?’

“Ponch was upset about what we were doing thismorning,” Kit had said. “I’ d try to explainit to you, but
I’'m not sure | understand it mysdif.”

Now, the next morning, as he went looking for his cereal bowl, he wasn't any closer to an answer. Ponch
had been adeep when Kit had gotten up to hisroom, and hewas deeping till. 11l talk to him about it
later, he thought, opening the cupboard over the counter.

There were no cornflakes. There was one box of his pop’s shredded wheat, which Kit
detested—whenever circumstances forced him to et it, it dways made him think hewas egting a
scrubbing pad. The only other box contained one of the ceredls his sster liked, some kind of frosted,
fruit-flavored, multicolored, marshma low-infested, hyperpuffed, vitamin-reinforced starch construct,
which was utterly inedible dueto its being ninety-eight percent sugar—even though the word appeared
on the box only once, inletters smdl enough for anyone without amagnifying glassto miss. “Mama,” Kit
said, aggrieved, “we're out of cered!”

“Your kind, anyway. | know,” his mother said, coming into the kitchen for another cup of coffee, with the
TV remotein her hand. “ Takeit up with your pop: He had afit of wanting cornflakes|ate last night, and
he finished the box. He said he’ d get some more on hisway home from work. Have some toast.”

“It'snot the same,” Kit muttered, but al the same he closed the cupboard and went to get the bread out
of thefridge.

“IsPonch dl right now?’ hismother said as she poured more coffee and reached past Kit into the fridge
for themilk.

“I think so. Still deeping, anyway.”

His mamashook her head, and then smiled dightly. “All that noiselast night... it reminded me. Isit just
me, or has down-the-street’ s dog been louder than usua the past week or so?’

“Y ou mean Tinkerbel |7’ That was not the dog’ sred namein the dogs own language, Cyene, and
possibly reason enough for the down-the-street dog' s incessant barking. “1 dunno, Mama. I’'m so used to
hearing him bark al thetime, | don’t notice anymore.”

“Do you think you could talk to him, sweetie? Y ou know.” She wiggled her fingersin what sheimagined
wasavagudy wizardly gesture.

Kit raised his eyebrows while he put the bread in the toaster. “I can try. But, Mama, just because | talk
to him doesn’'t necessarily mean he’ sgoing to listen. The dog' s a head case. He thinks I’ m acrook. But



then he thinks everybody who doesn't livein hishouseisacrook.”
“Dogs get liketheir owners, they say...”

“Huh?’

“Nothing, swestie,” hismother said, looking suddenly guilty.

Kit kept the smile off hisface while he waited for the toast to come up. It was going to be fun to be
middle-aged, someday, and be told the things his mother was really thinking, with no more need for the
kid-filter that parentsroutindy seemed to self-ingtdll.

“What about the youngster whose head you were going to get into?’ his mother said. “Were you ableto
tak tohim?’

Kit shook his head. “Hewasred busy,” Kit said. “Ponch and | are going to haveto try again, when
thingsare quieter.” If they get any quieter, he thought. And what if they don’t?

Then something € se occurred to him. “Mom, you have any more trouble with the TV?’

“What?’ Shelooked at Kit asif she couldn’t understand what he was talking about, and then blinked.
“Oh. No, it'sbeen dl right.”

“Good,” Kit said, and started buttering the toast.

“Except now that you mentionit...”

Kit braced himsdf.

“Y our dad told me you weren't joking. About the cooking shows...”

Kit sat down with histoast and tried desperately not to look asif he was about to have a panic attack.
“Yeah.”

His mother sat down across from Kit, looking thoughtfully at her coffee cup. “Honey, none of these
people have ever tried to eat you, havethey?’

“Aliens?No.” That, at least, was the truth. “They might have thought about it, though. But so far it'snot
acrimeto think about it. At least, not most places.”

His mother’ s expression relaxed alittle. “No, | guess
| can seewhereit might not be. | just worry about you, that’ sdl.”

Kit finished one piece of toast. “Mama, in oneway it’slike crossing the street. Y ou know you haveto
watch out for traffic. So you look both ways before you cross. In some parts of the universe, you know
that the localsthink of you as apotential snack food, and you're just careful when you visit them not to
act like asnack. But mostly”—Kit grinned—"wizards are nobody’ s snack. Dealing with those species
mostly isn't any more dangerous than crossing the street. Also, some of them owe us.”

His mamalooked surprised. “What, humans?’ “No, wizards.” Kit took abite of the next piece of toast.
“One of those species, the—" He paused; he wasn't used to saying their name except in the Speech,
snce their own word for themsalves was hard to say. “Let’ s call them the Spinies, because they’ ve got a
lot of spines. They had a problem awhile back: Their sun was going to go nova. One of uswent in there
and kept that from happening. It s not like they don’t have their own wizards—they do. But awizard



from another species was passing through, caught the problem before any of them did, and fixed it.” He
shook his head. The story ranked as a hero-tale even among wizards, who, because of their line of work,
were more or less used to saving the world, or worlds. “It wasred time-critica stuff. The one who saved
them came from one of the speciesthat they normaly would have thought of asfood: humanoid, like us.
Thewizardry wasabig one, complex—messing with the carbon cycleinsde astar isv't for beginners.
Doing thewizardry killed her. And the word got out. Now dl the Spinies have something elseto think
about. ‘Be niceto your food; it might save your life.’*

Kit worked on the second piece of toast while his mother thought about that.
“Shewashow old?’ hismother said suddenly.

Kit had been hoping thiswouldn’t come up. “If you did it in human years,” he said, “she' d have been
about my age.”

His mother’ s gaze rested on him asif asuspicion had been confirmed. “ Doesthis kind of thing happen
often?’ shesaid.

It was so tempting to lie... but no temptation was more fata for awizard. “ Every day, Mama,” Kit said.
“There aren’t enough of usto do the job. Probably there never will be. Lots of usdie of old age, in our
beds. But someof us...”

His mother looked a him, and her expression changed. It became less confused, but the look that
replaced it troubled Kit more, for reasons he couldn’t understand. “I don’t know why this surprises me,”
shesays. “I’'manurse, after dl. It looks like we re both in aservice profession. | just keep thinking you
should have been offered a choice when you were old enough to understand what you were choosing.”

“I was,” Kit said. He pushed the plate away. “ Y ou told me you decided to be a nurse when you were
aght”

His mama s expression turned first shocked, then annoyed: the look of someone who doesn't expect to
have her own reveationsturned againg her. “Y es, but—"

“Y ou' regonnasay that you didn’'t know everything that' d be involved in being anurse, when you were
eght,” Kit said. “And right then being a nurse mostly looked to you like a pink plastic kit with atoy
stethoscope and atoy thermometer in it. But you decided, anyway, because you wanted to help people.
So when you were old enough you went to nursing school, and look, now you' reanurse. And it's not so
bad. Right?’

His mother looked at him.

“That'swhat it' sliketo beawizard,” Kit said. “1 promise, I'll keep letting you know what it looks like as
| get older. But when | *signed up,’ | knew thiswaswhat | wanted to do. | knew right away. Sure, it gets
more complicated as you go on. But doesn't everything?’

Hismamagave him along look. Then she smiled again, very dowly, and just hdf asmile: the kind of
expression she gave his pop when she was admitting he’ d been right about something, but didn’t want to
admit it out loud. “Y ou should finish up your last piece of toast,” she said. “And don't forget to rinse the
plate”

She went to get dressed. Kit smiled nearly the same dow hdf smile, pulled the plate back, finished his
toast, and then left for school.



At lunchtime, after he' d finished eating, Kit headed out to the front of the school for a bregth of fresh air,
and wasirrationdly pleased to see Nita out there waiting for him, in the parking lot, not too far from the
doors.

He walked over to her, and together they strolled off some distance through the parking lot, away from
the crowd of kids who aways seemed to be standing around the main doors, watching who camein and
went out, and who seemed to be doing what with whom. It was a game that Kit found both boring and
dumb, but alot of his classmates seemed to spend most of their time at it, so Kit enjoyed frudtrating it as
much as he could.

“How'reyou doing?’ hesaid.
Nitafrowned. “Okay,” she sad, “but something weird’ sgoing on.”

Kit couldn’t recall Nitahaving said that shefelt “okay” for weeks now, and the sound of it encouraged
him, but at the same time he didn’t dare get too excited abouit it. “Like what?’

They paused by the chain-link fence that defined the school’ s boundary on the north side of the parking
lot. On the other side of the fence was a cypress hedge too thick to see through, thick enough that it put
hopeful green fronds through the fence; Nitaidly took hold of one of these and ran it through her fingers
while shetold Kit about the strange dream she' d had. “ Everything’ s supposed to understand the
Speech,” shesad a last, when she'd given him al the details. “At least in theory...”

“I don't think it’ stheory,” Kit said. “Everything that was made, was made using the Speech. Not being
understood when you spesk it is about as likely as matter not understanding gravity. Or light not
understanding light speed.”

Nitashook her head and looked out into the day asif seeing something at a greet distance. “I know,” she
sad. “But knowing the Speech aso usudly helps you understand what’ sbeing said. .. and it’s sure not
doing thejob for me a the moment.”

“Redly weird,” Kit said. “ Y ou have any ideawhat’ sgoing on?’

Nitaheaved along sgh and bounced her shouldersidly against the fence a couple of times. 1 think that
dream at least, and maybe another one |l had afew days ago, were dien intelligences trying to get hold of
Dairine”

Kit had to blink. “That happen to her alot?’

Nitanodded. “ On and off,” shesaid. “It'smostly to do with her relationship with the mechanica sort of
wizards—the computer intelligences and so on. She keeps getting federsfrom life-formsthat are half
machine and haf organic, and from alot of the silicon-based types... somethat | can’'t make anything of.
She told me she' sbeen doing alot of work mediating between organic and inorganic lifestyles, way out
at the edge of the universe, and it’ s speciaized Stuff. It even gives her trouble sometimes, trandating
between the waysthey seelife and theway we seeit.” Nitasighed. “ Soit’sno surprisethat | don't
understand contacts from these guys right off the bat—I mean, asaspecies, interms of their fedings and
motivations and so on. But | should at least be able to understand them when they communi cate about
very basic things. And until now, I’ ve always been ableto. Thislast one, though...”

Kit waved ahand to stop her. “Time out for aminute. Why didn’t Dairine take this contact, if it was her
they weretrying to reeach?’

“Dairinewasn't up for it last night,” Nitasaid. Shelet out along breath. “Or most nightslatdly. Kit, she



and my mom were even closer than Mom and | were, in some ways. She' staking everything alot harder
than | am. She' sbeen missing alot of school, and my dad’ sredly worried about it.” Nita s expression
wasthat of someone purposefully putting a painful subject to one side. “ Anyway, she was adegp when
the*cdl’ came, and she didn’t wake up to take it, the way she usualy would. Shewastoo tired, or else
shejust didn’'t want to. So | got it, somehow or other. But | couldn’t understand it.”

Kit shook his head. “Y ou mean, whoever was on the other end wasn't using the Speech?”’

Nitashook her head. “No, it was. But not the usua way. It wasamost likeit didn’t know it was
speaking: There was something... | don’t know... accidental about the communication. Like whoever it
was hadn’t actually meant to cal. Except it dso felt kind of urgent.”

Kit shook his head. “Were you able to get alocation, aplace of origin?’

“Just a sense that it was somewhere way, way out at the edge. | didn’t have time for a proper trace,”
Nitasad. “It didn’t last long enough. Besides, | was adeep mysdf at the time. Maybe the trouble was
that the message got garbled with something | was dreaming. But normdly | would have woken up when
something likethat camein.”

“You weretired, too,” Kit said.

Nitasighed. “I’'mtired dl thetime,” shesaid. “It’ sjust part of the depression, the shrink says. It'll go
away someday.”

“What abig help,” Kit muttered.

Nitalaughed then, an oddly wistful sound that startled Kit. “No,” she said. “Redly, itisahdp. Knowing
that someday it will go away makesit alittle easier now. Not alot... but every little bit helps, at the

“So you got acal from the outer limits,” Kit said. “And you're not surewhat it was about... But at least
alittle of its message got through.”

“Not awholelot,” Nitasaid. “I’'m just hoping it ‘callsback’ and elther gets Dairine thistime, or getsme
when I’'m awake and can make something out of what it' ssaying.” Sheleaned againgt the fence. “If the
first message was from the same person, or people, it didn’t make sense, either. At least not beyond |
can't get off."”

“‘1 can't get off...”” Kit thought about it, then shook his head. “Maybeit’ sjust one of those Stuations
where your brain takes aredly aien concept and makes the best trandation it can until you have more
‘nformetion.”

“I redly don’'t know,” Nitasaid. “I’m going to sit down with the manual later and seeif | canfind
something that’ Il throw some light on why I’'m not able to understand more clearly what' s coming

through.”
“It couldn’t have anything to do with— Y ou know.”

Nitashook her head. “1 don’'t think so. | think thisis just something different that | need to grow into
learning how to do. It' s not like even people who' ve been wizardsfor along time know every wordin
the Speech. | may just need to do some vocabulary building.” She shrugged, glanced absently at her
watch: The lunch period would be over shortly. ”More research... How about you, though?* Shelooked
up again. 1 saw your listing, and Tom'snote on it. Y ou found the kid you were looking for?



“Y eah, but not so that | could make any real contact with him. Another weird situation.”

Hetold Nitain words, and afew images shared mind to mind, about where he had found Darryl and lost
him again. At the sght of the indistinct shape twisting in ahdo of lightnings, and the Lone Power standing
there watching in the shadows, Nita sucked in asoft, concerned breath, and shook her head. “ Poor guy,”
shesad.

“Poor him, yeah, and poor me, if our ‘old friend had decided to shift Itsinterest e sawhere,” Kit said. “I
could have used you there, if only for mora support.”

Nitalooked at the ground for afew moments. “Areyou sure I’ d do you much good at this point?’ she
sad. “I'm not exactly... stableright now. If | lost my grip in the middle of something important, | don’t
know what I d do afterward.”

Kit wasn't sure what to say to that. Nitawas too good awizard to understate or overstate the problem.
If shewasn’t confident enough to work actively at the moment, maybe she was wiser to Sdeline herself
somewhat until she felt more sure of hersdf. That certainty of what to do and how to do it had saved
them both more than once. If her certainty should fail at acrucid moment...

“Your cal, Neets” Kit said. “I don’t want to push you.”

“If you redly need me,” Nitasaid, “al you haveto doisyell. You know I'll betherein asecond, if | can
figure out how to get to whereyou are.”

“Ponch can find you,” Kit said. He grinned. “I’ m beginning to think there snot much he can’t find... if |
can just figure out how to ask himfor it.”

Nitanodded. Over at the school building, the end-of-period bell rang. “L et me know when you' re going
to go looking for him again,” Nitasaid. “At least | can keep the time free for you if you do need mefor
something.”

“Right. And let me know what you find out about your mystery messages.” The two of them started to
walk back toward the school doors. “1t’d be funny if it's some rogue intelligence trying to figure out
whether it's okay to invade the Earth. Whatever you do, don't give them our address.”

“Theway thingsare going in my life at the moment,” Nitasad, “it smorelikely to be somedien kid
making crank cals, or trying to order apizza.” And she actudly smiled dightly.

Kit punched her lightly in the arm, and went to his next class.

Nitawaked home from school that afternoon with the“robot” problem still very much occupying her
mind. She found Dairine Stting outside on the back steps, staring idly down the driveway.

“Dad didn’'t come back early?’ Nitasaid.
Dairine shook her head as Nita got out her house key. “What' re you doing out here?’ Nitasaid.

Her sgter gave her alook. “ Didn’t seem to be much point in going into the house when you' ve left alive
teleport spell going.”

Nita opened the door. “Dairine,” she said, “maybe I’ m cruel, but I'm not a sadist. Besides, why waste
energy? The spell expired at the end of your school day.”



They went in. Nita hung up her parka and went to the fridge to find something to est. Dairine stood there
looking out the back door as she took off her own coat. “ Close the door. You're going to let dl the heat
out,” Nitasaid. “So how did the meeting with the principal go?’

Dairinerolled her eyes. “1 made an agreement with him and Dad to stop cutting, if that’swhat you're
asking about,” she said, closing the door. She went through the kitchen toward the living room.

“That’ s not exactly what | was asking about,” Nitasaid. “What about Dad? How did he handleit?’
“Hewasokay,” Dairine said from the living room.

There was something about her Sster’ stone of voice that made Nita forget about food for the moment.
Shewent into the living room after her. “Was he upset?’ Nitasaid.

“No,” Dairinesad.
“He should have been,” Nitasaid.
“If things were normd, he probably would have been. But nothing is normd.”

Dairine sat down very abruptly on ahassock in front of one of the easy chairs. “Neets,” she said, so
softly that Nitacould barely hear her, “school sucks. It sucks so completely that even the Speech barely
haswordsfor it. It doesn’t fed like any of it matters anymore. And everyone who looks at meisthinking
either *Poor littlekid' or * She' sjust trying to get sympathy by looking so sad; why doesn't she just get
over it? If | can't actudly hear them thinking it, | can seeit in their faces. Every day of thisislike Chinese
water torture. The seconds just fal on your head one after another, and every oneisjust like the last one.
The minutesjust crawl by, and nothing gets better. Everything just keeps hurting. And you haveto St
there, inthe middle of dl this meaninglessjunk, and put up with it, and act like it matters. Like anything
meatters”

Nitafound hersdf thinking of the weary, repetitive feding she' d sensed in the robot when she' d been
confronted with it. Moment following moment, al of them the same, and none of them a happy one... She
shook her head sadly. “Dair—"

“I’vethought of leaving,” Dairine said, barely above awhisper. “Running away.”
Nitaflushed first cold, then hot. “It would kill Dad,” she said. “Y ou know it would.”

Dairinewas quiet for afew moments. “I know,” shesaid. “That' swhy | haven't doneit. But it doesn't
makeit any easer, Neets. And just when | could actualy use some help dedling with... with stuff, the
woman they’ ve got assigned as my counsglor isacomplete waste of time. She' ssome girl just out of
college who's more nervous about the kids at school than they are about her. What kind of good can she
do anybody? Least of al me. She doesn’'t even have a clear memory of what it'sliketo be akid
anymore. | know she doesn't: That part of her brain might just aswell haveabig sign onit saying, * Y our
message here” She' s completely relieved not to remember what it was like to be one of us poor,
powerless creatures.” Dairing s expression went fierce with contempt. ” Just having to look at her makes
my brain hurt.”

“I wonder if they could give you Millman, instead,” Nitasaid. “He sgood.”

“I don't care,” Dairinesaid. “I’ll put up with her, with school, with whatever. For Dad' s sake. And | will
not let this break me. But | am going to hate every single water-torture-drop second of it, and | may just
let you know about that every now and then.”



Shelooked up a Nitain defiance.

“Come here and gimme ahug,” Nitasaid.

Dairine gave her alook. “ Y ou're just saying that because Mom would say it.”
“I'msayingit,” Nitasaid, furious, “becauseright now | need ahug.”

The nature of thelook Dairine was giving Nita changed. She got up off the hassock, went over to Nita,
and hugged her hard. Nita hung on to Dairine, not saying anything for afew moments, then let go of her
and went back into the kitchen. She assembled asandwich, hardly paying attention to what went into it,
put it on aplate, and started to take it up to her room. “By theway,” Nita said as she went, and Dairine
went after her, “I think your machine buddies have been trying to reach you.”

“Huh?’
“I got acdl from one of them thismorning. At least | think that’ swhat it was.”

Nitawent into her room and sat down at the desk. Dairine followed her in and sat on the bed. “1 haven’t
been expecting anything.”

“Then what wasthis?’ In her mind, Nita showed Dairine theimage of the clown, going around and
around. “And this?’ She showed her the image of the robot.

Dairine looked at the two images carefully, especialy the second one, and shook her head. “Not for me,
Neets” shesad. “Neither of those are any of my guys. Theseare organicin origin.”

“How can you be sure?’

“Thedlicon life-formsand the machineintelligences have aspecific kind of flavor,” Darinesaid. “A
couple different flavors, actualy, but they’re milar. Like fudge ripple and rocky road.”

Nitagave her aster an amused look. Only Dairine would think of classifying other life-forms’ telepathic
ggnaturesin terms of ice cream. “Whatever got in touch with you isorganic, al right,” Dairine said. “But
you'reright about the distance. A long way off... And it’sthinking—I don’'t know—more like an organ
than an organism. It doesn’'t seem to have any plurdsin its thoughts, any sense of existing in relationship
to alarger world. It'sal done” She sat sllent for amoment, pondering. ”1 wonder if it even understands
the concept of communication, as such. It might be dl by itself inits own pinched-off space. Yet now it's
trying to reach out.”

“Trying to get out, maybe?’ Nitasaid.

Dairine shook her head again. “I don’t know,” she said. “If you don’'t know you' re by yoursdlf, in your
own universe, how do you know there’ s anyone elseto try to reach... anywhereto get out to? Redlly
welrd.”

She got up, sretched alittle listlesdy. “ Anyway, Neets, that call wasn't for me,” Dairinesaid. “It' sall
yours.”

“Great,” Nitasaid. “All | haveto do now isfigure out what it wants.”

Dairinewasn't even listening anymore, though. She was aready wandering out the door. Nitawatched
her go, and let out one more of many quiet, worried breaths. Wandering anywhere wasn't her sister’s
style. Dairine, when she went somewhere, went full tilt, focused like alaser.



Until a month ago, Nitathought. Until the world changed.

She gulped, feding thetearsrise. No, Nitathought. I am not going to do that right now. I am going to
sit here with the manual, have a look at the tutorialsin the Speech, and see if there’ s something
obvious I’mmissing. Which is entirely possible, because there’ s always more of the Soeech to
learn. But when whoever thisis calls again, thistime I’m going to understand it.

“Oh,” Darinesad. “By theway...”

Nitalooked up to see Dairine standing in the doorway again. “I’m sorry about thismorning,” Dairine
sad.

“Uh, okay,” Nitasaid.
“Redlly, Neets. Very sorry. | was being incredibly stupid.”

“Uh, yeah,” Nitasaid, unwilling to agree too forcefully with this sentiment, no matter how trueit was.
“Thanks”

“So would you kindly get off your butt and bring my bed back from Pluto?”
Nitasmiled dightly and reached for her manudl.

That night, when the call came again, while she was adeep, she wasready for it.

Nita had spent the better part of four rather frustrating hours buried in her manual after her talk with
Dairine, and had been forced to redlize that no matter how she might cram, shewasn’'t going to be able
to make abig differencein her vocabulary in the Speech in asingle night, or for that matter, asingle
month. Like any other serious language study, it was going to take time. In the short term, it made more
sense to concentrate on being able to make as much sense as possible of the next dream, when it came.
That meant being in control of the dream, ingtead of just wandering around init.

What people had come in recent yearsto call lucid dreaming had always been atool for wizards. In
some ways the mind was at its most flexible when unconscious, and therefore not insstently trying to
make sense of everything. Human logic wasn't the only kind, and it could get in theway. The
dream-state’ s ready acceptance of just about everything often was a useful tool for understanding and
getting comfortable with the thought processes of aspeciesyou didn’t know well.

The spdll to induce lucid dreaming was very easy to construct—hardly more than an ingruction in the
Speech to one’ sown brain to handle some of its chemistry, but only some, asif it were still awake. It
took Nitaabout ten minutes and about the same effort as running up and down stairs afew timesto knit
the appropriate words of the Speech into aloose, glowing chain about afoot and a half long. Thisshe
fastened around her throat, necklace style, though the actual fastening took her several minutes: It was
hard to do the wizard’ s knot with both hands out of sight behind her neck. Oh, the heck with this, Nita
findly thought, giving up. She pulled the |loose ends of the spell out in front where she could see them, did
the“knot” up that way to clasp the “necklace’ shut, and got into bed.

After that, it wasjust amatter of getting to deep.

Thistook longer than usua when she was expecting something to happen. But it was becoming so normal
for it to take along time, lately, that Nitawas beginning to just accept this. Gradualy, enough of the
tension and anticipation dipped away to let the fatigue of the day do itsjob on Nita, dropping her over



the edge of consciousnessinto deep.

It was the nature of the spell not to activate until dreaming actualy began. How long she actualy spent in
the preparatory space between faling adeep and dreaming, Nita had no idea. But the activation seemed
to come very quickly.

Shewas standing in the dark again, in aplace wherelight fell in one spot from some source she couldn’t
see. The darkness was not entirdly quiet; from outside it came afaint sound, blurred and confused, like
traffic noise outside a closed window, or voicesin another room with the door closed—ahum, amutter
that both sounded and felt remote. Alonein that faintly humming darkness, under the single source of
light, lay abig dab or dais of some kind—and there was somekind of figure onit.

Sowly, Nitamade her way through the darkness toward the patch of light. The fedling of this dream was
entirely different from that of the previous ones. She could still taste meta in the air, somehow, but it now
seemed to her less mechanical, lessimpersond aflavor. Maybe I’ mjust getting used to it, Nita
thought, as she passed through the immense darkness pressing down al around, heading dowly for the
light.

It was adaisthere, under the white radiance that seemed to fal on it from nowhere; and the figure
knedling there, in the center of the stone, glittered blindingly siver inthelight. It was aknight, kneding
there on the pure white stone, completely covered from head to foot in plate armor, and holding before
him, with its point resting on the stone, asword in ameta scabbard that gleamed even more brightly than
the armor did.

Nitatried to remember in what book she had seen thisimage, along time ago. Y et a the sametime she
a so thought of the robot she' d seen the previous night, for the knight’s helmet wasthe samein front—a
perfectly smooth, blank surface, with just asingle dark opening crossing it, for the eyesto look out
through. Assuming there really are eyesin there, she thought.

Quietly she stepped around in front of—him? There was no telling.
“I’'mon errantry,” Nitasaid, “and | greet you.”
Therewasalong slence.

“Greetings ds0,” the answer came back. Though it was ahuman-sounding voice, it didn’'t come from
ingdethe armor. It was omnidirectiona, and seemed to come out of nothing, the way thelight did. And
the armor did not move in the dightest, as Nitawould have expected it to, a least alittle, if therewas
someoneingddeit.

Nitawasrdieved. At least the spdll was working insofar asit was making communication possible, or a
lot more possible than it had been the night before. “Were you trying to talk to melast night?” Nitasaid.

“Many times,” the voice said.

“| couldn’'t understand alot of what you were saying to me then, but | think that may be fixed now,” Nita
said. “What can | do for you?’

There was another long pause. “Nothing,” the voice said. “Thisisthevigil. There snothing to do but wait
for thefight to begin again.”

“Wheat fight?’ Nitasad.
“With the Enemy,” the knight said. “What dseisthere? Outsde of the fighting, nothing exists but this.”



Nitaglanced around her. There was no sign of anything else but the two of them in thiswhole place,
which seemed to gtretch away into adark infinity. “When will thefight gart again?’ she said.

1] &x)nlll
“What happenswhen you win?’

“There sno winning this battle. But aso no losing it, because for the Enemy, for the shadow that stalks
this darkness, there’ sno winning the fight, either.”

For thefirgt time, the knight moved, lifting his head up into the light. There was no telling how she knew it,
but Nitaknew that insde the helmet, the knight was smiling. All the darkness sang with theforce of his
resolve, and with his amusement—agrim but good-natured cheerfulness that seemed very strange when
taken together with what he'd just said.

That good cheer in the face of what sounded like a hopeless situation struck a chord somewherein Nita,
even in her deep. The sense got stronger and stronger in the dark air around her of agreat strength being
hoarded in this place for the oncoming battle, of an unusua bravery. Valor: That was the word that
described what she felt seeping into this space from the glittering form at its center. It made her fed like
she had to do something to be of use. “Areyou sure there' snothing | can do to help you?’ Nitasaid.

The silence that followed stretched out much longer than the other two had.

“Tdl what fightsthe Enemy that 1t will be held here” the knight said. “ That It will haveto fight here, again
and again. But that It won't pass.” And again Nita could fed the fierce, anused smileinsde the armor.

“I can't stay,” Nitasaid. That was one of the only drawbacksto lucid dreaming: Even when reinforced
by wizardry, adream’ s duration was very limited. “But | know where this placeisnow. | can come back
if you need help, or | can bring someone € se with me who can help you better—’

“No helpwill aval here,” theknight said, kindly enough, but sternly, too. “Thisfight must happen only as
it has happened, or it will belost. And if it’ slogt, everything se will be—"

Without warning, darkness fell. Nita, uncertain where she was or what had happened, tried to see, but in
that complete blackness, there was no way to see anything at dl. Briefly, she heard the sound of laughter,
chdlenging and cheerful, and the ringing scrape of asword being drawvn—

And then Nitawas gitting up in her bed, open-eyed and startled in the less unnerving darkness of her own
bedroom. She wasn't frightened, even though she' d caught ataste, in the dream’ slast moments, of what
had been coming toward the knight out of the newly falen blackness. She knew that Enemy too well to
be shocked by Its appearance anymore. But the thought of leaving that glad, tough presenceto fight al

by itself irked her. And though she' d at |east been able to make out what it was saying thistime, that
wasn't the same as under standing it.

She glanced over at the hands of her bedside clock glowing in the darkness. They said two-thirty. Nita
sghed and lay down again, fedling more determined than ever to figure out what was going on. In fact,
she felt more determined than she had about anything for weeks.

“Tel what fightsthe Enemy that It will be held here...”

Eventualy Nitafell adeep again, and down the corridors of dream, she heard the sword come scraping
out of its sheeth again, and again, and again...



Quandaries

When her darm went off at about a quarter after six, Nita dragged hersdlf out of bed, showered, and got
reedy for school with that fierce, smal sword-sound still repesting itsdlf in her memory. When she woke
her dad up, it was till very much on her mind. Shefound him alittle later in the kitchen, having the coffee
she' d made for him when she d finished dressing, and saw him looking thoughtfully at her manud, which
Nitahad carried into the kitchen with her earlier and had | eft open and facedown on the counter.

“I thought you seemed alittle distracted thismorning,” he said, pouring milk into his coffee. “Y ou look
like you' re working hard on something. Harder than usud.”

He means, harder than usual lately, Nitathought. “Yeah,” she said. “Firgt-contact problem.”
“Asinfirg contact with an alien species?’
“I think s0,” Nitasaid. “We ve been having some trouble communicating.”

Her dad shook hishead. “I should get you to talk to my cut-flower distributor,” he said. *“1f you can get
through to something from another planet, maybe you could even get through to him.”

Nita had heard enough stories about her dad’ s troubles with this particular supplier in the past couple of
yearsto make her uncertain. “I might need more power than I’ ve got a the moment,” she said.

“I wouldn't be too sure about that,” her dad said. *”What exactly did you do to your sister yesterday 7
Nitaraised her eyebrows. “1 got her to see sense,” she said.

Nita sdad gave her aloving but skeptical look. “Using what kind of nuclear wegpon?’ he said. “Just so |
know when the government calls”

Humor, she thought. When was the last time | heard Daddy make a joke? Snce... well. Snce then.

“I moved her bedroom furniture around,” Nitasaid. “ Did acouple of other things... nothing
life-threatening.” Shelooked at her dad over the rim of her mug of teaas shetook adrink. “Not that |
didn’t think about it.”

Her dad sghed. “Y ou wouldn't have been thefirst one,” he said, rinsing out his coffee cup. He got his
coat off the hook by the door and shrugged into it. “Keep an eye on her, though, will you?’

“Sure, Daddy.”

Her dad came over and gave her ahug that lingered for amoment. He put his chin down on the top of
her head, something else he hadn’t done for awhile, and said, “Y ou’ ve been the one holding everything
together.

And that’ snot fair to you. | fed like | haven’t been doing everything | could...”
Nitashook her head. “I’m not sure | seeit that way, Daddy,” she said, and that was all she could get out.

He squeezed her, let her go. “The shop’ s open late tonight,” he said. “I won’t be hometill nine. Y ou have
anything planned?’

Nitashook her head. “| need to do someresearch,” shesaid. “If | haveto go out, it won't befor long,
and nowherefar.”



“Okay. Bye...”

She leaned againgt the counter again, leafing through her manua, while the sound of her dad’ s car faded
off down the road. She thought she knew how hefdt: asif he wasthewesk link in the family. But she
often felt that way hersdlf, and she knew Dairine did, too—and they couldn’t all beright. Thiswas
something that had come up in one of her earliest talks with Mr. Millman, asimple piece of logic that had
completely duded Nitauntil then—probably her first Sgn that Millman was not just some “good idea’
wished on her by the school, but was someone genuinely worth listening to. Nitaknew now that al you
could do wastry to let the sense of inadequacy pass over you, or the other person, and dissipate.
Arguing too hard about it was likely to make the other person think you were trying to hide the truth from
them.

She sghed and turned another page. The size of her manua’ s linguistics section had nearly tripled since
she got up with the day’ s research in mind, and she was |eft now with the redization that her own
knowledge of the Speech was even more basic than she' d thought it was. | can’t believe how dumb

I’ ve been about this, she thought. The quick vocabulary test she' d taken before her dad came down for
his coffee had suggested that Nitawas readily familiar with about 650 termsin the Speech... out of a
possible 750,000. And more words were being rediscovered or coined every day by wizards of every
species. There were even regiond didects and variants, dternate recensions used by species whose
physiologies or brain structure, or sometimes even the structure of their home universe, meant that the
most basic forms of the Speech had to be atered to make sense. I’ ve been treating thislike it was a
dead language, Nitathought. But it's dive. It’ s the language of Life Itself: How could it not be?

And then, no matter how many of the words you might know, there was aways the question of
context... theway aspecies used the Speech. Some species understood it clearly, but meant very
different things by their usage of it than other species did. Some members of other species, too, whether
wizards or not, might have only a beginner’ s acquaintance with the Speech, amost basic understanding
of how to useit. Like it looks like I have, Nitathought, turning the manua’ s pages ruefully.

