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Behold now behemoth
which | madewiththee...
Heisthe chief of the ways of God.

—The Book of Job

CHAPTER|

Dawn on Dinadh. Deep in the canyonlands shadow liesthickly layered asfruit-tree leavesin autumn.
High on the walls the sun paints stripes of copper and gold, ruby and amber, the stones glowing as
though from aforge, hammered here and there into mighty arches above our caves. Insde the caves, the
hives spread fragrant smoke, speak atumult of little drums, bresthe the sound of bone flutes. Abovedl,
well schooled, the voice of the songfather soarslike acrying bird:

"The Daylight Woman, see how she advances, she of the flowing garments, she of the golden skin
and shiningeye ... "

| do not speak with Daylight Woman. | revere her, asdo al Dinadhi, but it is Weaving Woman 1 plead
with, am pleading with. Origin of dl patterns, | pray, let my shuttle carry brightness!

Each morning beforefirst light, songfather comesto thelip of our cave, where it pushes out, pouting
above the darkness below. There he stands, hearing the far faint sounds of daysongs from the east,
raigng his voice when first light touches the rimrock above, using his song to coax the light down the greet
wall. Today | stland unnoticed in the shadow beside the hive, listening as the song flows north and east
and west into adozen canyons, past ahundred hives, stirring reverberations and resonances, joining a
great warp and woof of sound that follows Daylight Woman's eternal march westward.

Dawnsong, so the songfather tells us, endlessly circles our world like the belt that runsfrom the treadle
to the whed, and thus Dinadh is never without welcometo the Lady of Light.

Onetime we had another lady. One time we had another father, too, but they were relinquished long
ago, when the terrible choice was made. Though the songfathers assure us we were made for that choice,
we people, we women, sometimes | grieve over it. Sometimesin the night, darkness speaksto me, and
the stars call my name. Sduez, they cry, Sduez, look at us, look at al the mysteriesin thenight ...



But still we have gppropriate and sufficient deities. We have Weaving Woman and Brother and Sister
Rain, and many others. And Lady Day. In darkness, one could step into error. In cloud or fog—rare
enough anywhere on Dinadh—one could stray from the right path. Led by Daylight Woman, we wak
only the chosen trail, the wise way, and each morning and evening the songfathers celebrate her shining

path.

"The lighted path, the chosen way," intones Hallach, in the words | had anticipated. | hear those
words coming back from farther north, where the canyon rimislower and comes later into the light.
Though it sounds like an echo, it is being sung by the songfather of Damanbi. From wherel stand | can
hear light welcomed not only from Damanbi but aso from beyond it, from Dzibano'as and Hamam'n.
When the wind blows from the east, we hear the song from Chacosri, around the corner in Black-soil

canyon.

| am not the only listener. Inside the hive everyoneis gathered behind the doorskinslistening, waiting the
time of release. Children jitter impatiently. Some men and women paint their faces to ready themselves
for the day. Old people with many tasks confronting them stand stolidly, wishing the welcome finished.

And |, Sduez?| wishit could go on forever. | wish the moment could stand frozen in time and not move
adl.

"See her rise," angsHallach." See her dance in garments of fire. See dark withdraw, exposing the
world to her grace."

It is planting season, atime to consder fecundity; so songfather sngs now to Brother Big Rain, begging
for storm upon the heights, and to Sister Deep Rain, begging for long dow drizzle that will wet the
canyons and fill the springs. He mentions the top spring and pool, the lower spring and poal, the weaterfal
that spreadsits moist lace over the rock, the wetness of the bottomland where the summer crops will
grow. He sings to Weaving Woman of the pattern of foods eaten at different seasons.

No doubt songfather is eager for summer food, aswe all are. We are al sick of winter-fungus,
life-bread, grown in the hives during cold time, using the warmth of our bodies, the waste of our bodies
tofeed itsdlf. It hasno taste. It kegpsusalive, but it gives no pleasure. During winter, al the pleasurable
food must be saved for others, for there are worse things than mere tastel essness.

But soon the time of winter-funguswill be past. First-water has aready been carried to the fruit trees, to
wake them from winter. Now songfather sings of damp soil, thefed of it, the perfume of unfolding
blossoms, continuing thislitany until light falls on hisface. He opens his soft, fleece outer robe and his
patterned cotton inner robe, exposing bare flesh to the light, closing his eyes as he fed s the warmth move
from chest to belly to thigh. When it reaches hisknees, he looks downward through ditted lids, not to
miss the moment the sun touches hisfeet. The final words of the song must be timed properly.

" ... even as she has commanded, step into her day! Go forth!"

The song ends as al morning songs end, when light lies on the feet of the snger. Hah-Halach, songfather
of Cochim-Mahn, turns and steps forward onto daylight, seeing the way clearly. The musicianson the
roof of the song-study house have been waiting for this. The bone flute shrieks, the panpipes make their
breethy sound, the gongs tremble, the little drums, with afina flourish, tum-te-tum into slence. Only then
the poisoned doorskins are set aside by careful hands, and people pour from the hive, the sound of day
voices bubbling up like water in the spring. Now are talking voices, voicesfor the light, tilled since dark
came. They spesk of planting maish and melons. They ask who left awater bowl outside dl night. They



risein annoyance at children, and children's voices respond after the manner of children.

And I?1 wait until songfather sees me standing there, where | have been since before light, my head bent
down, trying not to tremble, for it would not befitting for songfather to see metremble.

"Songfather,” | murmur.

"Girl," says Hah-Hallach, who until yesterday called me Sduez, sweet Sdly-girl, who until yesterday was
Grandpa, who until yesterday would have put arms about me, holding me.

Am | different today from yesterday? | am still Saluez, granddaughter of his heart, so songfather has said
to me, manytime, many-time. Am | changed? Am | not till mysdlf, the sdlf | grew to be? Until yesterday,
| knew who Saluez was. Until yesterday, when Masaneestold me it was certain:

"Y ou are with child,” she said, gripping my shouldersto help me control my shaking.

| cried then. | wastoo proud to scream, but | cried, and Masanees wiped my face and cuddied me
close as only women will cuddle me close now, only women who know. | had not wanted to be thisway.
| was not ready for this. Some say there are herbs one can take, but such things are only whispered. The
songfathers do not alow it; they say we were made for fecundity, such isthe purpose of the pattern, so
the Gracious One has spoken. They tell ushow al nature is made the same, every tree with itsfruit, every
blossom with its bee. So every girl must take alover, once sheisable.

| said no, no, no. My friend Shalumn said no, no, no. We were enough for one another, sheand |. But
thisyoung man said yes, yes, yes. And that young man said yes, yes, yes. And Chahdzi father looked at
me beneath his eyebrows, s0. So, | picked the one who was least annoying, and it was done. | had a
lover. If dl went well, soon | would have a husband. When the seed sprouts, Dinadhis say, then the
gardenersjoin their hands and dance. Their hands, and other partsaswadll. | take no great pleasurein
that thought. First loving is, asthe old women say, fairly forgettable. Nor isthere any pleasurein the
thought of what comes between.

So, now | am with child and am no longer favorite anything to Halach, songfather. Now | become part
of the promise, part of the covenant, part of the choice. For this time between the planting and the
dancing, only that. Nothing more.

"A day has been appointed for you," says songfather, not looking at me.

| fedd mysdf shakedl over, likeatreeinwind, like anewborn little woolbeast experiencing the coldness
of ar for thefirgt time. Isit fear | fed, or isit anger at their pushing me s0? " Soon you will be old enough.
Soon you will have alover. Soon you will have ahusband. It isthe way of Dinadh.” | learned these
wordswhen | wasfirst ableto talk. Now itisdl | can do to stand until the shudder passes, leaving me
chilled benegth the sun.

"You are prepared?’ It istheritua question.
"Songfather,” | say, "l am prepared.” The words are the correct words. | have been trained since

babyhood to say those words, but no amount of training has made them sound sincere, not even to me!
What isit | am supposed to be prepared for? No one will say. They whisper. They hint. But no one ever

says

"Y ou were made for this," he says solemnly. "Asthe Gracious One hastold us, you were made for the



giving of thisgift. Who will gowith you?'

| say, "Masanees, Sster-mother.” Masanees has done this thing before, several times, successfully! She
isof my mother's generation, though my mother isgone.

Hah-Halach knows dl this. " She will waich over you," he says, approvingly.
"Y es, songfather." | suppose shewill.

"Attend to the day. Soon you will go and our songswill go with you." He strides past me, toward the
song-study house.

So. The Gracious One has been mentioned in passing. | have fulfilled my destiny and said my words.
The songfather has said hiswords. Sweet-Sdly and Grandpa have said nowordsat dl. Thethingis
resolved upon, whatever the thing is, and dl Dinadhi know their partsin the pattern. They arethey, and |
am Saluez, who turns and goes back into the hive, for there is much preparation to be made.

Stll | cannot keep my head from going back, far back to let my eyeslook high, there, among the
rimrock, among all those piles of stones where stands the House Without a Name. It has stood there
since the Dinadhi cameto this place. One stands above every hive. Thiswas the choice we were offered
by the Gracious One. Thisisthe choice we made, so songfather says. We people of Dinadh.

But degp insde me | say no! No! Thisisnot the choicel made. | had no part init. Y ou songfathers made
thischoicefor me, and | haveno partinit a al!

Songfather spoke to me at Cochim-Mahn on Dinadh. In another place another man spoke to another
woman. That place wasthe city of Alliance Prime on the world now called Alliance Central. The world
had once been caled earth, when Alliance Centra was only a department, a bureaucracy, that grew and
grew until al the earth was covered by Alliance Central and no one caled it earth anymore. So | have
been taught, asall Dinadhi children are taught, for Dinadh isamember of the Alliance.

The powerful man was the Procurator himself, and the woman was Lutha Tl staff. She was part of a
happening thing and | was part of the same happening thing, abranching of the pattern, as we say, though
sheand | knew nothing of one another at the time. While we live, say the weavers, we are only the
shuttles, going to and fro, unable to see the pattern we are making, unaware of other shuttlesin the weft.
After yearswe can look back to see the design we have made, the pattern Weaving Woman intended all
along. A time comes when one seesthat pattern clear, and then one says, remember this, remember that;
see how this happened, see how that happened. Remember what the songfather said, what the
Procurator said.

What hefirst said was, ™Y ou knew Led son Famber.”

It was a statement of fact, though he paused, as one does when expecting an answer.

Lutha Talgtaff contented herself with adight cock of her head, meaning dl right, so? She was annoyed.
Shefelt much put upon. Shewastired of the demands made upon her. Anyone who would send
invigilatorsto drag her from her bath and supper—not literdlydrag, of course, thoughiit fet like it—to
this unscheduled and mysterious meeting at Prime needed no help from her! Besides, sheld last seen

Ledson four years ago.

"Y ou knew Famber well." Thistime he was pushing.



Skinny old puritan, Luthathought. Of course she had known Legl sonwell.

"Wewereloversonce," shereplied, without emphass, letting him stew on that as she stared out the tall
windows over theroofs of Alliance Prime upon Alliance Centrdl.

A singleramified city-structure, pierced by transport routes, decked with plazas, fountains, and spires,
flourished with flags, burrowed through by bureaucrats, dl under the protective tranducence of the
Prime-dome, higher and more effulgent than those covering the urbs. The planet had been completely
homo-normed for centuries. Nothing breathed upon it but man and the vagrant wind, and even thewind
was tamed benegath the dome, a citywide respiration inhaled at the zenith and exhaed aong the
circumference wallsinto the surrounding urbs with their sun-shielded, pallid hordes. L utha, so she would
tell me, had alarge apartment near the wals: two whole rooms, and afood dispenser and deeping
cubiclesand an officewall. The gpartment had awindow scene, aswell, one that could creste aforest or
ameadow or awide, sun-drenched savanna, complete with creatures. L utha sometimes wondered what
it would be like to actudly live among other crestures. Came atime sheand | laughed ruefully about that,
atimewhen we knew dl too well what it waslike!

On that day, however, she was not thinking of creatures as she remained fixed by the Procurator's
expectant eyes. He was waiting for more answer than she had given him thusfar.

She sighed, aready tired of this. "Why ismy relationship with Leglson Famber any concern of yours?'
"I ... that is, we need someonewho ... was connected to him."

Only now thetocsin. "Y ou knew Ledson Famber,” held said. "Y ouknew him."

"Why!" she demanded with asurge of totaly unexpected panic. "What's happened to him?"

"He's disappeared.”

She amost laughed, feding both relief and akind of pleasure at thinking Leglson might beinjured, or ill,
or maybe even dead. So shetold me.

"But you were loverd" | cried in that later time. ™Y ou said you were made for each other!™

So we believe, we women of Dinadh, who sit at the loom to make an inner robe for our lovers or our
children or our hushbands or oursalves, beginning a stripe of color, so, and another color, so, with the
intent that they shall come together to make awonderful pattern at the center, one pattern begetting
another. So people, too, can be intended to come together in wonder and joy.

So | pleaded with her, dismayed. "Didn't you love him? Didn't helove you?'

"Y ou don't understand,” she cried. "Wed been lovers, yes! But againgt al good sense! Againg all
reason. It waslike being tied to some huge stampeding anima, dragged along, unable to stop!” She
panted, caming hersdf, and | held her, knowing very well the feding she spoke of. 1, too, had felt
dragged dong.

"Beddes" shesaid, "l wassick of hearing about Leglson! Him and his endless chain of triumphs! All
those dramati c disappearances, those climactic regppearances, bearing wonders, bearing marvels. The
Roc'segg. TheHoly Grall."



"Truly?"' | asked. Even | had heard of the Holy Grall, amysticd artifact of the Krigin faith, areligion
mostly supplanted by Firstism, though it is practiced by some remote peoples ill. "Practiced,” we say of
al religions but that of the Gracious One. "Because they haven't got it right yet." It isthe kind of joke our
songfatherstell.

But Lutha shook her head a me, crying angrily, saying well, no, not the Holy Grail. But Ledlson had
found the Sword of Salibar, and the Gem of Adalpi. And there was that business about his fetching home
the Lost King of Kamir. Well, we knew what came of that!

Perhaps the Procurator understood her ambivalence, for he lurched toward her, grimacing. "Sorry!" He
chewed hislip, searching for words, histwisted body conveying more strain than the mere physicd. "l
perceive the fact of his disappearance does not convey apprehension.”

"His disgppearance done does not make me gpprehensive,”" Lutha drawled, emulating his stuffy manner.
Though it annoyed the Fagtigats, who claimed intuition as a province solely theirs, even laymen could play
at inferences. "'l gather fromyour obvious distress, however, that his disappearance does not stand
done"

Seeming not to notice her sarcasm, he gestured toward the wide chairs he had ignored since she entered
the room. "Sit down, please, do. Forgive my rudeness. | haven't had time for nicetieslately. Let me order
refreshment.”

"If it pleases you." She was starved, but damned if shed let him know it.

"I hopeit will please usboth. Today ... today could use some leavening of pleasure, evenif itisonly a
little fragrance, alittle savor.”

She seated hersdlf as he murmured rapidly into his collar-link before scrambling into the chair across
from her, apindly lopsided figure, his awkwardness made more evident by the skintight uniform. When
in the public gaze, draped in ceremonial robes or tabards or togas or what-have-you, even elderly
bureaucrats could look imposing enough, but without the draperies, in officid skinnieswith their little
potbellies or saggy butts fully limned, many of them were alittle ridiculous. Even the Fastigats. So she
sadof him.

He, peering nearsightedly at her, saw wings of white hair at either side of her face, sark againgt
otherwise char-black tresses, a bed-of-coa's glow warming the brown matte skin at lip and cheek: forge
lights, comforting or burning. He saw her square, possibly stubborn jaw. He looked into her eyes, adark
warm gray, almost taupe, showing more anger and pain than he had expected. No doubt the Procurator
saw it dl. If he cared about such things, no doubt he thought what | thought: how lovely! Though perhaps
he had less reason than | to vaue loveiness.

So helooked at her but did not spesk again until the almost invisible shadows had fetched fragrant teas
and numerous smdl plates of oddments, something to suit every taste. L uthaaverted her eyesfrom the
food items that were still moving or al-too-recently dead and concentrated on the tray of smal hot tarts
set conveniently at her elbow. The aromaand taste were irresistible.

"Y ou have some problem concerning Leelson Famber?' she prompted, brushing crumbs from her lips
with one of the folded finan skins provided as napkins, soft and silky to the touch. On its own world, the
finanisrare, dmog extinct. Using its skins for napkins would be a conceit had the anima not been made
for that purpose, asthe Firsters aver. They are the hierarchs of homo-norm, of whom there are many,



even upon Alliance Central. Besides, the finans genetic pattern had been saved in the computers at
Prime. So Luthatold me.

Instead of answering, the Procurator asked, " Are you familiar with what is now cdled the'Ularian
crigs?'

Familiar, Luthathought. Now there was aword. The crisis had been when? Almost a century ago. And
on thefrontier, to boot. Why in the world would alinguist like herself—a document expert, yes, but
witha amere functionary—be expected to be "familiar" with such distant and ancient history?

She put her mind in neutral and stared at the table, noticing the foods she found most attractive were
now closer to her and the disgusting dishes had been removed. How did the shadows know? Was her
face that easy to read? Or were the shadows taught to interpret the almost imperceptible twitches and
jerks most people made without redlizing it. Were they empaths, like Fastigats? Perhaps they actually
were Fagtigats, turned invisible as penance for some unseemly behavior. Fagtigats were greet onesfor
seemliness.

What had the old man been talking of ? Of course. "Ularian criss," she said. " Around twenty-four
hundred of the common era, astandard century ago, give or take alittle. Alliance frontier worldsin the
Hermes Sector were overrun by arace or force or something called Ularians.” She paused, forehead
wrinkled. "Why wasit named that?"

"Thefirst human populations that vanished werein aline, avector, that led toward the Ular Region,” he
replied.

She absorbed the fact. " So, this something wiped al human life off a dozen worlds or systems or—"
The Procurator gestured impatiently &t thisimprecison.

She gave him ahdf smile, mocking hisirritation. "Well, a dozen somethings, Procurator—you asked
what | knew and I'm telling you." She resumed her interrupted account, " Sometime later the Ularians
went away. Thereafter, briefly, occurred the Great Debate, during which the Firster godmongers said
Ulariansdidn't exist because the universe was made for man, and the Infinitarians said Ularians could
exist because everything is possble. Both sdeswrote volumes explaining Ularians or explaining them
away—on little or no evidence, as| recall—and the whole subject became so abstruse that only scholars
care one way or the other."

The Procurator shook his head in wonder. ™Y ou spesk so casudly, so disrespectfully of it."
She considered the matter ancient history. "1 shouldn't be casud ?'

He grimaced. " At the time humans—at |east those who knew what was going on—feared for the
survivd of therace”

"Wasit taken that serioudy?' she asked, astonished.

"It was by Alliance Prime, by those who knew what was happening! All that saved us from widespread
panic was that the vanished settlements were small and few. Publicly, the disappearances were blamed
on environmenta causes, even though people vanished from every world in Hermes Sector—that is,
every one but Dinadh."



She shrugged, indicating disinterest in Dinadh. She who was to learn so much about Dinadh knew and
cared nothing for it then.

The Procurator went on. "My predecessors here at Prime could learn nothing about the Ularians. The
only evidence of the existence of aninimical force was that men had disgppeared! Prime had no ideawhy
they—orit —attacked in thefirst place.”

He leaned forward, touching her lightly on the knee. "Did Ledlson ever speak to you of Bernesohn
Famber?"

She was suddenly intrigued. "Oh, yes. Ledl son's great-grandpop. One of the greatest of al Fastigats, to
hear Ledson tdl it. A genius, abiochemig.”

"Do you remember the name Tospia?"

Luthasmiled. "Bernesohn'slongtime lover. A Fastigawoman, of course” Shefrowned. "A divain solo
opera. Ledson played some of her sensurrounds for me. Very nice, though | think the senso-techswere
owed as much credit as Tospia hersdlf. To my taste, one person's performance sensed six times,
however differentiated and augmented, does not have the interactive passion of six separate actors. I've
yet to experience one that hastrue eroticism.”

The Procurator peered a her over therim of his cup. "But Ledlson never mentioned Bernesohn and the
Ulaians?'

She gave the question to her subconscious, which came up empty. "'l recall no connection.”
He settled himsdlf with a haf-muffled groan. "I beg your patience:

"A century ago, there were twelve human populations on planetsin Hermes Sector. Eleven of these
were only settlements, six of them homo-normed, the other five at the survey stage. The twelfth world,
Dinadh, had a planetary population. Dinadh isasmall world, an unimportant world, except that it is near
usin aspaciotempora sense, though not in an astrophysical one. Everything into and out of Hermes
Sector, including information, routes through Dinadh and did, even then.

"S0, it was customary for freightersto land there, whether going or coming, and one did so a century
ago, bringing the news that two of the settlementsin Hermes Sector had vanished. Prime sent Six patrol
ships carrying investigative teams, two ships returned with news of further vanishments; the other four did
not return. We sent more men to find the lost men—frequently amistake, asin this case. None of them
returned. Dinadh's government, such asit is, refused to consider even partia evacuation, which would
have been the best we could do. Evacuating a populated planet isimpossible. There aren't enough ships
to keep up with the birthrate." He sighed.

"And?' she prompted.

"Dinadh isthe only occupied planet of its system, the only one suitable for occupation. The Alliance did
the only thing it could think of, englobing the system with unmanned sentingl buoys. We might aswell
have done nothing, for al the good it did. No one came out of the sector toward Dinadh. Every probe
we sent into the sector from Dinadh smply disappeared.

"Ten standard years went by; then twenty, then thirty. Planets gpplying for colony rights were sent
elsawhere. Then, thirty-three standard years after the crisis, the sentingl buoys picked up afreighter



crossng the linefrom Hermes Sector into Dinadhi space! The holds were stuffed with homo-norm
equipment. The crew claimed they had found it abandoned and therefore savageable, after faling into
Hermes Sector accidentally, through arogue emergence. Later we checked for stellar collapse and found
an enormous one about the right time—"

"Stdlar collgpse?"

"The usual cause of rogue emergencesis stdlar collgpse. The dimensiona field twitches, so to spesk.
Things get sucked in here and spat out there. Well, the crew was brought here, and more questions were
asked. It turned out they'd picked up equipment from four worldsin the sector and had noticed nothing
at dl inimical. We sent volunteer expeditionsto investigate. All of them returned shrugging their shoulders
and shaking their heads. Nothing. No sign of what had happened to the human population thirty-odd
years before, and no sgnsof diensat al. We assumed the Ularians, whatever they or it had been, had

departed.”

"So there were no survivors?' mused Lutha

He shook his head. "Oh, we looked, believe me! We had no information about Ularians, no description
of them, no actua proof that they existed, which gratified the Firster godmongers, you may be sure, for
they'd claimed from the beginning there were no such things as Ularians. Since government isaways
delicately poised vis-a-vis godmongers, we were extremely interested in what survivors might tell us, but
we never found athing in Hermes Sector. Oh, there were some children who turned up on Perdur Alas
around twenty years ago, but they were probably emergence castaways aso.”

"Unlikely they'd have been therefor eighty years. They'd have had to be third or fourth generation.”
"Quiteright. All thisismere diverson, however."

"Y ou started by asking me about Bernesohn Famber," she said impatiently.

"Therelevant fact isthat Bernesohn Famber was on one of the shipsthat went into Hermes Sector right
after the vanishments”

"Oneof thelogt ships."

"No! One that came back. Bernesohn was erratic and secretive. A genius, no doubt, but odd.
Sometimes he didn't gppear outside his quartersfor days and days. His colleagues didn't expect to see
him regularly, so they didn't redize he was gone! When the ship got back here, they didn't have any idea
where or when hed gone. We couldn't find him."

The Procurator leaned back in hischair. "Imagine our discomfiture sometime later when we learned he
wasliving on Dinedh.”

"How did you find that out?" L utha asked.

"Wdll, ayear or s0 after Bernesohn disappeared, Tospia, hislongtime companion, gave womb-birth to
twins. In Fagtiga”

Luthaknew where Fastigawas. It might be called a suburb of Prime. Leglson's mother lived there.

The Procurator went on. "Tospia's twins were entered in the Famber lineage roster, but nobody at Prime



made the connection.”

She said impatiently, ™Y ou intend to make the point, | presume, that the twins were conceived after
Bernesohn's disappearance?

The Procurator assented. Y ears later a sensation sniffer for one of the newdinks did a so-called
biography of Tospia—unauthorized, need | say—in which he dleged that Bernesohn Famber could not
have fathered the twins. Tospiathrew amemorable and widely publicized tantrum and sued the sniffer for
misprison of mediafreedom, asserting that Bernesohn had been living on Dinadh and that she had visited
him there"

The Procurator set down his cup and went on:

"Enormous congternation, as you might imagine! Alliance officerswere sent to Dinadh immediately to
debrief Bernesohn about the Ularians.”

"Am’?'

He shrugged, mouth downturned. "And the Dinadh planetary authorities turned them al away, saying
that Bernesohn had bought a hundred-year privacy lease, that even though he was no longer at his
leasehold, hislease was il in effect and no one could be admitted but family members, thank you very
much. His 'family members were notably uncooperative, and since our only reason for questioning
Bernesohn was the Ularian threat, which was seemingly over, we couldn't demonstrate compelling need.
In the absence of compelling need, we had no authority to invade amember planet, and that's what it
would have taken."

He nodded to himself, then resumed in athoughtful voice: "Of course, we drew what inferenceswe
could. We assumed Bernesohn had gone there because he expected to find something on Dinadh, but if
he'd come up with anything useful, he hadn't told Prime about it."

"Y ou said hewas no longer at hisleasehold?’

He sighed, turning his cup in hishands. "All Dinadh said about the matter was that they 'had wel comed
him as an outlander ghogt.' "

"Which means?'

"We presumeit means he died. And there the matter has rested until now ... " Hisvoicetrailed off
disconsolately.

"BU?
"But, now they're back."

Luthagtared a him, disbdlieving. "The Ularians?'

He nodded, swallowed, shredded the finan-skin napkin between hisfingers. "Almost a hundred standard
years! Why not fifty years ago? It was then Prime decided it was safe to open up Hermes to colonization

once more. There are three populated worlds and several coloniesin there; there are homo-norm teams
on haf adozen other worlds, and survey teams everywhere worthy of survey."



IIAM?I
"And two of the coloniesare gone. Likelast time.”

Luthaturned away from hisdigtress, giving herself timeto think, holding her cup over the table and
feding it grow heavier asit wasfilled with teaby an dmost invisible shadow.

"What has dl thisto do with Ledson?' she asked.

"Now were desperate to know whatever Bernesohn Famber knew. Aslong as Bernesohn's privacy
lease has any time to run, however, the only people Dinadh will alow to poke about among Bernesohn's
belongings are family members. Family isavery big thing on Dinadh. Since Ledson is descended from
Bernesohn, Ledlson is Bernesohn's 'family,’ so far as the Dinadhi are concerned.”

Now Lutha understood what they were asking of her. ™Y ou need Ledson, but Ledlson has
disappeared.” She tapped her fingers, thinking. "Did you think | might know where Ledlson is? Or did
you have some idea the Dinadhi would accept me as Ledson's family'?"

"I don't think you know where Ledlson is, no. | know the Dinadhi will accept you asfamily. You are
Ledson'swife asthey definewife.”

When Luthatold methis, | laughed. It wastrue, in away. She was Led son'swife aswe on Dinadh
definewife. Some of thetime.

"Because we were lovers?' she asked him.
"Because you bore his child,” the Procurator said.

Shefdt theblood leave her face, felt it drain away to disclose afamiliar sorrow, an endlessache. "My
sonisaprivate metter.”

He sghed. "Believe me, Lutha Tallstaff, under other circumstances | would not challenge your privacy.
The Ularians give us no choice. Do you remember Malia Stentas? From Keleborn?”

Lutha answered distractedly, "We were a upper school together. She became amanager for some
agricultura consortium ... "

"Y ou may mourn her now—she and her lifematesand al their many children—gone from Tapil's World.
And the people on Up-dyke-Chel. They are not merely dead, but dust in the wind, vanished and gone,
no stone to mark the place they were. Whatever the Ularians may be, when they come upon aworld,
they leave behind no monuments ... "

He stood, walked across the room to the wall retriever, and flicked it into life. "Tapil's World," he
murmured. "Beamed by our recorders.”

An empty town materiaized before them. Everywhere evidence of interruption. A doll lying abandoned
by afence. A child'swagon, haf-full of harvested vegetables, sanding at the side of afenced garden. A
sun hat caught in athorny shrub. A fuzzy native anima—ether useful for something or aneutered pet, as
it would not have escaped homao-norming otherwise—hopping dowly dong ahedge, crying plaintively.
Kitchenswith food haf-prepared, roomswith tables ill littered, desks till piled. The probe came down
over one desk, focusing on aholo that stood there. Herself. Malliaand hersdlf, young scholars, arms



around one anather, grinning into eternity.
"Damnyou," Luthasaid without hest.

"I want you to fed it," he admitted. "It could be your house. It could be you, and your son. It could be dll
humenity.”

During our time together, L utha described hisvoice, full of asonorous beaty, like thetolling of afunera
bell. He wasworking Fastigat stuff on her, wringing her emaotions like awet towel, making her al drippy.

L edlson had done that from time to time, worked Fastigat stuff on her, though he had doneit for thelr
mutua plessure,

"Nothing like aromantic moon," shetold me. "A little wine, and aslver-tongued Fastigat to make the
worldsmove."

"It does not take wine or a Fastigat to move theworld,” | told her, thinking of my own love.

"l am relieved to hear it," she said then, laughing as she wept. We had then agood ded of reason to
weep.

But even then, during her meeting with the Procurator, she thought al that Fastigat stuff unnecessary. The
memory of Malliaaonewrung her quite enough.

S0, she took adeep breath and said to this old, conniving man: "Y ou want me to go to Dinadh, isthat
it?'

The Procurator nodded. "We want someone to go, and the only people they will allow are Ledson, his
mother, or you. Leglson's mother has refused to go. Led son himself, we can't find. That leavesyou.

Y ou're dready proficient in basic Nantaskan. Dinadh speaks adialect of Nantaskan. And I'll send a
Fadtigat with you."

"Please. No," she cried.

He reached toward her, pleadingly. "Lutha. Please. WEll pick someonewho isnt ... intrusive. Someone
tactful.”

She snorted.
"Some Fadtigats can be," he said in an offended tone.
"The Dinadhi will dlow meacompanion?’ She sneered. " Someone nonfamily?"

"If he goes as your assstant or servant, yes. Y ou'll need some such to help with your son. Y ou'll have to
take the boy."

Shelaughed again, thistimeincreduloudy. ™Y ou're joking, of course." He knew how ridiculoustheidea
was. Even theinvigilators who had summoned her to this meeting had been aware of the problem Ledly
presented. They'd brought awhole creche team with them to take care of Legly while she was away.

He shook his head at her, leaning forward to pat her knee, an avuncular gesture. "Believe me, Lutha, |
wouldn't ask it if it weren't necessary. The Dinadhi won't accept you without the boy."



"Y ou expect meto drag a child across hdf adozen sectorsto ... " Thischild, shesaid to hersdlf. This
particular child, with his particular problems.

" Spatiotempordly, it's not half adozen sectors," hetold her. "l wish it were, quite frankly. Wed be
saer!”

She made hersdlf relax, dowly picked up the cup once more, finding it fresh, steaming hot.
"Will you go?" he asked.
"Do | haveachoice?' shegrated. "If | don't go, you'll—"

"Nothing," he assured her. "Redlly nothing. We have the power to compel you, but compelling you
would be usdess. We need your willing, intelligent cooperation. It's up to you whether you giveit or not.”

Asthough that old devil conscience would have let her say no! ™Y ou know me," she said angrily. "You
knew | wouldn't say no. Didn't you?"'

Ashedid. AsFastigats did. Luthatold me all about Fastigats. Fastigats get to know people very
quickly, very well, very completely, as had thisbald, quirky old empath across from her who hadn't come
right out and told her he was one of them. Who hadn't needed to, any more than Leelson had, when they
had been together.

"You'regoing to befine" Led son had said often during her later stages of pregnancy, soothing her in
moments of dismay.

"I know," she'd snapped. "Women have been having babies for hundreds of thousands of years.”

"Well, yes. But | don't regard that as particularly comforting, do you?' He made aface at her, making
her laugh. " Stars have been blowing up into novasfor billions of years, but that doesn't make their near
vicinity desrable”

"If you intend asmilarity, | am offended,” she said. "Though | may have assumed the proportions of a
nova, | have no intention of bursting. | merely scream when | stand up, becauseit hurtsto stand up! This
may sound like an explosion, but actualy—"

"We are not Firgers. Y ou could have—" heinterrupted gently.

"Don't tell me. Of course | could have." Could have chosen not to be pregnant. Could have chosen to
delay the development of the fertilized egg. Could have had the baby developed in abiotech uterus, given
creche birth. She hadn't chosen that. Why not? She didn't know why not! Why had he gotten her
pregnant in the first place? Fastigats could control that if they wanted to! Obvioudly, he hadn't wanted to!

"Wdl then?' Ledson being reasonable.

"I keep thinking it must be boring for you." Great Gauphin, it was boring enough for her.

"A new experience is seldom boring. Womb-birth is becoming quite rare, and rare happenings appedl to
the callector'staste. All Fastigats are collectors.”



She didn't say what she was thinking, that the whole thing had been an accident. That sheld had second
thoughts about it, but then Ledlson's mother had said—L edlson had said ...

The lessthought about al that the better. Still, she was peevish when Led son seemed more fascinated
by the pregnancy than he was by her. She said this, laughing at herself.

"It'snot true," he assured her. "'l am passonately fond of you, Lutha Talgaff. Y ou arelike adinner full of
interesting textures and flavors, like alandscape full of hidden wonders. | am not ignoring you in dl this.”

True. When one had aFastigat for alover, one could not complain of being ignored. One's every whim
was understood; one's every mood was noted. For the most part, one's every desire was satisfied, or
thwarted, only to make the satisfaction greater when it occurred. If aFastigat lover was not forthcoming,
it was not through lack of understanding. Sometimes L uthafelt (so she told me) she was understood far
too well. Sometimes she longed for argument, for passionate battle, for a sense of her own salf back
again. Pride kept her from showing it, that and the fear that Leel son would accommodate her. Only afool
would take on an opponent who could block every thrust before it was made.

It was easier during those early months after Ledly was born, for then Leglson switched at least part of
his searching intelligence from her to the child, leaving L uthato her udderish moods and mutterswhile he
hovered over the infantender, forehead creased, feding hisway into that little mind.

"Likeamaze" hed said, dmost dazedly. "All misty wals anddazaing spaces. Hunger or discomfort
comesin like jagged blobs of black, and the minute he diminates or burps or takes the nipple, he's back

to dazzling spacesagain.”

"No faces?' she'd asked, disgppointed. Babies were supposed to recognize faces. Like baby birds,
back when there had been birds, recognizing the speciad markings of their own species. Eyes, nose,
mouth: that configuration was supposed to be inginctively recognized by humans. Lutha had read about
it.

"Well, | can't fed faces," held replied. "No doubt they're there.”

Later he postulated that Legly recognized something €lse or more than faces. Some quality unique to
each person, perhaps. Sometotdlity.

"He'snot one of us, I'm afraid. Not aFadtigat.” Ledson had shaken his head ruefully over the
four-month-old child. It was then L uthaadmitted to hersalf what she had refused to consider before:

L eelson was disappointed at not having a Fagtigat son. Virtudly all Fastigat sons were empaths, at least.
If shed had adaughter, it wouldn't have mattered!

"Hardly fair,” shed muttered, wanting to weep. "Sexist!"

Hed smiled charmingly, the way he did. Fastigats were dmost always charming. "Not my fault, Lutha. |
didnt designit. It's sex-linked, that's al."

"You'd think biologists—"

He hadn't let her finish. "Well, of course our women say atempting to make female Fastigatsis
meaningless, because any norma woman isasenstivity match for amae empath, any day.”

He'd made her laugh, hiding his own disappointment. Perhaps even then held known—or at least



suspected—this disappointment wasn't to be the only one.

Time came soon enough, of course, when suspicion was fulfilled and Legl son went away. Unforgivably
away. Without announcement or preamble. One morning she had wakened to find him gone. HEd left a
note, of course, if one could cdl five words anote. Not much after their yearstogether.

"Y ou must fed abandoned. Betrayed!" Thisfrom Luthas older sster, Y ma, sector-famed, thespian
absolute.

The accuracy of this made L utha blaze hotly as she denied it. "I do not! Legson'sand my relationship
lasted along time. Neither of usisfrom acontractua culture, so why would | fed betrayed!” She said it
asthough she meant it. In fact, she did fed betrayed and abandoned, not that she could possibly admit it
to Yma How could he? She couldn't have left Leelson! How could he have left her?

Y mawent on. "Perhaps not a contract, but ill ... "

"But ill nothing, Yma. | had achild because | wanted achild." That was partly true. She kept her lip
from trembling with consderable effort. After theinitid shock, she had wanted a child.

"Well, of courseyou did, darling, but it was agenetic risk. With him."

"Fastigat men father norma children on non-Fastigat women al thetime!™
Ymacouldn't leaveit at that. "Well, there are no aberrationsin your family line."
"You don't know that!" Luthacried.

"Oh, yes| do and so do you. Even though weve never met them, we know all about Papa's side of the
family. They'redl totaly ordinary, ordinary, ordinary!" To Y ma, nothing could be worse.

Luthadid indeed know agreat ded about Pgpasfamily, and his many siblings and half siblings out on
thefrontier. Frontier worlds began with a colony ship, afew hundred crew members, and ahundred
thousand human embryos. Thirteen or fourteen years later the original embryos were boys and girlswho
began procreating on their own, using the créche equipment on the ship. A few decades, the colony might
number in the millions! Twenty children per woman was not uncommon, virtudly dl of them créche-born.
In ahomo-normed world, there were few impediments. No dangerous diseases, little danger from
wegther, no danger from plants or animals—in fact few plantsand no animasat al.

"Mama Jbia does go on and on about the kinfolk," Lutha admitted.

"She's never said anything indicating they're anything but boring. And Mamas family, we know al abot,
both sides, four generations back. Her mother is Lucca Pinegpple, and we've met her. Remember?”

"Therdigiousgrandma,” said Luthawith vague discomfort a the memory. "Who visited us on her way
through the sector.”

"Exactly. You do remember! We thought her very strange! Well, women who depilate and tattoo their
entire bodiesare strange. But that's smply attitudind; biologicaly she'squitedl right. And MamaJibiais
awaystelling stories about L ucca's mother—Nitha Bonetree, remember, the one who first ran away to
thefrontier?"



"Which iswhere Luccawas born, and Mamatoo. | guess| remember some of that. Mama Jibiaaways
said wed inherited our talentsfrom Nithasline."

"It isn't the detall that mattersin any case! The only thing that mattersisthere's no problem in your family
on elther side back four generations. And Leglson shouldnot have left you to provide the entire care for
the boy, asthough it were somehow your fault!”

Luthafelt hersdlf turning red, felt the tears surging, heard the anger in her words. "I had always intended
to be responsgible for my child. It wasmy choice.”

Wasit? Wasit indeed? Then why couldn't she remember making it! She asked methisand | laughed. |
couldn't remember either. It had just happened. One couldn't redlly question it. Lutha said even Yma
knew she'd gonetoo far. Wisely she let the matter drop.

Lutha never mentioned to Y mathe credit drafts regularly deposited to her account from Fastiga.
Fastigats did not father by chance. Asasociety, they fathered no unknown or unacknowledged children,
and dl children fathered by Fastigats received support from Fastiga. It was amatter of honor, one of the
primary differences, so said Fagtigats, between Fastigats and |esser men.

Fadtigats didn't even sign certificates of intent. Their honor was so untarnished they were exempt from
the requirement imposed on al other citizens of Centrd, to have five responsible, self-supporting
coparents on record by the fourth month of pregnancy.

Luthaand Y maand Mama Jibiaand two mae cousins had signed for Leegly. No one cared who had
children, or how many, but one of the basic rights of Alliance citizenswas not to be responsible for other
peopl€'s. The pendtiesfor derdiction of respongbility were severe, and the credit drafts from Fastiga
wereinfuriatingly beyond the call of duty. Even moreinfuriating were the Fagtigat uncles and male cousins
who visited at intervas, observed Ledy's growth and development, then went away again. Meantime,
Ledly grew bigger and stronger and older and L utha became more tired and desperate.

"Y ou ought to consder the dternatives" Y masaid, every timethey met. "Redly, Lutha. Y ou ought
to..."

The Fastigat uncles and cousins aso urged her to consider aternatives. Santeresas World, they'd
suggested, where the whole planet madeits living caring for the Sick, theinjured, the disabled. It was
expensive, but Fastigawould pay for it. Luthahad refused. Her child was not an dternative. End of
statement. End of consideration, no matter how her life narrowed around her day by day and even her
necessary professiona duties gave way to Ledly's needs. She could not decideto let him go any more
than she had decided to have him. Though she had. She must have!

For years now she had kept afragile cam, dathering sentimenta oil on every emotiond linkage, making
her life move like some old cog-and-belt-driven machine, creaking and wobbling from one day to the
next. And now, here, al at once, thisskinny old fart, this Fastigat servant of the Alliance, this bureaucrét,
had thrust an additional duty among her gears, grinding her to ascreaming halt!

She abandoned simile and summoned anger, making hersdf rage at being forced to do the Alliance's
will. Wasthisa penalty, for having known Leg son? Another one?

The anger wouldn't hold. It was too hard to hide from hersdlf the anticipation she felt a the promise of
somewhereto go, therelief at the idea of someone to help her. The promise of succor and change.



So Luthaplanned ajourney, even as|, Sduez, planned ajourney, though herswas far longer than mine.
Inasense, a least, hers was longer, though mine wrought greater changes. For me anight soon came
when Shalumn and | wept on each other's shoulders, | out of fright, she out of fear of losng me. The
following morning | bent beneath the brow-strap of my carrying basket and went up the rocky trail with
Masanees. High on a shelf above Cochim-Mahn, | panted, waiting for her to catch up with me.
Masaneesis not as agile as she once was. She has not yet received Weaving Woman's reward, that
comfortable time of life when she need no longer fear concelving, but sheisno longer young. | am young.
| am twelve in Dinadh years, twenty standard years. Too young for this, perhaps. But no. Women
younger than |, much younger than | have madethistrip. If awoman is old enough to concelve, sheisold
enough for this. So the songfathers say. " Soil which accepts seed isready for the plow!"

"Whsssh," Masanees breathed as she came up to the ssone where | waited. "Time for a breather. That
path gets steeper every year."

"Have you come up beforethisyear?' | asked, knowing the answer aready.
M asanees nodded. "With Dziloch. And last year with Kh'nas."

"Imdi at'ssi," | murmured.Weave no sorrow.

"None," Masaneesreplied cheerfully. "They're both fine. We did it right.”

| tried to smile and could not. | was not reassured. Each year some did not return from the House
Without a Name. Each year some went behind the veil, down into shadow. Each time the women no
doubt thought they had done it right. Who would go there otherwise?

Therewas no point in saying it. Saying it only increased terror. | had been told one should, instead, sing
quietly to onesdlf. A weaving song, dark and light, pattern on pattern. Turning away up the hill, | chanted
quietly to mysdlf intimewith my plodding feet.

The House Without a Name stands on a promontory above Cochim-Mahn. One can see acorner of it
from the shelf where the songfather stands, only a corner. One would not want to seeit al. Onewould
not want to look at it as part of one'sview of theworld. It iseasier toignoreit, to pretend it isn't redly
there. One can then speak of the choice in measured tones, knowing one need not fear the
conseguences. As songfathers do.

"That which we relinquished, death and darkness in the pattern.
"That which we took in its place, the House Without a Name ... "

That's how the answer to the riddle goes, the one no one ever asks out loud, the riddle my grandmother
whispered to mein the nighttime, as her grandmother had whispered it to her. "What isit men relish and
women regret?’ Grandmaasked, preparing me. Letting me know without redly letting me know.
Frightening me, but not terrifying me.

It's the way we do things now. We hint. We almost tell, but not quite. We let young peoplelearn only a
little. If they never know it thoroughly or factudly, well, that makesthe choice easier. If they do stupid
things because they don't know enough, that's expected.

Asaresult, ignoring the house becomes habit and | was able to ignore my gpproach to it until we arrived
at the stone-paved area outside the door. Then | had to admit where | was.



"Shhh," whispered Masanees, putting her ams around me. "It'sdl right. Weve dl been through it, child.
Itsdl right.”

Stll | shivered, unableto contral it. "I'm scared,” | whispered, shaming mysdf.
Evidently | wasn't the only one to have said something like that, for Masanees went on holding me.

"Of course you're scared. Of course you are. The unknown is always scary. Sooner we get to it, sooner
it'll be over. Come now. Be agood, brave girl."

She pushed the door open. The house had a pitched roof, but there were wide openings under the eaves
where birds had flown in and out and little nut-eaters had scrambled down to make their mess among the
other droppings.

"First we had to make al clean,” said Masanees. The brooms were lashed to her pack, and | followed
her example as we gave the place agood sweeping and brushing, including the tops of two low stone
tables that stood side by side. Onetable had astone basin in its center. Wewiped it clean and filled it
with water wed carried up from below. Then we emptied the packs at either side of the basin, and |
exclaimed at the sight of such bounty! Meal cakes, beautifully colored and baked in fancy shapes. Strips
of meat dried into spirals around long sticks of candied melon. Squash seeds roasted and sdted. Dried
fruits. More candied fruits. M asanees showed me how to lay it all out in patterns, varying the colors,
making it bright and attractive. There is aways a store of such foods kept in the hive, she said, even when
we have nothing to eat but winter-fungus. Even whenwe hunger, these ritual foods are kept sacred so
they will not hunger.

When everything was done on the one table, she cast me alook from the corners of her eyes, and |
knew whatever was going to happen to me, Saluez, would happen now. She spread afolded blanket
upon the other table and helped me lie facedown upon it. She gave me aring of basketwork and told me
to put my face firmly down in it. She shackled my wrists and anklesto the ringsin the stone.

"Ready?" asked Masanees.

| jerked at the shackles. | could fed my eyes, wide. | knew the whites were showing, knew | was
beginning to panic.

"Shh, shh. It'sall right. Here. Drink this." She raised my head and held the cup to my lips.
"Il bedl right,” | cried mindlesdy, not drinking.
"Youll bedl right," Masanees agreed, tipping the cup. "Come on, Saluez. It'seasier 0."

| made mysdlf drink. My arms and legs jerked against the bonds. Gradually they stopped moving and lay
quiet. | could hear. | could fed. | could breathe through the basketwork, but | did so quietly. The basket
ring encircled my face, and beneath my eyeswas only the stone of the table.

| heard the heavy door close as Masanees | eft. | knew what was outside, nearby, hanging from the
branch of an ancient tree: awooden mallet beside agong. | heard her feet pause, heard her voice saying
words| knew, heard the metal struck by the mallet, asow series of blows that reverberated among the
canyons, along plangent sound, not sweet but seductive. One, two, three. Then along pause.



Then one, two, three again. The serieswent on. Triplet, then pause. Triplet, then pause. Thena
responsive sound. Was it what she expected? It seemed very loud to me.

My limbs wanted to jerk, to pull free. They could not move. The sounds outsideincreased ...

| heard her feet hurry off. Somewhere nearby, hidden in the trees, she would conceal hersdlf to wait, and
watch, until she could returnto let mego ...

| do not like remembering that time. Sometimes the whol e thing comes back on me, all a once, beforel
have had achanceto shut it out. | cry out, then. | stand shivering. People pretend not to see me, turning
their eyes away until | have shaken the memory off and closed the door uponit. | do not like
remembering that time, o | shdl remember something € seinstead.

| shall remember when | was achild in Cochim-Mahn.

Dinadhi girl-children have much to learn. Clay between the hands and the whirl of the whed. Wool and
cotton between the fingers and the twist of the spindle. The weight of brush and broom, the long hours at
theloom. Thefed of the grindstone under one's palms, the bend of the back when dropping seedsinto
the holes made by the planting stick. The setting of the solar cooker to gather dl the sun'sheet. The
forward thrust of the head againgt the tump line, bringing down wood for the winter. A woman must be
awaysbusy if her family isto be clad and shod and fed and kept warm, so agirl-child istaught to be
constantly busy aswell.

Once each |eft-thumb day—it is how we count days: little-finger day, lesser twin, longer twin,
point-finger day, thumb day; right hand firgt, then left, making a double hand; five double handsto the
month; twelve monthsto the year, plusthe eight or nine extra days Daylight Woman gives us at harvest
time. Asl say, once every left-thumb day, my mother went to the sanctuary cells of Bernesohn Famber,
taking me with her as her mother had taken her. Famber was not there, of course. He had become an
outlander ghost along time before, in the time of my great-grandmother. Still, he had paid for a
hundred-year lease, paid for cdlls alocated to him and secured againgt intrusion or extradition for one
hundred standard years. The

pricefor such alease includes food and cleaning. The food mostly came from off-planet, but the cleaning
was done by us.

Each tenth day we took brooms and brushes and soft old rags and went into his cell, which isaround the
back of the main hive, on the cave-floor level, in akind of protruson built out from the body of the hive.
We dont like outlanders stumbling about among usin the hive, so our leasehold hasits own entrance. In
case an outlander needs help at night, thereisa corridor that comesinto a storeroom of the hive, but it is
seldom used except by those who serve the outlanders.

The Cochim-Mahn leasehold is three cells built around atoilet place. We don't use the manure of
outlandersin our fungus cdlars. Thereis somefeding it might kill the fungus. Instead we buy these closet
things from the Alliance for our leaseholdersto use, and when they get used up, we trade for new ones.
So Bernesohn Famber's place was alittle corridor with five doorsin it, one to the hive storeroom, oneto
thetoilet, and three more to the three cells. The cell nearest the front, nearest the lip of the cave, had a
door to the outside aswell. All of the rooms had lie-down shelves around the sides. One back room was
where Famber had dept, one he had used for storage, and the one with the door to the outside had his
worktable and a comfortable chair and many strange devices and machines. These, Mamatold me, were
recorders and computers and analyzers, to help Bernesohn Famber with hiswork.



"What was hiswork?" | dways asked, each and every time.

"Finding out about Dinadh,”" she dways said, winking at me. Grown-upswink like that when they hint
something about the choice. Or the House. Or the other world we had, before we came here. Thingswe
are not supposed to talk about.

"Did hefind out?' | asked.

"Nobody knows," she said, marching back through the cellsto the back one, where she started with the
broom and | followed with the brush, sweeping down the smooth mud walls, brushing off the deeping
shelves, making alittle pile of dust and grit that got bigger the farther we pushed it from cell to cell, until at
last we could push it right out the door onto the floor of the cave. Then | took the broom and pushed it
acrossthe cavefloor, farther and farther forward, until it came to the edge and fell over, dl that dust and
grit and sheddings of the hive falling down like snow on the canyon bottom.

Sometimes, while Mamawas sweeping, 1'd sit and look at the machines, longing to push just one button,
just to see what would happen. It was forbidden, of course. Such things were not Dinadhi things. We had
to live without thingslike that. We hadchosen to live without them. We hadchosen to givethemupin
return for what we were promised instead.

After we cleaned Bernesohn Famber's leasehold, sometimes we went down to the storerooms to pick
something for supper. In summers, thereare dl kinds of things, fresh or dried melon, fresh or dried mest,
different kinds of vegetables and fruit, pickled or fresh or dried. Thereisamost dwaysgrain, head grain
or ear grain, eaten whole or cracked or ground for making bread. We have seeds for roasting, and honey
too. We brought bees with us, from the other world.

Inlate winter and early spring, though, there's mostly fungus from the cellars, pale and gray and tasting
likewood. The only good thing about fungusisthat it's easy to fix. It can be eaten fresh or dried, raw or
cooked. We usudly put some salt and herbs on it to make it taste like something. Most al of our
cookery isdonein the mornings, when the sun is on the cave. We use solar reflectors for cooking. The
whole front edge of the caveislined with them, plusal the level spotsto either Sde, and any time of the
morning you can see women scrambling across the cliff wall to get at their own ovens and stewpots.

After food is cooked, it's kept warm in padded boxes until eating time. None of our food isvery hat,
except in wintertime. Then we havefiresin the hive, and we sometimes cook over them. It would take
too many treesto havefiresin summer. That was part of the promise and the choice aswell. We haveto
protect the trees and certain plants because the beautiful people need them.

Even though girls had much to learn, sometimes Mamawould tire of teaching me and say, "Go on, go
play,” and then I'd have to try to find somebody & se whose mama had said, "Go play,” to them too.

Shalumn and | played together mostly. We played babies and we played wedding and we played
planting and harvest, smoothing little patchesin the dust and grooving them like ditches, and putting tiny
rocks down for the vegetables. We had dolls, of course, made out of reed bundles, covered with cloth,
with faces painted on. We didn't play with the boys, not once we were old enough to know who was a
boy and who was a girl. Boys played sheepherder and songfather and watermaster, and they had games
where somebody aways won and somebody awayslost. Shalumn and | played bed games together,
and once Mama caught us at it and whipped us both on our bottoms. | ill have alittle line there, on one
sde, where the whip cut. After that we were careful.

| remember those as pleasant times, but | can't make them sound like much. Nothing much happenswith



children on Dinadh. We don't have adventures. If wetried to have an adventure, we'd probably die right
away. Maybe better ... better | think of some other story. Not my life or Lutha Talstaff slife, but
someone ese's. Another person entirely, the third one of us. The one Luthaand | met together. Snark the
shadow.

At the end of each workday the Procurator dismissed his shadows, alowing them to descend the coiled
ramps that led from occupied areas to Shadowland beneath. There each shadow entered the lock as he
was programmed to do.

"Strip off your shadow suit,” said the lock.

The shadow stripped off the stiff suit with dl its sensors and connectors, hanging it in an acovein one
Sde of the booth.

"Place your handsin the receptacles.”

The shadow placed.

"Bend your head forward to make contact with the plate.”
The shadow bent.