So the question is: Was | the one being incompetent the other day, or was the robot? Or the clown
? Because of theway shefdt lately, Nita thought the incompetence was alot more likely to have been on
her sde. And how come | got so little from the knight? Nitaremembered Dairine sline about the
robot, about how the species contacting Nita seemed to have no pluras, possibly even no persona
pronouns. What she’ d heard last night seemed to confirm theidea. He never said “ we,” shethought.
But then, he never said “ I,” either. There was something so...I don’t know...so limited about the
way he was expressing himself. Was that just because | was having trouble dealing with the way
he used the Soeech? Or was he hiding something?

And why?

She leaned there on her folded arms for awhile, looking rather glumly at the manual, and didn’'t even
bother 1ooking up when Dairine came padding in wearing one of their dad' s T-shirts, hunting her
breskfast. “Morning.”

“Yeah,” Nitasaid, turning over another page covered with necessary vocabulary that she didn’t know.
Dairine stuck her head in the refrigerator. “My bed creaks now,” she said.
“It' sdways creaked,” Nitasaid as Dairine came out with the milk. “ That' s because you jJump oniit.”

“I think it's because it just spent the better part of aday down acrevasse full of liquid nitrogen,” Dairine
said, getting abowl for her cered.



“If it gpent any timein liquid nitrogen, it wouldn’t just creak,” Nitasaid. “It' d shatter.”

“Y eah, wdl, I’'m thinking your wizardry wasn't temperature-tight,” Dairine said, pouring first cered and
then milk. “1 think you dropped avariable.”

“No, | didn’t.”
“I bet you did.”
“Didn’'t.”

Dairine gave Nitaalook that said, Yes, you did, you idiot, and went out into the dining room with her
ceredl.

Nitasmiled dightly as she turned another page. At least Dairine seemed to be back to normal for the
moment. Of course, it might be a ploy to lull me into a false sense of security. But Nitathought her
sster knew better than to bother trying to midead her just now, when Nita s fuse was shorter than usual.
Next time, it might not be just Dairine' s bed that wound up down acrevasse... and Dairine' s present
power levelsweren't what they had been awhile ago. Nita' s couple of years more experience asa
wizard might be enough temporarily to keep Dairineinline.

Sheraised her eyebrows and went back to the vocabulary list. | really wish there were ways to just
magically make all thisinformation go into my head, Nitathought. Oh well ...

Dairine finished her cered and went to get dressed, and Nita kept reading, turning page after page in the
manua, looking for ahint asto what she might have been missing. It was at least an hour later when
Dairine came by again, dressed, with the backpack she used as abook bag over her shoulder; Nita
glanced up just long enough to see Dairine putting her coat on, and to notice the small, glowing,
rose-colored eye looking at her from insde the bag.

“Have you been upgrading Spot again?’ Nitasaid.

“He sbeen upgrading himsdlf,” Dairine said. “Wirdless, optical ... some other stuff.” Shelooked
affectionately at the bag as she shouldered it, and the little eye on its silvery stalk disappeared back down
between the backpack and its flap.

“I wouldn't let anybody see him, if | wereyou,” Nitasaid.
“They can't. But he can see them. Gotta go, Neets.”
“Seeyou...”

Dairineleft. Nita spent some moments more reading the manud in the quiet, until suddenly sheredized
that if shedidn’t get out of there, she was the one who was going to bein trouble for being late. Sheran
off to get her own backpack, and her manua went floating after her.

Therest of the day went by fairly quickly, partly because Nita s concerns about the communications
between her and “her diens’ kept bringing Nita back to the manua in every free moment that wasn't
taken up with classwork. She hardly thought serioudy about anything else until just before her lunch
period, when Nita suddenly remembered that today was when the time and day for her next session with
Mr. Millman would be posted.



When the bell rang, she made her way down into the corridor in the south wing of the school, where the
adminigrative offices were, and from there into the main office, where the bulletin board for the specid
services messages was located. Nitafound the pinned-up folded message that said N. CALLAHAN,
pulled it off the board, and headed out into the corridor, opening it.

The message said, “Dear Nita: 7:30 A.M., Monday. Hope the magic's going okay. Don't forget to bring
some cards. | want to find out how to keep them from faling out of my deeve. R. Millman.*

Nitalooked at this and was tempted to shred the note right down to its component atoms. What in the
worlds made me say that to him, she thought, shoving the note into the pocket of her jeans and stalking
off downthe hdll.

By thetime she got to the cafeteria, though, she’ d shrugged off the annoyance and was once again
worrying at the clown-robot-knight problem. Nita got herself a sandwich and afruit juice, sat down by
hersdf off to one side, and spent another half hour studying how speciesthat didn’'t understand plurals
handled the Speech. It was complex. Mostly they wound up repeating singular formswith aredactive or
“virtud” plurd, which—

It's sounding a little dry in there, Neets...

Nitasmiled. You have no idea, she said, and shut the manual. Nitadisposed of her lunch tray and went
out of the cafeteria, into the small side parking lot. Kit wasleaning against the chain-link fence on the far
sde, hugging himsdf alittle againgt the cold, watching aboys gym classout inthe ahletic fild running
easy lapsto cool down after soccer practice.

Nitawent to lean against the fence beside him. “Y ou know any card tricks?’ she said under her bregth.
Helooked at her oddly. “No. Why?

“I did something incredibly stupid. | mentioned magic to Millman at our last meeting. He thought | meant
magician stuff, though, the sawing-people-in-haf kind of magic. Now he wants me to show him some.”

Kit stared at Nita, then burst out laughing. “Y ou should do some wizardry, and let him think it’ smagic. |
bet you can do dl kinds of fancy card tricks when you can really make them vanigh.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way.” Nitafrowned. “I’m not sure| like the ides, though. Making theredl thing
look like something fake. .. It' stoo much likelying.”

Kit nodded. “What made you mention magic to him at dl, though?’

“I wish | could remember. It wasan impulse, and | felt like such adork afterward.” She sighed. “Never
mind. Now | haveto learn card tricksin my endlessfreetime.”

Kit raised his eyebrows. “Y ou make any headway with your diens?’
“Yeah. Or rather, I’'m not sure.”
“Not surethey’rediens?’

“Not surethey’rediens, plurd. Then again, let’ snot get into the plura thing. I’'m having enough trouble
withit.” Nitarubbed her face. “| seem to have been talking to the same one a least twice. I'm not sureif
| wastalking to him, or it, thefirgt time, the time with the clown on the bike.”

“But you understood him thistime, anyway.”



“I'm not sure of that, either. | think | did... but | keep thinking he was holding something back, or having
trouble saying something. And it could have been important.” She sighed. “I’ m just going to have to keep
trying. What about you? Did you have time to go after your Ordedl kid again?’

“Not yet. Ponch is still worn-out from the last time. I'm going to try to get in touch with Darryl again
tonight, maybe tomorrow. Y ou sure you don’t want to come aong?’

He sounded dmost wistful. Nitagaveit amoment’ sthought, but then shook her head: She might feel
more like working today, but she still wasn't sure of her ability to be of usein acrissstuation. “ Give me
alittemoretime,” she said. “1 want to work on this Speech problem for the moment. | think if | bear
down on it hard enough, | may make a breakthrough.”

“I wouldn't want to derail you,” Kit said. “But keep me posted.”
“You okay?’ Nitasad.

Kit looked at her alittle srangdy. “Why?”

“Y ou look kindaworn-out yoursdlf.”

Helooked surprised at that, then shrugged. “What Ponch does,” he said, “it takes alot out of me, too,
maybe morethan | redize. | do fed alittle run-down. It'sokay: I'll get agood night’ s deep tonight and
be fine tomorrow.”

“What is going on with Ponch?” Nitasaid. “Y ou were still looking for answersto thet...”

Kit shook hishead. “I think I’'m going to belooking for answersfor awhile. Troubleis, every timel try
to settle down to work it out with the manual, something new goeswrong with the TV. Or something else
interrupts me.”

The bell rang. “ Seethat? The story of my life,” Kit said.
“Not just yours,” Nitasaid. “Look, cal melater.

Y ou ought to take alook at what I’ m working on from the ‘inside’ ; maybe you can make some sense of
it

“Right,” Kit ssid.

They parted company and went off to their classes. Nitamore or less degpwalked through her afternoon
agebraand gatigtics class, grateful not to be called on. Her mind was il tangled up in virtua plurds,
non-pronomina pronouns, and the question of what could be that wrong with Kit' s TV that it would
prove adistraction to him. The second-to-last period that afternoon was a study hal, and Nita got no
more than three sentences into an essay on the abandonment of the gold standard before ditching the
essay to return to the manua again; the gold standard made even virtua pluraslook good by
comparison.

Toward the end of that period, though, and during the next one—a music appreciation classfull of jangly,
early twentieth-century twelve-tone music, which Nitafound impossible for anyone to appreciate—she
started wondering exactly what was going on with her. Sure, she might occasionally detest her
homework— more than occasiondly, especialy in the case of her present socid studies class: Her
teacher had agreat love of saddling her students with essays on apparently useless subjects. But
detesting the homework didn’t mean Nitadidn’t get it done.



Oh, come on. It’s not like the universe is going to come apart because I’ m less than excited about
the gold standard and feel more like working on wizardry.

Y et the excuse sounded hollow. Moreto the point, it sounded like an excuse. When the bell rang for the
last timethat day, at two-forty-five, Nitawalked out through the exuberant Friday afternoon rush to the
lockersin asomber mood. She looked for Kit in the parking lot, didn’t see him, and wasn't surprised:
He had quicker, quieter ways of getting home than the other kids here.

She could have taken that same way home, but didn’t. She walked home dowly, thinking. Nita paused
only long enough in her house to dump her books and change out of her school clothes into something
more comfortable—looser jeans, afloppier sweatshirt—and to check on Dairine. Her sster waslying on
her ssomach, on her bed, with Spot lying on the bed next to her; thelittle computer had put out a couple
of stalky eyesto look at abook Dairine was reading.

“School okay?’ Nitasaid.

Dairine gave Nitathe kind of ook that someone in the Middle Ages might have given areaive who
asked if the black plague was okay. Her only other answer was to bounce herself up and down on the
mattress alittle. The bed creaked loudly.

“Did not,” Nitasaid, and went downstairs again to get her parka.
“Whereyou going?’ camethe voice from upgairs.

“TOIT]’ S,”

Tom and Carl’ s backyard was aready going twilit, thistime of year, even so soon after school. Nita
paused there amoment, looking up at the sky, which was clear for achange after several days worth of
cloudy westher, and wished that spring would hurry up—she hated these short days. She meandered
over to thekoi pond and glanced down into it. The pond wasn't heated, but it didn’t freeze, either; into
the pond and the ground beneath it, Carl had set asmdl utility wizardry that acted on the same generd
principle as aheat pump, keeping the water at an even sixty degrees Fahrenheit. All the same, &t thistime
of theyear the koi were naturdly alittle duggish. Right now they were mostly gathered together under the
weeds and water lilies down at one end of the pond. Nita peered down, able to see nothing but the
occasiond flick of tail or fin, and once a coppery eye glancing back up at her. “Hey,” she sad. “ Got any
words of wisdom?’ The single koi that had looked back, awhite one with an orange patch on its head,
drifted up to just beneath the surface and regarded her. Then it stuck its mouth up into the air.

“Seenin plain daylight
the firefly’ s just one more bug;
but night restoresit—"

Nitaraised her eyebrows. The koi gave her alook that suggested she was awaste of itstime, and drifted
sraight back under thelily pads again.

“If you listen to them for too long,” Tom said as he pushed open the patio door, “you won't be able to
say anything that takes more than seventeen syllables”

“| should send Dairine over,” Nitasaid.



“Eventheir powershavelimits” Tom said, asNitacamein. “| just made sometea. Can| interest you?’
“Yeah. It'scold.” Nitadipped out of her parka, draped it over one of Tom'’ s dining room chairs.

“They’re predicting snow,” Tom said, pouring each of them amug of teaand bringing them over to the
table.

“That’sfunny. It'sclear.”
“For the moment. There sastorm working itsway up the coast, though. Four to six inches, they said.”

Nitagave him awry look. “Why couldn’t this happen on Monday and get us aday off from school ?” she
sad.

“There are about thirty different answersto that, from the strictly meteorological mode down to the
ethica,” Tom said, looking equaly wry, “but they al factor down more or lessto mean, * Just because.
So cope withit.””

Nitanodded and smiled alittle, but the smile fell off dmost immediately. “1 need to ask you something.”

“That’swhat I'm herefor,” Tom said, “though Annie and Monty doubtless have a different opinion.
Anyway, what' sup?’

Shelooked at him acrossthe table. “* Am | using wizardry to avoid life?” Nitasaid.

Tom raised hiseyebrows. “Wizardry isLife” hesaid. “Or, at the very least, in service of Life. By
definition. So, equdly by definition, the answer to that question is no. Want to try rephrasing?’

Nitasat for amoment and thought. “I’ ve been spending alot of time with the manual.”
“Sodowedl.”

“No, I mean alot of time. For me, anyway.”

“And thismeans—?’

Nita paused, wondering how to phrasethis. “My last redly big wizardry,” she said, “didn’t work.”
“Uh, therewe d have to disagree.”

“I don't mean in terms of wizardry,” Nitasaid. “1 mean in terms of what the pissed-off placesin the back
of my brain think about it. My mom still died.”

“Mmm,” Tom said. His expression was noncommittal.

“What | want to know is—isit possible to use research asaway to put off doing other stuff you should
be doing?’

“Agan, anything' s possble. What isit you think you should be doing?’

Nitashook her head, pushed her teacup back and forth on the table mat. “I don’t know. Something
more... active.”

“You think research is passve?’

“Compared to what I’ ve been doing up until now, yeah.”



Nitareached sdewaysinto the air for her manual, came out with it, opened it to the listings area, and
pushed it over to Tom, tapping on her ligting. “ *Optiona,”” Nitasaid. “I’m not red wild about that.”

“I’'m not sure | read that congtruct the sameway,” Tom said. “1’d trandate it more as meaning your
options are open: that you' re not concretely assigned to anything at the moment. Maybe a better
rendering would be ‘fredlance.’”” He glanced at her manud. “ But then you seem to betaking alook at the
vocabulary end of things at the moment.”

“Please” Nitasaid. “I fed soignorant. Mewith my whole six hundred and fifty words.”

“Maybeit’ |l be some consolation to you that the average English-speaking person’ s day-to-day
vocabulary isonly athousand or fifteen hundred words,” Tom said. “But | understand how you fed. And
the Speech is so much more complex than English in terms of specidized vocabulary. It hasto be, if

you' re going to name things properly. And so that means doing vocabulary-building dl thetime.”

He knocked one knuckle on the tabletop a couple of times. Immediately his version of the manua
appeared on the table—seven or eight thick volumeslike phone books. “Thisone,” Tom said, pulling a
sngle volume out of the slack—uwhile the ones above it considerately remained hovering in place over
where the middle one had been—"this one is my vocabulary work for thisyear.”

Nitalooked at it in horror as Tom dropped it to the table and flipped it open. “Remind me never to
become a Senior,” she said.

“Asif you can avoid it when it happens,” Tom said, sounding resigned. “Nita, you wouldn't be thefirst
wizard to get confused about the gpparent differences between active and passive work in wizardry. But
the Powers That Be don't seethe distinction—or They seeit aslargely illusory.” He paged through the
book, stopping about hafway through to glance a something.

“If you go through this, you'll see often enough whereit saysthat wizards are told only what they need to
know ‘for thework at hand.” Which leaves you with the question: What do they find init when there is
no work at hand—no official assgnment?Y ou’ d be surprised. But it’ s never anything that goesto waste.
Sooner or later, every wizard' s work, however minor, does someone, somewhere, some good. It'san
extenson of the‘dl isdonefor each’ principle.”

“Sowhat I'mdoingisn'tlike... withdrawa or anything?’ Nitasaid. “Not. .. unheathy?’

“Oh, no. Don't forget, there are wizards who do nothing but read the manual.” Tom looked thoughtful. “I
wouldn't be that far down the road. My job tends more toward focused research. But | still spend
maybe saventy percent of my theoreticaly ‘inactive’ time reading these things. It'sabig universe out
there. Just this planet, for example: Think how much you can discover about it just by going to thelibrary,
or rummaging around on the Web. Then imagine you have access to abook that contains most of the
sdient facts about your universe. Wouldn't you spend alot of time between the covers?’

“Uh,” Nitasaid. “Wdll, | guess| have been.”

“So, a the very least, even if you didn’t have agoa you were working toward, which | think you have, |
wouldn’'t consder your timewasted,” Tom said. “Asfor you not being on active assgnment, that’s
between you and the Powers. They vaue the work we do sufficiently to avoid pushing usto function
when it wouldn’t be appropriate to the wizard' s own best interests.

Emergencies do come up; but routingly, if being on duty would impair your own status, you' re not called
up.“ Heeyed Nita. " If you' re starting to fedl the need to get back into the saddle, of course, that’s not
necessarily abad thing. You' d bethe oneto tell me.”



Nitaexamined thefloor in some detail for afew moments before she said anything. “It' snot like | actually
fed dl that much better,” she said, hardly above awhisper. She was watching hersalf with greet careto
seeif shewas going to Start crying again; she couldn’t have borne it right this minute. “ Every now and
then | forget to hurt... but therest of thetime... | keep seeing those last few hours with my mom, over
and over.” Then shefrowned. “But | can’t just St around. It’s not bringing my mother back. And | keep
getting the feding she d be annoyed with mefor, | don’t know, for indulging myself in just sitting around
and feding bad when | should be busy with something important. Because thisisimportant.”

Tom nodded. “1 don't think | can argue with that,” he said. “Meanwhile, tell me what you' ve been up to.”

Nita spent afew minutes describing the contacts she' d been having from the diens, especidly the last
one—the knight—and the cryptic message he, or it, had lft her.

When she was finished, Tom shook his head. “*What fightsthe Enemy..."”” hesaid. “ Y ou'reright, the
phrasng’ sinteresting.”

“You think thisdien'sawizard?’

“Hardtotel,” Tom sad. “Therearelots of creatures adl over the universe who both use the Speech and
work to oppose the Lone Power without being wizards." He shrugged. " For thetime being, I’ d keep
trying to get through, | suppose, and seeif you can work inward to amode where there' s more clarity.

“Yeah. I’'m going to try the lucid dreaming again tonight, | think. So far, that’ swhere I’ ve had the best
results” Nitafrowned. “I guessthat’ sthe other thing that’ sworried me. The possibility of getting stuck in
adreamworld...”

“I’'m not sure | seethat asadanger for you,” Tom said. “I'd dmost suggest the danger would liein too
much hardheaded practicdity... in being too tough on yoursdf. For the time being, you seem to be okay.
Let me know how you progresswith your ‘dien,” anyway.”

“Yeah”

Nitagot up and dipped into her parka, glancing at Tom's stack of manuals again. “Y ou have to learn that
whole thing thisyear?’

“And keep Carl from blowing up the house,” Tom said. “ Even wizardry may be insufficient to the task.
Seeyou later.”

“Kit, querido,” Kit'smamasaid, “if you feed that dog so many dog biscuits, you'll spoil his appetite for
dinner.”

In the kitchen, adding alast few seasonings to what would shortly be a pot of minestrone soup, Kit's
father laughed out loud. “Impossible.”

Kit was gitting on the dining room sofa, trying to read one of the books on autism his mom had brought
homefor him. The language was pretty technica sometimes, but he was more than willing to struggle
through it; the analysis of autism in this book was making some senseto himin terms of what he/ d been
getting from Darryl. There were gpparently autistic people who found the complications of lifeand
emotion so threatening, the book said, that when they did artwork; it often featured landscapes that
looked sterile and empty to acasual viewer—but the artists' intent wasto expressadesirefor alittle
pesce, for relief from the assault on their senses that caused them such pain. Since coming acrossthis
ideain the book, Kit had been doing his best to get the whole thing read, mining it for waysto make sure



that he actudly got some good out of his conversation with Darryl, when it finally happened.

Unfortunately the reading was being made difficult, if not impossble, by the large black muzzle that kept
insgnuating itself between Kit and the open pages, and the big brown eyesthat looked beseechingly up
into Kit's. Just one more, Ponch said.

“You'regonnaturninto ablimp,” Kit said.
Ill be a happy blimp, Ponch said. What’s a blimp?
Kit'smamalaughed. Kit glanced up at her.

“He sloud sometimes, honey,” his mama said, handing Kit' s papathe pepper shaker as he held his hand
out for it. “1 don’t know why you can't hear it.”

Kit's pop shook his head as he looked down into the pot, grinding pepper in. “ From what Kit says, |
don’t know why you can hear it at dl. None of us should be ableto.”

“Maybeit’sbecause | usudly feed himinthemornings” Kit'smamasaid. “1’m used to hearing him
complain that he’ snot getting enough.” She made akind of rrrgh noisethat went up into awhine at the
end, afair imitation of Ponch’ s reaction to an empty dish when there was someone around who could
give him the rest of the can of dog food.

Ponch’s eyes moved a that, asideways glance. Her accent’s not bad. | could teach her Cyene.

“Let’snot deal with thisright now,” Kit said. He could just see his mom going down the street to try to
talk senseto Tinkerbell.

One more! Ponch said.

“One,” Kit said. He gave Ponch the last dog biscuit in the box, put the book aside, and got up to throw
the box away.

“Theonionsdoneyet?’ hismamasad.

“Nearly,” said Kit' s pop, as Kit sscomped the box flat to make it go in the trash can. Behind Kit, the
emphatic crunching noises by the sofa came to an end, and Ponch ran into the kitchen. Out?

“Sure,” Kit said, opening the door. A fierce cold wind camein as Ponch shot out.
“Shut that, swestie. It'sfreezing!” Kit'smamasaid.

“Gonnasnow tonight, they said onthe TV,” said Kit' s pop, picking up the frying pan in which the onions
had been sizzling, and scraping them out into the soup as Kit shut the door.

“Alot?’ Kit sad.
“Six to eight inches.”

Kit sghed. It wouldn't be anything like enough to make them keep school closed on Monday. That
would take at least afew feet. Not for the first time he wished that it wasn't unethica to talk a snowstorm
into dumping three feet of snow onto hisimmediate neighborhood. It was fun to think about, but the
trouble he would have gotten into with Tom and Carl, not to mention the Powers That Be, would have
made the pleasure short-lived.



Sill, if I told the snowstorm to dump, say, twelve feet of snow just on the school, and then only
enough everywhere else so that everybody could have fun for a day; say six inches or so...

Kit sghed again. Though such acourse of action would be less trouble to the snowplow crews, the
emergency services, and everybody el se who wanted to go on about their lives, something like that
would cause awholelot of talk, and till get him in trouble. But theimage of his school completely buried
under agiant snowdrift made him smile. “By theway, Pop,” Kit said, “isthe TV 4ill okay?’

“Seemsfine,” hispop said. “Every now and then the thing ingists on showing me a news program from
some other planet, but...” He shrugged. “ Aslong as nothing happensto interfere with the basketball
games over the weekend, | don’t mind seeing who' s grown anew head or whatever. Darlin’, you know
what | need?’

“Lesstime on the couch watching basketbd|?” Kit's mama suggested.

“Dream on. Celery seed.”

“We'reout of it.”

“You'rejust saying that because you hate celery.”

“I know celery seed isdifferent from celery, or cdery sdt. But we' re till out of it. Look for yourself.”

Kit's pop went to the cupboard to look. Kit, looking at his mama, thought that her expression wasfar
too innocent. She caught him looking at her, and said, “1sn’t Ponch along time out, Kit? He hates being
out thislong when it’ s cold. But he hasn't scratched.”

She had a point there, though Kit thought she was more intent on him not saying anything incriminating
about celery seed. Kit grinned. “I’ll go seewhat hel sdoing,” he said, and got hiswinter jacket off the
hook.

He went out, shutting the door hurriedly behind him, and looked up and down the driveway for Ponch.
To hissurprise, Ponch was Sitting at the street end of the driveway, looking up at the sky.

Kit walked down to him, looking up, too. The clouds were, indeed, coming in low and fast from the
south on that wind. Past and above the houses across the street, only afew streaks and scraps of the low
sunset remained in the west, ableak, bleached peach color against the encroaching stripes of dark gray.
Westward, the reddish spark of Mars could just be seen through the filmy front edges of one of the
incoming banks of cloud.

Ponch looked over his shoulder at Kit asKit came to stand next to him. “Y ou okay?’ Kit saidto himin
the Speech.

Pretty much.

Kit wondered about that. “1 mean, about what happened the other day.” He reached down to scratch the
dog’ s head.

| think so.

The clouds drew together in the west, blanking Mars out, dowly shutting down the last embers of the
sunset. “What did happen?’

| saw something.



“Yegh? What wasit?’

Not that way, Ponch said. | mean, | noticed something. | never really noticed it before.
Kit waited.

You get hurt sometimes, Ponch said. That makes me sad.

“Yeah, well, | get sad when you're hurt, too.”

That’sright. And your dam and your sire and your littermates, they hurt sometimes, too. So does
Nita. | noticed that. But it didn’t seem to matter as much as you hurting.

Ponch paused for along time. But then | saw him: Darryl. And what That One was doing to him,
and how it hurt him. And he didn’t do anything to deserve that. It was awful, the way he was
hurting. And that started to hurt me. And then | thought, Why doesn’t the others’ hurt make me
fedl like this? And then | felt bad about myself.

Kit hardly knew what to say. It wasn’t that it was abad thing for his dog to learn about compassion, but
that the lesson would come all & once, likethis, came asasurprise.

And the others didn’t deserve to be hurt, either, Ponch said, looking up at Kit. Nita didn’t do
anything bad, for her mother to die. Why should she be hurt like that? Why should Dairine? Or
your sSire or dam?

They' re good. Why do they have to suffer when they haven't been bad? It’ s not fair!

Kit bowed his head. Thisline of reasoning al too closaly reflected some of his own late-night thoughts
over the past couple of months. And all the easy answers—about the Powers That Be and the Lone
Power, and all the other additional theories or answers that might be suggested by either religion or
science— suddenly sounded hollow and pathetic.

“I don’'t know,” Kit said. “I redly don’t know.”

| felt sad for themall, Ponch said. Sad for everything, because it shouldn’t have to be that way. All
of a sudden | had to how, that’s all . He looked embarrassed.

Kit couldn’t think of anything to do but get down on one knee and hug Ponch, and ruffle hisfur. After a
moment Ponch said, I’ m not going to howl now. It s all right.

“I know,” Kit said. But hewasn't surethat it was*“al right.”

Ponch looked a him again. 5b what do we do? he said. To make it right?

That answer, at least, Kit was sure of. “ Just get on withwork,” he said. “ That’ swhat wizards do.”
And their dogs.

“And their dogs,” Kit said. “After dinner tonight, huh? We'll go looking for Darryl again. We Il seeif we
can't get aword with him... find out what’ s going on. Then he can get himsdlf out of there, and we can
get back to doing what we usudly do.”

Right.

They waked back up the driveway together, and Kit let Ponch into the house, hurriedly shutting the



door. The wind outside was beginning to rise. He ditched his coat in a hurry, because his pop had
aready carried the soup pot to the table, setting it on atrivet, and his mama was putting out bowls and
gpoons. “No Carmedatonight?’ Kit said, because there were only three bowls.

“No, she' sover at Migue’ swith some of the other kids. A homework thing.” His mamasat down, took
her spoon, and tasted the soup as Kit's pop sat down.

“Oh, honey, that’ s so good!” his mamasaid. “ Even without the celery seed. Who' d believe most of it
came out of acan? What else did you put in there?’

“Genius,” Kit'sfather said, and grinned.

Kit wasinclined to agree. Hefinished hisfirst bowl in record time, and reached for the ladle to serve
himsdf some more.

“Another satisfied customer,” hispop said.
Kit nodded, aready working on the second bowl.

“You' ve got that fuding-up look,” his pop said, as he chased the last few spoonfuls of soup around his
own bowl. “Y ou going out on businesstonight, son?’

“Yup.”

“How long?’

“Not late,” Kit said. “I don’'t think, anyway. Back by bedtime.”
“Yours, or mine?’

“Mine, Pop.”

“Good,” hisdad said. “What you' re doing isimportant... and so isgetting your rest.” Hisfather gave him
what Kit usually thought of as“the eye,” afaintly warning look. “Y ou' re looking alittle pooped, this past
day or so. Try to relax alittle over the weekend, okay?’

“If I can,” Kit said.

His pop looked like he was going to say something, then changed his mind, and reached for the ladle
himsdf. “Hey, who took al the beans?’

“That would be me,” Kit'smamasaid.
“Now I’'m going to have to make another pot of this!”
“How terriblefor usadl,” shesad.

Kit finished his own bowlful and, smiling, got up and put hisbowl in the snk. Then hewent to get his
parkaand Ponch’s“leash.”

They stood out in the backyard alittle while later, in the near darkness, and Kit looked down at Ponch.
“Ready?’ he said.

All ready.



“You'vegot Darryl’s scent?’
It's faint, Ponch said. We're going to have to walk for a while.

Kit checked the force-field spell, which he had integrated into the leash-wizardry, and saw that it was
charged, up and running; it would keep hostile environments out for agood while, and protect the two of
them from deadly force for at least long enough to come up with a better, more focused defense. “Okay.
Let'sgo.”

Ponch pulled the bright leash of wizardry taut, stepped forward, and vanished into a darkness deeper
than anything in Kit's backyard. Kit stepped after him; the blacknessfolded in al around.

They did, indeed, haveto walk for sometime. Kit kept a careful eye on the line of wizardry stretching
between him and Ponch, watching to make sure that it was drawing power correctly, and that the faint
“diagnostic’ glow of light running up and down it was doing so regularly. Beyond that, there wasn't much
for Kit to do for along while except keep waking through the dark, watching the ever-so-faintly
illuminated shape of his dog as Ponch led the way.

A whispering sound—very faint, seemingly very far avay—wasthe firg thing that Kit started to notice as
differing from the darkness and silence surrounding them. It was incessant, a soft white-noise hissat a
high frequency, but every now and then Kit thought he heard wordsinit. Am | just imagining that?he
thought as the hiss got louder around them. “Y ou hear that?’ he said to Ponch.

Thewind? Ponch said. Yes. It's up ahead, where Darryl is. We'll be there soon.
“I mean, do you hear something besides the wind? The voices?’

Ponch paused amoment, cocked his head to one side. No, he said. Not right now, anyway. Let’s get
there and seeif | hear it then.

They gtarted walking again. Quite suddenly, asif they’ d waked through a curtain, Kit and Ponch were
surrounded by blue-white light. Kit stopped, looking around him, blinking. After the darkness, this
brilliance was dazzling.

At least there was gravity, though it felt lighter than Earth’s; and he knew there was an amosphere,
because Kit could hear sound from outside hisforce field: the hiss of thewind. But he wasn't convinced
that the atmosphere was breathable, especialy because he could fed the cold outside, even through the
forcefidd. Thear onthefar sde of the force field wasfull of blue-white smoke, or fog, moving fast,
blown by the wind, and there was more blue-white stuff underfoot. “1t’ slike being insde alightbulb,” Kit
sad.

Ifitis, then I'll avoid it in the future, Ponch said, looking around him with distagte. It smells bad here.

Thewind dropped off briefly, and Kit was able to look out of the lightbulb and see that the two of them
had stepped into a snowfield. Except that snow isn’t blue, Kit thought. Ponch, though insulated from
the cold around them by the force field, nonetheless shifted uncertainly from foot to foot in the
robin’s-egg blue stuff. Kit felt the odd soft squeak of it under his sneakers, and understood Ponch’'s
confusion. It feels more like talcum powder than snow. Or, no, more like cornstarch—for that
strange squesaky sensation persisted no matter how the stuff packed under Kit' sfeet.

Thewind rose again, reducing the visibility to nothing asit picked the snow up and started blowing it
around in the air. The snow was as fine as powder on the wind, finer than any powdery snow that Kit
had ever seen, even in blizzard conditions. The stuff piled and drifted in spherica sectionsaround Kit's



forcefield, gathering like swirls of smoke, abruptly disspating again like smoke blown away. Suddenly
Kit realized what he was seeing, and realized, too, why the snow’ stexture was so strange. Thisisn't
water snow. It’stoo cold here for that. Thisis methane...

Thewind howling around them gusted for afew bresths more, blowing the blinding snow shrieking past
Kit and Ponch, and then dropped off once more, just briefly giving Kit the wider view again as the snow
drifted back out of the air to the ground. We might aswell call it air, Kit thought, though he knew that if
hetried to breathe it at thistemperature, it would freeze hislungsto solid blocks of blood and water ice.
He popped hismanua open to a premarked page for reading environmental conditionsand let it take a
moment to do its sensing while he turned in acircle, looking at the landscape.

There wasn't much of it. Nearby, black crags of stone stood up here and there, shining with blueice that
seemed amogt to glow onitsown in this fierce sourceless light. Kit glanced up at the sky, wondering
whether there was a star up there somewhere, on the far sde of what might be a*“ greenhouse”’ layer like
Venus s upper atmosphere. But there was dways the possibility that thiswasn't aplanet at al—just
some kind of Euclidean space, another dimension that just went on eterndly in dl directions. Whichever
itis, hethought, it has weather, and the weather’ s bad. Even Titan’s weather is better than this.

Kit glanced at the manua page again, read the words in the Speech that began to spell themsalves out
there.

Nitrogen atmosphere. No oxygen. Methane and some other hydrocarbons frozen out to make the
snow... Kit shivered despite the force field: The temperature outside was about two hundred degrees
below zero centigrade.

“I’'mglad | brought acoat,” he said softly.

| wish | could grow mine thicker, Ponch said, looking around him with distaste. | didn’t like that
other place, the hot one, but it was better than this.

“Believe me, wewon't stay long,” Kit said. “ Just long enough to talk to Darryl.” The contrast between
the room-temperature range that the two of them needed to function and the temperature of the space
around them was as extreme as the difference between room temperature and ablowtorch... and this
meant that keeping his own environment and Ponch’ s tolerable would require Kit to spend alot of energy
inahurry. He was going to have to keep aclose eye on the energy levels of the forcefidd; thiswasno
kind of placeto haveit fail suddenly. Whether they were genuindly in some other universe or just ingde
Darryl’smind, the cold would kill them both in secondsif their protection failed. “Let’ s get going. Where
indl thisis he?’ Kit said to Ponch.

That way, Ponch said, turning. The contrast in temperatures stands out. But so do other things.
There' s company here.

“The same company aslast time?’
The same. A heart of cold.

“Great,” Kit said under hisbreath. “Well, let’shead that way. Il put the stealth spell up around us again,
though in these conditions, it may not work ahundred percent.”

If you could make the wind drop...

It wasworth atry. Kit paged quickly through his manua to the environmental management section and
looked for the spellsthat involved short-term weather control. He found one that looked likely, started to



recite it— And then stopped, shocked. Something that had accompanied every spell he' d ever done, that
growing, ligtening silence—as the universe started to pay attention to the Speech used inits
Creation—was suddenly missing.

Blocked, Kit thought. But how? Not even the Lone Power Itself should have been ableto keep a
wizardry from executing. Once executed, of course, it might fail, but—

Kit tried the spell again, and again got no result. Y et hisforce fiddd wasworking fine. If it hadn’t been, he
and Ponch would both have been frozen solid by now.

“Weird,” Kit said, closing the manua for the moment. “Looks like this environment’ s been ingtructed not
tolet itsdlf be atered.”

Could the Lone One have done that?
Kit shook hishead. “I don't know.”

Never mind, Ponch said. | don’t need to see, to lead us. And as for the Lone One... Ponch'snose
worked. It s distracted, Ponch said. And Darryl’s moving. Come on.

Ponch pulled on the leash, and Kit followed him across the squeaking blue snow, while every now and
then anew and ferocious gust of wind blue-whited everything out. “ Snow tonight,” avoice said from
somewhereimmeasurably distant.

“You heard it that time, right?’ Kit said.

| heard something, Ponch said. And then he paused in midstep. | hear something besides that, too.
Kit waited.

Wings—

Kit listened, but couldn’t make anything out except that the wind was rising, the hiss scaling up to a soft
roar. Thelast time he' d heard awind like this was when the hurricane had come through three years ago.
The hurricane, though, had at least sounded impersond initsrage. The sound of thiswind had amore
intimate quality, invasive, asif it was purposdy pointed at Kit. And the voices were part of it.

“—won't be ableto—"

“—andinloca newstonight—

“—wish | could understand why, but there’ sno point in even asking, | guess—’

“—come on, love, we need to get this on you. No, don’t do that. Remember what we talked about—"

The voices somehow both spoke a norma volume and screamed in Kit' sears, intrusive, grating,
maddening. He couldn’t shut them out. He opened his manua and hurriedly went through it to the section
that would alow him to soundproof the force field, for the voices were scaling up into the deefening range
now, an ever increasing roar. The noise wasn't just made up of voices, either. Music was part of it, too,
but music gone horribly wrong, screeching at him, and aso sounds that might have come from Kit'sown
house, adoor closing, someone opening a drawer, sounds that were magnified past bearing,

intolerable—

Kit recited the wizardry, having to do it nearly at the top of hislungsto hear himsdf think. To hisgreeat
relief, it took; he could tell that the sound al around him outside the force field was il rising, but now a



least it was muted to atolerable level. “Wow,” he said to Ponch, who was shaking his own head, aso
troubled by the noise.

| lost him, Ponch said. He moved again. He moves very fast sometimes. He—

Ponch’s head whipped around. Kit looked the way his dog was |ooking, through the blowing blue snow,
justintimeto catch sght of the thin young shape running past them, dressed in nothing but jeansand a
T-shirt, running through the terrible cold and wind, running headlong, alittle doped forward from the
waigt asKit had seen him running for the van at school.

“Darryl!” Kit shouted. “Hey, Darryl, wait up!”
Darryl turned his head for just aflash, looking toward Kit. For afraction of asecond, their eyes met.

Darryl ran on. Kit redled back asif someone had hit him across the face, and staggered with shock and
pain. He had fdlt, for that second, what Darryl had felt: the unbearable pain of another person’sregard.

Kit had sometimes found it hard to look into someone else' s eyes, but that was nothing like this. Thispain
denied even the existence of the one who looked back. For Darryl, even mesting the gaze of hisown
eyesin the mirror wasimpossible, nonsensica, painful. Y et Kit aso thought of the blind looks of the
Statues at the edge of theworld of dunes, and suddenly redlized that maybe it was only to him that their
blindness seemed creepy. To Darryl, in hisautism, maybe they were as close as he could comfortably get
to the experience of being looked at by another being. It’s something he wants, even though it hurts.

At least he wants it, though. If he didn’t—
Kit shook his head. “Where'd he go?’

That way.

“Comeon!”

Kit and Ponch ran after him. But it seemed asif, in thisworld, Darryl could run alot faster than they
could. “Thewind sfillingin histracks,” Kit gasped.

| don’t need them. Listen, though!

Kit could hear very little now that he d turned the sound down insde the force field.
“What?’

Thewings! They're here—

Thefirst of them roared overhead, trailing noise like a passing jetliner. Kit looked up and saw, dimly,
through the blowing snow, what Ponch had been talking about. He was tempted to duck. The thing
wasn't big, maybe only six feet long or so, but it looked deedly. It was asif someone had taken the
three-finned symmetry of astandard paper plane and brought it to life, but with wings that were clawed
on the forward edges. The creature was afurry blue white, just paler than the snow, and eyeless, though
it had along, nasty, many-fanged mouth that ran down the length of its body between two of the wings.
And it brought the terrible noise with it asit shot overhead and past, dragging behind it still more of the
torrent of voices and sounds that threatened to drown whatever lay in their wake. It tilted one wing, and
dtarted to circle Kit.

Baglisk! Kit thought, having seen the creatures’ imagesin the manua more than once, and having



thought every timethat he’ d rather not see them in the flesh. They weren't the heraldic beasts that went
by the name, but aworse thing that the Lone Power had constructed from spare partsin Its spare
time—aminion-creature that served as mindless messenger and doer of small dirty deeds. And it sees
me. The stealth spell isn’'t working, either—

There were three kinds of basilisk: hot, cold, and starry. It was plain enough to Kit which kind he was
dealing with here, and he knew the remedy for them if they got too close. Heat—

Kit flipped his manua open to its notes and storage area. Some time back during the summer, his pop
had been having alot of trouble keeping the barbecue lit, and Kit—unnerved by the overconfident way
his pop sprayed the lighting fluid around in his attemptsto relight it—had started working with some of
the wizardries that temporarily “set” air solid and selectively reflective, so that it could be used to produce
laser beams. When the barbecue season had come to an end, Kit had stored those wizardriesin his
manual for the next year. Now he hurriedly pulled one of them out, shook the long chain of characters out
until it solidified into arod, and twiddled its end to reset the air variable. Fortunatdly it didn’t take long:

All he had to do was deduct the oxygen and add some hydrocarbons. Right. Here we go—

Kit stuffed his manud into his parka pocket, shouldered the bright-glowing rod of the laser, and waited
for the basilisk to swoop at him... and then was disappointed when it didn’t bother, but just went
screaming on past. Severd othersfollowed, al heading in the direction Darryl had gone. Kit stood there
for amoment and let out along breath that was as much frustration asrdief. It was annoying to have
something to shoot with, and something worth shooting at, and then not have an excuse to shoot at it.

He' s stopped running, Ponch said suddenly.
“What?’ Kit said. “They’ ve caught him!”

I’m not sure, Ponch said.

“Comeon!”

They ran theway Darryl had gone. Asthey ran, something occurred to Kit. The stealth spell hasn't
been working since we got here—otherwise, Darryl wouldn’t have seen me, either. Kit wondered if
these places where he kept finding Darryl weren't just rigoroudly constructed landscapes of the mind,
obeying naturd law, but genuine alternate universes, custom-made, the kind of places Nita had been
working with to help her mother—the kind of thing Ponch had started creeting on hisown. Places where
even the way wizardry works can be changed—

AsKit ran, he found his endurance was't what it normally would have been. He wastiring. He couldn’t
get rid of the sense that, whether red or insde Darryl’ s mind, this universe was much farther away than
thelast one. There was something inherently wearying about this space itself, asif its structure sapped the
energy of anyone unfortunate enough to stray into it. Or maybe it was just the noise—the wind, the
roaring of the voices outside, getting louder again—

Kit stopped for amoment to readjust the force-field wizardry, then went on again at a dogtrot behind
Ponch. “Y ou doing okay?’ Kit said.

So far, no problems.
“Youfed dl right?”
Sofar...

Aheed of them, dimly, through the blue-smoke swirling of the methane snow, Kit thought he could see



the basilisks diving and siwooping at something, fluttering at it. Kit couldn’t make out what it was.
Then, ashegot alittle closer, he could.

Darryl was standing there with hisarms up over hiseyes, twigting, turning from sideto sde... and then he
stopped. Between one breath and another, he had become encased in what looked like asolid block of
ice. The basilisks were scrabbling at it with the claws on their wings, screaming, and the thunder up in the
sghtless, coldly burning sky best in the air like aheart, deafening.

Suddenly the basilisks flapped away, up into that blue-white haze, as a shadow approached them out of
the blowing snow. Kit gulped and put the laser away in his otherspace pocket asthe form became
digtinct, gathering Its darknesses together out of the snowy air.

The Lone Power came striding up to that block of ice, looking as Kit had seen It along time ago—like a
young-looking human, red-haired, handsome, but with crudl, cold eyes and a smile you did not want to
see. It was wearing the same dark suit Kit had seen It wear on his own Ordedl, but thistimewith along,
black winter coat over it, and ascarf wrapped around Itsthroat. The Lone One' s eyeswere still angry
and chill, but right now they dso held an oddly weary and annoyed expression that intengified the closer

It got to Darryl. A few feet away from the block of ice, It stopped and stood, and put out Its hand, which
was suddenly filled with the hilt of along, black-bladed sword.

The Lone Power stood therein sillence for amoment, gazing at Darryl’ s silent form with narrowed eyes.

“Soit comestothis,” the Lone One said. “For awhile, at least, you tried to fight. I'll give you credit for
that. But now you' ve given up. What were you thinking of ? That I’ d be merciful now, that I’ d let you off
easy because of your ‘problem’ ?'Y ou should know better. When people give up around me, the poor
fools pay the price.” It took a step forward, dow, menacing, savoring the moment. “Not that not giving
up helpsthem, either, of course. Even for those who passtheir Ordedls, there sno escape; | get them
later. All they ever manageto do isdday theinevitable”

A chill, which had nothing to do with the local wesather, went down Kit's back as the L one Power took
another step forward, and another, hefting the sword, lifting it in dow preparation to strike. “In your case,
though,” the Lone One said, amused, “therewon'’t be any further delay. Y ou should never have accepted
the power if you weren't willing to useit. And you weren't... so now you loseit.”

| can’'t stand it, Kit said silently to Ponch.
But | thought Tom said—
| don’t care. I’m not going to just stand here!

Kit had aready made sure the shield around him was secure. Now he was paging hurriedly through the
manual to a section he looked at fairly often but had very rarely used, the offensive wegponry. It wasthe
Lone One Itself he was going to be dealing with here, so Kit chose a quark-level dissociation tool—the
wizardry equivaent of alow-yield tactical nuke—hooked his* canned” description of himsdlf intoit, told
the wizardry to take as much of his power asit needed for one good shot, and then swallowed hard
once, because this was scary stuff. You ready to get us out of herein a hurry if you have to?hesad
to Ponch.

Say the word.
| may not have time—

Ill be ready.



Kit took a deep breath—then dumped the stealth spell. He took a step forward, and another, and then
walked right up to It, where It stood.

“Farest and Falen,” Kit said, trying hard to keep hisvoice even, “ greeting and defiance.”
It didn’t even look up.
Kit stood there breathing hard. “| said, greeting and defiance—"

No answer. The Lone Onewasintent on Darryl. It lifted that black blade high. Darkness ran down it,
sweeping after in atrail as It brought the sword swinging around. Kit swallowed one moretime and
spoke thefirst of three words that would activate the dissociator, asthe sword struck the middle of that
block of methaneice—

—and shattered.
Kit stared.

The Lone Power straightened up from the stroke— and looked, suddenly dumbfounded, at the broken
stump of asword in Itshand. The block of ice wasn't marred, not even scratched.

If It was astonished, so wasKit. Could it be that the Lone Power can’t see you when you'rein
someone else’ s Ordeal ? he wondered. But Tom would’ ve said something.

Or isthis spacejust the way it is because of Darryl being here? If Mama’ s right, if some autistic
people have trouble with the concept that other people might be or think differently from them,
then maybe nothing It doesto Darryl here can hurt him... because the things It does aren’t things
he’d do—

Kit looked at the L one Power, wondering in a scared way what was going through Its mind. It regarded
the broken sword for amoment, then flung it furioudy away. Where the hilt-shard came down in the blue
snow, there was abrief and noisy explosion. But the Lone One ignored that. It put 1ts hands up against
the front of the block of ice and spoke softly to the small shape entombed there.

“Areyou redlly supid or crazy enough to think I'm just going to walk away?’ the Lone Power said, and
the menace in Its voice made Kit'shair stand up dl over him. “I have centuries, aeons at my disposd. |
can hound you from lifeto lifeif | chose, until for the sake of amoment’ s peace you beg me to destroy
your soul! Isthiswhat your precious Powers gave you your wizardry for? To stand hereinactive asa
statue, refusing the inevitable? Well, it won't help you. Coward! Y ou can’t come out the other Side of this
until you confront me. And you won't confront me! You'll just stay in here like the pitiful rgject that you
are, while outsdein redlity your darling mother and father grieve over you every day. Y ou're not being
very consderate of them, are you? After everything they’ ve gone through? Now you have achanceto
stand up, to conquer me, to come out the other side of your power, and you won't take it.”

Kit was having trouble believing what he was hearing. The Lone Power was frustrated. He saw the
unbelievable—saw the Power that invented deeth start hammering with Its fists on the upright coffin of
ice. “Comeout!” the Lone One cried, and thunder cracked in response, high up inthewind-torn air. The
snow blew around again, hiding nearly everything but that relentless, furious, ssymied darkness. “Come
out and let’ sfinishit! Come out!”

The thunder of Its voice started to drown out even the thunder up in the turbulent atmosphere. How long
thiswent on Kit wasn't sure, but findly It fell slent, looking once more at the smal, unmoving shapein
theice.



“It doesn't matter,” the Lone Onesaid. “I canwait. | havedl thetimein all theworlds. Sooner or later,
you' |l drop this ploy and try another that’ s less effective.

Sooner or later, inlife or after, you'll beforced to face me... and when you findly do, you' Il wish your
soul had never been created. For that day, I [l wait aslong asit takes.”

It turned and walked away into the blue-white snow. Kit lost sight of It within seconds, and afew
seconds after that, by alightening of the spirit that wasimpossible to mistake, Kit knew that It had |eft
this space. Next to him, Ponch was shivering with acombination of nervousness and amusement.

“Wow,” Kit said.
Yes. Let’s get him out of there! Ponch said.
“Absolutdly.”

Kit dismantled the dissociator, and he and Ponch hurried over to the block of ice. But the closer Kit got
toit, the stranger things started to seem. That weariness that Kit had been fedling, to a certain extent,
since he got here, now got stronger with every step closer to Darryl.

He rubbed his eyes, staggered over to the block, put ahand onit. It was frozen methane, but the force
fidd protected him from itstouch. “Darryl,” Kit said. “ Dai stiho, guy. | can't beieve you held It off like
that. Nicegoing.”

But Darryl didn’'t so much astwitch an eydlid. And asKit bent over the block, trying to figure out how to
get rid of it, or at least how to rouse Darryl, he found himself having more and more trouble believing in
any of this. It started to seem asif none of it wasred: not the cold, not thewind, not the single small, till,
cold shape standing thererigid in theice, expressionless, unmoving, unseeing. And as for the concept of
the Lone Power banging on the block of ice, not only frustrated but powerless—that couldn’t have
happened, either.

“Darryl,” Kit said. “Come on, buddy, thisis no place for our kind of people.”

But the feding began to grow in Kit that thiswasn't redlly Darryl, that he wasn't here—which was
something Ponch had said the last time. Now, though, Kit could fed for himsalf what Ponch had meant.
Darryl’ s presence here wasiillusory. None of thiswasred. What a relief, because thisis all just too
weird—

Kit straightened up, passed his hand over his eyes. He wasincredibly tired, and there was nothing he
could do here. Outside the force field, the noise was scaling up again. Somehow it didn’t seem to matter,

though.

Kit.

“What?’

We have to go.

“Go where?’

Kit! We have to go home. The wizardry’ s failing. Come on!
“What?'

Ponch turned, legped at him, knocked him over. For amoment the two of them fdll through darkness. Kit



flailed for baance, found none, cried out—

And came down, wham, into something cold and wet. At first Kit panicked, because with aterrible
suddenness his mind became clear again about two things: that the force field had failed, and that he was
lyingin the snow, which meant that in about another five seconds he would be dead. But then Kit realized
that this snow was so much warmer and wetter than the snow where he'd just been that it might aswell
have been steaming; and the silence surrounding them was so complete, compared to where they had
been, that Kit'searsrang withit.

Ponch was lying on top of him, licking hisfacein gpology and fear. Are you all right? Boss! | had to get
us out of there. Areyou all right? Kit!

“Oh, wow,” Kit whigpered. “ Okay, yeah, I’'m okay.” He pushed himsalf up on his elbows with some
difficulty, didodging Ponch in the process. Kit waslying in hisdriveway, in gpproximatdly threeinches of
snow, and as he looked over at the corner streetlight, he saw that more snow wasfdling, in big flakes,
through till and Slent air.

Heturned around to look at his house and saw that dl the lights were off except for theonein his
parents bedroom. “Oh, no,” hesaid. “What timeisit?’

Kit looked a hiswatch. It was two-thirty in the morning.

“Oh, god, thetime flow in there wasn't what | was expecting. I’ m going to get it now,” he muttered ashe
staggered to hisfeet. “I'm completely wrecked. And they’re going to kill me.”

Not if | can help it, Ponch said.

“Buddy,” Kit said, “I don't think even the Powers That Be could prevent the massacre at thispoint. Let's
goinand get it over with.”

Together they made their way up the driveway.

Elucidations

Nitalooked up from her reading and glanced out the window into the darkness to see that snow was just
beginning to fall. She sat dtill in the pool of light at her desk, for thefirst timein hoursredly paying
attention to the slence that had been settling down outsde— that particular muffling effect, possbly
something to do with the low clouds, that always seemed to accompany a heavy snowfall from the very
fird.

Nitasighed at the sight of the big flakes coming gently down. Thefirst redly decent snowfal of the
winter, and her mother wasn't hereto seeit. First snowfals had aways been an event for her mom. She
would bundle herself up and go out and play in the snow like a crazy thing until she was worse soaked
than elther Nitaor Dairine ever let themselves get. Over the past few years, Nita had heard her mom
complain more than once to her dad that the greenhouse effect was screwing up the winter wegther. “We
just don't get snow like we used to, Harry,” she would say. ”We have to do something, or future
generationswon't know what it’ slike to get dush in their socks.*

Nitaheld still amoment longer, listening to the quiet of the house around her. Her dad and Dairine were
both in bed, and outside the snow kept on faling. After afew moments, Nita sighed again and pushed
her manual away. For hours now she had been up to her eyesin more research on the contextua
variations of the Speech—in noun paradeclensions, and judicia imperatives, and the history and use of
the Enactive Recension. It was dl fascinating, and she had no idea how she was going to somp dl this



information into her head soon enough to be of any use. At any rate, it was late, and she wasn't going to
get any more of it into her head tonight.

Nitagot up... and her bedroom went away, fading around her into a darkness through which, bizarrdly,
snow continued to fall.

Standing there in jeans and one of her dad’ s big sweatshirts, Nitalooked al around her in shock, and
then redlized what had happened. Her hand went to her throat, where the “ necklace’ of the
lucid-dreaming wizardry rested. | forgot about this. | turned it on, and then | fell asleep while | was
reading, shethought. I’m dreaming already. Isn’t that wild?

Nitaglanced around at the endless dark stretching away from her on dl sides. Off in the distance she saw
light coming from somewhereto fal on the dark surface on which she stood. The source of the light was
it-saf invisble, but in its beam she could see more snow gently falling.

Okay, shethought, and for lack of anything better to do, she started walking toward the light. As she
went, Nita became aware of alow mutter of sound out in the further reaches of the darkness. It took
some minutes of walking through the dark before she recognized it as human voices speaking: asow,
muted sound of conversation, coming from somewhere e se, but not seeming to matter, particularly. It
was asif Nitawas hearing these voices through someone e sg, filtered, and thefilter madeit al seem not
so much unimportant, but smply unred, unreated to anything that mattered, asif a TV show about some
subject that bored you was blathering away in the background, while you were too busy with other things
toturnit off.

She shivered alittle, recognizing the kinship of thisfilter with the one she' d been seeing life through latdly.
Can something like this get stuck in place? Nitawondered. It wasn't an idea she much liked. And
suddenly it made that don’t-care, don' t-fed-like-it attitude seem not so much like asdlf-indulgenceasa
danger. What kind of wizard doesn’t care? she thought. What kind of wizard—

The sound of the voices began to dwindle, just as Nitathought she was about to understand what they
were saying. She breathed out in frustration, and kept on waking. Thelight was alittle closer now, and
she could see the white spotlight it made on the black floor; the snow kept gently faling through thelight,
though asfar as Nitacould see, it vanished as soon asit camein contact with the ground. “Hello?” she
sad. “Anybody here?’

No answer came back. She kept on walking. That spot of light had been about a quarter mile away
when she noticed it. Now it was maybe a short block away, and as she peered at it, Nita thought she
saw something ditting in it, astarkly illuminated shape—mostly white and black and red, with discordant
splashes of other colors—ditting therein apool of its own shadow.

It was the clown.

How about that, Nitathought. She didn’t hurry. That was agood way to wake up prematurely. She just
kept on waking, and when she was about ten yards away, what seemed like a polite distance to her,

Nita stopped.

“Hello?’ shesad again.

The clown sat in the middle of the spotlight and didn’t look up.

“| talked to you the other night, right?” Nitasaid. “Or you tried to talk to me, anyway.”

The clown just sat there. Its face wasimmobile. The big red nose, the bizarre purple wig sticking out



from under the absurd little derby hat, the painted tear, al were exactly the same asthey had been
before. The clown sat there cross-legged in brightly patched, baggy pants, rocking very dightly in the
dtillness, while the snow falling al around began to taper off.

“I’'mon errantry,” Nitasaid, “and | greet you.”
Nothing. The clown sat there, didn’t even turn its head toward her.

What' s the matter with you? Nitathought. I’ m going out of my way to help you get through to me,
here. She thought for amoment, and then tried the on-duty wizards' identification phrasein another of its
commoner forms. “I am on the Powers business,” Nitasaid, “walking the worlds as do They; well met
on the common journey!”

The clown just sat there with its head turned away, rocking. Nita started to get annoyed. Okay, she
thought Let’ s try this. Nita thought for amoment about what she was about to say in the Speech,
wanting to make sure she got it right the first time, as she wasn't sure what would happen if she
mispronounced it.

“InLifé snameand the One's,” Nitasaid, “1 adjure you to speak to me!”

It was astonishing how just uttering the phrase made akind of shocked silence after it. The manual had
sad there was no resisting such an injunction. Nonetheless, there followed one of the longest sllences
Nita could remember hearing. It took along time before the clown looked up. Itseyesdidn’t cometo
rest exactly on Nita, but looked alittle way over her shoulder, and the voice that replied, not from the
clownitsdf but from the darkness al around, was absolutely flat.

“lanOne” it said.

Chillsran up and down Nita s back at the sound of a phrase unnervingly close to the one reputed to have
caused the Big Bang, and much el se. “Uh, | doubt that very much,” Nitasaid. “ At least not theway |
understand the term.”

“Then you are One.”
Nita' s expression wasrueful. “Not by along shot,” shesaid. “I’m just one more mortal ... and awizard.”

The clown till didn’t look right at her. But Nitafelt a change coming over the darkness around the
clown, or intheway she saw it. Instead of being frightening, now the shadows outside the light werefilled
with potentia and promise, and the light now seemed painful and arid, an expression of everything stuck
and hopeless—a scorching-bright loneliness that didn’t even have aword for itself. The clown looked at
her helplesdy, and though it seemed frozen in place, except for the rocking, the painted tear wasred. All
the darkness shivered with itspain.

“What'samorta?’ it said.

Nitaactually winced. That was a question the answer to which she' d had entirely too much of lately. Yet
Nitaaso could sensethat out here, pinned down in the unforgiving light, was someone or something as
vulnerable as a butterfly with glasswings. An angry or thoughtless answer could shatter it.

She thought about her response for amoment. “We re the impermanent ones,” shefinaly said. “The
world may lagt, but we don't.”

The eyesin the painted face widened.



The painted mouth went wide, and agreat cry of anguish burst out of the clown. Nitatook a breath,
terrified that she' d screwed up, despite her caution.

Then she caught her breath again, because without warning there was suddenly another clown there,
identicd to thefirst one. It was standing, not Sitting, and with an interested expression it watched the first
clown scream. “1 heard about the impermanence thing,” said the second clown. “The Silence told me.
What went wrong?’

Nitawasfinding dl of thisunusualy weird, even for adream. The Slence? What' s that supposed to
mean? She sat down outside the circle of the spotlight, not far from where the second clown stood in the
“twilight zone,” hafway between the light and the shadow. “ There are alot of answersto that one,” Nita
sad. “One of them'ssmple. Somebody invented Degth.”

As she mentioned It, Nita heard that low menacing growl coming from somewhere out therein the
shadows. Invoking the Lone Power, however obliquely, and even in dream, dways had its dangers. But
the growl seemed to have no red tegthiiniit. It sounds almost tired, Nitathought. Weird. But of much
more interest to her, though the second clown wouldn't look directly at her, either, wasthe sudden live
look inits eyes—aflash of recognition, a scowl of rejection.

“I know,” the second clown said. Itsvoice, hisvoice, was fighting with that robotic quality, thelifein it
struggling to get out.

Just for amoment it succeeded. Nitagot a quick flicker-rush of images and sounds: dawns and sunsets,
objects shaped roughly like the clown dl rushing hither and yon on unfathomable errands, shouting at one
another about incomprehengble things. All kinds of pain were tangled up with the rush and roar of
perception, but strangest of all, it was pain that the one who experienced it actually welcomed. For the
clown, that pain was alifeline, something it clung to—as a way to temporarily mask out sensationsit
couldn’t bear, and as something that could sometimes pierce through the muffling blanket of nonfeding
that kept draping itself over the clown’sbody and mind. Nita could fed that the clown hoped there might
be moreto lifethan hurting. .. but it was adso willing to suffer the hurt if that meant staying diveto getits
own job done.

The storm of pictures and fedings faded, leaving Nitastaring down into aroiling, scary darkness. But the
darkness was oddly ambivaent, asfilled with possibility aswith terror.

And I’ m the one who finds that strange, not him, Nita thought. Whoever thiswas, however smplistic
or not hisview of the universe might be, he was braver about it than she was.

“I didn’t know everything waslikethisfor you,” Nitasaid.
The clown winced, asif something had pained it. “1?But | did know. Thereisno other .”

Nitablinked. It was remarkslike thisthat kept making her wonder if she was dedling with ahuman or an
alien—that, and the way the clown seemed able to cope with some concepts one moment, and then
would lose them again the next. Y et again she had to remind herself that there was ill no guarantee she
was dedling with ahuman. All the imageries so far—the clown, the robot, the knight—were onesthis
entity could have pulled out of her own head as possible ways to communicate. And she still needed to
be careful not to hurt whatever it was.

Well, | wonder if the version of the Speech I’ ve been using istoo local, too humanoid? | could try
one of the broader recensions. Or the broadest one.

She pulled out her manual to make extra sure of the phrasing. The Enactive Recenson wastheformin



which it was said the One did Its business. Nitawas alittle nervous about using it, because she could,
gpparently, make serious changesin her local environment if she was cardess while speaking in Enactive.
According to an old joke, the asteroid belt had been a planet once, until one of the Powers That Be
misconjugated averb—

Well, | can’t blow anything up if | keep the phrasing simple enough, Nitathought. This phrasing
should bereal inoffensive.

“There are more than one of us,” shesad.

There was the briefest pause—and thistime both clowns put their heads up and screamed. While Nita
watched, her mouth open, thefirst one actudly shredded away on the air, in torment and shock.

The second one stood there screaming away, and Nitawatched, wide-eyed, wondering if it was going to
shred, too. But it didn’t. The scream didn’t stop, either. After afew moments, as her own shock wore
off, the noise began to remind Nitaof her earliest encounterswith Dairine... or rather, with Dairine after
she' d first become aware that Nitamight possibly bein competition with her for their parents' attention.
Dairine slung power at the age of two had initially caused Nita some innocent wonder, but thiswas a
phase that had lasted about five minutes, and now, asthe scream just kept on going, Nitalet out along
breath and invoked the remedy she’ d learned way back then. “All right,” she shouted in the Speech.
“Shut UP”

The second clown fell slent in complete amazement.

“Thereismorethan one of us,” Nitasaid, into the abruptly echoing silence. “ Are. Whatever. I’ m sorry if
this poses some kind of problem for you. But screaming’ s not going to make dl the rest of usgo away.”

There was another of those long, long pauises.
“Tried that before, huh?’ Nitasaid, not without some amusement.
“And ignoring you,” the clown said, looking past her, and looking annoyed. “ That didn’t work, ether.”

Nitafound herself remembering how desperately she had wanted to ignore the preparationsfor her
mother’ sfunerd, to the point where she had actually partly succeeded and the funerd itsalf had begun to
seem unredl, like abad dream. It was after that that the remoteness began to sink into her. That feeling
of nothing mattering, of not wanting to deal with anything, shethought, the filter 1’ ve been stuck
with... that’s what this guy and | have in common. That’s what’ s been drawing us together ... even
when he'stried to break the link himself. But somehow it seems important for it not to get broken
now. “Why ignore everybody?’ she said.

“Becauseyou' re adigtraction.”

“Asfor thefirg part of that,” Nitasaid, “sorry, but you' re confused. I'm here, believe me. And asfor the
second—a distraction from what?’

The clown looked around at the darkness. “This.”
“Meaning what?’
Out of the darkness, ever so softly, came that growl again.

Nitaglanced out into the dark, dightly unnerved. But thisis still my dream, shethought. If It tries
something cute, | can just slip out. | hope. “Now there are some contradictionsin what you' ve been



saying,” shesad. “1 thought you said you were dl by yourself.”

“I am.” Thistimethe phrase, in the Speech, wasidentica with the Saf-declaration of Life. Nita, even
more unnerved now, haf expected to hear thunder, but none came. The One was either otherwise
occupied, or not particularly concerned about having Itslines stolen. “But That, out there... That's
different.”

Nitawasn't sure that the clown was able to perceive the contradictions. Maybe it can’'t. Or maybe
different and other don’t mean the same thing for it. Certainly they were different wordsin the

Speech.

“All right,” Nitasaid. “1 won't arguethat.” She noted that the clown wasn’t wincing quite so badly now
when shesaid “1.” “But, look, you don't have to stay here.”

And suddenly there were two clowns again. One of them was back in the middle of the spatlight. Nita
made aslent bet with hersdf asto which one would shred next. The spotlit clown said, “But thisisall
thereis” The one standing in shadow said, “If | gothere... That’s wating.”

One moretiger growl sounded from out in the darkness: Nita s dream-image of the Lone Power, patient,
hungry, willingtowait. But till a little tired, Nitathought. Interesting...

“Yeah, wel, soisWhat'solder,” Nitasaid. “And doesn’t die, no matter what one of Its older kids
intended for therest of creation.”

Thistime the screaming didn’t surprise Nitawhen it started. Thistime it was the clown in the shadows
that shredded. The onein the spotlight looked at Nitain genuine shock. “Where d you come from?” it
sad.

“Don’'t ask me,” Nitasad. “Theoreticaly, I’'m adeep. Look, now that you' re over not being the only
thing in existence—for the moment—do you wear that cosume al the time?’

The clown looked at her in astonishment. “ Y ou can tell it' sa costume?’
“Under the costumes,” Nitasaid, “even clowns have lives. Outside the circus, anyway.”

The clown was slent again, for even longer than before. Nitawaited, untroubled. Thisfar dongin her
practice, she had learned that alot of wizardry wasn't speech, but silence. “It seemed right,” the clown
said. “The body | wear usualy doesn't work real well, and that makes people laugh. They may aswell
laugh for agood reason as for abad one.”

And suddenly it wasn't aclown standing there, but aboy of maybe e even. He was handsome, ina
little-kid way, skinny and sharp-faced, with ashort, restrained Afro cut high in the back. But hiseyes
were younger than his body. “Nothing works,” he said, sounding abruptly matter-of-fact—or maybeit
was just theloss of the clown suit that reinforced this effect. “ Everybody laughs. Especidly the oneswho
don’t doit out loud; they do it the loudest.”