Light, sounds, movement. Snark stood back from the plate, shaking her head, as she dways did,
bellowing with rage, as she dwaysdid.

"Leavethe cubicle" said the voice, opening the door behind her, opposite the one sheld comein by.
"Goddamn bastards,” screamed Snarkey, hammering at the cubicle wall. " Shitting motherfuckers.”

The floor grew hot. She leapt and screamed, resolved to obey no order they gave her. Asadways, the
floor grew too hot for her, and she legpt through the door just in time to avoid being seared.

"It'sthe mad howler," said dobber-lipped Willit from adistant corner of the locker room. " Snarkey-shad
hersdlf, makin' noiseslikeahuman.”

"Shut the fuck up,” growled Snark.
Willit laughed. Others also laughed. Snark panted, staring about herself, deciding who to kill.
"Slow learner,” commented Kane the Brain, shaking his head sadly.

Snarkey launched hersdf at Kane, screaming rage, only to find hersaf on the floor, whimpering, her
thumb in her mouth.

"An exceptionaly dow learner," repeated the former spesker, kicking Snark not ungently in theribs.
"Poor old Snark."

"Good baby-girl shadow." Willit sneered as he passed on hisway to the door. "Play nice."

Snark sobbed as the room emptied.



"Have you quite finished?" asked the mechanica voicefromaceling grille.
"Umph," she moaned.

"I'll ask one more time. Have you quite finished?

"Yessr." Theword dragged reluctantly from her throat, burning asit came.

"Then get up and get dressed. The locker room will be steam-cleaned in five minutes. Besides, you are
no doubt hungry."

She was hungry. Procurator had hosted a banquet today, and shadows had served the food, seeing it,
smdlling it, seeing other people eat it. Shadows didn't eat. Shadows didn't get hungry or deepy or need
the toilet. Sometimes they got in the way of thingsand werekilled, but if so, they did it quietly. Ordinary
people didn't stare at shadows, it wasn't civilized, any more than wondering about them was. Shadows
were apeculiar possession of bureaucratsin officein Alliance Prime, and that's al anyone redlly needed
to know unless one was a shadow oneself.

The metdlic voice preached at her. "If you'll makeit ahabit to eat just before you go on shift and
immediately after, you'l fed less hunger and you'll be less uncontralled. If you are less uncontrolled, you
won' find yourself rolling around on the floor making infant noises and attracting the scorn and derision of
your fellows™

"Damn motherfuckersain my fdlows™"
"What did you say?"
"l said | fed little collegidity for those sharing my conditions of servitude."

In the sanctuary, when Snark was alittle kid, the grown-ups had talked High Alliance. She could talk
likethat anytime. If she hadn't been able to remember back that far, she could mimic her fellow-shad,
Kanethe Brain. Kanetalked like an officia butthead.

Thevoicesad, "You aren't required to fed collegidity. Y ou are only required to behave as though you
do."

Snark panted, letting the rage seep away. Each time she came off shift, it was the same. Everything that
had happened to her, every glance that had did across her without seeing her, every gesture shewas
supposed to notice, every need she was expected to anticipate, dl of them boiled inside her dl day, risng
higher and higher, until the cubicle took the controls off and she exploded.

Which waswasting time, shetold hersdf. Wasting her own time. She only had onethird of her timeto
hersdlf, as hersdf. One third she was a shadow, under full control. One third she was adeep, also under
control. Therest of thetime, herein Shadowland, she could feel however she wanted to fed, do
whatever she wanted to do. She could et, talk, have sex—if she could find somebody willing. She could
read, attend classes, engage in hobbies. If shewanted to kill somebody, have sex with somebody
unavailable, the smulation booth would accommodate her. The booth would help her do anything!
Anything except kill people so they stayed dead.

If they didn't stay dead, what was the point! So sheld asked herself before. What was the point of living
likethis?



"You are d liberty to endit,” Kane had told her. "The fourth human right isthe right to die."
"Thfucksthat mean?' shed screamed the first time sheld heard Kane on this subject.

Kane had explained it dl. Kane had even escorted Snark to adisposa booth and explained the controls.
"Simple, for the smple-minded,” Kane had said. "Enter, close door, press button. Wait five

minutesto seeif you change your mind. When the bell rings, press button again. Zip. All that'sleft area
few ashes. No pain, no blood, no guts, no untidiness whatsoever."

So said Kane, but the last thing Snark wanted was a neat disposal booth and ahandful of ashes. Where
was the joy in no pain, no blood? Who got anything out of that? That was no way to kill anybody, not
even yoursdf! God, if you were going to kill yoursdlf, at least makeit areal messl Make'em clean up
after youl

"Why you al thetimewanting to kill folks?" Susso, one of her sometime sex partners, wanted to know.

"Get in my nose," sheld snarled. "Push againgt me!”

"Everybody getsin your nose," Susso sad. "All thetime. The only way you could be happy isif you
killed everybody in theworld and had it dl to yourself.”

It wasn't true. Theréd been some good kids at the sanctuary when they'd first brought Snark there.
Snark hadn't wanted to kill them. She'd liked them. She'd been what? Nine or ten maybe? Old enough to
tell them things. And to tell the supervisor aswell.

"Where areyou from, little girl?"

"From the frontier.”

"Dont tell lies little girl. Children don't come from the frontier.”

"Itsnotalie! | did so!"

"Dont contradict me, little girl. Don't be anasty, contradictory littleliar.”

Her name hadn't been Snark then. It had been something ese. And she hadn't wanted to kill people
then. That came later, after they'd named her Snark the liar, Snark the thief. Not Snark the murderer,
though. Sheld never actudly killed anybody, though she'd wanted to. Just her luck they'd caught her
before sheld doneit.

The judgment machines were clear about that: "Y ou are sentenced to lifetime shadowhood because of
your emotiona need to breach the first and second rights of man.”

"They got noright,” Snark had snarled to Susso. "They got no right.”
"Why don' they?' held asked. "Asmuch asyou.”

"They're machines," sheld told him. "On'y machines. I'm a person, ahuman. The universe was made for
m”



Susso had shaken hishead. ™Y ou been listenin' to some Firster godmonger on the newdink, girl. Some
belly-sweller. Some prick-waver. Forget Firsters. They don't talk for thisworld. Not for Alliance
Centrd, they don't. Too many Fagtigats on Alliance Centrd. Fastigats don't listen to Firsters. Thisworld
isdifferent. Thisworld has shadows, and most of the time shadows aren't human. Onethird the time,
shadows got theright to live like they want except they try an' hurt somebody. Therest o' thetime,
shadows got no rights. That'sthe way thisworld id"

Snark knew that. When theinvigilators had dragged her before the huge, unbearably shiny robo-judge,
they'd read her the words printed across its front:

EQUAL JUSTICE, THE SAME REMEDY FOR THE SAME CRIME, EVERY TIME.

"On Alliance Central, human rights are those rights our people grant one another and enforce for one
another,” the machine said in its solemn, mechanica voice. "There are four human rights universaly
recognized. Thefirs of theseistheright of al individualsto do what they choose with an absolute
minimum of interference. Man is not required to meet any standard of behavior solong asheisnot
adversaly sensed by any other human. The second right isthat of choosing one's dependents. Persons
may not be taxed or otherwise forced to support dependents they have not chosen, though they are
absolutely required to care for those they have signed for. The third right isto be protected from those
who would infringe upon the first two rights through interference or unlawful dependency. Thievery, of
which you have been convicted, isacrime of interference and dependency. Y ou have put othersto
inconvenience and you have supported yourself at others expense. Y ou may be brought into aignment
with socid normsif you so choose. Do you so choose?”

Of course she hadn't so chosen. And she never would! Which sheld said, not quite that politely.

Imperturbably, the machine had gone on: "If one chooses not to be digned, the fourth human right isto
die. Do you chooseto die?!

She hadn't chosen that either.

"On Alliance Centra, persons choosing neither to be digned nor to die have only one aternative
remaining—to become shadows."

Or, asKanethe Brain said later, " Spend two thirds of your time adeep or serving the bureaucracy so
they'll let you think you're doing what you want one third of your time!"

Whichiswhat Snark had ended up doing. No fix for her. No having her mind changed so she wouldn't
want to steal anymore. No having her chemistry changed so she wouldn't want to maim or kill. No, better
be hersdlf onethird of the time than never be hersdf &t all.

"So go to the smul and kill somebody,” Susso had yelled at her when sheld tried to damage Susso and
found hersdlf curled up on the floor, thumb in mouth. "Go to the smul and dap people around, kill
people, that'swhat you want. Do it! But you can't do it out herel™

It sounded gresat, but nobody stayed dead in asimul! How could you get any satisfaction killing
somebody who didn't stay dead? Y ou wake up the next day, the same person is till walking around,
looking through you. No matter you'd digposed of himin the smul, youd till be smelling him. And even
when Snark wasin the smul, something ingde her just knew the peoplein there weren't red, even though
they looked just like the ones, sounded just like the ones Snark hated!



Sounded like Kane, talking like he did. Or looked just like that bastard Willit, egging her on that way,
making her end up with her thumb in her mouth. Sounded like that bastard Procurator, him with hisfancy
teaparties. If Snark wanted, she could bring up the Procurator in the smul booth, or that black-haired
woman he'd had with him the other day, Lutha Tdlstaff. There sheld sat, hair perfect, face perfect,
dressad in clothes you could kill for, holding out acup to befilled, never noticing who it wasthet filled it!
Never noticing who brought the food, who served it! Not anod. Not asmile. Pretending Snark redlly
wasinvishle

Bitch! What sheld like to do to that bitch! She could tie her up and make her watch while Snark carved
the old bastard into dices. Then, when it got to be her turn, let her feel what it waslike not to exist! Let
high-and-mighty Lutha Talstaff learn what it felt like to be chopped up into bloody pieces, made into
nothing!

Whimpering in eagerness, ignoring her hunger, Snark ran from the locker room in the direction of the
smul booth.

Theday | went to the House Without a Name, Chahdzi, my father, spent the morning cleaning the upper
poal. In the afternoon it was his responsibility to carry food down into the canyon, so al day he kept an
eye on the shadow at the bottom of the canyon, judging the progress of the day. If he wasto return
before dusk, he would need to stop work on the upper pool when the shadow touched the bottom of the
eastern wall, or perhaps, for safety's sake, alittle time before.

When the shadow was where he thought it should be, he went up the short ladders to the cave floor,
took asack of Kachis-kibble from the storehouse, put it over his shoulders, fastened it onto the carrier
belts that crossed his chest, swung himsdlf around the ends of the ladder, and began the descent to the
canyon floor. Tonight he needed to speak to songfather about the old outlander ghost who was causing
so much inconvenience. When he had done that, perhaps he could a so discuss certain conflictsin his
own life that needed patterning. Had these conflicts been decreed by Weaving Woman? If so, could they
be sung and acknowledged? Could his annoyance be exorcised in song? Or must it remain silent, part of
the corruption inevitably incurred when the terrible choice had been made?

I, Saluez, know this, because | know how he thought. My father often spoke to me of histroubles, of his
confusons. Hedid not get on well with Zinig, hiswife (who was not my mother). Always he resolved to
speak tohis father, to songfather about it. Always he delayed. Sometimes he spoke of hisambition to
become a songfather himself, adas-dzit, a patterner, a seer-of-both-sides. | asked him once why, if
seeing both sides wasimportant, only men could be songfathers? Did not women have asde? He said he
would ask songfather, but he never did.

There were two ladders leading down to thefirst spring, two ladders more to thefirst pool, where hed
been scraping agae that morning. Six more ladders led to the second spring and pooal, the big one that
was gill under construction, and then two to the bottom, where the orchards and gardens and grain fields
were. From there it was an easy wak down the canyon to the feeding stones where the beautiful people
would cometo feed at dusk.Lovely on wings, the Kachis, he hummed benesth his breeth.Lovely on
wings, both powerful and wise.

"See them come on their wings of light," he sang softly. " See them emerge from the shadows of the trees.
Beautiful onwings... "

Though sometimes he wondered if heredly wanted ... No. That had been decided long ago.



He muttered these same phrases to me, sometimes. Whispering as though he didn't intend meto hear.
Or, perhaps, intended that | should hear without being certain heintended it. A hint, rather than aword.
Which isthe sameway certain other information was transmitted. No one had redlly said it.

When he cameto thelevd of the spring, he dowed his climb, taking extra care. Therethe water falsinto
thefirst pool from such aheight that it is often blown onto the ladder rungs and into the carved climbing
holes, making the footing treacherous. Wetness spread beside him, dripping from the higher to the lower
rocks, in some places running in tiny moss-edged diagonas across the amost vertica surfaces of the
stones. Thiswasrain that had fallen far from here, high up, soaking into the flesh of the mesato emerge at
last like blood from awound.

Arriving at the first pool, he stopped to ease the straps over his shoulders as he listened to the spring
dripping musicaly into the shallow puddle at the lip. From the shallow it runs back into the cavern where
he'd been working. There the water glints, sending wavering glimmers of reflected light up the smooth
vertical shaft that emerges before the hive. Thisisthe household pool from which the people of
Cochim-Mahn take water for cooking and hivekeeping. Severa large round pots hung before him, tipped
on their sidesin their rope cradles, ready to be lowered into the water. As he rested, a pot dropped
downward, filled, leveled, and then jerked upward, dripping and doshing asit went. He could hear
women singing, Yeeah-mai, Eeah-mai, asthey turned the spool to wind the rope. Our water, our blood;
our water, our blood.

Beneath the sound of their voices chortled the sound of the second spring, the larger one, so powerful at
thistime of year that it actually spurts from the side of the mountain, arching out between two chunks of
green stoneto fal chuckling into the big pool the people of Cochim-Mahn have been building for along,
long time. Generations of our people have carved out the mountain behind the water-lip, caulking the
cracks to make a place for the water to rest away from the sucking wind and the thirsty sun. Huge stone
pillars have been left to hold the mountain up, and among these monstrous trunks the water lies smooth as
amirror, stretching far back into the darkness, deep in some places as four or five tal men.

Between first pool and second, the ladders are shorter and quite dry. My father made quick work of
them. The main water gate stands beside the second pool, where well-caulked wooden pipes lead
downward to the tanks below. There, a0, is the stone house of the seasonally €l ected watermaster, one
who will assure fair distribution of crop water. Thisearly in the year the house was empty, no water was
being used except the bucketsful that had been carried to the fruit trees. From far back in the darkness,
my father could hear the tap of hammers. There, behind a cofferdam, severa of our kinsmen were cutting
more stone away, making the storage pond even larger.

The last |ladders are the longest, down to the canyon floor where atrickle of meltwater, all that had
escaped the traps of the hives upstream, ran between green banks dotted with flowers. From hereit isan
easy trot to the feeding stones.

The stones are huge and flat. Later in the season, when true warmth comes, the people of the nearer
towns spend aday here, scrubbing away the grease and winter-filth and scenting the place with fragrant
smoke and fresh herbs. My father ignored the smell as he set the open end of the sack at thelip of the
dished stone, then turned to spill its contents behind him. He left without looking back. It isnot polite to
look at other persons food or at persons who are eating; so it is not polite to observe the Kachis either.
Looking at another person's food implies that one has not had enough. Looking at another person’'sfood
is like begging. Only babies and dogs ook at people egting.

He set out at atrot for the ladders. Behind him he heard nothing. He dowed. Stopped. Turned. Nothing.
Usually therewas acall from atree-clustered canyon and an answering chirrup from somewhere nearer.



Usudly he had to hurry to be away from the feeding rocks before dusk.

But tonight, nothing. The Kachiswere esewhere. Unwillingly, my father turned his eyeswhere the rim of
the canyon gleamed high and bright in the last of the light, toward the House Without a Name,

Dusk on Dinadh.

Below in the canyon was only darkness. Benegth the arch of the cave, shadows gathered. In the hive,
nighttime quiet scopped the tongues of children, men and women began to whisper. The evening song
was done. Chahdzi had returned from the canyon. All the door-skins were down but one. Of dl the
people of Cochim-Mahn, only Hallach still stood outside upon the lip of stone. Hallach and the two
women of hisfamily who had gone to take him food and drink.

" Songfather, thiswoman brings you evening food,” whined son's daughter, my haf sister, Hazini.

" Songfather, thiswoman brings you water for your mouth,” hummed daughter's daughter, Shalumn. My
friend Shdumn.

Sheremained my friend. Even afterward, she talked to me sometimes. Or, shetalked to the wall,
knowing | waswhere | could hear her. So | learned how things were, how things happened, how she
read Hallach's face and his movements, seeing what he redly felt written upon him.

So, she said, Hallach turned and held out his hands. Shalumn poured the water into them, murmuring
rapidly as she did s0. "Blessings upon the pattern of water, water that fecundates, that cleanses, that
cools, that blesses, that hedls, that becometh atool in the dedicated hands of the Dinadhi.”

He sipped from his hands, rinsing away the words of song so they would not be contaminated by mere
food, then dried his hands upon the folds of his cotton inner robe. He approved of Shalumn's abbreviated
litany. If Hazini had poured the water, she would have chattered out the entire water-blessing catalog
rather than ending expeditioudy with the dl-purpose phrasebecometh a tool in the hands ... Andwhile
Hazini had gone on and on, Hallach songfather would have had to stland hungry, which would not have
bothered Hazini, who was bony as alightning-killed tree and ate only so much asasmal picky bird.
Hazini did not understand hunger.

Hallach took the bowl Hazini offered, casting his eyes upward. Therewaslight upon the height, ill time
to eat outside before real darkness came. He sat down, his back politely turned so the girlswould not
offend custom by catching sight of hisfood, an important courtesy in times of famine, though one not
rigoroudy observed during the present days. There was no current shortage of food in Cochim-Mahn.

Thewomen had raided the last of their winter storesto provide stew for tonight, stew full of the flavors
of smoked mesat and dried roots. A bright stripe of flavor among al those dark stripes of fungus! He
scooped a mouthful onto around of hearth-bread and let the softened mesat pleasure histongue.

"Songfather?' Hazini said in asdf-important voice. " Thiswoman haslearned the rest of the rain names
and would recite them for songfather.”

"Umpn," Hdlach said around amouthful. "Not tonight, Hazini. It isnot aproper time.”
She made adisrespectful sound behind him, almost arudeness.

He put down hisfood and turned to look at her. Her lips were compressed into that pinched line Hallach



found so annoying. Just like Chahdzi's second wife, Zinis. Pinch-pinch, whine-whine, never satisfied with
anything. Pretty, though. The way she turned her head and looked a men under her lashes, with that half
amile, letting that whiny little voice come out like a seeking tendril to wind around their loins. Songfather
remembered how Zinis had wooed poor Chahdzi, the poor widower. "Chaa-dzi. Can liddle Zinis have
the pretty feathers, Chaa-dzi?' Poor Chahdzi hadn't been ableto resist her. Now look at him! With only
Sduez toligento him, only Sdluezto ...

Hallach felt sudden fury. He fixed Hazini with asongfather glare. "Girl, do not make that tightnesswith
your mouth. Y ou cannot recite sacred names from amouth like that." Ragefilled him. He dared not stop
to question why. "Also, your voice istoo whiny. It must be full and generousif you areto pray to
Daylight Woman and Weaving Woman and Grest Lightning Widlder."

Shalumn’'s mouth puckered as though she might laugh, but as Hallach turned toward her she bowed
hastily, hiding her face. Hazini, shocked into movement, turned and ran back toward the grest dark dab
of thehive.

Hallach, ignoring Shaumn for the moment, turned back to hisfood. He did not ask himself wherethis
rage had come from. He knew. Sdluez. Fedlings he was supposed to have put behind him.

Affections a songfather might not indulge in. His anger was unworthy of him, but nonetheless, hefdt no
remorse at chiding Hazini. The Gracious One had decreed this conflict from the time they had cometo
Dinadh. Age must discipline youth. Men must teach women the proper way of things. Some must lose
that others may gain. Cold againgt hest, dry againgt wet, life againgt deeth, every quality must strain to
contain its opposite, the whole requiring songfathers to sing the pattern into balance.

Though sometimes it was hard to accept ... what happened.

Hallach shifted uncomfortably. It wasn't wise to think about that either. Such thinking smacked of doubt,
and of course he didn't doubt. She'd befine. Shewashis ... his son's daughter. Of course sheld be fine.

No longer a al hungry, he sat the half-emptied bowl aside.

Shalumn saw al thisand drew her own conclusions. She moved dightly toward him, her hesitancy
reminding him she had not been dismissed. Halach held one finger upright, stopping her where she stood.

"Saluez," he said, amere whisper. It would not have been proper for a songfather to ask about amere
girl, but he had not asked. He had merdly said aname.

Shalumn had seen Masanees return. Shalumn had seen her leave again, with two of the ssterhood. Then,
in the dusk, they had returned again, a cluster of women who had carried someone, someone dive,
perhaps, or dead, perhaps, but who had in either case gone into a side entrance to the hive and down
into ashadowy place below, a place Shaumn could not go, where even songfathers could not go.

No one had mentioned this to songfather, and he could not ask. He had not asked, and Shalumn did not
move or speak. She did not look up. Her eyes remained down. There were certain things awoman
would never say to aman. Not any man.

After amoment Hallach waved the finger at her, |etting her take the bowl and go.

It was many days later that | came upon Shaumn in acorridor. She knew me by the borders painted
upon my outer robe. Had she not painted them? Had the robe not been her gift to me? Now she turned



away, as she must, and began to speak to the corridor wall. Shetold the wall about songfather, and
Hazini, and how songfather had looked and what songfather had said. She knew | was standing in an
alcovejust behind her. Sheknew | could hear.

"Songfather looked very sad," she said. " Songfather looked very strange. | went away then, sumbling a
little. I wept. | missmy friend." She gulped, and | saw her wipe her face with her hand. "I missmy love. |
will dways missmy love." Shewaked away then, not glancing at me, but her cheeks were wet.

Shaumn'swere the only tears| saw shed for me. Songfather could not show grief. Chahdzi could not
show grief. Hazini would not grieve, nor Zinig, nor any of the people of the hive. Weaving Woman sends
the shuttles to and fro, light and dark, youth and age, good and ill, wisdom and stupidity. Belief and
doubt, aso. Belief and doulbt.

Often the pattern is not as we oursel ves would weaveit.

CHAPTER 2

M asanees brought Saluez back to the hive and her story stopped. Time went by, yes, but Saluez did not
care much about that. She did not hunger or thirst. The women around her forced her to eat and drink.
Her prayersto Weaving Woman had not been answered. Her shuttle had not carried light. Her pattern
was dark, only dark, and no one could see its end. There was no story of Sduez.

What was true of me was true also of Snark. During that time, she had no story. She was as she was,
and little changed from day to day. We were stopped, our shuttles still, our colors waiting. During this
time, the story was L utha's story, the pattern was L uthas pattern.

My nameis Trompe Paggas,” the Fastigat said into Luthas annunciator. "1've been assigned as your
assigant.”

She opened her door to the surging traffic. A hurrying passerby bumped her visitor hard enough to
carom himinto her, and clutching one another, they almost fell into her rooms. She stumbled to the door
and shut it againgt the noise of the crowded concourse while her disheveled guest brushed himsdlf off. He
seemed more annoyed than the minor trampling warranted.

"How do you stand it?" he growled.
"Stand what?' She was puzzled.
"Livingindl thismob!"

Her face cleared. It wasn't amob. It was just the ordinary workaday crowd, but this man was used to
Fadtiga, where things were managed differently, or to Prime, which was, if anything, too sparsely
populated. Trompe Paggas had even put on a coverall so he wouldn't be contaminated by rubbing up
againg people. Now, before he had even divested himsalf of this garment, he said, ™Y ou're ambivaent
about me."

She laughed, the sounds fluttering up her throat like Sartled birds. Thiswas so familiar, so like Leglson,
this Fastigat habit of holding her feglings up before her, as though she didn't know how she felt unlesshe
told her! Even his gently concerned tone of voice was the same, even his expression, kindly and
questioning.



"Trompe, don't tell me. Please. L et that be arule between us. Of course I'm ambivaent about you. I'm
ambivaent about everything! About the trip. About taking Ledy. About finding out something, or not
finding out anything. About the Ularians wiping out humanity!"

"Ambivalent, even about the prospect of destruction?' he asked, shocked.

"Sometimes. Sure. Some days, doesn't it seem like agood ideawe should al be wiped out? Some days,
don't we make aroya messof things?' Asan officid trandator, she was aware of that mess, if he wasnt.
Words of impassioned rage and raw desperation flowed through her workstation every day. Broken
treaties. Misinterpreted promises. Endless renegotiation. Forged certifications. Lies and evasions. She
laughed again, seeing his expression.

"No," he said soberly. "It does not seem like agood idea. All problems can be solved. It merely takes
the will and attention to do s0."

She shrugged, smiling: he was so very Fastigat!

"All right, I won't make problems. | redlize you'll know how | fed. I'll tell you right now, you probably
won't ever know how Ledly feels about anything. Let's accept that. Y our job will beto use your abilities
to help me cope while we search for anything Bernesohn Famber might have left on Dinadh. Y ou're not
heretotell me how | fed or help me ded with my emotions or any of that Fastigat Stuff. I've had that. |
don't need it."

He shrugged, making aface like aLed son face. Physicdly, he was as unlike Ledlson as possible, being
short and chunky and dark instead of tall, dender, and bright-haired. A man of gold, Ledlson. A man of
iron, this. In hisfavor, he had astonishingly dert blue eyes and was aso quite young. Y ounger than Lutha,
at any rate.

"Can | seethe boy?' he asked.

She pointed. The door between the office room and the degping room was open. He went through it
with her behind him.

Ledly was standing naked before the window scene, which was dialed toforest. His clotheslay asheld
dropped them in the corner. He had decorated the wall near the window with afeces finger painting, an
extraordinary impression of the blown treesin the forest scene. He turned toward them with alovely
gmileand alilting laugh.

"Dananana,”" he purred. "Dananana.”

"Excuseme,”" she murmured to Trompe. "If you'll give me amoment.”

Trompe nodded expressionlesdly.

She was aware of him watching her as she keyed the room-bot, cleaned Ledly, and got the clothes back
on him. No matter where she put the fasteners, he managed to get his clothes off, little contortionist! And
look at the skin of his chest and shoulders, al blotchy from chill. Well, no harm done. The room-bot had
the floor and walls cleaned by the time Legly was dressed again.

"That'smy sweet boy," she murmured, hugging him and putting him down once more, handing him the



child-sized paint sticks she'd gone to such trouble to find.

"Dananana,”" he said, patting her face with one hand as he threw the sticks across the room with the
other. "Dananana.”

"How old ishe?' Trompe asked from the doorway. His face showed nothing, but he knew the answer.
Hewas only checking.

She diffened. "Almogt Sx." Ledy wasjust past hisfifth birthday.

"Bigfor hisage." Trompe's voice held no emation, but she could fed something. Disapprova ? Or what?
"He must weigh what?"

"He's heavy for hisage. But, asyou know, Ledsonistall and muscular, and my family also runsto size,
s0 Ledy will probably beabig man."

Now she knew what he was thinking.How will she cope then? When he's a big man, what will she
do? His mouth opened, then closed again, the words unspoken. Well, at least he learned fast. And what
right did he have to disapprove?

"What kind of treatments have you tried?" he asked.

She fought down her annoyance. Even though he'd been briefed, he wanted her to talk about it so he
could fed what shefdt, find hisway into her psyche. Damn dl Fastigats! Would he be more helpif he
understood?

She gritted her teeth and said in a patient voice, "I'm sure you were told, but both Leelson and | had a
genome check early in my pregnancy. Both of usarewithin normal limits. Ledy's pattern differsfrom
oursonly within normd limits. Physcaly, hesfine
"And mentdly?'

Had the man no eyes? She kept her voice cam as she answered.

"Wdll, sometimes he won't leave his clothes on. He won't [earn to use the potty, though he doesliketo
eliminate outdoors. He has no speech, obvioudy. And he doesn't seem to classify. He reactsto each new
anima, person, or thing in pretty much the same manner, with curiosity. If onefood chipistasty, he
doesn't assume similar-looking ones are. He regards each thing as unique.”

"Redly?'

"Givehim ared ball, hell learn that it bounces and squeezes. He may treasureit. If helosesit and | give
him another red bal, he hasto start from scratch. Though it looksidentical to me, somehow he knowsit
isn't the same thing he had before.”

"Strange."

She nodded. It was. Strange.

"l understand they'vetried splicing him."



It wasn't aquestion, but she answered it anyhow. "The geneticists spotted afew rare variations that they
thought might be connected to behavior, and they tried substituting some more common aleles. Among
Ledy'sunique attributes, however, is a super-efficient immune system. Each time extraneous genetic
materia isintroduced, hisbody killsit. It may take him aday, or aweek, but he managesit every time.
That meansthat even if we hit upon whatever variant might help, it would take him avery short timeto
get rid of it. And, of course, it may not be in the chromosomes. It may be e sawherein the cdls.”

The geneticists had suggested a complete cdlular inventory, but she had resisted that. Perhaps she didn't
redlly want to know. If they found something ... Wdl, how very find that would be!

Trompesaid, "l imaginethe doctors are very interested in him! Theimmune system, | mean.”

"Extremely interested. Particularly inasmuch as he dso heals very quickly. At firgt thought, thesetraits
would seem to be extremely vauable—"

"But only the hedling, the immunity.”

"Right. If they could be separated from the rest of his pattern, but no one knowswhat particular
combination of combinations has resulted in that trait.”

"So, whatever'swrong, it can't be fixed."

She dtiffened. "I object to theword. Ledly isal right the way heisl Y ou may aswell know that Leglson
Famber and | disagreed on that point.”

He narrowed hiseyesat her. "But ... how intelligent ishe?"

"I believe he has adifferent leve of intelligence," she said belligerently. One of her most vehement
arguments with Leelson had been on that subject. Shetried to befair. "Though it's hard to be sure
because our idea of intelligence is so dependent upon the use of language. He scores quite high on some
nonverba tests, those that don't depend solely on classification.”

"l don't understand.”

"What | said earlier! He doesn't classify things. He can't look at apile of blocks and pick out al the blue
ones. Mere bluenessisn't acategory for Leely. Nor mere roundness, mere squareness,
mere ... whatever. Each thingisitsown thing."

"With itsown name?"

"Who knows? If he could talk, perhaps that would be true. He's past the age when most children either
learn alanguage or create one." She heard the pain in her voice, knew Trompe heard it too.

"S0?" Hewaslooking at her curioudy, figuring her out.

Luthatook firm control of her voice. She had to sound objective and cam. She would not start out on
this arduous project with acompanion who fet she wasirrationdl.

"Since he's so very hedthy, I've considered he might be a new and fortunate mutation. Perhaps he will
learn language later than most children.”



There was no legitimate reason for her to believe that, but she believed it anyhow, passionately, with her
whole heart. Ledson had said that for every positive mutation, there were undoubtedly thousands of
useless or lethal ones. Intellectually, she accepted that. So far as Leely was concerned, she could not. He
couldn't be... usdess.

She pulled her mind away from that thought. She didn't want Trompe Paggas to think she was—what?
Deluded. A mother who was blind and fond to the point of stupidity? Speak of something else!

Trompe gave her the opening. "He didn't like those colors you gave him. Why was that, do you
Suppose?

"A mistake on my part,” she admitted ruefully. "Helovesto paint, asyou saw, and | thought the colors
would be tempting. | waswrong. They don't please him for some reason. They have the wrong texture or
smell. He does quite nice renderingsin feces, asyou've seen. Or in gravy, or mud.”

"Organic media," mused Trompe. "Probably with organic smells.”

"Perhaps he identifies by smell, categorizes by smdll. | don't know. Maybe he has another sense
entirdy.”

A superhuman sense, she didn't say, though she thought it. A more-than-human sense. She caught
hersdf and flushed. Shed mentioned these thoughtsto afew family members, afew friends, al of whom
thought she was pushing the limits of redlity. And sometimes—yes, sometimes she knew shewould trade
eventua superhumanity for aLedy who would learn to use the potty and keep his clothes on!

"No need to get upset, Lutha. | understand.” Trompe was smiling at her, squeezing her shoulder. "Fine. |
was briefed. | wasjust digging for some kind of overall understanding, but weve obvioudy said enough.”
He seated himsdlf and adopted an expression that said he was getting down to business.

"It'sgoing to be hard for you," he said.

She nodded, admitting as much.

Trompe tapped hisfront teeth with athumbnail. " The Procurator wishes you to know you may havedl
the help you need, both in preparing to go and to keep your business alive while you're gone. Meantime,
| made someinquiries of my own. | thought Ledlson might be, you know, smply avoiding theissue, but
he'struly gone. No one | spoke to had any ideawhere hewas."

"Limiacould go," sad Lutha, referring to Ledlson's mother.

"Easer than you," he agreed. "'l wonder why she won't?

Both sat slently for atime.

"Let'sask her," hesaid. "Let'sgo ask her!"

"Now?' shecried. "l can't leave—"

Heinterrupted her with afinger to her lips. "I'll call acréche team to take care of Ledly, and why not
now? If Limiawon't go, | think we both should know why. WEell run on over to Fastiga and find out.”



South of Alliance Prime the enclave of Fastigalay beneath its own separate dome, the towers of the men
jutting aggressively above the sprawling domiciles of the women. Nothing separated them but multileve
sculpture gardens and fantagticaly ritualized behaviors, both well observed.

In the domiciles the languorous hours between the evening mea and the erotic observances of degp night
were set aside for the reception of vistors. Fireswerelit in the halls of lineage, dusty bottles were opened
and decanted into eegant crysta, children were sent to their own quartersto bedevil their adolescent
minders, womenfolk put on their most seductive draperies, and everyone gossiped about everyone el se.
Fastigawomen were much interested—some said obsessed—hy lineage. All Fagtigats claimed common
ancestors, they were al one clan; only the precise degree of kinship was subject to andyss, but of such
minor quibbles nightlong conversations could be built.

Trompe brought Lutha up from clangorous, crowded traffic level s bel ow-ground to the murmuring quiet
of ahouse she had visited once before. And had not intended to visit again, she acknowledged to hersalf
as hefetched her aglass of wine and ushered her to a sheltered corner of the hdl of lineage. It wasa
secluded niche mostly hidden from the other vistors.

"L edlson brought me here once," she said, aware of a sudden bdlicosty, the flaring embers of old anger.
He nodded, as though he dready knew. Well, Fastigats did know. They knew entirely too much.

"It may take meawhileto get to Limia," he murmured. "Custom demands | work my way around the
room. Don't move. I'll be back."

He left her. She settled into the chair, which was both comfortable and private. The wings on either sde
hid her from anyone who was not directly opposite, and there was more uninhabited room around her
than in her whole apartment and three or four otherslikeit. Behind her, she could hear two Fastiga
women making conversation, unaware they were overheard.

"There's Olloby Pime, with her Old-earth friend,” said onevoice. "So hairy, Old-earthers. | had an
earther lover once. Did | ever tell you, Britta? So relaxing. Such atreasure. Poor thing had no ideawhat |
wasfeding, and | can't tell you how refreshing that was."

Britta paused before responding. "'l perceive your satisfaction, Ostil-ohn, but my own experience would
lead me to believe such aliaison would be rather frustrating.”

Brittaand Ostil-ohn, said Luthato herself. Ostil-ohn, who had had aterrestrid but non-Fastigat lover.

Odtil-ohn, who was saying:

"Oh, my dear, no. For example, if | wasn't in the mood for sex, instead of being coaxed and wooed and
pestered for amply hours and having to heat up out of sheer inevitability, | could just pretend | waswild
with desireto begin with."

"He didn't know the difference?’

"Not at al! He hadn't the tiniest flicker of perception, so he got on with it, and | sighed and yelped a bit,
and shortly it was over, while meantime I'd gone on thinking what | was thinking about before he
darted”

"But, Ogtil-ohn, thisimplies ... what if you werein the mood and he wasn't?"



"Ah, well, there are drawbacks to every relaionship. It's true one gets in the mood much less often than
with Fastigats."

Britta snorted.

"I wonder where Limia Famber is," Ogtil-ohn murmured next. "1 haven't seen her lately."
L uthaleaned back, listening intently.

"One assumes she has not been taking part in public life snce her son disappeared.”

"| shouldn't think she was surprised! What did she expect? L eelson was destined to disappear. Takes
after hisfather in that regard.”

"Odtil-ohn! Y ou're being cruel. Grebor Two didn't disappear purposaly. Any more thanhis father did!”

"Listen, when three generations of Fambers stick around only long enough to father one child, then take
off and are never seen again, one may be forgiven for assuming a genetic tendency toward vanishment!”

A pauseindicating that Brittawas consdering this. "Three generations?'

"Actually four, if you count uncles. Ledson; hisfather, Grebor Two; his grandfather, Grebor One; and
his great-granduncle.”

"Who was his great-granduncle€?"

"Paniwar Famber, son of Bernesohn and Tospia. That'sfive generations, because Paniwar was an only
too."

"Paniwar wasnot an only. Paniwar had atwin sister, Tospiann. Boy and girl—"
"1 meant onlyson,” interrupted Ostil-ohn.
"—and Bernesohn had flocks of children with other women!™

A moment'sdlence. "That'sright. I'd forgotten.”

"Paniwar had more than one child, too, though it was a scandd! He got somelittle tourister girl pregnant
when hewas just aboy. She wanted him to marry her, can you imagine! When hetold her Fastigats

don't, she went to some remote place and had the child secretly, making Paniwar guilty of improper
fathering! Thetak went on for yeard"

"My dear, it wasn't alittle tourister girl. | remember now. It was someone famous on the frontier! He
was only aboy, shewastwice his age, and that's what the talk was about!"

Odtil-ohn murmured, "Whoever. I'll modify my statement. When four generations of Fambers stick

around only long enough to father oneacknowl edged son and then take off never to be seen again, one
may beforgiven for assuming it'sgenetic.”

Brittasaid, "Limiawould argue with you. She doesn't acknowledge the boy Leelson fathered. He had it



out of that trandator woman he took up with. Y ou know. We met her once. Lutha something. Tall-staff.
Basicaly earthian stock.”

"Did | meet her?'
"But of courseyou did," Brittainssted. "L edlson brought her here. Then Limiawent to see her!”

"Oh, yes. Towarn her off, don't you suppose? Limiawas furiousl And what isit about the child?
Something not right?'

Luthas face flushed. Damn them. What right had they to discuss Ledly!

Brittawent on. "It isn't Fastigat. It's not even normal earthian. | haven't seen it, though some of the men
have. Oh, look, there's someone who'd know. Trompe Paggas. Trompe knows everything!"

L uthalooked up, saw Trompe moving toward her, gave up any attempt at conceal ment, and rose to her
full height. She turned to the matrons sheld been eavesdropping upon with apleasant smile and anod.

Both had the grace to flush, though only Ostil-ohn was capable of speech. She murmured politely as
L utha moved to join Trompe, and then the two woman put their heads together once more, to share the
full delicious horror of what they'd just done.

L edlson Famber's mother wasin no mood to talk with Lutha Tal-gtaff. When Trompe insisted, she
made them wait a discourteous amount of time before inviting them to her private quarters. During that
time she dressed hersalf with some care and prepared hersaf mentally for what she supposed would be a
request on the Talstaff woman's part for additional help with her idiot child.

It turned out, however, that Lutha Talstaff had something sein mind.

"I've been asked by the Alliance to go to Dinadh,” Luthaannounced. "With my son.”

Limiasat back, surprised both at the announcement and at the propriety of Lutha's language. "My son,”
shed said. Many women might have said "Ledson's son.” Or "our son.” "Ledson'sand my son." Or

even, courtesy forbid, "your grandson.”

Limiasat back in her chair, feding an unintended frown cregping onto her forehead. "Yes" she said,
smoothing both her face and her voice. "What has that to do with me?”

"l don't want to go," said L utha. "I've agreed to do so only if no other way can be found."
"Other way?"

"The Dinadhi will alow entry to you. The Procurator says you've refused to go."

"es"

"| thought perhaps you didn't understand how important the matter isand how very difficult the trip will
befor me."

"I am an old woman. Y ou are ayoung one." Among Fastigats, with their reverence for age, thiswasdl
that needed saying. Seemingly, it was not enough for the Tdlstaff woman.



Luthaexplained, "In order to be dlowed to investigate Bernesohn Famber'slife there, | have to be
connected with hislineage. Thismeans| haveto take my son with me."

Limiasgorgerose a the wordlineage, but she kept her voice cam. "Surely that is not onerous.”
Luthathrew aglance in Trompesdirection.

Smoothly he said, "Lutha Talgaff correctly assessesthat the visit to Dinadh will be more than merely
onerous, migtress. It will be extremedy difficult.”

Limiarose and stalked across the floor, her long skirts foaming around her ankles. With her back to the
younger woman, she dlowed hersdlf abitter smile. "Leave us, Trompe."

"Midress... "
"Leaveud"

Shewaited until she heard the sound of the door diding shut behind him. "I cameto call uponyou,” she
sad, turning to Lutha. "At your office. Remember.”

"Of course.

"When | first heard you were pregnant. | believe| told you then something of the family history.”

"I respect the meaning lineage has for you, madam, but as| said a the time, family histories are most
interesting to members of the family in question. Y ou'd made it clear you would never consder me asany
part of your family."

" told you of the saying among Fastigats? Do you remember?”

"I remember it, madam. 'Mankind, first among creatures. Fastigats, first among mankind. Fambers, first
among Fadtigats.'"

Luthathought it unbearably arrogant, then and now. "1 thought it hyperbole, madam. Fastigats are not
known asFirgers."

"Ninety-nine percent of al Firstersare vulgar, but even they may occasionaly assert atruth. Itisatruth
that the universe was made for man, not as Firgters exemplify man but as Fastigats exemplify man.
Evolution movesin our direction. It isour pride and our duty. Y ou would have been wise to respect our
history and traditions, though you were outside them. | mentioned to you that Ledlson'slineis composed
of only sons™"

A fact that seemed to be generaly known, considering what L utha had overheard downgtairs.
"| thought that interesting, but not compdlling, madam. At best it isa datistica anomaly.”
"l asked you—no, | begged you not to go on with your pregnancy.”

"As| told you at the time, it was not something | had planned.” She hadn't, and she had no explanation
for not having done so. None at al. Againgt every tenet of her rearing, against every shred of her own



resolution, it had smply happened.

Limiawent on implacably: ™Y ou choseto ignorewhat | had to say. | explained that Ledson's child
would have abetter chance of being valued by hisfather and by meif born to a Fastigawoman and, if a
son, with the Fagtigat skills. | spoke from conviction, from concern. Asyou now admit, you felt my
reasoning was not meaningful, not compelling. Why, now, should your conviction be compelling to me?
Why, now, should your difficulties or problems be my concern?!

Lutha stared out the window behind the woman, not wanting to look her in the face. Everything she said
wastrue. The only omisson from Limias account was Legl son's reaction when Lutha had told him of his
mother's visit. He had been angered, infuriated. Let Limiakeep her opinionsto hersdf. If hewanted to
father achild on Lutha, that was hisbusiness! At that moment L utha had loved him mogt, for he had not
spoken like aFastigat but like alover.

One could not say to Limia Famber, however, that the child had been Ledlson's choice. Limia Famber
wasn't interested in what her son had wanted.Had wanted. Then.

Very wdl. Therewas gill onefinal question she needed to ask. L utha breathed deeply, counting the
bresths, holding her voice quiet as she said, "Thereisan additiona possibility. Ledson himsdlf could
makethistrip far easier than |, and he would have no reason to refuse. Do you have any ideawhere he
might be?"

Limialaughed harshly. "Don't be afool, woman! Do you think | would be so grievoudy upset if | knew
where Ledsonwas? If | knew he was anywhere, dive? If | knew that, | could assume he hastime yet to
beget another child. If | knew hewas ill among the living, | would not despair of his posterity.”

The sneering tone made L utha tremble, only partly with anger. She could actudly fear this woman!
"Itisearly to despair of hispodterity,” shesad at last. "Ledly isonly five."

The older woman regarded her amost with pity. "Legly! Y our mis-begot provides no posterity, not for
our line, not even for yours, if you cared about such things. My kinsmen have seen yourLedly, a my
request. Believe me, it is because of your Ledly that | despair!”

Some weeks after | returned from the House Without a Name, aveiled woman stopped mein the
corridor, asking that | meet her behind the hive that evening. | knew her voice. From her vell, | knew she
wasonelikeme.

| did as she asked, leaving the hidden quartersin the bowels of the hive and encountering her near the
back wall of the cave, whence she guided me through ahidden cleft and dong anarrow trail that led
downward to aturning behind arock where there was adark crevice.

"Puo-toh," came the whisper from the crevice.Who goes?

"Puara-mai etah," my guide replied. Goes a newly wounded one.

"Enter," said the whisperer, lifting afoliage curtain from within the crevice. "Follow.”

My guide held the foliage while | went beneath. It fell into place behind me as| went down a path that

twisted among great stones. Thiswas awater path, smoothed by therains of athousand years, dimly lit
by occasiond candles on metal spikes driven into the stone. | wondered if the lights were there for my



benefit, for my guide did not seem to need them. She moved aseasily in darknessas she did in the
infrequent puddies of light.

We cameto ablanket door, the two blankets dightly overlapping.
"Remove your vell and comein,” shesaid.

Sheraised both hands to the flap of her vell, loosing it and thrusting it aside as she went through the
blanket and around the draft wall that stops the outside air from blowing in. Behind it was the caveitself.
It wasdimindde, lit only by the smdll fire burning upon the central hearth under ameta hood. It wasdso
warm, which meant it waswell plastered, with dl its holes and crevices stuffed with stone and covered
with alayer of mud. As| looked around | realized the walls had been not only sedled, but smoothed.
Walls and benches had been painted with white clay to reflect the light, and there were designs drawn
there, ones | had never seen before. The mortar chimney that led the smoke away went benesth the
lie-down bench, curved with it, and came up againgt the far wall, where alittle door gave accessto the
shelf where the start-fireis built, to get thewarm air risng. Once ar isgoing up the straight chimney, one
shuts the gart-fire door, and the heated hearth air is pulled under the bench, warming the place we sit or

deep.

It wasawarm cave, carefully planned, carefully built, as carefully asany hive cell | had ever seen. The
alr was fragrant, scented by spices stewing over thefire. | knew there would be breathing holes
somewhere, afew at the bottom of the cave, beside the fire, to suck new air in asthe warm air rose. We
dothesameinthehive.

On the curving bench sat a score of women, al with their hoods pushed back, their veils down. Only
once had | seen my facein amirror snce my day at the House Without a Name. Once had been enough.
Now | stared asthough into fifty mirrors, seeing my face again and again, with variations. Herewas a
missing eyelid, there aragged lip, there nogtrils chewed at the edges. There were ears missing, cheeks
pocked and scarred and riven. Foreheads and scal ps and jaws with only skin across the bone.

When | had wakened in the hive, the bandages had aready been in place. Velled women had told me
what had happened. No one knew why. It happened sometimes. It was no fault of Masanees or any of
the other attendant women. Every detail of theritual had been reviewed, again and again. Did you do
this? Did you do that? Did you lie with your face firmly in the basket ring? Was there plenty of food and
drink? Y es and yes, everything had been done as it was supposed to be done, asit had been done over
and over for generations of years.

"Wecome," said an old woman. "To our Ssterhood.”
The others bowed and murmured. We come. We come.
"Areyou dill with child?' asked the dest.

| nodded. So far as| knew, | was. | was no longer about to be married; | was no longer considered
marriagesble; but | was till with child.

"When your birthing time comes, you will come here," said the woman.

Thiswasasurprise! | looked around the circle, seeking some reason. Those who could, smiled
comfortingly a me.



"We have all had the experience,” one of thewomen said. "Mogt of us are from Cochim-Mahn, but
some are from Dzibano'as and Hamam'n and Damanbi. When the moons are full, we delegates come to
offer comfort to our new sister, walking in the day from hiveto hive, saying overnight with our ssters
who then join our travelsthe following day. Tonight we have with us women even from Chacosri, around
the canyon corner. We dl know what you are suffering. Many of us have had children. When your time
comes, come here.”

"Weareassterhood,” said another to me, kindly. "We are asisterhood of wounds. We must care for
oursaves, for the others are afraid of us."

"Afraid!" | cried. | knew it was so. Waking velled in the corridors of the hive, | had seen it on their
faces, even on Father'sface, Grandfather's face. | had seen it on Shalumn's face, though her fear was
outweighed by pity. | did not want to believeit. "Why afrad?’

"Because we do not fit the promise made by the Gracious One," whispered another. "Because we seem
to cast doubt upon the choice. Because they are afraid we will bring the abandoned gods among them

again.

And then they put their arms around me, and | wegpt, and they said soft words and let me weep, and the
singing began and went around and around the fire, old songsto fit the designs upon the walls, songs so
old the ordinary people of the hives had forgotten them, songs of our former father, our former mother,
songs of the time when the shadows had welcomed us and we did not go in fear or hope of the Kachisor
the ghodts.

It istimeto introduce new color into the robe we are weaving. | have woven Luthaand Leelson and
Ledy, Sduez and Snark. Now | will fill anew shuttle with heavier threads than ours. | will weavethe
King of Kamir.

| had never met aking before, and when eventudly | did, at first | thought he did not ook like much.
Still, his pattern would berich and vivid, astorm design set against our Smple stripes of joy and pain.
While Lutha Talstaff wastraveling toward our meeting, while | sang in the cave of the Ssterhood, he, the
King of Kamir, thought mighty thoughts and made the fabric tremble!

Jacare Logtre, the King of Kamir who had been lost (who had tried desperately and unsuccessfully to
stay lost), sat cross-legged on the chal cedony throne of Kamir-Shom-Lak considering with measurable
satisfaction the demise of Ledlson Famber and dl hislineage. Famber's siblings and their children and all
their children. Famber's parents and their sblingsand al their children. Beginning, however, with Leelson
himsdlf, with Led son'swife or mate, if any, and his offpring.

Despite the burdens of kingship, which had piled up during his absence, Jiacare had found timeto recruit
and dispatch an appropriate nation team: Mitigan, aprofessiona killer from Asenagi, aFirster who
saw no dichotomy between profession and religion; Chur Durwen, another Firder, atalented youngster
from Colliswho waswell on hisway to high professona satus, plusthe brothers Silby and Siram
Haughneep, the king's own bodymen, sworn servitorsto the royd family. Oh, definitely afour-assassn
target, the family Famber, al of whom would learn painfully and lengthily that "finding" lost kingswho did
not wish to be found was not the wisest of occupations.

Words penetrated his preoccupation.

" ... and 50, Your Most Puissant and Glorious Effulgence, it isno longer possible to reserve the forests
of Tarnen, though they are Los-tre-family possessions, since they are needed by Y our Mgesty's



peasantry in Chalc as pastures for their cattle.”

The Minister of Agriculture lowered his databoard and peered over thetop of it at His Roya Highness,
who stared rigidly past the minister at the tapestries behind him.

"Thisisaserious question,” murmured the Minister of Agriculture, asthough to himself.

"I'm sure,” said His Effulgence from atight throat. "Too seriousto be delayed for my benefit. Why didn't
you just get onwith it?"

"The Scroll of Establishment of Kamir-Shom-Lak requiresthat al matters concerning the generd wefare
be presented to the king for his approva or advice."

"Sincemy adviceisinvariably ignored, | don't advise," said the king.

"The Great Document does not require that Y our Effulgence advise. It merely requires that matters be
presented in case Y our Mgesty might choose to do so,” said the minister, with an unsympathetic yawn.

"Takeit aswritten that | do not choose. | neither advise nor approve. Nor will | ever approve of any
matter brought before me. Certainly | do not approve of cutting the forests of Tarnen. They arethelast
forests remaining upon Kamir."

"AsYour Mgesty knows, theremova of forestsis one of the necessary stepsin homo-norming a
planet. Kamir has delayed far longer than most planets. Why, on Kamir, we still have animal g™

Theking became very pde. "We have afew, yes. There arefifty species of birdsin the forests of
Tarnen, including theroyal ouzdl, whose feathers grace our crown, whose image is graven upon our
planetary sedl. There are numerous species of insects and animas. There are ferns, orchids—"

"None of which isrequired by man,” the Minister of Agricultureinterrupted. "We have been over this,

Y our Mgesty. In accordance with Alliance regulations, before we may establish outgrowth colonies, our
home planet must be homo-normed &t least to Type G. That means—"

"l know what it means! It means no trees, no birds, no animals. Why don't we skip over astep? Why
don't we save the forests by eiminating the cattle, which we will do sooner or later when we set up the
agaefarmsrequired by Class G."

"We have preserved the patterns of the forest species, Y our Effulgence. They arein our files asrequired
by the homo-norming laws.”

"They won't be dive! No flutter of wings, no plop of little green bodiesinto water, no siver glitter
benegth the ripples. There will be only men and the cropsto feed men!"

"The stored species can be enlivened whenever thereis sufficient

space and food for them. Just now, however, there is widespread hunger in the area of Chalc. AsYour
Magesty isaware, food and medicines are dready stringently rationed everywhere on Kamir."

"Except among the aristocracy.”

"Y our ministers cannot be expected to govern if they are hungry or worried over the welfare of their



families”
"Suggest that the peasants of Chalc redtrict their fecundity.”

"Humanity comesfirgst. Fecundity isthe blessing of the universe, which was made for man.”

"What universeisthat?'

The Minigter of Agriculture flushed, dightly embarrassed. "One getsinto the habit—"

"l am not one of your Firgter condtituents, Minigter. | am afaithful son of Lord Fethom, ancient and
enigmatic, god of the Logtres." Hetook his eyes from the tapestries and looked directly into the minister's

eyes. "Listen to mefor amoment. Y ou have traveled. Y ou are a sophisticated man. Y ou have been to
Central, as| have. What do you think of it?'

"Your Effulgence... "

"Be honest! What do you think of it?

"It ssemsavery efficient place.”

"Didyou fed at dl crowded?"

"Wll, one doesfed abit—"

"Did you go to the Grand Canyon of Old-earth?"

"Yes. | confess, | didn't see what the fuss was about.”