Nita s surprise at the change of clown-into-kid was muted allittle by what he was saying, because she
knew something about this, though not in regard to laughter. Some of the kids at school and family friends
who'd tried over the past month to treat her as usud, asif nothing had happened, had hurt her far worse
than those who'd let their discomfort show. “Wdl,” she said, “they’reidiots.”

“They'redl That,” thelittle kid said, pointing with his chin into the darkness. He didn’t move much; he
stood with his hands hanging down by his sides, like he was't sure what to do with them, and hisface
wasfairly immobile. “The Thing out in the darkness, That’ s been chasing meforever.”



Nitawasn't sure what to make of this.
“I’m not sure you' re not That, too,” thekid said.

Nitaraised her eyebrows. “Either I'mthe One, or I'm That,” she said, frankly amused at the possibility
that she could be ether, “but | don’t think you get to haveit both ways.”

Thekid looked at her with an expression that wasn't entirely convinced. “It’ stried alot of costumesin Its
time,” hesaid. “It looks out of everybody’seyes. | tried looking back for solong... but | couldn’t do it
anymore. | had to get away by mysdlf.” Helooked away from Nitaagain. “At least when I’'m dl by
mysdlf, It can’t get at me. Everybody wants me to come out, | know... but every timel do, It swaiting,
and | just can't. It hurtstoo much.”

Nitasaid nothing. Findly, after what seemed ages of silence, he turned toward her. He didn’t quite look
at her ashesad, “It’ slooking out of your eyes, too. It's always been close to you. Lately It's been
closer than ever.”

Nitaswalowed hard. Thiswould not be the moment to break down. “Y ou’ re not the only one It chases
around, you know,” she said. “It’ s after everybody el se, too, one way or another. Eventudly It gets us
al. But if we pay attention to what we' re doing, we can make awholelot of troublefor It along the
way.” And Nitacouldn’t help grinning alittle, however strange that fdlt. If she had one satisfaction in her
lifethese days, it was the knowledge that the L one Power found her apersond pain in the butt, annoying
enough to try to do one of Its crooked dealswith.

The kid looked up at Nitawith startling suddenness, and she caught the force of his glance full-on ashe
grinned back. “1 know,” he said.

Nitaactudly had to stagger back astep to keep her baance, mentally and physicaly. Meeting his gaze
was like being hit over the head with abrick, but a good brick—an abrupt, concentrated, overwhelming
ondaught of cheerful power with adight edge of mischief init. Nitahad hardly ever fdt so intenseawash
of emation or attitude from any being, human or otherwise,

“I know,” hesaid again. “I’'mdoing just that. | doit al thetime, now.” If anything, his grin got more
jubilant, though he looked away again. “And it sawhole lot of fun.”

Nitawas on the point of saying, Don’t start enjoying it too much—and then stopped hersdlf as she
saw hissmile start to fade. The sight pierced her to the heart. “But | dways have to make sure | stop
having the fun before It notices,” he said. “Every time find out again that I'm not aone, | let the
knowledge go.”

That explains it. That's why he keeps forgetting things, and has to ask questions over and over .
“But why?’ Nitasaid.

“Because it’ swhat aways happened when things got bad for me,” the boy said, “when It first turned up
inmy life, the way It turns up at the bottom of everything bad. | wasfine, | dwaysknew who | wes...
until the world started screaming a me, making it impossible to think, to be with people... to be. | would
forget mysdf, again and again. | couldn’t help myself. | would forget everything that hurt... and
everything that didn’t. But then that started to change. | started to remember again, for awhile. And It
wasdill in herewithme”

His eyes glinted with brief amusement. “Then | saw how to repay thelittle ‘favor’ It did me. It can’'t stop
coming back to ded with me... and | never let It closethe deal.” He grinned. “ The only problemisthat |
keep getting better, keep diding back toward the way things used to be when | was normal. And every



time, to keep It interested, | haveto let go of aworld that has other peopleinit...”

“Don't letit go!” Nitasaid. “Not being doneisthe best part of being awizard!” She swalowed. “Or just
being aperson.”

“Am | awizard?’ hesad, alittle sadly.

Nitashook her head in admiration. “1f you can spesk in the Enactive Recension, you' re sure on the right
track!”

The growl out in the dark sounded more annoyed now, and it prolonged itself, not fading away. “It's
been following mearound,” he said. “ Around and around. .. It' sredly funny. Especialy when | forget.”

| can’t get off, Nitaremembered the clown crying in the dark. Now she began to wonder whether the
despairing voicewas dl the boy’s... or some frustrated aspect of the Lone One's.

And her eyeswidened. It’ s been chasing him... and he runs and runs. All the time I’ ve been
assuming that it’s the Lone Power in control here. And maybeit’snot...!

He started to fade out. “Wait! Don't leave yet!” Nitacried.

“I haveto. It Il redlize something different is happening if | stay heretoo long.”

“Then at least don't let yoursdlf go again!”

“I haveto,” hesaid. “If | don't, It'll redize what' s happening, and dl thiswill have been for nothing.”

He smiled that delighted smile as he turned away. Then hewas gone. Nitafound hersdf standing donein
the darkness, and nearby a spotlight out of nowhere shone on the dark floor: just apool of light. What
briefly had made the light specia was now gone.

Oh my god, Nitathought.

It really is him—the kid Kit's been hunting. It's Darryl! And now I think | understand “ the
Slence’ | shethought. Wizards got their information from the universein alot of different ways. On Earth
aone, themanud in ether its printed or online versons was only one method. Whale-wizards heard the
Sea gpeak to them; the feline wizards had told Nita about something called the Whispering. This hasto
belike that...

But shewas il left with entirely too many mysteriesto solve. Nita stood there wondering what in the
worldsto do next, then shook her head.

Waking up would probably be a good idea.

It took Nitaafew secondsto remember the way to break the dream without waiting for anormal
awakening. When she opened her eyes, shewas|ooking sideways at the wal beside her desk, having put
her arms down on the desk and her head down on her arms as sheiinitialy did into deep.

Nitarubbed her eyes, blinked, stretched. I’ m compl etely wiped out, she thought. I’ ve got to get some
real sleep, now, or I'll be useless tomorrow. But Kit's got to hear about this.

She glanced down a her manud. “What timeisit?’ shesad.

The page cleared and showed her thetimein every zone on Earth, as a Julian date, and on al the planets
in Sol system.



“ Show-off,” she said softly, glancing at the local timefor New Y ork. The readout said, “0223.”
It waslate, but thiswasimportant. Kit? Nitasaid slently.

Nothing. But it wasn't the “adegp kind of nothing: Kit was missng.

“Message him,” she said to the manual.

The page blanked itsdlf, then showed Nitathe words, “ Subject is out of ambit.”

That “error” message she now recognized. Kit and Ponch were off world-walking somewhere, out of this
universe proper. Nitasighed. I'll have to catch him in the morning, she thought. But bed first...

She dept hard and deep, and for achange woke up not in the dark, but just after dawn. | ill wish
spring would hurry up, Nita thought as she swung her feet out of bed and rubbed her eyes. This winter
seems to be lasting forever. But at the sametime, it was hard to didike amorning like this, when there
was what looked like six inches of new snow outside, and it was Saturday as well. The snow was wet,
clinging delicately to the bare branches of the trees out in the backyard, and everything was very ill, the
sky apure, clean blue behind the white branches. Who knows? Maybe I’ [l sneak out there, make a
snowball or two, and stick themin Dairine’' s bed. Give her about three seconds of thinking I’ ve
had second thoughts about her, her bed, and Pluto.

Nitathrew last night’s swestshirt and jeans on and went downgtairs to the kitchen, manual in hand. Her
father was there, making his own coffee for achange. He looked at Nitawith some surprise when she
camein. “You're up early for a Saturday,” he said.

“Not that early. | got some deep for achange.”

“Youdon'tlook likeit.”

Nitayawned and stretched. “1 don’t fed likeit, either,” she said.
“Just along week at school, maybe?’

“I don’'t know.” She went over to put the kettle on for herself. She ached dl over, asif she dhad a
particularly bad gym class, and shejust felt generdly weary. Asif | was a long, long way away last
night.

But if that really was Darryl, then | was only two towns away, in his mind.
Or possibly in an alternate universe he created, one a whole lot further away than that—

“How are you coming with what you were working on yesterday morning?’ Nita sdad said. “Any
progress?’

“Yeah,” Nitasaid, “but | don't understand it.” She opened a cupboard and tried to decide what kind of
teashe wanted. Shefindly decided on mint, and got the teabox down, fishing around in it for the right
tea bag.

“Your dien, or the progress?’

“Both. And it lookslikeit wasn't even an dien, if I'mright. It'salittle kid who lives over in Baldwin.”



Her father looked surprised at that as he went to get his coat from the rack by the door. “ Another
wizard?’

“Supposedly not yet,” Nitasaid. “ Assuming thisisthe person who | think it is. | have to check with Kit.”
But that brought up another odd problem for Nitato consider. From her own experience, Nita knew that
being on Orded imparted a certain tentative fed to your wizardry, even when your power levels were at
their highest. Even Dairine s use of wizardry, when shewas on Ordedl, had exhibited that tentative
qudlity. But it was completely missng in Darryl. That’'s something else to ask torn and Carl about.

Her dad put on his coat. “Well, that sounds encouraging, anyhow,” he said. He came over, gave her a
hug and akiss. “Leave meanoteif you have to go anywhere. Is Darine going to be getting involved in
this?’

“Jeez, | hopenot,” Nitasaid. “It’s confusing enough aready.”

“Okay,” her dad said. “ She has some school project she’ s supposed to be working on thisweekend. If
you want to just have alook at one point or another and make sure she' s staying on track...”

Thiswas, infact, the last thing Nitawanted, but she nodded. “I will.”
“Thanks, baby girl. Seeyou later.”

Nitawasn't sure, as her father went out, whether to bristle or smile. When’ sthe last time he called me
“baby girl” ? shethought. It was one of those nicknames that Nita had complained about forcefully for
years when she was younger, until her dad finally stopped using it. And now I’ m not even sure | mind
anymore, shethought. | wonder if somehow he' strying to remind himself of how things were when
Momwas still here.

After amoment she laughed a hersdlf for thinking such “shrinkly” thoughts. Millman is affecting me,
Nitathought.

She made aface then, as the kettle came to aboil. Oh god... Millman and the card tricks. But how
long can it taketo learn a card trick? I'll do it later. | have other things to think about right now.

Nitaglanced a the digita clock on the stove. It read 7:48. A little early, but then Kit did tend to get up
early on the weekends. Kit? she said.

For amoment there was no response.

Hnnnhhh?

I’mnot sure, but | think | may have found your guy.

A pause. When he answered, he ill didn’t sound incredibly awake. When?

Last night. Thetime’s hard to judge, but | think it would’ ve been around two-thirty.

There was amuch longer pause that made Nita think Kit might have gone back to deep. Findly he said,
It couldn’t have been. | waswith Darryl around then.

Nitablinked at that. You sure? she said.

Yeah, I’msure. He sounded cranky. Neets, look, I’'m completely wrecked, and | had trouble with
my folks last night. | want to go back to sleep. Call me back, okay?



Uh, sure, but—

The connection between them didn’t so much break as dissolve in areturning wave of deep. Nitastared
a theteabag in her hand, bemused. “Wdl,” shesaid.

She made her teaand sat down at the dining room table with the mug, the manual, and abanana. Nita
didn’'t go straight into the manud, partly because shewas't yet clear on where she should start [ooking.
Shewas il trying to sort out some things about her experience last night.

There had just been something about Darryl. Nita kept coming back to the impact she'd fet when he'd
finally looked right at her. It wasn't power, not sirength, in the usua sense. She was well down the cup of
tea before she found the word she was looking for.

Innocence...

Tak about the innocence of childhood tended to passright over Nitathese days. Her own childhood
was behind her—rather to her relief, because of dl the beating up. And her memory of Dairine' s
childhood was too fresh; anyone putting that concept and the word innocence together in the same
sentence would smply have made Nitalaugh. Her sster’ sbehavior aside, Nitaknew perfectly well that
most kids were no innocents.

But then most of the talk you heard on the subject came from adults, most of whom were entirely too
hung up on the concept of childhood asthis pure, untroubled thing that Nitawasn't sure had ever existed.
Painly, like the counsdor that Dairine had been complaining about, too few of them redly remembered
what it was like to be seven, or nine, or twelve,

Nita could understand that perfectly. Large parts of childhood hurt, and adults did with that remembered
pain exactly what kids did when they could: Let whatever good memoriesthey had bury it. Oh, the
moments of delight, of pure joy, werethere, al right, but what adults seemingly couldn’t bear wasthe
ideathat their whole childhoods hadn’t been that way, that the trouble and sorrow of their adult lives, the
result of the Lone Power’s meddling in the worlds, wasn't something they’ d dways had to dedl with,
right from the start. So despite whatever kidstried to tell them, adults just kept on reinventing childhood
as something that was supposed to be happy al thetime, aparadiselost in the past.

Yet invery smal children, there was something that Nitahad to admit she' d seen... even, occasiondly, in
Dairine. Last night, in her dream, Nita had |ooked at

Darryl and had seen the samething in his eyes, unalloyed—a sense of living in the morning of theworld, a
time or place either uncorrupted or redeemed; unafraid, and with no reason to be afraid; a person
grounded immovably in the sense that the world worked, was just fine, would always be fine—

Poor kid, Nitathought. Wait till reality hits him. Y et, remembering the look in those fearless eyes, she
found hersdf having an unaccustomed second thought. Redity might hit him, might, indeed, have hit him
hard aready—»but it might be what shattered.

Boy, would | like to be there to see that.

Nita began to ped the banana. But all that aside, Kit said he was with Darryl when | was, Nita
thought. So if he’ sright, then who was | with?

Shetook a hite of the bananaand considered. And that’s not the only thing about this that’ s strange.
It's Kit who' s been looking for him. If thisreally is Darryl, then why have | been seeing him, too?

But now she thought she had an answer to that. The filter, Nitathought. We' ve both been holding the



world at arm’slength... trying to get it to leave us alone. She shook her head. And making
ourselves more alone while we do it. But the wizardry knew what it was doing better than we did.
One wizard alone found ancther one...

Nitasat there for amoment, staring at the bananawithout redlly seeing it. Okay. But that brings up

another question. If thisis Darryl, then how come my visits to hisworld are so different fromKit's
?

She had another bite of the banana, reflecting. Unlessit’sjust that | didn’t know that the person
trying to contact me was autistic. | didn’t have any preconceived ideas about what the world
would look like to him. So maybe | got something that was more like Darryl’s own ideas about
himself.. just translated into my own images: the uncomplicated, scared-kid stuff. Whereas Kit's
been getting stuff that looks more like it belongs to someone really troubled... maybe because he's
known from the beginning that Darryl’ s autistic.

To Nitathis sounded so commonsense that it seemed very likely to betrue. So now if | could just
figure out how Darryl can be with both me and Kit at the same time.

Maybe he was time-dlipping somehow? Nitathought. But that would have taken awizardry, and a
considerable amount of power to fud it. And the only thing Nitawas now certain about, asfar asher
dream went, was that Darryl hadn’t actually been doing any wizardry at thetime.

No. Something else was going on...

Nitafinished the banana, got up to dump the skin in the kitchen garbage can, and came back to her tea
and the manud again. What other ways are there for someone to be in two places at one time?

She had to laugh at hersdlf alittle as she reached for the manual. 1t would be a great trick if you had a
busy schedule, Nitathought. Or you could be in school taking a test while you were also lying on
the beach with a good book, working on your tan.

She sarted paging through the manud again, idly at firgt, then with more concentration. After about
fifteen minutes of this, asthe sun got brighter on the snow outsde and the dining room filled with itslight,
Nitaredlized that she still wasn't sure exactly how to find what she needed. She went to the back of the
manual, to the page that handled search functions.

“I need dl the references that have to do with being in two places at onetime,” she said.

The page cleared itself, and new words appeared. “ Apparition or co-location?’

Thereit was, yet another word Nitahadn’t ever heard of before today. “ Apparition first,” she said.
“See highlighted section,” the page said, and her manua was abruptly about an inch thicker.

“Oh, no,” Nitasaid. “1 think | need another banana.”

It took three more. Nitawas grateful that Dairine seemed to be deeping late, as she was the big banana
fan in the house and would not have been pleased that Nita had made such inroads into the supply. The
three bananas gave Nitatime to discover, mostly by skimming the materia asfast as she could, that there
were an unnerving number of ways to appear in two places at once, if you fdt like spending the energy.
But that was the factor that kept everyone from doing it all the time. The universe had abasic bias against
the same thing being in more than one place a once—this sngularity of location being one of the ways



that matter defined itsdlf to begin with—and if you wanted to bend that biasin your favor, you would be
heavily pendized, in terms of having to use ahuge amount of effort to build avery complex spell.

It doesn’t matter, Nitathought as she turned over the last twenty pages of the section, doing little more
than glancing at them. I’ m sure he wasn’t doing a wizardry last night, so none of this stuff applies.
She turned back to the search page again. “ Give me the co-location stuff now,” she said, not seeing any
great pointinit, but unwilling to stop until she' d read everything that could have a bearing on the problem.

The manud reduced itsalf to something morelikeitsnorma size, and laid itself open & amuch shorter
section. Nitaglanced at thetitle page and table of contents for the section, momentarily confused. It was
a classfications section on the Orders of Being.

Huh? she thought. Nita had been through this section every now and then. The time she' d been most
interested in it wasjust after passing her Ordedl, when she was trying to sort out some of thefiner details
of how wizardry was organized. That version of the information had been thinner than this one, a sort of
beginner’ s guide; this one was considerably more detailed.

Nitaturned the pages, glancing a the master classification listing of created beingsin the universe. The
listing didn’t go by species, but by type. Good old-fashioned mortas naturally had al the other types
outnumbered, but there were still a surprising number of modified mortas and other conditionds. Then
came wizards, of which there were hundreds of different types, even within single species. Among her
own species, with which Nitawould have thought she was moderately familiar by now, there were more
classes of wizard than she' d redlized.

The standard classes—probationary, post-Ordedl, full wizard, expert wizard, Advisory Senior, Regiond,
Planetary, Sector—those she’ d known about for long enough. But there were a so splinter classifications,
some categoriesthat didn’t quite fit among either morta wizards or the Powers That Be. The
Transcendent Pig, of course, Nitaknew. She smiled dightly as she turned past his page. The picture
doesn’'t do himjustice. Maybe it’s old. But there were many other classificationsin this section, too,
some of them most obscure. Principalities, thrones, dominations— Thrones? Who wants to be a
chair? But maybe I’ m missing something here. Who knows? Maybe it’s fun to be furniture.

Nitaturned the page over. Pillars? What is this? First furniture, now architecture...

Abdah/* Pillars” —This category of created being isindependent of wizard status but till included
because of the sharing of various functions and qualities across species and eschatologica barriers. The
sobriquet “Pillars’ refersto the immense supportive strength inherent in these creatures wherever they
appear. The physica and spiritua structure of the Universe and its contents is strengthened againgt the
assaults of evil by the Pillars presence, and weakened by their loss. While they occasiondly may also be
wizards, abdas display no unusua aptitude for the Art: Their vaue lies elsewhere. Their status comes
from direct endowment by the One; their power isderived strictly from the incorrupt nature of their
persondity. Some have unusud abilities of perception reaching into other universes, while till seeing the
entire physica world as mirage. Some have sufficient control over their physical naturesto change their
bodies at will, without recourse to normal wizardry, or to travel great distances, or to appear in two
places a the sametime...

Certainty went straight through Nitalike alightning bolt, and not only because of the two-places-at-once
line. It was everything e se in combination with that. She thought of the knight, of the strength and bravery
she'd sensed in that version of Darryl, and of the power inherent in the robot. All those experienceswere
fragments of thisbigger picture, pieces of the jigsaw. Nita glanced on down the page.

The Pillarsare rardly recognized as such by their contemporaries. Should they become conscious of their



own status as abdals, the redlization itself renders them ineffective in their role, which isto channel the
On€e s power without obstruction into the strengthening of the world. Their portion of that power isthen
lost to the Worlds, and with itsloss, the abdal dies.

Nitadapped the manua shut and sat there, actudly swesting, for afew moments. The language of the
manua could be obscure sometimes, but thistime Nitawas sure she knew perfectly well what it was
talking about when it said the Rillars power was*“ derived gtrictly from the incorrupt nature of their
persondity.” It means what Darryl’s got, shethought. Innocence. That plain, straightforward
innocence that just goes right through whatever comes at it, like a knife, or bounces any attack
off it, like a shield. And that really, really pisses off the Lone Power, so that It just keeps coming
at himagain and again, which isjust the way Darryl wants it—

Nita pushed back from the table alittle, leaning back in the chair and considering. Normally when the
Lone Power turned Its attention to destroying awizard during hisor her Ordedl, 1t would lay out no more
energy than It absolutely had to. The tendency not to waste energy unnecessarily was one It still shared
with the other Powers. It didn’'t waste Itstime spending alot of power on one wizard unless It knew that
person was going to be something redlly specid. Dairine, for example, Nitathought. It gave her a lot
of grief because she was so young when her Ordeal hit. The kind of power she was going to have,
even just for a while, was worth trying to knock out. But Darryl didn’t give Nitathe sameimpression
of huge and abrupt power that Dairine had, and the manua confirmed his power levels as being, while
not unusudly low, not unusudly high, either.

So these repeated attacks suggest that the Lone Power knows Darryl’ s one of the Pillars, Nita
thought. And killing an abdal has to be worth more to the Lone Power than just killing a wizard on
Ordeal. Getting two for the price of one must look like an awful lot of fun to It.

But the game’ s changed. Darryl’ s not the only stuck one now!

Nitasat looking out into the front yard, watching the maple tree there shed little sparkles of snow into the
ar asafaint breeze moved its branches. If the Lone One finds out about this, It's going to go
ballistic, Nitathought. It’s been having so much fun toying with Darryl that It doesn’t realize he's
turned the tables on It.

The Enemy will fight and fight again. | will hold It here, he said. He's prolonging his Ordeal on
purpose, running the Lone Power ragged—

But that can’t last forever. If there’ s one thing the Lone Power hates wor se than anything else,
it's someone laughing at It. The minute It discoversthat Darryl’stricking It, It’1l just kill him
outright in the nastiest way It can.

Nitabit her lip. And that would be for It to make Darryl find out that he’s one of the Pillars. He
loses the power. He dies. And the Lone Power gets back at the One, too, through Darryl’ s death.

Her eyes narrowed as she remembered that mischievous smile, the courage in those dark eyes—and
thought of how long Darryl had been done therein one or another of hisworlds, righting, forgetting,
fighting again, an endless battle with no hope of relief, no way towin... but with that vaor dwaysthere,
likeshining armor.

Well, It s not going to get Its way thistime, Nitathought.

She got up and started picking up the banana skins lying around the dining room table. There' s been
enough dying around here, shethought. No more of it! As soon as Kit gets up, we're going to sit
down and make apian.



She headed upstairs to get dressed.

Complications
Kit stopped in the middle of the jungle path and looked around him. “We'relogt,” he said.
| don’t know if I’d say we, Ponch said, sounding ever so dightly reproachful.

Kit wiped therain off hisface and turned to look back the way they’ d come. It was nearly impossibleto
see where that was, for the path they’ d been following was scarcely any wider than hewas. Thejungle al
around them was atangle of dark reds and dark greens, huge trees and undergrowth, vines and creepers
and strange-looking plants. High above, the upper canopy of broad leaves held away the burning
whiteness of the sky. Down here, precious little of that light reached; dl the plantswere in mud and blood
colors, depressing. .. and the shadowsin between them were worse. There were creaturesin thisjungle
that had messy eating habits, and Kit had stopped looking into the shadowy places at the bases of the
immense trees unless he absolutely had to.

“Whereishe?’ Kit sad.
Ponch stood there with his nose working. I’'mnot sure, he said.
“You're not sure?’

We didn’t do this the usual way, Ponch said. For one thing, neither of usis awake. For another,
you went in first, and | followed you because | didn’t want you going in here alone. And you didn’t
bring the leash.

Kit sighed and put out hishand. “Leash,” he said.
Nothing happened.
You tried that before, Ponch said, and it didn’t work then, either.

Kit sghed and wiped therain out of hiseyesagain. At least the rain was warm, which was agood thing
becauseit never really stopped; even when the hot sky aboveit wasn't actively raining, the jungle floor
got more or less constantly dripped on.

So which way? Ponch said.
“We might aswell kegp on down this path,” Kit said. “We re bound to run into Darryl eventuadly.”

A high-pitched scream came out of the gloomy creeper-hung darkness ahead of them. Assuming that
doesn’t runinto himfirst, Ponch said. Or that it doesn’t run into usfirst.

“Comeon,” Kit said. He dogged down the muddy path, and Ponch padded aong behind him, glancing
nervoudly into the shadows of the trees and the undergrowth on either side of the path.

The path made a curve around one unusualy large tree. Kit paused, looking at it, and went dowly around
the curve. “Darryl?’ he shouted. “Where are you?’

There was no answer but another of the bloodcurdling screeches from up in the canopy. Kit knew, ina
genera sort of way, that there was no guarantee that what he was hearing up there was a carnivore. .. but
there was no guaranteeing that it wasn't, either. He reached sidewaysto his otherspace pocket, thinking
about the barbecue-lighting laser...and couldn’t find the pocket, let done the laser.



You tried that before, too, Ponch said.

“I forgot,” Kit said. He wiped hisface again. It wasn't rain he was wiping away thistime, but sweset. The
heat here was terrible—stifling, muffling, like wearing a portable dectric blanket—»but far worse wasthe
humidity. If there was anything in the norma world that Kit redly hated, it was hot, humid weather. Inthis
place, though, it seemed like dl the spare humidity from any number of jungle planets had been gathered
up and dumped here. The swesat was running into his eyes, making them burn. Kit paused long enough to
wipe hisface again, then continued around the tree, looking at it suspicioudly. “1 keep expecting Darth
Vader to come out of one of these and chase me with alight saber.”

| don’t think that’s a good thing for you to be imagining, Ponch said, sounding unnerved. Let’s stick
to Darryl for now. And once we' ve found him, let’ s get out of here!

They went on under the trees. Not far ahead, trees shorter than the gigantic two-hundred-footers were
gathered together in a cluster, and the path wound through them. It seemed to Kit that thislooked like a
perfect place for some kind of ambush... yet somehow he felt unable to take the prospect serioudy. He
dowed down alittle, but kept walking.

Something smells bad here, Ponch said.

“Everything smellsbad here,” said Kit. The whole jungle had asmdll like wet laundry that had been left
in the washing machine too long, a stagnant scent. Some of the creepers were even festooned with
something that might have been mistaken for wet laundry, though the growth was actualy some kind of
nasty, flabby fungus. Kit looked now with some |oathing at the vines hanging from the red-trunked trees
ahead of him; they had that fungus dl over them, curtaining away the view of whatever might be further
down the path.

“You smdl anything?’ Kit said.
Mold, Ponch said, hisnose wrinkling. And other things. | don’t want to talk about it.

Kit walked forward alittle more dowly, looking at those trees, then looked over his shoulder again, back
down the path. “1 wish Nitawere here,” he said.

| don’t! Ponch said. | wouldn’t want anyone | liked to be here. And | don’t want us to be here,
either! We're not going to find him this way, boss. Let’s go home!

“Just alittlewhilemore,” Kit said. He was beginning to agree with Ponch, though. Hewas so tired. |
should have walked out of here the minute | found myself in here, hethought, except | don’'t
remember how | got in here.

No, wait. | do remember. The dream. | dreamed | saw Darryl running into the jungle. | went after
him...

There was arustling among the trees that lined the path ahead of them. Kit reached sdewaysfor his
other-space pocket. Then, as he wasfedling around for it, he remembered that it didn’t seem to be there
inthe dream. | keep forgetting things, hethought. | guessit’sjust that I'm so tired. After yesterday,
and the days before. But | can’'t help it. We can’t leave him stuck in this. We have to find him!

There was definitely something moving around in those trees, though Kit couldn’t seewhat it was, and he
didn’t want to go any closer without some kind of weapon. He had amemory that there should have
been wizardries that he could use for self-defense, but he was just too tired to think of any of them right
now. Kit looked around him, saw afalen log to one side of the path. There was abranch sticking out of



it that looked big enough to use as a club. He got down on one knee and struggled with the branch for a
few moments until it snapped off the log. It was covered with dark brown goo, yet more mold of one
kind or another. Kit made aface as he rubbed it off the branch as best he could, rubbed his hands more
or less clean on his pants, and then got up. “Comeon,” he said to Ponch.

High up in the jungle canopy, one of the invisible monsters sarted screaming again. Kit wanted to hold
his ears againg the noise of it, though that would have meant dropping the branch. Shortly the screamer
was joined by a second, and they screamed at each other more and more loudly as Kit got closer to the
trees.

One hig creeper was hanging down over the path. It waswell draped with the dirty-laundry fungus, and
looked almogt like a curtain. They were going to have to push through this. There was no avoiding it. Kit
reached out one hand to the creeper, while above him in the trees the intol erabl e screeching got louder
and louder. If there is something in there, Kit thought, I’ m not going to be able to hear itifit's
coming for me.

Yet hefelt hehadto goin. “Youready?’ he said to Ponch.
I’mright behind you. Be careful!

Kit pushed the cregper aside. The gloom beyond the curtain of fungus was even worse than that out in
the shadow of the trees; it was danker, more stifling and breathless. Kit edged into it, let the curtain fall—

Darkness. Ponch was close behind him, crowded up against hislegs. Any hope that Kit had had that
being in this closed-in place might somewhat muffle the avful screeching from outsdewasin van; if
anything, it ssemed worse. He moved softly among the trees, brushing past the down-hanging loops and
rags of fungus, trying not to touch them more than he had to. Where the fungus brushed him, he got an
uncomfortableitchy feding even through his shirt.

Kit garted to move faster, though the weariness that had started to bother him when he cameinto this
place was getting worse dl the time. He was sure he could see shadows moving just beyond the trees
that hemmed in the path. It might just have been more of the fungus, shifting in the wind, except that there
was no wind. Something was moving there. Then, even over the screaming from above, Kit thought he
heard a breathing sound—

He couldn’t bear it anymore. He broke into arun, and Ponch plunged along behind him. The awful
fungus dapped him in the face and upper body as heran; Kit swatted it asde as best he could, but
somehow it dways seemed to get him anyway. Once he nearly throttled himsalf by running into a creeper
that was hanging exactly at throat height. Kit reacted just in timeto grab it, and used it to swing himself a
little s deways—but then he banged into one of the closer trees and fell, and from above he could hear
the screaming, louder than ever, sounding like laughter now.

Kit staggered to his feet and wobbled down the path again. His body didn’t seem to be working right,
and he couldn’t understand why, unlessit wasjust the weariness that was getting to him. Hislegs amost
seemed to belong to someone else. His brain wasfull of noise that he couldn’t stop. He knew Ponch was
behind him, but he had to keep reminding himsdlf of that. He couldn’t get rid of the ideathat hewasdl
alone here, had been dloneforever...

... except for something that hated him. It was hiding in the shadows. It was up in the furious brightness
abovethetrees. It was dripping from every leaf, underfoot in every square inch of mud, looking a him
with crud, smdl, burning eyes from up among the branches of the trees. Kit ran, but his body wouldn’t
obey him, wouldn't let him run fast enough; he staggered aong like some broken mechanica thing, and
the screaming voices up above dl laughed a him, and eyes, eyes he didn’'t dare meet, eyeswhose



contact wasinfinite pain, were staring at him from al around in the dark. He would come out into the
open again in amoment, but there would be no respite for him then, either, no escape. The worst of the
eyeswould be there, waiting for him, in the shape of what was going to kill him &t last.

Kit tried to stop, but he couldn’t. Ponch blundered into him from behind. Kit's own momentum
combined with the push from Ponch sent him forward, through the last curtain of cregper and fungus,
down onto the path, and he was helplessin front of the mercilessthing that waited.

Hands came down, grabbed him by the arms. “ No!” Kit cried—

—and then redlized that nothing had happened to him, and that he was facedown in the mud, and that the
screaming above him was just screaming again—and that the hands were Darryl’s.

Darryl was stronger than Kit would have expected. He hauled Kit nearly upright, but Kit didn’t have the
Strength to stay that way; he collapsed down onto his butt again in amost undignified manner, and stayed
there for afew moments, just panting and trying to get his breath back.

“Haveto get up now,” Darryl said. “It'scoming.”

Kit tried, and had trouble. Once again Darryl reached down to him and took Kit by the forearms. This
time he swung him right up to hisfeet. Kit staggered alittle, but managed to stay there, marveling again at
how strong the youngster was. “Thanks,” Kit said. “Darryl, I” ve been trying to catch up with you for a
long time. I'm on errantry, and do | ever greet you! Now can we go somewhere quiet and have atalk,
because—’

“No,” Darryl sad.

“You don't understand,” Kit said, getting his breath again, but only dowly. “Y ou redlly ought to get out of
here while you' ve got the chance. It' snot here yet, but | think It's coming—"

“That'sjust why | can't leave,” Darryl said. “ Thereare still things | have to do here, and in al the other
heres. It doesn’'t matter whether—" He stopped, asif searching for words. * It doesn’'t matter what else
might be here. It doesn’t matter if there saway out. | can't takeit. | haveto find the thing that <till needs
to be done before | can go.”

Kit had been tired enough to start with, but now the exhaustion was coming down on him hard. He
means it doesn’t matter who elseis here, Kit thought, but he doesn’t really believe in anyone el se.
Not me, for sure. Maybe the Lone Power ... but in some way that | don’t understand, whichisa
problem, because when the Lone One gets here—

“| said I'd stay until what | cameto do wasdone,” Darryl said. “The Slence said, * So here swhat it’s dl
about. Here are the words. What' re you going to do about them? They were clear that first time, but
after that it was hard to hear them dl at once. Every time | tried to make sense of them, the noise would
get inthe way. Once or twice the shouting got so loud that | thought I’d die of it. Maybe only once or
twice after that, it got quiet enough for meto think. But findly | knew those words were what needed
saying, though | had trouble visuaizing what they meant. It took along time to picture them, longer to say
them... daysand days. | kept forgetting. But finaly | got them dl together and said them. ‘In Life's

Kit sat there listening to the words. Part of him knew them better than he knew amost anything else. But
another part of him thought, wearily, Why does that sound familiar ? And the roaring and screeching in
his head were once again making it hard to pay attention, hard to care about anything.



“...I will fight to preserve what grows and liveswdl initsownway...”

It was amazing the way the incessant howling of the world could weary you, until you would do anything
to distract yoursdf from the noise of it—bang your head on awall, hammer your fists on atable, scream
to drown it out. That noise got into your head and wouldn't let you aone, wouldn't let you be. In the face
of that torment, you quickly got to the point where the pain was itself reassuring, something you could
rely on, something less stressful than trying to think anything or do anything through the cacophony of life.
And when you come right down to it, it does't redly matter. Nothing matters that much. Nothing's
worth that much struggle

“...To theseends, in the practice of my Art, | will put asde fear for courage, and death for life...”
Not that any of those matter . The world seemed dim and far away, thisworld, any world.

“But | don’'t think anyone else should be here now,” Darryl said, and he came over to Kit. Kit turned his
head away.

“There was— Someone was... here before,” Darryl said. “In other ‘heres.” It was...” He paused, asif
hunting for the right term. “1t was appreciated. But thisisn’t the right way to be here. It's dangerouslike
this. It'saway to get linked to me... by alink that can’t be broken, to keep getting sucked back into the
trap I’ve set—" Darryl turned him around, pushed him. “Go,” Darryl said. “Go. It needsto—"

And Kit saw Darryl catch sight of Ponch.
Darryl froze.

Kit turned to look toward him, dulled, not understanding what he was seeing. Darryl and Ponch looked
at each other. Ponch stood there with his head up, histail wagging. It was aspeculative look on Ponch's
part. He was no more sure what Darryl was reacting to than Kit was.

“You,” Darryl sad. “ You haveto go.”

Up in the trees, the screaming was scaling up again. “Go on,” Darryl said—not to Kit, now, but to
Ponch. “Don’t wait. | recognize you—what you’ re becoming. But you can't Say. It'll be here soon. This
time you' re here the wrong way, you' ve been sucked in with him, and It’ Il see the two of you for sure.
Goon!”

Wewill, Ponch said.

Above them, the gloom started abruptly to get darker. But we won't leave you here, Ponch said. WE'll
be back.

Ponch turned around and grabbed Kit by the wrigt, gently, with histeeth. He pulled Kit back into the
dimness of the stand of trees that surrounded the path.

The darkness increased behind them, and the screaming. Findly the blackness becametota, and Kit
staggered through it, blinded, deafened, being led by the hand, aware of nothing except that he was being
led, and hoping it was to somewhere better.

Eventudly Kit found that he waslooking at thewall by his bed. He d been looking &t it for along time;
there was no telling how long. Ponch was licking his ear, and there was no way to tell for sure how long
that had been going on, either, except that the Side of his head felt pretty wet.

| don’t think we should go there like that again, Ponch said.



It took Kit along timeto collect histhoughts enough to answer. | think maybe you' re right about that,
he said. But at the sametime, he found it hard to get excited about the concept. It just didn’t seemto
matter that much.

Nothing seemed to matter that much.

Kit lay therefor along time, staring at the wall.

As Nita came through the dining room again, the phone rang.
Shehurried over to answer it before it woke Dairine. “Hello?’
“Nita, it's Carl.”

“Hi, Carl. What' sup?’

“Uh, have you seen Kit today?’

He sounded rel uctant to be asking. “ Haven't seen him,” Nitasaid. “Heard from him, though. | think he
hed alate night last night.”

“Tom was expecting him for adebrief,” Carl said. “That hasn't happened yet, though, and Tom was
caled away, s0 | need to handleit. Y ou have any ideawhere Kit is at the moment?’

“I think he'sstill adeep.” She paused amoment, checked to seeif that wastrue. “Yeah,” shesaid. “He's
dill out of it.”

“Okay,” Carl said, but he sounded uncomfortable to Nita. “It can wait afew hours, | suppose... but
when he wakes up, make sure he getsin touch with me, al right?’

“Sure. | want to talk to him, too, because | found Darryl last night, and | think he' san abdal.”
“Y ou think he sawhat?”
“Anabda. You know... oneof the Rillars”

Therewasabrief slence at that. “Would you mind coming over here and telling me how you cameto
that concluson?’ Carl said.

There was something peculiar about histone of voice. “I’'mnot in trouble, am |7’ Nitasaid.
“What? No. But do me afavor? Bring your manua with you.”
“Okay. Seeyouinawhile”

Nita pulled on her boots and parka and then made her way over to Tom and Carl’ s house the quick
way, popping out into six inches of untouched snow, and was very glad she' d remembered the boots.
Carl was standing inside the door, looking out at the backyard, as Nitacame up to the diding doors. He
pushed one asidefor her. “It’ s pretty out there, isn't it?’

“Yeah. But cold.” She camein and ssomped her boots on the tile floor of the kitchen to get rid of the
snow as Carl closed the door. “Where' d Tom go? Anything important?’

“He' s meeting with the Sector Advisories,” Carl said. “ Adminigtrative business... something to do with



reorganizing some planets worldgating systems. Nothing wildly exciting, but he'll be gone for acouple of
d@/s,”

Nitawent to the table, taking off her coat and hanging it over one of the chairs. “Y ou' ve got some wires
hanging down there,” she said as she sat down, noting the tangle extending from underneath the
cupboards.

“Yeah. I’ve made a mess, and now | haveto clean it up. Does your mom or dad know a good
electrician?’ Carl said wearily. And then stopped, and looked at Nitain shock, and passed a hand over
hiseyes.

“Oh, Nita,” hesaid. “I’'m sorry. I’'m so sorry. Hahit...”

“I know,” shesad. “I know.” She swallowed. “It'sokay. I'll ask Dad. He just had aguy doing some
stuff to our garage. He thinks he' s pretty good.”

“Thanks”

Nitareached into the empty air beside her and pulled her manua out of the claudication that followed her
around. “Here” she said. “1s something wrong with it?”

Carl sat down. “I don't think s0,” he said, “but there' s something | want to check. Tell mewhat you've
beenupto.”

Carl opened Nita s manud, turned to one particular page, and spoke to it softly under his breath. Nita
watched this curioudy. The pagefilled up with charactersin the Speech, cleared itsdlf, and filled again,
while Nitatold Carl about the dreams she' d started having, how she’ d decided to look into them more
closdy, and what she' d found. Well before she was finished, Carl had pushed her manua to one side and
was giving Nita his undivided attention. When she finished, he et out along breeth.

“Well,” hesad.
“What wereyou looking for?’ Nitasad, feding dightly nervous.

“It' sdl right. It snothing bad.” Carl folded hisarms and sat back in the chair. “It' sjust thet the
information you' ve been given normally is't made public.”

“Been given?” Nitasaid.

Carl nodded. “But someone at ahigher level has seento it that you got it. So | see from the authorization
logs”

Nita thought about that for amoment. “ So he is an abda?’ she said.
Carl got abrooding look. “Tell me how he seemed to you, in twenty-five words or less.”

“Innocent,” Nitasaid. “He s absolutely innocent. But he' s fierce about it. It just rolls off him.” She shook
her head. The impact of his persondity, as communicated by just that one brief direct glance of Darryl’s
eyes, was difficult to describe without sounding silly. If it waslight, it would have been blinding. “Andit’'s
not just the innocence. Even when he was screaming, | dtill liked him alot. HE sredly good. And he just
doesn't notice, doesn't seemto get it...”

“That would seem to clinch it, wouldn't it?” Carl said. “The definition out of the manual, practicaly word
for word.”



“That' swhat | thought. And it scared me somehow.” Carl amiled alittle. “Possibly a hedlthy response,”
he said. “ And one that convinces me you' reright. Y ou met him out of the flesh, without the protective
coloration that abody providesfor agpirit like that. At such timesyou would get the full impact...and |
imagineit’ san eye-opener.”

Nitanodded. “1 never thought goodness could be so tough,” she said. “ So strong. But then again... |
guess goodnessisn't something I’ d think about awhole lot, anyway. Nobody uses the word much unless
it sinacommercid, and then they’ rejust trying to convince you that something hasalot of milk init.”

Carl nodded, looking wry. “Virtue,” he said. “Thered thing. It'snot some kind of cuddly teddy bear you
can keep on the shelf until you need ahug. It' s dangerous, which iswhy it makes people so nervous.
Virtue hasits own agenda, and believe me, it' s not dways yours. The word itself means strength, power.
And when it getsloose, you' d better watch out.” “ Something bad might happen...” “Impossible. But
possibly something painful.” Carl fell slent for amoment. “The manud makesthe abdds sound like
sants” Nitasad.

“Oh, they are saints,” Carl said. “ That aspect of their power doesn't have anything to do with wizardry
as such, though it can coexist with it, the same way you could be, say, amathematician and aredly nice
person at the sametime.”

Nitamade aface. “Y ou haven't met my datisticsteacher.”

“I hear you. | ill hate anything more complex than long divison. But the trouble with sainthood these
daysistherobe-and-hao imagery that gets stuck onto it.” Carl got that brooding look again. “People
forget that robes were street clothesonce... and ill are, inalot of places. And halos are to that fierce
air of innocence what peech baloonsin comics are to the sound of the voice itsdf. Shorthand. But most
people just see an old symbol and don’t bother looking behind it for the meaning. Sainthood startsto
look old-fashioned, unattainable. .. even repellent. Actually, you can seeit al around, once you learn to

spot it.”
“You makeit sound like there are saints al over the place.”

“Of coursethereare. You don't think it'sjust wizards that keep the universe running, do you? But saints
tend not to be obvious. For one thing, they don’t want to draw the Lone One' s attention to them. Also,
they tend to be too busy. Mostly sainthood involves hard work.”

Carl leaned forward to pick up Nita s manud again, paging through it. “Anyway, | think you can
understand why information about the abdalswould be pretty carefully controlled, most of thetime. The
whole point of theway they function isthat they’ re not supposed to know what they are. And the more
mortalswho do know, the more might let it dip. Darryl isimportant. Far moreimportant, in the larger
scheme of things, than you or I, or than just about anybody else | know, or am likely to know. Abdals
don’t exactly grow ontrees.” Carl looked suddenly thoughtful. ”Well, actualy, some places they do.
What | mean is, they’ re not commonplace. The Oneinvestsalot of power in them. Therewouldn’t be
many of them on agiven planet a any onetime... and we want to keep the ones we' ve got. Or the one
we ve got, because asfar as Earth goes a the moment, Darryl may well beit. And his presence here,
even when he does't seem to be doing anything, isimportant for the world, because through him, the
One channdsinto the world some of the power we use. If you'll pardon the plumbing anaogy, think of
us as faucets and Darryl asthe reservoir, or the well. Cut that off, and—" Carl shook his head.

Nitawas slent for some moments, digesting this. “So what do | do now?’ shesaid at last. “I don't want
Kit to think I’m horning in on his assgnment or something because I’m worried about him. But | think
maybe | am. He was okay when he started this, pretty much... asfar as| was ableto tell anything clearly



about his state of mind when | was so stuck in my own. But now.... he doesn't fed like he usually does.
And | can't tdl for sure whether that’s good or bad.”

“I wouldn't be sure, ether,” Carl sad. “Well, thefirst thing you can dois, when he getsup, tell him |

want aword with him, pronto. | don't liketo lean on my wizardsasarule, but Kit'sbeen alittle less
careful than usual, and with what you' ve discovered about the Situation, he! d better sharpen up. The
stakes have been raised.”

She came back from Tom and Carl’ sthe quick way, popping out into the backyard. The snow there was
untouched, rather to her surprise. Dairine was as much a snow fiend as their mom had been. It was
unusud to find that she hadn’t been out here at least long enough to make a couple of angels. Under
more norma circumstances, there would have been awhole snowman by now. But the circumstances
aren't normal ...

Nitawent in, shucked her parka off and left it by the back door, and went up the stairsto see what
Dairine was up to. Shefound her in her bedroom, staring at her desk. Spot was sitting in her 1ap, aso
garing withitslittle galky eyes at the congtruction sitting there.

Nitalooked at the desk. It was covered with tinfoil. On the foil and on asubsidiary bed of newspaper
rested what appeared to be amode volcano sculpted out of wet papier-mache. The volcano was
extremely broad and flat, of the shield type, and Nitarecognized it immediately.

“How doesit look?’ Dairine said.
“Not bad,” Nitasaid. “What'sit for?’
“WEe re doing ageology unit in our science class”

Nitaraised her eyebrows. “Bending therulesalittle, Dair?’ she said. “ That's Olympus Mons. It hardly
counts as geology.”

“Okay, areology, then.” Dairine sat there wiping her hands on atowd.
“It looksalittle bare right now,” Nitasaid.

Her sgter turned alook of withering scorn on her. Spot cocked one eyein Nita sdirection asif to
suggest that she' d asked for this. “ Of courseit looksalittle bare,” Dairinesaid. “1 haveto paint it first.
My real project for today is congtructing an airbrush out of nothing but wizardry.”

“Sounds like amoderate challenge,” Nitasaid.
“And when the volcano’ sdone, I’'m going to make it blow up in class,” Dairine said.
Nita s eyeswidened dightly at the first image that occurred to her.

“With lycopodium powder,” Dairine said, more scornfully than before, if that was possible. * Sheesh,
Nesets.”

“Jugt checking,” Nitasaid.
“Yes” Darinesad, “1 know you were.” Sherolled her eyes. “Tell Dad I’'m being good.”

“If you're good enough, | won't haveto tell him anything,” Nitasaid. Sheturned away.



“Wouldn't it befunto do it with redl lava, though?’ Dairine said from behind her as Nita headed to her
room.

“Therearetimes,” Nitasaid, “when | think anice big lavaflow would improve that school alot. You
know any card tricks?’

The slencein answer to that question was unusualy e oquent.

Nitasighed and sat down in her room. You awake yet? she said slently to Kit.
Shewaited for afew seconds.

Huh?Kit said.

Well, that’ s half my question answered, Nitasaid. You sound pretty tired. You okay?
| guess so.

Nitaraised her eyebrows. Thiswasn't exactly anormal response for Kit. Either he was okay or he
was't, but the middle ground wasn't usudly an option for him, in Nita s experience, especidly when he
sounded asdulled ashedid. I’'m coming over in awhile, shesaid. There’'s some stuff | have to show
you.

Okay.
And that wasit.
Either he' s exhausted, Nitathought, or there' s something wrong...

She knew what her present hunch suggested, though. She was starting to get worried about him. HE's
been hitting this problemwith Darryl so hard, Nitathought, that he’s just been wearing himself
down. That’s one possibility.

Why don’t | think that’ s what’ s really going on?

Nita headed downgtairsto make hersdlf asandwich. “By theway,” Dairine said in apiercing voice as
Nitawent past her door, “someone seems to have egten all the bananas.”

Nitasghed. “I’ll stop by Brazil on my way home. Or Panama.”
“CogdaRica”

“Please,” Nitasaid as she went down the stairs. She had never been any good a remembering which
exports came from which countries. It struck her asinformation that, for someonein junior high, was
about as useful as dissecting the history of the gold standard. When | get a job at an import-export
firm, Nitathought, turning the corner into the kitchen, then I'll worry about who exports bauxite and
who exportstin. Not before.

She opened acan of tunafish, drained it, mashed it in abowl with mayonnai se and Tabasco sauce, made
hersdf a sandwich with it, and ingested the sandwich without paying it much attention. Darryl was on her
mind. He's more important than all of us, Carl said. The thought was sobering. She and Kit had done
some moderately important and useful thingsin their time working together, but what Carl seemed to be
describing was adifferent leve of function, oneinwhich just being there, just being dive and bregthing,
could be more important to the world than any amount of running around doing things. It made a strange
kind of sense when Nita put it together with what Tom had been saying about the Powers finding the



difference between active and passive work “illusory.” If just by being here, Darryl is channeling the
One' s power into the world, then if something were to happen to him suddenly ...

It was a scarier thought than any Nitahad had in quite sometime. Whatever else | do, shethought, I’ ve
got to find a way to help him.

Because he doesn’t know it, but he's helped me...

Nitawent to get her coat, and then went out to walk over to Kit's.

“Hola, Carmela. Que-pasa?’ Nitasaid as she camein Kit' s back door.

“Watashi wa ureshii!” Carmelasaid, more or less dancing past Nitainto the living room, with the TV
remotein her hand.

Nita blinked as she dipped off her coat and dropped it on the floor beside the dining room sofa. The
Japanese thing was something Carmela had been working on for awhile, and now that she was getting
good at it, you never quite knew which language you were going to get from her. “Let me guess. You're
saying you' re going to turn into agiant robot?’

“No,” Carmelasaid, “that would be, Watashi, imakara sugo-ku o-kina robotto ni namno!”
“I'mimpressed,” Nitasaid.

“If | redly did turninto agiant robot, | bet you would be,” Carmela said, heading back into the living
room.

Nitafollowed her. “Oh,” shesaid. “Isthisthe new TV?’

“Ohayo gozaimas'!” shouted the TV and the DV D player together.
“Oh,” Nitasaid. “Hi, cousins. Niceto meet you.”

“ Dozo yoroshikul

“Uh, yeah.” To Carmdashe sad, “Don’t you find that alittle unusua ?’

“I'm used to it now. Kit says he thinks we' re having some kind of wizardry leakage in the house,”
Carmeasaid, very matter-of-fact. “Mama can hear Ponch. And Pop and | can hear the TV when it
shouts a the DVD. Mogly it’ sfriendly shouting now, since Kit fixed the remote.” Carmela plunked
hersalf back down on the sofa, stretching out her legs.

“Fixed it,” Nitasaid, till having some trouble with this concept.

“It was alot worse before. He said he was going to ask Tom what was going on. Meanwhile, in case
you' rewondering, Kit'sin hisroom. Mamaand Pop are out shopping, and they did not take Kit with
them because they are annoyed with him.” She lowered her voice. “ But aso because he dept redl |ate,
and helookslike hdl. Mamathinks he' s coming down with something.”

“Thanksfor letting me know,” Nitasaid. “Uh, have you been having any trouble with—7?" Sheglanced in
the generd direction of the TV and DV D while turning enough to conced the look.

“Trouble? Not at al. Weird stuff turns up sometimes, but al theregular TV’ sthere, the cableand dl. |



don’t care how many diens| see, aslong asl’ve got my MTV and the shopping channels.”

Nitagrinned. Thiswas Dairin€ s attitude aswell, though it was the music channelsthat interested her
more than the shopping. “Haf the time, with some of those videos, you can't tell what planet they’re from

anyway,” Nitasad.

Carmdasnickered. “Later,” Nitasaid, and went back to Kit's room.

Hewaslying on the bed, his manual open and facedown on his chest, looking up &t the ceiling. Ponch
was lying next to him on the bed, with his head on Kit's chest. Ponch’s eyes shifted to Nita as she came
into view, but he didn’t move or say anything.

Nita paused in the door and knocked on the door frame. “Hey,” she said.

Kit glanced over a her. It wasthe least-interested glance that Nita could remember seeing from himin
sometime. Why doesn’t he just come out and say that he wishes | wasn't here? Nita thought,
shocked. But it occurred to her then that she d been distant enough with him lately. Maybe he was giving
her ataste of her own medicine. That wouldn’t normally he his style, either. But if he' s really feeling
sick, maybe he' s just saying what’s on his mind, stuff he’ d keep to himself otherwise.

Nitafet briefly guilty, then put the feding aside. “Y ou look kind of out of it,” she said.
“Yeah,” Kitsaid. “I fed that way, too. | didn’t deep red well after | got in last night.”
“Late?’ Nitasaid, going over to sit in the chair by hisdesk.

“Yegh”

She waited amoment to let him tell her what he' d been doing, but he just turned his head away and
looked up at the ceiling again. He wasn't going to tell her. “Y ou have any luck with Darryl?” she said.

“Not reglly.”

Nitastarted feding around for something sarcastic and angry to say to Kit, and then she stopped hersdlf.
He didn’t push me when | didn’t want to talk, she thought. I’ m not going to push him now.

But there' s still something that needs saying. “Kit,” shesaid, “about Darryl... I'm getting thefeding
that you going after him theway you areisn't doing you any good.”

“Uh-hun.”

Nitapursed her lips. That was the same “uh-huh” that she used on Dairine, as code for the message, “I
am not ligening to you. Bug off.”

He doesn’t mean to be rude. He just doesn’t want to tell me what’s on his mind, or hear what’s on
mine.

Did I sound like this? He should have hit me on the head with something until | paid attention.

Nitalet out a breath. “ Okay,” she said, “forget about it for now. But | have amessage for you. Y ou need
to go see Carl.”

That findly made Kit look at her again. “Huh? How come?’

“Tom'sout of town,” Nitasaid. “Some Advisory or Senior thing. Carl’s handling hisinterventionsfor the



next day or so. Y ou owed Tom adebrief on what's up with Darryl, and Carl wantsto know whereit is.
Just between you and me, | think he's steamed. So if | wereyou, |”d get over there and take your
medicine”

“I"ve taken enough medicine for oneweekend,” Kit muttered.
“After you gotin late?’

“Y eah. My pop didn’t say much, but my mamadid.”
“Toreafew grips off you, huh?’

“It wasn't my fault, Negts,” Kit said. “ The timing got blown, that’ sal.” He sighed. “But it doesn't redlly
metter.”

Nitalooked at Kit with concern. That was atheme she' d been singing too much hersdlf lately, and Nita
wasn't going to beindifferent to it when someone else sarted in onit.

“They didn’t ground you or anything?’
“No. Anyway, they would have done that how, exactly?’ Kit said.

Nitahad to smile, despite her worrying. It was extremely difficult to ground awizard without the wizard's
consent. Still, you had to live with your parents... and rubbing their nosesin the fact that they couldn’t
control you no matter how much they wanted to wasn't agreat way to make thet life an easy one.

Kit sghed. “Neets, I'm sorry, I'mjust...” Hetralled off. It wasn’t that he was too tired to pursue the
thought. It wasjust that he didn’t care.

“Okay,” Nitasaid, and got up. At least he talked to me a little. It' s possible he really is coming
down with something... Well, we'll see. “Look... cal mewhen you fed better. There' s stuff we have
to discuss about Darryl.”

“Sure”
“But go see Carl first.”
Kit turned his attention to the celling again.

Nitagave him onelast ook as she turned away. As she did, Ponch glanced up at her. His eyes had been
al for Kit until now, but thelook Ponch gave her had even more concern init than Nitawas fedling.

Nitamet the gaze, glanced fractionadly at the door, and went out.

That could have turned into an argument, Nitathought, if he’d had enough energy to bother. But
he didn’t. She passed through the living room, where Carmelawas curled up on the sofa, watching the
TV, where moddsin frilly things pounded up and down a catwalk. Nita paused briefly, eyed the things
the models were dmost wearing.

“Not for me,” Carmelasaid, not taking her eyes off the screen. “ Drafty. How ishe?’
“Helookstired,” Nitasaid. “ Anyway, tell your mamaand pop | said hi.”

“Sure, no problem.”



Nitagot her coat and headed out the back door. She didn’t shut it right away, because after about haf a
minute, Ponch came trotting out of the dining room and headed outside, past Nita.

She closed the door, brushed some stray snow off the back steps, and sat down. Ponch sat down next
to her.

“Ponch,” Nitasaid in the Speech. “What’ swith the boss?’
He ssad, Ponch said. But there's moreto it than that.

Ponch looked down the driveway toward the street. I’m sad, too, he said. And I’ m afraid.
Something’ s happening to him, and | don’t know how to stop it.

Somewhere down the street, a dog began to howl in ahigh little voice, like something out of a cartoon.
“It' sabout Darryl, isn't it?’

We wer e there again this morning.

“Agan?| thought you went last night.”

We did. | took him there. But the second time we went, he started to go by himself. | had to follow
him. Ponch licked hisnose nervoudly. It wasn’'t easy. He wasn ‘t going the way | go.

“Was he dreaming?’
Yes.
“Lucid dreaming, though? The guided kind?’

No. He was worried. His dream took him there without him wanting to be there, at first. Then he
couldn’t get out. They were getting alike...

Nita pondered this. Her own nonlucid dreaming had brought her to Darryl, or Darryl to her, and those
dreams hadn’t been good, ether. But this experience, at least as Ponch described it, sounded dightly
different. | bet their minds are starting to get locked together because of all the time Kit’s spending
in there, Nitathought. Thisis not good...

And reality doesn't feel terribly real to Darryl, Ponch said. | think it’s starting to feel the same way
to Kit.

“That would make anasty kind of sense,” Nitasaid. “Ponch, | don’t think you should take him back in
therefor awhile. At least not until he' sfeding better. And when you go, | want to go with him.”

| want you to do that, too.

Nitalifted her head, listening, redlizing that the howling of dogs down the street had increased. Three or
four more dogs had joined thefirst one. “What' sthe matter with the dogs?’ Nitasaid. “Is someone using
one of those silent whistles or something?’

No. | think it's because I'm afraid, Ponch said. | think they hear me being that way, and they're
upset for me.

“But that’snot al, isit,” Nitasaid, looking thoughtfully at Ponch. “ Something e seis happening to you
besidesjust being afraid for the boss. Isn't it?”



Therewasalong pause. | don’t know, Ponch said. | don’t know what it means. | don’t have the
words. But I’'mfrightened for me, too. Helicked his nose again.

The howling down the street got alot louder, and Nita suddenly found hersdlf thinking that it wouldn't be
smart right now to press the question any further. She put an arm around Ponch and roughed hisfur up a
little. “We re both nervous about alot of things, big guy,” she said. 'I'll be glad when the bossis better.
But listen. Right now, as soon as he gets up, Kit needsto go see Carl. HE' snot in the mood to listen to
me right now. | know how that is. But he needsto go, anyway. Will you nag him? Get him to go over
there?"

I will.

“That’smy boy.” She rubbed Ponch behind the ears and pulled the door open for him. He went back
into the house.

Nita shut the door and headed home. She was dmost halfway there before, as she went over the
conversation with Ponch in her mind, sheredlized that at least once Ponch had answered a thought in her
mind—not something she' d actudly said out loud.

Nitashook her head, sighed, and walked in the direction of the neighborhood deli, to seeif they had any
bananas.

Entrapments
Kit and Carl were gtting together in Tom and Carl’ sdining room, later that afternoon.

“Kit,” Carl sad, “it'sdl very interesting what you' vetold me. It throwsalot of light on Darryl's problem.
I’m going to look into thismyself, asfar as possible. In the meantime’—he frowned—"| want to know
why it took you so long to get in here and tell Tom or me about this. WEe ve been working together on
power-sengitive issues long enough that you ought to know better than to let aSituation of thiskind go for
50 long without adebrief.”

“I’ve had the manua on record-and-report,” Kit said.

Carl shook hishead. “Not good enough,” he said. “ The manual, powerful asit is, is context-poor when
reporting on experiences like this. Especidly considering that what you' ve been doing with Ponch is
unique asfar as| cantell. For maximum effectivenessin assessing Darryl’ s status, | need to know how
thingslooked and fdlt to you after thefact, aswell asduring it. So you' d better start getting serious about
this, Kit. It'snot likeyou to let thingsdide.”

“Okay,” Kit said.

Carl looked at him with an expression that suggested he was expecting to hear something else. At last he
sad, “Which brings meto the next thing on the list. The Powers certainly don’t expect you to work on a
project so hard that you neglect your own well-being. Neither do 1. Y ou look terrible; you' ve been
spending too much time chasing around outside of your home space, and it’ s affecting you. | appreciate
your efforts, believeme... but | want you to take a couple of days off.”

[13 BlJt—”
“No buts,” Carl said.

Now it was Kit' sturn to frown. Possibly Carl read the expression asrebelliousness. “Kit,” hesaid, “asa



Senior, it’s not beyond my abilitiesto put afreeze on your wizardly exertions for the next day or three. |
would prefer not to have to do that: It’sundignified for both of us, and it dlso sendsasigna tothe
Powersthat there might be a problem with the way you' re using the Art. | would much prefer to hear you
tell methat you won't do any further exploration of Darryl’ sinner worlds until Tom and | have had some
time to work out what seems to be the best way to proceed. This may sound crue to you, but he' s been
holding his own for the past three months, at least; | would guesshe'll hang on for aday or two more.

Y ou, on the other hand, need to leave his problem with me for the next couple of days.”

Kit let out along breath. “So,” Carl said, “do | have your word?’
“Mmf,” Kit sad.

Carl gave him an exasperated look. “ Even among nonwizards,” Carl said, “it’s consdered impaliteto
grunt.”

“I promisg,” Kit said.

“Good,” Carl said. “Thanks.” Herelaxed alittle. “Kit, go home, get somerest. It'snot that you did abad
job... it'sjust that you got alittle too wrapped up in this one. Take two days or so and get your
objectivity back. Then you and Tom and | will st down and work out what to do next.” And he saw Kit
out the diding doorsinto the backyard.

Kit used histransport wizardry to get home, then walked dowly down the driveway to the side door,
with Ponch trotting along behind him. He was fedling rather bruised. But to a certain extent, bizarrely,
part of him fdlt grateful. Carl’ s very understated annoyance had shaken Kit alittle way out of the feding
that had been cregping up on him that nothing particularly mattered. However, that was the only good
thing about it. Kit felt very much asif hewerein disgrace.

You look sad, Ponch said.

“I don’'t know,” Kit said. “1 think I'm just tired.” Even as he said it, though, Kit wondered how true this
was. Ever snce he woke up from hisjungle dream, he had been moving through aworld that sesemed
oddly dulled around the edges. The daylight seemed to be reaching him through some kind of filter; sound
seemed digtant, and he didn’t even seem ableto fed his clothes properly—they seemed to bother his
skin wherethey rested on it. The fedling was like what he got sometimes when he was coming down with
acold. Maybe Mama wasright...

He went in the back door, took off his coat and hung it up, while Ponch trotted over to his dog food
bowl and started to chow down on dry food. Kit's mama, in the kitchen in her nurse' s pinks, looked up
a him from the business of making a sandwich. “How are you feding, sweetie?

“Maybe alittle better,” Kit said, thinking that possibly thiswastrue. “ Getting out in the air was nice.
Where' s Pop?’

“He slying down reading abook, waiting for the basketbal game.”
“Okay.”

His mama gave Kit a glance as he went and flopped down on the dining room sofa. At first Kit thought
she was going to bring up once more the subject of the discussion she and Kit's pop had had with him
earlier. “1 meant to thank you, by theway,” his mama said as she opened adrawer to get aplastic bag to
put her sandwich in. “It' s been so much quieter.”

His mama s voice had astrange grating qudity to it, which Kit couldn’t remember having heard before. Is



she coming down with a cold, too?Kit thought. It wouldn’t be great if we all got sick at once.
“Sorry?’

“Thelittle dog down the street.”

Kit was bemused. “ Tinkerbell, you mean?| haven't talked to him.”
“You haven't?’

“Sorry, Mama, I’ ve been busy.”

“Well, hegot quiet again. Relatively quiet, anyway. There was some howling earlier, but it didn’t last
|(],,g.”

“That'sgood,” Kit said. He stretched, but far from making him fee more comfortable, it made him fedl
less s0; hefelt very out of sorts, asif hisskin didn't fit him, asif his bones weren't fastened together
correctly. “Mama, | think I might go lie down again for awhile.”

That got her atention. She finished wrapping her sandwich and came over to fed hisforehead. “Do you
fed hot, sweetie?’ shesaid.

Kit shook hishead. If anything, he fdt chilly, though not to the point of shivers—he felt astrange kind of
gill numbnessthat left him unwilling to talk about what was bothering him. Indeed, talking about anything
seemed more trouble than it was worth. When his mother took her hand away, Kit got up and went to
hisroom. There, as helay down on his bed, he reached out for his manual and started paging through it
to find adiagnogtic to run on himsdf. | won't be any good to anybody if | just lie around fegling like
this. But, shortly, Kit waslying on his back again, gazing at the ceiling, the manud lying open, pages
down, on the bed beside him. He didn’t even hear Ponch comein and circle around onceto lie on the
braided rug by the bed, looking up a him with troubled eyes. And after a while Kit turned over on his
Sdeagain and just stared at thewall....

The next afternoon, Nitawas Sitting at her desk, cutting adeck of cards. She had reached the point
wherewhat she redlly wanted to cut them with was ameet cleaver, but that would smply have meant that
she' d have to get another deck of cards from somewhere.

Nitacut the cards again. There' san art to this, shethought. The only problemis, itisn't my Art. And
no matter how | do this, when | think of why I’'m learning it in the first place, it feels like cheating.

She was working on her false shuffle. From what she' d been able to find out on the Web, many of the
smplest card tricks depended on shuffling the cards in such away asto make the card you wanted come
upintheright place. This, in turn, involved protecting some of the cards with one of your handswhile you
shuffled. So far, Nita had gotten to the point where she could protect about athird of the deck, keeping
the cards stacked there from being shuffled out of order. In about three hundred years, she thought, I'll
be ready to let some other human being see me do a trick. Why did | ever mention magic to Mr.
Millman?