"Y ou rode down in atransparent elevator. Through the glass you saw the strata, each one labeled asto
age. At the bottom you experienced a sensurround of the way it used to be, afew centuriesago. You

weretold that the canyon now houses over abillion people. Do you want that for the forests of Tarnen?”

"Butit'sinevitable, Y our Effulgence! Therewill be frontiersfor our great-grandchildren, perhaps, but for
us, now, thereis dtill spacetofill! So long asthereis spaceto fill, we must go on having babies. So
Firgtism teaches us."

Theking sighed deeply. " Save the teachings for the fecund masses, Minister. Why don't you give the
peasants some land in the Orbive Hills."

"Thereisno arableland left in the Orbive. There has been widespread erosion ... "

Theking nodded dowly. "Oh, yes. Because your father choseto alow firewood cutting in the Orbive
ingtead of providing solar stoves. Because his father permitted unlimited herd growth among the Chalcites
to woo their votes. Just as hisfather, your great-grandfather, first Kamirian convert to the Firster cause,

defeated the attempt by the Green Party to limit human population upon Kamir. And so seded our fate
forever."

Theminigter flushed angrily. "AsYour Mgesty says.”

"Mygrandfather toldyour grandfather that the herds would die and the people would die.”



The minigter's mouth twisted into ahalf smile. "Y our Mgesty's grandfather isremembered for his
sagacity. Now that the herds are dying and the people are dying, however, thereis a public outcry which
will not be stanched by mere laying of blame on persons long dead. Hungry people do not care what our
grandfathers did. So long as oneinch of Kamirian soil remains, the people will believe that using it will
solvether problems. Only when dl the land is gone and destroyed will they permit the next stepin
homo-norming, and Y our Mgesty knowsit aswell asl.”

The king uncrossed hislegs and put them flat upon the throne, his handsflat beside them, wondering if
by will done he could sink into that stone, obliterate himsalf, become nothing. He said, sighing deeply,
"Do asyou will. | do not approve. Take that aswritten, and let me abdicate.”

"The Scroll of Establishment of Kamir-Shom-Lak specifies a hereditary king, Y our Mgesty, and it has
no provision for abdication.”

"l have ayounger brother. Severd, infact."

"Solong as Y our Effulgenceisdive... " Thethreat inthiswasimplicit. Kings might die, but they could
not run away. Kings had died, as amatter of fact, under more or less mysterious circumstances. Hedid
not mind dying. He did mind what they would no doubt do to him first, to make him say something they
could usefor areason. Conspiracy against the welfare of Kamir. Kamir, that he loved as some men love
women!

"How many more of you are there today?" asked the king. "How many more ministers out therein the
anteroom, crouched davering over the few remaining fragments of our planet.”

Theminiger siffened. "Seven, Y our Highness."
"Tdl them they may go. | don't gpprove of anything they'redoing.”

Angered, the minister growled: "The Firster godmongers pray for you daily in your blindness, Majesty.
Man is meant to procreate! We were given the universeto fill. What are afew animds, afew treesin the
face of our destiny?"

"Tdl therest of them to go home," the king said desperately. "Tell them in future they must condense
their reports to something less than five minutes. In future, | will listen to nothing longer. 1 will set atimer.”

"But Y our Highness can not possibly comprehend the ramifications of the problemsfrom a
condensed—"

"Why should | comprehend?" he cried, pressed past endurance. "I don't comprehend. | will never
comprehend. | see adifferent world than you ministers see. On ascending to thisthrone, | took an oath to
rule theworld of Kamir. That world, though much diminished, till had seas and forestsand animals. You
are destroying that world. Greater comprehension would only increase my sense of futility.” The Lost
King rose from his throne, turned his back upon his minister, and stalked to a nearby window that stood
opento let in the fresh breezes of early spring.

He had escaped on aday much like this—it had been late fal, not spring, but on asmilar day—dipping
out this very window in the darkness before dawn, across the velvet lawns, into the trees. Once Tarnen
was gone, thisroyal park would contain al the trees left on Kamir. He had thought of that as he had
walked through them that day toward his cache of clothing and money and documents, hidden away bit



by inconspicuous bit over along, long time of preparation. He had emerged on the far side of the trees
dressed as an Elithan, and he had dipped into the crowd that dways stood there, staring at the palace, to
gtand for atime himself, staring at the palace, before he went away.

He had taken ship for Elitha, unremarked, unnoticed, caling himsaf Ogterbog Smyne, acommon Elithan
name. He had reached Elitha. Oh, with what eagerness had he taken up anew life asanobody on Elitha
If not for that damnable Led son Famber, Osterbog Smyne would be on Elitha till, keeping afruit sall,
taking his holidaysin the forests, watching birds, maybe even going fishing, far from ministers and reports
and briefings and the wholeirrdlevant, endlessfal-de-rol of kingship.

"Y our Mgesty is so degp in thought, one assumes heis considering marriage and the production of an
heir,” said apontifica voice from behind him. So. The Minigter of Agriculture had called for assistance,
and herewas Lord Zhoun, the Prime Minigter, the quintessence of boredom, the paradigm of duty
undesired.

Jacare Lostre murmured, "I'vetold you, I've no intention of begetting achild to carry on this charade.
The planet iswithin ayear or so of being Class G. Soon you'll be directing the aristocracy to turnin their
pets for euthanizing. Soon will come Class-J domed cities, which will grow, and grow, until they makea
glittering calling over thefina convulsons! Y ou know how it will end, how it lways ends. The Scroll of
Establishment contains no requirement that | be part of the process.”

"Common sense would indicate—"

"Common sense, hah! Focus on one of my no-doubt-eager brothers or nephews. Groom half a dozen of
them for this thankless ascendancy.”

"Your Maesty, plesse.... "
"Prime Miniger, pleasa!”
"You used to cal meUncle”

"Y ou used to call me Jickie, Lord Zhoun, and you used to tell stories of adventure and mystery. Y ou
used to liketo go riding. Remember horses? Y ou even took me fishing once. When father was dive, you
were quiteanicefelow.”

"When your father was dive, he attended to his duty."

"In amanner of speaking, Uncle. My father, though beset by uncontrollable and ingppropriate affection
for small girls, wasin most respects avery good king. He had no convictionsto confuse him. Hewas
impressed by ritua and dedicated to traditions. He complied with them well, but then he had certain
talents| do not."

"Jckie"

"It'strue, Uncle. Father was quite open with me. As| had four older brothers, hefelt freeto tell me
things he would never havetold the heirs. Firgt, he had taught himself not to care about anything but
sensation. Then he taught himself to deep while sitting bolt upright, eyes wide open. He could do this
either while upon the throne or upon horseback, and he was invariably adeep while you and the others
read your interminable accounts of continuing destruction. He told me this, enjoying his cleverness,
without realizing the effect it had on me. Of course, he never thought 1'd ascend the throne.



"Unfortunatdy, | lack hissmplicity. My existenceisentirely symboalic, yet | am expected to behave as
though my thoughts and acts had significance. My office could befilled by an android. Indeed, an android
would do my job far better. It could be programmed, as my father was. It could smile gently and pay no
attention to the destruction going on around it."

"| thought when Legl son Famber found you—"
"Y ou paid Famber to bring me back!" the king snarled. "Y ou paid him!*"

The Prime Minister shook his head, confused at the vehemence of thisreaction. "Actualy, no, Jickie, we
didn't. We were worried about you! We paid Fastiga afee to ascertain what had happened to you. They
assigned himto thetask, that'sall.”

"Ah." The Logt King turned on his minister with an expression both wild and strange. "Y ou didn't
mention that when | returned. Nor since, cometo that.”

"Y ou never asked," said the Prime Minister, astonished into aloss of gplomb. "Y ou never asked, Jickie."

The king turned back to the window, unable to hide his emations. anxiety, rage, regret, what? All those
Fambers, even now being disposed of! Well, few enough of them compared with the population of a
planet. And were they not foremost among Firsters? And were not Firgters his enemies, now and
forever?

The window beside him reflected his pae face, aghostly image superimposed over the distant trees.
That long Lostrel nose. That triangular Lostrel mouth. The very face of dynasty hiding the person
of ... whom?

Who had he been, there on beautiful Elitha? Who might he have become? Famber the Fastigat hadn't
actudly forced him to return. Once found, however, he had thought ... Or had he thought?

"Why?" asked the Prime Minister in aconcerned voice. "What difference doesit make who hired him,
or for what?'

After amoment the Lost King shrugged. "None, really. The free agent is as culpable as the director of
that agent. That's Kamir law, isnt it?’

"Y es. With certain reservations. What have you done?’

Theking turned, avague and rather nasty smile on hisface. "Nothing, Prime Minister. Nothing that is not
entirely traditiond for kings."

Shortly after that, in the office of the Procurator, Snark the shadow stood immobile against the wall, dert
to any need expressed or unexpressed on the part of the Procurator's guests.

There were three of them, ponderous dl, two Fastigats and a non-Fastigawoman, counselorsto
Alliance Prime, heavy with the weight of years and experience, heavy with cynicism and doubt, heavy, at
the moment, with anger and depair.

"Two moreworlds," said the oldest of them, agnarled tree of aman. So Snark thought of him,
Twisted-tree. Shadows were not introduced, and the three knew each other well enough to have needed



no introductions among themselves. In the absence of other names, Snark labeled the two men
Twigted-tree and Thunder-man. The woman's name she knew: Chief Counselor to Prime for Planetary
Management Poracious L uv.

Thunder-man rumbled, "The latest communique camejust this morning. Two more worlds wiped clean
in Hermes Sector, yes."

"Survivors?' asked Poracious Luv.

"We're not looking for any. Except asthey may show up on the monitors.”
"Weren't there survivorslast time?" she asked.

The Procurator murmured, "No proven survivors. Some children were found.”
"Didn't they say?'

"l don't know. | don't think | ever read the report.” The Procurator waved his hand impatiently. What
had happened last time really wasn't germane. "What's being done?" he demanded.

Thunder-man went on. "Last time, a century ago, there was only one populated planet in Hermes
Sector, Dinadh. There were also afew outposts and colonization teams. Thistime there are four systems
containing adozen worlds, most of which have been homo-normed to Class D, basic treefarm
grass-pasture biome, with dl native life eiminated except for afew tough but relatively unimportant
Species. Yes."

"Arﬁ?'

"And Dinadh, the single world of its own system, doesn't want to be involved. They've refused
intervention. The other populated systems are cooperating in what we cal an evacuation. It's purely
symbolic. We can't redly evacuate the population; we couldn't even keep up with the birth rate. We're
giving firgt priority to people who have friends herein Prime. In addition to the symbolic gesture, welve
actually removed advance teams from severa worlds." Thunder-man referred to his notes. "From planet
Mandaay and the first moon of Caba in Jerome's system; and from aplanet in Goan's system, Perdur
Alas"

"Wherethe hell will you put evacuees?' asked the Procurator in awhisper. "Every habitable world isfull
to the shored™

"There's aused-up planet abit nearer in, across the space time border in Janivant Sector, yes. Bortha's
World. The origina population on Borthal's colonied out a couple of generations back, shortly beforeit
hit crit-poppleand ah ... perished.”

"Crit-popple?’ Poracious Luv murmured, her lips quirking.

The Procurator cleared histhroat. " Some of the younger administrators have their own jargon, Madam
Luv. We used to say things like, ‘absolute carrying capacity,’ or 'sanity limitation.' Lately it's become
critical population leve, crit-popple.”

Thunder-man went on: "As| was saying, therésno flora or faunaleft on Bortha's, but we've seeded the
seas with resistant photocellulars for oxygen production, and we're stockpiling foodstuffs there now.



Practically speaking, there won't be that many evacuees. Mogt of them will be children, and we can only
get afew tens of thousands off."

Thethreevistors sat in gloomy silence.

Poracious Luv murmured, "How long isthe Alliance going to go on promising acontinually expanding
frontier?'

"Don't talk dirty," boomed Twisted-tree. "Y ou talk like that, somebody'll hear you."

"Somebody's dready heard me," she snorted. "The Cdosansdon't careif | talk population limitation for
the Pooacks. The Pooacks don't careiif | talk population limitation for the Schrinbergians. So long as|
don't mean them, they don't care. Sometimes, late at night, | have these dreams about dl theanimds ... "

"Animals?' asked the Procurator. "What animals?"

"All of them. The onesin pattern storage. In thefiles. Whaes. Elephants. Grampuses. Winged things,
some of them. | have these dreams. The souls of dl the anima's are speaking to me, condemning mankind
asthe grestest beast of the field. They make akind of hollow roar, like the sound of the sea™

"Thisisno timeto befanciful!" Twisted-tree announced. "Besides, | find your words offensve. Manis
not ananimal.”

She made arude gesture. "Y ou Firsters have been top-aheap ever since you came up with that 'universe
made for man' claptrap.”

Twisted-tree snarled, "Fastigats are not Firsters, madam, any more than kings are commoners. Askings
and commoners may share pride of identity while being otherwise unlike, so we and Firgters share certain
opinions. Neither they nor we are the first to have those opinions, and the Firsters are saying no more
than we have dways said. The universe was made for man.”

The Procurator said, "Firgters are oversamplifying, of course. 'Humanity first' leaves certain refinements
unaccounted for. Still, their numbers are growing.”

The big woman grumbled, "They're making their politics sense-able, that'swhy. Have you seen their
sensurrounds?”

The Procurator shook his head, making alittle moue of distaste.

She went on: "They portray exciting journeysto newly homo-normed planets where the senser lives
happily ever after with no shortages, lots of room, plenty of food, and a couple of dozen live, hedthy
children.

The Procurator laughed knowingly. " Senaing isbelieving!”

Poracious Luv gave him an indignant look. "Once they've sensed the Firster version, they don't want to
hear anything about your so-caled refinements. They don't want to know the ordinary Firster has about
as much chance of going to the frontier as he has of surviving once hisworld hits—wheat did you call
it?—crit-popple? And, of course, you Fastigats may continue in your ivory-tower opinions because it
won't happen here."



Twisted-tree flushed dightly. Thunder-man looked offended. The Procurator, through long practice,
ignored what she had said. Alliance Centrd wasn't officidly a"world." It was agovernment.
Freedom-of-procrestion laws that applied to Alliance worlds could not gpply here. The adminisiration
would not remain in power if Alliance Central ever hit crit-popple. There were waysto assurethat it did
not. Required emigration for larger families. Shadowhood for overactive maes. A little something in the
water supply. A little something dseintheair.

Poracious Luv's hand twitched toward her cup. Snark moved like invisblelightning, taking away the

used cup, filling aclean one, putting it where the avid hand could fal upon it. Poracious drew in the hot
fragrant brew asthough breathing it, haf emptying the cup. It wastime to change the subject.

"Isthere any newsfrom Dinadh?"' she asked.

"Lutha Tallgtaff ison her way there now," said the Procurator. "It will be some time before we hear
anything from there. How about the recorders we had hidden al through Hermes Sector? Did they
function properly? Did we get anything useful ?'

Twigted-tree growled, "They functioned well, yes. We have excdlent records of thousands of colonists
going about their business. Then we get deterioration of the audio segment, then brief exclamations,
drawn breaths, yes. We see people saring fearfully around themselves. Then we see agray veil, and the
next moment we have good views of a planet without human life."

"That quickly?'

"More quickly than | cantdll it. Subsequently, the recorders stop functioning.”

Twisted-tree said gloomily, "They stopped functioning on Mandalay and Jerome's System, yes."

Silence once more except for the dmost surreptitious inhal ation of tea

After atime the Procurator offered, "If they are taking the people first, perhaps somekind of device
implantedin the people themsalveswould give us useful information.”

"Politicad suicide," hissed Poracious. "If it were ever found out we'd used workersor colonists ... ™
"What if they were volunteers?' asked the Procurator.

The woman shook her head. "Even so. There are populated worlds out there, worlds with
representation here at Prime. Those representatives are dready giving us hell because we didn't sart
evacuation the minute we knew the Ularians were back. Never mind that it'simpossible to evacuate a
settled world. We take off athousand; the same day they have a thousand and ten babies! They don't
want to hear we can't do it, even though that's what we've told them right dong. Blind faith in somebody
sepping into fix things diminates alot of emotiona stress, so blind faith iswhat most people havel

"Now that they're facing the fact nobody can fix things, they're on the screaming prod; and if they found
out wed put recorders into people we knew would be taken, they'd have us for breakfast, broiled.”

"But we need information,” the Procurator murmured.

"Wdl, we can't use colonists." Her eyes cameto rest on Snark, seeming to see her through her garb,
through her shadowhood. Poracious Luv's gaze went past Snark, on to the severa other shadowsin the



room, resting briefly on each. "Not colonists, Procurator. But ... "
Hiseyesfollowed hers. " Shadows?' he asked in ahushed voice. "Y ou mean shadows?'
"Why not?"'

"Why not? Because it deniesthefirgt right of man! As shadows, they can live part of their livesnormally.
But on afrontier world ... "

"How do we know they wouldn't be better off?" Poracious asked in aslky tone. "We don't know what
the Ularians do with them. Maybe they transport them to other, more suitable worlds."

"Tchah," he snorted.

"We could dways claim we believed so, and who could prove we didn't?" asked Thunder-man.
"Besdes, in atime of war, there have to be sacrifices. Whom would you rather sacrifice?"

"Thefirst rule of governanceis never to choose who to sacrifice,”" snarled the Procurator. "Or, at least,
never to be seen to choose. Desth and dismemberment must always be ... inadvertent. Everybody's fault
or nobody's fault!"

"What are you suggesting?" Thunder-man asked the woman, ignoring the Procurator's words.
"Replacing ared preliminary team with one made up of shadows?"

Poracious L uv nodded thoughtfully. "Exactly. If | heard you correctly, we took preliminary teams off
three worlds. One of them was Perdur something?”

He glanced a his notes. "Perdur Alas," he confirmed.

Twisted-tree drummed his fingertips on his chair arm, scanning his databoard. " The team there was only
afew hundred strong. How many shadows are there?”"

"I'm sure there will be enough,” said Poracious sgnificantly. "By the time we get them ready to go.”
The Procurator folded his handsin hislap and stared at his guests. Was he capable of this? He
murmured, "Y ou'l recall we use smulation boothsto control the shadows, to vent their hodtility. The
booths are amodified form of sensurround. Shadows are accustomed to the satisfaction they get inthe
booths. There are no smul booths on Perdur Alas."

"No, and you can't put any there," said Poracious. "The Firsterswould have afit."

The Procurator shook his head dowly, considering.

"There aren't that many Firders,” said Twisted-tree.

"There are atogether too many,” whispered the Procurator. It was true. They had an influence that was
out of dl proportion to their numbers, and those numbers were growing.

Thunder-man said, "Firgters have enough trouble accepting sensurround. They'd have afit if they knew
about smul booths."



Poracious nodded. "Y ou're right. We may get away with sending shadows, but we'd never get away
with the other. Someone would talk. Some shipping coordinator or instalation tech.”

"Then you're talking about deep conditioning,” the Procurator objected. " The very conditioning the
shadows have rgjected!"

"How much can be accomplished with deep conditioning?" asked Poracious. " Can we make anything
much of them?"

The Procurator mused, half aoud. "L ook around you, madam! Half the people on the streets have been
conditioned to some degree, though they've done it voluntarily. Most professionas are educated at least
partly through deep conditioning. The only difference between them and the shadows isthat they've
asked for it and the shadows have vehemently rejected it."

"Forget that for the moment,” she urged. "Just tell me what can be reditically expected.”

He mused. "We can't make a master mathematician out of adis-caculic, but we can enormoudy multiply
natura aptitudes. It has dways been interesting to me that many shadows are very bright. We could
assign them jobsin accordance with their aptitudes.”

"Advance teams are mostly bio-generdists anyhow," muttered Thunder-man.

"But it'sgot to look natural, and the group must include women," said Poracious. "1 supposethere are
women shadows."

"Thereare." The Procurator sighed.
"You don't likethe idea?' she asked.

"It may seem foolish to worry about afew lives, about depriving people of their guaranteed human rights,
or about the appearance of impropriety when were threatened with extinction, but | am sworn to uphold
therights of man,” protested the Procurator, somewhat stiffly. "I can't just—"

"It seemsto metherights of man includetheright to go onliving," growled Twisted-tree. "'If we're wiped
out, it won't matter what we do now, yes? To protect ourselves, we need information, and thisisone
way, maybe the only way, to get it!"

"We could be open abouit it," the Procurator said plaintively, "People would understand ... ™

"No, they wouldn't." Twisted-tree grinned without humor. "They'd jump at any excuse to depose us,
because that's what people do. Yes. During acrigs, people pull together; they're afraid rocking the boat
will dump them over the side, but till, crises make people fearful, which makes them angry, which makes
them hostile. When the crisisis over, the opposition decides to see what was done that might be called
illegd. Y es. Then executions happen. Exile happens. If we survivethis, it should not beto face such a
fate! Therefore, we do whatever offersthe dightest hope, but we protect appearances whilewe do it,
yes”

"He'sright," mused Poracious. "L ater, when surviva is assured, the little opposition scholars will start
digging. Make sure there are no records of this, Procurator. And damn few recollections!”

The Procurator sighed. It wastrue. What they said was indisputably true. " Shadows, then. On Perdur



Alas, as soon aswe possibly can.”

"Strip off your shadow suit," said thelock in itsmetdlic, impersond voice.
Shadow stripped.

"Place your handsin the receptacles.”

Shadow placed.

"Bend your head forward to make contact with the plate.”

Shadow bent.

Light, sounds, movement. Snarkey stood back from the plate, shaking her head as she always did,
bellowing with rage as she dways did, though thistime with more reason.

"Leavethe cubicle" said the voice, opening the door behind her, opposite the one sheld comein by.

"Goddamn bastards,” screamed Snark, legping from the cubicle, turning to shake her figt at it.

Behind her someone laughed, and she grew abruptly cold as she turned and glared.

"The mad howler back once again,” said Willit. "Good day, old Snarkey-shad.”

"I nominate you," growled Snark with atoothy smile.

Willit laughed, uncertainly. Snark went on smiling vicioudy asthe laugh dwindled.

"Whaddayou mean, you nominate me?"

"The name Ularians mean anything to you, shad?' Snark sneered.

"Mongers," said avoice from a corner. "From outer space." The speaker giggled.

"No game?' muttered Willit disbelievingly. "Mongers?'

"Mongers," said Snark. "And they wiped out mogt of the frontier.”

"That'shistory," said Willit doubtfully.

"That's today, buttface. They're back. And the bureaucrats want to find out more about them. So they're
gonna put people on afrontier planet, people with chipsin ‘em, so the skinsuits can tell what happensto

the people when the Ularians eat ‘em or blow ‘em to forever. And guess who, shitheads?

Silence. Snark glared at them with satisfaction. That had shut the crawlers up. She screwed up her
mouth and yowled, "I nominatedl of you."

"Who thefuck's gonnalisten to you naming anybody," muttered Willit. "MaUgly hersdf! Who'reyou,
the Procurator al of a sudden?”’



Snarkey laughed. "Who you think they're goin' to take? They need afew hundred men and women.
How many of usyou think there are down here?"

"I never counted.” Willit, suddenly gpprehensive,

Snark didn't answer. Let the bastards stew. Look at ‘em. Every one of ‘em trying to think up reasonsit
wouldn't be him or her.

Thehdl it wouldn'.

In the smul booth, Snark lay snug, the flexible carapace enclosing her, the multiple loops and feedbacks
pulsing gently. Thistime, thisonetime, she hadn't comein with murder in mind. Thistime, thisonetime,
she hadn't come in with anything in mind at al except running away, the way she used to run away when
shewaslittle. Sometimes she thought her whole life had been running away from things or places or
people to other things or places, and it was one of these she dreamed of now, maybe the best place ever,
from along time ago, somewherefar.

Therewas grass. The grass was important, the smell of it and thefed of it. There werethickly needled
evergreen trees and shrubs growing close and tight dong awall. There was an earthen haf tunnel
burrowing beneath the scratchy branches, atunne that could be hidden behind her, and in the heart of the
shrubbery lay anest thickly carpeted with dried needles and soft fernswhere abit of film stuff was
wrapped around adirty old blanket to keep it dry. She could lie wrapped in the blanket with the film stuff
outside that, warm and dry no matter if it rained, peering through atiny holein the leavesamogt like
looking through atelescope. Out there the big stone building loomed over the fields and garden plots and
barns, and she could watch what went on: the young ones doing their work, the grown oneswalking
among them, amiling their dangerous smiles. They had their hands hidden in their pockets, holding
wesgpons, just waiting until one of the kids did something wrong, the way Snark ways did something
wrong.

Thejourney aways started here, in this hidden place, with her looking out. The people out there might
even be looking for her, cdling her name, but they couldn't find her. Even if they told the kidsto find her,
they couldn't. Long ddlirious momentswould go by, with Snark relishing her sefety, feding thewarmth
around her, the contentment. Her eyeswould closg, finaly, shutting out the world, the people, the stone
house. Her breathing would dow. Her heart would dow, too, into quiet, purposeful bump, bump, bump.
Then even that noise would fade and shewould be ... elsawhere.

To begin with, she was aways on amoor. That's where the journey started. It didn't matter how she got
there; the dream didn't bother with that. She was smply there, on an dmost flat highland covered with
low, scrubby-scratchy bushes between aides of softer bracken that were interrupted by shallow,
moss-surrounded pegt-dark ponds. When she thought about the place at al, she thought perhapsit was
aplace she had been once, a place she had seen, smelled, walked in. Maybe it was the place she'd been
born to, where her own people were. She never thought she'd madeit up. It wastoo red for that.

Sometimes she found herself standing there amost naked. Other times she had stout bootsand arain
cape with ahood that covered her, and when dressed like this, she could lie well hidden on the moor
itsdlf, her body shadowed by the brushy growths or obscured by the bracken. Still, if she did that—and
sometimesit seemed someonetold her it would be al right if she did—she knew she could be tracked
eventualy. They could smdl her. They could comewhigtling through the evening air, seeking anything
warm-blooded, calling in those tempting voices that dways seemed to know her name. No. Even though
the moor was safe in comparison to most other places, it wasn't safe enough.



So shenever gaveintotherelief shefet when she arrived. Relief was only amomentary feding, not
enough by itself. She had to cross the moor, had to dodge aong the folds in the ground, following the
bracken aides, keeping her feet out of the ponds, staying as dry as possible as she worked her way
toward the horizon, where the world ended againgt agray span of featureless sky. Later it might change
to blue or even violet, it might glow with sunset or darken to lapis night, but when she arrived, when she
crossed the moor, it was aways the same: gray and clear, without depth or measure.

At acertain point on her journey she would hear the sea. A murmur only, asoft susurrus against the
rattle of the bracken and the squodge of her footsteps. The whisper would grow louder, though never
redly loud, until she reached the edge where the world fell away in rooty edges above dliffs of gnarl,
where the seabirds made screaming dizzy clouds benesth her asthey wheded wildly out, spirding from
their precipice perches over the hammered surface of the sea.

Then panic came, dways. Even if shewasn't closaly pursued in the dream, even if she had lots of timeto
walk dowly dong the sheer drop, noticing the sparkle of the waters and the whirling gyre of the birds,
panic aways overcame her. Shewouldn't find the right place! 1t would be better to jump now, jump
before they caught up with her. Otherwise they might catch her, and that would be worse. Every time she
came here she had to fight down the urge to jJump, shut it out, stop thinking about it. She had to turn to
her left to walk as close to the edge as possible, eyes hunting for landmarks, putting her feet carefully
onto stone and pebbly places, leaving no track to be seen, knowing al the timethat her smell remained,
floating on the air, hanging there for the huntersto find!

Eventualy, long after sheld become convinced she had missed it, she came to the curioudy twisted rock
looming at the edge of the cliff. It was dways there, dongside a shrubby tree with an outflung trunk.

Then she had to be agile and quick. Once, long ago, someone had carried her. Then, she'd locked her
arms around someone's neck and that someone had made the jump. Now she was old enough to jump
by hersdlf, out from the edge of the dliff, catching the protruding trunk, holding on tightly asit sagged
below theleve of therim, and then ... then she had to grasp the rooty growth that extended from the cliff
face and pull hersdf in!

Inwas through the narrow entry of a cave, alittle sandy-floored crevice not much bigger than two or
three Snarks, where the floor was softened with dried bracken and flat stones lay piled near the opening.
The stones were for stacking in the entrance until only tiny airholes remained. Soft anima skinswaited to
be pulled around her. Someone ... someone had given her the skins, but she could not remember who. It
didn't matter. When she was curled there, wrapped there, she was warm and completely safe. No one,
not even the trackers, could find her there.

From her position of warm safety, she sometimes heard them coming, their voices keening over the
sound of the waters, louder and louder until they were wailing into the ocean wind from just above the
place where she lay. They had smelled her asfar asthe edge, but they smelled her no more. She had
flown away like a sea-bird. She had vanished. Her hole was not visible from above. When the stones
were stacked in the opening, it was not visible from the sea below or from the gulf of air. So far asthe
flying things knew, shewas gone.

The spray blew gently into her face. The sound of the sesbirds came softly to her ears. At night she
could see the stars through the hole in the stone. Sometimesit was enough merely to be there, merdly to
be safe, and it was tempting to lie there, not eating, not drinking, letting life go away somewhere else,
letting hersdf wither into nothing, quietly, contentedly, safe. Being dead was safer yet, she knew that, but
lifetill pulled at her. Besides, the cave supported life. At the back of the crevice, water leaked down
onto a hollowed stone beside atight chest full of hard bread and dried fruit and strips of smoked mest.



She could stay in safety for days and days at atime, without dying. It was agood place.

L ater, after shewas ... found, picked up by ... whoever it had been; later, after she was somewhere
else, after shewas at the stone house with the wall; later, when she burrowed into the shrubbery to be
safe, to be hidden, it was the moor she dreamed of . Rather than go back to the stone house, sometimes
she stayed in the dream for avery long time. It didn't matter how long she stayed. When she came back
eventudly, they till had to feed her, even if they didn't want to. Any child who was sent to the stone
house, they had to take care of. They had to feed her. They weren't allowed to kill her.

That il left alot of stuff they could doif they felt likeit, if you broketherules, if they caught you. It was
aways Snark who got caught, even when it wasn't Snark who'd done it. When amatron asked who did
it, who bloodied the nose, who ripped the shirt, who broke the chair, somebody always giggled and said,
the Snark did it. The Snark hit me. The Snark pushed me. The Snark bit me and bloodied my nose.
Always when she had and often when she hadn't.

So shefigured she might aswell. If they were going to say she did, she might aswell. And she might as
well do it right, once and for al. Might aswell use something sharp or heavy, so afterward they couldn't
point fingers, couldn't name names, couldn't go running to the older onesydling Snark, Snark did it.

In the smul booth, she groaned, heaved, grew red with fury at her persecutors.

Peace,whispered the booth.It's all right. You don't need to kill anyone. Don't need to hit anyone,
hurt anyone, bloody anyone. Peace. No one can find you here. You're safe here. It's better here
than where you were before ...

Here. Here a the edge of the cliff it was. Everywhere e se the two fedings were dl mixed up.
Scared-hate. Threat-anger. Fear-rage. She couldn't separate them. They were one feeling. What she
feared she hated, what she hated she would kill ...

Peace, whispered the booth.
If she could just kill whatever-it-was, whoever-it-was, o it would stay dead forever. Then, then ...
Peace, the booth inssted.

Peace. See the jar your mother put there, in the niche. See the pictures on it. Thereis Father
Endless and Mother Darkness. There are the peacemakers, the peace bringers. Here, with them
watching over you, you needn't kill or harass or bother. Here, with them watching over you, you
are safe.

Eventudly, the booth had itsway. Snark quit fighting and dept. Therein the smul booth, safein the
cargpace, she dept, dreaming she was in the shrubbery at the sanctuary, wrapped in her old blanket,
deeping. And in that dreamed deep, she dreamed she was in the even safer place at the edge of the
moors. Slegp within deep within deep, dream within dream, she dreamed of becoming safer and safer
dill.

CHAPTER 3

Lutha, Ledly, and Trompe arrived upon Dinadh at our only port, Smidi-aa (the Separated Place), which
standsin an area of desolate coastland beside Dinadh's only sea. Thisisthe one place on Dinadh where



there are garages for vehicles, where complicated things brought from off-planet may be repaired, where
foreign wares may be housed. The dtretch of coastline including the neighboring bay iscalled
Tasmi-na-Dinadh, that is, the Edge of Dinadh, and visitors are told that when they came "acrossthe
Edge’ and "through the Separation,” they have left behind them, symbolicdly at leadt, those things
eschewed by Dinadh.

What things are eschewed by Dinadh? All those things that might draw us nearer other worlds. All those
things that might make otherslook at us more closdly, that might cause curiogity or speculation. Thesewe
eschew infavor of duty, gravity, privacy, knowing our place. Also beauty and order and reverence
for ... our chosen ways.

Lutha and Trompe were informed of this, there at Smidi-aa. Luthalooked over the head of her deeping
child asthelatest of severd informants departed, fretting over the time dready spent in fruitlesswaiting. It
is Dinadh'sway to make people wait and spend time and fret alittle. Let them decide at first whether
they wish to cometo Dinadh at al. Let them think long about spending al those years with us. If they
cannot stand alittle frustration in Simidi-aa, they will never sand awinter in ahivel

"Why do people keep coming by and looking at us and then going awvay again?' Trompe demanded.
"You'rethe empath,” Luthabreathed. "Y ou figureit out!"

"They're curious about us," he said. "About why we're here. And they're very curious about Ledly.” He
sighed and rolled his head onto his shoulders, trying to ease aching muscles. He blinked deepily and sat
up straighter. Someone was coming.

The approaching Dinadhi was dressed aswe all are, as Luthaand Trompe and Ledly themselves were,
in robes of fine, creamy cotton, high shoes woven of thin lesther strips and soled with the durable, flexible
wood of the paran tree, and over al arobe of soft leather—in summer, thin and light; in winter, heavier,
with thewooal still on—with bright patterns painted down the front and around the cuffs of the deeves.
These patterns are one's own, painted by the wearer, so even veiled women may be identified by their
specific patterns. | have learned from Luthaand Snark what women wear on other planets, frilly thises
and lacy thats, but we have no stockings, no intimate undergarments. Luthatells methat dl thetime she
spent on Dinadh she felt she was walking around in her night clothing. | told her we do not wear night
clothing. Wool and |eather we have. Cotton we have. That isdl that we have.

Lutha said they were surprised to find our garments exceptionally comfortable. Even Ledly objected to
them lessthan he did to his ordinary wear. They had managed to keep him dressed during most of the
trip out.

"Sorry to have kept you waiting,” murmured the officid, seeting himsdlf beside them and setting hisfeet
squarely together. "Thereve been several someones here looking for you, and when you arrived, we
thought it wise to have asmall conference and share our perceptions of the matter."

"Looking for me?" asked Trompe, Sitting up straighter and opening his eyeswide.

The officia shook his balding head and stroked his beard from the point where it was gathered into a
carved bone ring below his chin, down the glossy tassdl to hiswaist. All our men who work at the port
wear their beards like that so we will know who they are, so we will pray for them, exposed asthey are,
to theinfluences of outsders.

The officid said, "Two were here yesterday, looking for the wife of Leelson Famber, and Ledlson



Famber's children. They said they came to seek peace and ultimate truth upon Dinadh and wished to
meet with Ledl son Famber's family while they were here.”

"While they were here seeking truth,” said Trompe heavily.

"Who?" asked L utha, suddenly wide-awake. "And what do you mean, children?' Sheindicated her
degping son. "To my knowledge, thisisthe only child Ledson ever fathered.”

The officid smiled again. "We leasehold officers are accustomed to gpplicants of many kindsand
degrees of fear or fervor, gush or melancholy. Thetwo | speak of are of another stripe. Though Mitigan
of Asenagi and Chur Durwen of Collis make proper application for right of residence, neither their desire
for sanctuary nor their wish to learn from the songfathersringstrue. Instead of amanner either fervid or
meditative, both men display an attitude of gplomb, of dert disinterest, of customary unsurprise.”

Trompe ditted his eyes.

The officia shrugged. "We are parochid, but we are not naive. To our eyes, they have the appearance
of mercenaries.”

"What did you tell them?" demanded Trompe.

Theofficid smiled. "Nothing except that the wife of Ledlson Famber was not here. That no children of
Led son Famber were on Dinadh. Aswastrue at thetime."

"Did they accept that?'

"No. They wanted to see our records.”

Trompe snorted.

The officia smiled. "Asyou are no doubt aware, there are no such things on Dinadh. We don't record
things. We remember them. We don't havefiles or archives or libraries, we have rememberers. We don't
have maps, we have guides. We don't write books, we tdll tales. We don't even have money, asyou
understand money. The only reason we alow outlanders on the planet at al isto get hard currency credit
for off-planet purchases."

"Did you remember anything for them?' Luthaasked.

"Nothing. But neither did we discourage their remaining upon Dinadh. Hundred-year |eases do not grow
on trees.”

"I don't suppose you found out what they're really herefor. Or where they're from?"

"We watched them, we listened, trying to find out why they were redlly here, but they spoke alanguage
we have no record of. A secret language, our trandatorsthink. An assassn'stongue.”

" S0, where are they now?"' Trompe demanded.

"Acrossthe port. In one of the other hives. We thought wed let you get on your way before we send
them anywheredse”



Luthasighed.

Trompe sad, "How much will you chargeto tell them nothing?'

The officid shook his head chidingly. "We don't play games of that sort, Outlander Paggas. That leadsto
apattern of darkness, and we try to avoid such. The only reason for our mentioning these peopleisthat
we thought you might know of them, know who they are, why they are here. Seemingly, you do not, so
they will not be allowed to infringe upon your privacy—or, | should say, the privacy of Bernesohn
Famber, whose lease has ill two standard yearsto run.”

"Y oull send them away?"

"They have the same privilege as any other gpplicant. If they wish to buy alease, they may buy one. The
only cellsavailable a the moment arein hives some distance from Cochim-Mahn, where Bernesohn
Famber dwelt among us."

"Y ou're saying we won't encounter them.”

"I'm saying it would be extremely unlikely. Now, your other visitor presents asomewnheat different
gtution.”

"Other vigtor?' Lutharaised her brows.

"Thosby Anent. Supposedly heisabroker in craft items, of which Dinadh createsasmal array. He
pretends to be a broker, and we pretend to believe him. Heis actualy aspy for the Alliance, and he was
here yesterday, asking for you."

"But we are herefor the Alliance," Lutha erupted, spontaneoudy and unthinkingly.

The Dinadhi beamed at her. "Of course you are. How nice of you to admit it. It relieves us of the burden
of fiction! Old Anent isharmless, but | may not force him on you. Will you see him?"

Trompe shrugged assent.

"Rest here. I'll send him along, and then the vehicle manager to start you on your way."

"And your name, Sr?" Trompe asked.

"Merely ahumble patterner, doing hisduty.” He went away, leaving Trompe and Luthato Sare at one
another, and then at the e derly man making hisway across the floor toward them. He was somewhat
gray and dried-out looking, with pale watery eyes of so light a blue they seemed amost white, when they
could be seen through the wreath of smoke around his head.

"Thosby Anent,” he murmured, taking the pipe from his mouth and peering over his shoulder even ashe
cupped hishand beside hislips, a perfect parody of conspiracy. "Covert agent of Alliance Prime, at your
savice"

"What do you mean, covert agent?' asked Lutha. "Why would the Alliance have a covert agent here?'

"Why, why," he stuttered, "to receive information. To forward it to Alliance Prime. They sent me
because there's some conspiracy here. Something going on. They needed someone of my experience. |



knew you must have been sent to ... " He made an inclusive gesture.

"l s8¢ said Trompe fretfully, pinching the flesh between hiseyesinto aridge as hefelt for what was
actudly going on insde the oldster's mind. He seemed perfectly sincere, feding alittle outraged dignity, a
little pomposity. A minor functionary living on dreams of glory. "How did you know we'd been sent
to ... 7' He aped the other'sinclusive gesture.

"Theship," the man whispered. "It was an officia ship.”

Asit had been, without question. Well. Trompe bowed formaly. "Thank you for your offer. If welearn
anything & dl, wewill bring it directly toyou."

"I thank you gir. | will keep my, ah ... networkin readiness. Should you, by any chance, happen upon
something urgent, the code word isvigilance. " He pursed hislips and nodded rapidly to himsdlf severa
times"Vigilance."

"l see" said L utha, trying to keep from laughing.

Ledly chose that moment to stroke her face and mutter his customary polysyllable.

"So thisisthe young man,” Thosby said, peering at Ledly likeasquirrel peering at anut, asthough
wondering where to begin nibbling. "They were speaking of himin the corridor. So thisishe.”

"Heis" said Lutha. "And we've come along way, and weretired. If you gentlemen will excuse us™" She
stood up and took Leely away with her to what was caled on Dinadh the femae privacy facility.

Trompe bid Thosby Anent farewell, though it took several more conspiratorial exchangesto do so. As
Thosby went the vehicle man arrived.

"Areyou the last one we have to ded with?' demanded Trompe in aweary voice.

"Thelast person here at the port, yes," the man replied. "1 am about to rent you a vehicle at an exorbitant
price, and sell you a guidebook, aso quite expensive, by which means you may reach the hive where
Bernesohn Famber had—or, | should say, has—alease on a certain number of cells. On Dinadh, leases
survivethelessees. Kin may claim them asinheritance and may sl the remaining rights, with our
approval, of course. So, Famber's placeis il there, undisturbed, his belongings as they were the day he
left, in the hive of Cochim-Mahn, where the songfather has been told to expect you."

"How long ajourney to Cochim-Mahn?"

"It will take you severd days. There are hostelsaong the way."

"It ssemsalong time. Why can't wefly?'

"Hight is permitted only in certain, well-defined cases of emergency.”

"And why isthat?' asked Trompe.

The vehicle man shrugged. "Have you seen persons Sitting at their ease in the afternoon, drinking,

perhaps, or talking with one another, when an insect comes suddenly buzzing and darting about their
faces? Have you seen how they dap & it, waveit away, how it plaguesthem? Or in the evening, beside



the lamp, when oneisreading, and aflgpping thing comesto the light?"

Trompe nodded.

"So our mother world fed's about unnaturd flying things buzzing about her face.
"But she doesn't object to unnatura things crawling on her?* Trompe exploded.

"On her clothing,” corrected the vehicle man. "We can dl put up with afew tiny things crawling about in
our clothing. So long asthey do it quietly and do not bite!™

"Which pretty well put usin our place!™ Trompe remarked to Luthawhen she returned. "In effect, we're
mitesin the seams of Dinadh's garments. Harmless ones, of course.”

Lutha went to one of the pordlike openingsin the outer wall and stood looking out. " Severa of the
femae port workers camein to use the facilitieswhile | wasthere. They were curious. Mostly about
Ledy."

"Trying totak to him?'

"Just watching him. He did a portrait of one of them on the wall.”

"In what medium, dare one ask?' He alowed himsdf ahint of distaste, hoping she would look at him,
speak to him, Trompe, rather than to the air over his shoulder as she seemed awaysto do.

Sheignored histone. No Fastigat would use such atone unless he were eager for argument, and she
was not interested in argument. "'In some pinky-colored dirt he found in aflowerpot in there. Hepeed in
it to make mud.”

Trompe turned away, frustrated. "They were impressed?'

"They seemed to be." Shefdll silent for amoment. They had been impressed. More than merdly
impressed. Awed, perhaps. "Therewas agreat dedl of discussion about Weaving Woman ... "

"A goddess, as| recdl," he sad distantly.

"A goddess, yes."

"Onethey fed rather guilty about," he said.

"Guilty?"

"Hmm. | note some who, when they speak of her, brood with asort of self-reproach.”

"Then you note more than | do. All I know about Weaving Woman indicates she's an indwelling spirit of
art and craftsmanship. The women using the facilities spoke of Ledy as her child.”

"Which means?'

She shrugged. The women's concentration had been alittle frightening, but she chose not to mention that.
Instead she gestured vagudly. "From what | recal of the culture chips| reviewed on the way out,



Weaving Woman is pattern, which probably includes portraiture and sculpture, portraya of any and
evaything."

Trompe turned the ideaaround, seeing if it had any focusfor him, then let it go with an impatient grunt. It
wastimeto get moving. They had dready wasted too much time.

At the garages below, the manager of vehicles gave them preciseingructions. The vehicleswere
economical, but of low performance. They could not be driven off the roads, which the hives kept clear
of overhanging foliage by cutting winter firewood adong them. If vistorstraveled without aguide, the
route would be programmed into the vehicle before departure and could not be deviated from theresfter.
The doors of the vehicle would be locked before they departed from Simidi-ala and would not unlock
until they reached the first hostel. The same would apply between hostels. One did not get out of the
vehicle between detinations.

"What if we have amechanica breakdown?' Trompe asked.

"Pressthe darm button in the vehicle and wait. The time will afford an excdllent opportunity for
meditation. Eventually someone will cometo fetch you.”

"We can't hiketo the nearest village?!

"All worlds have their threats. We make rules to protect visitors from the threets present on Dinadh.
Outsde the vehicle, you might be injured, or even killed. Then your world would bring acomplaint
againgt our world. And our world would have to defend the complaint before the high Alliance courts.
Wewould have to hire experts qualified to present cases before that court. We are a poor people. We
cannot afford the expenses of litigation."”

Trompe muttered about this exchange to L utha, concluding, "So much for exploration! Even though the
routeis programmed in, the vehicles aren't automatic, oddly enough. Evidently we can stop to rest or
admirethe view wherever welike, wejust can't get out!”

"Y ou regjected the idea of aguide?' she asked curioudly.

He made aface. "The people here want usto hireaguide. They want it so firmly | fed well find out
more without. During the trip well get afed for the place, enough to be well acclimated when we arrive
a Cochim-Mahn."

"So beit, then." She smiled, indicating acceptance. She would have preferred to go quickly and get the
matter over with, but it didn't really matter. They could go without aguide.

The vehicle, though clumsy looking, was commodious, with both a sanitary compartment and a
well-stocked food-service console. The food was of f-planet, L utha noted, prepackaged € sewhere and
imported. Every medl they'd been served at the Edge had been off-planet food. Which made one wonder
if planetary food was tasty enough for off-worlders. Or if there was enough of it. Of course, at the price
they had paid to rent the vehicle, they could have been fed on ambrosiawith enough left over to pay a
year's expenses on Central!

"Now if Ledy will just leave hisclotheson,” Trompe remarked.

Hisdightly sarcastic tone reminded L utha of Leelson. Though she understood it, it angered her
nonetheless. Fagtigats could aways empathize, dways understand, except with Ledly. They had no idea



how or why hefelt as he did. They were offended, as though they had reached out and been rudely
rebuffed. She bit back an angry response. If Ledlson himsdlf had fdt frustration, then Trompe was
certanly entitled to asmilar feding.

"Pity you have to be bothered with dl this," she said, thinking it a pity she hersalf had to be.
He made an impatient gesture. "Sorry. Thisismy job after dl. Y ou realy couldn't have managed aone.”

"No," she said, mimicking histone and surprised at the depth of her furious agreement. "I redlly could not
have managed done.”

Though their destination was a considerable distance north, they had first to go eastward from the coagt,
up aseries of switchbacks on the face of amore or lessverticd dliff until they reached the leve highland
that we, who live here, call the skylands. At first they were relieved to have reached the level road, but
soon they found they made no more progress than previoudy asthey traveled first eastward, then
westward, then eastward again between the deep gorgesthat interdigitated the skylands from ether side.

"Thisisridiculous,” Trompe muttered, making yet another hundred-sixty-degree turn.

"Dinadh at one time had agreat deal more water than it has now,” remarked L utha. " These canyons
must have been cut by sizablerivers.”

She peered down at the threadlike trickles glittering in the depths among clean-edged patches of green,
letting her eyes move upward to the mesatops, dl of them like the one they were traversing, covered
with low forest broken by occasiona grassy glades.

"Trompe. Stop!"

He stopped obediently. "What?"

"Animas." They were gpproaching an open glade where agroup of small, woally, long-necked animals
grazed under the watchful care of herdsmen. "What are they doing?"

"Eating grass," said Trompe. "Haven't you seen an animad before?'

"I never have. Oh, sensurround, of course, but not areal one. What are the herdsmen doing? Twirling
those things?'

"Spindles. They're spinning thread from wool, or perhaps from wild cotton. It'sin the chips| gave you."

She nodded as Trompe started the vehicle once more, as they went dowly by. The herdsmen had a
stout little wain with shutters at either end and head-high sections of woven-mesh panel racked at its
sdes. Asthey passed the group L uthawaved, receiving only the barest of blank-faced nodsin return.

"Was Dinadh this arid when the firgt settlers came?' Trompe asked as he maneuvered the vehicleadong a
road uncomfortably close to a sheer drop on one side. "Or did it change after?”

Luthalet her subconscious seek theinformation. "It was asit isnow. Thefirst Alliance scholarsto visit
the planet were told the Dinadhi had come from another world and they ‘remembered’ emerging onto this
world from their previous one through ahole in the ground. It's not an unusua origin myth. Other cultures
have smilar ones.”



"They were probably on one of the fabled lost ships,' " Trompe conjectured. "There've been enough of
those to go around.”

She shrugged. "There have been 'lost ships, but thisisthe only unidentified colony. | looked it up before
we |eft Central. Except for the population on Dinadh, the Alliance ethnologists have always been ableto
identify the planet of origin, and that's true even when popul ations have ended up far from their origind
dedtinations.”

"But not here."

"According to the Suff the Procurator gave me. No one knows for sure how the Dinadhi got here.”

"No missing ship with aDinadhi-like society?"

"No record of one."

"No amilar societies from which this could be an unrecorded offshoot?'

"One theory had it they came from afrontier society beyond Hermes Sector. Theworld was called Vriat
or Breadh; something like that. The colony on it disappeared.”

"TheUlarians?'
"Nobody knows what happened. They just disappeared, that's al.”

"There have been alot of Nantaskan-spesking worlds that colonied out. Arriving from any of them
makes more sense than this hole-in-the-ground story."

She glanced a him sidewise. "Thereisared stefor the supposed emergence, Trompe. Asamatter of
fact, it'sinawide valley not many days travel from Cochim-Mahn. Or so the maps say, & any rate.”

"A sacred Site, no doubt,” he said flippantly.

"Oh, very sacred! It'sthe omphalos. Extra-specid rites every third year, a Dinadh year being six
hundred and a fraction days. Every third year they draw an additional day out of the omphal os, the navel
of time. That doesn't quite do it, S0 every Sixtieth year they haveto pull two days. Tahs-uppi, the
ceremony'scaled.”

"Meaning what?'Y ou're further long with the language than | am.”

She mused. "Tahs-uppi. Tasmi means the edge or the border. Well, actudly it means'our borders,’
plura possessive. Tahs probably means something like end, or limit. Therésaword ... uppas, uppasm,
uppasmi.” Shefdl slent.

II&?I
"l was trying to figure out the ending. It has something to do with selection, | think. Part of the litany of

Weaving Woman gives her the name of K'loch mahn uppasimi. Sdector of our patterns. Well, not quite
that. Chooser, intringc.”



"l don't quite get that."

"Wall, in our language we wouldn't say the rain choosesto fall. It just naturdly fals. Weaving Womanis
pattern, she doesn't choose it.”

"So the name meanswhat? The end of pattern”?”’

"The crux, thefulfillment. That would fit. Every hundred standard years, more or less, they reach the
fulfillment of the pattern, pull out an extraday or so, and Sart over.”

"With feadting, | suppose. Processons.”

"Morelikdly fasting and prayer. Actudly, | don't know. The chipsyou gave me merely mention
Tahs-uppi and gave the date for the preceding one. When aceremony isvery holy, taboo, it's hard for an
outsider to learn the details.” She stared down into the abyss they were skirting. "The pattern isdueto
end fairly soon. Maybe welll get a chance to ask about it."

" wonder what would happen,” Trompe mused, turning the vehicle awvay from the canyon and toward
the forest, where the road disappeared around patches of thorny growths, "if they didn't find one.”

"Find onewhat?' she asked, startled.
"An extraday. When they went to fish one out of the nave hole."

She laughed. "Youre anidiot, you know, Trompe. What anidea." She chuckled, thinking about it, a
kind of black joke on the Dinadhi. The high priest, or whoever, dipping into the omphal os with hiswhat?
Hiswand? His day hook? Sowly withdrawing it to the sound of drums and flutes, only to find it empty.
No extraday. Gradualy, as she thought on it and considered the implications, she stopped finding the
ideaa dl funny.

Toward evening they arrived at the hostd, the first one between Simidi-alaand Cochim-Mahn.

"And not amoment too soon,” L utha muttered as she parked the vehicle and heard the doorlocks make
asolid thunk asthey disengaged. "'I'm exhausted.”

Ledy was sitting up, looking around himself with someinterest.

Lutha got out, sniffed the fragrant air, sighed, stretched, held out her armsto the boy, who came dowly
into them, head turning as he tried to see everything a once.

They were at the top end of yet another of the endless canyons, its branches and ramifications receding
into the distance: carved buttes, dender pillars and towers, stepped ziggurats of stone, vertica walls
pocked with caves, some of them occupied by busy hive communities or by the lonely bulk of
abandoned hives, al thrown into brilliantly colored contrasts of fire and shade by the leve rays of the
setting sun. Sound came softly from the canyons, voices and drums, the high shriek of aboneflute, the
hissing rainsound of rattles.

"Evensong,” Luthasaid. "Farewell to Lady Day. And that, too, is about time.”

"Were moretired than we should be," said Trompe as he dowly removed their belongings from the
vehicle. "Thetrip wasn't that arduous.”



She agreed with aweary brush at alock of hair that dangled at her forehead. "Indeed, Trompe. We are
scarce begun and | am so weary | can hardly see. What isit about this place?”

He considered the question soberly. "I think it's the fact that we have no sense of distance traveled
toward our goal. It's been like amaze. One goes and goes, then comes aturn, and one goes back almost
the way one came. It takes hundreds of lateral marks back and forth among these canyons before we
make much progress toward the god. I'm conscious of frugtration in mysdlf. | can certainly fed itinyou."