The only good thing about having to St here doing thiswas thét it gave Nita something to occupy her
hands while she worried about Kit. She'd caled him late yesterday afternoon to make sure he' d goneto
see Carl, and had been very concerned about the tone of hisvoice. It had acquired a strange
monotonous quality, one that made her think of ...

A robot? she thought, unnerved. She stopped shuffling for amoment and thought about that. 1t occurred



to Nitathat the more contact they’d al had with Darryl, the better his ability to express himsdlf had
become... and the more adverse effect it seemed to be having on Kit.

If he goesin there again, shethought, he’s going to loseit.
And he’sgoing to go in there again. I’m sure of it.

Nitacut the cards again, looking to seeiif the ace of hearts, the card she had been protecting, came up.
What she got was the three of clubs. She made an annoyed face and pushed the cards away. It wasn't
just amatter of Kit's stubbornness now—not that that couldn’t be formidable when he wasin theright
mood. She was aso dedling with something else shewas less familiar with: Darryl’ s stubbornness. He
had been holding off the Lone Power al by himsdf for along time now, and Nitadidn’t think he was
going to stop for their sakes. And why should he? shethought. From his point of view, or what’s
been his point of view for a long while, he's all thereis. He might as well be the only wizard alive.
He may briefly realize there are more of us... but it doesn’t last.

Because he keegps making himself alone again every time. Nita thought about what that must cost
him. Such lonelinesswould have crippled her along time ago. But he bears up under it, shethought. He
just keeps fighting.

That stubbornness had found aresonance in Kit. He and Darryl had become linked in more ways than
one.

Hispromisesto Carl asde, Nitahad afeding that Kit was going to find himsdlf in Darryl’ smind again
shortly. At which time, Nitathought, I’ d better be ready.

She picked up the deck again, took a couple of minutesto find the ace of hearts, repositioned it, and
reshuffled, carefully protecting the back third of the deck. Then she put the deck down, cut it twice so
that she had three piles, reached out to the leftmost pile, and turned the top card over. It wasthe four of
diamonds

| hate this, Nitathought. She stood up from her desk and went across the hall to Dairine’ s room.

Her sster was Sitting at her own desk, which was till completely covered by the papier-mache verson
of Olympus Mons. It was no longer gray-white; Dairine had done afairly credible job with her wizardly
arbrush. Now the mountain lay there nicely colored in shades of red and pink, its huge crater looking
entirely ready to spill out lava. Spot was sitting up on one of the bookshelves, peering down at the
volcano with hislittle saky eyes.

“Dar?’

Dairinelooked up at Nitawith aweary expression.

“I think I'm going to need some help,” Nitasaid.

“Aslong asit doesn't involve me painting anything,” Dairine sad, “you’ reon.”
Nitacamein and sat down on Dairine' s bed. It cresked.

Dairinelooked at her.

“Don’t gart,” Nitasaid. “Y ou know what’son my mind.”

“Darryl,” Dairinesaid. “ Or the ace of hearts”



“Please,” Nitasaid. “Dair, | need to ask you afavor.”

Her Sgter gave her adightly suspiciouslook.

“He sgoingto gointhereagain,” Nitasaid.

“Kit?" Dairine put her eyebrows up. “1 thought he promised Carl he wouldn't.”

“Dairine, | don't think he'sentirely in control of what's going on with him. Darryl isvery, uh,
sngle-minded. And that Sngle-mindedness strikesme asredlly likely to affect Kit. | think we need to be
ready for that.”

“*‘We'?’ Darinesad.
“Dairine, he'ssure not listening to me right now—"
“I guessyou know what he felt like with you over the past month, then,” Dairine said.

Nitagrimaced at that, taking the point. “ So we' ve got to arrange some kind of connection, idedly with an
integrated power feed, from you to me—for when he goesin again. Think of it asalifdine. | need to
make sure that there’ s somebody on the outside who can yank us both out of there if we get stuck too

deep.”

Dairine, sitting there with her handsin her lap, looked up at Nita. It was an unusua position for Dairine;
usualy, even when she was talking her hands were doing something. But now she sat quite ill, looking a
Nitasteadily, but alittle bleskly. “ Are you sure you want my help?’ Dairine said.

Nitalooked at her strangely. “ Areyou crazy?’ she said. “Of course| do.”

“I just wasn't sure,” Dairine said, and looked at the floor. There was nothing overtly guilty or upset about

her face, but al the same, Nita saw there was trouble underneath the expression. “1 warned you, Neets.
Right now I"'m paying the price for abig showy start, just as Tom said | would not so long ago. | can do
basic wizardries well enough, but asfor anything redlly high-powered—" She shook her head. “I don't
know if you want to be depending on me right now.”

“I will depend on you any time,” Nitasaid.

Thelook Dairine gave Nita had a certain amount of good-natured scorn about it. She opened her mouith.
“Do | haveto say it in the Speech?’ Nitasaid.

“Nita,” Dairine said then, very softly, “Mom couldn’t depend on me.”

Nitashook her head. “If you mean you couldn’t just make awish and save her life,” Nitasaid, “then
you'reright. If you redlly thought that it was going to be that way, then, yeah, you made a mistake. But
that hardly meansthat she couldn’t depend on you. Or that | won't.”

“You may be the one making the mistake, depending on my power right now,” Dairine said.

Nitarolled her eyes. “1 don't know if I'm exactly amodd of stability right now mysdlf,” shesaid, “but |
can't afford to just stand around wondering. Will you help, or am | going to have to do this without anet?
Because more depends on this than just me or Kit. Darryl is apparently...”

Nitatrailed off. She was uncertain exactly how much she wanted to tell Dairine about why Darryl was
Specid.



“Something unusud,” Dairinesaid. “A lot of power... or something else. Hewould haveto be unusud, to
have attracted so much attention from Tom and Carl.“

Dairine sat quietly for afew seconds, then nodded. “I’ [l work something out for you,” she said.
Nitanodded. “Thanks,” she said. She turned away.

“Itkillsyou, doesn'tit?’ Darinesaid. “Asking mefor help.”

Nitagave her Sster avery dight smile. “Better it should kill methan Kit,” she said.

Then she went back into her room to start yet another futile search for the ace of hearts.

We have to go.

Kit sat up suddenly on the bed, looking around him. His glance wandered past the clock on hiswall; it
was around four-thirty in the afternoon. Where did the day go? part of him wondered, but that part
seemed very remote. Much more important was the need to go looking for Darryl. Darryl wasin trouble,
he was stuck, and Kit had to get him out of there. In aworld where nothing much seemed to matter, that
suddenly mattered agrest dedl.

He could dmost see that other world, here in the room with him, asif he werein two places at once. The
world had changed again, or rather, he had changed it, Darryl had changed it, to put the One who was
pursuing him off the scent. It dways redlized what had happened eventualy—that Darryl had It
trapped—and then Darryl had to change everything again, making anew world, anew sdf, inwhich the
Pursuer would once again be confused. Each new world was better than the last, with new rulesto
impede the Lone One's power and to keep him occupied longer. He wished, sometimes, that Darryl
didn’'t haveto do it again and again. It gave him no timeto find out what €lse wizardry might befor. If it
was for anythingelse...

We have to go, Kit thought, and got out of bed—

—and tripped over Ponch, who was lying on the rug, watching him. Boss! Ponch yelped. Where are you
going?

“Wehaveto go,” Kit said. The bedroom was dready beginning to fade alittle, like something that didn’t
matter. What mattered was el sewhere. The Pursuer was coming again; al his attention now had to be
given to the creation of the new illusion, at the expense of the old one.

You promised you wouldn’t! Ponch whimpered, jumping up and down. You told Carl you' d stay here
!

But it seemed now asif adifferent person entirely had made that promise. In fact, someone different had
made it: another person, in another place. .. different from this, the only redlity that really mattered, now
reforming itsaf around him. Thelast time, he' d gotten allittle careless, and the dark Other had found Its
way in, and out again, too easily. Thistime, the place to which he found hisway had to be alittle more
chalenging. Theideahad cometo him that morning in the bathroom, as once again he faced what he
couldn’t face in the mirror on the wall, in which he had to see, every day, human eyes with the dark
Other looking out of them. Thisis Its weapon against you, the thought had cometo him. Turn the
weapon against It...

That other redlity, glassy, gleaming, was becoming more and more real around Kit as he stood there. It



was only amatter of moments before he would be able to step wholly into it, such was the other’ s power
and his need for help. Distressed, Ponch said, The leash! Boss, let me get the leash! Wait for me—

Thevoicein his head seemed to Kit to come from amost too far away to matter.
Say there, boss! Kit—stay! Stay!

The urgency of that voice was just enough to keep Kit where he was, to prevent him from taking the
single step forward that would bring him into the gleaming maze now being congtructed for the Other’s
confusion. That wasdl that could be hoped for—to befuddie It, wear 1t down until eventuadly It would
stop coming and just leave him aone. There was no telling whether the hope would ever beredized. But
it was the only hopein theworld, and hence it was worth clinging to.

The sound of paws scrabbling up the steps was as distant as everything else. Kit watched the shining
unredity forming around him, watched his bedroom fade away, a backdrop without meaning. Into that
backdrop burst something that shone, aline of blue light around adark creature s collar. The cresture
looked up at him, the only gaze he could stand, the only eyesthat didn’t hurt him. Boss, take the leash!
Takeit, put it around your wrist.

Kit couldn’t see the point, but the creature’ s eyes were so beseeching that he did ashewastold. Ashe
looped the other end of the line of light around hiswrigt, the world in which he was standing finally
became totaly irrelevant. Kit took the step forward into the real world, or into the one that had become
real, and the black creature beside him stepped through, too—

“Kit,” hismama svoice said from down the hdl, “I’m going out now. Y ou cal meif anything comes up
here. Can | bring you anything back on my meal bresk?’

No reply.
“Kit? Sweetie, are you adeep?’
No reply.

Kit's mama came down the hdl. “Y ou know, | brought that cold medicine home, the onewith thezincin
it,” shesad. “I wonder if maybe you should just take some, o you can head thisthing off—"

She stood in the doorway of his bedroom, looking in at the empty bed.
“Oh, no,” shewhispered.

At Nita s house, the phone rang. Her dad, sitting at the dining room table and working hisway through
the Sunday paper with a beer and a sandwich, got up and answered it.

“Hdlo? Oh, hi, Marina...No, he'snot, asfar as| know. Wait aminute...”

Nita s dad looked around the corner into the living room, where Nitawas Sitting on the rug, playing an
extremely frustrated game of solitaire as relaxation from nearly an hour of utterly unsuccessful attempts at
getting asmple “guessthe card” trick to work. “Nita?’ her dad said. “IsKit here?’

Nitawas surprised. “No.”



“Hismon’slooking for him.”

Nita s heart went cold inside her. “I thought he was going to be home al day today.”
“He snot there, hismom says.”

Nitasat il for amoment. Kit?

Therewas no answer.

She broke out in aswest. There was no way to be absolutely sure where he was, but she thought she
could guess. And it upset her to be right so quickly. “1 don’'t hear him nearby,” she said. “Wait aminute,

Daddy.”

She went to get her manual, paged through it to the messaging section, and said to it, “Kit, where are
you? Urgent!”

“Send message?’ the manud page said.
“Sendit!”
“Recipient isout of ambit. Pleasetry again later.”

Nita swalowed. She got up and went into the dining room. As she did so, she suddenly started to hear
something she hadn’t been able to hear in the living room; the sound of dogs howling afew streets away,
more and more of them.

She took the phone from her dad. “Mrs. Rodriguez? It' s Nita. | just called him, but | don’t get any
answer. And the manua sayshe' snot in thisuniverse. He sgone again.”

Therewas along, frightened pause on the other end of the phone. “He said he wasn't going to do that
until Tom and Carl gave him theword,” Kit'smamasaid. “But heredlly hasn't been... himsdlf, these past
couple of days.”

That was exactly Nita sworry at the moment: that Kit wasn't himsalf, but somebody ese. She had
dtarted wondering last night, as she wrestled with the cards, what possible effect autism might have on an
abda’ s ability to be two places at onetime. If that ability could start “dopping over” onto another party,
one dready susceptible to the abdd’ sworldview, from having been indgde it afew times—

Shehdddill. | have got to keep my cool here, shethought. It’s the only way I’ m going to find him.
“I’m going to go look for him,” Nitasaid. “It may take me awhileto find him. | can’t do it theway he
doesit with Ponch; I’ ve got to be adleep.”

She heard Kit's mamatake along breath, the sound of someone else controlling hersalf astightly asNita
was having to right now. “1 haveto go towork,” shesaid. “I’ll be back around midnight. But if you hear
anything before then, will you cal me?1 think Kit gave you my work number.”

“Yeah,” Nitasaid. “Mrs. Rodriguez, please... don't worry.” It'sgoing to he all right, Nitawanted
most desperately to say, but she couldn’t say it: It might not be true.

“Okay,” Mrs. Rodriguez said. “ Thank your dad for me, sweetie. Good-bye.”

Nitahung up the phone. Outside, faint but clear, the howling continued. Her father waslooking at her in
distress.



“Whereishe?’ hesaid.

Nitashook her head. “I don’'t have anamefor it, Daddy. It's not another planet or anything like that. |
wish it were, because it’d be easier to get to. It's somewhere inside of Darryl, which meansit’ s closer to
usin someways, but in some ways much further off than anything that would just be way out in
conventiona space. And it’salot more dangerous, initsway. If Kit'sstuck in there, and | can’t get him

She began to shake. Hereit was, full-blown, what she' d been most afraid of—a crisisthat shewas
terrified shewasn't going to be able to handle. And you' re all alone on this one, she thought. Dairine
may be able to offer some support, but you're going to be the one who has to figure out what to
dowithit. And if you can’'t figureit out...

Her father saw the look on her face and came over to her, put hisarmsaround her. “Nita,” he said.
“Ligentome”

Shelooked up at him, rather shocked at histone of voice. It was unusudly stern for him.

“You'retough,” her dad said. “Y ou' re tougher than you think. That’s what you need to hang on to now.
That’ swhat I’ ve been hanging on to the best | can, and asfar as| cantell, it turns out to be true every
timeif you just don't let the ideago. What you have to do now istake onething at atime—don’t let the
stress overload you. Will Tom or Carl know what to do? Call them.”

“Yeah,” Nitasaid, and went back to the phone, dialed it hurriedly. A moment later, Carl’svoice said,
“Helo?

“Carl,” Nitasaid, “we ve got trouble. He couldn’t hold it. HE' sgone again.”

Wizards tend not to swear, Sncethe results are likely to be unfortunate if they dip into the Speech while
doing it. Nita, however, distinctly heard severd swearwordsin Carl’ sslence. “When did he leave?’

“It might have been just afew minutes ago.”
“Okay. Wait a second.”

Carl put the phone down. She could hear him going to the table, where hisversion of the manua usualy
lay hidden. She heard him flip one volume open and start going through it. Listening carefully, she could
hear ahiss, the little breath-between-teeth noise that Carl made when there was trouble.

A moment later he picked up the phone again. “He' sout of ambit, dl right,” Carl said. “ And the energy
sgnatures are too vague to track him with, in terms of getting an 1D on aspecific universe... even
assuming | could do that. The universes Ponch has been finding are nontypical, asis hismode of transit;
the normal wizardry-tracking routines won't work. But this much we do havein our favor. Ponch went
with Eat.”

“I bet Ponch made Kit take him,” Nitasaid, feding sure of thiswithout knowing why. “Carl, I'll gotry to
find them.”

“I wouldn't do thet right thisminute,” Carl said. “They might till beintrangt. | can't tell. Givethe
dtuation an hour or two to sttle.”

Nitacould see his point, but shedidn’t likeit. “ Carl, he' s been really spaced-out since he came back
from hislast timein Darryl's universe. Anything could hagppen to him in afew minutes, let done an hour!”



“Nita,” Carl said, “take abreath or two and get agrip on yoursdf. | know how you fed, but even if

you' d aready done the predeep preparation you need to do for alucid dreaming sesson—which | don’t
think you have—you'’ d still need to get to deep after that. And you know you can’t induceit with adeep
spell when you'regoing lucid. Y ou' re going to haveto relax alittle, enough to deep, or youwon't be
ableto do anything.”

Shelet out along breath. “1 hate it when you'reright,” Nitasaid. “Okay. I'll cal you later and let you
know what | find.”

“Dothat. I'll beup late”

She hung up, looked at her father. Dairine had come downstairs and was leaning in the dining room
doorway, looking dert, with Spot peering into the kitchen from behind her legs. To Dairine, Nitasaid,
“He sgone. Let’sstart building that power-feed spdll; I’ m going to need it in acouple of hours.”

She and Dairine headed up the sairs.

It took Nita nearly four hoursto get ready to go after Kit, and even then she couldn’t deep. Part of the
problem was that she was very much a daytime person and found it tough to get to deep before eight in
the evening. Therest of the problem was her nerves.

When Nitafirst lay down, Dairine was till sitting in the chair by Nita s desk, looking over thelifdine spell
she' d congtructed. At any other time, Nitawould have been annoyed enough by the elegance and speed
with which Dairine had congtructed it to try to find at least some fault with it. But there wasn't timefor
that, and right now she was smply grateful that Dairine was so taented in thiskind of work. The bed was
surrounded by along, tightly knitted cord of wordsin the Speech, rather like Kit' s leash for Ponch, but
both more intricate and thicker. The wizardry had to handle much higher power levels than the leash did,
and had no life-support functions as such—those Nitawould be carrying with her on her charm bracelet,
in asuite of interconnected shielding and atmosphere-maintenance spells.

Nitawas aso more heavily armed than usua, not knowing how many friends the L one Power might have
skulking around the borders of Darryl’ s mind, intent on keeping enemies out and friendsin. From Nita's
bracelet dangled anumber of charms, each of which represented a spell amost ready to go, needing only
one thought or pronounced syllableto set it going. It was wearying to carry this much nearly released
power around, but Nitawas beyond caring how much energy she had to expend. Her fear for Kit was
growing by the minute.

After she' d finished looking over thelifeline wizardry and lay down on the bed, Nitatook alast moment
or three to check out the weaponry—the lightning bolt of the quark-level dissociator, thelittle closed
spird of apinch-off utility that could seal a designated attacker or group of attackersinto a“pocket”
space, thelittle “magic wand” charm that contained a one-off terawatt particle-beam generator. Evenin
her present nervous state, Nitalooked at that one with dight relish and wished she might have achance
to useit—the manua had been explicit about how dangerousit was, and how effective. The manud itsalf
was dipped into her own otherspace pocket, insde the lifdine wizardry with her. Last of al she checked
her throat, where the thin fine chain of the lucid-dreaming wizardry was fastened, and made sure it was
charged and active. It buzzed dightly against her fingers, acknowledging that it was ready to go.

Nitasettled herself back againgt the pillows. “How long' sthelifeline good for?’ she said to Dairine.

“You get sx hours” Dairine said. “Then it’sgot to be dismantled and rebuilt, and | haveto rechargeit.
It's...” Sheglanced at Spot, who was Sitting on the desk with his screen up, running manua functions,



among them a Julian date clock. “It' sjust past three-oh-three-point-three. Y ou get until point-fifty-five,
then you snap back here, no matter what you’ re doing. So keep an eye on your manual.”

Nitanodded. She wiggled against the pillows alittle and closed her eyes.
After about five minutes, she opened them again, and sighed. “Daxi...”
“Isthere something wrong with the spdll?’

Nitamadeaface. “Thisisredly dumb, but | can’t fall adeep with you sitting there watching me. You're
going to haveto stay in your room, for awhile anyway.”

Dairine shrugged. “No problem,” she said, and reached down to pick up one of the lines of light that was
trailling away from thelifeine spdl. Dairine walked out the door with the power-feed linein her hand. The
lineof light, the sSingle character for connection in the Speech, stretched and stretched after her as she
went.

Then Dairine stuck her head back in the room. “ Good luck, Neets,” she said.

“Thanks,” Nitasaid. | may needit...

At firgt Nita concentrated on doing the breathing exercises that often helped her get to deep when she
was having trouble doing so, but tonight al they seemed to do was make her uncomfortably aware of her
bresthing. Finally she gave up on that and just stared at the ceiling, fixing her attention on one spot, the
little flawed place where Dairine had once bounced a Superbal too high and flaked off the ceiling paint.
After awhile, as Nitahad expected, her eyes started tiring.

Eventudly she found hersdlf standing in the dark. That darkness was nearly complete: There were no
gpotlights now, no sgns of anything being in thisuniverse but her, and only the faintest, not-quite-black
“background” radiance from the sky above. Did | missthem? Nitawondered. Have they gone
somewhere else?

Shelooked around. It did no good standing still in one of these dreams, she' d found. Y ou had to walk
around to get anywhere worth being. So Nitareached into her otherspace pocket and came out with a
favorite tool, a moonlight-steeped rowan wand lent her by Liused, the treein her backyard. This one was
getting closetoits“use by” date—such wands routingly lasted for only three full moons and an intercalary
day, unless burned out by overuse before then—and wasn't much good for anything but light &t this
point. But light was just what Nitaneeded. As shetouched it and pulled it out, the wand came afire with
ablaze of secondhand moonlight, enough to show Nitathat she was standing on the same plain black
surface that she’ d seen here before, when meeting the clown, the robot, and the knight. But there was
nothing eseto beseen a dl, in any direction.

“Okay,” shesad softly. “Let’'ssee”

One of the ready-made spells on her bracelet had a charm that |ooked like a miniature radar screen.
Knowing before she left who she was going to be looking for, Nita had wound Kit' s namein the Speech
into it. Now she reached down to that charm and, touching it, saw in her mind the single word needed to
activate the spell.

She said the word. Immediatedly Nitawas standing in the middle of apool of faint light, very much like the
big radar that air traffic controllers use. It was alife-sign detector, one that would tag any specific
persondity it had been keyed to. Nitalooked down at it. Even though the steady glow of it was soft, it



was hard to make out any specific indication from it. Nitawhispered thelight of the rowan wand down to
nothing and stared at the detector for many long moments, until her eyes watered.

Findly, though, she spotted what she was looking for: afaint, faint patch of light, off in the two o' clock
direction. The curling tracery of Kit'sinitiasin the Speech were besideiit.

He' salong way off Nitathought. But he's here.

The trouble was that he seemed to be dl by himsdf; there didn’t seem to be any indication of Darryl on
the radar screen. He might still he by himself, Nitathought. Or if he has found Darryl, then Darryl's
perception of his own isolation may have affected Kit so that he thinks he' s still alone.

It didn’'t matter. At least now Nitahad adirection towak in.

She spoke the light of the rowan wand back up and spent what seemed like the better part of the next
fifteen minutes walking toward Kit. But my time sense may be off, too, Nitathought, pausing briefly at
about the fifteen-minute point to check her manud.

She was shocked to find that it was nearly .40. I’ s been nearly three hours outside! shethought. This
isthe problem Kit ran up against the other night. Time flow in here is getting strange.

Nitawaked faster. After what seemed like another five minutes or so, she started to see something right
againg the very edge of the dark horizon, like avery faintly seen thread or line of some different color.
The closer she got to it, the more distinct it became; it was starting to pick up thelight of the rowan
wand.

Within afew minutes she found that the line was growing thicker and taller with every step, and brighter,
too. Shortly she was close enough to start to make out what it was.

It wasawadll. Perfect, white, featureless, sretching away from her—seemingly to infinity—in great curves
on either sde, the wall towered over Nita as she approached it. A few feet away from it, Nita stopped,
bent her neck back to look at it.

It was not a physica thing, she knew, but a representation of some power or force that had been put
here to stop any intruder. And there was no telling who had put it here—Darryl, or the Lone Power.

Nita stepped forward and cautioudy touched the wall with afingertip, like someone gingerly testing an
electric fence. She could tdl immediately that this construction didn’t have anything to do with the Lone
Power: There was none of theinimica burn she would have expected. Nothing € se happened—no force
attacked her—but Nitacould tell by thefed of thewall that it was meant to be infinitely obstructive. She
could try to levitate over it, but it would smply stretch up and up and up to match the height at which she
attacked it; she could try to dig down under it, but it would extend that way, too. The only way to dedl
with thiswall wasto go through—if she had time.

Okay, Nitathought. Let’s see what works.

She said the twelve words of asmall-scale antigravity wizardry, wrapped them around the rowan wand,
and hung it on the air to give her somelight to work by; then turned the charm bracelet on her wrist. One
of the charms, looking like alittle lasso, was the representation of thelifdine spell. Touching it, Nita.could
fed the power feeding down it, and could faintly fed Dairine, in circuit with it back a home.

You okay? her sgter said.

So far. | need some power now.



Take what you need. The wizardry’ s fully charged.

Nita held the charm between her fingers and said the two words that released the clamp on the power
flow at her end. Her right hand started filling with a hot white glow, the representation of what Dairine' s
wizardry was sending her. Nitalet it flow, squeezing the power down to compact it acouple of timesand
make room for more. Finally, after about a minute, she cut off the flow and stepped toward the wall,
using pressure of hands and mind and afew sentences in the Speech to shape that power into asmall,
concentrated explosive charge of wizardry. She pushed it up againgt the bottom of the wall, like so much
plastic explosive, ingtructing it to vent al its force away from her, and then retreated to a safe distance.

Nita gpoketheair in front of her dark, and then said the explosive s actuator word in the Speech.

The result was a dazzling flash and impact like lightning striking Six feet away. Dark though the air had
been, Nitastill had to shake her head and blink afew times, trying to get rid of the afterimages. When she
managed it, shelooked up...

... anhd saw that the wal was standing right whereit had been, without so much asadent iniit.
Nita stared. What?

The amount of power she' d planted in that explosive had been huge. She felt somehow cheated and
redly angry at the sametime. “Okay,” she said, “no more Miss Nice Girl. Let’ stry something alittle
more emphatic.”

She reached down to the bracel et again and found the charm for the particle-beam accelerator. As she
touched it, the accel erator wizardry sprang into being in her hands, ready to fire—along, narrow conical
shape with ablunt stock. Nita snugged the stock of it up againgt her shoulder, and carefully took aim
again at the base of thewall. She had invested agreat deal of energy in thiswizardry; now shewould see
what it was worth—

The world flickered, went abruptly bright. What? Nita thought.
Don’t shoot! someone shouted into her mind. It was Dairine.

Nitalooked around her in complete confusion. Shewaslying in bed, aming the linac weapon at her
caling.
Oh my god, Nitathought. She hurriedly lowered the accelerator and let the wizardry relapse. Shelay

there for afew moments while her pulse got back to normal, and then sat up and looked over at the small
figure dumped in the chair by her desk.

“Dairing, what am | doing here?.” Nitawhispered.

“Giving megrief, goparently,” Dairine said, looking ragged. “1 told you to watch your time. Y ou spent a
real long time getting wherever you were going.” Shelet out along breath. “ And you didn’t find any trace
of Kitat al?’

Nita sagged againgt the pillows again, and shook her head. “1 know he wasthere, but | couldn’t get near
him. We re going to need more power in that thing thistime, Dari. Chargeit up. I’m going out again.”

Dairine shook her head. “Nita,” she said. “It’'s nearly threein the morning. And I’'mwrecked. It'sagtrain
holding that thing open.“ Shelooked miserable at having to admit such athing. I haveto get at least
some deep, because | have to go to school tomorrow morning. Of course, I’d rather blow school off,
but | promised Dad. Y ou know | did. Y ou know what' U happenif | don’t go, or if | fall adeepin class”



Nitawas so angry that she had to put her hands over her face to keep from screaming, or otherwise
letting Dairine see how she felt. After afew seconds shefdt sufficiently in control to uncover her face

again.

“Okay,” shesad. “You'reright. | have an early morning, too. We ll try it again tomorrow.” And shelet
out along breath. “But thanks, Dair. Y ou did good.”

“Wdl do better tomorrow,” Dairine said. “We Il find him then, and get him home. G’ night.”
She wandered off toward her room, closing Nita's door behind her.

Nitalay therefor awhile more. Kit? she said slently, out of desperate hope, nothing more.
Of course, no answer came.

Shetried to degp again, normally, but that wasimpossible for her now. All Nita could do wasthink
about what Kit's parents must be going through, and wait for six-thirty to come...

Reconstructions
The mirrors went on forever.

Kit and Ponch stood in a brittle glory of reflected light. Overhead was abright gray sky, featureless. All
around them, mirrors stood, as many mirrors astreesin afores, set a athousand different angles: tall
ones, small ones, mirrorsthat reflected clearly, mirrorsthat bent the reflection awry; shadowy mirrors,
dazzling ones, mirrorsreflecting mirrors reflecting mirrors, until the mind that looked at them began to
flinch and sicken, hunting something that wasn't just another reflection of itsdlf.

Kit and Ponch wandered among them, searching for something, but Kit had forgotten what it was they
were looking for, dong with everything else. Ponch wasn't sure what his master wanted—wasn't even dl
that sure, anymore, why they were there. Together the two of them wandered through the glittering
wasteland, seeing their shapes dide and hide in the mirrors, images chasing images but never meeting,
never touching, fleeing one another as soon as any got close enough to make contact. “—don’t want
to—" “—when do you think he might—" “—that hurts, why do you haveto—" Splinters of conversation
and fragments of personality hid in the reflections and fled from mirror to mirror. Kit and Ponch moved
dowly among them, looking in some, avoiding others. Some had too many eyesto look into comfortably.
Not al the eyes seemed human. It was asif dien logicslooked out of some of them, elther irrationa or
briefly revealing rationdities that were more painful than the human kind, and these were the glances that
made Kit and Ponch shy awvay most hurriedly, looking for somewhere to hide. But there was nowhere.
Light and mercilessreflection filled everything; and everywhere the two of them walked, a soft rush of
sound ran under al other sensation, like water running under the mirrored floor, ariver of wordsand
noises trapped there under the unforgiving ice. All they could do waswalk and walk, the thoughtsin their
minds being washed away as fast asthey formed by the relentless flow of sound. They could hear the
voices of other wanderers, e sawhere in the maze, but there was no way to find them, no way even to tell
where they were.

“—haveto get out, if they don’t they’ll—" —find him, and when | do find him I’ll—* They walked for a
long time, seeking those other voices but never finding them. Finally, exhausted, Kit sat down against the
"trunk® of amirror-tree, leaned back, and closed his eyes. Hismind wasfull of the painful rush of voices
and noise; it wasardief just to St here, his eyes closed so that he didn’t have to seethe eyesinthe
mirrors, hisbody rocking alittle and letting the motion distract him from the myriad other distractions
around him that were fraying the fabric of his mind. Ponch sat down next to him, on guard and frightened,



but not so frightened that he would leave hisfriend.

Finaly someone came. Kit didn’t open his eyes, every time he did, he saw other eyes staring at him, and
he couldn’t bear theinvasiveness of their gaze. But he heard the footsteps even through the rush of noise.

Whoever it was stood there, not looking at them straight on—that much Kit could feel on hisskin, even
without looking.

“| asked you not to come,” it said.
But he had to, said Ponch. And so | had to.

“I'vefilled thiswhole place with one version of what happened to me,” said whoever was speaking. “The
Other followed meright in here, the way It dways does. .. and now what happened to me has happened
to It.” Therewasakind of sorrowful amusement about the speaker’ svoice. “1 did aredly good job this
time. | don’t know how long It'll be stuck in here. But no one can get out fromindde: It sseded.”

We have to stay here forever, then, Ponch said.

“I don’t know about you,” the voice said. “Y our eyes aren't anything like his, or the Other’s. You're
something different. But me, and him, and the Other... yes, we' ll haveto stay forever.”

If he hasto stay forever, Ponch said, then I’'m not leaving.

And helay down beside Kit, huddling close to him, and started to wait for forever.

Nitagot her dad up at the usud time. She was aready dressed for schoal at that point, having been
unableto get to deep. “Anything?’ hesaid.

Nitashook her head. “I’ll cdl you,” she said, and she couldn’t bring hersdlf to say much of anything else.
Her dad hugged her and went to work.

She made her own breskfast and ateit, thinking over what had happened the night before. If Darryl put
up that wall, she thought, who's he shutting out?

Or shutting in? There was dways that possibility— that the Lone Power wasin there with him again,
right then, trying to destroy him one moretime. And Kit and Ponch are stuck in there with them...

Nita shuddered. But another problem had occurred to her, onethat kept nagging at her now, though it
wasn't specifically about any kind of danger. How' s Darryl getting the kind of power he needs to do
this kind of wizardry? Nitawondered. Especially since he's not even a full wizard yet? Isit
something to do with being an abdal—with the fact that there can be two of him? If therereally
are. It wasagood question, whether co-location redlly did mean there were two of you, or just one of
you in two places at the sametime.

Even the manual hadn’t been as clear as Nitawould have liked on the subject; the terminology got very
dense. Or maybe | did...

She drank about half of amug of tea, put it down. Anyway, that univer se seemed farther away than
the last one, somehow. He' swithdrawing. He' s doing it on purpose.

Why?



Nitamulled that over, but no clear answer suggested itself. W, she thought at last, even when | do get
in again this afternoon, it’s possible that brute force won’t work against that wall. | may have to
try to get myself directly in sync with Darryl, the way | did before, when he was a clown.

The danger, of course, isthat if | get too well synced with Darryl’s mind, then what’ s happened to
Kit will happen to me, too. And neither of uswill ever get out...

That thought left Nitamorbidly considering what would happen afterward in such acase. Both of them
would smply have disappeared without atrace. What remained of their families would wind up going
through endless anguish as the police investigated the disappearances. .. and they would never be ableto
share with anyone that they al knew exactly what had happened to their kids—

Nita pushed that ideaaway hard. That’s not an option, she thought.
Fine. So what is?

That endlesswall was very much on her mind. If I’m going to do anything about it, anything that'||
let me get through it in time to find Kit, I’ ve got to find a way to get there without walking
forever and ever! The problem wasthat, from thefed of it, Darryl’ sinterior space wasn't dlowing
quick trandgts—just long dogs through forbidding or serileterrain. 1t might even be intentional , Nita
thought. Maybe he's set it up that way so that every time the Lone Power comes after him, It gets
drained by the effort... hasto stay in there longer, and take longer to find him—

There Nitastopped abruptly, staring at her mug of tea, which wasrapidly going cold. In either aredl
physica universe or aninterior space, there were waysto briefly change the laws that ran that space.
And the best of these wasto get your hands on the universe’ s“kernd,” the little tight-wound wizardly
construct that encapsulated that universe' s physicd laws. Lately Nita had had entirely too much
experience manipulating those. Her work with the kernel of her mother’ s persond universe had bought
her mom afew extramonths of life.

A stab of pain answered that thought almost immediatdly: 1t wasn't enough to buy her anything else.
But Nita pushed the pain aside for the moment. If she could get into Darryl’ sinterior world and find its
kernel, she could at least temporarily make changes to theway its physica characteristicsworked...
enough to get her where she needed to bein ahurry: the wall. Maybe even beyond it. Other changes
would probably require Darryl’ s permission before she could make them. But thiswould do for a start.

Nita glanced up as Dairine came downgtairs, showered and dressed for school, but sill looking fairly
terrible” Did you deep at dl?’ Nitasaid, going to the fridge to get Dairine aglass of milk and abanana

“Yeah,” Darine said miserably. “I couldn’'t help it.”

She stared at the milk. “Drink it,” Nitasaid. “I’ll be back home at three-thirty. We haveto try again.”
“Yesh,” Darinesad.

“Will you have enough power?’

“Yeah,” Darinesaid. “But— Nests, it should have worked lagt night! Wewere all set.”

“Wedidn't realize how far therewasto go to thewall,” Nitasaid. “I missed atrick last time: I'll make
better timetoday. And I'll go more heavily armed. Now finish that stuff up and then go on. Y ou'regoing
to belate”

Dairine nodded, finished her breskfast, and left. Nitawas €ft in the quiet again, done, adate that she



preferred for the one task she had to do before she left: call Kit's mother.
The phone there rang only once before someone answered. “Hello?’
“Mr. Rodriguez,” Nitasad. “Hi.”

“Nita. Have you got any news?’

She had been hoping against impossible hope that Kit's pop would tell her that Ponch had brought Kit
home. Hearing the carefully controlled desperation in hisvoice, Nitafdt even lower than she' d felt when
she' d picked up the phone. “Not yet,” she said. “| tried to find him last night. | know sort of where heis,
but | couldn’t get through to him. I’'m going to try again this afternoon.”

Kit's pop paused for along moment. “ Are you ableto tell anything about whether he' sl right?” he said.

“Not yet,” Nitasaid. “I'm sorry. I'll call you right away this afternoon, as soon as | know something.
Bye”

She hung up, heartsore, put on her boots and her coat, and headed off for school.

Nitawent to her Monday morning meeting with Mr. Millman full of dread. He' s not blind: He' s going
to see that something awful’ s wrong with me, Nitathought, and I’ m not going to be able to tell him
what it is. And then I’m going to have to do stupid card tricks. Can anything be wor se than this?

Shefound himinthelittle bare office, on time as usud, stuffing amagazine back into his briefcase. In front
of him were the remnants of the bage with cream cheese that he' d brought along for his breskfast before
their appointment. “Nita,” he said, “good morning.”

Shedidn’t answer immediately. He glanced up from closing his briefcase.

“I hateto say this” hesaid, “but you look awful. | won't insult your intelligence by asking if you'redl
right.”

Nitaraised her eyebrowsin mild surprise a this opening gambit. “ Thanks.”
“Darineacting up agan?
“No, actualy, she' sfing” Nitasad.

Mr. Millman just looked at her quizzically. Abruptly Nitawondered if near-total honesty might possibly
be of some use.

“I redlly don't fed liketalking to you thismorning,” Nitasaid. “I wish | could make up some dumb story
and tell you that, instead.”

Mr. Millman shrugged and sat back in his chair with hisarms behind his head. “ Everyone e se does. Why
shouldn’t you?’

Entirely againgt her will, Nitahad to smile at that. “ Just aslong as you don't expect me to come up with
something origind.”

Mr. Millman dlowed himsef just abreath of laughter. “ That’ sthe last thing I’ d expect. Ten or fifteen
billion of us, now, must have lived on this planet, and the more you look into the storieswe tell one



another, the more like each other they look. Everybody repeets the same basic themes.”
Nitasaid nothing.

Mr. Millman raised his eyebrows. “ But maybe that’ s how we know humanity isgill inits childhood. Y ou
know how it iswhen you'relittle, you want to hear the same story over and over again?’

“My sgter used to do that.”

“So did mine. Partly it's because they know how the story ends. There’ s dways tension when you' re not
sure about the ending, and little kids don’t want too much of that tenson. .. but they do want some. So
thisisasolution to the problem. When you know the ending, you get the tenson of the middle and the
relief at theend... theoreticaly. Did you have abook like that, that you kept wanting to hear a
bedtime?’

Nita nodded. “It had ahorse called Exploding Pop-Tart init,” she said. “My dad said he wanted to
explode every Pop-Tart he saw after awhile, because he was so tired of that book.*

Millman nodded. “Mine was the one about the bat that wouldn't go to bed,” he said. “My mother told
me she hated bats for the next twenty years. Fortunately she didn’t seealot of batsin her line of work.”

“What was her line of work?”’
“Shewasaconcat violinis.”
Nitahad to laugh.

“One laugh, one smile,” Millman said. “Not bad for the way you looked when you camein. Look, don’t
bother to tell me any story if you don’t want to. Y ou’ d probably just repeat one of the favorite themes.
Life, love, death...”

“Degth,” Nitasad softly.

Theimage of the Lone Power was suddenly before her eyes. She glanced a Millman then, wondering if
she'd had time to cover over her expression.

“The same gtory,” Millman said. “ And the only onewe al know the end of, once we re older than about
three. But, boy, the way people behave, you wouldn’t think so! Adultsrefuseto talk about it... even with
people your age, who redly want to hear about it, and about the other important things—the beginning of
life, the rdationshipsin the middle. Wetry to distract ourselves by wasting our time on dl the other less
important stories, the incidentals—who ‘failed,” who *succeeded.” It' sapity.” He shook hishead. “We
hardly ever do right by kids. All you want from usisto tell you how life works. And one way or another,
theissue of life and death makes us so uncomfortable that we find a hundred ways to keep from telling
you about it, until it' stoo late.”

Nitaswallowed. “My mom was good about telling metherules” shesad. “She— My mom sad...”

Nitastopped, waiting for her eyestofill up. But it didn’t happen. And for aweird, bitter moment, thet it
wasn’t happening felt strangeto her.

Shelooked up. Mr. Millman was smply looking at her.
“My mom said it wasimportant to diewell,” Nitasaid at last, “so she wouldn’t be embarrassed later.”

Mr. Millman just nodded.



For afew momentsthey sat therein the quiet. “ She had it right, | think,” he said. He paused, then,
looking at Nita. “ Now it makes senseto ask. Areyou al right?’

Nitathought about it. “Yeah,” shesad. “For thetimebeing.”
“Okay,” hesaid. “Let’scut it short for today. One thing, though.”
“What?’

“What about the card tricks?’

In the face of the more important things that were presently on her mind, the question seemed so
annoying that Nitanearly hollered a him, “ Don’t you think | have better things to do than card tricks
7" But she caught hersdlf.

“Okay,” shesad. “I’vegot one here...”

She fished around in her book bag and got out the deck of cards. Nitadipped it out of its packet and
began to shuffle, hoping that the motion would help her hide the fact that her hands were actualy
trembling with rage. Okay, shethought. Calm down. You knew he was going to ask.

But Kit—!

“Am | supposed to pick acard or something?’ Mr. Millman said.
“Inaminute,” Nitasaid. She shuffled, then said, “Okay, name one.”
“Thefive of dubs”

Nita knew where that one was because the deck had been stacked when she took it out of itslittle
packet. She put the shuffled deck down on the desk, wondering whether she' d protected the back end
of the deck well enough. Then she redized she should have asked him what card he wanted before she
garted shuffling. Thetrick was't going to work.

| don’t careif it does or not! Nitathought, I should make him play Fifty-Two Pickup with the
whol e deck.

She controlled hersdlf, though with difficulty. She finished the shuffle and cut the cardsinto three piles.
Then she narrowed her eyes and did asingle small wizardry that she had sworn to hersdf shewasn't
going to use.

Mr. Millman turned over the third card. It wasthe five of clubs.

“That wasfairly obvious,” Mr. Millman said, “that anger. And fairly accessible. We were talking about
the stages of grieving earlier, how they don’t dways run in sequence. Let mejust suggest that when anger
runs so close to the surface that it’ s easily provoked by unusual circumstances, you' re quite possibly not
donewith it yet.”

Damn draight I’ m not, Nitathought.

“It'snot agood thing, not abad thing, just what' s so,” Millman said. “But you might want to think about
what result thiskind of emotion has produced in the past. Or might produce again in the future.”

“Right,” Nitasaid. Whatever good humor had come and gone during the course of the morning’s session,
it was gone for good now. She picked up the cards, got up, and stalked out, making her way to her



first-period class.

Right through history class, and right through the English literature class that followed it, Nitastewed. She
was furious with hersdf for having lost her temper over Millman and the card tricks. She was furious that
she had let him see how furious she was. She was furious over the maddeningly calm and evenhanded
way he had dissected her anger. She would amost have preferred that he yell at her. At least shewould
have had an excuse to walk out of there ready to, as her mother used to put it, “chew nails and spit rust.”
She was so mad—

Nita stopped, literaly, in midthought.
“What result this kind of emotion has produced in the past...”

She thought of the fury and desperation that had driven her, in the time before her mother’ s degth, to try
the most impossible things to stop what was happening. And they still didn’t stop.

But some amazing things happened, anyway. .

She had gone from world to world and finally from universe to universe, learning to hunt down and
manipulate the kerndsthat controlled those universes versions of natura law. And now she had to admit
that it had been her grief and anger at what was happening to her mother that had made her as effective
as she’' d become.

The thought unnerved her. Nitawasn't used to thinking of anger asatool. It had always seemed like
something you didn’t want to get accustomed to using, in case it started to become a habit, or started
twisting you and your wizardry in directionsyou didn’t want to go. But if you' re careful, shethought, if
you stay in control, if you manage it carefully enough—maybe it’ s okay to use it just every now
and then. Maybe managing it, rather than letting it manage you, is the whole idea—

Nita sat there staring fixedly at the blackboard. Her English teacher wasillusirating the scansion of a
sonnet there, but Nitawasn't really seeing it. Okay, shethought. | forgive Millman his dumb card
tricks. He's given me something useful here. Now | just haveto useit...

The bell rang, and her English classfiltered out, muttering about the pile of sonnetsthey’ d been givento
analyze by the end of the week. Nita s next class was Satistics, she shouldered her book bag and
wandered out into the hall, unfocused. Her anger was till running high, but it was strangdy mixed with a
sense of readiness. Nitacouldn’t get rid of the fedling that time was suddenly of the essence, that she had
to make the best of her present emotiona state—in which she had been given aweapon that was primed
and ready to go, aweapon too good to waste.

| don’t want to lose this, Nitathought, making a sudden decison. Thisisimportant. I’ m going to
ditch therest of my classes. | don’t careif they call Dad. He'll know what’ s going on.

Meanwhile, | need somewhere private to teleport from.

Nitahurried for the girls room. Between periodsit was dwaysfull of peoplewho didn’t fed like going
through the hasde of getting ahdl passin their next period, and as Nita pushed into the smaller of thetwo
girls rooms on that floor, she saw acouple of girls she knew there: Janie from her chemistry classand
Dawn from gym. She nodded and said hi to them, found hersdf agtdl, and sat down on the rim of the
toilet, keeping the stal door pushed closed with her foot.

WA, thisis one of the less dignified momentsin my practice of the Art, Nitathought, resgned.
Nonetheless, she sat and waited. Asthe five-minute period between classes went by, the room outside



the stall door got very briefly busy, then lessbusy. .. then the room emptied out dtogether. A few
seconds | ater, the beginning-of-period bell rang. Okay, Nitathought, standing up, here’s my
opportunity.

The door to the halway pushed open alittle. “Room check,” said an adult voice.

Nitaflushed hot with annoyance. It was one of the teachers who checked thetoilets after the
change-of-class bell to make sure no one was hiding in there and smoking or doing something even less
hedthy. Who needs this? Nitathought, getting furious al over again. Her hand went to her charm
bracelet just asthe teacher pushed open the stall door.

The teacher—it turned out to be one of the gym teachers, Ms. Delemond, atall, blond, willowy lady—
sared in at Nita, but saw nothing, because Nita had just climbed up on the toilet seat, to avoid the door,
and had availed hersdlf of the simplest way to beinvisble. A second or so later, Ms. Delemond turned
away, went to check the next stal, and the next. Finally she went outside again, and Nita could hear her
footsteps going down the hdll.

Nitagot down off the toilet and et out one small breeth of annoyed laughter. Then she reached into her
claudication pocket, came out with the long chain of the ready-made transit spell she kept there, and
dropped it on the floor around her. The chain of words knotted itself closed and blazed with light...

Nitacame out in asheltered part of her backyard, ankle-deep in snow, and the air-pressure change
caused by the air she had brought with her from school made snow fall off the trees above her and onto
her head. She spluttered as the snow got down her callar, finding it funny and getting angrier by the
second. Good. Useit. It'sa tool—

Nita s house keyswere insde her locker a school, along with her coat and her boots. Forget it, she
thought as she went around into the driveway and up to her back door. She pulled the screen door open
and put her hand against the wood of theinside door. “1 just need to walk through you, if you don't
mind,” she said in the Speech, while she reached down to the charm bracel et for another wizardry she'd
been keeping there, this one with acharm like alittle cloud. “Isthat okay? Thanks, just bear with me.”

She said the three words that turned the low-level dissociator loose. Nitawaited amoment for theitching
to set in—the Sgn that every atom in her body was willing to move aside for atoms of other substances.
In this case, Nitawanted to wak through the atoms of the door. She went through it like so much smoke,
itching fiercely al the way, and when she was standing inside the back door, shelet the wizardry go, then
just stood there and scratched for afew seconds until she felt like all her molecules had settled
themsalves back into place.

She headed upstairs to her room, got her manual, and lay down on the bed. This had better work, Nita
thought, because Dad'’ s probably going to go intercontinental when he finds out | cut school. But |
can't help it. What' s the use of behaving myself and losing my best friend?

Shelay there and redlized it was just too bright for her even to think about going to deep. Nita opened
her manual, went to the energy-management section, and turned pages until she found the wizardry she
wanted.

Sherecited it, feding the universe leaning in around her, paying attention, dowly muting down thelight in
her room as if someone was turning down adimmer switch. Anyway, thisisall my fault, she thought as
the room got darker and darker. If | hadn’t been so wrapped up in my own troubles, I'd have been
with Kit on thisjob from the start. Yeah, okay, | have aright to grieve. But do | have aright to
dump my friends until I'mfinished with it, until it’s convenient to listen to them, to care about
themagain? If I'd listened to Kit—



“Hewouldn't listen to me,” Nitahad said. And “Now you know how he felt before,” Dairine had said to
her, as blunt as dways, and accurate. Kit had come right out and said that he wished he had backup on
thisjob. She'd ignored him, and he’ d gone ahead with what he was doing and gotten in too deep. |
should have been paying attention to what was going on around me, no matter how awful | felt.

I’ ve been indulging myself. I’ ve almost been having fun hurting. That’ s so stupid.

Nita stopped hersdf. There was no point in rerunning the “guilt movies.” They dways ended the same
way. And anew guilt movie was no better than the old ones.

But shewas Hill left with her anger a hersdf. Nitalay there just breathing, just fedling it, letting it build.
Wil, she' d been in too deep hersdlf, not long ago, unable to see the trouble she was getting into... and
Kit had pulled her out. Now she was going to be able to return the favor. But it wasn't about
scorekeeping at al; there were much more important issues. I’ ve already lost one of the most
important people in my life. I’ m not going to lose another !

Nitawas briefly distracted by the burning at her wrist and throat.

She glanced down in surprise. All the charms on her bracelet, the symbolsfor al the prefabricated spells
she was carrying, were glowing considerably brighter than usua. And the necklace of the lucid-dreaming
wizardry was running hot, too.

“Think about what result this kind of emotion has produced in the past,” Millman had said. “Or might
produce again in the future.”

Nitasmiled agmdl angry smile.

| could get to like this, shethought. Maybe it’ s better if | don’t But today... today, I’'mgoing to like
italot.

She closed her eyes and pushed al her available power into the lucid-dreaming spell.

Nita sintention and the force of her anger briefly turbocharged the spell, and it drowned her
consciousnessin dream. The effect wouldn't last, she knew, as she opened her eyesin adifferent
darkness, the spdll would relgpseto itsnorma levels momentarily, but it wouldn’t matter. She' d stay
adeep. Theimportant thing was that she was dreaming now.

She stood there again by hersalf in that great dark space inside Darryl. Far off to one side, somewhere,
she knew that the infinitely obstructive white wall was waiting. But thistime she wasn't going to waste her
time: There was more important business.

For along few moments Nita quieted herself, opening her mind to listen, as she' d been taught. Then,
eyes closed, sdf-blinded, she turned, waiting for the sensation she knew would come.

It took lesstimeto find it than she’ d hoped it would. Nita had been banking on the ideathat Darryl’s
grasp of worldbuilding wasingtinctive, not studied, and that if he even redlized the heart of hisuniversefor
what it was, he wouldn’t have thought to hideit. And he hadn’t. When shefindly sensed what she was
looking for, Nitatook the time to actudly walk to it, not wanting to attract any possible unwanted
attention by using atrangt spell. She was glad that the spot she was hunting was only a couple of miles
away, not acouple of light-years.

She knew it by fed when shereached it, which wasjust aswell; physicaly and visudly it was
indistinguishable from any other part of that tremendous darkness. Nita grinned, though, as she came
cosg, feding up closethefaint, lively, burning, buzzing sensation she’ d been seeking. Sherolled up her



deeve, thrust her arm elbow-deep into the darkness, felt around for amoment, and came out with a
bright, tight, surprisingly largetangle of silvery light.

“Will you look at this,” Nitasaid under her breath, turning the kernel over in her hands and looking
closdy at it to identify itsmgjor structura elements. The complexity of thiskernel wasby and largeona
par with other personal kernels Nita had seen before. A couple of its sections were devoted to the mere
physica business of running a human body. One of them seemed oddly augmented. Maybe thisis how
an abdal does his co-location, Nitathought. He' s got an extra set of “ body software” in here.
Interesting.

But the power conduits were thered surprise. They were huge, far bigger than aphysica universe sown
conduits would have been, and they pulsed silently and blindingly with such force that Nitafound it hard
to look at them. Thisiswhat an abdal uses. Or doesn’t even have to use; just has. There' s enough
power in here, of enough kinds, to do... incredible things.

Even to keep the Lone Power shut up inside for a while...

Nitashook her head. This much power could be used for alot more important things than that, though.
And she noted one more thing, now that she had the kerndl in her hands. She teased some of the power
strands out alittle and looked closdly at onetightly braided chain of charactersthat glowed camly right at
the heart of the kernel. It was the core representation of the Wizard' s Oath, the heart of an Orded; and it
was complete.

Nitagrinned with sheer pleasure at having been right, remembering her earlier thought that Darryl didn’t
have that tentative qudity about hisuse of hiswizardly abilities. So, she thought, he' s already passed his
Ordeal. Let’s get moving!

She turned the kerndl over in her hands once more, finding the little strand of light that was the spell
Darryl had, however unwittingly, enacted to create thewall. Nitapulled it alittle way out of the kernd,
like someone teasing loose one strand from abal of knitting wool, and twisted it in such away asto
cause that spot to become this one.

Ingtantly the interna laws of that universe changed accordingly, so that Nitalooked up and found herself
daring a thewall.

Shewaked right at it asif it wasn't there. And when shetouched it, it was't. It evaporated in front of
her. Thewall knew that the key to the physical structure of its universe wasright in front of it, in the
possession of aliving being. Cooperatively, it got out of her way.

“Thank you,” Nitasaid. She placed the kernel in her otherspace pocket and kept walking. In front of her
the view opened up, distant and glittering, aview of what appeared to be aforest of glasstrees, shiningin
that sourceless light she’d cometo recognize.

Nitawaked toward the forest, listening to the voices that she’ d heard beforein Darryl’ sworlds, and that
were here, too, louder than they’ d been before, an endless rush of them. If she let them, they blended
into awhite-noise sound like wind or water, indecipherable. But if she concentrated, they did make
sense.

“—get tired of waiting sometimes, you know?’ said one of them, aman’ svoice, Nitathought.
“Sometimes | wonder whether any of it mattersat dl.”

“Of courseit matters,” said another voice, a ofter one, sadder, but more certain of itsdf. “We haveto
keep doing what we' re doing. Someday...”



The voices got steadily more distinct as Nitagot closer to the forest. Soon she saw that it was't aforest
of trees, but of mirrors. “ Someday! But no one can tell us when that day’ s going to be. No one hasthe
dightest ideal And we' re the ones who know him best. We' re the ones who ought to be ableto tell. For
awhilethereit looked likeit wasworking. A little. But since autumn, it'slike we ve hit abrick wall or
something. No change. | can’'t help but think... can’t help but think that maybe there’ s not going to be
any more change. That thisisasgood asit’sever going to get. That he'sgoing to be thisway forever—"

The voice broke off, choked with pain.

“Y ou know they told usthiswaslikely to happen,” said the other voice. “ That there' d be plateaus. ..
times when nothing would seem to happen for along time.”

“But this long?’

“Every caseisdifferent, they said. Y ou know that, too.” A long pause. “We have to have faith, honey. If
wedon't, if weloseit, no one else’ sfaithisgoing to help.”

The voices sounded two waysto Nita. On one hand, they were like any conversation she might have
heard on the street. On the other, there was a terrible poignancy about them. Hearing their words was
like being thrust through the heart with knives. I’ m hearing this not just as | would, Nitathought, but
as Darryl would. And possibly seeing hisinner world as he does, too. Far from drawing her into
Darryl’ strap for the Lone Power, this seemed to be giving her akind of immunity. Good. If that just
lets me see away out...

As she came closer to the fringes of the “forest,” Nita saw that the trees weren’t exactly just mirrored,
either. They were haf-mirrored. She could see partway through them, out their other sides, to the shapes
that walked among them. And there were only four of those.

Two of them she knew ingtantly: Her heart seized at the sight of them. Ponch and Kit were wandering,
sightless—or rather, it was Kit who looked and walked like someone blind, or like someone afraid to
look at what he saw around him. Ponch walked ahead of Kit like a Seeing Eye dog, seeing for both of
them. But something about the way the light fell on him made Nitawonder whether Ponch somehow saw
more, in this chilly and sterile landscape, than any of them. What is it with him? she wondered. He
hadn’t been ableto tell her the other day. Nitaremembered Carmeatelling her what Kit had said, that
there was some kind of “wizardry leakage’ going onin his household. Suddenly shefdt sure that what
was happening with Ponch was more than just asymptom of this.

She paused, watching the other two figures wander around separately in the light shining on and reflecting
from the half-mirrored trees. One of them was small and dark, in jeans and a polo shirt. He looked less
logt than Kit and Ponch... or thefind figure.

That last figure was tall and looked human. He was dender, well-built, and extremely handsome.
Nonetheless, Nita couldn’'t help but shudder at the sight of the Fairest and Fallen, the L one Power,
looking, in the dark suit he was wearing, like abusinessman lost in a strange city and doomed to wander
around because he was too proud to ask for directions.

The shudder passed, though. Nital sanger was till running high enough to wash it out and leave her mind
clear. All right, shethought. Nothing bad has happened yet. Let’ s think about what to do.

Let's...

Nita's head jerked up, looking for the source of the word, and her hand went to her bracelet again. A
second later she was holding the linac weapon, ready to discharge.



| amon errantry, shethought, glancing around, and | greet you. Wherever you are...
| am errantry, the Silence said.
Nitaheld very ill. There was something familiar about that voice. .. though it wasn't avoice as such.

Then she remembered her earlier thought. “ The Silence told me about that,” the clown-Darryl had said to
her. You are the manual,, shethought. Darryl’s version of it.

The Silence sang agreement.

Right, Nitasaid, lowering the wegpon again. Sorry, you startled me. How can | hear you now? |
couldn’t before.

You are fully insde him now... because you have the heart.

Nitawondered about that phrasing, and then smiled. The heart of Darryl’ suniverse: the kerndl. Yes, | do,
shesaid. Now all | have to do isfigure out what to do with it.

He will know. He has full access now, as you’ ve discovered.

Nitanodded and watched the four figures walking among the treesfor afew minutes... Shewas|ooking
things over, assessing where the weak point in this scenario might be. That was how she saw something
gtart to happen, something that initialy scared her—an encounter that she normally would have done
anything to prevent. The Lone Power in Its dark mgesty came striding down between the mirrored
pillars, to Nita s eye looking very much like someone who' strying to act like he knowswhere he' sgoing
when he doesn't. Toward It, ambling, unhurried, maybe even unseeing, came Kit and Ponch. Nita
sucked in her breath and lifted the linac wegpon into an aming line, pointing it a the Lone One.

She watched with profound unease as Kit and the Lone Power got closer and closer to each other. They
were no more than afew paces apart when the Lone One made a single sudden move.

It looked at Itself inamirror as |t passed, and smiled faintly. And Kit walked right on by It, unnoticing,
unnoticed.

Nita had to just stand there for afew moments, calming hersdf down, nearly lost in admiration at the
sheer power of the otherworld Darryl had created. It’ s like that fairy tale about the guy who does
some magic creature a good turn, shethought, and as a reward it gives him a bag that nothing can
get out of. The guy lives a bad life, and when the devil comes for him, he tricks it into the bag, and
it’s stuck there until he letsit out. But in this case, Darryl wasin the bag, too—and apparently thought
this areasonable price to pay to keep part of the Lone Power out of circulation for days or weeks or
evenyearsat atime.

Carl had been completdly right. If that’s not a saint, Nitathought, I don’t know what is.
| need to get them out of here, she said to the Silence.

You will have to break this paradigm, the Silence said. Break the mirrors. That will release them.
But it will also release the Lone Power back into Its full potency.

For just abreath of time, Nitaweighed the pros and cons of the problem. Keeping It stuck in here,
even just a fragment of It, couldn’t be a bad thing.

But keeping Kit here aswell, and Ponch? And Darryl?



The price was much too high. Especially, Nitathought, putting asde her persona concernsfor the
moment, in Darryl's case.

Nitasighed. Besdes, shethought, like in the fairy tale, the Powers That Be will make them let the
devil out of the bag eventually. It’ s still one of the Powers, and part of the world. Keep the Lone
Power in here forever and It’ll never be able to change...

Nitastuck the linac weapon under her armpit and held it there againgt her side while she reached into her
“pocket” again, found that tangle of light, and spent afew careful moments adjusting severa of its
properties. She dtered the universe stime flow first, so it matched their home universe, then made afew
additional changes that might come in handy later. When that was done, she put the kernd away and
considered the maze of half-mirrored trees. It was vast, possibly eveninfinite, but Nitadidn't let hersalf
worry about that. All these mirrors, the Silence whispered to her, were clones of another one. At the
center of the maze was the key to the secret, the way out.

We're short on time here, Nitasaid slently. Tell me.
In her mind’ seye, shesaw it.
Nitagrinned.

She unlimbered the linac weapon again and started to make her way toward the spot she’ d been shown.
If she’ d tried to search for it by sght, she might have passed it many times. But she closed her eyesagain,
30 as not to be bewildered by the reflections, and found it the way the Silence showed he—by walking
dowly, bumping into things sometimes, feding her way. Once she bumped into atall shapethat burned
her to be near. Out of reflex, she said, “ Excuse me,” to the Lone Power, and dipped on past It toward
the heart of the maze.

It should be near here, shouldn’t it? Nitathought.
You're close. Keep going...

She walked now through the darkness behind her eyes, dowly, taking her time. A few minutes later Nita
came to the place she' d been looking for, and opened her eyes. They’ d been closed so long now that
she had to blink alittle in the light as she looked at the one mirror—among however many uncounted
millionsin that place—that had no reflectioninit a dl, not even of any other mirror. Thisonewasaplan
bathroom mirror about three feet by two, hanging on ataler mirror-pillar and held in asted frame—one
that probably had a medicine cabinet behind it in the real world. Nitawaked up to the rectangular mirror
and waved at it, then jJumped up and down in front of it. In the mirror, nothing showed at dl.

That’sthe way it’ s supposed to be with vampires, Nitathought, intrigued. But, here, the mirrors
themsalves were vampiric, sucking up fragments of persondity, snatches of conversation, the glances of
eyes, leaving the originas devoid of words and glances afterward. Nita once more shook her head in
admiration. Darryl had done afantastic job congtructing thistrap. Even the Lone One, onceinsdethis
universe that o perfectly mirrored Darryl’ s autism, was vulnerableto it, dowly losing moments of Itsvast
existence, being worn down.

Okay, Nitathought. Here we go. The one thing she made certain of wasthat her other weaponswere dl
ready to use as soon as she was finished with thelinac. I'll only get one shot with this, she thought. If
it'sagood one, all | have to worry about is what’ s handy to use next, when all hell breaksloose...

Nitaglanced around her to make sure no one was about to come wandering through one of the many
openings of the maze that led into this centra area. Then shelifted the linac weapon again, narrowed her



eyes, took careful aim at the bathroom mirror, and fired.

The blast of energy that came out of the linac wegpon didn’t radiate in the visible spectrum, but the air in
its path did, ionizing and spitting blue lightnings where the particle beam passed. The mirror legped and
gplit into thousands of fragments asthe blast hit it, and the fragmentsin turn went white-hot and vaporized
inthear—

—and asthey did, every other mirror in that world shattered.

The noise was degfening, terrifying. Tons of razory glass exploded into millions of pieces and came
raining down on the glassy floor. The fragments vanished asthey hit it, asif faling into water. Moments
later there was nothing remaining insde that whole space but five figures, standing on adark floor and
looking around in various degrees of surprise.

Nitastood there and chucked away the linac wegpon, which vanished as soon as she let go of it, its
wizardry now spent. She walked over to Kit and Ponch while reaching to her charm bracelet and
activating one of the charms.

Ponch was shaking himself al over, asif he were wet He turned and saw Nita, and began wagging histail
so furioudy that it was mostly wagging him. He jumped up and put hisforepaws dl over her and sarted
jumping up o that he could lick her face.

“Yeah, yeah, big guy, how you doing?’ Nitasaid, sort of holding him by the ears and scratching them at
the sametime, in amodtly futile effort to keep histongue out of her nose. “Kit? Give me ahand with this
guy, will you?’

Kit was standing there, blinking at her, looking completely astonished. “What are you doing in here?’ he
said. Then he paused. “ Cometo think of it, what am | doing in here?| was home... | waslying down—"

The energy bolt came at them from behind.
And it splashed.

Nitalooked over her shoulder at the Lone Power and couldn’t restrain agrin. The dterations she' d made
inthe kernd had worked. And Kit was dl right. Now she had backup—and she felt how good it wasto
have that again, after she' d been adone. Now then! she thought.

“Wadll, | guessif you' re going to omit the formdlities, sowill 1,” Nitasaid, turning to face the Lone One. “I
haveto say, | would have expected adightly higher level of function from you. But you' ve been running
on half-speed ever since you got in here, poor baby. Take afew moments and try to pull your brains
back together. We Il wait.”

The Lone Power’ s expression set cold, as Nita had known it would; there are few things the Eldest hates
more than being made fun of.

“Your insolence,” It said, “isgoing to be short-lived.”

“Compared to the age of the universe, yeah, | guess s0,” Nitasaid. “But | think we' re going to walk out
of heretoday, because you miscaculated. Y ou never consdered what might happen if Darryl ever
realized that the door swings both ways. Or that the door can be locked. Ever since he took the Oath,
ever snce you decided to stop him from being awizard, he' s been keeping you stuck in herewith him on
purpose! He' s been getting better and better at it al the time, and you never even suspected, because
you thought you were in control. But thisis his masterwork, no matter what | did to the fun-house
mirrors, which werejust aloca feature. And you're still sealed in here until he letsyou go.”



The Lone Power |ooked at Darryl.
Nitalooked over a him, too. “Darryl?” shesaid. “Y ou okay?’

“Yeah,” he said, though he sounded somewhat surprised. “1 didn’t know anyone else would be ableto
see what was happening.”

“The Lone Power couldn’t,” Kit said. “Y ou built this place in such away that It wouldn't be ableto tell
what was happening. But you weren't expecting us indgde your worldview. Y ou left aloophole.”

“ And once we got in—though we came and went— our points of view stayed behind, a least alittle,”
Nita said to the Lone Power. “While only you werein here, Darryl believed what you believed about this
space, and about his Orded—"

Darryl had walked over toward Nitaand Kit while Nitawas speaking... and the smile growing on his
face now was rapidly becoming amatch for Nita's: angry, but still very amused. “1 may be autistic,”
Darryl said to the Lone One, grim, “but I’'m not stupid. Y ou’ ve invested alot of energy inyour little
cat-and-mouse game. Well, | can play thisgame, too. Maybe I’ ll just amuse mysdf playing with you for
therest of my naturd life. It' s sure been fun so far!”