"That'sit," shesaid, dmost relieved to have identified her fedings. "Trompe, you'reright. It'sdl the
same—mark after mark of thorn forest and herds of woolly beasts, then the road emerges onto an utterly
astonishing prospect. Welook out on marvel, complete with rising song and smoke from the occupied
hives and mysterious slence from the abandoned ones—"

"More abandoned onesthan | expected,” he interjected.

"—then we turn back, almost the way we came; mark after mark of thorn forest once more, another
astonishing prospect, then turn again, like a shuttlein aloom. Back and forth. Back and forth. After a
time one's sense of astonishment wanes.”

"But the landscape demands astonishment, nonetheless, so oneis|eft feding naughty to be so ungrateful
Trompe grinned wegrily at her. "At least, that's how | felt! One more bresthtaking view and | would gag.
Especidly considering we could have flown the distance in an hour or s0."

She sagged under Ledy's weight as the boy gripped her moretightly around the neck, murmuring his
usud "Dananang," moidtly in her ear.

"Heshungry,” shesaid.
"How do you know?"
"l just know. Or perhaps | assume heisbecause | am. Let'sgo in and see what the menu offers.”

What the Dziblom-nahro offered was aflavorful stew of grain and peppers, flat polygons of unleavened
bread served with a dish of salted herbs and another of afruity sweet-sour-hot sauce, plusasmall
helping of roasted mest, no doubt from the same woolly, deer-like creatures they had seen in flocks

adong ther journey.
"Not bad,” Trompe murmured.

"Should be quite acceptable,” Luthamurmured in return. "It's the basic menu for human diets on most
nonocean worlds. Grain. Vegetables. Fruit. A little meat. Evidently thisisanondairy cuisne. No milk. No

chees"

"The flocks we saw on our way here today had tiny udders between the front legs. Milk animals need
more nourishment than animals raised for mest, wool, or hides, and Dinadh probably doesn't produce
enough grain to feed animals." He leaned forward and poured another cupful of the beverage that
accompanied their medl. "Water or water flavored with mashed dried fruit asadrink. There's probably
no grain or fruit left over for fermented or didtilled drinks, either. Definitely asubs stence diet, trembling
awayson the edge of famine."



"Which might explain the Dinadhi dependence upon their gods,”" she commented softly, casting alook
across the empty room at the yawning young woman who had served them while politdy averting her
eyes. "They need to fed they have done al theright thingsto assure their continued well-being.”

"Y ou draw this concluson from the language?’
"The use and frequency of rdigious words and phrases helps place the culture.”
"How?'

Luthamade alittle moue. "The precept isthat consistent and frequent use of alimited lexicon, ord and
gestural, denotes the presence of arigorous sect, possibly one with awell-defined canon of positive and
negative observances—"

"Thou-shalts and shdt-nots?'
"Right. Add to this adversarid language—"
"Adversxid?'

"Adversarid or exclusonary language—words that mean 'them,’ as opposed to 'us.’ | don't mean smple
reference to identity. | mean trash words. Like the wordsthe Firsters apply to
non-Firsters—animal-lovers, ape-people, tree-worshipers, greenies... "

Helaughed. "Those are the mild ones."

"Well, you get theidea. Fearful people develop their religions as protective devices, ways to manipulate
hostile environments, formulasfor identifying and defeeting their enemies. The more fearful people are,
the more enemiesthey have, the more adversarid language they use. My raceis proud; yoursis uppity.
My people are the eect; yoursisdamned. My religionistrue; yoursisfase. | worship god; you're
possessed by demons.”

"Surely that's very common?"

"Of courseitisl Only very secure people are able to think nonadversarialy. Asalinguis, | haveto keep
in mind that fearful people are dangerous. When backed into corners, they bite! Before | start trandating
some document, | need to know what words and phrases might be heard as corner-backers.”

"So you look for trash words and adversarid and exclusionary language. How?"

She nodded thoughtfully. "If possible, you lay hands on transcriptions of meetings, observances of public
holidays, specid religious services, any sesson where the people aren't talkingto outsiders but are talking
about them. Y ou run those records through a content anayzer looking for god words. Y ou aso want to
know how manlikethe god is. Fearful people prefer manlike gods, deified humans, or godsthet take
human shape or do human things, gods they can imagine being friends with, or asking for afavor.”

"People don't go into battle shouting the name of the Ethica First Principle?!

"Not usualy. Also, the god often resembles hisfollowersin behavior and fedlings. Angry people have
angry gods and vindictive people have vindictive gods, and so forth.”



Luthaindicated the serving woman who leaned against a doorpogt, eyes haf-closed. "When our serving
woman spoke of the gods, however, she wasn't talking about deified humans. During our supper she
mentioned Weaving Woman and Brother Corn and the Fruit Maidens and half adozen other deities,
none of them manlike, none of them adversarid. But, findly, when sheleft usto our dinner, she said, 'May
the Gracious One hold usdl in beauty,' and by using theword for 'us dl,’ she excluded the mentioned
being."

"Meaning she wants the pattern to benefit her and her family and friends, but doesn't want it to benefit
LS?I

Luthafrowned. "No. The only creature specifically excluded was the other creature mentioned, the
Gracious One. Thelanguageisadversarid by omisson!™

Helaughed. "Sorry, Lutha, but | don't get that."

"Listen. There are adozen Dinadhi wordsfor 'dl,’ or 'usdl.' For example, there'saword that means us
al, everything living in the universe. There's another word that meansall us Dinadhi, and still another
word that meansdl us humans herein thisroom. When you use an ‘usdl’ word, if you mention anyonein
particular in the same phrase, it means that person isexcluded. Y ou can say, 'Simidi-daandusall
Dinadhi arefaithful worshipers,’ and actualy mean, 'Except for Smidi-aa, we on Dinadh arefaithful
worshipers.' Or you can say, 'Marthaandus all were laughing at thejokes,” which actudly means, 'We
were al laughing except Martha, who has no sense of humor." "

"If you use any word that means'us dl, but mention someone by name, that person is excluded?"

"Right. If you want to include that person, you don't mention him, her, or it by name or you use the other
st of wordsthat just means'al.' What our serving woman actudly said was, 'May the Gracious One
alow al other personsto continue in beauty.' "

"Theimplicationbeing ... 7'

"By the Great Org Gauphin, Trompe, | don't know! Either that the Gracious Oneis unbeautiful, or that
the Gracious One can't appreciate beauty, or that the Gracious One is not concerned with beauty. How
did shefed when shesad it?'

"l wasn't paying attention,” he said, dightly shamefaced.

Luthashook her head. "Whatever it is, it doesn't concern us!”

"We're not the scapegoat, in other words."

"Right. And that's remarkable, Trompe. Outsders are dmost dways suspect.”

They rose from the table as the servitor bestirred hersdlf to collect their dishes. Luthagathered Ledly into
her arms and started for the porch outsde the window where they had been Sitting.

"Lady ... " Thewoman spoke from behind them. "Are you going out?"
"I had thought it would be pleasant,” Luthareplied in careful didect. "Should | not do s0?"

"If you go to enjoy the air, do not leave the porch. Stay behind the grille. Such isthe proper pattern of



dusk behavior."

L utha bowed, thanking her, then murmured atrandation for Trompe's benefit.

"Thistime | was paying attention. Her emotion had something to do with safety,” he mused, when they
were outside, looking through the grille into the clearing and past it to the thorn forest. "Or ataboo of

some kind. One of those negative commandments you were talking about?"

"I have no idea. Suppose we st awhilein these comfortable-looking chairs and enjoy the evening. I'm
weary, but not deepy yet."

"Can | take the boy? He looks very heavy."

"Leave him. Hesal right, aren't you, Ledly-baby? Of course heis, dl snuggled down on Mommy's
shoulder. Sit, Trompe. Asthegirl says, enjoy the air. One thing we will haveto say about Dinadh; it has
wonderful arr."

They sat, breathing the resinous fragrance of day-warmed trees, the cool water-scented wind that came
up from the canyons. The sky was pure lapis, not yet black, with several large planets pulsing in the last
glow at the horizon. Empty planets, Luthatold hersdlf. With afew abandoned mines. And beyond this
gngle system, everything e se wiped clean by the Ularians.

"Dana," whispered Ledly, pointing with one chubby hand. "Danana.”

"What isit?" whispered Trompe.

Lutha shook her head. She couldn't tell what it was. Something emerging from the forest: flowing
draperies, melting mists. A wraith? A ghost? A creature 0ozing from among the trees into the clearing,
seeming dmogt to glow in the dusk. Soon it wasjoined by others, haf adozen, ten, beingsthat lifted on
their wings, cirding.

Etheredly dender, androgynousin form, fairylikein effect. As Luthas eyes adjusted to the dark, she
could see more clearly the ddlicate arms, the twig-thin fingers, the pearly membrane of thewings. They
danced at the edge of the forest, arms beckoning.

"Tempting to get acloser look," murmured Trompe. "If we hadn't been warned off."

The young woman who had warned them stood in the window, watching as they were watching.

"What arethey?' Lutha asked.

Thegirl replied softly. "Kachis. Sm'midi-as-yah.”

"Them, the beautiful people,” Luthatrandated in awhisper asthe girl turned abruptly and went back into
the building. "Which doesn't tell us much.”

"Which tellsusagood ded," said Trompe soberly. "Her voice didn't betray it, but her fedings did.
She's... awestruck. And ... hopeful. And ... afraid.”

"Frightened?' Luthaasked. "Surely not.”



"I'm aFadtigat, lady. Remember?’

Lutharegarded the dowly circling forms, pale against the shadows of the forest. Their eyeswerelarge,
seeming amogt to glow, though it was more likely they smply reflected ambient light as did the eyes of
many nocturna cregtures. The formswere dmaost human, the faces those of smiling children, though they
al seemed to be mae, if thelong, semierect organs paralleled earthian forms. They called and beckoned,
their ddlicate feet prancing upon the grasses. Ridiculousto be afraid of these, Luthathought.

"Perhaps she was afraid of something else.”

Trompe shook his head. No, the girl had not been frightened of anything else. Whatever that strange mix
of fedlings meant, it had been occasioned by these, these beautiful people.

"Wl then," said Lutha, intensaly matter-of-fact. "Sheis awestruck because they are taboo. That iswhy
shetold usto stay upon the porch, behind therail. To prevent our contravening someloca custom.”

Trompe nodded soberly. "'If she prevents our contravening something, it's something more than mere
cusom.”

Chur Durwen of Coallis, who had without the least concern dipped deep into the King of Kamir'scointo
pay for a hundred-year sanctuary leasehold on Dinadh, now considered whether he might not have been
cheated on the dedl. After three days travel, he seemed no closer to hisgod than he had beenin
Tasimi-na-Dinadh. Now they were stopped at yet another hostel, and Chur Durwen carried his
belongingsinto the placein sullen sllence.

"How much longer?' he demanded of the guide when he returned to the vehicle for another load.

The guide shrugged. "It depends how much sun on the car. It depends how fast we go. It depends
whether dl the bridges are passable.”

Chur Durwen turned to Mitigan and made an angry face, hiding it from their guide. "They ought to
homao-norm thisworld!™

"Have you noticed that the herds are dmost the only animals on Dinadh. 1'd swear this place has dready
been homo-normed, despite the denias of every Dinadhi I've asked. What hasn't been done will no
doubt be done, intime."

"Intimel Everything'sintime! Forever timel”

"There, there," soothed the man from Asenagi as he removed his belongings from the vehicle. "Well get
there when we get there, colleague.”

The other snorted. "When we get there, we won't be any closer to where we want to be than we are
now!"

"Patience! Eventudly, well learn where Bernesohn Famber had hisleasehold, which could be where
Ledson Famber isor was, if the Haughneeps haven't killed him elsewhere dready. That place will
probably be where Famber's child or children are.”

"We should have picked up some rememberer and shaken the information out of him."



Mitigan shook his head with an amused smile. "How would we know which oneto pick up, which one
had the 'files wereinterested in? Ah? They don't dl remember everything, obvioudy."

"Surely the ones who remember were there in the port, where we arrived. | mean, Famber had to come
through there, just aswedid.”

"l have no idea. We're not sure Ledlson ever came here! Our informant at Alliance Prime said Leglson's
family was coming here, but we're not sure when. We're sure Bernesohn Famber came, but that was a
hundred years ago. One pleasant thing about this rememberer system of theirsisthat it is sdf-limiting. Old
stuff gets weeded out asrememberersdie.”

"If Leelson Famber or his son came here, it was recently. He wouldn't be weeded out! If he's here, these
people would know where!™

"Right. So we pick one at random and ask him? Without being discovered? Without any suspicion
attaching to us? And with one carefully guarded port the only way off Dinadh?"

"Not agood idea," admitted Chur Durwen.

"Not unless we want our exit dammed in our face. No, if we want to ask arememberer, well haveto go
to their central place, their capita or holy city, where their so-called index men dwell. Of course, we have
no ideawherethat is. Assuming we can find out, assuming we can get there, then welll need to abduct
one of theindex men, hoping he's the right one, one who can lead usto the rememberer we need. He
might only lead usto alocd subindexer. It might take as many asfour or five sepsto get uswherewe
want to be."

Chur Durwen grimaced.

The other said, "I think it'sssmpler just to do aswe planned. Go where they send us, keep our earsand
eyesdert, ask questions. When we've got aclue, well leave. These canyonswill be easy to get lostin.
We know how to live off the country. Nobody's going to find us unless we want them to. Eventualy,
weélll find who were after. King Lostre set no time limit. We're being paid for our time aswell asfor the
job, sowerein no hurry. It's dways safest to take one's own sweet time.”

Ther guide went sumping off toward the hostel, shouting something unintdlligible.

"Asthe zossit flies, wed have arrived two days ago,” muttered Chur Durwen.

"Asthe zossit flies on this planet, we wouldnt. It has no zossits. It has no large flying creatures at dl, only
tiny ones." Mitigan picked up his pack and settled it on one shoulder.

From insde the hostelry came the clangor of agong, a disruptive sound, quickly smothered, like acough
at aconcert.

"Food," Mitigan said, turning toward the gray building.
From the forest behind them came a voice, an interrogative note, a questing, dmost human cry.
Their driver appeared beside the door.

"Comein," hecdled. "Now."



"Such ahurry,” Chur Durwen muttered to himsdf. "The usua nonsense. Hurry up and wait."

Mitigan had not moved. He stood staring into the trees. I heard something ... wings. Didn't | just say
there were no large birds?"'

"Now!" ind sted the guide peremptorily.

The man from Asenagi turned and trudged after his colleague, hearing behind him the flutter of wings
coming purposefully through the trees.

Perdur Alaswas acdestid anomaly, aplanet on which life had stuck at the level of fish, bird, and shrub
without any obvious causefor the lack of further diversfication. Currently the planet held alimited variety
of seaand land plants, enormous schools of afew varieties of fish, and sizable flocks of even fewer
scaed bird formsthat seemed to have evolved directly from air-breathing flying fish without intermediate
land-dwelling stages. Biologicaly speaking, Perdur Alas was extremey smple. So far as homo-norming
went, smplicity made the job easer, which explained the smal size of the preliminary team recently
evacuated from the planet.

When the pseudo-team of ex-shadows arrived, they were set down beside a new encampment, raw as
awound, just beginning to scab over with ferny and brushy growths. A thousand or so pacesto the west
apallid sea swooshed gently onto arocky shelf at the base of the cliffs. A little north of west the cliffs
sagged onto a scanty crescent of graveled beach, the only beach aday'sjourney in either direction.
Farther north, ranks of east-west ridges cut the sky, the nearest jagged, the more distant sparsely
freckled with prototrees. Bracken-like and furzelike growths covered everything not covered by blue or
purple mosses, making amoorland that stretched unbroken to the eastern and southern horizons.

When the preliminary work was done, the birds and plants would be gone. The planet would have trees
suitable for lumber and grasses suitable for pasture. It would have grains, edible root, leaf, and fruit
crops, plus at least one draft and one dairy animal and perhaps—if the colonists were not Firsters—one
or two anima s from the category "smdl-furry-dociles’ or pets. There was no need for insects or birdsin
Class-C homo-norm. All plants were designed to be wind-pollinated, and Perdur Alas was windy

enough.

The arriving team knew thiswithout needing to consider the implications, though bio-assay tech Snark
aurprised hersdlf shortly after landing by thinking that amillion things could be added to Perdur Alas
beforeit had the same complexity as most untouched Class-A planets. Her next thought was one of
recognition. Thisplangt, indl itssmplicity, was entirely familiar to her.

"Quartersthisway," announced team leader Kane, hoisting an equipment case onto his shoulder and
stumping off toward the team housing at one side of the encampment.

The pseudo-team, though differing from the origina team in physical gppearance, wasidenticd asto
numbers, sex, and functions. Now most of them straggled after Kane without comment. Each of them
had arole to play. Kane'swas to keep everyone el se working. Snark's was to compare current
organismswith thoseincluded in Class-C category, using an autometic inventory device, to determine
which species should be adapted or eliminated and what others should be introduced to make the world
suitable for man. A few members of the team had been conditioned as tank-farm workers, assigned to
grow and process food. Others were assigned as housekeeping staff, while others yet would provide
maintenance duties and staff communications.



Each of them would occupy the same work space and deep space as his or her counterpart on the
former team. Each of them knew the routine for each day's labors. They knew what the departed team
had known about the work aready done. In addition, they knew, and had had it proved to them on the
way out, that they could not injure one another. Asin Shadowland, if one formed any intention toward
violence, onefound onesdf curled into the fetd position, thumb in mouth, just asformerly. They knew
who they were. They a so remembered what they had been, though that matter did not seem relevant and
was often forgotten for quite lengthy periods. Each of them had dmogt invisible scars behind which
implanted devices made records of everything seen, heard, smelled, tasted, felt. The devices did not
intrude upon thought. Their thoughts, though rare, were their own.

Asthe team moved off toward the camp the pilot and engineer of the vessel stood at the foot of the
loading ramp watching, not noticing Snark, who had stopped to pick up areplacement filter for the
bio-assay machine and now stood just inside the open cargo bay.

"Funny bunch,” the pilot said. "Y ou ever notice their eyes?”

"How could you help but notice. Y ou listen to their mouths going on, thisthat, thisthat, al sounding
pretty good, then you look at the eyes and see these wild animasglaring a you."

"Crazy people? With implants, maybe?'

"I dunno. Onething sure. They're out here on the edge of nowhere and the Ularians are coming.”
"Hush," said the engineer. "We were told—"

"Weweretold not to talk. I'm not talking. Hell, how far isit back to where anybody can hear me!”

"l hear you," said the other, iffly. "And both of us could get asked what we saw, what we heard. From

Snark read the look on the engineer's face to mean, "And if they ask me, I'll tell them you were shooting
off your mouth!"

"Yeah, wdll," said the pilot in sudden discomfort. "We'd best get started back. It feels pretty exposed
here. Like somebody might bewatching us.”

Snark dipped out of the cargo bay asthey went up the ramp, then stood bel ow, watching them. She
was remembering another ship, likethis ship. Hersalf going up aramp just likethisone,

Before the lock closed, the pilot risked one more look at the humans moving among the graceless
buildings below and mumbled afina comment. To shadows, reading lips was nothing at al, and Snark
read thewords clearly.

"Bait! That'swhat they are. Bait."

Luthaand Trompe discovered their vehicle could not actudly "arrive" at the hive of Cochim-Mahn. It
could be driven to a point roughly opposite and above our hive, where the road ended at the edge of the
cliffs. A flat triangular chunk of metal hung from the roof beam of the vacant guest house, and before
doing anything else, Trompe struck it severa times. They both waited as the resultant resonance trembled
above the depths, seeming to hang interminably before fading into the daysounds of wind and creature.



We heard it, of course, though songfather hadn't waited for it. He knew when they were coming. | hadn't
waited for it either. Despite what had happened to me, it was still my duty to clean the quarters of
Bernesohn Famber, which | had done, along with airing blankets and deeping pads for those who were

expected.

After abrief wait, Lutha shrugged at the lack of response and carried Ledly into the guest house. It had
two cramped rooms, a sanitary arrangement added on the back, and afood dispenser wedged into a
corner, al very dim behind tightly closed shutters. She stretched and bent, working out the kinks, then lay
down on the padded bench, Ledly beside her, and fell into adoze. She might have opened the shuttersin
order to admire the carved and crenellated canyon, the effect of shade and sun asthe occasiond clouds
came sailing over, but both Lutha and Trompe, so shetold me later, were sick unto degth of canyons.

"| think someone's coming,” Trompe said after a consderable slence. Helay as he had thrown himself
down, in aposture of exaggerated exhaustion, and did not remove his forearm from his eyes as he spoke.

"How do you know?" asked L utha.

"Hmm." It was adoubtful sound, asthough he didn't know himsalf how he knew. "I'm picking up
put-upon feelings. Someone out thereisfedling overworked and irascible. Angry or aggrieved about
something, too. Not us. Or, not us specificaly.”

"Ah." She rose and went out back to consult the sanitary system, returning brushed and furbished. " Still
not arrived? When will he get here?!

"Now he's standing among the trees. Politeness, | think. Waiting until we notice him."
"If you weren't aFadtigat, that might take sometime.”
"l think his next step may be some throat clearing or modest coughs, growing louder with time.”

Indeed, as she opened the door, the sound she heard was an apol ogetic cough that seemed to ask,
"Was| wanted?'

"I am Lutha Tdlgtaff," she said acrossthe clearing. "Mother of Ledy Famber, direct-lineage son of
Bernesohn Famber. With meis my assistant, Trompe.”

"And your son?" asked my father, Chahdzi, who stood benesth the trees.

The upper part of hisface was painted blue, the line running horizontally just below his eyes and across
the bridge of hisnose. Luthatried to recal anything she might have read about that. Nothing. A local
custom, she thought, which was accurate. Persons undertaking dangerous tasks paint their eyesyellow,
asking othersto pray for them. Persons who must dedl with outsiders paint their faces half-blue, so we
will watch and listen carefully, in case they show signs of deviance. And so on.

"Ledy isin here, adeep,” shesad.

My father stepped from the shade of the trees and came forward. 1 am Chahdzi, son of the songfather
of Cochim-Mahn. It ismy assigned task to serve you as guide to the leasehold of Bernesohn Famber."
Without invitation, he came across the shallow porch and into the room, where he took along look at
Ledy, to make sure hewasared, living person. "We have to walk and climb along way," hesaid in
explandtion. "The boy will be heavy to carry.”



"Hecanwak," sad Lutha "He can run and climb.” Like alittle goat. "Mogt of the way, &t least.”

"Partway. But of such complexity, interesting patterns are made,” he said in the fasely cheerful tone one
adoptsfor reassuring children.

"l supposeit does," she said doubtfully. Certainly thiswhole business was complex enough. "When do
wego?'

"Since you were expected today, | left Cochim-Mahn this morning. It took me all of today to get hereto
meet you, and now it islate. Soon Lady Day departswith al her blessngs and the time of whispering
comes. When the Lady comes again, wewill go."

"Shortly after dawn tomorrow then," commented Trompe.

The man shivered, amost undetectably, and nodded. "1 will deep in here, or perhapsin your vehicle”

"Because," said Lutha, moved by an obscure impulse, "becauseit is better not to be out in the dark?”

Again that shiver, dmaost unnoticeable. "Because of the pattern, matron,” he said in adignified voice.
"Which dternates dark and light, activity and quiet, whisper and shout, deep and waking ... "

"Do | offend in asking about the night?" she asked. "I am curious about ... the thingsthat go about in the
dark."

"Bernesohn Famber was adso curious, or so | am told by the rememberers. Outlanders are often curious
about Dinadh and the Dinadhi. Why do we paint our faces and sometimes our bodies? Why do we sing
al thetime?Why do we do this, or that? Wetell you dl the samethings. All is part of the pattern; the
light and the dark." He gestured vaguely. "If onewishesto learn details, one must consult a songfather
who isschooled in such things. | am asimple person, amereyahsdi' imichadimichaa”

She trand ated mentally. One-who-is-assigned-to-do-what-needs-doing. A man of al work, perhaps. A
handyman. She gtarted to ask him how far they would have to go on the morrow, the words drying in her
mouth as she saw hisface, suddenly dert, listening.

She cocked her head. There was a sound, distant, but not faint. A song, rising from the canyon.

"Forgiveme," said Chahdzi. "1 will return shortly.”

He left the room and went out into the open, where he threw his arms open to the sky and began a
breathy song, evidently addressed to thin air.

"What's he doing?" asked Trompe.
"You'retheempath," shesad.
"All I can pick up isafeding of concern, adesirewhich heisrepressng.”

She listened, trandated, nodded. "He's singing to Weaving Woman, begging her to keep the patterns
clear and graight.”



Afar, the song faded into silence, only the echoes remaining for amoment more. Chahdzi stood with
bowed head. In afew moments he turned and came back to them.

"How far do we have to go then, tomorrow?" L utha asked.

He shook his head, as though reminding himself of where hewas. "A day. A long day spent in going
quickly. Whichiswhy | look &t the boy, to see how fast we can go. Climbing down the wallsis not

essy.
"Perhaps we won't get therein one day,” she said casudly.
"Onemust,”" he said. Impersond imperative. One mugt, that's al.

"Dangerousto be out after dark, isit?" Trompe's head was cocked, picking up dl thelittle sgnas.

Chahdzi smiled, ducking his head dightly. "Danger has a placein the paitern, surely. And pain. Slidhza
b'dasyaayanachas-asimdi t'ssi.”

Again Luthatrandated to hersdlf, fumbling with the word order. A wise person doesn't use his own
shuttle to weave sorrow. Or perhaps, awise shuttle won't weave grief.

"l do not understand,” she said.

He shrugged again, ahabitual gesture. "It isfoolish to create dark patternsfor ourselves, matron.
Weaving Woman will include enough darkness, whether we wish or no. Let us hope for abright pattern
tomorrow, if we are her beloved children.” He pointed to the child. "That oneis. Everyone says o."

"Now, why isthat?" Trompe asked, amazed.

"He knows." Chahdz smiled. "Everyone says he knows."

"Knowswhat?" asked L utha, wonderingly. "Knowswhat, Chahdzi?'

"Knows," he said softly. "What is. Patterns. What comes next."

Though hiswords were not unlike other comments the Dinadhi had made about Ledly, they were no
more explanatory. The boy himself showed no signs of knowing what needed doing, unless deegping was
it.

"Will you egt with us?' asked Lutha
"I accept your generous offer of food," he said, looking away from her in obvious discomfort.

Histone made her redlize that he would have gone hungry had she not offered, and aso that one did not
say "eat with us' on Dinadh.

Damn! She hadn't given sufficient thought to some of the stuff sheld found in the culture chipdl

"Sincel do not know your taste," she said carefully, "will you do usthe courtesy of choosing for
yoursdf?'



Hewent happily to thefood unit, where he stood for along time in contemplation of the listed menu,
mumbling to himsdif.

" like very much the taste of cheese," he said, pointing at a certain item and using their own word,
cheese, which evidently did not exist in hisown language. "But | cannot eat of it unless... "

She cameto hisassstance, reading labels. "It'sall right. Everything in here is dosed with the necessary
enzymes. Trompe and | have commented that you have no dairy beasts on Dinadh.”

"It issaid we brought milk crestures from our former world,” he murmured. "But here, Weaving Woman
could not permit them. Here our pattern changed.”

"Human-owned flocks of grazers and browsers have ended a good many patterns,” grunted Trompe.
"Once man killed off the naturd predators and let them multiply.”

"Soitissad," agreed Chahdzi, glancing a L uthafrom the corner of his eyes as she manipulated the
food-service unit. Something light for hersdf and for Trompe. She would feed Ledly when he wakened.
Asfor Chahdzi, who was obvioudy apprehensive that they might watch while he ate, she would make the
meatter Smple.

She handed him the warmed packet of cheese and cereal-food, saying, " Perhaps you would enjoy your
medl onthe porch?"

"Indeed." He bowed gravely and took it away with him, leaving Trompe and Luthato est their own
selectionsin slent company. Chahdzi might be out of sight, but he was not out of earshot, so Luthadid
not mention her annoyance at the thought of along climb on the morrow and Trompe did not remark
upon the fedlings he picked up from Chahdzi: awe, hope, terror, anger. The samefedlings held detected
inthe serving girl at the hostdl. The same strange combination.

Asthey ate, Luthadug out a handful of culture chips and scanned the indices, muttering to herself.

"Nothing there on the subject?’ Trompe asked, sotto voce, elaborately nonspecific concerning which
subject.

"Not a... nothing," shereplied. "You'd think—"

"The language chips| gave you were prepared by the people a Tasmi-na-Dinadh,” he murmured
thoughtfully. "All properly indexed for use by possible |easeholders and no doubt somewheat edited ... "

"A salespitch, in other words," she muttered.

He nodded. "They were the most recent chips the Procurator had, though he a so gave me some old
ones made by independent researchers. | didn't pass them on to you because they looked like heavy
going. They'reredly old, and they aren't indexed at dl.”

"Please,” shesaid. "Arethey in your pack?’

"Finishyour food," hesaid gently. "I'll get theminaminute.”

After Chahdzi had thanked them again for food and sequestered himsdlf in their vehicle, after Ledy had
had his supper and fallen adegp once more, Trompe dug out the chips he had promised: old ones, nicked



at the corners, their labels faded.
"Y ou say the Procurator gave you these?' she asked doubtfully.

"Well, he gave me the Dinadh file, and they werein it. He did remark that the newer chipswere more
up-to-date.”

"They're so up, al usefulness has been edited out of them," she snorted. "They're completely superficial.
All the taboos are avoided, so we can't tell what we should or shouldn't say, may or may not do! For
example, we've seen the beautiful people are ubiquitous, but the chips don't even mention them. These
aretheones| should have studied.”

"Maybe," he said soberly. "But they seemed very ponderousto me.”

Peevishly, she disregarded this asirrdlevant. Fastigats weren't researchers. They didn't spend their time
making laborious correlations from ancient records, they didn't ft history for nuances. They drew their
conclusions from the here and the now, from whatever or whoever was feding and emating in the vicinity.
Well, nonetheless,

She accessed one of the chips at random and began plowing through it, redlizing after somelittletime
that Trompe had been right. It was heavy going. This researcher had come to Dinadh asto virgin territory
and had weeded nothing out. He or she had included everything uncut, every branch and twig and
tangled root. Who knew what was dive and important, what had died long ago or had compacted into

impenetrable peat?

She yawned, tried to focus, forced hersdlf to concentrate, and findly gave up in disgust, no longer
annoyed at Trompe. He was right. Thiswas ponderous indeed. She would seek nuances later perhaps,
but not tonight. Leely and Trompe had the better idea. One should deep when one could!

CHAPTER 4

Thefirst night on Perdur Alas, Snark bedded down in the dormitory with the other shadows, waking
frequently, listening for some unusua sound, but hearing only bresthing, snores, restless movements, and
sghs. She hersdf dept little. The chip within her recorded her wakefulness. Someday, somewhere,
someone might review these fedings, experience her perceptions. Everything the chip detected was
beamed to atiny satellite hidden beside amoonlet, and from there was relayed to the nearest occupied
planet—Dinadh, probably, where the hated L utha Talstaff had gone—and from there to somewhere else
and somewhere else again, al the way back to Alliance Prime and the damned Procurator. Perhaps even
now someone on Dinadh was monitoring what had been done today on Perdur Alas and wondering why
this particular shadow was awake.

Snark tried to care and could not. They had no right, she told hersdlf, quite correctly. She knew it and
they knew it: they had no right. The words were familiar, but the rage they usually evoked would not
come. Those sent to Perdur Alas had been conditioned against rage, against rebellion.

No one had thought to condition any of them againgt childhood fantasies. On the third night, Snark lay
down among the others as before, but when they dept, she rose and went out into the night. All day she
had been smdlling the moor. The smdll had filled her to the exclusion of other perceptions, had
preoccupied her with fedingslong dreamed and totally familiar. Perhaps these woody and ferny growths
had come from the same place as the ones she had smelled as a child. Perhaps this moor had been



designed to be like one she had seen long ago, her dream moor, compl ete with tea-brown pools and
rustling bracken. Perhaps that world and this one had shared a common designer or acommon heritage.

Even as she said to hersdlf, perhaps, perhaps, she knew there was no happenstance involved. Similarity
didn't matter. Only this place mattered, its odorsthat smelled like, its growths that looked like, its moor
that felt like the moor she had dreamed. This could be the actua refuge she had found as a child—or
dreamed she had found. If one went west across this stretch of rolling ground, one would cometo cliffs
above the sea. They would be the same dliffs, the same sea. During the workaday world of daylight there
had been no opportunity to explore. Now in adark relieved only by the pearly glimmer of tiny moonlets,
shining through the night like so many |opsided paper lanterns, she would find the old dliff, the old sea, the
old place she knew so well.

Every step of the way could have been dictated from memory! Surely she had seen apool of this shape
before! Surely she had caught her foot on just such aroot and been sent sprawling in just thisway, with
this particular herb crushed beneath her cheek to surround her with identical pungency. Surely the sound
of the seahad come at just this point and no other, the swelling and sighing of the surf asit rolled small
stones on the rocky shelf below. Surely al of thiswas the same, her own childhood place, wherever and
whenever it had been, come here again.

She wasn't even surprised. However astonishing similar things might be, identical thingswere not. One
could be astonished at the close resemblance of brothers but not at that of identical twins. So she couldn't
be astonished at this moor, for it was not merely like. Itwas the one she had known, and that was dll
therewasto it. The two, though they seemed separate in time and space, were the same place.

So musing, believing hersdf haf dreaming, she cameto the edge of the dliff at lagt, feding afamiliar
panic, afleeting urge to jump. Why? Why the panic? Why ... because there was something following
her. Something seeking her. Now? Or then?

She puzzled over this as she turned | eft dong the rimrock. Thiswas the way she had alwaysturned. The
cliff was as she remembered, and the soughing of the sea. She wandered dowly aong the precipice,
around this stone and that twiggy growth, searching, beieving she had missed it, as she had dways
believed—

Only to come upon it suddenly: the outcropping of stone, the branch extending into space, the bare,
pale, polished place upon the wood where her hands, someone's hands, had rubbed the bark away to
make a smoothness. Without thinking, without decision, she legpt out, hands extended to grasp, the
springiness of the wood coming as a shock to the muscles of her arms as she bounced pendant beneath it
like atoy jerking upon astring. No hole, shetold hersaf in sudden panic. No holein the cliff. Nowhere
to go from here.

The fear was only momentary. The entry wasthere, adarker crevice among the driations of the cliff
face. And a protruding stone where she needed to put her foot. And aropy rootlet hanging down ...

She didn't readlly remember this part. In her dream, she felt the details of the cave rather than smelled or
heard or saw them. This cave felt sandier; it had no bracken bed. It felt smaler, too, but then, it would
have seemed larger to the child she had been when she had dreamed it first. The trickle of water was
there a the back, making amodest puddle on its hollowed stone, seeping away down amossy crack.
She remembered caches of food. There were nonein this cave. She remembered warm animal skins, and
they, too, were missing. She could bring food. She could bring blankets and armfuls of cut bracken to
cushion her rest. From thistime forward, she would go to bed with the others, but when they dept, she
would sneak away to spend the dark hours here, in this refuge above the sea.



Now shelay down on the sandy floor, her body taking the curved form so often imposed upon it, knees
up, thumb in mouth, hip seeking afamiliar hollow. The stones beside the entry were piled as she had | eft
them in dream. She reached with one hand to stack them, the larger ones on the bottom, the smaller
above.

Moving the stones disclosed aniche. In the nichewas apainted jar with alid. Snark's eyes drifted
acrossit, hardly seeing it. Though she hadn't remembered the jar before, hadn't recalled its presence or
patterns, she did so now. The jar had adways been there, its egglike shape of white clay covered with
dark swerving lines, wings, and faces. She even knew the names of those portrayed. Father Endlessand
Mother Darkness. Mother had put the jar there. Someone ... someone named Mother had put the jar
there. And inside were the bones of ...

Whose bones? Why there?
Shefell adeep before she could answer the question.

Just before dawn she had amomentary panic when she prepared to leave the cave and redlized she
didn't know how. She remembered coming here, yes, time after time, escaping here, yes, finding refuge
here, cuddling down warmly, nose to the gap in the piled rocks, smelling the seawind, hearing the birds
when they woke before dawn to plunge out in their screaming spiras above the sea. She could remember
edting here, jaws moving in dow mastication while the birds screamed and dived. She could remember
sucking up the dow seep of water asit accumulated on the hollowed stone. She even remembered
squatting on the minuscule ledge, skinny butt jutting over the gulf as she peed down the face of the cliff,
her own tiny stream joining the vast ocean below, but she had no memory at al of ever leaving this place.

So, how did she get out? The branch that had dropped her down had sprung back to its position above,
out of reach. The diff overhung the ledge. Above wasinvisible, unreachable. She sat, fighting panic,
thinking it out. She needed something to draw the branch down. Once she had hold of the branch, she
could pull hersdlf up. So, shewould use her belt, with astonetied to the end to give it weight.

Shetried this, but her belt wastoo thick, too inflexible. She took off her shirt and tore stripsfromit,
braiding them together for strength, succeeding at last in drawing the branch down, close, where she
could reach it. As she bounced and juddered, working her way up to the rim of the stone, she resolved
next timeto bring astrong line with aweight affixed so she would have the proper tool to get ouit.

She must have had such atool before. She could not imagine why she had forgotten it until now. Unless
perhaps, before, someone else had drawn the branch down for her. Unless, before, she had been only a
child.

She returned to the dormitory complex just in time to get into bed before the others woke. Perhaps the
watchers on Dinadh knew she had been away, but none of the Shadowland people did. Certainly Snark
did not tll them.

The shadows had been given the knowledge they needed to act astheir roles required, and for some of
them this had been the equivaent of an advanced education in biotechnology. Though the information had
been imposed, they could useit, fumblingly at first and with more assurance astime went by. They had
not been given a course in moras and ethics. No one had thought to prevent their stealing. What was
there to stedl on Perdur Alas?

Snark stole food and blankets to start with. Over the next dozen nights she equipped her refuge. She



stole food enough for alengthy stay. She made her bracken bed, ablanketful cut each night on her way
to the dliff, anew blanket carried there each night until the entire floor of the cave was cushioned and
comfortable. Though she remembered animal skinsfrom the time before, the blankets were aswarm and
they smelled better. She brought two lengths of line with weights at one end, keeping onein her pocket
and one in the niche next to the opening—just in case shelost the one she was carrying.

Shedid nothing that Sgnificantly changed the origind dream until she had fulfilled it meticuloudy. Only
then did she add other supplies, thingsthe adult Snark thought might be useful: night glasses for spying, an
emergency beacon, abox of vegetable and fruit seeds from the agricultural [ab. Suppose, shetold hersdlf,
suppose | get left here dl by mysdf! Suppose the Ularians get dl the others, but I'm hiding and they can't
find me. Suppose they don't get me! 1'd need the beacon so humans could come rescue me. 1'd need to
grow food. I'd need to stay dive!

The words, the very tone was familiar. Someone had said the same to her once, long ago. Fleetingly she
realized the idea of rescue was ridiculous. Why would they come to rescue atotdly dispensable shadow?
A shadow who had been put here as bait in the first place? Does the worm on the hook expect to be
rescued smply because the fish have eaten dl the other worms?

Perhaps, shetold herself. Perhaps, if the worm had information about the fish. Perhaps then. Suppose
shesaw thefish, the Ularians. Then thereld be reason to pick her up. The monitor would sense what she
sensed, but he couldn't read her mind. The monitor might think she'd found out something important!
Whether she did or not, she could say she had. If she said it out loud, the monitor would hear what she
sad.

So, shewould try to see them, if they came, and whether she did or not, she would say loudly that she
had found out something. Dangerous, that. How did one find anything out except through one's senses. If
she merdly deduced, it would have to be from evidence. From things seen and heard. Could one pretend
to see? Pretend to hear?

Such questions preoccupied her. Rarely she thought about men. Susso had come with the other
shadows. Maybe she ought to tell Susso about her cave. Invite him to come aong.

The ideawas trangent, the motivation unconvincing. Sex was pleasurable, sure, but surviva was sweeter
till. Susso wouldn't keep his mouth shut. Then the otherswould get involved. They'd interfere. They'd
stop Snark leaving. Stop her coming here. Better not say anything to Susso. Who needed men anyhow?

"Inventory's almost done," said Kane, when they had been on the planet thirty or forty days. "Tomorrow
well start the ag-study.”

"I'm missing suppliesin ag-lab,” one of the women said plaintively. "Onewhole carton of vegetable seeds
ismissng.”

"They probably miscounted,” said Kane cardlesdy. "They probably did.”

Theywere the predecessors, the other team, the real team, acknowledged but unconsidered. They had
been here. They had gone. Nowwe were here. No one ever said, "When we're finished and gone.” No
one ever said, "When thejob'sdone." They had been conditioned againgt such expectations. The job

wasinterminable. The task waslifelong. And though lifelong might be short indeed, they were
conditioned againg anxiety.

"Y ou got enough seeds | &ft to do the job?' Kane asked. "That's dl that matters.”



She had enough for the job. No one paid any attention to her earlier comment. They went to their daily
tasks with perfect gravity and understanding, though it was al accomplished in dreamlike dow motion.
Even eating was dow. Every movement, every task was set for them. Go from 1to 2; 2 leadsto 3; 3
leads to 4. Nothing was done because they wanted to or thought of it themselves. They didn't worry;
they didn't fight. They scarcely spoke. Sometimes two of them would couplein the night with spurious
urgency, but even such brief convulsions were muted and soon forgotten.

Very occasionaly Snark remembered the smul booth back in Shadowland, but she couldn't bring
hersdlf to want it much. She sometimes remembered raging, remembered shouting, remembered
fighting—or trying to. It was al another dream, not unlike this dream of being on Perdur Alas. Each day
took care of itself. And now that Snark had found her own place, which was real and remote from
dreaming, each night took care of itsdf aswell.

Deprived of his shadows, the Procurator had not yet grown accustomed to pouring his own tea. Often
more liquid dopped onto the table than stayed in the cup, on this occasion giving him reason to swear
gudtily as an underling entered, one Mikeraw.

"Sorry, Sr," the underling murmured.

"You didn't doit," grouched the Procurator. "1 did. | am clumsy and incapable! We had grown too
dependent upon shadows, Mikeraw. Far too dependent!™

Mikeraw, who was lowly in rank and non-Fastigat, had never been served by shadows. He contented
himsalf with amurmured agreement as he helped the Procurator mop both himself and the tabletop.

This accomplished, Mikeraw bowed, murmuring, "1 thought you should seethis, gr. It seemsto
impinge—"

"What? What isit?" He reached for the proffered document.
"An agent upon Dinadh, Sr. Reporting rumor, Sr.”
"An Alliance agent?'

Mikeraw flushed dightly. "Asamatter of fact, no, Sir. We have an agent there, but he doesn't report
much. Thisisfrom aGadravian agent.”

"The Gadravians take alot on themsalves"

"They indst they areloyal members of the Alliance and are merely providing us with gppropriate
redundancy inintelligence matters. Asinthiscase."

"This case? Case of what, man?"

Mikeraw cleared histhroat. "It isrumored the King of Kamir has sent assassinsto Dinadh to eradicate
the Famber lineege, Sir."

The Procurator sat down with athump.

"Famber? Ledson Famber? Why in the name of dl that's holy and intractable ... ?' The King of Kamir



was ajoke, of course. Everyone knew of the King of Kamir. Hewas proverbial. "Usdess asthe King of
Kamir." Said of lackadaisica students and lie-about workmen, aswell as of toolsthat didn't function or
equipment that fell apart. For thefirst time the Procurator considered that the king might rather resent this
reputation. Might have resented it enough to have wished to put it behind him.

He gaped unattractively while thinking. Suddenly aware of this, he gave his mouth something to do,
asking, "It was Ledson who found him, wasnt it?

"Yes, sir. When the king disappeared, the government of Kamir retained Fagtigato investigate, and
Fastiga assigned L eelson Famber."

"Excrement,” muttered the Procurator. "Oh, excrement.”

"l thought, inasmuch ... "

"Quite right. Quite right. Good man. Wdll, it puts L utha Talstaff in the broth, doesn't it? And any Fastigat
with her. On behalf of the boy, of course. The ns might not bother him, and maybe not her, but
they will the boy. Unless Trompe Paggas getsin the way!"

"I've consulted the relevant documents, sir, thet is, the laws of Kamir asthey might gpply in this Situation.
| came up with the thought that we might approach the king himsdlf to obtain aroya writ."

"Cadlling the assassins off, you mean?"

"Yes, gr."

"And then what?'

"Send the writ to Dinadh ... " Hisvoicetrailed off, and he shifted from foot to foot, uncomfortably.

"Assuming one could get such awrit, who would deliver it on Dinadh, and to whom?" asked the
Procurator.

The underling shrugged. He didn't know.

The Procurator Sighed. "Fagtiga,” he murmured. "Whoever goesto Kamir can't be from Fastiga.”
"Why not from Fastiga, Sr?'

"The bureaucrats would suspect a Fastigat. They do, you know."

"Perhaps we could send another assassin, Sr?"

"Y ou say?"

"Send acorsair to catch acorsair, isn't that the saying?'

"Not in my language, it isn't."”

"Inming, ar."



"And where are you from?"

"Far Barbary, gr.”

"Well, that explainsit. All piratesthere, aren't they?'

"Not much anymore, sir. Once were, of course. My own great-grandfather, in fact.”
"And how did you end up here?'

Theman stared at his boots, reddening.

The Procurator accurately read his embarrassment.

"Government ismerely another kind of piracy, isthat it?' The Procurator guffawed, teerswellingin his
eyes. "l take no offense. It'strue, my boy. Politicians are pirates, of a sort!"

"I wasn't going to say o, Sir. Though my father does.™

"And your grandfather, too, no doubt. Well. Y ou could beright. Send a corsair to fetch acorsair, an
assassn to fetch an assassin. In which case, who's our assassin?'

"WEeIl need to ask the King of Kamir, sir. He seemsto have an inexhaugtible supply.”

It was, as amatter of fact, Councilwoman Poracious Luv who went to Kamir on behalf of the Alliance.
She demanded an audience with the king and received it without delay. Jiacare Lostre, King of Kamir,
was S0 enervated by his day-to-day life, he didn't even make her wait. He would have consented to meet
with an offd-eater from Hapsobog to break the tedium, and he found little fault with thiswallowing bulk,
this monstrous bosom heaving a him, even though she insisted on boring him with abrief history of the
Ularian crigs, which he cared nothing abouit.

Hiskingly prerogative alowed him to tell her o, yawning.

"I don't think Y our Mgesty understands," she said, growing quite pink about the jowlsas she held out a
pleading arm from which the quivering flesh hung in bracdeted rolls.

"My Maesty does understand quite well," hesaid. "I just don't give adamn if we're condemned awee
bit sooner than our present course will equaly condemn us.”

She chewed her lower lip, wondering why in heaven's name the Procurator had picked her for this
misson.

"There arethosewho fed differently,” she murmured.

"Not |," hesaid. "Not while I'm pinioned herel"

"Areyou?' she asked, suddenly interested despite herself. "By what?"

Her obviousinterest caught him by surprise, and he became expansive. "Tradition, madam. And the

force of law. | am coerced in many diversways, by suasion horrible to contemplate, by threets against
the comforts of my kin, of whom, despite my boredom, | am fond. My mother'slifeis hostage 'gainst my



own, and so my sister's—who, in happier times, was very dear to me."
"Y ou did have happier times, then?"

He snorted. "I had four brothers older than mysdlf, al four of whom aspired to mount this sest.
Efficiently they entered on the task of murdering each other, leaving meto sit upon athrone | much
despised.”

"So much so you ran away fromit."

Heflushed. "I planned escape, achieved it! Ah, but then | was dragged back to duty as bad boys are
driven to their books by masters canes. Like them, | swot and grimace and complain ... "

She gnawed at theinside of her cheek, ahabit that gave her the look of some ponderous ruminant.
"Would you be more sympathetic if | could arrange for your ... release?’

The king actudly smiled. "Oh, madam, how my sympathy would wax, like moons grown fat on light.
Away from here, my lips, most € oquent, would spesk your cause.”

"My cause, asyou put it, isSmply to stop your assassins, Mgesty. My ultimate cause may be something
else again, but for the nonce, it's only that. The Famber lineage must not be worried by threats of
nation, not, at least, until we've found what we need concerning Bernesohn Famber.”

Theking regarded hisfingernailswith gravity. "From al that lengthy tale you bored mewith, it ssems
rather too late to look for him."

"For Bernesohn, yes. For whatever information he had, possibly not. We pray not."

"How would you think to get me out of this?' He gestured widdly, including hiskingdom, the planet, al
the clutter and cumber of the monarchy of adying world.

Poracious Luv shook her head. "1 don't know yet. I'll have to think on it, perhaps seek some advice. We
have excellent counsd ors. Sometimes they can be quite Machiavdlian. Assuming we can think of
something that will work, you'l give me the writ?'

"Oh, Madam Luv, I'd carry it mysdif."

She brightened with sudden inspiration. “"Would you, now? Then, sSir, that may be the answer you are
seeking! Congder. Itislikely the assassnswill be turned aside only by you, true? It may be no one can
save our desperate inquiry except yoursdf? It may be, therefore, that the saving of humanity isin your
hands? Including the lives of al those upon Kamir? All the mamas and ssters and children of your
minigers, for example?'

He stared at her from benesth swollen lids, startled once again from hisennui. "That would be true if
ministers had kin. Reason declares that such men come from eggs abandoned by the deadly cockatrice,
that they hatch forth among the desert sands, the wordtradition peeping from their beaks €en asthey
crack their shells. Myth hasit that they strike their prey to stone, and that istrue. Thisworld will be but
stone when they are through.”

Sheregarded him quizzically. 'Y our Mgesty exaggerates dightly. When humans use up aworld, there



are usually some bacterialeft, even some hardy plants. In any case, your ministers are not free agents.
They arerespongbleto alarger constituency—to al the people of Kamir who lust for life, who have
encumbrances of kindred and friendship. Such people will not willingly accept extinction, no matter how
traditiond it might be."

"So much istrue. I've heard that even weighty governors are wary of the people they abuse.”

"So! Use your peopleto gain your freedom! That is, if you're truly resolved not to return to kingship.
Our Procurator says the same man who will hail aleader intime of crisswill kill him oncethe crisisis
over."

"Agan, true," said the king with gppreciation. "For though hell play at resolution when death hangs upon
ahair, once danger's passed, all hisanxieties, like viciousfleas, do burrow bloodily. Anitchy manisprey
to discontent; helll suage hisfleabiteswith the blood of kings.”

"Surely the common man wouldn't want that!"

"What common men want most is beer and sex, without disturbances.”

"Soif it were necessary foryou, yoursdlf, to leave Kamir in order to save the people from
disturbance ... "

"It isunlikely that the counselors would fight to keep me here. When al Kamir isthreatened with
despair, aking may make akingly sacrificel”

" One hopes such sacrifice may berdatively painless” murmured Big Mama.

"Even pain,” said the king, with no intention of being prophetic, "even painis preferableto dying of
unrelieved ennui.”

"She haswho?" the Procurator asked Poracious L uv's messenger, believing he had misunderstood her.
"Jacare Logre, the king himsdlf," the messenger replied. "He and Poracious went before his ministers
and told them Kamir was in danger. The council pooh-poohed theidea Theking told them that in that
casethey wouldn't mind if hetold the people of Kamir al about the Ularians being just next door in
Hermes Sector. Poracious said the Alliance would help him publicize the matter.”

"Somewhat exceeding her authority,” murmured the Procurator.

The messenger muffled an undiplomatic snort. "As Madam hersdlf said, it got the job done. The ministers

knew there'd be widespread panic, possbly insurrection. They've let the king go. He and Madam were
to have left for Dinadh the day after | 1eft for Alliance Centrd .

"Amezing.
"Actudly, the council of ministersdidn't fight as hard as Madam Luv thought they might. Shefdt they'd
really wanted an excuse to get rid of Jiacare. He has ayounger brother, Fenubel, who's much easier to

get dong with. They've dready ingaled him asregent.”

"Interesting,” the Procurator murmured. "Y ou're rgoining Madam Luv?'
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"Tdk to my adjutant outsde. Make whatever arrangements are necessary. Things are getting
complicated. | think I'd better go with you."

In the hostel above Cochim-Mahn, Chahdzi woke Trompe very early, beforeit was quite light.

"It isnot good to move before the daysong has been sung,” he told the Fastigat soberly, emphasizing his
words with peckish nods, like an anxious hen. "Still, we must go dl in one day, and we must leave now to
accomplishthat.”

Trompe got Luthaand Ledy up, and they made ahurried meal before taking up their packs and moving
toward the canyon trail, arriving there just as the sun peeked over the farther canyon wall. They heard the
dawnsong asthey had heard it before during their journey, arising smoke of melody, wavering,
expanding, until al theworld could heer it.

The narrow trail led them on awinding way downward among forest trees, coming out of thetreesagain
and again to make hundred-el ghty-degree turns and move into the trees again. At the beginning of the
journey, on the outer edge of one curve, they saw far off across the canyon a strange house rising above
the rim, barely distinguishable from the natura rock around it. The house was laid with dry stone, without
mortar, and had a pitched roof with openings benesth the eaves. It resembled severa other such
structures Lutha had noted on their way toward Cochim-Mahn. She put glasses to her eyes and watched
an elderly woman gpproaching the building, head down.

"What do you cdl that building?" Lutha asked, pointing it out.
"A House Without aName," said Chahdzi, histone forbidding further questions.

Lutha, who was looking back at the elderly woman, merely grunted. The woman moved in an unusua
way. Asthough apprehensive. Asthough fearful. Fearful of what? What wasinsde?

Trompe, picking up on her perception, followed her gaze back aong the road, too late. They had come
around a curve and could see the place no longer.

Chahdzi spoke as though continuing some former conversation. ™Y ou see how thistrail winds back and
forth, into this Sde canyon and out again, each time alittle farther down the great canyon but requiring
much timein thewalking. If we could go across, it would take only alittle time, but thereis no way to go
across safely.”

Luthafumed slently. If the Dinadhi were sensble and efficient, they could go across, but the Dinadhi
weren't sengble or efficient, so everything was done the long way, the dow way, the laborious way.

The patterned way, she reminded hersalf, cautioning against impatience. She settled the padded straps
on her shoulders. When they stopped next, she would arrange the retriever at the top of her pack, set it
on audio only, and listen to one of the grimy old language chips Trompe had given her the night before.
No sensewadting thetime entirely!

It was noon before they came halfway down the great wall, stopping on a promontory from which they
could look directly south, across a spacious canyon bottom where alake gleamed, and into the mouths
of four other canyons. Thesefour plusthe canyon in which they stood made the five points of astar, with
themselves at the northeastern point. They could look down the southern arm, alittle way into the eastern



and western arms, but they could see only the far wall and opening of the canyon to their right.

Asthey took food from their packs to make a hasty lunch, Chahdzi told them the lake was called "the
Gathered Waters," and was neither deep nor lasting. Present in spring and early summer, it dwindled to
amogt nothing infal or early winter when there was not enough water to fill the declivity.

The sun stood &t its zenith, lighting the southmost canyon to its bottom but leaving those at either side il
shaded. The sun aso lighted the great stone cave eaten into the western wall of the canyon acrossfrom
them, making the hive within it glow like gold.

"Thereisbah'din, the hive, of Cochim-Mahn," Chahdzi said. "Thereisthe leasehold of Bernesohn
Famber. Below, stretching toward the Gathered Waters, isthe greenblessing, the farm and fruit lands of
our people. And now we have rested long enough. We must walk again.”

Though Lutha saw aglimmer of water along the canyon bottom and in the shalow lake, she saw no
green, blessed or otherwise. Her glasses brought it within vison: asoft fur of trees and vegetation nestled
in awilderness of red stone. Narrow ribbons of greenery, at some places only afew paces across. It
seemed scarcely enough to feed the people of the looming hive.

Wordlesdly, they got the straps of their packs across their shoulders once more. From this point on, the
trail was much grown up with small thorny shrubs and tough grasses, and Chahdzi led the way.

"No one usesthistrail much, do they?' Lutha asked.

Chahdzi took time to reflect before answering. "When Bernesohn Famber was there, people came again
and again, as he chose, to bring equipment and suppliesthat were unavailablein Cochim-Mahn. Once his
wife came hereto him, also. The animas go up in spring and come down in fal. Other people come, now
and then.”

Chahdzi seemed to fed this explained the Stuation fully, for he offered nothing more. L utha soon found
this understandable. The way had steepened; the footing was intermittently treacherous. It was sensbleto
avoid conversation in order to give al oné's attention to where one stepped and what one was holding on
to.

During the morning and for the first hour after their noon stop, Legly scampered aong behind them or
between them, interrupting hisjourney to stare at aflying bird or the shape of acloud. In early afternoon,
however, he sat down with asghing "Dananana," and refused to move farther.

"Hereswhere | earnmy fee," said Trompe, picking the child up and placing him on his shoulders.

"I will take him when you aretired,” said Chahdzi. "We cannot stop for himto rest.”

Light now came from the west, glaring into their eyes asthey wound their way down and down.

"Some of the canyons don't get enough light to be habitable, do they?' L utha asked, suddenly aware of
differences among the various chasms.

"They must bewide enough to let the sunin,” agreed Trompe. "Best of dl are the wide east-west
canyons with adoping southern wall. Worst are the narrow north-south ones, with steep walls. Inthose
the evening song would follow hard upon the song of morning. In those Lady Day findslittle pleasure and
shadow breeds.”



Lady Day would take little comfort from the canyon beyond the Gathered Waters, south of them.
Already itswestern wall threw heavy shadow halfway up the eastern precipices, leaving the depthsin
darkness. Each day it would belit for ashort time at midday. The rest of the time it would be adim and
forbidding region. Luthastared into its shadows and shivered, turning her attention elsewhere.

"Trompe and | saw many abandoned hives on our way here. Why so many?"

Chahdzi cleared histhroat. "H'din hadisha. Empty hives, yes, they become ... vacant when the Dinadhi
move about. From one place to another."

IIWWI?I
He shrugged. "Perhaps a spring dries up.” Histone shut off further discussion.

Trompe cast aquick glance at Lutha, pursing hislips, shaking his head. Chahdzi was uncomfortable with
the question.

Sheread his expression and let the matter drop, turning her attention to the landscape below her, where
the ddlicate green of new leaves sprouted beside the transient water, asilver shoestring of oasisin this
rocky land. They were close enough now that she could identify fruit trees, the branches dmost hidden
behind aflourish of blossoms.

When they stopped to drink from their flasks, Chahdzi took Ledly, who was by now adeep, fastening
him to his back with crossed belts that might have been made for the purpose. They went on, more
quickly asthe day waned and the sun fdll, climbing downward until Luthathought she would drop from
the pain in her legs where the musclesrebelled at every step. Shetold hersalf another thousand steps and
shewould rebdl, danger or no. She began counting, storing up her pain against the explosion she
intended. She had reached eight hundred and something when thetrail leveled and they debouched upon
theleve grave soil of the canyon bottom.

"Now"—Chahdzi sghed—"it will be easer." He was swesting and pae.

"Let metake Ledy," said Trompe.

"Let Ledy wak," said Lutha. "He's awake. HESjust being lazy."

The boy screamed a being put down, and when the three adults started ruthlessly off without him, heran
after them, raging incoherently. Luthastopped his mouth with a cookie, which occupied him until they
were amogt at the stream. The sun had sunk below the rim of the canyon above them, and the great cave
with its hive was deep in shadow.

Chahdz took asmal stoppered bottle from his pack and directed them to take asmall mouthful each,
even Ledly. Then, whilethey sputtered at the acrid taste, he said, "Take a deep breath and go fast. Only
alittle more now, but the darkness comes swiftly."

"I'm ready to drop," said Lutha.

"You may not,” he said softly. "Not yet. Only alittle more. Quickly."

They pushed themsalvesinto an exhausted stagger that accelerated into a heart-pumping plunge, fueled



by Chahdzi's stimulant, as they splashed through the narrow stream, tending alittle southward to a place
immediately below the great cave. Now they were in shadow. Now they could see the hiveitsdlf, seethe
few people assembled upon the lip of stone, peering down at them.

"Ladders" said Lutha, dishelievingly.
"Only afew," said Chahdzi, gesturing her to climb firdt. "Go, rest, go, rest. Kegp moving."
They climbed. They climbed forever. Legly screamed. Lutha cursed under her bresth. One ladder led to

another, led to another yet. A few were dimy with spray. And then they were on theflat, sagging with
exhaudtion.

A high tenor voice soared:

"See our Lady depart. See her dance westward, upon the rock-rimmed mountains, beautiful her
feet among thetrees ... "

A tiddle of boneflutes, arattle of little drums sounded from the wide-windowed |oft of atower nearby.
Seemingly the rush was over. People were moving about purposefully, with no appearance of panic, men
and women both, difficult to tell what sex they were in the loose robes, their hair cut dike, their faces
painted thisway or that. Some wore only the underrobe, the back hem pulled between their legsand up
over the belt in front. Others robesflowed free. A few had put on leather outer robes, these evidently for
ceremonid reasons, for the singer and the musicians were among those so clad.

"Now what?" breathed Trompe.

"The leasehold of Bernesohn Famber is at the back," said Chahdzi, sounding more cheerful than he had
at any timeduring the day. "Only afew steps.”

He led them aong the south side of the gresat hive, past numerous pore windows and afew skin doors,
each made of adrum-tight hide lashed to aframe of poles. Then there were no more windows and doors
inthewalls, and they entered upon Bernesohn Famber's private space: limited on the north by the
featurdesswall of the hive, on the south by the curving wall of the cave, on thewest by hisown living
gpace, asmal, single-story wing extruded from the hive: mud-colored, dome-roofed, softly rounded.
Unlike the doors of our people, the annex door was made of planks, heavily strapped, hinged, and
latched. The door had alock. The single window was shuttered from inside.

"Isthere akey?' Trompe asked, trying the door.

Thelatch rattled benesth his hand, and |, Saluez, opened the door from within.

They stared a me, Luthaand Trompe and the child.

| stood before them, my face veiled, holding abroom.

"What in hell?' demanded thetall, golden-haired man who came up behind me. "What in the hell are you
doing here?'

"Dananana," cooed Ledly.

"Ledson," gasped Lutha, surprise warring with fury on her face. "Ledson! Damn it dl to hell, what are



you doing herel™

We expected these people. We had been told to prepare for their arrival, so | had been insdethe
leasehold, cleaning it. | had fetched extra deeping pads, extra blankets. | had brushed down al thewalls
and benches and had swept dl the dust into a pilejust inside the outer door. | had my hand upon the
latch when it rattled, so | opened it. Lutha stood there, with Trompe and her child. | knew at once who
they were, for we had been expecting them and | had seen them on the trail acrossthe canyon earlier in
the day. My father, Chahdzi, stood with them, but when he saw me, he turned and went away without

Spesking.
| stepped out of the way, drawing my pile of dust aside with my broom.

"What the hellare you doing here?' demanded Trompe, moving aggressively toward the man, who had
been with usfor sometime.

Lutha scooped up Ledy and cameinside. Her face was twisted with effort; shewas trying to scream or
curse, but her voice would not come. She managed only a snarling croak, only a step or two insde the
door, before she dumped against the wall, her face going blank. | knew at once they had been given the
emergency drink, the one we carry when we are out in the world and need to reach the hive before
darkness. The drug doesthat, when it wears off. It leaves bodies limp and minds shut down. | took her
arm and helped her sit down, and behind us the darkness came, as though a blanket had been dropped
acrossthelight.

| had apot of teaaready prepared asarestorative. | filled acup and held it to Luthaslips. After a
moment's hesitation, she drank.

"Let's get the door shut,” said Ledlson, suiting his action to the words before opening the inside shutters
to let the last of the dusk seep in between the bars.

Acrossthe canyon, on the trail they had descended by, palid formswere gathering.
"Youarived just intime" said Leelson from the window.

Trompe shambled over to stand beside him, staring at the sight. | turned my face away.
"My god," said Trompe. "How many of them arethere?’

More white forms streamed in from the darkness of the southern canyon, a constant milky flow, atorrent
of wings and fluttering membranes.

"Well," Luthasaid in agargled whisper. "Was this the reason for our hurry? This assemblage?’

Since she spoke in my own language, | took it she was asking me. | bowed, murmuring, "On thisworld
we do not talk of the things of night. Not in daytime voices. It isnot wise."

"Would they do usharm?' she murmured between sps.

"Darknessisinimica to light by itsvery nature,” | whispered. "All the beings of darkness, dso. Living
man may dream or hope as he will, but he must walk in the light. The wise man chooses hisway and
does not thereafter put himsdf outside his own pattern.” Thisisthekind of thing the songfathers say,
words to make one think one has been told something when, in fact, one has been told nothing &t all.



These are words to comfort children and strangers.

She barely nodded, the last effects of the drink draining away into exhaugtion. "What you're saying
is..."

She would not accept mere dlusion. | bowed my head and spoke sense. "In the dark hours, aman
should be at home beside the fire, speaking softly. See how dl the animas and birds of day go to rest
and to quiet; see how they lie hidden, how they whisper intheir lairs. Are we less wise than they? Have
we no hive, no hole, no cavern to hold us? And why would we choose to be e sewhere than in our
homes?'

"We might choosefor curiosity's sake, perhaps,” said Trompe, in my language, though avkwardly. "A
desreto know."

"We become what we know," | said bitterly. "If awoman wishesto stay aive, she must be careful what
she knows."

"Enough,” breathed Luthain her weary voice. "I'm afraid were dl too tired to appreciate the finer points
of Dinadhi philosophy. What's your name, by the way?"

| bowed. "Saluez," | said. "Sduez of the Shadow. Y our servant, madam.”

"Assgned to me? Us?'

"To clean the Famber leasehold. To fetch what you may need, any of you."

She dismissed me with agesture, asthough | had not even been there. | did not know then that there
were shadows on her world, too, that because | had used the word, her reaction was to treat me as one
of them. Onetook no notice of them. Both my words and my vell confused her, mostly because she was
so tired. She dismissed me and turned to the others, and for atime thereafter it was asthough | did not

exig.

L edson existed, however. Led son Famber had been with us on Dinadh for sometime. She had thingsto
sy tohim!

"Asfor you, Ledlson Famber, | think you owe us an explanation! Me, particularly!" She spoke our
language as though, once started on it, she lacked energy to change.

"My presence is more explicable than yours," he said in hisown tongue. "I came aslegitimate lineage son
of Bernesohn Famber—"

"Y ou came without bothering to tell anyone at Alliance Prime!" Trompe exploded.

"Or your mother!" snarled Lutha. "Who isvery busy just now advancing your Firster cause by despairing
of your pogterity and blaming it dl on me."

Helooked at them, astonished, his expression gradually changing from irritation to understanding.
He sat down, drawing L utha beside him onto one of the cushioned mud benches along the wdls. "On my

way from Kamir back toward Centrd, | overheard some crewmen talking of the vanishment of a
homo-norm team in Hermes Sector. It reminded me of the last time that had happened, the Ularian thing



acentury ago. | knew great-great-grandpop had been looking into it; and | knew he'd disappeared here
on Dinadh. It was, in asense, on the way, so | decided to make a brief stopover on the chance he might
have left some information here. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision, and | thought 1'd be back before
anyonegot inan uproar ... "

He made a gesture of annoyance. "And it certainly never occurred to me the Dinadhi would accept
Ledy as... aslineage son."

Acrossthe valey the forms swarmed, swirling outward from the cliff face. They would not be content
with thefar Sde of the canyon for long. | moved to the shutters and closed them, returning to my former
place. The peoplein the room did not notice me.

L utha made an impatient gesture to Trompe, as though saying, "There! See!"
"| didn't perceive the threat asimminent!” Ledlson said emphatically.

"I don't know what you cal imminent, but the world you heard about was only thefirst. Severd more
Hermes Sector worlds have been wiped clean,” snarled Trompe.

Ledson looked up in astonishment. "When?"

"Just before Trompe and | were sent here," Luthasaid. "One of the colonistswas an old friend of mine.
The Procurator used her death as a goad to move me on thisjourney. God, Leglson! If I'd only known
you were herel"

She fumed, her face set and hard, her anger—which had hottened with Leelson's reference to the
boy—warring with her exhaustion. | wondered which god she had invoked. We do not consider it polite
to cal upon agod as one would a servant. We are careful to use the correct names and polite address.

Asfor Ledy, he had climbed onto the wall bench nearest me and lay there staring &t the ceiling,
murmuring over and over, "Dananana, Dananana." | sat down beside him, drawing no attention to myself.
We members of the sisterhood |earn to do that.

"Did it never occur to you," Luthasnarled, "that Alliance Prime needed to know where you were?'

"If this attack followed the same pattern as a century ago, thered have been plenty of time to advise
Pime”

"And what pattern wasthat?' Trompe demanded.
"Thefirgt thing that went then was asupply facility on amoon near the far Sde of the Hermes Sector. It

was astandard year before anything €l se happened, and another year went by before popul ations were
removed from anywhere farther in."

Trompe snarled, "Wdll, the Ularians didn't follow the previous pattern. They've completely destroyed or
transported colonies on three of the worlds closest to Dinadh. That's what aerted Prime." He sighed,
running hisfingersthrough his hair. "' suppose your intentions are understandabl e, though it would have
saved agood ded of trouble if someone had known where you were."

L edlson nodded glumly, accepting this assessment.



Trompe asked, "Since you've been here awhile, | suppose we should ask if you've found out anything
usful.”

L eelson darted his eyes toward me and did not reply.

| rose and bowed, saying politely, "I will leave you now. Food stores have been augmented in
anticipation of your arriva."

"Youknew they were coming?' Ledlson demanded in outrage.” You didn't tell me?

"If you had asked, you would have been told,” | replied, turning away from him toward L utha. " Other
supplies should be adequate for your stay."

| swept my pile of dust before me as | went out of the room and through thelittle hal to the door that
connected with the hive. It, too, was made of wood, with alock uponit. | swept my way through, shut
the door loudly, then opened it acrack. No one noticed. | was able to hear everything they said.

"Damn them," Ledson was muttering. "Insular, taciturn, withholding information like that! | could have
forestaled your journey ... "

Trompe said, "Cam down, Ledson. We're here now and we're on the same mission you are, so therell
be no conflict. Forget | asked any questions. We're too tired to think about it now. | hope there's space
for dl of usto deep.”

| heard Lutha murmuring agreement, then scuffmgs and murmurs as they moved about, exploring the
cells. There were plenty of wall benches, plenty of cotton deeping pads. Bernesohn Famber had used
oneroom for storage, but the other two rooms were large enough for al of them. In the hive, they would
have housed a dozen of us, but evidently outlanders needed more privacy than we Dinadhi.

"Ledly and I'll takethisroom,”" said L uthafrom the back room where Legl son had been deeping. "I
presume there's other deeping space for you men.”

"Plenty of degping space,” Ledson murmured, moving in and out.

Though the dispenser could deliver hot food, | had cooked food for their evening medl and left it infood
boxes on the shelf. Someone found the boxes, for | heard the sounds of their opening, the little homely
noise of spoons and bowls. Those who were eating did so dowly and silently. Perhaps they were too
tired to have appetite or enjoy flavor.

Through the door, | watched while Luthatook Ledly into the room she had chosen and Trompe
retreated to the storeroom where hed made up abed for himsalf. By opening my door alittle wider, |
could see into the room where Ledl son was. He had spread his own bed on the bench under the window
and had opened the shutters a crack, to let in the evening air. | drew in adeep breath and held it,
forbidding myself to go in and close the shutters once more. Not while he was awvake. Helay for along
time, eyes open, but at last he wearied, closed the shutters himsalf, and settled to deep.

My own deeping place was near the door, near the outlanders, where, without moving, | could see
through the crack. Something was going to happen, because of them or to them, so | had brought my
pad and blankets from below. We veiled women have few enough amusements, few enough storiesto
tell one another. We need to see and hear everything!



The sound of someone moving about woke me in the mid hours of the night. | saw L utha come out into
thelittle hdlway, where she stood looking in on Ledlson. Though | could see only hishand, hisdeeve, it
was enough to tell me he had, asusud, dept only alittle before rising to busy himsdf with Bernesohn's
equipment. Often he spent the night so, muttering to himsalf and making notes. His back was toward
Lutha, and she spent along time staring a him, fury and longing battling on her face. Later shetold me

her fedingsfor him were like surf, love and lust pounding at her, only to recede, leaving pools of chilly,
clear anger behind.

| grew weary watching her silent battle, and | had shut my eyes when she spoke at last:
"| can't understand why you didn't tell someone!”

Thelegs of the chair scraped on thefloor. It was Bernesohn's chair, the only chair | had ever seen
except in Simidi-aa. We do not use chairsin the hives.

Hegrowled, "Y ou can comein, Lutha."

Shehit her lip as she went into the room to join him. Though | could not seethem, | could hear them
Clearly.

Hesad, "What | can't understand isyour bringing the child out here.”

She blurted, "I wasn't given achoice, Ledson!"

"I'm sure the Procurator didn't force you."

"He gave me to understand my doing what he asked might have something to do with human surviva,"
she snarled. "Which would move most of us, even those of uswho aren't Fastigats or Firsters.” She came

back into the doorway, hdf in, haf out of the room.

He spoke from behind her. "Y our coming, | understand. | said | couldn't understand your bringing the
child"

Her expresson was disbdieving. "Listen to yoursdf. Damnit, Ledy is Famber lineage—"

"No," said Ledson firmly. "Heis not Famber lineage. Not according to Fastigat custom.”

"Y our own people are supporting him!*

"Fadtigat responsibility isone thing. Famber lineage is another. Each hasits own parameters.”

"You only say that becausehesnot ... "

"Norma? Of course. Fastigat lineage, under Fastigat law, requires abasic condition of humanity. That's
where we separate from the Firsters. They would accept Ledly, we won't. Humanity, under Fastigat law,
has a specific definition.”

Sheglared a him. "Y ou're saying your own son is not human!™

"Lutha—"



"Ledson!”

They fell slent smultaneoudy. | thought at first they were concerned about being overheard, but perhaps
it was only to get control of themselvesthat they stopped when they did.

"My belief concerning the child isat least as sensble asyours” he said at last, rather sadly. "Y ou're
trying to hope him into superhuman status, into some new avatar of humanity. We Fagtigats, on the other
hand, say smply he does not meet our definition.”

"Y ou don't think he's human!" she charged again.
"No."

"Even though you and | are—"

"Lutha, weve said this—"

"l dontcare..."

He sighed deeply, wearily. He said:

"Genetic programming sometimes goes awry and produces anonreplica. At the cellular level, such
mistakes are eradicated. We remove warts, we cure cancers. At adightly higher level, we remove extra
limbs resulting from incomplete twinning. We do al thiswithout great emotiona hurricanes. But when the
mistake isat aneurocortica level, when the body |ooks human, or even rather human, emotions get
mixedin—"

Sheinterrupted him with an outthrust arm, rigid and furious.

"Let'snot discussit,” he suggested. "We won't agree, Lutha. We can't. Let's agree to accept each
other's position. If you had to bring him, you had to bring him. I'll accept that you believed it was

necessay."

She moved into the room and out of my sight. | sneaked into the dark hallway and stood where | could
watch them. She was facing the closed shutters, her arms crossed, her hands clutching her shoulders,
hugging hersdlf, perhaps cautioning herself. He had gone back to the table and was sorting through the
record chips Bernesohn Famber had left strewn about. My mother had gathered them up and put themiin
boxes, but some of them had already been nibbled by corn-rats. Corn-rats can survive only because we
have made hives safe for oursaves, making havensfor them in the process.

"Bernesohn didn't believein labes" Ledlson murmured. "I've been going through chipsfor the last three
days, and I've yet to find anything that's identified. He dso didn't believe in filing categories. Some of
these chips have a dozen different things on them.”

Luthawasn't willing to give up the former topic. "The people here in Cochin-Mahn knew you were here,
didn't they? Chahdzi knew you were here. Hell, probably the people in the Edge knew you were herel”

"Of course. Chahdzi brought me here, just as he did you, and I came through the Edge, just asyou did. |
was surprised that the housekeeper did not tell me you were coming.”

"Why didn't they tell us?1 could have been partway home by now!"



"W, it'sthe same question | asked Sdluez, isn't it? Y ou didn't ask them if | was here. | didn't ask them
if someone elsewas coming." He shook hishead at her. "If they'd volunteered the information, you'd
have left without paying for the hover you no doubt rented, and the guides, and the supplies. Dinadhi
don't do anything that discourages custom. They need hard currency too much.”

Heinserted afile chip into the retriever and pressed it firmly home.

A woman stood in the center of the room, her voice making afountain of sound, lovely asfaling water in
an arid land. Then another woman stood beside her, singing, avoice joined to itsaf, aduet of pure
wonder. The scent of something flowery and spicy filled my nose. | tasted wine. My body ached with
wanting ...

It was only afragment, over in amoment. Sensurround, they cal it. Magic. Oh, to think of that being
heredl theseyeard If | had only known!

"Tospia," breathed Lutha. She took a deep bregath, then another. She was trembling. | could seeit from
where| stood. But then, so wasl.

"Y ou played that one for me along time ago,” she said, her voice yearning.

Hedid not answer for amoment, but when he did, the words came crisply, without emotion. "Since
there are no labels, | never know whether I'll find an aria, a shopping list, alubricious monologue, or
something sgnificant.”

He removed the song chip from the retriever and began clicking other chipsinto it, one by one. Voices
muttered. Vagrant scents came and went. | tasted herbs, mud, smoke.

"Y ou've found nothing so far?" she asked. She had gained control of herself and her voice was as
impersond as hisown.

"One fragmentary memorandum. | marked it. It's here somewhere. I'll run acrossit in amoment.”

| got out of sight as she wandered back into the bedroom where Ledly lay sprawled, running her fingers
aong thewadlls, dong the smdll, barred air-vent openings. At the storage cubicles, she began a meticulous
search. Top to bottom, I€ft to right, missing none, scamping none.

In the third compartment of the second row, she found a set of holograms and adisplay stand. | knew
what they showed. Hersdlf. Herself and Ledson. Different places. Different times. None of them with
Ledy.

In the next compartment below, she came upon clothing she evidently recognized, for she held it up,
smiling, shaking her head. A rainbow-beaded vest. A belt of iridescent leather. Shirtsand trousersand a
long, warm coat of rare earthsheep'swool. At least Ledlson had said it was earthsheep, though none of
them existed on earth—A lliance Centrd—anymore.

| disappeared into my storeroom when | heard Trompe moving around. He came to L utha's door,
demanding, "What?"

"Looking for anything Bernesohn may haveleft, but dl this stuff belongsto Ledson,” shereplied.



In the next room, L eelson inserted a chip that whined and scratched before speaking clearly and plainly.
During the past severd days|'d heard it more than once. The voice was scratchy and alittle
cantankerous. At hearing it, both Lutha and Trompe crossed into the room where L eelson was.

... 'foreleaving make record of ... following significant findings ... Ularians ... reason for
Dinadh'simmunity ... oldest settled world in the sector ... only one, here or elsewhere, where the
present inhabitants are mumble-mumble as to origin.

"Isthat the memorandum you mentioned?" asked L uthawhile the chip made scratchy, whining noises.

"Thisisthe only one I've found that says anything about the Ularians," said Leglson. "Unfortunatdly, there
areonly afew clear places. Something has chewed on the chip.”

He fiddled with the machine; it repesated the last phrase severa times,to origin, to origin, to origin.

... narrowed field of inquiry ... taken stepsto ... remedy situation ... considering factors that
seem ... Dinadhi omphal os and abandoned gods ... tell Tospia ... regjoinder of my lineage ...

The reader went on blurting fragmentary words and phrases interrupted by harsh scratching and
sretches of gibberish.

Leelson, Trompe, and Lutha stared at one another.

"I've played that one severa times," said Ledson. "I've jotted down the clear words and phrases, here,
Any idess?'

"Itsenigmatic at best,” said Luthaat last. "Was he anticipating legd action? Rgoinder isaword I've only
run acrossin lega documents.”

Leelson shrugged. " The bit about rejoinder to the question of hislineage may refer to the court action
Tospiabrought againgt the news sniffer over the paternity of the Famber twins. Did you know about
thet?"

Luthasaid, "The Procurator mentioned it. Tospia visited Bernesohn here, returned to Centra, had twins,
and their parentage was questioned.”

"Questions of lineage, as you've discovered for yoursdf, would have annoyed Bernesohn no end. His
voice sounds annoyed. Also, theré'sagood bit of frustration and weariness, but no real excitement.
Possibly because he'stired. Asthough hedd been digging and digging for something.”

"The answer that wasn't here, perhaps?' Luthasighed. | knew what she was thinking. To have come
thisway for nothing.

"Or because hed found out what he needed to know," said Trompe thoughtfully. "He could have learned
what he needed to know and done something about the Ularians. He says he took steps to remedy the
Stuaion.”

"The record didn't say he took stepsto remedy ‘the situation,' " contradicted Lutha. "There's a pause
there... "

Trompe paid no attention. "My god, Ledson. The onlysituation wasthe Ularian business. If he had a



remedy ... "

Lutha sat down, murmuring, "He spesks of abandoned gods. I've heard nothing of abandoned gods
while weve been here on Dinadh.”

Oh, but | had. Whispered by grandmothers to granddaughters, mentioned in old songs sung by
ssterhoods.

Luthawent on: "He aso speaks of the omphaos. Had he any maps of Dinadh?"
Leelson nodded. "Here? A wholefile of them. But why maps?’

"Place-names often survive while language changes around them. Sometimes the names of places give us
the only evidence of languages that have otherwise disappeared. God names are sometimes applied to
places, therefore a place-name might be a clue to what he calls an abandoned god.”

Sheran her hands through her hair, pressing her fingertipsinto her forehead. | could fed her achein my
own forehead as she said:

"The only other thing that comesto mind is that Bernesohn disappeared from here, wherewe are. We
know hover cars can't get down into the canyon. We know the Dinadhi usefliersonly for
emergencies—kind of emergency unspecified. So, wherever he went, he probably had to go on foot.
Since he mentioned the omphalos, isit credible that he went there?”

| heard the rustle as L eel son unfolded the maps. | mysdlf had seen them, had unfolded them, studied
them, dl the wonderful maps. Printed upon them were dl the roads, lines of green; the ocean, a blotch of
blue; the endlesstwisting edges of the canyons, black squiggles, and the names of placesin curly lettering.
The omphal os was shown there, too, shaded in violet and crimson, important colors, sacred colors.
When duty had required me to tend to this place by mysdlf, after Mother departed and before Leglson
came, | had many times sat at that table and traced the way, how | would go if | were going to the
omphalos. To Tahs-uppi. To the renewal. To say goodbye.

| could fed the map in my hands, soft from handling. | could visudize it, much fingerprinted, bearing
many notationsin amicroscopic hand.

L utha saw what | had seen.
"Somebody's used this," she said. "Bernesohn. He's annotated it.”
"Useditalot," said Trompe.

"If Bernesohn Famber went somewhere on foot," Lutha persisted, "how did anyone find out he was
gone?'

Ledson replied. "They told me the housekeeper came in here to clean or bring new supplies. She found
the last supplies hadn't been used, so the hive wastold to keep watch. When no one saw him for ayear,
they named him an outlander ghost and said he was wandering among the canyons. They invited himto
join the people of Cochim-Mahn."

"What doesthat mean?' asked Lutha



"| asked the same question. They told methey invite al the ghoststo join them, and furthermore, that
most of them do so. They wouldn't clarify the matter, so don't ask. | don't know and | can't pick up
anything clear from their emotions.”

He could have picked up agood deal from mine. | got up from the place | was hiding and went to the
door. | wanted to hear what they were saying about the omphalos.

They stood around the table, looking down at the map. Lutha's fingers traced wandering lines of canyons
and thetips of mesas, al ramified like the branches and twigs of trees, pointing off in al directions.
Canyonsrun down al the sides of the mesas; mesas limit dl the edges of the canyons. Except at the sea.
And at the omphalos.

"Look at this," said Ledson softly as he pointed to the southward leading canyon. "What does that
mean?'Smi‘dhma’"

Sheraised her head. Later | wasto learn what that posture meant, that aertness. Her mind was
searching, searching.

"Separated,” she said. " Separated something. What would the root word be? Dhuma?!
"Could be."

"The word for songfathers is hahm-dhuma. So thiswould be what? Separated father?!
He thought about it. "Ghost?" he suggested. "A parent who's died?

She shook her head. "That doesn't have the right fedl to it. | need alexicon. Either that or | need alot
longer with the old chips. Tomorrow well ask Chahdzi. Maybe hell tell us.”

" will tell you," | said from behind them.
They turned as one, surprised, perhapsalittle hogtile.

"Thereisadark canyon, where the sun scarcely touches. It is Simi'dhm'a, which now meanslost and
lonely, though once it meant abandoned ones. Importances | eft behind.”

"L eft behind where?' whispered Lutha. "Where, Sduez?'

"On the other world. Before we came here. On the world of Breadh. It was there we left Mother
Darkness and Father Endless.”

They looked a me. | could fed the two men probing at me, trying to fed as| fdt, feding as| felt but not
knowing why. Logt, they were. Not understanding.

"Why?' Luthabregthed. "Why did you leave them behind, Sduez?'
"Because of them," | whispered, gesturing at the shuttered windows.

Ledlson moved to thewindow. | hurried to turn off the lamp, an outlander lamp, one that runs on stored
sunlight.



They watched as Ledson shifted the lever that controlled the shutters, opening them only acrack.
"Careful,” | whispered. "Oh, be careful "

Fragile fingers did between the dats. Luminous eyes peered in at us. Teeth asddicate and sharp as
needles bit at the edges of the dats. My flesh knew those teeth. | cried ouit.

Luthaturned to me, reached for me, catching my vell with the bracelet she wore. My vell dropped. They
saw my face. Lutha hesitated for only a moment, then drew me close to her and held me.

Ledson closed the lever.

From the darkness outside came the cries of petulant children, denied atredt. It wasthe sound | had
heard after Masanees had sounded the gong. | had not heard the sound of wings, one or two
approaching quietly, as was customary, but these same cries, the noisy approach of many, talking among
themselves. And when they camein, they had not gorged themselves on the banquet prepared for them
before settling on my back to do what they had come for. No. Instead they had grabbed my hair, pulled
a me, raised my head, ingsted upon getting a my face.

"They!" said Ledlson with certainty. "They did that to you!"

They had, yes, but | did not reply. Instead | stood with my head on Luthas shoulder and let myself cry. |
had not seen the beautiful people since the House Without a Name. Perhaps | had hoped never to see
them again.

On Perdur Alas, Kanethe Brain camein from the day's labor in the fields, where they'd been planting
various food and fiber cropsfor the ag-test. He was carrying a bundle on his shoulder, something
wrapped in hisown jacket, and he put it on the table in the lab, saying to no onein particular, "We found
thisthing in acave out there."

Snark was filing germination records, but she put the pile down and came over to seewhat it was. A jar,
not unlikethejar in her cave.

"That's Father Endless," she said, tracing the pattern. "And Mother Darkness. And these are the
horizons of deep.”

"How do you know that?' Kane demanded, not too urgently. "Y ou've never seen it before!”

"I've seen them before,” said Snark, remembering al a once that thiswastrue. "My mother told me
about them. On Breadh our people believed in them, but then our people listened to the words of the
tempter and put their gods aside. My family was of the T'loch sdi, the old order.” The words came of
themsdlves. Labels. Anidentity, for hersdf, for her mother, for certain other children, certain other
mothers and fathers. The old order.

"What does that mean?"
She quoted what she had been told:
"Wewerefaithful to our bdiefs. Faithful to Father Endless, to Mother Darkness. When we died, we

died into their keeping, for that was part of the everlasting pattern. We did not alow the tempter to sway
us. Even after many generations on the new world, we remained faithful. And at last we ran away from



the new world, fled from the new commandment. We came here. That is, my parents came here.”

"Y ou weren't born here." Willit sneered. Therewasno real venom in hisvoice. The challengewas only
habit.

"No. | think | was only ababy, though. | grew up here. Keeping away from the scourges of the tempter,
until the ship came and took us survivors away."

"Survivord"

Sherubbed her head fretfully. "Me. And the other children. Five of us. All the adults were gone by then.”
Goneto Father Endless and Mother Darkness. Gone into the womb between the worlds. To the place
where everything dwellsin timelessness.

Willit started to say something sneery, but Kane stopped him. " Snark. Why did they call you survivors?!
"Becausethey didn't believe we had lived here. They thought we'd survived a shipwreck, taken off ina
surviva pod, got twisted into awormhole, and ended up here. They thought we were castaways. | knew

we werent, but they said the five of us couldn't have lived here otherwise.

"It was on the ship they said we were survivors. Then, later, they put mein the home. But the people a
the home didn't know ... who | was. They said | wasaliar.”

"Right," barked Willit. "They knew you, kid."

"l waan't lying," shesad.

"Theresno world caled Breadh," said Kane. "Not in this sector. Y ou were probably sent here from one
of the other worlds, when the Ularians came. If you were the only ones|eft, what happened to the

others?'

Snark thought about it. Part of it was clear and close. Scourges. They'd had to stay away from the
scourges. And from something else, too. She shrugged. She couldn't really remember.

"Survivorsfrom Ularians. | be damned,” said Kane.
"And what are these damned Ularians when they're not hiding under arock?' asked Willit.

"Nobody really knows." Kane looked at the jar he'd found. "Nobody knows who they are. There were
no survivors. Not unless Snark was one.”

"Y ou mean sheredly could have been? A survivor?'

It wasdl very casua, not very meaningful, and everyone went back to work without agonizing over it. In
Snark, however, the discovery of the jar began a chain of recollection. She remembered faces, voices.
She remembered things people had said. She remembered words. The returned ones. The faithful.

That child Snark: How long had she been here, before they found her? Had it been only afew days? A
few seasons? Had it been years? Whether born here or not, certainly she had grown here. Someone had
provided clothing. There had been the anima skins, the fleecesin the cave, the clay jars. Where had the
skins come from, with their woolly fleece? There were no animals like that on thisworld.



No. They'd been wearing the anima skinswhen they came! But they had brought no tools, no food.
Who had told her that? Someone had. How had they grown food? Had they grown food?

How much wasredlity? How much was dream? That night, curled in her blanketsin the cave at the edge
of the sea, she asked hersdlf that question again and again, finding no answer. In the nicheinthewal, the
patterned jar kept its enigmatic silence. There were bonesin it, she was sure of that. Whose bones they
were, she did not really want to remember.

CHAPTER 5

On Dinadh, Leglson and Trompe asked me questions until | could answer no more questions. " Saluez?
Sduez?' they begged, until at last | wept. All the pain | had refused to fed, dl the tears| had stored
away, everything came flooding out, drowning me.

"Leave her done" Luthasaid angrily to thetwo men. "Later on well find out what we need to know.
Weéretoo tired now. Wewill talk when it islight.”

Everything was easer when it was light. Perhaps she knew that better than they. | let her lead me back
into the entryway, through the door | had Ieft gar, to my bed in the storeroom of the hive.

"Do you deep here?' she asked, her tone saying what her words did not, that it was a poor placefor a
woman to deep.

"Itis... private," | whispered. "And it iscloser to my duties than the other place, below, for women
like... " For womenlikeme.

"Why, Saluez?" she begged, her voice awhisper. "Why did they do thisto you?'

| choked, thrusting her away, trying to put her off, noting the way she had said it. Not "What happened
toyou?' but "Why did they do it?* How could | say why? How could | tell her when | did not know
myself? She caught hersaf up, becoming very quiet before shelaid her fingers upon my mutilated mouth.
Tender fingers. Gentle hands.

"Never mind," shesaid. "Tomorrow."
Tomorrow would offer no more explanations than tonight, but | let it be.

Sheleft me. | lay down upon the shelf, pulling the woolen blanket over me, turning my head upon the
cotton pillow to find acertain position in which my face was mostly hidden but was not thrust hard
againg thefabric. | didn't want anyone to see my face if they happened upon me deeping, but actudly
covering it brought pain. Thereisavenom in their teeth, and any touch can st it afire. The pain
sometimeslastsfor years, so my ssters say. If | find exactly the right position, the pain diminishesamost
to nothing; | can fall adeep and, deeping, forget, and sometimes even wake without remembering,
believing for afew blessed moments| amas| usedtobe....

The man who wasfather to my child isSozhri T'ri. Turry. In Luthas language, his name means Worrier.
Heworried a me from the time we were children together. Hismother is ... was a second mother to me.
My only mother after my own was gone. Poor Chahdzi father. He has had little fortune with his
womenfolk. Sauez, hisfirg daughter, now comeinto this shame. And my mother, hisfirg wife, long since



goneinto the night and returned as our departed kindred do. She left human form while giving birth to my
little brother. | was only ababy then. So, after atime father took another wife, Zinis, asmahs, whichis
to say ascreech bird, one who has made hislifeamisery. His second daughter ... Wdll, if any man can
bear being close enough to Hazini to get her pregnant, the beautiful people will likely let her be. Likely her
fleshisbitter as her tongue.

Even so, perhaps sheisthe better daughter. Perhaps she will be the better wife to someone. Someone
will be abetter wifeto Turry, too, and he can worry at her for atime.

He has not asked to see me. Sometimes men do ask, so the Ssterhood says, advising againgt it. Better
not to see, not to be seen. Better to have one's child among one's sisters, better to nurse it and wean it
and send it up into the hive to be reared by itsfather's people or by one's own people. Better never to let
it cal you mother. Better watch it from corners, from behind doorskins, seeing it grow, praying that
Weaving Woman will do better for the child than for the mother. Better to take al one'sjoy inthe
ssterhood. In the specid food and drink, stored by the sisters selfishly, for themselves, for their own
pleasure and no one e se's. In the specia songs and stories one hears only there, the specia weavings
made only among the sisterhood. In the specia herbs gathered and dried only there so the Ssters may
have peace ...

Small pleasures, stored againgt the darkness of despair. Taste something savory. Smell alittle sweetness.
Let asister rub your shoulders where they ache, or brew a specia pot of tea, or even join in making
bodily delight as some of the sstersdo, as | would do if Shalumn were among us. That isthe grestest
loss. Loveisthe greatest loss. We make alife of remnants, of details, and so each hour's shadow is
delayed, another day, another day. But, oh, the nighttimeis hurtful when you lie down and your body
longsfor the body of the beloved. When your breaststingle and your nipples get hard and you taste the
beloved's skin on your tongue and between your legs, you are on fire. Even being pregnant does not stop
that. Animals have more sense. They do not go on rutting and mating once the female haskindled. They
do not stand knee-deep in sweet grass and long for apples. But we, we people do. We go on longing
and longing and longing, and dl the beautiful people and dl their teeth and talons do not change that!

So | lay breathing like a bellows, panting, trying to imagine | was as| used to be and she was beside me,
we two moving together in the bed dance.

All ... dl for nothing.

| sat up, tears flowing, unstoppable, as though another dam had broken. There was awater pitcher in
the corner. | put my head over the basin and poured the cold water through my hair, gasping when it ran
around my ears and into my eyes. Beside the basin was the packet the sisterhood had given me. At first |
had taken it, thanked them, told myself | would not useit, but more and more | did useit. Now | took
oneof thelesf rollsand lit it at the candle, drawing the smoke deep into me.

"Say, 'Mother Darkness, cometo me,' " the Sisters had said.

"Mother Darkness, cometo me."

"Say, 'Father Endless, cometo me." "

"Father Endless, cometo me."

"Say, 'Mother and Father of peace, cometome.""



"Mother and Father of peace, cometo me,

Tomorrow will be easier. And the day that follows easier yet. And | will grow to agein
tranquillity, In contentment approaching you, whom my kindred have forgot."

After atime my body went away somewhere, flying, asthough lifted by ablessed wind. | lay down on
the bed and nothing hurt. Oh, when | was a child, | would never have dreamed the pleasure that comes
from the mere absence of hurt. Such a sweetnesswas, for the time, enough. | set therolled lesf inthe
covered, spouted bow! beside the bed and turned my nose into the braided skein of smoke. | breathed
and breathed, watching the guttering candle dwindle into dark. And | dept.

On Perdur Alas, Snark made her way toward the sea. Her hands were empty, for al the things needful
for her survival had long since been stored in the cave. The stedling was over. The scurrying and snesking
were over. Behind her in the camp the other shadows dept, weary at the end of atiresome day spent
weeding the test gardens. The seeds of asedgdike native plant came floating on every breeze, sprouting
in mere hoursto form anetwork of thick stolonsin which nothing could grow but themselves. They had
to be sprayed, early and often. They had to be cleared by hand from around the food seedlings. Despite
this annoyance, the ag-tests were coming aong. They knew now what would grow, or at least what
would germinate and sprout, though it would still be sometime until the harvest. A small victory among
workers who did not care enough to count victories. The planet could be homo-normed. It would
support human life.

There were other coups that had been counted, and these were Snark's own. Though technical
knowledge had been forced upon her, it seemed to fit her mind as mate fits mate, making a comfortable
fullnessinstead of an aching vacancy. It was like being transported from a barren desert into an orderly
jungle, where every byway was lined with interesting bits of information, where techniques and processes
grew on every tree, like fruit. She had been moved to create a microorganism to fixate nitrogen on plant
rootlets. She had grafted genetic ingtructions for aflavorful grain onto the basic stock of one of the
furzelike plants of the moor. There had been excitement in these experiments, in thinking of them and
finding within hersalf the knowledge to accomplish them. She had felt eation, ahen cackle of victory at
each successful outcome,

Tonight shewaslatein her journey, delayed by a stack of report forms. She had been tempted to stay in
the dormitory with her fellows, but the retreat to the sed's edge was habit now. Let it go on. Whatever
changesthe day might bring, let comfortable habit sustain each evening.

"Sudtain,” she said to hersdlf, as though quoting. Someone ese had said that. " Sustain each evening with
comfortable ... " No. Not comfortable. Essentid. Essentia habit.

Whichever it was, she went through moonlit darkness toward the sea, past the tea-dark pools and the
marshy places, through the rustling bracken, toward the roll of stones upon the sea shelves, the incessant
grinding of gravel beside the waves. Which was, tonight, making a curious sound.

She stopped, confused. A curious sound. Not the usua one. This was flattened, muffled sounding. As
though some enormoudy thick bandage had been pressed down upon the world.

She crouched, making hersdf as smdl as possible, then crept silently into a nearby tangle of bracken
from which she peered out through ditted eyes. Near on her |eft, she heard adack-chitter-chitter-clack
asasmall shelled creature made its laborious way across an outcropping of stone. From some distance
to her right came the shrill cries of the seabirdsin their spiraing gyre above the hammered sea. Shewas
not far from the rim of the cliff. Not far from the cave itsdlf. Perhaps afew hundred yards, dl told. Still,



better not move. Better merely wait to see what this oddness portended.
Whatever-it-was went on being odd. She turned her head seaward.

The bird cries piped without resonance. Even the sound of the waves was wooden and flat, reaching the
ear asasingleimpulse, adap with no following susurrus. Everything seemed damped. And then, moving
to the left, between her and the sea, awdlowing darkness, asilent, heaving immensty.

Thething had no edges! She could not seeits shape. Though it swallowed stars, they were not thickly
enough strewn to show an outline. At the advancing edge, astar winked out, then another, and at the
trailing edge one winked into being, then another. Hugeit was. Like abuilding. Y et moving ... moving
soundledy. Invigibly.

She burrowed her face in her hands and did not look up for atime. When she did so again, the darkness
had turned inland, toward the camp. Before her the stars winked out, one by one.

She could run, perhaps, and warn them! She could sneak quickly aong under the bushes and get there
intimeto tdl them ... what? That a monstrous shadow was coming?

Her flesh tingled, as though an eectrica field had been generated around her. Her hair stood on end.
Her breath |eft her lungsin asudden rush asthe air pressure increased, more, and more, and more, then
was suddenly gone, leaving her gasping into her cupped hands, desperately achieving silence.

The shadow was between her and the camp, gpproaching it from the south. She squirmed silently,
turning so that she faced the camp. Everywhere, shadows.

Shadows. Immengties.

One approached from the north. And another yet, from the southeast. Wallowing darknesses, with no
distinguishable features, no identifying characteridtics ...

Except the taste coating her tongue. Like carrion and cold and something hideoudly oily-rancid. She held
her nose. It was not smell. The taste flowed between her teeth, making her sdivate profusely, a copious,
mucilaginous spit that trailed sickeningly from the corners of her mouth and refused to be spat away. The
taste of moldy mastodon. Theflavor of Behemoth. The savor of absolute immensity.

"Areyou getting this?" her shadow mind mocked the distant observer, the monitor on Dinadh, the
evauator a Alliance Prime. Despite terror and discomfort, her rebellious ego thumbed its nose &t that
distant watcher, wherever, whenever it might be. "God, | hope you're getting this. Thisisthem, fellows.
TheUlarians. Just taste them!"

She dmost screamed, for shefelt it then. A vibration in the soil beneath her. Perhaps she heard it too. So
deep asound. Once and again. And again. The sound of earthquake breeding but not bresking. The
sound of unimaginable hooves, dowly treading.

A dhriek from the direction of the camp, only momentarily human. More surprise than pain. Cut off in
midhowl. The darknesses gathered thickly there, around the camp.

And at this evidence of purpose concentrated away from herself, Snark scurried silently on dl fours
toward the sea, toward her landmark stones and her polished branch, throwing only one terrified glance
behind her when she arrived there, seeing nothing toward the camp but the absence of stars, hearing



nothing, smelling nothing, but tasting ... oh, that foul grizzly smell, thet flavor of old fur, long and matted,
of bloody hooves and a hugeness past belief.

She dropped into the cave in one frenzied movement, then thrust her head outside to spit into the ocean
far below, scraping her tongue with her fingers, taking out her knife and using the back edge of that to
scrape with, only then able to stop retching. The taste was il there, but diminished. Here it was diluted
by the seaair, by its sdt tang and chill cleanliness.

She crawled under her blankets and was still as any animal petrified by fear, salf-hypnotized into quiet.
Time passed. The plod of those unimaginable feet came again, then once more. In her reverie, the shapes
againg the stars assumed form, like a puzzle her unconscious kept probing at. Maybe they weren't really
that big. Maybe they had like ... wings. Bats|ooked alot bigger than they redlly were. And birds.
Perhaps, in the daylight, one could see that they were quite imaginable, only with wings. If they returned

in daylight.

Except that winged things did not plod in that obdurate, inescapable way. Did not stalk acrossaworld
asthough it were apasture.

Light flushed the horizon and she squinched her eyes shut againgt it, refusing to admit the audacity of
daylight. It was dill night, shetold hersdf. Still safe dark, hiding dark, friendly dark.

Sunlight alowed no such fiction, for she had forgotten to wal hersdf in. The sequined surface of the sea
flashed into her eyes, blinding her. She emerged dowly, cautioudy, drew down the branch, and lifted
hersdlf to peer above the rimrock across the moor. There was the camp, as she had left it, dl the
landmarks as she had last seen them. Nothing else. No residue of the disgusting taste. The flatness gone.
Sounds once more familiar. Echoes coming from far hillsdes and nearby stones. She crawled onto the
rim and lay there quietly, waiting. Nothing. Nothing. Whatever it had been, whatever they had been, they
had gone. For now.

It took along timefor her to decide to go to the camp, for she knew from the beginning what she would
find. A vacancy. Everyone gone. Kane the Brain and dob-lipped Willit and even Susso. No blood. No
mess. Not even the feathery ash adisposal booth would have left behind. Nothing at all.

Crumpled blankets on the beds, fallen into body shapes. Here alight left on, where someone had been
up, maybe on theway to or from the toilets. And yes, there a pair of dippers, astride gpart, where the
feet had been lifted from them al at once, the nightsuit fallen into a hegp between them. Living things,
human things gone, but their bel ongings untouched.

Except for the test gardens. There were barren plots. Not dl of them. Not al the tests. Just some. This
one and that one, apparently at random.

But, of course, it would not be at random. This clean-edged sel ective destruction could not be by
chance. The plots destroyed had been sdlected; they would have to have something in common!

Snark dug into her pocket for her notebook and dictated into it, listing the plots destroyed, grainstype
178 and 54 and 209. Root crops 89 and 102 and 5 and 27. Virtually al the leaf crops, leaving only half
adozen standing. Destroyed because of what? Dangerous? Or merely not nutritious? Or perhaps not
smelling nice to whatever the monstrous shadow had been. Or not tasting nice. Or not something nice,
some other sense that Snark could not even imagine. Perhaps the destroyed crops made the monstrous
shadows itch? Or made their eyeswater. Assuming they had eyes. Which one would be wrong to do.
The missing crops made their enormous membranous verticas twinge, that wasit.



She found hersdlf thrashing on the ground, laughing hystericdly.

The sounds she was making frightened her, and she stopped al a once, horrified at hersalf. She choked
the sound with her own hands, terrified a her own panic. She had been conditioned! She shouldn't be
ableto fed anything of the kind!

Conditioned to be among others, she told herself. Conditioned to be one of agroup. Not to be aone.
Not likethis. She clicked on her notebook once more, setting down her thoughts, her impressions. "The
sound was damped, like big curtains hung in open space might do,” she said. "Absorbing sound waves."
After amoment's thought, she described what she had unconscioudy resolved about their shape.
"Winged," shesaid. "1 think they must have wings, or some membrane of some kind that coversawide
area. But ... | got thefeding of shagginess. Of fur ... "

The laboratories were undisturbed. Her grain furze grew glossily green and spiky in its hydroponic tank.
Thelights aboveit were till on. The generator hadn't been touched.

If she were to make changes, would the darknesses notice? If she moved something here, now, would
they return and realize someone had escaped their raid?

Who could tell? Better change nothing. Better move nothing. Or, better yet, move sometiny
inconspicuousthing and seeif they noticed.

She had |eft abundle of furze-grain seedling stored in the back of a coldframe. They werein an
unlabeled container. Probably the darknesses had not even seenit. In case they had, she divided some
other seedlings and put the container back, now holding something e se. She would plant the seedlings
near her cave, wherein time they might stand between herself and hunger.

There were food stores, too, that she could shift, leaving everything looking much as before. When she
returned to the cave, she did so heavily laden. Everything had to be swung into the cave a theend of a
rope and then tucked away in crannies before she, herself, had room to stretch out. It was late afternoon
before she was finished. Too late, that day, to plant the seedlings. Tomorrow shewould get them in. Not
inrows or patches, but one by one, among the native plants they much resembled. And tomorrow, if the
darknesses did not return, she would take more food, carefully, just as she'd learned asachild. Leaving
no trail. Making everything look just asit had before.

From my roominthe hive, | heard Luthaand Legson and Trompetalking. It was early morning. They
thought | was still adeep, | suppose, for they were talking about me.

"The emotion was shame," said Trompe in an argumentative tone.
"Also anger," Ledson ingsted. " She was ashamed, but also angry.”

"Wouldn't you be?' demanded Lutha. "My God, gentlemen. Wouldn't you be? The anger part | can
certanly understand.”

"So canwe," said Ledlson in atone even | thought to be patronizing. "It's the shame part we're finding
intriguing.”

"What they did to her wasarape," said Luthafurioudy. "Our persons arein our faces. When we show
ourselvesto the public, we show our faces. That's what we recogni ze about one another, those of uswho



see, at any rate. Our faces portray our personas. Her personawas violated, just asin rape. Rape evokes
emotions of shame and anger because of the violation.”

"Why wasit done?' Trompe asked.

Shereplied, "Wewon't understand it until we find out alot more about this society.” She paused,
breathing furioudy, enraged on my behdf. Even from where | lay on my bed, | could hear her fuming.

"And Iwill find out,” shesaid firmly.

| thought she might indeed, for she seemed a very determined woman. | would have told her what she
wanted to know if | could. But could | say, yes, it was my own fault, for sometimes | have doubts, and
my sstersin sorrow tell methey, too, have doubts. But, so my sisters say, we are not donein this! Our
mothers, sihlings, cousins, our dearest friends, they have doubts. Most of those who emerge unscathed
from the House Without a Name, they, too, have doubts. Doubts are not peculiar to those who have
been maimed, so why ... why we?Was our doubt of a particular kind?