The Lone One s expression wasindescribable. Nitafdt like laughing out loud, but thiswould have been
the wrong momer.

“You cannat,” It said after amoment. “Now that | am derted to thisgame of yours, it will never work
again, evenif | did alow you to escape with ether life or soul intact.” It raised Its hands, clenched Its
fids—

And nothing happened.
Nitasmiled gently, and from her pocket, she pulled out the kernel to Darryl’ sinterna universe.
The Lone Onelooked at it in sudden furious surprise.

“Youredly are running dow today,” Nitasaid. “ You taught me how to ded with these things when you
wereinsgdemy old ‘friend’ Pralaya How to find them. ..how to manage them. Of course, you were
doing it for your own reasons. Maybe it didn’t occur to you that | was going to walk away after the dirty
dedl you offered me! Or that | was going to survive the consequences. Well, | did...and | remember
everything you showed me, very well.” She smiled. “Now |— excuse me, we—just have to decide what
elseto do with this besides making you temporarily powerless.”

Nita stood there with the universe' s kernd, the heart of theworld, in her hand, juggling it like someone
juggling agrenade with the pin pulled. “Make your stay here permanent, maybe?’ she said, glancing over
at Darryl. “By just wiping the whole place out?’

“Youwouldn’t dare,” the Lone One said.

“I’d dareawholelot a the moment, so don’'t push me!” Nitasaid. “Doesn't it strike you aslikely that I'd
have just awhole lot of fun killing you off? Oh, sure, it wouldn't be the whole you. Hereyou'rejust a
fragment of your greater self; | know that. And I’d die, too. And so would Kit, and Darryl. But the
power that the One hasinvested in Darryl won't belost.”

“That power islost now! Boy”—the Lone Power turned Its baleful gaze on Darryl—*you are one of
.tl,.1 E ”



Then Itsface suddenly went white, asif awhole universe had suddenly taken It by the throat and
squeezed.

“You're not going to be able to discuss certain subjects,” Nitasaid, “so don’t bother. Now, | think we
were discussing what happens when we blow up this universe with you insideit. The damage done to
you by the total destruction of even just this fragment of you... wel.”

She gmiled.

The Lone Onetrained that deadly look on Nitanow. “If you did such athing,” the Lone Power said,
“your father and sster would—"

“Spareme,” Nitasaid. Her eyes narrowed. “Life hasn't been so wonderful for me lately that | need to
dingto it for my own sake. And if | went out taking you down, my dad and Dairine would grieve, yeah,
but they’ d gpplaud, too.. . because they’ d find out soon enough that what | did lessened your clout in this
part of the solar system.” Nitagrinned. “Y ou’ ve underestimated me one time too many. Someone needs
to teach you that this kind of behavior isn't going to get you anywhere. | think today we' re the onesto
doit.”

Sheturned asthe Lone Onelunged at her and tossed the kernel to Kit. Hefielded it expertly.

“Nicelittle universeyou' ve got here” Kit said, tossng it up in front of him, and then Hacky Sacking it
into the air afew more times, from his knee and elbow, and once from his head, while the Lone Power
cametoward him, alook of furious uncertainty on Itsface. “1t' d be ashame if something happened toiit.
Whoa!”

Heflipped the kernd to Darryl. Darryl caught it, looked it over, and tossed it lightly in one hand. The
kernd, which had been glowing only softly while Nitaand Kit had been holding it, now blazed like a star
in the possession of itsrightful master and cregtor.

“I’velearned alot from listening to the Silence for the past few months,” Darryl said. “ About wizardry,
and alot of other things. But that hasn't changed the fact that | haven't lived long enough to be redly
attached to life. Maybe thisis the other thing that makes wizards so powerful when they’reyoung. It's
not that we don’t know about death. It's not that we don't believeinit. It sthat we' re ftill ableto let life
go, if thepriceisright.”

Helooked at the other two, looked in their eyes.
Nitanodded. She glanced at Kit.
Kit hesitated amoment... then set hisjaw, and nodded, too.

The three of them looked at the Lone Power. It stood in the middie of them, trembling with rage... or
with something dse.

“Y ou want to bargain,” It said.
“Our terms” Darryl said. “Not yours.”
“What' sthe price for my freedom?’ It said & last.

“Once they leave, they stay unharmed,” Darryl said. “No more than your usud attentionsin the future. If
you refuse, you stay in here with me until | die... and | chase you around and around forever.”



It stood there, silent, brooding. “But you stay here, eveniif | go?’ It said.

“Thisismy world,” Darryl said. “Whereesewould | go?I'll say here.”

Nitaand Kit looked at each other in shock.

“I can gill make something of this place, withtime,” Darryl said. “ Everything hasitsprice. I'll stay.”
The Lone Power’ sface was expressonless. “On the Oath, and in Life’ sname, you say it?’
“Darryl!” Nitacried.

“Don’t!” Kit cried in the same moment.

“Onmy Oath,” Darryl said, very ddliberately, “and in the One sname, | say it.”

The Lone Power stood there, staring at the floor. Then, dowly, It began to smile.

“Fooled,” It said. “Fooled again.”

It started to chuckle. “ Y ou' ve bound yoursdlf to my will after al,” It said. “What makes you think that
just because you cast me out once, you can do it again? Manipulate your world' s kernel asyou please. |
have something better to manipulate. Entropy ismy tool. I’ [l wear away at the fringes of this place, at the
edges of your life, until sooner or later you let your guard over the kernd’ s parametersdrop. I'll bein
here again within seconds. Then you'll till be trapped hereforever... and I'll stay here with you, making
every moment atorment, and reminding you every second of the rest of your life of the price of mocking
the Eldest. Despair now, for you won't have time later.”

“I'll get around to the despair thing when I’'m good and ready,” Darryl said. “Meantime, get your butt out
of my world.”

It gave them an ironic bow. “Once again,” It said to Nita, “ despite dl the brave words, you' ve gotten
someone elseto save your littlelife at his expense. One of these days, someone will refuseyou. Il be
waiting for you then. And for you,” It said, glancing at Kit, “when she betraysyou at last.”

“Out,” Darryl said.

It looked from one to another of them. But It looked hardest and most cruelly at Darryl. “Don’t get too
comfortable here” 1t said. “I'll be dong any day.”

And It was gone.

They stood there, in the sudden silence, staring at each other.

Then, asif by prearranged signd, they al began to laugh.

“Oh, Neetd” Kit said, and he grabbed her and swung her around. “What abluff! Y ou were terrificl”

Nitawas laughing, too, but there was an edge of pain on the laughter. “I’m not sure | was bluffing,” she
sad. “l wasjust so angry right then that | believed it.”

“Youmug have,” Kit sad. “There sno lying in the Speech. But Darryl...”
Heturned to Darryl in concern. “ That’ s the problem for you, guy. Y ou promised to stay here.”
“l did,” Darryl said.



Nitalet out along, unhappy bresth.
“But thisisn't the only place | can be at the sametime,” Darryl said softly.
Nita's head jerked up.

“| thought | was hdlucinating at first,” Darryl said. “Now | know it’s no hallucination. When the two of
you started coming into my worlds, | waswith you both at once.” He shook hishead. “I don’t know if
thisis something most wizards can do—"

“It'snot,” Kit and Nitasaid Smultaneoudy.
“Butit’sred useful,” Kit said after amoment, intrigued. “ Just think. If you were—"

“Kit, maybe we should saveit for later,” Nitasaid. Thiswasaline of reasoning she didn’t want him to go
too far down just now. “Why don’t we dl get out of herefirg?’

Darryl looked a Nitain shock. “But | can't leave,” Darryl said. “The Orded isn’'t over.”

Nitalooked at Kit, wondering if he’ d redlized the truth yet. From hisblank ook, it seemed he hadn’t.
Then she looked at Darryl, and laughed out loud for sheer ddlight.

“Sureitis” Nitasad. “You passed your Ordeal weeks ago! Y ou passed it the minute you managed to
say the Oath.”

“Remember how you had to fight to get it out, word by word, phrase by phrase?” Kit said, dowly
garting to grin. “How you kept losing it, forgetting it, having to start over again and again?’

“That wasthe Lone Oneinterfering,” Darryl said softly. He waswearing alistening look, asthe Sllence
spoketo him.

Sowly, hisface changed, and the joy in it was so dazzling that Nitafound it hard to bear, and had to look
avay.

“That wasthered battle” hesaid. “And | wonit! | won...”
Nitahad to smile, and for thefirst timein along time, the smiledidn’t fed likeit would crack her face,

Kit looked at Nitain some surprise. “| thought the Lone One only starts noticing awizard when hefirst
saysthe Oath.”

“That’show it isfor most of us” Nitasad. “But it lookslike not dl Ordedsare dike.” Shewas il
treading cautioudy around anything that would get too close to the subject of abdals, until she could get
Kit somewhere private and give him the lowdown. I’ m pretty sure that since the Lone Power knew
Darryl was an abdal, It wanted to keep him from taking the Oath any way It could, because who
could tell how powerful he might become once he was a wizard? Maybe that’ s even why Darryl
became autistic in the first place; maybe the Lone One did that to him. But I’ d better not get into
that just now...

“And just the act of saying the Oath, accepting it, for someone atistic...” Nitalooked at Darryl with
renewed admiration. “Y ou have to accept the concept of the Other, that there are others, to doiit at al.
It must have been like eating broken glass.”

Darryl stood therelooking asif awhole new world was opening up before him, asif his past pain was
retreating into the shadows. “It was hard,” he said. “ The whole Oath is about doing things for other



people...”
“But, Neets,” Kit said. “Your manua, Tom’'s, mine, they al say that Darryl’ still stuck in his Orded.”

“Because he hadn't redlized it was over,” Nitasaid. “ And because he just kept hitting the reset button in
hisbrain, and losing his sense of salf over and over again to keep the Lone One trapped in here, he never
had time to let himsdf redlizeit. So hismanual, the Silence, stayed stuck, too, and it couldn’t update to
the manua network outside.”

Nita nodded. “The ones you couldn’t ook at, the onesyou were afraid of because you saw It in their
eyes, you had to promise the One and the Powers That Be that you would come out and do stuff for
them. What could possibly have been harder?’

“This” Darryl said.
Nitaand Kit glanced at each other.

“That,” Darryl said, changing hismind. “In here... it'sbeen safe. In here | never haveto look, never
haveto beafraid I'll see what might be there. Regjection. The one who sees me and doesn’'t want to look
back. Because he s bored with me, or I've hurt him, or...”

“I will put asdefear for courage,” Kit sad.

“And degth for life,” Nitasaid, very softly. She swalowed. “When it sright to do s0.” Shewasslent for
amoment, then said, “If itisn't right now, then when will it be?’

“We need you out in the real world with us, guy,” Kit said. “We need dl the wizards we can get...now
more than ever. Entropy’ srunning...”

“But | can’'t go out there!” Darryl cried. “1t'sinme! If | go out there, It'll beloosein theworld inthe
worst possbleway!”

Nita s heart squeezed ingde her. “It’ sloose out there dready,” she said. *Y our coming out, or not
coming out, won't make the dightest differenceto that. Y ou can die with It at the bottom of your heart,
out in the world with the rest of us, or you can die with It a the bottom of your heart, in here, done.”

He stood there, silent, his eyes averted.
“It’s better not to do it dlone,” Nitasaid.
Darryl didn’t look up.

“There sstrength in numbers, Darryl,” Kit said. “It' seasy to forget that.” He glanced at Nitaalittle
shamefacedly. She gave him an amused |ook and raised her eyebrows. He turned back to Darryl. “There
areawholelot of usout intheworld, giving It ahard time.

Y ou werered good at doing that just when you were stuck inside and didn’t have any clues about how
the rest of us manage it. Come on out and give It arun for Its money! When you get right down to the
bottom of it, that’snearly al we do. Which wizardrieswe usetodoit... that’s the cool part.

Darryl was slent for along while. Eventualy helooked up again, and as Darryl dowly started to let
himsdf believe that thiswasthe right thing to do, that innocent joy and delight in life smply poured off
him, so that once more Nitahad to brace herself againdt it.

She saw Kit wobble, too. Only Ponch stood there untroubled, wagging histail.



“All right,” Darryl said. “I'll come.”
Ponch started to bark for joy.

Nitahad to amile. “But onething,” Nitasaid, glancing at the kernd, “before you do anything fina with
thet.”

Darryl looked up at her, confused.
“If you haveto leave part of you here,” Nitasaid, “think about which part you might leave.”

Darryl looked at her in confusion. “Which part? he said. “1 know | can bein both placeswith all of me,
but splitting parts off—"

“Don’'t make reasons you can't do stuff, Darryl,” Kit said. “Find reasons you can.”

“You made thisworld,” Nitasaid. “That's powerful suff. And you can maketherulesin here. Y ou made
them so strongly, without even being clear on what you were doing, that the L one Power Itsdlf got stuck
in here with you and couldn’t get out until you let It.

Now It'sgone... and you'refully conscious, with the operating system for your own universe in your
hands. Y ou're not just insde the game anymore: Y ou' re outside it, too, now—you'rein control of it
when you' ve got the kerndl. Even from in here, you can make this world anything you want!*

Darryl looked from Nitato Kit, and dowly, surmise dawned in his eyes.
“Theautigm...”

“Why not?Y ou started ditching it thefirst chance you got,” Nitasaid. “Y ou ditched it on Kit, for
example”

Darryl looked embarrassed. “I didn’'t meanto...”

“Darryl, | know you didn’'t mean it persondly,” Kit said. “I1t'sokay. Y ou were doing asane thing, getting
rid of it!” Then he glanced at Nita “1 till don’'t know why you didn't get it.”

“It could have been that alot more boys are autistic than girls” Nitasaid. “Or that Darryl and | aready
had something in common.”

Shewouldn’t say it out loud. She didn’'t haveto.

The pain, Darryl said slently. The pain of being alone.

Nita had to glance away.

“Yeah,” Darryl sad. “But giving it up...” Helooked distressed. “I don’t know if | can! It's part of me.”
“So? Kit said. “Isit apart you need?’

‘No! Darryl said.

And then hefdl slent.

“I hear a but coming,” Nitasaid.

“I don't know if I know how to livewithout it,” Darryl said.



They weredl silent for afew breaths.

“It' show | sood being dive,” Darryl said. “It'show | didn’t have to see the Lone Power at the bottom
of everyone' ssoul, dl thetime. If | go back without it, I’'m going to have to seethat. Every day. Every
timel look at my mom, or my dad...”

“Believeme,” Nitasaid, very softly, “I’d ook a my mom al day and every day no matter how much It
looked out of her, if she were hereto look at. Some things are alot more important than others, Darryl.”

“Weadl seelt sometimes,” Kit said. “Weadl runinto It every day, in the people we know, in thethings
that happen around us. There’ sno escape. That'slife. That's Life: what we serve. It sworth it.”

Darryl wassilent. “1 don't know if I can stland how much it’ sgoing to hurt,” he said. “1 might loseit. |
might fall back into being that way. .. and that would kill my folks.”

“I’'m guessing your folks are tougher than you think,” Nitasaid, remembering the voices she'd heard on
theway in. “ Give them achance. Give yourself achance. If it doeshappen...” Shegrinned. “You'rea

wizard. Listen to the Silence. Pick yoursdlf up and do what it tellsyou. You'll get out again... because

you' re tough, too. Tougher than you think.”

Darryl looked a Nitawith eyesthat were beginning to believe. “Besides,” Kit said, “imagine how funny
it'll bewhen It findly gets back in here, and locks Itsdlf in, and then discoversthat what It'slocked in
withisn't you. It'syour autism.”

Darryl looked from Kit to Nitawith that expression of absolute delight, edged again with mischief.
“Yeah,” hewhispered. “Let’'sdoit.”

“I don’'t think theré salot of ‘let’s about this,” Kit said. “1 think you get to do this part yourself.
Otherwisg, it’ snot going to take.”

“Usethekernd,” Nitasaid. “Y ou set the configuration into it for the way you want thisworld to behave.
The Silence will show you how. | had to take classesto find out, but thisisyour own world that you
made. Y ou' re not going to need authorizationsto work with it.”

Darryl nodded, looking down at the kernel for amoment.
Then, “Oh,” hesaid. “Oh!”

Hewas quiet for along time. While he was concentrating, Kit bent his head over to Nita sand said,
“Thanks”

“It wasmy turnto saveyou,” Nitasaid, “that’sal. Now | want afew weeks off.”
Kit smiled acrooked smile at her.

Nitalooked down at Ponch. “1 thought you said you weren’t going to take the boss out again without
me,” Nitasaid.

Ponch dropped his head alittle. He went, he said. So | had to go, too. Then he brightened. But you got
here when | thought you would, soit’s all right!

Nitagave Kit alook. “Y our dog has me on a schedule” she said.

Kit shrugged. “He has avery well-developed time sense,” Kit said. “Ask him about feeding time, for



example”
Ponch began to jump up and down in excitement.
“Speaking of time,” Darryl said suddenly, “1 think thislooksright...”

Nitaglanced over at the kernd in his hands, judging the way the tangle of light looked and felt. “The
parametersfed right,” shesaid. “Y ou ready?’

Darryl nodded, looking nervous and dated.
“Doit!” Nitasaid.

Sowly, dl around them, the brightness dimmed down. “| left you aspace to dip through,” Darryl said, as
the space darkened, like a stage at the end of aplay. “Just behind you there. But thisiswhat’ U be left
ingde”

Darkness, and a spotlight.

In the spotlight, aclown rode atiny bicycle around and around, never stopping, never looking up. Its
eyeswere empty. It was amachine, just afragment of persondity without the soul that had once
animated it: hopeless, mindless, animate but insensate. Kit looked at it and thought of awindup mouse
going around and around in little circles, waiting for the cat.

“Let’sget out of here” Kit said. “Darryl? Y ou know the way back?’
“Inmy deep,” hesad, and grinned.
Kit held out ahand. “Welcometo the Art, brother,” he said.

Darryl took the hand, then pulled Kit close and hugged him hard. He let go, turned to Nita. He hugged
her, too.

“Later,” shesaid. “Go home.”

Darryl vanished with the ease of someone who'sbeen doing it for years.

Kit and Nitalooked at each other. “Y our place or mine?’ Nitasaid.

“My folksare goingto ydl a me,” Kit sad, “so let’sdo minefirst.”
Nitasmiled asmal wry smile. “Y ou just want meto help you take the heet.”
Mind reader, Kit said. Come on.

They vanished, too.

Some distance away, in a special-ed classroom in Badwin, the afternoon routine was proceeding as
usua when one of the teachers saw something unusual happen.

Darryl McAlligter looked at him, looked a him straight on.

The teacher went over to the boy, and got down beside him where he had been sitting on the floor and
rocking. “Hey there, Darryl,” he said. “What' sup?’



“I don't think,” Darryl said, in avoice that cracked and creaked with not having been used for words for
alongtime, “I don’t think | need to be here anymore.”

The teacher’ s mouth dropped open.

“Can | go home now?’ Darryl said, and amiled.

Liberations

The explanations to parents, Seniors, and others, as usual, took nearly aslong as the events themselves
had done, so it was severd days before Nitaand Kit found time to go off and relax. The chosen spot
was afavorite one, by the edge of a crater close to awell-known sitein Mare Tranquillitatis. They were
leaning back against the very top of the upper crater wall, looking down over at therising haf-Earth,
while Ponch lay on hisback in the moondust, snoring, with hisfeet intheair.

A fourth figure suddenly stepped into the vacuum nearby, looking around him.

“Wow,” Darryl said. He wandered over to where Nitaand Kit sat, bouncing alittle as firg-timers tended
to do, because of the lighter gravity.

“Arewe dlowed to be up here?” Darryl said, looking about half amile away, toward where the feet and
base of Apollo 11 ‘slunar lander sat.

“Aslong aswedon’'t messit up,” Kit said. “Thisisaheritage area.”

Hearing that, Darryl burst out laughing, looking in mischievous admiration & the rough sculptures Kit had
been doing on thissite for someyears. “ This iswhat you do in a heritage area?’

“I'll dlean it up before they build the hotel here,” Kit said. “ After that, | guess|’ll have to amuse mysdlf
carving rockson Marsinto faces.”

Darryl snickered.

“How areyour folksdoing?’ Nitasaid.

“You kidding? They'rein shock,” Darryl said. He sat down on the rock beside Kit.

“I wouldn't have thought they’ d let you out of their sght right now,” Kit said.

“They haven't,” Darryl said. “I’m homein bed.”

“Oh,” Nitasaid, and laughed. “Wow, that two-for-one deal redlly does comein handy, doesn’t it?’

She' d dready had aword with Kit about the genuine source of Darryl’ s ability to bein two places at
once. They’ d agreed that there was no need to be too cagey about mentioning Darryl’ s ability to
co-locate, aslong asthey stayed away from discussing the reasonsfor it. If Darryl just thought it wasa
persond talent, that wasfine.

“I looked at thetrangt spells,” Darryl said. “But except for the air, they looked like awaste of energy.
WE re not supposed to waste. And besides, why go to all that trouble when | can just do this?’

For amoment he was standing behind alarge boulder some feet away, while dso stting on the rock
besideKit. Kit shook hishead in admiration.

“It'sadick trick,” Kit said. “I'll do it my way for thetime being, though. Serioudly... are your parents



coping?’
“They’re coping great.” Darryl’ s eyes shone. It was plain to Nitathat this was an understatement. “My
mom and dad are...” He broke off, shook his head.

“It'sal new,” Darryl said after amoment. “They hardly dareto believeit. And | can't redlly tell them why
they can believeit, not yet. Eventualy | will. But right now wizardry’ d be one shock too many. They'd
probably think | was coming down with some kind of nutsto replace the autism.”

“Givethem sometime,” Kit said. “Neither of us cameright out to our parents, ether. | think you're
probably right, though. Too much strange a onceisn’'t agood thing for them. There' sgoing to be enough
of that later, once you start getting into your serious work, whatever that turns out to be. For now, just
enjoy how happy they are, and takeit easy.”

“Wll, happy’sgood, but the ‘takeit easy’ part’snot going to last,” Darryl said, and grinned. “1 heard my
mom thinking that if | was redlly going to be better now, she was going to start giving me chores.”

Nitaand Kit groaned in unison.

“Shewaskind of nervous about it,” Darryl said. “1 think | get afew weeks of being lazy before they
redly start expecting meto be normal.”

“Take advantage of it,” Kit said. “ Oncethey start, they never let up.”

Darryl nodded, looked over at the Earth. “ So now we get to take care of that,” he said.
“That’ sthejob,” Nitasaid.

“I’d better get onwith it then,” Darryl said. “Y ou guys come here often?’

“Often enough,” Kit said.

“I might be needing some advice as| work into thisjob,” Darryl said.

“For you, we' re available any time,” Nitasaid.

Kit grinned. “We rein the book.”

Darryl nodded and waved. A second later he was gone.

“Nicekid,” Kit said after amoment.

“No argument there,” Nitasaid. “Come on, your mom said dinner was at Six.”

Kit waslooking over at the Earth. “It redly isthe best job, isn't it?” he said.

Nita nodded. “None better. And the company’ s good, too.”

“Thebest,” Kit said. “Welcome back.”

Nitasmiled. “Come on,” shesaid. “| want some of that chicken you' re awaysraving about.”

Kit stood up and dusted floury pumice dust off him. “Y eah, well, if you think you' re going to get abigger
portion than | am, think again! C'mon, Ponch.”

Ponch rolled over and bounced to hisfeet in acloud of silvery dugt. Kit and Nita vanished.



Ponch stood there, looking thoughtfully at the haf-Earth for some moments... then wagged histail.
Chicken! he said silently, legped up, and vanished.

The next morning Nitawalked to school quietly by hersdf, noticing alot of thingsthat had passed her by
recently: the snow, the dush (of which therewas agreat ded), theicicles hanging down, glittering, from
the eaves of peopl€e s houses; the color of the sky, the sound of peopl€’ s voices asthey said good-bye to
each other on their way to work. If it wasn't for what’s been going on this past week or so, she
thought, how much of thiswould | have noticed? She had been locked up in her grief assurely as
Darryl had been locked up in the otherworlds of his own making. It had taken amgjor blow to jar her
loose, and Darryl had gone through something smilar.

But hewasfree now. And as for me...

Nitamused as she turned the corner, thinking of Carl’s mention of the concept that right acrossthefields
of exisence“dl isdonefor each.” Asfar as she could tell, that meant that every good thing that
happened to everybody had some effect on dl the rest of everybody, from here to the edges of the
universe. It waslike that saying about the chaos-theory butterfly in the rainforest, which, just by waving
itslittle wings, contributes to the hurricane hdf ahemisphere away— if not actualy causing the hurricane.
But more specificaly, the“dl donefor each” principle seemed to mean that the Powers That Be had
designed the world o that everything that happened in it—every victory, every sacrifice, from the largest
to the smdlest—was pointed specificaly a every separate living thing. At first Nita had found thisamost
impossible to imagine. Now she found hersdf wondering if what she' d just been through, besides being
about Darryl’ s liberation, had been about helping her find her way out of her own pain aswell.

Nitashrugged as she walked in through the gates that led into the parking lot. There was plenty of timeto
get into the highly theoretical stuff later. For now, she had work to catch up on... and some other
businessto finish.

She went down to the temporary office where she usudly found Mr. Millman. There hewas, sitting
behind the desk and reading amagazine while eating the last couple of bites of abagd with cream
cheese.

He glanced up as Nitacamein. “Morning,” he said.
Nita sat down, put her book bag on the floor, reached into her jacket, and came out with the cards.

“Beforeyou gtart in with those,” Mr. Millman said, “one thing. Weleft on adightly jangly note the other

“Didwe?" Nitasad, refusing for the moment to smile at him, refusing to let him off the hook.
“I think we did, especidly since you cut haf your classes shortly thereafter.”

Nitashrugged. Millman’s eyebrows went up as he took note of the gesture. “1 just wanted you to know
something,” he said. “Whatever the secret is about what' s going on in your life right now—I want you to
know that there’ s no need for you to tell me, ever, and | have no intention of pressing you.”

Nitalooked at him with surprise, because thiswasn't what she' d been thinking. She also looked at him
with amused suspicion. “What isthis, somekind of reverse psychology?’

Mr. Millman looked at her in shock, and then laughed. “What? Like you' re athree-year-old or



some-thing, and you' |l do the opposite of what | suggest? Spare me. Thisis supposed to have been
counsdling, not brain surgery. | was merely saying that my intent wasjust to counsel you—not to dig
around inyour skull for juicy tidbits, like something out of a horror movie about bad Far Eastern food.”

Nitasnickered. “Okay,” shesaid. “I thought you were going to say something about my anger.”
“Anything that needsto be said,” said Mr. Millman, “I’'m sureyou' Il take care of it.”

Nitadipped the cards out of their pack and tarted to shuffle them. It was surprising how easy thefase
shuffles were when you were redlly paying attention to them. “Nameacard,” shesaid.

“Hveof diamonds,” he said.

Nita nodded, put the deck down on the desk, and cut it twice, to the right, to make three piles. “Turn
one card over,” shesaid.

Millman reached out and turned over the top card of the leftmost deck. The top card wasthe five of
diamonds.

“Not bad a dl,” Millman said. “Do | get to pick another one?’

Nitagave himalook. “I wouldn't push your luck if | wereyou,” she said.

He grinned alittle and sat back.

“You look awhole ot better,” he said.

“| fed awholelot better,” Nitasaid. “And | think | don’t need to be here anymore.”
“What, school?” Millman said, raising his eyebrows.

“Not school here. Here here)” Nitasaid.

“Oh, you're cured then?” he said.

Nitacracked up. “Why not?’ she said. And then said, “Cured of what?’

“Y ou would be the oneto tell methat,” Millman said.

Nitawas quiet for amoment. “If you mean, am | over my mom dying? Don't be silly,” shefindly said.
“Shelll dwaysbe part of me. It'sgoing to hurt for along time that she’ snot il in my house. But nothing
can take her out of my life. Am | over wanting to just Sit and suffer and let life go by? 1 think so0.”

“Then | would say,” Mr. Millman said, “that my work hereisdone. Insofar asany of it was my work.”

He reached out and turned over the top card on the middle pack. It was the ace of spades. “Aha,” he
sad.

“What?’
“Highly symboalic.”
“Of what?’

“Wall, that would be along story. Thét little |eaf-shaped thing, the * spade’...” Mr. Millman picked up the
card, looked closdly at it. “The history of theword istangled. But it goes back at least asfar asthe



Greek spatha. That was a sword, once upon atime. Of the four suits, that’s the one that has most to do
with power: air, the sound the sword makes in the air, the spoken word; the weapons held by the Power
that faces down the Power That Fell...”

He picked up the ace and the three cut packs, shuffling them together again.
Nitalooked at him.

“So,” Mr. Millman said, putting the deck down on the desk and doing a credibleriffle... much too
credible, now that Nitathought of it, for aman who claimed that he couldn’t get the cardsto stay up his
deeve. “Any last questions before we finish up here?’

Shelooked a him, thought for amoment, and found a question it would never before have occurred to
her to ask him. The answer would have been in her manual, but she wasn't going to consult thet right
now. Consdering the question, Nitafirst made sure that she had the wizardry she wanted ready in the
back of her head. If you were going to remove someone s memory, the lesstime you spent dithering over
it, the better.

“Areyou on errantry?’ Nitasad.

Heraised his eyebrows again in that expression she’ d learned could mean almost anything but surprise.
“No,” Mr. Millman said. “But | know some peoplewho are.”

Nita sat there, astonished, trying not to exhibit it. Millman sat there and kept shuffling.

“You don’'t have to be awizard to know one,” Millman said, “once you know what you' re looking for.
Andwhen you' rewilling to see what you' re looking a. Not many people are, but that's humansfor you.”
Hefanned out the cards for her. “Pick acard, any card.”

Nitapicked one, turned it over. It was the joker.

Mr. Millman grinned, folded the hand up, tapped the cards back into order, and pushed the deck back
toward Nita, meanwhile glancing at the door. “Y ou know where to find meif you need me,” he said.
“And I’ ve had aword with your Sster’ s counsglor: She'll be introducing meto Dairine later in the week.
Meanwhile, go well."

Nita got up and took back her pack of cards, grinning, too. She headed for the door.

There she paused as something occurred to her. “‘ Supposed to have been counsding’ ?” shesaid.
Mr. Millman shrugged.

Nitashook her head again. “ Dai stibo,” she said, and left.

That night Nitahad adream. In the dream she stood at the edge of darkness, looking in. Out therein the
dark was a spotlight, wobbling around and around, shining on something, while somewhere off in the near
distance, asingle drum held adrumroll.

What the spotlight was following was a clown act. The clown had purple hair, and alittle derby hat, and
baggy patched pants, and it was riding around and around in circles on aridiculoudy small bicycle, the
circles ever decreasing. Around and around and around went the clown, in jerky, wobbling movements.
It had a painted black tear running down its face. The red-painted mouth was turned down. But the face



under the white greasepaint mask was asimmobile asamarble statue' s, expressionless, plastered in
place. Only the eyeswere dive. They shouted, | can’t get off! | can't get off!

The drumroll went on and on. Beyond the light, a heartless crowd laughed and clapped and cheered. But
there was no sound of growling now, no tiger waiting to pounce. It had aready pounced. Now thetiger
had become part of the clown...and the clown wasiits cage.

Nitawoke up to the bright daylight, reflected from snow onto the ceiling of her bedroom... and she
grinned.

The doorbell rang. Kit glanced up as he was throwing books into his book bag. He would have goneto
the door himsdlf, but his sister plunged past him. “What?’ Kit said, looking al around to try to understand
why Carmeawas suddenly so hot to answer the door.

No answer came back. Kit could do little but shrug and finish packing his book bag. He stood up from
the sofajust in timeto look out the window and see the UPS truck pull away.

His sster closed the front door and nearly danced past him into the kitchen. “What?” Kit said.

Carmdagot aparticularly large knife out of the knife rack and began ditting the packing tape on thelarge
box she’ d been carrying. Kit fastened his bag and wandered over.

“It hasto be clothes,” he said. After achildhood during which Carmela s major occupation had been
ruining the OshK osh overalsthat were dl their parents dared buy her, Carmela had suddenly discovered
clothing as something besides protection from the elements. Now al her pocket money went inthis
direction, either down at the mal or viavarious strange mail-order firms. “Nothing but clothes getsyou
thisexcited anymore,” Kit said. “Except maybe Migud.”

And having said that, Kit prepared to protect himsdf from the explosion that was sureto follow. | can’t
believe | said that to her while she was holding a knife!

But the exploson didn’t follow. Carmela, grinning dl over her face and singing alittle la-la song, put the
knife asde, opened the top of the box, and started removing the contents. These seemed to be only
Styrofoam peanuts for thefirgt thirty seconds or so. But then Carmelareached in and lifted out something
wrapped in foam.

“It' snot clothes,” Kit said, astonished.
“Nope,” Carmelasaid. “Much better.”

This statement | eft Kit completely confused. Carmela carefully started unwrapping the foam from around
the object.

“It' ssomehair thing,” Kit said. “One of those hot curlers.”
Carmelajust smiled and kept on unwrapping.

Thelast bit of wrapping fel avay. Carmeaheld the object up delightedly, admiring it in the morning light,
and then thrust it into Kit' s hands.

“Let’'sseewhat the directions say,” she said. She turned back to the box and started digging through the
Styrofoam peanuts again.



Kit looked at what he was holding. It looked very much like an eggbeater, except that eggbeaters don’t
usudly have pulse lasers built into them.

Neets?hesad slently.

A moment later the answer came back. What?
Can | please move in with you?

Therewas apause... and then laughter.

I'll beright over ...

END OF BOOK 06