More had been maimed latdly, so the Ssters said. In our great-grandmothers time, almost no onewas
maimed, but now it is more than half! Why? What was happening? The sisterhood argued over thisagain
and again, finding no answer. What does one say? | was guilty of doubting. | did not doubt more than
others, or differently from others, but | was selected for punishment. My punishment was particularly
horrid because ... because of who didittome...

Luthawasright. Thereisno rape on Dinadh, but | can imagine it would be as shaming, as crue asthis.
Inaway, it was like what the two Fastigats were doing to me, questioning me, searching at me,
examining me, bending their Fastigat sense upon me. That, too, was rape. They increased my shame and
sorrow for no good reason, for they could not learn something | did not know.

It is better to do asthe Ssters recommend, to say nothing at al, to admit nothing. Let them seek
elsawhere, among othersfor answers. And if they find answers, let them tell me.

A voicefrom the door.

"Sduez? Areyou awake?"'

Lutha

| sat up, pulling my vell into place. "l was up earlier,” | confessed.

"Leelson and Trompe and I've been talking,” she said. "We have an offer we wish to make you, in return
for your help.”

| had heard nothing of an offer. What offer?

Shesad, "It'spossible ... your face can befixed. Restored ... "
"No," | cried, thrusting away with both hands. "No. Do not say that!"
She looked shocked, horrified. "But surely ... "

"I would haveto leave Dinadh,” | cried hystericaly. "1 would have to go away from my people. They



would not let melive hereif you heeled me."

"But ... but| thought ... "

"It was my fault," | cried. | who had decided to say nothing! 1, who knew it was not my fault! "My face
isevidence of my sin. Do you think you can erase my sin by healing me? Do you think my people will let

me live among them if | an heded™

She backed away from mein confusion. Ledlson came from the study and put his hand on her shoulder.
"What?" he demanded.

She turned and led him into the room, shutting the door firmly behind them. And | sat on the edge of my
bed and cried. Oh, if | were hedled, Shalumn might be mine again. Oh, if | were hedled, | would haveto
go away. Oh, if | were hedled, it would change nothing, it would change everything!

After atimel dried my face, straightened my vell, and went to knock upon the closed door.

"I will helpyou," | said when they opened it. "But you must not talk of ... what you said earlier. Not at
al. Not ever!" | could not bear it. It set dl my hard-won pesace a nothing.

They stared a me, al three of them. The boy was curled on a bench benegth the window, playing with
hisfingers. They cared, but he did not.

"Why?" asked Ledson. "Why will you help us?'

"You say thereis great danger for everyone, perhaps for Dinadh too. Perhaps the outlander ghost found
something to avert this danger, so | will help you search for the outlander ghost or for what it was he
knew."

Ledlson ran his hands through his hair. He was a handsome man, Leglson. Tall, bright-haired, with one
of those rugged, rocky outlander faces that always seem strange to us Dinadhi, who are round-faced and
smoother looking. The boy looked something like him. More like him than Lutha. But he had abig-eyed
strangenessto him, something | thought | should recognize.

"Where could Bernesohn Famber have gone, Sduez?'

It was afoolish question. He knew aswell as1."Y ou heard hisown voice," | replied. "He spoke of the
southern canyon, of the omphalos. Y ou yourself said he must have walked. That iswhere he walked.”

Ledson frowned as he seated himsdlf. "All right, let'stake it point by point. Last night you told us certain
gods were abandoned on your former world."

| nodded. Unwisdly, | had said it.

"And these gods were abandoned for"—he gestured toward the window—"the beautiful people.”
"We chose the Kachisingtead,”" | said. " Our songfathers chose them."”

"Why?" asked Lutha

"It isnot something we spesk of " | told them. "I have dready said more than is proper. We chose them,



that isal. We abandoned certain of our gods, and chose these instead, and came here to thisworld.”
"Through the ompha os?'
"Through the ompha os™"

They looked at one another in that way they have, like grown-ups amused by the fanciful tales of
children,

"Shebdievesit," said Trompe, Saring a me.

Why would | not believeit? It wastrue.

"If you'll dlow anon-Fastigat acomment,” said Luthain adry voice. "Asalinguis, I've become aware
that there are many kinds of truth—factud truths, scientific truths, spiritud truths, psychologicd truths. It
isno doubt spiritualy true that the people of Dinadh emerged from the omphalos. That being so, it
doesn't matter whether it'sfactualy true or not." She smiled at me, saying | might believe asl| liked, she
would not question it.

"Why do you say that?' Trompe demanded.

She turned to him, gesturing. "1 say it because we can only dedl with so many varigbles at atime!
Bernesohn didn't mention emergence stories, he spoke of aplace! A geographical location. We need not
concern oursalves with what's true or falseabout the place, at least not until we get there."

| bowed my head. Exactly. What wastrue or false did not concern them. Only their duty concerned
them, as only my duty now concerned me. My duty and my child to come. Thefuture, to which lifeitself
owesaduty. "Tofit into the pattern,” say the songfathers. "Each life owesaduty tofitin."

Even men who know many lies occasondly tdll thetruth.

"We must go there, then,” said Ledlson. "To the place.”

"It isforbidden,” | told them. "No outlanders are dlowed at the omphaos. Only Dinadhi without stain
may attend Tahs-uppi, and the ceremony will be very soon.”

They amply stared at me, knowing what | was fedling. How strange to have people know as these men
knew. They knew what | had said wasnot al | meant.

"But you're going to take usthere," said Leglson at last, prompting me.

"I will guideyou," | whispered. "If you want to go."

"But | haveamap,” he said, holding it up for meto see. "Do | need aguide?’
"You don't have away to travel,” Luthasaid. "That'swhat she means.”

"Y ou would not last an hour after dark,”" | said quietly. "There are ways and ways. Y ou need someone
who knowsthe ways."

Not that | knew the ways. I'd never been out after dark, but I'd spoken with herders who had. Leelson



moved to the desk, Trompe to the bench, Luthato her child, al thinking, al deciding, asthough this
wandering motion helped them think. Perhapsit did.

"They'd know we were gone," said L utha, pulling Legly into her 1ap. "They'd come after us."

"How would they know?" | asked. "I am your servitor. | take care of your needs. If | do not report that
you are gone, who isto know?"

"They would see we aren't here, see we aren't moving around.”

"They don't look at you anyhow," | said. "That'swhat | am assgned to do. | ook at you so the others
don't have to. We do not look at outlanders, we of Dinadh!"

"They would knowyou aren't here," said Trompe.

Luthasaid softly, "They don't look at her, either.”

Behind my vell, my mouth twisted. It wastrue. If Chahdzi or songfather did not see me for anumber of
days, they would think | was staying out of sight. The sisters below would know they had not seen me
there, in our place, but they would not search for me. They knew | served these outlanders. They would
wait until my duty was done and | cameto them.

"So they wouldn't know we were gone," said Trompe.

"No," | said. "They would not know. Not for some time. Songfather may not know until he himself
arrives at the omphaos and finds you there.”

"The ceremony is soon?" L utha demanded.

"Very soon," | told them. "Within days."

"Canwe get therefirst?"

"Not by much,” | admitted. "A few days, a mog."

"How do we get there at al?

"There are wains here in the canyon, wains that make a safe enclosure for people, with woven panelsto
make asafe pen for the gaufersthat pull them. When the songfathers attend Tahs-uppi, that is how they
go. Wemust take awain and sx gaufersto pull it.”

"Gaufers?' asked Lutha

"Woolbeadts. The young are gaufs. Gaufers are the neutered ones.”

| could see her tucking these words away againgt later need.

"How do we get these gaufers down from the heights?' asked Ledlson.

"We don't. There are ill some here, because dl the flocks have not been moved up thetrail yet. We
must steal them before the flocks are taken up.”



"Food stores?' murmured Trompe.

"Thereismuch food herein the dispenser,” | told them. "Though it is outlander food, | imagine| can
figure out how to cook it over afire."

They thought about thisfor sometime. Luthawent on cuddling the child. Trompe tared out acrossthe
floor of the cave to the canyon. Led son fiddled with things on the desk, moving them about, here and
there. When Ledlson turned to me at last, it was not to ask how, but why.

"If thisjourney isforbidden,” he said, "you may be putting yoursdlf at graverisk.”

Behind my veil | smiled. "What can they do to me that has not aready been done? Perhaps they will kill
me! They will not do it until after the child isborn, and | do not careif they do it then.”

Perhapsit was only what Lutha cals bravado, but | think | wastelling the truth.

| am not much practiced at stedling. We Dinadhi do not stedl, not much. Oh, children, sometimes, alittle
dried fruit more than our share. A handful of nuts. A finger dipped surreptitioudy into the honey pot.
What else? What is there? Only what we make with our own hands.

So, considering how to steal awain and gauferswas anovel thing for me. It had acertain
stomach-churning excitement to it. Leaving the outlanders to mutter and worry behind me, | went out
onto thelip of the cave and sat with my legs dangling over the edge. Below me, behind screened
openingsin the canyon wall, the herds have their winter caves. There before thetime of First Grassthe
females bear their young. When dl the gaufs have been born and are steady on their legs, the herds are
driven up one of thetrails onto the grassy forested lands above. Wains are not taken back and forth.
They aretoo bulky and heavy to drag up and down the trails. So there are wains on the heights for the
herdersto livein, and there are wainsin the canyons for the songfathersto travel to and from thelittle
ceremonies a each other's hives and the big ceremonieslike Tahs-uppi.

At the Coming of Cold, the herds come down again, into the caves, where they eat the dried remnants
of our gardens, the vines and stalks and even the weeds we have pulled and set aside for them. When
they have eaten it dl, they eat fungus, aswe do, growing astired of it aswe do and becoming eager for
the fresh green of the heights. Most of the herds had gone up aready, but afew small flocks were left.

Getting Sx gaufers away from the herders would be possible. Harnessing them would probably be
difficult, though | thought | could figure it out. Harnessing them, hitching them, driving them, dl that to be
figured out and accomplished without being observed. Which meant &t night.

"What are you thinking?' asked L utha, coming to St beside me.

| told her my thoughts, describing the caves, pointing downward where this one was, and that one,
shaking my head at the danger, a the difficulty.

"When we cameto Cochim-Mahn,” she said, "we |eft the hostel and started down the trail when it was
barely light. Chahdzi said it wasn't quite proper to sart before the dawnsong, but we did it, nonethel ess.
Suppose we take the animals very early in the morning, just at dawn.”

"The herderswould not hear usthen,” | agreed. "They deep in the hive, and they do not come out until
the daysong.”



"So, if you locate the anima s we need, and if Ledlson findsawain, and if wetake dl our supplies down,
alitleat atime... wdl, then,inafew days... "

"It must be sooner than that,” | told her. "There are only afew animals|eft in the caves.”

"Well, well begin at once," she said. | heard apprehension in her voice. It would have been surprising if
she had not fdltit. | did.

"Atonce" | agreed. "It will taketimeto carry our supplies down the ladders.”
She sighed deeply. "Do you know the way to the ompha os?’

"No. But | have heard the stories of the journey, over and over since | was achild. How the wains go,
and what people see on theway, and how the ... " | had been about to mention what the beautiful
people did at Tahs-uppi. That was forbidden. Instead | said weakly, "1've heard how the songfathers
draw out the extra days, to baance the seasons.”

"What did they look like, these extradays?' she asked, haf smiling.

| shook my head at her. "No one knows. All those present hide their faces. It would be improper to
look."

"Improper to look at alot of things around here," she muttered to herself as she rose and went back into
the leasehold, to tell the others. | went down the laddersto seeif our plan could be madered or would
remain only talk.

The herd caves smell only alittle, because the droppings are taken away at once to the caverns where
fungusis grown, just as our human waste is taken in the hive. So, when | cameto the caves, there were
herders moving about with their shovels, cleaning the pens and pretending not to see me. Perhapsthey
did not see me. | tried to remember if | had seen velled women before | became one mysdlf,
remembering timesin childhood when adults had whispered to me that it was not wise to look, not wise
or politeto see. So | had not seen. Now | was not seen.

So much the better. | could take my time. | could linger. | could see where the Stoutest gaufers were,
two in this pen, threein that, onein the third. When they are neutered, their horns curl tightly instead of
growing out to the Sdes. That way we may drive them in pairs, sde by sde, without their bumping. The
neutered ones get heavier, too, and tamer, for they are constantly handled. There were seven or eight
good onesin the pens, and they nosed the woven panels at the front of the caves, soft noses wrinkling,
sde-whiskersjiggling. They had not been trained not to see me. If | brought tasties for them, they would
see mewel enough. Wl enough to follow me.

Where was the harness kept? | did not seeit in the caves, though there was other equipment hung here
and there among the bins of dried fungus. | swept dust from my memory, recalling me asachild, riding on
Chahdzi's shoulder, being shown the beadts, the caves, the wains. What had the harness |ooked like?
Chest sirgps, as | recdled, with fringes on them to keep the insects away from the soft, naked hide
between the front legs, where the false udders are. And carved wooden buffer bars, to hold the pairs
abreast. Wide hauling straps of gaufer leather, and long, light reins of braided bark fiber, the same as our
well ropes.

There was nothing resembling a harnessin the caves.



Which meant the harness was with the wains. Or in the hive somewhere.

| passed L el son Famber on the ladders, murmuring to him that | had not found the harness. He nodded
and continued downward. Perhaps he would find it.

If it wasin the hive, it wasin the quarters of the herdsmen, where their familieslived. | could not go there
when the people were there. Perhaps a the morning song, when everyone was gathered behind the
doorskins, waiting to go out. Then | could dip inside to look around.

There wasatime | would have hated this sneakiness. Was atime | would have considered it beneath
me, beneath any Dinadhi. Now | was no longer a person to be concerned with such things. | wasan
unperson. | did not exist. Who would point the finger at me when they could not even see me?

| returned to the leasehold. Luthawas there, feeding the child. | offered to do it for her, and she handed
me the spoon with an expression amost of relief. She went to Sit in the window, looking out at the day
while| plied the spoon. It was like feeding alittle animal. He was too old for the breast, but | had the
feding hewould best have liked to suckle, for he could have done that without thinking at al. Certainly he
could not keep his mind on the spoon.

He camed as he grew less hungry. When we were finished, it took alarge towd and abowl of warm
water to clean up the boy and the areaaround him.

"He has dways been thisway?' | asked.
"Yes" shesad, her body stiffening. She did not want to talk about it.
Well then, we would not talk abouit it.

"There are some good gaufers down there," | told her. "But | couldn't find the harness. Perhaps Leglson
will find it in awain. Where has Trompe gone?"

"He's carrying supplies down the ladders," she said with suppressed laughter. "Or was. Here he comes,
very hot looking!"

Ashedid, out of breath and considerably annoyed.

"Ledson'sfound awain,” he said. "It's parked out of sight of the hive, around those stone columns south
of the cave. Hetold meto put the food inside it. Otherwise he thinksit won't last until we're ready to
leave™

| nodded. Hewasright. Any food |eft where the Kachis could get it would be elther eaten or fouled past
use. "Wasthe harnessthere?" | asked.

"l don't know. I didn't look and Ledlson didn't say." He collapsed onto a deeping bench and threw one
arm across hisface. "Lord, that'salong climb. Y ou Dinadhi must have steel legs and arms, up and down
al day asyou are.”

"Two tripsaday is consgdered much,” | told them. "Oneisthe usua. When the farmers go to work in the
fidds, they go down at daylight and return before dusk. They carry their lunch with them.”



"We haven't talked about how long thisis going to take," he said. "How much food well need ... "
"All we cancarry,” | told him.

"Then well need afaster way of getting it down there.”

Silence, broken by the sound of the door. Ledlson, returning.

"Harnessisinthewain,” hesaid. "I counted theindividua sets, and it looks like enough for Six animds.
On my way back, however, | overheard severd of the herdsman talking. They're taking the animas up
tomorrow."

Slenceagan.

"Well haveto leave before then,” murmured Lutha. "Won't we?' She gave me apleading look, as
though hoping I could think of some other choice.

"Notimefor snegkiness,” | said. "Were there panels on the sdes of the wain you chose?'

He nodded, his lips pressed tightly together. "Y es. | remembered that part. They make up the pen for
the gaufers, | presume.”

"Wallsand roof, to keep them safe at night,” | said. "Tomorrow beforelight, well take dl the food from
the dispenser, put it in sacks, and drop it into the canyon. We need not carry water. Thistime of year
there will be water dong the canyon-bottom trail well follow. WEell have to be gone beforelight.” To my
own ears, my voice shouted panic, but the others did not seem to hear it. They merely sighed, resolved
on the struggle to come but taking no joy init.

"They'll know the wain isgone," Trompe objected.

"Perhaps not,” | replied. "There are extraones. If the one you picked isbeyond the pillars, likely it isone
that was not to be used thisyear. Or, if someone seesit isgone, they may think someone moved it.
People are dways moving wains around. To store thingsin. Or to repair them.”

"They don't belong to anyonein particular?"

"They belong to Cochim-Mahn. Not to any particular person. Anyone might move awain."

"Wl then," said Ledson.

"l just had athought,” Trompe interrupted. "What about weapons?*

"Wesgpond" | cried. "To use against what?'

They looked at me, the two men with those expressions they have, reading me, knowing how | felt.
Well, | could read their facesaswdll!

"No!" | shouted at them. "That isforbidden. Y ou will not!"

The two exchanged glances, then shrugged, both at once, as by agreement.



"They areour ... " | said, trying to explain, remembering | couldn't explain.
"Y our what, Saluez?"' asked L utha curioudly.

| could not say. | had aready said forbidden things, thought forbidden thoughts. | shook my head &t her.
Enough. One might do thislittle wrong thing, or that little wrong thing, but not forever! One could not cut
across the pattern over and over again. | had to stop, even though these folk were eager to know more.
Let them find out some other way. Let them read it in someone el se'sfedlings. | had said dl | could say.

On Perdur Alas, night on night the monstrosities returned to wander the world. Even when Snark did not
see them, she could tell they were present somewhere: just over acusp of hills, in avalley somewhere, at
the bottom of the sea, perhaps, for when she stood with her mouth open and turned about dowly, she
could taste them, strongly or faintly. At first she would taste nothing, perhaps, but then her tongue would
curl at the subtle disgust of them, the cloying rottenness, the foulness that could not be spat away.

One taste was enough. Whenever she detected it, she went to ground. Driven as much by instinct asby
prior knowledge, she made hersdlf a dozen hidey-holes around the camp and between it and the sea. She
dug upward, into the sdes of hills, so the tunnelswould drain and the holes would stay dry. She made
them large enough to be comfortable. She knew if she was surrounded by earth, the beings could not
detect her. If shewasin ahole, with foliage drawn over her, they could not tell she was there. She
thought someone had told her this, just asthey'd told her how to dig holes. She seemed to remember
these things from that former time,

The blacknesses, as she called them, did not aways come to the camp. Moreover, the blacknesses
were not awaysthe same. Occasiondly, rarely, they werelike thefirgt time, with that same muffled
soundlessness, that same trembling of the soil, that same monstrous plodding. More often they were
merely shapes againgt the stars, who brought with them a horrible taste. Very rarely they were both. They
cameirregularly, once every threeto five nights, seldom two nightsin arow, adways after dark. She
wondered if they cameto the other Sde of the planet when it was night there. She dug out the reports
and found that the other side of the planet was mostly water, covered by the vast shallow seathat made
up nine tenths of Perdur Alas. They came when this side was in darkness, she decided. The other side
was not useful to them, or wasless useful, or was ... unimportant, perhaps. Who knew?

Why did they come at dl? After that first night, they changed nothing. They took nothing away. They
added nothing at al. They merely came and wandered about, black against the stars, occasiondly
trembling the earth, shaking the hills, shaking Snark hersdf in absolute terror.

At firgt she survived on thisterror, letting it drive her deep into her cave and keep her there. Astime
went by, however, curiogity asserted itself, and she found herself speculating more and more about what
the presences were, and what their enigmatic business might be. She wanted to see them. Shewanted to
get agood look! She did not consider that she might have been conditioned to be curious. Thefeding
was naturd to her. She had aways been that way. Mother had ...

Mother had always been that way too. Mother had been here with her, long ago, and Mother had
always been curious about Perdur Alas. The others ... the other people used to warn her. Don't take
chances. But Mother had taken chances. The memory came and went, evanescent as a breeze.

It wastimeto satisfy curiosity. Since the beings seemed no longer particularly interested in the camp, she
gedthily removed anumber of itemsto make night pying easier: devicesfor seeing in the dark;
recorders activated by changein air chemistry or pressure, by sound or movement, by temperature
change; solar-powered lights, solar-powered reference files. More food and blankets, to make her other



hidey-holes warm enough to spend whole nightsin, if necessary. The thingsthat wouldn' fit into her cave
or into the new hidey-holes, she hid dsewhere. The solar devices she secreted here and there in newly
dug holes or among piles of stone, covering them with layers of furze that she could remove each morning
to dlow the devicesto charge. The night eyes she secreted in her hole above the camp. There, lyingin
the mouth of her tunnel, rolled into apair of soft blankets and screened by carefully positioned branches,
she propped hersdlf in acomfortable position, one she could wake from silently.

They didn't come. Toward morning she roused, tasting them. They were somewhere, but not here, not at
the camp. The taste was mild, barely discernible. She stood up, yawned, and made her way to the cave
over thesea

Twice more shewaited fruitledy.
On the fourth night they came. She gagged on her own salivaand knew they were nearby.

She focused the device, propping it in the opening, careful not to move the screening grasses and leaves.
She watched them come from the west, over the sea, watched them traverse the moor between, watched
them gather south of the camp as though waiting for something or checking on something or, perhaps,
merely assembling there prior to departure. Through the device she could see the shape of them, the way
they moved. They had no legs. These could not be the earth tremblers; these were the others. Monstrous
and shaggy, they floated in air, multiple appendages hanging limply below, afew of them reaching to the
sdesasthough feding theway.

Snark put down the night eyes and clawed at her mouth, cleaning it out with her fingers. Too much of
this and she would choke on her own spit! She put awad of |eaves between her teeth to hold them apart
so the sticky sdliva could flow—if it would—and lifted the device to her eyes once more.

The shapes had no faces, nothing that looked like ears or noses or mouths. Occasiondly two of the
creatureswould pull in dl their gppendages, making ther bellies smooth and shiny, and would then turn
toward one another while wavering blobs of deep-hued color flowed across the smooth integument. The
next time two of them paired in this fashion, she took the device from her eyesto seeif the color was
visible to the naked eye. It was detectable only because she knew it wasthere. A shifting red shadow, a
depth of blue or purple, at this distance hardly discernible without the device.

On Prime, whileliving in the sanctuary, she had gone with the other children to an agquarium. She
remembered amultiarmed sea creature that had changed color, being in oneingtant white and gray, in
another dark, marbled with red, and in another so gravelly that it disappeared into the sandy seabed it lay
upon. So the skin on these creatures changed, from dark to light, from pattern to pattern.

One of them had awiny-red patch that repeatedly moved diagonaly downward, |eft to right. Diagonal
Red, she named it, turning her attention to the others. By the time night was over, she had named Four
Green Spot, Blue Lines, Big Gray Blob, and Speckled Purple, these particular ones because they were
at the top of the hierarchy. Diagona Red was the one who moved firgt, the one the others followed. Blue
Lines and Speckled Purple were next, then Four Green Spot and Big Gray Blob, and after them, ahost
of others whose characteristics she had been unable to identify. Over their next few vigts she counted
them, seeing as many as eighty at atime. Her count never came out the same. There were at least eighty.
Maybe as many asahundred, al huge ashills. All truly and unbdlievably horrid.

For atime she stopped watching them, too exhausted to do otherwise, but curiosity reasserted itself and
she came back to her hidey-hole, back to her blankets, watching. Very late, choking on the taste of
them, she wakened from restless degp. Two shelater identified as Diagonal Red and Speckled Purple



had returned aone and were moving through the vacant camp. After making colors a one another
severd times, they separated, one stopping at the seaward edge of the camp, the other stopping on the
inland side. There they poised themselves, turned on their sides, settled onto the soil, and extended three
or four appendages on each side, these tentacles becoming longer and longer, wider and wider, cregping
along the edges of the camp, surrounding it, until at last the tips approached one another and touched.

From her carefully dug hole on the hill, Snark could see down into this squat cylinder of dien flesh, five
hundred paces across. The outer surface was shaggy. Theinsde was bare and shiny. She watched
fascinated as colors devel oped upon the bare bellies of the participants, then moved sideways onto the
appendages, moving right to left, onto the other creature, color succeeding color, shape succeeding
shape, an unending flow of luminescence, now bright, now dark, now vivid, now pale, flowing
uninterruptedly from the bare flesh of Diagona Red across the appendages to the bare flesh of Speckled
Purple, thence around onto Diagona Red once more, asowly whirling vortex of color and movement.
Shedidn't need glassesto seeit. It was perfectly visible without!

Despite the strangling taste, the strangeness of the sight, something teased at Snark's mind, something
she should see, should understand. She strained, trying to think, what wasiit?
Something ... something ...

Then it was over. The two shapes darkened, the appendages separated, curled into tentacle shapes,
ghrank languidly back to their usua Sze. The central crestures rose like shaggy, bulbous balloons and
moved away. Propelled, Snark told hersdlf, by thought. Or wish. Or by something else, somewhere else.

A few moments |l ater the taste vanished. Snark scraped her tongue, rinsed her mouth with water from
her canteen, spat repeatedly, getting rid of it. What had she just watched? What kind of ceremony? Oh,
to be a Fastigat right now! Able to sense whatever emotion had been present, whatever those two
immensities had been feding! Something solemn, she thought. Some color litany, someritua observance.
Or perhaps they had been mating!

If so, why would they pick ahuman encampment to mate around? No. It had more the sense of aritudl.
Sacrifice, maybe? Explaining to their weird gods that they had wiped out afew dozen humans as required
by tharr rdigion?

Again something teased a her mind. Something she should know! She held very ill, hoping it would
cometo her. It did not. Merdly that teasing sensation, something she should hold on to and could not get
hold of!

Ah, well. Let it gofor tonight. She hid her night-eye device once more, picked up her canteen, and
trudged down the hill toward the moor pathsto the sea. The starstold her it was till some hours until
morning. Still some hoursto stay hidden in. She had not known them to come twice on one night, but this
evening's exercise indicated how little she redlly knew.

The way seemed longer than usua. When she dropped into the cave at last, she wasin amood of weary
indifference. She wanted to live, but not much. What she redlly wanted to do was understand these
creatures, but what she had seen tonight was unintdlligible. Perhaps they would remain unintelligible.

She stripped off her clothes and laid them in apile at the back of the cave. Tomorrow would be wash
day. She pulled other clothing from her sack and put it on. She always dept fully dressed except for her
boots. One never knew when one might have to move quickly. She checked the emergency pack by the
entry hole. Water. Food. Medical supplies. A change of clothing.



"Now | lay me" shetold hersdf, curling into her blankets, kneesto chest, one arm cradling her head.
"Now | lay me." Outside the surf repeated seawords, over and over. Shush. Soof. Fwoosh. Againand

again.

She dreamed. She was walking on the moor, coming to the cave by the sea, but she was not aone.
Someone held her by the hand.

"Wemust go very carefully,” the someone said. "Try not to go the same way too often. Not to make a
trail, you understand?'

Snark jerked her chin resolutely, saying she understood. Things could follow trails. She had to be
careful, or thethings would get her.

They cameto the edge of the cliff. "Hold on tight,” said the someone.

Snark’'s arms were locked around the person's neck, her legs around the person'swaist. The person
legpt, and Snark's somach came up into her throat the way it dways did. Then they were swinging,
swinging, then the hole was there, and they werein.

"Homeiswherethe heart is" said someone, kissng Snark. "Homeiswheremy girl is.”

Snark looked up at the person ...

Color flowing, blotches flowing, making apaitern ...

The person held her tightly, patting her on the back.

Bright and dim, pale and vivid, colors on the huge fleshy barrier. Shaggy skin outside, bare skin
indde...

The person smiled.

Shapel essness became shape. Shades flowed into one another. Blotches and colors combined to make

aface on the body of an aien mongter, a huge face that moved and spoke and smiled and called her by
name!

"Sweetheart,” the mouth said. "Love."

Her mother'sface!

Snark's cry went out over the sealike the cry of awounded animd, totaly aone, infinitely sorrowful.
"Mother," she cried. "Oh, Mother, Mother, come back to me!"”

Night on Dinadh. In the leasehold, L uthaand the two Fastigats had had their evening meal. We had
packed the last few things we intended to take with us. Then Leglson inssted that everyonelie down and
get as much deep as possible, promptly thereafter making it impossible for anyone to deep by getting into
afierce argument with Lutha. | had felt it coming during our evening medl, like thunder just beyond the

horizon, amuted muitter, scarcely heard and yet ominous, making one's whole body tense, awaiting the
flash of lightning, the crash of riven air!



The flash was L edlson's pronouncement to L utha: "When Trompe, Sduez, and | leavein themorning, |
want you and the child to stay here, Lutha. Give usafew daysto get well away, then ask the peopleto
take you back to the port."

"Thehdl," she snarled, athundercrack.

Hurriedly, | lft the room. They were so intent upon each other, they did not see me go. Trompe, who
had been half-adeep in the neighboring room, had evidently felt the emotional storm going on, for he
emerged, blinked a me, and mouthed, "What?*

| shrugged and kept going. Whilel fully intended to listen, | didn't want to be involved. We mutilated
ones are observers of life, not participants. So says the sisterhood. And safer s, so says the sisterhood.
And more peaceful.

So | took myself beyond the storeroom door and then shamelesdy |eaned againgt the wall whilel
listened to what was going on. Luthawas saying at great length that having comethisfar, she had no
intention of going home.

"Besdes" shecried, "you and Trompe aren't linguists, and | am.”
"We are Fadtigats,” said Ledlson.

"Fadtigats aren't gods!" she snarled at him. "Much though you like to think so! Y ou can tell how people
fedl, maybe, but you can't tel why. Sometimes, it takeswordsto tell why."

It was true that neither Trompe nor Ledlson had areally good command of our language. | spoke far
better aglais than they did Nantaskan. But then, alot of uslearn languages as children, in order to cater to
our leaseholders. Why would they learn our dialect? There are few of uswho speak the tongue.

"You will be safer at home," he said, like afather cautioning achild. ™Y ou will be better off."

"I'll decidewhere!'ll be better off," she said. "'If you'd had the common sense and decency to tell people
you were coming here, | wouldn't have been sent. Now that | have been sent, 1've no intention of going
home until the job isdone.”

"The boy will beintheway." Histone said she would bein the way, too, which perhaps she noticed.

"Ledlson,” said Trompe from the doorway. | could see him through the hinge gap at the side of the door
| stood behind. "Ledson. Stop talking and think."

Ledson stopped talking. | assumed hewas looking at Lutha. The silence had a peculiarly penetrating
quality toit, one | have noticed before when he or Trompe reached out. So, he was reaching at L utha,
into her, understanding her.

"Stopit," said Lutha. "Stop digging a me! I'm fully cgpable of telling you how | fed. | am not agofer to
be sent hither and thither at the whim of any presumptuous Fastigat who getsaburr up hisrear! I'ma
person. Until the Great Gauphin comes down from heaven and appoints you his lieutenant, |'ve got the
same rights you have. | decided to come here, and I've decided to stay until our mission isfinished. Since
| had to bring Ledly in order to get here, hell come aong, no matter how much 'intheway' heis.”

Silence. | saw Trompe make a helpless gesture.



After atime Ledson said camly, "Have you thought about your career? A lengthy interruption certainly
won't forward it."

"Having achild didn't forward it," she said. "Quite frankly, | don't anticipateit forwarding much inthe
future. About the best | can hope for is keeping my head above water."

"She's bored, Ledlson.” Thiswas Trompe.

More silence. Then her voice, quieter: "He'sright. I'm bored with my life on Alliance Centra! I'm bored
sck withit! I'm aso terrified at the threet of the Ularians. | may mock the Firster assurance that men are
the meaning and soul of creation, but that doesn't mean | welcome being daughtered by something bigger
and meaner. The Procurator used fear for motivation, succeeding better than he knew!"

Even |, who am no Fadtigat, knew she was not telling al the truth. Later, when the men had goneto
deep, she came to the storeroom door and peered in, looking for me.

"You'redtll up,” shesad, trying to be surprised. No doubt she had seen the light of my candle.
"I'mtoo ... too something to deep,” | confessed.

She sat on asack of grain, crossing her ankles, then recrossing them, twiddling her feet, wanting to talk
about something, obvioudy.

"Ledsonwasright,” | murmured. "Y ou would be safer back in your home. And so would the boy."
Shelooked up at me blindly. "I don't want to be safe, Saluez." There wasasob in her voice, betraying a
feding | knew well. Shewanted to die. It isnot so much an active thing, thisfegling, not so much adesire
to kill onesdlf asit isadesre not to be. An absence of hope. Despite everything she told herself about the
boy, she had no hope. She saw herself getting older and older while he got bigger and stronger, his
demands got bigger and bigger, more and more difficult. She saw hersdf victim to ahelplesslovefor him,
unable to help him or hersdlf, desiring rather to be dead.

| found myself holding her, cuddling her as she had cuddied me, laying my own fingers on her lips.

"He should get to know hisson,” she said, taking my hand in her own. "Get to know him."

What was there to know? | wondered. | didn't say it aoud.

"Ledy hasmany ... many interesting qudlities” sheinssted.

"Of course," | murmured. "Children do."

"Hisarttidictdentdone... "

"Shhh," | whispered, rocking her. " Shhh."

So we sat together in the dark, reaching for light. My sisterstell me so women have donefor o these
thousands of years.



CHAPTER 6

Inthe hive of T'loch-dla, whichisOld Place in Luthaslanguage, Mitigan of the Asenagi and Chur
Durwen of Callis, being neither 1 linguists nor Fastigats, found that getting information out of the Dinadhi
was eas er assumed than accomplished. Though they were well served by the two women agppointed to
the task, one veiled and one barefaced, the women had no more to say than any other member of the
hive. True, they spokealittle aglais, as did Chur Durwen, and Mitigan spoke enough Thibegan, which
was a Nantaskan tongue, to make hiswants known if he used sign language aong with it, but neither of
the men had any luck whatsoever in finding out where Bernesohn Famber might once have lived and even
now held lease upon Dinadh.

"I'vetold you we don't know," said the barefaced servitor, an older woman whose voice verged upon
annoyance. "Wewould have no reason to know. We do not discuss such things. Until you said the man's
name, | had never heard of him. We have our own pattern here on Dinadh. Why would we ignore our
own pattern to enter that of some outlander ghost?"

Both men were Firgters of the more primitive sort, accustomed to treating every itch in the groin as
though it were divine commandment, and after severa days of utter boredom in the hive, Mitigan thought
he'd try abit with the velled servitor. She had a seductive shape beneath her robes and a pleasant voice
from behind her mask. He managed to twitch the veil alittle bit to one side before she got away from
him, but that little bit was enough to leave him swesting and cold, like aman who had just escaped
dropping over aprecipice.

"My god, man," he whispered to Chur Durwen. "She looked chewed. Like aviper bat had been &t her,
or one of those hovolutesthey have on ZetaNine."

"Hovolutes don't leave anyone aive," objected Chur Durwen.
"W, imagine one of the victims surviving and you'll have an ideawhat our waiting woman lookslike."

Chur Durwen was curious. He kept watch, and one day as the woman bent over to pick up something,
the vell fell loosely at the side of her face. He, too, caught only aglimpse, but that was enough.

These happenings were small in themsdves, but enough to set both men thinking. They had assumed
there were no predators on Dinadh, but now they began assessing certain phrases and silences, certain
movements of avoidance, certain rituads of averson.

"It'sthem,” Mitigan said to Chur Durwen one night as he looked through their barred windows &t the
pale forms assembled across the canyon. "Those flyin' things that hang about after dark. They're
dangerous beasts.”

"Small ones," murmured Chur Durwen, unimpressed.
"Chowbys aren't big either,” said the other. "Or viper bats. But you get overrun by adozen of either one
and you're dead mesat. And ants, they'retiny little old things, but people on Old-earth used to go in fear

of their armies. Stingers, those were."

"I'd forgotten about chowbys," mused the man from Callis. "And you're right. Thereés aconsiderable
mob of those night fliers about. | must've seen severd hundred, just last evenin'.”
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"Putsabit acrimpin goin' lookin' for Fambers, dunnit? Stands to reason they're not comin' here, we got
togolookin'"

"Must beaway." Chur Durwen stared meditatively at hisboots. "Always hasto be away."

Mitigan grunted. What hisfriend said wastrue. There was dways away to kill aman or woman. No
matter how he hid, how he ran, how he vanished into another identity; no matter how she pleaded, how
she bribed, how she threatened. There was dways away. So Mitigan's father's brother had taught him
when hewas aboy.

"Alwaysaway, boy. Study on the target, make him your book, make him your library, boy, and you!l
find theway."

"They say killin'swrong, Uncle Jo."

"They! And who'sthey? They put power in your pocket? They buy festives for your women? Food for
your children? Ha? Who'sthisthey? Not Firsters, that's sure! No Firster ever said such adamn fool
thing!"

Whichwastrue. A man who'd recently killed was considered blood guilty, but therewas aritud for
erasing blood guilt. All Mitigan had had to do was pay a hefty price to the Firster godmonger in the
digtrict where the victim lived. Those who spoke againgt killing were only do-gooders, reformers,
non-Frgersdl. They were men who belonged to no tribe, swore allegiance to no hetman. Men who, it
was said, would puke themselvesinside out if told to go out and get an ear for the hetman, ahand for the
hetman, or somebody's head in particular.

Mitigan was born of the Dirt-hog tribe, and Uncle Jo sat on the hetman'sright hand. Not quite next to
him, true, but no more than three or four men down. Mitigan's pa, now, he'd sat right next to the Dirt-hog
hetman, and when the hetman said go, Pa had gone. One time too many, asit turned out, but he died
with his name bright, so Mitigan had no dishonor to live down.

It wasagood tribeto learn killing in, al the way from eementary mutilations right up to, so Uncle Jo
sometimes said, a graduate degree in massacre: an MMA, Master of Mortia Arts. Mitigan studied his
subject as Uncle Jo had advocated: studied it and practiced it, and got so good at it that when the
Dirt-hogs were ambushed by the Lightning Bears one bloody night at Headoff Hill, only fifteen-year-old
Mitigan escaped and survived. Hed sworn vengeance. He could not have lived with himsalf otherwise,

The Lightning Bears had laughed at him, man and boy, laughed a him and hadn't even taken the trouble
of killing him. They hadn't laughed five years|ater, after Mitigan had taken out the whole Lightning tribe,
one man by one man, including every mae child. That'swhy it took so long. That last infant held had to
wait for, Snceit hadn't been born yet. Firstersdidn't hold with killing babies until after they got born!

A manwith that history had hisfuture pretty well laid out for him. There was dways amarket for
assassins, epecialy assassins who could think. Mitigan could think, though he did not think much about
his career. A man could get tied up in his own thoughts, worried over them, or guilty over them, or overly
convinced of hisown prowess. A man needed a clear head to survive. He had to be careful.



Stll and all, if aman redly wanted to hit atarget, Chur Durwen was right. There was dways away.

It wasn't long before Mitigan put two and two together to come up with the same answer those at
Cochim-Mahn had arrived at. The key to traveling on Dinadh was to have a structure or vehicleingde
which one could be safe at night. Since the hover cars were controlled from the port city, they wouldn't
do. Since any other structure would make too heavy aload for aman, it would have to be hauled by
beasts, which meant the beasts themsel ves had to be protected. Travel on Dinadh required awain and
beaststo pull it. Or the equivaent.

"You think I'm goin' to fool with animals, you got afool'sidea.”” Chur Durwen yawned.
"Right," agreed Mitigan. "WEell do it our way."

They'd brought certain items of equipment with them, the partsinnocuoudy labeled and packaged as
health monitors or retrievers and transcribers or library modules. Severd of these items, taken apart and
reassembled into a portable unit, would creste a protective dome big enough to deep in. Big enough to
liveinfor awnhile, if necessary.

"Though it'l be somewhat troublesome,” Mitigan told his companion, "1 think we'd bewiseto tekea

pack animd "

Chur Durwen didn't argue with him. In apinch, Mitigan later told me, they could have carried their own
provisions, but ns preferred to stay unencumbered when engaged in their profession. Besides, at
T'loch-ala, spring had not advanced so far asit had at Cochim-Mahn and there were many strong
animalsto choose from ill in the caves.

"So now we know how," muttered Mitigan over his evening medl as he stared out the window at the
dancing Kachis. "All we haveto figure out iswhere."

The question plagued him as he ate, as he dept, as he did hiswegpons exercises morning and night.
Chur Durwen, who preferred to get hisdaily exercise climbing up and down the ladders between hive
and valey below, was bothered by the same question. Where?

It was a conversation Mitigan overheard between two women at the well ropesthat gave them the clue
they needed.

"Will you be going to Tahs-uppi with songfather?' one asked of the other.

"Alas, no," replied the other. She was quite beautiful, Mitigan thought, with black hair thet fell ina
lightlessflow dmost to her knees. She was aso very pregnant. " Songfather feelsit istoo near my time.”

"He's probably right,” said the firgt, with addicate shudder. "One should not be far from help the first
time. Still, it's sad that you'll missit. All the songfathers and their guestswill be there, from everywherein
Dinadh. Another such opportunity will not comein our lifetime.”

Mitigan went a once to inform his colleague. " She said people would be there from al over Dinadh.
Which means therell be someone there who knows where Famber is, or was."

"Fine," muttered the man from Callis. "So we go to Tahs-uppi. Whereisit?'

It took them some days of fumbling questionsto dicit the information that Tahs-uppi was not a place but



an event that took place a the omphalos, the navel of the world. Plotting aroute that would get them
there occupied them for scarcely another day. The morning after, very early, they stole abeast froma
herd cave and departed T'loch-aa, leaving only one dead body behind them, that of an impertinent
herdsman who'd wakened early and gone down to hisflock without waiting on Lady Day. Had he waited
properly, hewould still be dive, afact the songfather of T'loch-dawould later discourse upon at length.

"Have you never married, then?' Poracious Luv asked the King of Kamir.

Jacare Logtre reflected. "I saw wedlock aswedded lock indeed, another set of chains binding mefast.
Seeing what fate | saw for dl Kamir, | did not wish for children.”

"Y ou can speak like common peopleif you like," shesaid, grinning at him. ™Y ou are no longer king."

He flushed, started to say something, then stopped. The dow beet of aristocratic speech had become
second nature when talking to any but intimates or servants—in which category he had dwaysincluded
hisminigters, just to infuriate them. And yet, he had not spoken like that when he was Osterbog Smyne.
Why should he as ex-king?

Enjoying his embarrassment, Poracious thrust her seat back to the limit of the inadequate space the ship
provided, stretching out her legs. Shefelt cramped. She was cramped. Her degping cubicle wasthe size
of adisposal booth, and after spending several hoursin it, she wished itwere a disposal booth. One
would travel more comfortably as ashes.

Of course, thejourney could have been passed in deep. Most passengers had chosen to deep until a
day or two before they reached their destination, but the king wanted to savor every moment of freedom,
and Poracious had thought it wisest to stay with him. On the well-established ground that men like best to
talk about themselves, she had led him to discuss hislife and times at gresat length.

"What did you do for amusement?' she demanded. "Everyone hasto have amusement.”

"One spends one'stime—" he began, catching himsdlf. "1 spent agreat dedl of timeinthegym. | used to
retreat there asachild, and I've rather depended uponit. Oneistold ... I'mtold | acquit myself well."

"Inwhat sport?’

"Bisexud heptathlon.”

Sheregarded him thoughtfully. He had the build for it, wiry and compact, and no doubt the energy for i,
too, since hed used it for nothing else. Or dmost nothing. "I suppose they dlow you women?' shesaidin
adglky tone.

"Oh, Lord Fathom, yes," he blurted, unthinking. "WWomen. Men. Animals, too, one supposes, if one
liked. Oné'sfather had an insatiable appetite for little girls. So far asoneisaware, his desires never went
unfulfilled. There are middle-aged women al over Kamir living on pensons from the government. One
supposes that's how the ministers managed it.”

"That and payment to the girls families, probably," said Poracious.

Hesighed. "I dways had trouble imagining what kind of family would ... would ... "

"Many kinds" shesaid dryly. "Believe me, Your Mgesty."



"Jacare," hesad. "If | am to peak like acommoner, you must stop calling me Mgesty. Cal me... Cal
me Jickie"

"Right. Jckie. As| was saying, I've seen familieswho would sdll their children, their grandmothers, their
husbands or wives. Sometimes out of desperation, sometimes out of greed, but | have seen it.”

"One's own life has been more circumscribed,” he admitted. "One has only read of such things, anditis
hard to know what isreal and what isfiction.”

She nodded ponderoudly. "Mogt fictions turn out to bereal. At least, such has been my experience. | no
sooner hear some horrible story, told as amere tale, than someone assures me it really happens, here or
there. Sometimes it turns out the perpetrator heard the same tale and decided to copy it. Massacres,
mutilations, murder, mayhem. There areworlds where dl these things are everyday affairs. Asenagi, for
example. From among whose people you did not hesitate to send an n after Leelson Famber.
Surely Kamirian law does not countenance such activity."

"Wdl," he mused doubtfully, "in fact it does. Though only for kings. Kings customarily do anything they
like so long asit can be hidden from the public. Onesfather often said that public officias generdly do
s0. People want to believe in their kings or presidents or procurators. They gild their leaderswith
brightest gold, asthey do their idols, though both may be but clay. And so long as one does not rub our
peoples nosesin onesfilthier habits, one can lead them to the daughter in war, one can squander their
treasure for one's own aggrandizement, one can give preference and immunity to one'sfriends, children,
and kin. One can let the poor starve and the sick die, and the people will till follow so long asthey see
one smile and wave and seem to be satisfied with the way thingsare going.”

"So long astaxes are kept low," Poracious rumbled.

"That too. But mostly one has only to wear akingly mask in public while seeming to be interested in the
common man. It's easy to do. One smply watchesfor occasions when common men do something
uncommon, then one notifies the news sniffersthat oneis gratified at this example. One has one's picture
taken with the awed hero, who may, in fact, have done avery stupid thing. All his neighborstreat him
with reverence for severd daystheresfter, and aholo of himsdlf restsinto perpetuity upon hisdtar shelf,
aong with theimage of hisgod."

"Y our minigters cooperate in this effort?"

"Oh, yes. Aristocracies conspire to keep their reputation clean. Though they fussat one for not begetting
sons, one has heard them privately say that a bachelor king isless trouble than roya offspring, who are,
however one trains them, beset by the passions, ambitions, and rebelliousness of youth. One'sown
escapades have been minor. One was assured, for example, that word of the previousflight from Kamir
never reached any further than the pdacewals."

"It reached the Fastigats," she said. "Obvioudy. May | make a suggestion?”

"Of course"

"It isnot customary for commonersto refer to themsalves as 'one.’ If you are desirous of appearing

less—

"Oh, onetakesthe point. I, that is. Do." Heflushed. "It's difficult. | keep forgetting. When | ran away, |



had arole I'd planned on. I'd practiced my speech, my gait, the clothes | would wear. | haven't practiced
this" Hefdl slent, nodding to himself, before saying, "About the Fastigats. | didn't know that Famber's
finding me was merdly an assgnment. I'm afraid | attributed to him some degree of personal mdice. To
one being pursued, the pursuer may seem motivated by something more than mere duty, and once he had
foundone... thatisme..."

"If you'd told him you didn't want to come back, held have left you alone, as required by Fagtigat ethics.”
Theking flushed. "I didn't ask. He didn't say.”

"It's of no consequence now," she said. "So, tell me, do you have afavorite mistress or sweetheart?'
Jacare smiled dightly. "1 did. One or two."

"But you didn't bring anyone with you."

"No encumbrances,” he said. "I wish to experience freedom. I've never had freedom before. The other
timel was afugitive, not afree man. By the Great God Fathom, madam, do you have any ideawhat it's
like, being born to royalty? Every action scrutinized. Every word assessed. Every roya bowe movement
inspected. Every roya sneeze worried over. | cannot say with any certainty that there were not severa
pairs of eyeslooking through holesin the wal during my acts of sexua congress. The best | could do was
draw the bed curtains and stay benegath the sheets!”

"It would have adamping effect,” she admitted.

"Indeed. A very good word for it. All that attention put out one's, that is, my firesvery well, madam,
both physical and spiritud. Believeit."

"I can see why you wanted revenge againgt Famber."
"Well, yes. But | shouldn't have doneit, even 0."

Poracious alowed him amoment of reflection before asking, " So, tell me what kind of woman you like?
Assuming, thet is, you do like women.”

"Women, yes." He stared at the curved surface above them as though he saw apicture there. "I have
never paid much attention to gppearance. My favorite woman—up until the time she married someone
elsein order to have children—was not at dl attractive in aphysical sense, though she had grest vitdity. |
admire humor and intelligence. And, of course, patience. It takesagreat deal of patience to be mistress
toaking."

"In future, perhaps your companionswill need less patience. That is, if you aretruly resolved to be no
more aking."

He shrugged cardlesdly. "If one went back, they'd have to depose Fenubel in onesfavor. Suchis
Kamirian law. But if one.... that is, | don't go back ... Wéll. | am free not to go back."

Poracious Luv nodded. He was indeed free not to go back. Perhaps he would stay on Dinadh. The
Alliance had offered him avast sum for his help. Theformer king could live much ashewould, if he
would.



"I've been wondering," he said. "What happensif we get to Dinadh and find that my nshave
dready killed Famber'swife and child? What if they've found Famber himsdf and killed him?"

She shifted her huge bulk uncomfortably. "Pray they have not. When this Ularian business started, there
were four populated systems in Hermes Sector: Dinadh, with one world and afew storage ingtdlations;
Jerome's system, with several settled worlds and moons; Goan's system, with several settled worlds and
ahomo-norm team on another one cdled ... Perdur Alas, and findly Debair's system, with severa
settled worlds, one of which, Tamil'sworld, waswiped clean by the Ulariansjust before we left Kamir,
Or, so| heard. | don't remember how many worlds that makes. Half adozen or more, totally wiped
clean. Thelossesarein themillions”

He scowled at her, vertica wrinkles gppearing between his eyes. "That's too many to keep quiet. Youll
have apanic."

"Theres dready considerable panic in the outlying areas, those nearest Hermes Sector.”

"The ship'slibrary saysthe Dinadhi keep their foreign guests pretty well soread out. Will the authorities
let usgo directly to the Famber leasehol d?'

She grunted, a porcine sound. "They must. | bear |etters of demand from the Procurator. All ships of the
line are engaged in evacuation, but the Dinadhi don't know that. I'm to thresten them with invasion if they
don't cooperate.”

"l shal follow your lead," he said carefully. "Lord Fathom, but 1've messed things up.”

"Not your fault, lad," she murmured. "Not anyone'sfault. How can you lay guilt for an enigmalikethe
Ularians? We gtill have no ideawho, or what, or why—"

"Or when," he murmured.
"Or when," she agreed. "All we can do isour best, and do it as quickly as possible.”

Among the scattered buildings a Simidi-dawas asmal stone house occupied by Thosby Anent, the
Alliance agent, and by Chadra Tsum, a Dinadhi woman. The moment Thosby took up residence,
everyonein Simidi-aaknew what hewas, for everyone knew who Chadra Tsum was, and she was
assigned as his housekeeper. Chadrawas an agent for Simidi-ala, assigned to find out things, which she
did with one hand while busily keeping Thosby's house with the other. All in dl, the functionaries of the
Edge were thankful that Alliance interference waslimited to one ederly individua, known to be addicted
to imported tobaccos and liqueurs, who was, even when sober, more otiose than diligent.

Thosby Anent was as blessedly unaware of this assessment as he was of most other red things. He
gdloped through lifelike afifth leg on ahorse, dwaysin motion, seldom touching the ground, and to no
purpose when he did. Even in childhood he had been far too preoccupied with being other peopleto
learn to be himsdf. Early on, he had played at being Mysterious Child or
Royd-Boy-Raised-by-Commoners. Later he had played Brilliant Scholar and Gallant Lover and Deep
Thinker, in each case adapting or even curtailing redlity to accord with his current persona. He maintained
alittle recorder in which he entered supportive quotations from old books and antiquarian records aong
with ligts of tasks he meant to undertake, turning each morning to anew page without ever referring to the
old.

All thisl wastold, in time, by Poracious Luv, who had used dl the resources of the Allianceto get a



clearer picture of its agent upon Dinadh.

Whilein hisearly twenties, Thosby had experienced the biography of an amost legendary
diplomat-cum-secret-agent, and this had convinced Thosby that histruetalent lay in foreign service. He
thereupon invented the role of Sagacious Applicant, performing it so well that the Bureau of Information
Searvices actualy awarded him aminor clerica position, which hefilled with his customary distracted
inefficiency. His supervisors, finding him too ineffectud to retain but too amiableto dismiss, shifted himto
another department, whence he was shifted to others yet as success ve executives moved him gently
aong. Thosby misinterpreted their efforts as he did most things. He believed he was being groomed for A
Redly Important Position, so heflitted from job to job with an ar of intent incomprehension, waiting for
histrue talents to be applied.

Thaosby reached the acme of incompetencein the Division of Minor Planets, a department whose charge
it was to recruit unencumbered persons to serve as factotums and general mumbleglums on small and
unimportant worlds—places like Far Barbary or Finagle-Chump or Dinadh. No one objected when
Thosby was sent to Dinadh as covert flunky in charge of routing intelligence from Hermes Sector. The
personnel officer who made the assignment knew, quiterightly, that any idiot could route intelligence!

Thosby Anent, however, was not just any idiot. He was an idiot convinced he was being moved into An
Important Place! Prior to hisarriva on Dinadh, he spent agreat dedl of time choosing the roles he would
play there—theroles, that is, in addition to the one he had been assigned—coming up with two that were
no more inappropriate than all his other roles had been. He chose, as primary persona, therole of Master
Spy. For this he had designed and rehearsed a conspiratorial manner and a repertoire of winks and nods
of great significance. Asa"cover" for Master Spy, he adopted the persona of Codger. Thisrequired him
to smoke atobacco pipe, wear an eccentric hat, and adopt a manner of gruff but kindly bemusement
aong with aspraddled way of walking, asthough dightly crippled in the knees. In order to avoid "giving
anything away," Master Spy was laconic while Codger was obfuscatory, apt to take off in dizzying
locutory flights, which Ieft hislisteners not only lost but remote from any point of reference.

Between the mydtifications of Master Spy and the divarications of Codger, Dinadh-Alliance
communication soon dwindled to amuddy trickle. People back at Prime learned to send Thosby's
infrequent reports directly into the files, not even feeding them through content anadyzersthat would have
scanned for key concepts, such aslost contact ordisappearance.

Thosby took comfort in thelack of feedback. He felt continued silence from Prime was an expression of
confidencein him and hiswork. Meantime, after one or two feeble attempts a supervision, line
functionaries a Prime gave up on Thosby and turned to dternate sources of information: agentsfor other
organizations, rumor mongers who were paid for knowing things, people with rdatives or friends on
settled worlds in Hermes Sector. It was through these that Prime had learned of the Ularian incursions,
amogt as promptly as Thosby could have informed them.

One young administrator, who was till naive enough to believe that efficiency was a Good Thing,
unearthed Thosby's reports, and after |aborioudy plodding through one or two, recommended that
Thaosby be replaced. The recommendation, however, languished on the desk of the aide to the deputy
assistant to the subassistant secretary for personnel matters. Everyone was now in a panic about Ularians
and much too busy to do anything at al about Dinadh.

All of which, so Poracious Luv told me, explains how the Intelligence Division at Prime, purely on the
basis of contiguity and without questioning competence, assigned Thosby Anent the responsbility of
monitoring the highly secret work of the Perdur Alas shadow team.



"For want of anail,” the Procurator would say to me, Saluez, as he reviewed this entire matter, with
many a shake of the head and furrowing of the brow. "For want of anail, the horsewaslost ... " (Our
animals on Dinadh do not have nails, so | had to ask Luthawhat he meant.)

Thosby accepted responsibility for the shadow team with his usua nonchaance. No one told him how
important Perdur Alaswas. It would have made no differenceiif they had. The more chalenging and
important atask, the more good sense and concentration it required, the more likely Thosby wasto
ignoreit in preference for something else, anything e'se, that was repetitive and familiar and disconnected
fromredity.

As aconseguence, the shadow team had been gone for some time before Thosby knew it. To givehim
credit, he did use his equipment to search for survivors, though it took him ten times aslong asit should
have. He found Snark through sheer luck, and when he set the machinesto provide areadout of Snark's
sensory data, he found, to hisdight discomfort, that it covered avery long period of eapsed time, during
which he, Thasby, should probably have Done Something.

Codger was neither honest enough to admit incompetence nor dishonest enough to destroy the evidence.
Master Spy, on the other hand, was convinced it was aploy. Trapped anong his severd persondities,
Thosby chose to do what he had often done in the past with real thingsthat presented real problems:
ignore them until they went away.

Perdur Alasdidn't go away. The ship that had transported the shadow team stopped subsequently on
Dinadh, where, in adrunkenly lugubrious moment, the captain had grieved over the fate of the bait. This
was reported to Chadra Tsum, who routinely used Thosby's equipment to find out things that interested
her, whether they interested anyone el se or not. Chadra knew about Snark long before Thosby did. She
told her colleagues, who told other people, with the consequence that, among certain circlesin
Simidi-ala, Snark was spoken of familiarly and with sympathy asthe lonely shadow of Perdur Alas.

Whichisnot to say thatDinadh knew. The people at Smidi-aa, because of their forced association with
foreigners, are not considered to be real Dinadhi. They are, so to speak and through no fault of their

own, tainted and resented. Though | had not redlized it, it seems the resentment runs both ways. They are
as suspicious of usaswe are of them. So, though the port buzzed with the drama of onelonely shadow
upon Perdur Alas, one lonely shadow confronting the might and mystery of the Ularians, the rest of
Dinadh remained ignorarnt.

Asdid I, and dl those with me. We knew only what L utha had been told: that our worldswerein
danger. If my world wasin danger, so were my people, so was my child. What more did | need to
know?

It would have been helpful to know a great deal more about driving gaufers! | had assumed they were
gentle and accommodating beasts, but then, | had only seen them driven. | may even have seen them
being harnessed—uwithout paying much attention—and I'd certainly never done it mysdlf. It surprised me,
us, therefore, when the beasts made it clear they did not like being harnessed, did not like pulling, and
would do so only when ... when something none of us could figure out!

Ledson blindfolded them to harness them, only to find that when the blindfol ds were removed, they
would not move. We were working in the predawn darkness, the sun threatening at any moment to edge
the rimrock above us, and | was having ahard time staying calm.

"They are accustomed to some other order," said Luthain aperfectly rationa, matter-of-fact voice. She
stood next to the lead animals, stroking their necks, an expression of wonder on her face, asthough she



had never touched animals before. "Use your skillsto find out which ones are leaders.”

Leelson and Trompe looked &t her in astonishment, the lantern light showing their faces, hard with
frustration. Gradudly, Ledson's face cleared, however, and he turned his attention to the beasts. "That
one," he said, pointing to one of those hitched in thethird pair. "1 think. Don't you, Trompe?'

"| think so," said the other doubtfully. "And that one, maybe. The one on the right in the second pair.”

"Likely they will dso have apreferred sde,” said Lutha. "Right or |€ft. If we are lucky, wewill have
picked one leader for each sde.”

| had not thought of any such thing, and obvioudy the men had not either. Nonethel ess, after afew
moments of swearing and swesting, they were able to say that the two animas at the front were
accustomed to being there and were on their accustomed sides. The animas did not fed affection or
longing for the proper sde; they merdly felt lessaversion.

"There are probably other refinements,” said Lutha, "but | think wed better get away beforeit gets any
lighter."

The rimrock above us dready glowed with gold. Even aswe looked up, the first notes of the dawnsong
came from above and behind the greet stone pillarsthat hid us, notesfaling like water, silken asfaling
water. Lutha put Ledly into thewain; Leglson droveit. Trompe, Lutha, and | walked ongside. The
animas pulled, though without enthusiasm, and we went away south as quietly aswe could.

"How did you know that?' | asked Lutha. "About the lead gaufers.”

"l am atrandator of documents,” she said. "l read. | read many things from many worlds. | trandate
documents about crops and water rights and weapons and marriage law and livestock. My head isfull of
amillionirrdevant facts, one of which just hgppened to be useful.”" She laughed, somewhat harshly.
"Another thing I know, which ismore troubling, isthat these animalswill have to befed. Since we're not
carrying any food for them, presumably they'll have to have time to graze before night, correct?”

Shewasright, of course. | had not thought of it. Even though thiswas my world, | had not thought of it.
It was not awoman's thing to worry about. Only men did the herding. Only men drove the gaufers. Why
would | have wondered about it?

Stll, I felt shamed that she had and | had not.

"It'sgoing to cut down on our travel time," said Ledlson, hislips compressed. "They'll probably need to
grazefor saverd hours.”

"One of the middle pair would be less unhappy if it was back by the wagon,” muttered Trompe. "It's
clear enough, once you know to look."

"Most thingsare," said Luthain adry voice, with asidelong glance at me. | knew what she was thinking,
that | was not clear and that she did not know where to look. "What do they eat, Saluez? Grasses?
Leaves? Can we cut fodder for them aswe go?'

| didn't know and was ashamed to say | didn't know. We took knives and cut grasses and leaves dong
theway, for the trees dong the trickling stream were coming into leaf, and when we stopped at noon for
abrief med and adrink from our canteens, we soon learned which things the gauferswould eat and



which things they would not. By thistime we had come aong the canyon wall adl the way to the place
where the five canyons meet. Because of the way the canyon curved, we could not see Cochim-Mahn
behind us, but then, the people there could not see us either. We could cross the open place and go to
the right around the Gathered Waters and get al the way to the south-tending canyon before anyone
could see usfrom Cochim-Mahn. Of coursg, if someone were on thetrail across the canyon from the
hive...

"| think that's stretching good sense,” said Lutha, when | suggested thisplan. "What | think well dois
camp for the night near the water to give us grazing time. Then wélll get ourselvesinto that other canyon
very early in the morning, when wewon't be seen.”

Though Ledl son showed surprise at her decisiveness, he grunted approval as he went to help Trompe,
who was shifting two of the gaufersto their preferred positions. One anima was till out of place, its
preferred dot occupied by another with the same preference. Ledlson pointed this out. Trompe said the
out-of -place one was the lesser opinionated of the two. This made L uthalaugh, asound | had not heard
sgnce she arrived. She had alovely laugh, like water. | told her S0, and she said she had noticed that
Dinadhisthink most lovely things are like weter.

"It is because we are water poor,” | said. "Wevalueit."

"Well, it flatters me that you like my laughter,” she said. "Sometimes | think | have forgotten how to
laugh."

Her eyeswere on the boy, and | knew why she had amost forgotten, but | said nothing. She did not
want to discuss Ledly, and | did not want to offend her. Still, I wondered why. Among the Dinadhi, once
weknow achildis... incompetent to live, we do not ingst upon keeping it dive. Sometimes a mother
will fight the inevitable, and sheisalowed to do so. Mothers are mothers, after al. But eventualy, evena
mother understands that humans are not immune from nature's error. Some babies are not meant tolive. |
thought Leely was one such. So did Ledlson, and thiswas the source of the conflict between them. |
amost said hatred, but it was not hatred. Not that aone, at any rate, for sheloved him too. | am no
Fadtigat, but | could fed her yearning, and his. It was like wind, or sunshine, or flowing weter, an
undeniable presence.

It wasdl very tragic and complicated, and | interested mysdlf with it for adl the mileswe waked that
afternoon, down the long canyon, out into the bare space where the five canyons meet, and across that
rocky expanse to the place beside the water where we hid oursalvesin agrove of trees and set up our
camp.

I had no more ideahow to set up the gaufer cage than they did. After atime wefigured it out. The pen
had the wain for one side, with anarrow pand fastened across the whed s to keep anything from coming
under. Two oblong panels hooked onto the front and back of the wain, then onto other panelsto make a
sx-sded enclosure. Then six triangular panels made the peaked roof, al joined together with
paran-wood fasteners on theinside.

"Leather lacingswould be easier,” said Trompe as he struggled with apane that would not line up
correctly.

"The Kachis can chew through leather,” | said quietly. "They cannot chew paran, which is sometimes
called wood-adamant. It must be steamed along time before it can be worked, and when it isdry, even
metd tools have difficulty cutting it.”



"l can seewhy," he muttered, continuing his struggle.

Eventudly, he and Ledson figured it out. Only after they'd doneit by trid and error did they find the
faded marks on the edges of the panels to show which one went where. Meantime, the gaufers had been
watered and alowed to graze in the woody glade. When the sun was amost gone, they surprised us by
coming purposefully out of the woods and entering the enclosure by themselves. They milled about
uncertainly until we shut them in, then they settled, each to asmall pile of the edible growths we had
gathered during the afternoon. We were shut in aswell, with atiny firein the firebox to warm our food
and make a pleasant smoke. The Kachis do not like smoke, though they are attracted to fire. Carrying a
torch at night isasure way to bring them by the dozens.

We heard the dusk song, echoes of it from far up the canyons. Only from the southern canyon came no
sound, for it istoo narrow for mento livein. The days are short inddeit, and there are no hivesthere.
Luckily, the canyon itsdf isnot long. We could traverseit, | told Lutha, in acouple of days.

"Will we find enough fodder for the gaufers?* she asked.
"Lady, | do not know," | told her. "I fed such afoal. | should know more about my own world."

"Y our world is sexudly di-culturd,” she said serioudly. "Men know one st of things, and women know
another. And, | suppose the women are di-cultural aswell. Thosewho are ... velled and those who are

"No," | said. "Wewho are velled know everything the others do. And more, besides.”

She opened her mouth as though to ask a question, then caught hersalf and was ill. Trompe and
L edlson were murmuring together, but they, too, fell quiet in that instant and we dl heard the questing cry
from the southern canyon.

At that sound, the gaufers shivered and crowded together, away from the woven panels. They arranged
themsealvesin acircle, holding the same order they had occupied during the day, the less opinionated one
hissing and laying his ears back as he took afew moments to decide where he belonged. When they
were settled, with their legs folded under them and their heads laid back upon their spines, eyes
half-closed, jaws moving, no part of them was within reach of the panels. Whatever was out there could
not get hold of them.

"So interesting,” said Lutha, looking at the beasts. Y ou know, gaufs are thefirst animalsI've ever seen.”

"There are no animals on your world?' | asked, and she said no, no animals upon Alliance Centrd. No
animason any world that had been completely homo-normed. "They'redl inthefiles"” shesad. "If
there's ever room for them again.”

| thought | would missanimalsif therewere none. | had a pet corn-rat when | was achild. Many
Dinadhi have pet gaufs. Weaving Woman is said to favor animas and there were many in Blessed
Breadh, the world from which we came. On the other hand, the Firsters teach that the universe was
made for man, made for man to use and use up, including al its creatures. We taked of thisin desultory
fashion while we listened for gpproaching wings.

Try though we would to keep our minds on something ese, it did no good. Firg alittle slencefdl among
us, then alonger one, then onelonger yet. Findly, we withdrew into the wagon itsalf and pulled the door
amost shut behind us. There we each sat in our own ten square feet of space and tried not to hear what



was going on outside. They wereteasing us. Kachis aways do, tease us, try to frighten us. They do it,
say the songfathers, to try our faith, to be sure we are strong and resolved. First they flutter. Then come
the cries, like hungry children, enough to melt ones heart. They shake the pandls, they thrust in their long,
gtick-thin arms. They gnaw at the panels with sharp, white teeth. They cannot chew paran wood. It isfor
this reason we call paran the Lord Protector of Trees and never cut amature one without planting two in
itsplace.

If it had not been for Ledly, perhaps we could have dept, but he would have none of it. He wanted to
see what was going on. Finaly, Luthatook him to the wagon door, cracked it abit wider, and sat there
with him for along time while he reached toward the white arms, the white faces, the sharp teeth, and
cried, "Dananana. Dananana.”

| stood behind them, looking out, and Lutha heard my indrawn bresth.
"What isit?' she asked, looking up a me.

"So many,” | blurted. "There are so many of them!" | had never seen that many in Cochim-Mahn. |
wondered if they were following us or traveling to the omphaos. Then | relaxed, remembering. Of course
they were going to Tahs-uppi. They were apart of it!

Eventudly Ledly tired, and Luthalaid him down, shutting the door tightly. Even then, it wasalong time
before he dept.

When Ledson woke us before dawn in the morning, the Kachis had gone. The ground outside the
pandswas littered with their droppings. | have ahard time reconciling the messthey makewith ... with
what they are. Holy creatures should not smell like that. | was eager to leave, but Luthainssted we take
time to cut fodder, storing it on top of the wagon. Then we took down the panels, stacked them on the
racks, hitched the gaufers, and were gone before light. We were, as we had planned, into the southern
canyon by the time the sun rose. Too deep to be seen from Cochim-Mahn, which was good, but lost in
deep shadow oursdlves, which we had not thought on.

L eelson unfolded Bernesohn Famber's map on the seat beside him and traced our route with hisfinger.
"This canyon branches into another,” he said. "One leading southwest. Isthat right?”

| rehearsed the way aswe children had learned it from songfather. " The Canyon of Cochim-Mahn to the
Lost Things Canyon. This canyon to the Burning Springs. Burning Springs to the Nodders. Beyond the
Nodders, the omphaos.”

He tracked my words on the map. "Burning Springs?' he asked me. "It's printed here, but what isit?"
"Songfather told usit's aflammable gas that comes up through fissuresin the rock. Thereiswater that
comesaso. Thegaswasignited at sometime or other, perhaps by lightning, and it burnsin the water.
Sometimes the place is called the Fountains of Fire or Canyon of Fire. Thereisasuperdtition that
drinking the water from there will kegp—"

| caught mysdlf intime. | had not said it.

"Keep what?' Leelson asked.

"Keep onein good hedlth,” | said. Masanees had mixed her medicine with water brought from the



Canyon of Fire. So she said.

He gave me an odd look. | suppose he read my discomfort, but at least he did not ask me anything
more.

"What are the Nodders?' L utha asked.

"Tdl thin pillars of rock. Many of them. With stone tops that move sometimes. Songfather sayswhen the
wind blows strongly, they nod.”

"If that istrue," remarked Trompe, "sometimes they no doubt come crashing down.”
"l don't know," | confessed. " Songfather never mentioned that.”
"No animals?' Led son asked. "Nothing dangerous except the Kachis?!

"The beautiful people are asthey are, which isasthe Gracious One wills" | replied. Who knew what the
Gracious Onewilled?

"Noknown dangers, then?" Led son smiled, reading my mind.

| flushed. "None."

| was more worried about the known than the unknown. Known dangers were quite bad enough. These
fedingswere judtified at about midmorning when we began to hear wings. At first it wasjust abarely
heard flutter behind us. When we looked, we saw nothing. The noise grew more frequent the farther we
went. | caught Luthaand Led son exchanging long glances. | felt myself growing pale and sick. | knew the
sound. Oh, yes, | knew the sound.

Then we heard the noise from before us as well. Both behind and before. Casting aquick look around, |
surprised a pale shadowy movement on the canyon wall to our |eft. Then | saw them everywhere, palid
shapes dipping behind rocks. More than | had ever seen before.

"They'redl around us," | said inavoicethat | could not keep from sounding terrified. "They're al around
lel

"| thought they didn't," said Trompe. "Indaylight ... "
"Butitisn't daylight,” | cried.

It wasdaytime, but we were il in degpest shadow. The sun lay upon thewall to our right, perhaps a
third of the way up, along line of brilliance that inched downward dowly ... so dowly.

"We could stop and set up the shelter,” said Lutha.

"| read that asabad choice" said Ledson, keegping hiseyeson thetrail. "The minute wetry it, they'll be
onus"

"You canfed them?'

"If itisthem I'm fedling, yes™"



"Then what?What, Led son!"

"Kegp your eyes on the sun line, there on the right-hand wall. How long would you say until it hits us?*
"l havenoideal Sduez?'

"Not long," | mumbled. "But maybe too long."

"I think not," said Ledson. "I'm getting fedings of dyness, of cadculation. They want to be sure of us.
They aren't yet. They're cunning.”

"Y ou spesk asthough they wererationad beings,” Lutha objected.

| pinched my lips shut and said nothing. Trompe looked a me curioudy, his brows knit together. |
concentrated on the lower pool at Cochim-Mahn, thinking deliberately of its coolness and the light-less
depths within the stone. Leelson looked away, perhaps foiled, perhaps merely respecting my desire not
to be thought at.

"Well tak of something ese" he said firmly. "Trompe, how were the league championships coming
when you left Prime?!

Trompe responded, and the two of them talked in quite natura voices about interalliance sports of
various kinds. Their voices seemed normal and casud, but their eyes were narrowed in concentration. |
stayed frozen in place, gathered into mysdlf, my face hidden in my hands. | could still hear the Kachis,
even above the sound of the men'svoices. Luthaput her arm around me and squeezed. | scarcdly fdltit.

Then, suddenly, "Here," said Ledlson.

| ditted one eye and peeked. We had come to a puddle of sunlight, a spot where the eastern canyon
wall dipped low to let the sun through. Led son got down from the wagon and pretended to check the
whedls, Trompejoined him, the two of them continuing their discusson. Luthaand | merely waited.
Silence. The Kachiswere not going to announce their presence. They didn't know about Fagtigats. They
didn't know we had heard them, that their dyness had been interpreted. It was obviousthey didn't yet
want usto know they were there.

Wewaited in the puddle of light until the sun flooded the bottom of the canyon. Only then did Ledlson
cluck to the animas and we moved on, more rapidly. Trompe buried himsalf in the map, measuring and
muttering.

"Therésaturn to thewest ahead,” he said. "Quite alengthy east-west arm. That should be lighted for its
entire distance. If we hurry, we may make it before the sun drops behind the west rim.”

"If everyone who can will walk, we can hurry more easily,” remarked Ledson, hisvoice little more than
awhisper.

| had thought my legs wouldn't hold me, but it was actudly easier to walk than to st. Waking gave my
trembling muscles something to do. Even Ledly walked, al of usexcept Ledson striding along, and the
gaufers moving amost with dacrity. The Kachiskept pace with us, fluttering among the stones at the
eadtern Sde of the canyon, more of them every moment. If we had not known to look for them, we might
not have seen them. When they were still, they appeared to be only some lighter blotch on the stone



itsdlf.

It was not long until we cameto the turning, not in actud time, though it seemed endless. The sun had
shifted from the west side of the canyon to the center, from the center to the east. We were driving close
to the eastern wall when we came to the turn, and now we moved around the corner into the light of
Lady Day, shewho smiled fully upon us as we moved toward the west.

Behind usin the narrow canyon, one lone derisive cry, faint and far, immediately slenced. If we had
been near the seq, it might have been mistaken for the call of abird, but we have no largeinland birds.

"They want to get ahead of us" said Ledlson. "There are shadowed ways in and among the rocks along
thewdls."

Luthashivered. | swallowed over and over, not to let the bitternessin my throat riseinto my mouth.
Then, dl at once, Ledy pulled away from Luthaand began to run back, as though he had been attracted
by that lonecry.

L utha caught up to him and seized him, but he struggled, pulling so strongly that Trompe had to help her
restrain him and shut him in the wagon. There he raged incoherently for atime before falling adeep.

Latein the afternoon we stopped, still in the east-west part of the canyon. Ahead of usit turned south
again, though the map indicated the southward arm was not along one.

"That's where they probably expected to find ustonight,” remarked Leglson, pointing to the turn ahead.
"Ingtead welll stay right here, make an extralong hdt, and not leave here until that southern armisinfull
sunlight. Besides, there's grass here, enough to supplement what we cut earlier.”

Thistime we had less struggle with the panels, we knew how to handle the gaufers. It wasthey who
found water, atiny spring that seeped from the canyon wall. By the time the sun set, we were safely shut
in. The men fell adegp dmost immediately, though Luthaand | were still awake.

Tonight Ledly showed no interest in the Kachis. They came, as before, to gnaw the pandls, to reach
through with their long, white arms, but he curled himself into dumber and did not seem to care. Ingtead it
was | who stood at the crack in the wagon door, looking out at them, at the faces of those who crossed
the narrow line of light that escaped through the doorway.

L utha heard me gasp and came to stand beside me.

"What isit, Sduez?'

| was so surprised, | spoke without thinking. "1 just saw him, the outlander ghost!”

"Y ou mean ... Bernesohn Famber?' she asked in an incredulous voice.

"See, 22" | said, pointing. "Look, there heis again. The one with the twisted shoulders.”

She stared out, turned to me, and stared again. "1 see aKachiswith twisted shoulders, Saluez.”

"That'shim! That's how we know him. He, too, had twisted shoulders.”

Only then, | redlized what | had said.



| clungto her. "Don't tell," | begged. "Please. Don't tell the men that the Kachis are the spirits of our
departed! I'm not supposed to talk about it!"

She pressed my lipswith her fingers, asoft pressure through the fabric of my veil. "Shhh. | won't, if you
don't want meto, but you must tell me, Sduez. | need to know. When someone here on Dinadh ... goes,
he comes back as aghost?'

"When peopl€e's bodies don't work anymore, their spirits depart the human bodies and find Kachis
bodies. Weinvite them to return to us. We promise to feed them and care for them. The Kachiswere
made by the Gracious One, just for this purpose, to hold our spirits. And they do come back, wherewe
can seethem, and they live for many, many years, saying with us, enjoying thelives of their children and
grandchildren, esting, comingto our ... taking part in our lives."

"All of your peoplewho ... die, Sdluez?'

She didn't understand! "But wedon't die. Don't you see! We don't die, not anymore. No. We just
change our forms, that's al. From human form into Kachis form, but we know who we are, we are ill
dive"

Shemused along time. "l see" shesad at last. "So your mother is out there somewhere, Saluez?'

| could not answer her. She should not have asked that. | turned my face from her and went to my place
to deep.

Haach, songfather of Cochim-Mahn, finished his salute to Lady Day, took the threeritual stepsinto her
light, then fastened hisrobe and looked around for his breskfast. Someone should have come with it from
the hive the moment he sang, "Go forth!"

He grumbled, hisbely grumbling with him, missng Saluez. She had never been late with his breskfad.
Shuddering, he put the thought aside. It was forbidden to think these things. One could not think kindly of
someone who had doubted, who had had heretica ideas. And she had, had doubted, had fallen awvay
from grace, otherwise ... otherwise she would not be down below with the other veiled doubters and
recacitrants. Lady Day had smitten them, and Weaving Woman had made dark patterns of them, and
the Gracious One had turned his back upon them. Praise to the deities who knew the inner hearts of
women, darker and more devious than those of men!

Shalumn hagtily gpproached, bearing abowl and ewer. He held out his handsfor the ritual washing.
Then Shaumn handed him his food bowl and politely turned away, looking out over the canyon.

Heforgave her tardiness with hisfirst bite.

"Only alittletime until Tahs-uppi,” he remarked. "Would you like to see the ceremony?"
Shewas very ill. What ailed her? He spared her a curious glance before returning to hismedl.
"| am better suited to my duty here, songfather.”

Was she refusing to attend? For the goddesses sakes, he hadn't been suggesting anything improper.
Surdy shedidnt think ...



He made the matter clearer. "Hazini will be accompanying me, along with her father. | thought you might
be company for her."

Shedidn't ook a him. "Thank you, songfather. It isakind thought. But | am better suited to my duty
here"

He put down the bowl and stared. "What isit, Shalumn? Something istroubling you."

"Nothing one may spesk of, songfather.”

He dropped hisvoice to aconfidentia whisper. "One may spesk of anything to asongfather.”

She confronted him, her eyesfilled with tears. "'l fear Saluez has goneinto shadow, songfather."
Confused for the moment, he could not understand what she was saying. Those behind the veil were
said to be in shadow, and of course Saluez was among them. "Into shadow? Bt ... " Of course those
who passed on were also said to be in shadow. Though veiled women couldn't be said to pass on.
Because they had doubted the Great Gift of the Gracious One, veiled women truly died. They were not
accorded theright of living on in Kachisform. Shalumn must mean something € <!

"Tel mel" he demanded in awhisper. "Y ou think she's gone'—he gestured outward, &t the canyons, the
mesas, the distant glinting mountain peaks, al the faraway that was Dinadh—"there?"

"Y es, songfather.”

"What makesyou think so?"

"l haven't seen ... not for days."

He sghed, surprising himsdlf with the redization that it was asigh of relief.

He reached out to shakethe girl gently. " Shalumn. Shaumn, you were her friend. Y ou recognize her
shape, her walk. Of course you watch for her, even though you know it isforbidden. That's quite
common, my dear, and it isnot asevere sin. But it's customary for those behind the vell to spend days

below, in their own place, unseen by anyone.”

"But she caresfor the outlanders! No one else has been given the duty! And no one has seen them,
ather!"

"Put it out of your mind," he said sternly. "Hear me, Shalumn. Put it out of your mind." Her voice had
been too full of grief. She should not fed so about a doubter!

"Songfather," she said submissively, bowing her head. "I will do asyou say."

He turned his back on her and resumed eating. So no one had seen Saluez for afew days. Well, that
was asit should be. No Dinadhi should see her at all. She was atrash-person. Just asthe outlanders
were trash-people. Dinadhi didn't look at trash-people, or look for them, for that matter.

Stll, it was strange no one had encountered the outlanders. On the ladders, perhaps. Even trash-persons
took up space on the ladders. One had to wait. Or step aside. One noticed.



He scraped the sides of his bowl with his spoon. Not long now until theréd be some greens. Early
greens, springing up adong the streamlets, awelcome addition to the diet. If those gaufersthat had gotten
loose somehow didn't eat them all first.

Strange, that. Six gaufers had escaped their pens. Songfather had assumed they'd been let |oose by
someone. Some child, too frightened to confess. But the six missing ones had been ahitch. Almost. Two
leaders, right and left, who as mere gaufs had established their right to that position by kicking and biting
their herd matesinto submission. Two followers, right and left, who did not kick or bite at al, and two
middles—though they were both left middies.

Who would stedl ahitch? And for what? Some young man who wanted to prove himsdf, taking the
animals onto the heights, maybe finding an unused wagon there. But to do what? To go where?

To Simidi-aa, perhaps? Sometimes young people did run off to Smidi-aa. They grew bored with the
Dinadhi way of life. They did not treasure the Great Gift enough. They decided they wanted excitement,
and off they went. Hive-reared, they knew the only way they could get there wasin aherder'swain. Fully
half the population of Simidi-aawas made up of runaways, which was another reason for not trusting
those at Simidi-aa Apostates, dl of them. Apostates and renegades.

He chewed the last bite thoughtfully. Y oung people were dways interested in Simidi-aa. When Sduez
was young, she had asked alot of questions about the port city, so many that he'd taken her there himsalf
during one brief vigt.

He stared blindly at the opposite canyon wall. Saluez couldn't have taken ahitch. A mere girl? Not
strong. Now wounded, though he did not know how badly. It was better not to know how badly. Better
if loved ones never knew. Too many questionsif they knew. Too many doubts. Sduez couldn't have
taken the gaufers. It was physicaly impossible,

But she had been tending the outlanders. Taking care of the Famber family. Who, so Shdumn said,
nobody had seen for awhile. Of course, they wouldn't know about a hitch.

But Sduez might!

Haach found himsdf moving rapidly toward the hive, meantime praying fervently to Weaving Woman, to
Lady Day, to dl the other deities of the Dinadhi that he was merely woolgathering. Oh, let it be that he
was merely making up stories, telling tales. Let him not have happened upon the truth!

The morning wore away in questioning and discussng, with this one, with that one. In time hefound we
had gone. Congternation in the hive. Much mumble among the ders. Then, finally, days|ater, what no
one had thought to do until then, an inventory of wains and the discovery that one was missing, not from
those upon the height but from those in the canyon itsdlf. So, where had we gone?

What other place than the omphal os, for Tahs-uppi!

And the end of that episode was songfather standing at the edge of the canyon, swearing retribution on
those dienswho had betrayed the hospitality of Dinadh and on that apostate who had aided them. He
would follow them, so he howled to Lady Day as she departed. He would follow them and bring them to
judgment. His voice quavered in itsrage. Hisarmstrembled. The people of the hive quaked behind the
doorskins.

So | imaginethe scene, at leadt. Later, while hewasraging & me, helet me know some of it, including



that he gave me credit for knowing about gaufers, about hitches, things1'd never even been curious
about. He told me he had sworn judgment on me, ajudgment that did, in time, cometo pass. So, though
| visudize the detailsfor mysdlf, in al important respects, that iswhat happened.

While songfather stuttered and swore, | wastrying to deep in the westerly elbow of Lost Canyon. The
gaufers were quiet. Trompe snored, an abrupt, breathy sound, as though he were surprised over and
over by something. Ledson dept likeachild, radiantly, hislips curved into an angelic smile. Ledly had the
same expression, but Lutha burrowed, like somelittle animal, her face buried between her hands. And |
lay on my back, urging my sinewsto let go, let go, let me not think of my mother, let me merely be.

Eventudly the struggle wore me out. The attempt to unthink it did no good. All right, | said to my
disobedient mind, | will think of it. Let me remember it al. Let mewear out remembering, until it no
longer hurts.

Mother went away when | was only achild. No one ever said how she departed. It wasn't athing we
talked about in the hive. Not openly, at any rate. Asachild, | overheard thisand that. Putting it al
together, | understood she had departed because something had gone wrong when she had a baby. The
baby departed dso. The circumstances were, as we on Dinadh say of things we should not talk about,
"difficult.” If Luthawere trandating, she might say blasphemous. Which does not mean anyone was at
fault, but smply that something happened that was unpatternly and unpleasant. Whatever it may have
been, this something happened and my mother ... departed.

And | wept desperately in father Chahdzi's1ap, he petting me and murmuring over and over and over,
"Well get her back, Saluez. That'swhat well do. She's out there, just waiting for usto ask her. WEll beg
her to come back. And shewill, you'll see” He actualy smiled when he said it.

So we prayed her return. Thereisachamber on the ground floor of the hive, aplace where petitions are
made to any of our deities, aquiet place, softened by hangings and lighted dimly by little wax lamps, even
at night, for night isthe time we most need such aplace. Chahdzi and | went there with songfather—he
was just Grandpa then—and we petitioned Weaving Woman to tell my mother we wanted her to return,
to take habitation among us.

| echoed the words. "Take habitation among us ... " What did the words mean to me? That she would
come home, come back, be there as she had been before. But that wasn't what Chahdzi meant, or
songfather. For saven nights we uttered our petition. For seven nights we stood behind awindow of the
chamber, which, done of al the windowsin the hive, has no shutter. It is glazed with heavy glass so that
petitioners may look out upon the beautiful people, the dancers, the Kachis.,

Oh, beautiful upon wings, the Kachis. As| child | learned the hymnsto the Kachis.Oh, beautiful upon
wings, gift of glory, loveliest of beings, those for whom the night was made!

The seventh night my father's hand tightened upon my shoulder as he pointed with the other, saying
excitedly, "There, there, see, Sdluez. See, theres Mother, with the cleft in her chin, just like always.
Hereé's Mother come home again, Sduez!”

He pointed and pointed and | |ooked and looked, until eventualy | saw what he was pointing at. A
Kachiswith adeep hollow in her chin like the one my mother had had. Though at thetime | thought it
wasonly rather like, as| remembered the event over the yearsit grew more and more like until | was
sureit was utterly like. Of course. When the spirits of our loved ones return as Kachis, they always et us
know who they are by somelittle trait. The shape of anose. The shape of an ear. The way they move. A
birthmark. So thiswas my mother, come back to be with us again.



Why didn't she comein?

Songfather shook his head. Because the spirits of our beloved dead are holy, sacred, taboo. They
couldn't mix with ordinary people.

Thenwhy did shecomeaat dl?

To see her girl Saluez grow, so Chahdzi said. To see her grandchildren born and watch them grow. To
take delight from seeing us, to live among us until that time she would go on, sometimein the far future, to
ablessed life that awaited her elsawhere.

| said I would go out and kiss her.
No.
| said | just wanted to hug her.

No, no forbidden. We must not touch the Kachis, even though they are people we love. But we can still
care for them—her: feed her, love her, watch her dancing with the other spirits ...

"Doesn't she know who | am?' | cried. "Doesn't she want to kiss me?"

Of course she did, but that, too, was taboo. Forbidden. We Dinadhi had been given this greet gift, the
gift of continued life, continued embodiment, the ability to live on with our families and those we loved.
We must keep our part of the bargain. Our part of the choice.

Had | doubted then? Did it seem to me then that this pale winged form was a poor substitute for awarm
and living mother? Then, when | was only what? Six or seven? Before | knew the whole story? Before |
knew the other reasons it was taboo, or what the other side of the choice had been? Before | knew that
songfathers had done the choosing but women had paid the price?

Possibly, without even knowing it, | was an gpostate even then. Possibly my mother, even then, looking
in through the window at me, saw my thoughts and knew | was unworthy. Perhaps then iswhen she
darted hating me for being so ungrateful. How else explain?

How e se explain why it was she who led the pack that ate my face away?

CHAPTER 7

| wokefirst in the morning, and my rising brought Trompe and Leg son from under their blankets. Lutha
was a knobby lump beneath hers, and we were quiet, not to disturb her. | knew she must have been
wakened during the night, probably more than once, for | had heard the boy moving around. He was
sometimes arestless degper, amurmurer, given to odd little cries that seemed more curious than restless.

The two men and | had no sooner started to take the shelter apart, removing the pins from the fasteners,
than Trompe said in surprise: "Thisoneis open.”

It was open, gaping, the pin removed and dropped onto the ground beneeth it. Even with just one pin
removed, the panels could be pulled gpart, though it took some strength to do so. We turned immediately



to the gaufers, looking them over for blood or wounds, but they were as placid asarain pool on arock,
gazing liquidly benegth fringed lashes, jaws moving in theimmemorid rhythm of the cud. So, our
songfatherstel us, animas of the long ago twice chewed their food, even back so far as Old-earthian
times.

"Somethingpulled it loose," said Ledson, cdlamping hismouth into agrim line. "One of your beautiful
people?’

"They couldnt,” | said. "It's made so they can't. We must not have put it in tightly last night.”

"| did that Sde," Trompe objected. "And believe me, it was astight asit ispossibleto get it!"
Wewere dill standing there, lost in that kind of dightly fearful confusion that reedily leadsto
contentiousness, when L utha came to the door of the wagon and asked in aplaintive voice, "Where's
Ledy?

| blurted, "lsn't he curled up under the blankets? | thought ... ™

She turned back to rummage insde the wagon, crying most at once, "He's not here. Trompe, Ledlson,
he's not here.”

"He'sonly achild,” muttered Trompe. "He couldn't have opened—"

"He's strong as the proverbid nox," grated Leelson. "If you haven't seen that, you haven't noticed much.
Hée's stronger than many men | know.”

"Oh, God, God." Luthasvoicerosein ashriek. "Whereis he. Where's my baby?*

The two men exchanged glances once more, pulled two more pins out, thrust open the loosed pandls,
and went in opposite directions, one up and one down the canyon, quartering the ground, looking behind
stones and among low growths, caling, "Ledly. Ledy-boy. Ledy."

Luthawas out after them in the moment, barefoot as she was, her hair streaming behind her, covering the
same ground and lamenting so loudly that the rock walls echoed withiit.

"Hush!" bellowed Trompe. "Listen!"

Abrupt sllence. Then | heard it. Softly, alittle voice, not & al fearful or pained. "Dananana” And again:
"Dananana.”" It came from upstream, in the direction of our travel.

Lutha darted in that direction, soon catching up with Trompe. Leel son trudged dowly back to the wagon
and continued disassembling the panel s as though nothing had happened. He had about him an air of
frustration that had been growing hour by hour since Lutha had arrived at Cochim-Mahn. Everything she
did irritated him, but he could not, for some reason, just |et her be, so everything he did regarding her
irritated him aswell. By the time Trompe and L utha came back, she carrying the boy, Leglson was
muttering to himself angrily with the gaufers haf-harnessed.

"What are you doing!" Lutha screamed. "My, God, Ledlson, don't you care about him at al!"

Shelifted theboy in adramaticdly hieratic gesture, asthough offering him for sacrifice or dedication,
drawing attention to hisarms. There were severd little red spots on the flesh above hiswrists, no more



than insect bites. Legly seemed undisturbed by them. He wasn't scratching or whimpering, and even asl
looked the redness faded. It was like watching a candle burn down, dow but perceptible. So hedling was
withhim.

"He doesn't ssem to be hurt,” said Ledlson in an expressionlessvoice. "Look at him, Luthal"

Her eyeswere till full of righteous fury, but she did look at the boy, her chin quivering as she kissed and
hugged him and looked benesath his shirt to seeif he was hurt, murmuring smal endesrmentsthe while, all
of which Ledy ignored in favor of churning hisarmsand legs and caroling " Dananana.”

"He'snot hurt,” said Leelson again. "He woke early, let himsdlf out, and got bitten by ... what, Sduez?
Y ou know your native vermin better than we."

"Jggerbugs,” | said, giving the creature an equivaent aglais name. "Maybe. Or thereésakind of spidery
thing we cdl D'lussm. Both of them bite."

Which they did. A bite from either would leave spots smilar to those on the boy, though usudly it took a
day or two of frantic itching and even localized pain before the swelling disappeared.

"Or it could be something locd,” | offered apologetically. " Something we don't have around
Cochim-Mahn."

"Whatever it isdidn't hurt him," Leelson repested for the third time, reaching out a hand to shake Lutha
by the shoulder. "Get him dressed, Lutha. Feed him. Feed yourself, you'll fed better.”

She reddened at his tone, which wasimpersona and disinterested. It would have angered me had | been
she, but then, she couldn't seethelook in his eyes. His disinterest was asfase as her fury. Both of them
wereplaying at it. Still, Leelson wasn't lying to her. The boy wasn't hurt; the boy was strong; the boy had
opened the panelsto et himsalf out. And Leelson was considering al these facts with an appearance of
cam while Luthawaswildly splashing about in her own terror and guilt at having let Ledly escape. Or,
perhaps, wondering if Leglson had not purposaly let him out. | saw something likethat in her eyes. She
wanted someone to blame besides the boy himsdlf; she knew thiswas silly; so she added guilt to dl the
other things shewasfeding.

After atime she settled down, but the look was till there, in the way she watched Leglson when he
wasn't looking, in the hard set of her lips and the wrinkles between her eyes, in the shamefaced flush
when she caught me watching her. The travel was hard enough without this Smmering away. | went to
her, putting my hand onto her arm.

"l heard the boy moving around in the night. No one ese, only he. He let himsaif out, Lutha”
She shook off my hand angrily. "Perhaps,”" she said, with agrimace. "Perhapshe did.”

She didn't want to believe me. Any more than she wanted to believe al those people who had told her
about the boy, over and over, for years. Sherode her own belief. Sometimes she dipped off its back, for
it was adippery beast, but most times she straddled it steadily, whipping it onward: Legly was human;
soon he would talk, he would amaze people, he would be supernormal.

| Sghed and set about fixing us aquick mea so we could get on our way. Leglson stood by the lead
gaufers, tightening harness straps. His back wasrigid. When | moved to get the food bowls, | saw that
his eyes were closed. He wasreaching at Lutha, feling her out, deciding how to behave toward her.



When | handed him amorning bowl, his eyes opened and he smiled at me, a courteous curving of the
lipswith no real camaraderie behind it.

"Give her time" | whigpered.

"She'shad years," he murmured, thistime realy smiling, though ruefully. "She'shad ... enough time,
Sduez. Shesmply will not see!™

I knew the saying in aglais. The blindest are those who won't see. We have smilar sayingsin our own
tongue.None so lost as those who will not believe. Ledson could quote the blindness oneto Lutha, she
could counter with the belief one. And neither would change their opinion one whit!

We atein strained silence. | washed the bowlsin the trickle of water provided by the spring. We drove
on to the end of the elbow and turned south once more, hoping we would come to the end of the canyon
before midafternoon, for though it was midmorning, the shadow had only just moved away from the
bottom of the western wall.

We had not gone far when Leelson pulled up the gaufers and sat staring ahead. On ahuge flat stone, one
that the trail veered around to theright, something pallid heaved and struggled. To meit looked like apile
of our cotton underrobes, dmost white and softly shapeless. But it moved.

L edlson clucked to the gaufers and we moved forward alittle, then alittle more.

"It'sone of them,” breathed Luthain my ear. "One of the Kachis, Sdluez.”

Infact it was two of them, tumbled side by side on the flat stone, where they writhed, lips drawn back
from their sharp teeth, eyes blind and unseeing. Even as we watched, one of them collgpsed, motionless.
The other cried out, along, ululating cry that made the canyon ring, then it, too, fell into motionless
Slence

From somewhere came a distant echo, or an answering call. We waited to seeif it came nearer, but
there was no more sound.

Leslson got down from the wagon sest. Trompe went with him. | stayed where| was, unable to take my
eyes from the place where they were, from Led son's and Trompe's hands as they moved the wings, the
arms, from their faces asthey looked curioudy at the dender bodies.

"They'redead,” cried Ledson. "Do they normaly dielikethis, Sduez.”

| could not move. | could not speak. Luthalooked at me curioudy, then put her arms around me and
held me closdy, whispering, "They don't dieat dl, do they, Sduez?'

| shook my head frantically. Of course not. Of course they didn't die. They couldn't die. They stayed
with us, until they went on, at Tahs-uppi. Thiswasn't the way they went on.

"Ledson," she spoke sharply. "Leaveit. We can't afford thisdelay.”
Almost reluctantly, he left the tumbled bodies and trudged back to the wagon. | went insdeit so | could

not see those bodies when we passed. | was trembling so hard | thought my bones would snap. They
couldn't die. Kachis could not die. They never died. No one had ever seen one die, or seen adead one.



That was afact! Part of the evidence we were taught as children, part of the supporting evidence for the
choice.

The wagon moved again, and | heard L utha muttering to the two men. She wouldn't break the promise
she made to me, not to tell them about ... the spirits of our people. | knew sheld keep her promise, but
shewould haveto tell them something. | didn't care. Just let them leave me done. | couldn't bear to be
questioned.

Later, when sheand | were done, she whispered to me, "Did you ... recognize either one of those
Kachis, Sdluez?'

| did not. | had not looked. | didn't want to know if they were dear departed of mine.

During thefollowing hour, | had timeto cam mysdf, timeto tel mysdf it had been something aberrant
that had happened there, something utterly beyond belief. Perhaps even Kachis can sin. Perhaps even
Kachis can dishelieve and be punished for it. This occurrence might be perfectly understandable.

So | thought until Leelson pointed out another dead one. After that, they were scattered dl dong the
way, likefdlen rocks. When we emerged from the canyon alittle later than midafternoon, he had counted
severd score of them deaed.

"I'mdoing it," | said franticaly to Lutha "It must be me. My gpostasy. My evil. My sn.”

She shook me. "Don't beridiculous, Saluez. Are you the only so-called apostate? How many are there?
How many women in your sisterhood? Plenty, I'll wager. Back in Cochim-Mahn | did acount. I'd say
between athird and ahaf of your women are veiled. Y ou have an exaggerated opinion of your own
importanceif you think you can cause something likethig™

| had never counted them. But ... the chamber of the Ssterhood was large. Extremely large. And it was
full, too, even on those nights when we had no guests from other places. Luthawas right. When | thought
of it camly, | knew shewasright. But knowing and believing ... oh, they are such separate things.
"What's causing it, then?' | cried. "Y ou tel mewhat's causngit!”

"If I had to guess, I'd guess some virus brought in by one of your leaseholders,” she said. "There are new
virusesturning up dl thetime."

"But whyhere? Wherewe are!"

She shrugged. "Saluez, maybe I'm carrying it. Or Ledlson. Or even Trompe. By the Great Gauphin, girl,
it could be anyone. We handle the panels, the Kachis chew on the pandls and pick up what we've left
there. Just be thankful we were away from Cochim-Mahn when it happened. | have afeding if this had
happened while we were under the eyes of songfather, hed have assumed we caused it and we'd dl be
dead by now, including you because you'd associated with us. And Chahdzi, probably.”

| shuddered. Poor Chahdzi father. "Y ou redly don't think | did it."

"No," shesad firmly. "I don't think it'syou. | don't think it has anything to do with you. I'll go further. |
don't think you sinned at al. | don't think your face isthe result of gpostasy or heresy or whatever you
chooseto cdl it. Infact, | don't think you're guilty of anything, Sduez.”

"Pleasedont,” | said feebly. "You ... you disurb mewhen you talk likethat. You takeal my ... dl my



foundations away."

It was true that when she spoke s0, something quaked inside me, as though my heart had torn loose. |
couldn't beer it.

She shook her head angrily, flushing and pinch-lipped. "Sorry,” she said. "I have no right. Ignore me,
Sduez”

But how could I”? Aswe drove across the open space between Dark Canyon and the Canyon of
Burning Springs, | could not get it out of my head. Wasit better to be guilty of sin while knowing there
was a power that had punished you? Or wasiit better to be innocent and feel there was no power? Was
it better to be lost in ahorrid storm at sea, knowing there was land, or be sailing peacefully with no
certainty of land anywhere?

For mysdlf, | decided | would rather be guilty. | could ded with that. One had only to outliveit. Submit
toit. Atonefor it. Surely if | helped these people save humanity and Dinadh along with it, that would
atonefor something!

So | set my teeth together and resolved to listen no more to Lutha the temptress. Not that she was a bad
woman; she wasn't; but some people are not good for other people, and | thought then that L uthawas
not good for me.

At the port city of Simidi-ala, the arrival or departure of outside travelersis an infrequent occurrence.
Days go by with only the wind blowing in from across the shallow sea, tangy with the scent of rushesthat
grow aong the shores and of the fragrant weed that floats on the waves. The people of Smidi-daare
Dinadh's only sailors or fishermen, and the bright sails of their shalow little boats scud to and fro across
the placid waters, a pattern of bright dots, continually changing. | have seen them. | wasthere once, long
ago, asachild, with Grandpa.

The boats were thefirgt thing the ex-King of Kamir saw as he stood with Poracious Luv at the latticed
gate of the shiplift whileit dowly lowered them to the beach. Theformer King of Kamir said something
convoluted and quintessentially Kamirian to her, alengthy cadence comparing the brightness of the boats
to the desolation aong the shore. Normaly Poraciousindulged his poesy games, but thistime she didn't
answer. Her eyeswere fixed e sawhere.

Poracious murmured, "How in hdl did he beat us here?"

"Who ishe?' Jacare asked, following her gaze to the stooped figure waiting at the gate, ayounger man
gtanding in attendance.

"The Procurator, boy. Things must bein apickleif he's decided to join us. Pull up your socks. Smile.
Make pleasant. Helooks like anice old man, but he can have our gutsfor gartersif helikes."

The Procurator did not move toward them, but waited for them to come to him, murmuring asthey did
s0, "Madam Luv," and to the ex-king, " Citizen Lostre. How do you do, sir. May | introduce my aide,
Mikeraw?'

They uttered conventiona phrases of greeting as the Procurator led them away across a paved
courtyard and into the nearest of the dablike structures that serve Dinadh as hotels or inns or
warehouses, as needs must. The ex-king verified a suspicion by scratching awall with hisnalls. The place
was built of dried mud. He shook his head, wonderingly.



They went up aflight of shalow, curving tairs, down awide hallway, and through an open door.
Mikeraw shut the door behind them, then absented himsdlf, leaving the three together in asizable
chamber lit by a score of glazed openingsin the outer wall. They were not the shape Poracious
associated with windows, being mostly round or oval, some head-sized, some larger, al randomly
scattered from floor to ceiling, from sidewadl to sdewadl, though sdewall might be amisnomer sncethe
genera effect wasthat of being inside a perforated egg with aflattened bottom. Still, the chamber had a
peaceful fed toit, and Poracious rgjoiced to see severd chairslarge enough to hold her comfortably.

"Sit," the Procurator urged them. "I've asked the person responsible for leaseholdsto join us, but if you
want to eat or drink or wash up before he arrives ... "

Jacare smiled histhanks, taking a piece of fruit from the bowl on thetable.
Poracious said, "Nothing for me, Procurator. How did you get here before we did?”

"Military ship,” he answered. "In and out of holes like the proverbid rabbit. Very fast. Very
uncomfortable. | felt there was no timeto waste." He fumbled with acase set on anearby table,
removing a dataplat, which he handed to Poracious. "Current Situation.”

He sat down, leaned back, and shut his eyes.

The former king leaned over the big woman's shoulder as she keyed the plat and scanned the contents.
Puzzled, he asked, "What language isthiswrittenin, | don't read—"

"Never mind," Poracious Luv replied with asigh so heavy it wasadmost agroan. "All it saysisthat weve
lost severad million more people in Hermes Sector. The last popul ated world has been wiped clean, the

attack is continuing. We still don't know who or what or why. Every available ship was engaged in
evacuation of the remaining planetary populaionsand al the shipsthat were in Hermes Sector are gone.”

"Succinct, Poracious," said the Procurator without opening hiseyes. "Very succinct. Y ou left out that we
are helpless. That we've kept this Ularian businessinsde our administrative skinnies about aslong aswe

can. That we're going to have panic onceit getsout, asit will."
The ex-king stared at him curioudy. "Y ou're a Fagtigat, aren't you, Sir? First among Firsters?"
Poracious made shushing motions, but the younger man shook hisheaed &t her.

"I'll dowhat | canto help, but | want to know! Isthere any chance these Ularians are actualy human?
Somebody out there we don't know about?"

The Procurator gave him along, leve look. "Theidea has crossed my mind.”
"I should have thought so. If the universe is made for man, who else could be out there?”

"l don't know. If they are men, they are able to do things we cannot do. For purposes of action, | refer
to them as Ularians, no matter what they are. | takeit you are not of the Firster persuason?'

"l am not, no."



"May we sat the matter aside? May we agreeto let our differences alone for the moment?
The ex-king shrugged. "Y ou mentioned panic.”

"Therewill be panic. Many of the vanishees have friends or associates on Alliance worlds. Once
ordinary person-to-person communication ceased, rumor began to spin among the citizenry. 1t won't be
long before they learn the truth. We could make up stories until we're bright green; we could issue silence
edictsuntil our voicesfail, but not al the evacuation ships were in Hermes Sector; some of them had
returned acrossthe line. The crewmen are going to talk. The evacuees are going to talk. They aready
have! The newsesare dready onit, if the opposition doesn't tell the universefirst! In either case, welll be
up to our necksin chowbys." He sighed heavily. "I reflect on my own coming politica troublesto keep
grief at bay. Some of those taken were my grandchildren.”

He got up and turned away, going to one of the windows and standing there with his back to them, his
shoulders shaking.

Poracious heaved hersdf out of the chair and went to him, putting one huge arm around him and
murmuring, "Has there been any word from Perdur Alas? From the shadows?'

"Nonethat I'vereceived,” the Procurator said, drawing himself erect. "Though we certainly should have
hadsomething by now, if only aprdiminary report on their activities. | don't understand the delay.”

The former king ran his hands through hishair. "Lord of al Confusion, | pray | have not added to this
woel"

"Sorrow comes as the seasons,” the Procurator answered, wiping his eyes as he returned to hischair.
"Inevitably. Being Procurator doesn't make me exempt. But it doesn't make me any better able to beer i,
either. Well and well, grieving gets one no fowarder, as my grandfather used to say. Thereisan
immediate task before us. We have to find two men, quickly! With your help, sir"—he bowed dightly in
the ex-king's direction—"and that of the local leasehold functionary, perhaps we can do s0."

"Mitigan of the Asenagi,” said the former king, with awry twist to his mouth. "And Chur Durwen of
Callis. Or isit the Haughneep brothers?!

"Theformer two." The Procurator wiped his eyes once more and made himsdlf st tall. "We know they
came to Dinadh. Now we need to know where they are.”

A discreet rap at the door drew their attention. The man who came in was robed, tassel-bearded, and
gray around the temples. " At your service, Procurator,” he said, sounding neither obsequious nor
interested.

"Do you know of Jerome's system?" asked the Procurator.

"It contains, among others, the ocean world of Hava," replied the Dinadhi, raising his eyebrows amost to
hishairline. "1t isthe inhabited system nearest to our own."

"Y our nearest neighbors have gone missing,” said the Procurator heavily. Y esterday, more than amillion
persons vanished from Hava The other worlds in Jerome's system had aready been wiped clean. Itis
clear the Ularians have returned. Last time around, every human person in Hermes sector was disposed
of except you Dinadhi. One exception does not create a pattern. Y ou may not be immune thistime
around.”



The man amply sared, taking it in, his eyes gradudly widening.

"Somekind of jest, Sir ... "

"I would not have gone to the trouble of apainful journey to jest with you, Sir. The Procurator of the
Alliance does not flit about playing games. The only personswho may be ableto help usare now at the
leasehold of Bernesohn Famber. Lutha Talstaff, her son, ahelper named Trompe. Y ou recall!”

"I recdl, of course." Offended dignity. "I am arememberer!”

"There were two men who arrived about the same time, Mitigan and Chur Durwen. Assassins. Hoping
tokill a least two of those earlier mentioned, Lutha and her son. We have to find them!"

"The men were sent to T'loch-da," said the rememberer. "Which is a hive remote from Cochim-Mahn,
where Bernesohn Famber ill hasleasehold. We knew they were mercenaries.”

"That'sdl very well so far asit goes," said the Procurator wearily. " Though I'm ddlighted to hear that you
took precautions, you have not told me those precautions were effective. Can you find out whether the
nsaredill at thisT'loch-aa?"

"We have sysemsfor communicating with the songfathers of each hive."

"Quickly, or at leisure?

"With some dispatch, sr."”

"Then let us stop dancing and do so. Please. And while you're about it, | want to seeaman
named ... ah." Hetapped hiswrist-link. "Name of agent on Dinadh?"

"Thosby Anent," said thelink.
"Thosby Anent,” repeated the Procurator. " Get him, too, as quickly asyou can.”

A peculiar expression showed for only amoment, then the tassel-bearded man put on hislofty face once
more and went gtriding away, his robeslashing hisanklesin afrenzy of offended motion.

"He hasn't redly taken it inyet," said the former king.

"No. Habit tels him to do nothing quickly, but wetell him to act at once. Such people grow defensive
when forced into motion." The Procurator rubbed his forehead weerily. "There are disadvantagesto
being respongble.”

The former king considered this. "There are dso disadvantages to being responsible for nothing,
Procurator."

There seemed nothing more to be said until the rememberer returned. While they waited, as though with
one mind, the three turned dightly away from one another and sat, each lost in anindividudly londly
world.

It was dmost dark when Trompe drove usinto the entrance to Burning Springs canyon. We camped



once more. Setting up the enclosure was getting to be aroutine. Cutting fodder for the beasts was
becoming habit, as was watering them, hobbling them, letting them graze awhile. While rummaging among
the food stocks, trying to decide what to prepare for ameal (on Dinadh, we rarely have that much
choice), | overheard a conversation between L utha and Trompe.

"Y ou want meto st up and watch Ledy hdf the night?" Trompe asked in adightly offended voice.
"Because he got afew bug bites? Why don't you put his harness on him?'

"Evenif | put himin hisharness, he might manage to escape. And supposedly, you're hereto help me!l”
she snarled.

Long quiet moment while he sared a her. "Right,” he said. "Quiteright.”

Then hewent off muttering and shaking his head while Ledson stared at his back resentfully. It wasan
interesting muddle. Ledlson and Lutha could neither accept one another nor leave one another aone.
And, though Trompe had been quite willing to play Lutha's servant so long as L edlson was thought to be
missing, hefelt it put him at adisadvantage now that Ledlson was present and accounted for. He,
Trompe, was, after al, as much aFastigat as Ledson was, and Luthawas, more or less, Ledlson's
respongbility. Leelson, meantime, felt he had the right to argue with, ignore, or even attack L utha, but he
denied Trompe any such right. What with long hours of either drudgery or boredom plus our restless
nights, al three of them were on edge, irritable, ready to lash out a anyone, anything.

So | andyzed the Situation, asthough | were a songfather setting thingsto rightsin awinter hive, where,
as here, everyoneis shut up together and irritation mounts. It was an ordinary, irrational human stew,
quite complicated enough, even without the sexud fedings that were churning around among them.
Among us.

Mysdf included. | found mysdlf watching Trompe, time ontime. Liking the shape of him. Imagining him
in other places, a other times. | was not in love with him, but yes, | lusted after him. Lugting after menisa
particular pain for women of the veiled sisterhood, because we know it is hopeless, fruitless,
foredoomed. Even if some man could overlook ... overlook our appearance, we are not alowed to have
children who might inherit our ... tendencies. Well. Set al that aside. It was of no importance. Certainly it
was of no consequence. It Smply was.

Though we had set up the panels, we had not yet fastened the last ones. It was open country where we
were, awide canyon, with no Kachis about, and it was not yet dark, though the sun rested upon the
canyon rim above us. Leglson and L utha had gone away from the wain, heto cut forage and sheto a
pool in anearby grove—to wash hersdlf, she said, for she wastired of smelling like smoke. She took the
bucket, to bring water when she returned. Trompe was fussing about with the harness, which he seemed
to have adopted as his particular responsibility. Leely was adeep and | wasrestless. | dipped out
between the pands and went in the direction L utha had gone.

The grove was made up of dkymah trees, trunks no larger than my arm, thefirst branches just above my
head. Thetrees are not good for anything but smelling sweet and being dlightful, for they grow dwaysin
company with a carpet of flowering grasswe call golden eyes. Lovers woods, we caled placeslikethis.
Sweetsong woods. The leaveswere just coming out, no larger than the nail of my little finger, apae
green, the purest of al colors.

| did not disturb the quiet but went silently, as Dinadhi sisters learn to do, touching the trees for thanks,
smdlling the foliage with kindness. These pleasures could not be taken from us, so my ssterssaid. These
pleasures were to be enjoyed. My enjoyment was ended by the sound of raised voices, and | stopped,



behind a screen of leaves, peering through them at Lutha, and at Ledson.

She had stripped off her outer robe and had taken her arms out of theinner one, lowering it around her
waist. She had loosened her hair so the great wedlth of it hung over her wet shoulders and breasts. One
hand still held the comb, the other was out, as though to ward him away. Leelson stood a pace away, his
hands out, imploring her.

"l can't," hesaid. "Lutha, | can't."

Shelifted her hand. Even from where | was, | could seeit tremble. She waslike alittle tree, shivered by
wind. "Oh," shecried. "Oh, Ledson."

They came together then, so swiftly it waslike an attack, like arape, only that wasn't what was
happening. Nether was more frantic than the other, loosening, unfastening, ridding themselves of
garments so their flesh could lie together. The comb fell with atiny click onto the stone, unnaticed. The
clothing Sghed away.

| turned away, my eyes burning. So it had been for me. So it would never be again. | crept away,
ashamed, piteous, angry, needing to stand for along time at the edge of the grove before | could return to
the wagon. In time, Leglson returned, hisface empty, as though he had purposefully decided not to think
of anything. Later Lutha came back. There were still tearsin her eyes. So. Passion and pain. Attraction
and anger. Two who would not, but must.

When we went to our beds, Trompe propped himsdf near the dightly open door, saying the night air
(and the Kachis, no doubt) would keep him awake while he kept watch on Ledly. He was therewhen |
fell adeep. He wasthere when | woke the following morning, his head lolling on his chest, breathing
heavily.

It was barely light. | dipped out past him and went to the pand that had been |oose the day before. It
wasloose again. Even as| stood there| saw Ledly coming from among the stones at the canyon's mouth,
skipping like alittle gauf, arms extended, hands waving, aportrait of perfect contentment. | pulled the
pandls gpart to let him in, and he looked at me as he went past. | have seen that look in the eyes of birds,
or lizards. A kind of fearlesswariness. A look that says, "I know you could get me—xkill me, eat
me—but a this moment you are not adanger.”

Hisarms were marked as they had been the morning before, aswas hisforehead, adozen small, dightly
reddened spots that were dready fading. He gave methat lizard look again, then went into the wagon
dlently, hewho wasrardly slent! | sood listening, but there was no outcry from within. He had sneaked
out; he had sneaked back. Considering how everyone felt at the moment, perhapsit was best that | keep
Ledy'sexcurson to mysdlf. If | said anything about it, L utha—whose emotions were always at the
surface of her, quick to erupt, quick to cool—would blame Trompe, who would be angry at her, which
would annoy L edlson, which would make Luthaangry at him. Angrier. She who could no moreresst
him, or he her, than the stone can resist the rootlets of the tree. Even the hardest stone will break, for the
treewill grow, despitedl.

Far better say nothing.

We broke camp without incident or argument. We drove into the Canyon of Burning Springs, the mouth
and throat of which are no different from any other canyon: atrickle of water at the center,
water-rounded stones along the sides among a sprinkle of low grasses and forbs and woody plants, then
along dope of rubble piled at the foot of the canyon walls, then the walls themsalves, fissured and split,



some parts actualy overhanging us as we wandered dowly below. The canyon tended generaly
westward, so we werein light, the sun lying midway between the zenith and the southern rim. We heard
no sounds, we saw no living things except oursaves. The canyon curves dightly, so we could not see far
ahead, though we could hear the sound of water. We did not realize we had made a considerable change
of direction until wewerewell into what Ledlson called a"dogleg.” (1 called it an elbow. We have no
dogs on Dinadh.)

The change impressed itsalf on us when the light went out as though someone had closed a shutter. Even
inasunlit canyon there are often narrow shadows thrown across the way by protruding boulders on the
rims, but we had come to a veritable lake of shadow, thrown by a monstrous monolith we could see
black againgt the sun glare, south and east of us. We blinked and murmured and stared around ourselves,
dark afterimages of the sun dazzle swvimming across our eyes. Only after we stepped into the shadow and
let our eyes adjust to it did we redlize we had come to the place of fire.

Songfather had often amused the children of Cochim-Mahn with tales of this place, but I'd never
imagined it asit really was. I'd thought there would be smal fires here and there, like agathering of
campfires, perhaps. When our eyes cleared, however, we saw aworld of flame. Fountains gushed
everywhere, up the sides of the walls, dong the rubble dopes, in the canyon bottom, beside the seamy
stream that trickled aong beside us, braided into a dozen vaporous streamlets. We were surrounded by
firdight and water noise, by fire roar and water glimmer. The light and the sound twisted and warbled
together, so that it was hard to know whether we saw the movement or heard it. There was aminera
smell, not unpleasant, and warm damp upon our skinsthat turned clammy aswe moved.

"Worthy of atourist'svisit,” murmured Ledson, an awed expresson on hisface. "Why have | never
heard of this place?’

"Because Dinadh does not want tourists" Luthasaid, in avoice equaly awed.

| had nowordsat al. Around usthe fountains burst forth from smooth basinsthey had polished into the
stone over the centuries. Some were clear jetslike pillars of glass, others were peaks of foam; some
were single towers of evanescent light, others were multiple spouts that collided in fans of glittering gems,
then drained away through multiple fissures, back into the fiery depths below. The small streamletsbeside
us carried away only atiny fraction of the leaping water. Mostly it was recirculated, seeping away,
burgting forth again, every shining cascade lit by the changing, evanescent spirits of flame burning within
the water. Sometimes the fire topped the foam, sometimes the water legpt higher; no ingtant waslike any
other. Together, the plash and burble of water and the muted roar of flame hummed like agiant voice, a
great harmonic chord.

"Wow," whispered L utha, cupping her hands over her ears. An inadequate response, | felt, becoming for
an ingtant very planet proud.

"Y ou could make hard coin bringing toursfrom Smidi-da," said Trompe.

| said, "It isatortuous distance overland, and we will not fly unlessit is absolutely necessary.” My voice
was properly stiff and Dinadhish, but my senses echoed Led son's pleasure. Why shouldn't people from
other worlds see thiswonder? | knew the answer, of course, but for that moment it did not seem
aufficient.

Our mutua awe and pleasure was quickly lost.

"Uh-oh," murmured Ledlson. | looked in the direction of his gaze and saw what the fiery fountains had



prevented our seeing until that instant. The pallid wings. The shining forms. Not one or two, but dozens,
scores. | found myself counting. There were ahundred of them, at least, Sitting around afountain at the
foot of thewall, heads resting on their folded arms or lax upon their shoulders.

We made no sound, amost holding our breaths. A long moment went by. The pale forms did not move.
They took no notice of us. One of the gaufers grew impatient and struck the rock with the hardened skin
of hisfoot. It made arough, scraping noise, quite loud, but it occasioned no reaction.

| wascloseat Ledson'sside. | felt him drawing in adeep, quiet breath before he clucked to the gaufers
and shook the reins. They moved, their heads down and forward at the end of their long necks. They are
curious beasts. So they greet the offer of some new kind of food or the hand of some new handler. We
gpproached thefirgt fountain and its surrounding forms. The fountain danced and chuckled. The Kachis
did not move.

The gaufers drew their heads back, snorting and spitting as they jerked the wain into quicker motion.
The next fountain was larger, with even more Kachis about it. We drove by and they did not move. So
we went on, four fountains, seven, ten: al of them ringed by Kachis, none of the Kachis moving.
Gradually, as our eyes accustomed to the variable light, we saw more Kachis, thousands of them
scattered al the way to the canyon walls, up the rubble dopes, behind broken boulders and pillars.

Lutha tapped my arm and pointed upward. They were there aswell, high upon the narrow ledges | eft
when blocks of stone had falen away. Every shelf was edged with them, like white tatting on the edge of
adeeve.

"Arethey adegp?’ Luthawhispered to me.

How did | know? | had never seen aKachis adeep. Still, most things deep, so one might suppose ...

| shook my head at her. Who would know what Kachis do when they are done, afar, away from us?
Who knows the truth of what they do even with us?

Finally, at the end of the dogleg, Leelson gave the reinsto Trompe and told him to drive on. He was
going back to examinethe Kachis.

"Dont beafool,” said Lutha, yearning toward him, furious at him.

"I leed acharmed life, remember?’ hetold her, actudly smiling.

"Ledson! It'sdangeroud!”

"l don't think s0," he said. "Drive on. I'll catch up with you in awhile.”

Trompe grunted in annoyance, but he drove on. We kept going for some little time, then, at Lutha's
ingstence, we stopped. We waited, and waited, growing increasingly apprehensive. At the moment when
both Trompe and L utha had decided to turn about and go back, Leelson appeared at theturnin the
canyon, sauntering toward us as though he had been out for amorning stroll around a hive!

"Do you know anything about what we saw back there, Saluez?'

| looked blankly at him. Of coursel didn't.



"Very srange" he mused. "They're unconscious. Asin atrance.”

| said nothing. What could | say?

He shrugged, with an apologetic look a me. "I'm picking up al kind of avoidance sgnadshere. Thisis
evidently something Saluez doesn't want usto discuss.”

"Sduez doesn't want to talk about the Kachis," said L utha

"Tdk," | sad weakly, flapping my hands at them. "You tak. | won't listen.”

Of course | did listen, even though they used many words | didn't know then, words | only learned later.
Leelson said, "There are afew dead ones back in the canyon, like the ones we saw yesterday. But those

gathered around the fountains don't seem to be dead, even though they're totally unresponsive to stimulli. |

thumped afew of them. They'rerigid. But thereé's no sign of decay or mummification, so | wondered what
Sduez could tell us”

Luthalooked at me from the corner of her eye. | avoided her 1ook.
Shesad carefully, "'l believe ... a the ceremony of Tahs-uppi, some Kachis go into the omphaos—"
The Kachis, | corrected her mentaly. All of them. Our beloved ghosts, going on to heaven.

"—and if this ceremony is dependent upon songfathers getting to the omphalos, perhapsit's agtate the
Kachisgo into at thistime. Making the journey safer for people.”

"Interesting,” mused Ledson, climbing up to take the reins from Trompe.

Not interesting! Holy!

| was amazed to find my eyeswet, to fed that choking sensation that comes with tears. What was there
tocry over?

In Simidi-aa, the rememberer returned to the outlanders, his brow broken by three deep horizontal
wrinkles, his mouth twisted up as though he had drunk sour water, his hands flapping.

"Wd|?' demanded the Procurator.

"Gone!" said the rememberer. "Mitigan and Chur Durwen, they're gone from the hive we sent them to.
And there's been aherdsman murdered, agaufer taken!”

"Chowby excrement,” said the Procurator. "The piss of diseased farbles. The sexud relationships of
brain-dead bi-Tharbians.”

"Now, now," said Poracious Luv. "Cursing won't help.”

The Procurator shuddered. "How long ago?" he demanded.

"Severd days." Therememberer fel into achair limply. "There's hardly achance of their surviving."



"Why?" asked the ex-king. "What dangers does your world afford?"
The rememberer flushed. "We enter upon addicate area, sirs, madam.”

"l don't careif we enter upon you and your wifein the act of holy procreation,” the Procurator snarled.
"Damn it, we need to know!"

"We have certain sacred ... creatures upon Dinadh. They are nocturnal. Anyone who is abroad upon
the planet during the hours of darknessisamost certainto be ... ah, damaged.”

"Mitigan came from Asenagi,” said the ex-king. "Though the Asenagi are Firsters, they are of a sect
which does not believe in homo-norming. Have you heard of the viper bats of Asenagi? Or the great owl
weasdl ? Both of them are nocturnd. Viper bats go in clouds of several thousand. Owl weasels are more
solitary, but then, they're as big asaman. Asenagi youth spend severd yearsin the wilderness, living off
the country, before they're accepted into the clan of ns. Do you think your nocturna creatures,
whatever they are, will bother Mitigan”?'

"Or Chur Durwen," Poracious Luv offered. "Coallis, too, isawarlike world. Y oung men are expected to
have daughtered their first enemy by thetimethey are seven.”

Beads of sweat stood like pearls dong the rememberer's brow. "The songfather of T'loch-dais
guestioning those who spoke with the two leaseholders. He will determine whether they gave any hint as
to wherethey are going."

The Procurator said something under his breath.

"Meantime," offered the rememberer. "The man you asked for. Thosby Anent? Heswaiting to see you.”

He hurried out, and after along moment the door opened only far enough to admit alean, rather
stooped man who moved through wraiths of smoke on legs oddly bowed, as though he were crippled at
the knees. Helooked at the three who awaited him, and his posture straightened.

"A peculiar time," said Codger, bowing dightly. "Onein which we might be led to question the very
bases of our exigence. A timein which humanity's overwhel ming concern with its own affairs must give
way to amore general consderation ... "

"Anent?' questioned the Procurator.

"Mysdf." Thosby bowed. "Who has latdy been much involved in philosophica musing.”

"Can such musings be set aside for the moment?' queried Poracious Luv. "I would suggest that now is
not the best time for—"

Thosby interrupted with a grandiose gesture. "But what time is, madam? Is any timebest for the
congderation of ultimate disaster? When we are faced with—"

"What are we faced with?' demanded the Procurator. "That's what we want to know! Intelligence
Divison tellsme you are responsible for forwarding reports from the shadow team on Perdur Alas.
Weverecaived no information!”

Thoshy was momentarily pardyzed. He puffed furioudy, his head disappearing in ahazy cloud.



Poracious Luv lunged from her chair and struck the pipe from hislips. It clattered against the far wall.
"Summon your wits, man! The Procurator wants to know about the team on Perdur Alas."

"Survivor," murmured the Master Spy, desperately seeking aroleto fit the current circumstance. " Just
onesurvivor."

"Onel Sincewhen?"' cried the Procurator.

"Ah, well, one doesn't know, does one? They smply, ah, disappeared.”

"How long ago?' Poracious barked.

Thosby hum-gargled, deep in histhroat. "It's difficult to say. Theinformation received now is sensory,
but isit objective or subjective? Does one count time when oneis aone as one does when with one's
fdlows. Therésan interesting philosophica—"

"Stop these interminable divagations!" she cried. "When did you know they had disappeared?’

"Wll, the equipment says ... perhapsthirty, forty standard days, though from the low standard of
equipment maintenance | have noticed during my stay here on Dinadh, | would be forced to—"

"Do you have any other information?' the Procurator said in adangeroudy cam voice,
"No," Thosby said sulkily, retreating into Codger.

"Noneat dl?' asked Poracious, unbelieving. She retrieved the pipe from where it had fallen and held it
out to the man, like one using amorsd of food to coax an unwilling anima fromits den.

"Sofar as| know, she hasn't found anything &t al interesting,” mumbled Codger, snatching the pipe. The
last time he had monitored the recording had been days ago, but he did not mention this.

"She?
"Shewho?" asked Poraciousin asilky tone.
"Thesurvivor."

"Who in the name of al the excremental and sexually active deities now or ever thought of isthis
survivor?' demanded the Procurator, hisface gray with rage and frustration.

"Thisgirl who seems till to bethere" said Codger. "ThisXZ51."

The other three in the room exchanged |ooks of amazement.

"What girl ishetalking about?' asked the ex-king.

Poracious Luv sat down and held her hands high, commanding silence and attention. "L et's make sense

of thisl Anent seemsto be saying the entire team on Perdur Alas has disappeared except for one girl or
woman designated by the code number XZ51. That oneistill on Perdur Alaswith afunctioning sensory

recorder. Isthat more or less correct?'



"Said that," muttered Master Spy, biting hard upon his pipe stem, hislipswrithing back to disclose a
gray-coated tongue and stumpy, smoke-blackened teeth, at the sight of which Poracious averted her
eyes. "Already sad that!"

"Y ou have the records.”

"No," he said between clamped teeth.

"Y ou don't have the records? Where are they?"'

"At my house"

"You will provide them?"

"That wasthe plan.” It was afavorite saying of Thosby's, used in reply whenever anyone asked him
when he would do something he had said he would do along time previoudy.

"Not aplan,” whispered the Procurator, his hand at histhroat, which felt raw and dry. "Not afuturity,
not a possibility, not ameatter to be thought over. It isnow, an immediate order. Go, at once. Asrapidly
asitispossblefor you to do so. Without doing anything else or going anywhere ese. Go to your house,
and get the records. Bring them herel™

"I'd better go with him," said Poracious, heaving her bulk from its chair. "He might get Sdetracked.”

Thetwo got only asfar asthe dightly open door when a young woman of Dinadh pushed it open,
bowed politely, and spoke to Thosby Anent in acheerfully guildessvoice:

"Sir Thosby, when | learned you were on your way to meet with the Procurator of the Alliance, it
occurred to me you might want the records you have been so assduously compiling.” She held out
severd datachips, offering them to Poracious.

Poracious broke the astonished silence.

"Andyou are?"

"Chadra Tsum, maam. | am housekeeper for Thosby Anent." She reinquished the datachipswith a
sgnificant glance, which said, "I am who and what | am, but this matter islarger than who and what |

"Y ou were both thoughtful and correct,” the large woman said.

"| believe thisroom is equipped with retrievers. If the Procurator wants the latest information.” Chadra
bowed to Poracious, to Thosby, a perfect modd of polite servitude.

"Pushy, unpleasant woman,” Thosby snarled as Chadraturned away. " Alwaysinterrupting me when I'm

"Perhaps she wishes to direct your attention to something important,” whispered the Procurator. "Had
that occurred to you?'



"Oh, sr," said the Codger with a patronizing smile, "we are too concerned with thingswe believe are
important. When one condderstheinfinite nature of time, that al racesincluding our own are doomed to
live and perish like the candle flamein that infinitude—"

"Good day," said Poracious, taking him by the shoulder and moving him gently toward the door. "We
can't thank you enough for your help." She shut the door behind him, then turned, the data-chipsin her
hand, murmuring, "Wheréstheretriever?'

"What's that beside the window?' the Procurator asked plaintively. "Surely that's aretriever.”

The ex-king took the plat from Poracious and inserted it into awall-mounted retrieval complex that had
been designed to look like alandscape sculpture. "1sthere acode?’ he murmured, stepping politely aside
and averting hiseyes.

Poracious referred to her wrigt-link before entering an activation code. The unit hummed briefly, then the
walls of the room disappeared and the three were on Perdur Alas, assailed by sounds, sights, smells.
And ataste!

They gagged.

Before them, observed from some distance, through atwiggy growth, monstroudy shaggy flesh encircled
something they could not see, greet cliffsof hair reared high ashills, walls of old dog, of lairsdeepin
layers of fatty bones, the taste of beast, hot reeking blood, and sour spit. From behind them came the
sound of the sea. Between their teeth atwig was jammed to keep their mouths dightly open so they
wouldn't gag on the taste ... on the dreadful taste.

The scene jiggled and moved asthey rose laborioudy. Their point of view changed. They climbed, up
and up, then peered out once more from above, down at the insde of that wall of flesh, seeing bare skin
upon which patterns moved, around and around the abandoned camp, memories of daughter, retelling of
the chase.

They raised their eyes. Through the air, from the south, three things came toward the others, reaching out
with gppendages that seemed to stretch forever, joining others, making other enclosures. Inthe middie
distance, adozen shaggy mountains moved in asdow processon.

What was it they tasted? Qily, soapy, rancid, bitter, nasty ...

Poracious Luv, from her vison of Perdur Alas, stretched her arm through the vision to find the redlity of
theretrieval control on Dinadh. Sheturned it off. While the other two retched and gagged she
unashamedly wiped out her mouth with the hem of her garment.

"Technician!" shesaid. "Cdl for atechnician to filter out the tastes. We can't andyze thisuntil wefilter
out thetastes."

"Doit," sputtered the Procurator, heading for the door labeled sanitary facility. " Summon that
rememberer back, and have him find someone. Now!"

From behind aclump of furze, Snark watched Diagona Red, Four Green Spot, Big Gray Blob, Blue
Lines, and Speckled Purple—the ones sheld cometo call the Big Five—gather over the camp. Recently
these particular ones had been assembling more and more frequently, sometimes only three or four of
them, often dl five, looming aoft for awhile, then descending to encircle the abandoned camp with



gppendages that seemed dmost liquid in their ability to flow together. Peering at them from her hole at the
top of the nearest hill, Snark had decided this was either the way they conversed or the way they
remembered. Each new picture coalesced on one Ularian before it moved across the united flesh to the
next Ularian, where some other details or actions were added. Each Ularian augmented or complicated
the picture created by the previous ones, and the event continued accreting finer and finer detail until the
sequence was completed. Or until the Ularians got tired of it.

She had watched them kill her mother half a dozen times. Since she had first redlized that the color blobs
were pictures, she had counted the number of different pictures they shared. The most frequent one was
Snark's mother, a huge mother one who covered the whole front of one of the things. Soon Mother
would run across the moor, her hair streaming behind her. The shape of running Mother would moveto
thel€ft, racing dong that greet wal of flesh. The next Ularian added the shapes of the pursuers. This
picture went on, left, farther left, until Snark lost sight of it. When it cameinto view again, to her right, the
pursuers were pouncing, sending Mother fleeing thisway, that way, playing with her. Every timethe
same, the sea coming nearer and nearer, safety dmost within reach ...

Each time Snark had seen it, Mother had amost reached the edge before they caught her.

Why did they show it over and over? Tell it over and over? It wasn't astory one of them told, it wasa
story they shared. Sometimes Diagona Red would start it. Sometimes one of the others. And the details
were dways the same, as though they'd dll agreed just how it was, just what had happened, remembering
ital thesame.

Snark told hersdlf the pictures were not necessarily true. The chase might not have happened at all.
Maybe it was something they wanted to have happened. Maybe it was ardligiousthing, akind of ritua
they went through, like primitives did, counting coup, telling tal tales, even painting lies on their tombsto
make their gods think they were better, or bigger, or stronger than they actualy were.

Today they weren't tdlling the mother-chase story. Today they were showing another favorite, afish
story. The picture was of shaggy formsthat hung over the sea, dropping their tentaclesinto the waves,
drawing them up again, laden with silvery fish. The detail was so complete that Snark could seethe fish
flapping ingde the tentacles that had caught them.

When they were finished telling stories, they would float away, like monstrous balloons. Therewasa
wrongness to them. Balloons should be festive, not repulsive. Snark put her face onto her hands, waiting
for them to finish showing the fish story and go away. Close as they were, she dared not move, though
the taste was hard to bear. When she watched them for along time like this, the taste seemed to
permegte her own flesh until she herself tasted asthey did, sick of her own sdliva, nauseated by the
rottenness of her own tongue. When they |eft, she would lie in the mouth of her cave with her mouth
open, letting the seawind wash around her teeth, cleansing her into humanness once more.

During the past few days, they had been around more frequently and had stayed for longer times.
Maybe they were planning afishing trip. Maybe they'd taken over thiswhole planet just to go fishing!
Though dl they'd done so far wastalk about it, that is, show pictures about it. They themselves hadn't
caught any fish, not that Snark had seen.

She clamped her eyes shut and concentrated on breathing deeply: one breath, two breaths, three, four,
the smdll of the seg, the sound of the birds, thirty-two, the sound of the waves, eighty, one hundred, a
hundred thirty, seventy ...

When she raised her head, they had gone. She didn't move. A few days ago, she'd thought they were



gone and had been about to move when she redlized they were hanging directly above her. Shed come
that close to being eaten. Or trangported. Or cat-and-moused like her mother. Whatever it was they did.
Would do.

Sherisked alook up. Clear sky. Nothing. Nothing near the camp. Nothing between hersalf and the cliff.
Still, one had to be careful. They could move with horrid alacrity. One minute they wouldn't be anywhere
around, the next moment they'd be present.

Maybe they knew she was here. Maybe dl thiswas part of the ritual. Showing her what would happen
to her.

Shewouldn't think that. Wouldn't let herself think that. If she thought that, she/d run screaming right a
them, out in the open, panicked. She couldn't do that. She had to hold on, hold on ...

For what? There was no one here. No one to protect, no oneto talk to, no oneto lie beside, sharing
warmth, sharing comfort, even.

Untrue. Somewhere was amonitor. Seeing what she saw. Feeling what she felt. Somewhere on Dinadh
was someone watching over her.

Though the monitor might not be the only thing watching over her! Sometimesin the night she woketo
that flattened sound, that curtained feding, that almost sublimina shudder, as though amighty hoof had
touched the planet, moving it dightly initsorbit. What was that? Didit know she was here?

"Lonely," shewhispered. "God, I'm so londy! I'm dl done. Please. Help me. Come get me. Pleasel”

Late Dinadh daylight filtered chill through multiple windows, making puddies of grayed gold upon the
floor. Three sat stunned, facing one another, only just returned from Perdur Alas, returned from fear,
pain, hunger, cold. From weary londliness.

"Well," said the Procurator in an exhausted whisper. At least we now know what they look like."

They did not know whether they had been living Snark'slifefor aday or two or three. Only when she
reached the safety of her cave and curled into deep had they turned off the retriever and let the Dinadh
evening surround them once more. The Procurator's words were the first intelligible ones any of them had
made, though their experience had been punctuated by cries and grunts and indrawn breaths.

"Can't we do something for her?" the ex-king asked, hisvoice bresking. " Send aship or something.”

Poracious Luv arched her brows dishdlievingly. "Y ou? The King of Kamir, the practitioner of ultimate
ennui? Touched by the plight of another human being?’

"She'sdone," he blurted, flushing. "I've ... I've been done. It would touch anyone!™

The Procurator rubbed his forehead weerily. It ached from the battering he, Snark, had received. It had
ached before, and now it wasworse. He had, after al, sent her there. He was responsible for her.

He said, "Touched or not, right now there's no ship to send. Even if there were aship, we couldn't risk it
for onesurvivor."

"Particularly inasmuch as we now have records of everything she's picked up,” said PoraciousLuv ina



dry, cynica voice. "So theréd be no advantage to rescuing her."

"Advantage,” Jacare Lodre snarled. "Advantage!”

"Would you trade ahundred lives for one?" the Procurator said, looking him inthe eye. " Surdly you
don't think those ... creatureswould let us go to Perdur Alas and smply remove her? We'd have to send
acruiser a least. Would you trade a shipload of men on agesture?”’

"How do we know they wouldn't?

Poracious sighed. "We know what happened to shipsin the Hermes Sector a hundred years ago. Any
ship approaching aworld that had been stripped was taken. They went, just as the people went. Gone.
Whisk. Away. Nobody knew where. That's what has happened to the evacuation ships thistime, too."

"I didn't redize,” mumbled the ex-king. "Sorry. Thisisal ... very new to me. I've tried not to care about
anything for avery long time, but this ... "

"Nothing like aheady dose of danger to wake one up,” Poracious agreed. "Well, Procurator? What do
we do next?'

"With what we've seen happening currently, there must be dozens of episodesin the record that will
warrant perusa by experts.”

"Experts.” She Iaughed. "Hal"

"Wdl, by people who might have specidized indghts, at least. Some other Fastigats than mysdlf should
seethis. Also somelinguistswho specidizein Sght languages.”

"Sight language?' Jacare Lostre cocked his head curioudly.

"There are, or were higtorically, severa sight languages for people who couldn't hear. Now, of course,
such languages aren't necessary, but we still have records of them. The girl muttersto herself alot, sowe
can pick up clues asto what she'sthinking. She said 'telling stories; she said 'ritud’; both in connection
with that pictorid thing they do. I'd beinterested in knowing what othersthink."

"What do you think?' demanded the ex-king.

The Procurator consdered. " The episode with the running woman had the fed of agtory, didn't it?"

"Was the woman actually her mother?" Poracious asked.

"Each time the woman appeared, she, Snark, subvocalized the word," said the Procurator. " She said the
wordmother, and her throat and mouth sensed the shaping of the word. Whether she actually believes

s0, we don't know. Her thoughts can't be recorded. Only what she senses.”

Poracious mused. "If the woman was her mother, then the girl was achild there, on Perdur Alas. A
survivor from the former Ularian criss?!

The Procurator shook his head. "It seemsimpossible. She'd have to have been third or fourth
generdion.”



"Weve found great-grandchildren of colonists before.”

"True." He stared at his hands, surprised to find them trembling. "I've just thought, Lutha Talltaff isa
linguist. One of the best, according to my sources. | don't know if she knows anything about sight
languages, but it's worth bringing her from wherever she was sent. What was the name of the place?

"Cochim-Mahn," said Poracious.

"We should be fetching her anyhow. She's at danger if those two nsare on theloose. And
meantime, we should be bringing in some other expertsto experience what thisgirl isgoing through." The
Procurator stared blindly at his companions. "Think of it. Thefirst human contact with alife-form that
speaks, and it speaks anonverba language.”

The ex-king remarked, "My Minister of Agriculture would say we don't know that it's spesking. It could
be merdly replaying thingsit has seen. My Minigter of Agriculturewould deny it thinks. He saysthe
universe was made for man."

Poracious sared at the wall, remembering. She didn't believeit was amerereplay. There had been too
much relish in the retelling. Reshowing. She went to the door and beckoned to the tassel-bearded
rememberer waiting outside. He rose, bowing attentively as she said:

"Will you please send word to Cochim-Mahn that we need to get Lutha Talstaff here, asquickly as
posshble”

"And Trompe," called the Procurator. "Bring him aswell!"
The rememberer stared at the celling, shifted hisfeet, cleared histhroat.
"WdI?" demanded Poracious, suspicioudy. "What?'

"Inasmuch as we had determined the nswere no longer where they belonged, | took the liberty of
communicating with Cochim-Mahn. Whileyou were ... occupied.”

"And? Come on, man. Spit it out. All this havering merdy makesusitch.”

"They're gone," he blurted. " She, the boy, her companion. Aswell as Ledson Famber. Also a shadow
woman. An eaten one." He curled hislips around the word, whether in disgpprovd or disgust, she
couldnt tell.

"Gone?' shecried.

"Ledlson Famber!" exclaimed the Procurator as he joined her in the doorway. "When did Legson
Famber come here?’

The rememberer shrugged, looking from face to face as though trying to decide which question to
answer first. "He came, Sr, sometime ago. And it is believed by those at Cochim-Mahn that they may all
have gone to Tahs-uppi.”

Jacare Logtre joined the othersin the doorway. " Gone where?'

"Gonetowhat," corrected the rememberer. "A ceremony. Held once every sixty yearsor so. At the



omphalos. At the sipapu. At Dinadh's birthplace, the site of our emergence. The songfather of
Cochim-Mahn believes they have gone there, and heis pursuing them. The ns asked questions
about the ceremony, so we believe they're headed there a so."

"Can we intercept them on the way?"' Poracious demanded.

The rememberer turned up his pams heplesdy. "Who knows which way they've gone. If they intended
to avoid other travelers, they would have tried less-traveled ways, of which there are thousands! The
canyonsramify, netlike. They go off into pockets and branches. Wed never find them.”

"Well then," the Procurator said. "How long for usto get where they're going?'
"Not long, great Sir. | can arrange it for tomorrow. We can fly."

The three shared hel pless glances, equaly at aloss. Poracious Luv broke the silence, attempting
encouragement. "Well meet them when they arrive," she said, patting the Procurator upon the shoulder.

"If they arrive," corrected the rememberer. "I would be remissif | did not tell you that their arriva isfar
from certain.”

CHAPTER 8

Thefirgt of usto catch sight of the Nodders was Trompe. He was driving the hitch; Ledly was adeep
ingde thewain; and the rest of us were trudging some way behind, cursing every step we made across
the curved pebblesthat often twisted treacherously benegth our feet. Trompe'swhoof of surprise brought
us ssumbling forward to find him gaping, the reinslax in his hands. Gaufers are incapable of astonishment.
They smply lay down, snapping and grumbling at one another asthey did at every halt. We made no
effort to get them moving. There seemed to be nowhere they could go—It was another place like the
Burning Springs, that is, one I'd heard described without getting any ideawhat it wasredly like.
Songfather had said there were many Nodders, that they weretdll, thin pillars of stone, topped with stone
heads.

What héld said wasn't inaccurate; it was Smply aridicul ous understatement. Trompe climbed down from
the wagon seat to join Lutha, Ledlson, and me as we went dowly forward. Thefirst Nodder waslike a
sentind, standing alittle forward from the rest. Aswe neared it our eyes were drawn upward, seeing the
tower narrowed to a pinpoint againgt the massive bulk of the balanced stone head. Perspective, | told
mysdlf. It wasn't redlly that dender. It couldn't be. It couldn't befrigidly cold in the vicinity of the stone,
ether, but we thrust our shivering armsinto our deeves aswe backed dowly away. Beyond thefirst pillar
stood two more, side by side, and behind them, hundreds.

Songfather had said they were many, tal, and thin. | dso recadled—aswefled in howling panicl—he
had said the stone heads moved.

It wasimpossible to run over that treacherous footing and we collapsed in a confused heap not far away.

"| thought it was coming down on usl" Lutha cried as she scrabbled backwards on dl fours, never taking
her eyes from the ponderous, impossible nodding of that great stone head.

| till thought it would come down. Whenit did, it would roll purposefully over us. Behind the three
menacing outliers, the great forest of them seemed to whisper to one another in Sinister agreement. Yes,



yes, let'sroll over on that wagon and squish all the people. Wouldn't that be fun?

| couldn't keep from saying this, amere whisper to Lutha, and she laughed, awild ped of amusement.
The two men turned disapproving looks on her, which only increased her hilarity. All the tenson sheld
bottled up during the journey poured out in hysterical torrents. She put her hands over her mouth and
smothered the sound, head on knees, shoulders shaking.

Ledson, with hisusua casud disapprova, pointed to the sharp-edged fragments of curved stone that
littered the ground, fragments not unlike those that had been troubling our footsteps for some miles. He
sad pointedly, "It redly isn't funny, Lutha. They do come down."

Not the least sobered, she spared a glance for the surfaces around us, then took a quick look at the
congpiratoria heads. My eyesfollowed hers, and the same odd idea possessed us both at once, for we
sad, asin one dightly echoed voice:

"From where?'
"Why, from ... " said Ledson, hiswordstrailing into sllence.

"If sometopsfell down, then there should be some pillarswithout tops.” Lutha giggled. Her voice
sounded foolish, like that of apetulant little girl. She heard hersdlf, cleared her throat, and said in amore
normal tone, "But there aren't any pillars without tops. So where did they fall from?"

"Strange," mused Trompe. "Very strange. The shape of the heads, | mean. They shouldn't be quite that
sphericd, should they? Or would erosion tend to round them of f?"

When one focused on the shape and not on the streaked and blotched surfaces, the roundness was
obvious. Lines and smudges of minera colors—ocher, brown, red—made them appear moreirregular
and rugged than they actually were. Except for the horns on top, they were ball-shaped.

"The mass can't be uniform,” Ledlson remarked in atroubled tone. "The center of gravity hasto
be... where?'

"Doesn't matter,” mumbled Trompe. "I1t'd have to be below the point of the pillar to keep the thing
balanced that way. The way they are, the damn things can't exis.”

"But they do," | said.

"It would work if there were agyroscopeinside.” Ledlson strode away in along arc to examine the
nearest Nodder from the side. "Or acentra support. Or agravitic drive.”

"Or if they weren't redly stone," said Trompe, joining his colleague. The two of them stood there with
their mouths open, wearing identical expressions of annoyance. Fastigats, o | had already learned, do
not like things they do not understand. Their irritated sllence made me uncomfortably aware that |
understood no more than they.

Lutha had regained control of hersdf. Y ou're not thinking that they're unnatura, are you?"
Ledson took histime before answering. ™Y ou've seen Dinadhi children playing ball games. Y ou've seen

Dinadhi herdsmen spinning wool. Imagine yoursdf trying to baance one of the badlson thetip of aspindle
and tell me how much luck you'd have.



She gave me aquick look, and | shook my head. As described, it would be impossible. Unlessthe ball
were spinning. We have jugglers skilled in such tricks, but these heads weren't spinning. So. It couldn't be
done.

The two men came strolling back, foreheads wrinkled with concentration.
| said, "But if they aren't natural, wouldn't someone have noticed before now?"

L edlson shook his head. "According to you, Sduez, people come thisway only once every sixty Dinadhi
years, which isabout once a century, slandard. Since that's a generous lifetime, it's unlikely anyone
makes the trip twice. Suppose atravelerhad noticed. Suppose held gone back to his hive and told
someone. Would there have been any consequence?’

His superior tone implied there would have been none, and he was probably right. On Dinadh, whenever
someoneraisesa"difficult” question, someone e se can be depended upon to mutter, in that particular
tone of hushed apprehension people dways use on such occasions, "Perhapsit's part of the choice.”
Oncethe choice is mentioned, al conversation ends. Only songfathers are allowed to discuss the choice,
aong with therest of their arcanelore.

| suppose my thoughts showed on my face, for Ledlson said:

"As| thought. No one would have done anything a al about it." Then he shared one of hisinfuriatingly
smug looks with Trompe.

Lutha glanced at me from benegth her lashes, and | blinked dowly in sympathy. We were both thinking
that Fastigats were impossible. She took my hand and we walked back to the wagon behind the men. |
was wondering if our being here was blasphemous, but L utha had a different concern.

"From here, they look like aherd of great horned beasts, don't they? If they're artificid, why are they
here?'

Ledlson stood for amoment in thought, then fetched Bernesohn Famber's map from the wagon, unrolled
it on the ground, and put astone on each corner to hold it down. Knedling beside it, he pointed with an
extended forefinger.

"The important geographical festures are al shown on this map, canyons, tablelands, hives, and so
forth—even the omphal os, beside thiswinding river on what seemsto be aflat plain. The Nodders,
however, are not shown."

"That is, they're not printed on the map," said Trompe, underlining the obvious.

Leelson continued. "No. The wordNodder's has been written in, probably by Bernesohn himsdlf. He
learned about them a century ago. Either someone told him about the Nodders or he himself camethis

way.

| said, "But Bernesohn Famber wouldn't have been dlowed to go to the omphal os. He was an
outlander.”

"We're not allowed ether, but were going,” Trompe snorted. "What would they have doneto him if
they'd caught him?”



It was not a proper question. It was not a question any Dinadhi should have to answer. "I don't know," |
said. " Sometimes the songfathers have people stoned.”

Led son sat back on hishedls. "L et's assume he came here himself. Let's even assume he was put to
death by the songfathersfor that impropriety. Would his property have been forfeit?’

| didn't know what he meant, but Lutha did. She turned to me, asking:

"If aperson is executed on Dinadh, what happensto his property. What happensto his clothing, or
anything he may be carrying?'
"Everything we have belongsto our families. When someone dies, if the body isn't too closeto ahive, it's

just left whereitis. It'sonly ... flesh. The spirit isaready gone. But anything like clothing or toolswould
be returned to the family."

"Even if the person has been executed?’

"The family is not tarnished for what one person of it does. That would not be just.”

Songfather was not tarnished because of me. Chahdzi father was not tarnished because his daughter had
faled. It would not bejust. | felt my throat tighten, al my sinews strain. Wasit just that | had been
tarnished? What had | done to deserve tarnishing?

Lutha put her hand on my shoulder, but Ledlson did not notice my pain. He was focused el sewhere,

"So if Bernesohn waskilled out here somewhere, the map would have been returned to hisleasehold.”

I brought my mind back to where we were.

"The map?"' Led son demanded impatiently. "It would have been brought back?*

He made me angry with hisinsstence. "Y es, but the same would be true if he had been found dead. He
didn't have to have been executed. In fact, we know he wasn't, because if he had been, no one would
have—" | caught my breeth and put my hand over my mouth.

I'd been going to say, "No one would have prayed hisreturn if held been guilty of blasphemy.” Since he
came back to Cochim-Mahn as aKachis, he must have been invited. Thisis one reason our people are
careful to be pleasant to one another, not to be hogtile, not to be mean, for if one of usisnot well liked,
that one may not be invited to return, may not be invited to be part of hisformer family.

| turned away in confusion.

"What?' demanded Ledlson.

L utha squeezed my hand, saying, "It's one of the things she's not supposed to talk about, Leglson.
Simply takeit as given that she has reason to believe Bernesohn Famber was not killed by the
songfathers™

Ledson glared at her and a me, shaking hishead. "It really doesn't matter whether he vanished during
hisjourney or subsequently. In either case the map ended up back at hisleasehold with his handwritten



noteson it. It's unfortunate he's no longer among usto enlighten us asto the details."

| opened my mouth, then shut it without saying that Bernesohn Famber was still among us. Lutha hadn't
believed it. Leelson wouldn't believeit ether.

Ledlson went on, "L et's assume the songfathers know the way to the omphal os because they've inherited
ingtructions from former generations, not because they've made the trip before.”

Luthaasked, "Where are you going with dl this, Ledson?!

"I'm getting there. The map shows a dozen canyon mouths opening into the area of the omphalos, and
assuming the Nodders did not grow here but were put here, we could extrapolate that there may be
amilar ingtalations at the mouths of al the canyons. In which case, what purpose do they serve?’

"I haven't theleast idea," she replied in agrumpy voice. "Do you? Or are you just being rhetorical .”

"He's not being rhetorical,” Trompe offered. "He's saying there may be Nodders guarding al accessto
the omphaos. Controlling traffic, so to speak."”

"Trafficl" She gared pointedly at the emptiness around us. Stone and more stone. No traffic.
Trompe perssted. "If he'sright, timely travelers get through, othersdon't.”
| said, "It istrue that songfathers may not go to the omphal os except at the time of Tahs-uppi.”

"What about legp year?' asked L uthain a contentious tone. "I thought an extra day had to be drawn
from the navel hole every few yeard”

"Only the big days must be pulled by songfathers,” | told them. "Thelittle days are pulled out by the spirit
people who live there, at the Sipapu.”

"Monks?' Luthapuzzledin aglais. "Priests?"

| knew those words. "Women too."

"Nuns?'

| shrugged. " Spirit people iswhat the songfathers call them. Spirit men, with spirit women to take care of
them.” In the Sisterhood it was said the spirit people had no House Without aName. It was said the spirit
women never got pregnant. No one had ever told me how they managed that. | thought perhaps they
weredl very holy. Or very old. | would ask Luthaabout it later.

Trompe rolled up the map and put it back in the wagon. "How do the Nodders decideto let people
through? By the season of the year? By counting planetary revolutions since the previous visitors? By
genetic pattern? Or are they controlled from somewhere?”

"Were going to haveto find out," Leglson said. "One of uswill havetotry it. Y ou or me, Trompe."

"l can go," | offered. Perhapsthisiswhy | had come, to spend my life, and my child's, for something
important. "'l want to."



"Y our going wouldn't tell uswhat we want to know," Trompe said kindly, patting my shoulder. "They
could let you through, then come down on us. We need to know if non-Dinadhi can get through.
Asuming thetimeisright, of course.”

"But that's not al you're assuming!” cried Luthaincreduloudy. "Y ou're assuming they're artificid, you're
assuming they're adanger, you're building thiswhole scenario out of thinair.”

"Thinair! Look at the damn things" Ledlson snarled at her. "For the love of heaven, Luthal Stop living in
your gut and gtart living in your head!”

She went pae with anger as she spoke between gritted teeth. "I'm as thoughtful asyou are, Leglson
Famber. And asintelligent! It'sjust that | don't go building €l aborate theoretical structures on damned
little evidence."

"Redly! That hasn't been my observation up until now," he said, with an obvious sdelong look at Ledly.
"That'sunfair,” she cried, sorming away from usto stand at some distance, back turned, rigid.

He strode after her. "Lutha, damn it, use good sensel”

"Youretaking about Ledy."

"Forget Ledy!"

"l can't. HEs dive! Hisheart beats. Hislungs pump air—"

"Frogs hearts beat," he shouted. " Sparrows have lungs that pump air. Isthat your criteriafor humanity?
Heartsand lungs?"

"He has brain waves!" she shouted.

"He hasthe same kind of brain waves as chickens. Asamatter of fact, hisbrain waves are virtually
indigtinguishable from those of chickens.”

"He's not a chicken. He'sahuman being!”

Ledson'sface was very pae, his mouth was hard. "Morphologicdly, he'sahuman being. Mentdly, he's
achicken."

He came gtriding back, saying something to Trompe in an angry tone, words | couldn't catch. Trompe
soothed him.

"Give her room, Leelson. She's not here because she wantsto be.”

" She stayed when she had achanceto leave! | wanted her home, safe, out of thigl™

"It'sno good arguing that point now. She's here. Ledly ishere. You're here, and so am |, and Saluez.
Weve got people, animals, and awagon to get through those ... whatever they are. Y ou're not going to
get Luthato think logically about Ledly, so let'sforget that and concentrate on what we have to do!"

Leelson heaved a deep breath. "Y ou or me, then. Well draw for it; short straw goes, on foot. Then welll



know if nonplanetary human males can get through. Saluez can come next, to establish whether women
aredlowed."

Even angry ashewas at L utha, to protect her he would sacrifice himsdlf. And me. But then, | was used
to that.

"Then Luthaand ... Ledy. Then the other one of us, driving the wagon."

"Not driving," amended Trompe. "Leading on along, long rope. That way, if they don't like wagons, or
gaufers, the one leading will still have achance.”

They nodded at one another, agreeing. | thought we wouldn't have any chance unlessthe Nodders let
the gaufers and the wagon through. But then, before we left Cochim-Mahn, | wasfairly surewed be
eaten the first night or so. And before | first met Ledlson, | thought outlanders would be strange and
exotic instead of just ordinary people. And at onetime I'd thought the Kachis were invulnerable and
all-seeing, but some of them had died and thousands of others had sat like stones around the Burning
Springs. And at onetime I'd thought Leely was hel pless, but he wasn't. He sneaked around like a clever
little corn-rat. Leelson was wrong about him. He was smarter than a chicken. Of course, 1'd never seena
chicken.

Just because L eel son might be wrong didn't mean Luthawas right about him, though she was about
some things. She was probably right about the Kachis we'd seen at Burning Springs. If the songfathers
couldn't get to the omphal os, the omphal os wouldn't be opened. If the ompha os wasn't opened, the
Kachis couldn't go through it to heaven. It made sense that dl the Kachiswould find nice warm places
and meditate there, awaiting their time of transfiguration.

Whilel was puzzling over this Leglson had wandered off to the edge of the small stream that we had
traveled aong since we had lft the Burning Springs. He plucked afew lengths of dried grass and came
striding back to Trompe, holding out afist with two straws protruding. Trompe drew one.

L eelson opened his hand to show that the one he retained was the shorter one, and then, without so
much as blinking or saying goodbye, he turned and walked rapidly toward the Nodders, leaving Trompe
and me with our mouths full of unspoken advice. Leely poked his head out of the wagon and stared at
Ledson'sretreating back. Only Lutha, still angrily facing back the way we had come, did not see him go.

When he came beneath the first of the Nodders, | forgot to breathe. The Nodder began to sway again,
very gently, sdeto side, like someone saying no, no, don't do that. Leelson looked up, hesitated only a
fraction of an ingtant, then went on. The Nodder went on swaying: no, no, no, and it didn't slop swaying
when Ledson went pagt it, out of its shadow, and strode toward the gap between the two other outliers.
Both of them began to sway aso, saying no, no, no. Thistime Ledson didn't look up. He just went on,
armsswinging, eyeson hisfedt.

The great heads were horning the heavens, right, left, right. Lutha had been right. They resembled aherd
of ... what?"They look likeanima heads," | whispered. "What isthat Old-earthian anima, Trompe?
Men fought it ritudly, risking their lives. Wasit a caitle?’

"Bull," hesad.

Of course. Bull. Virile and puissant. Mighty bull. | remembered now.

From behind me| heard an indrawn bregth. L utha came running. Trompe caught her as she was about



to pass us.

"Hush," he said as she began to babble. "Don't do anything to foul up thefindings. Or to risk hislife more
thanit dready is"

She paused, frozen, onefoot Htill raised, watching asintently aswe. A few moments before, she had
hated him. A few hours before, when we had stopped to rest, | had seen her in hisarms again, the two of
them holding one another as though they would never let go. It would be nice, | thought wistfully, if they
could sort it out. Whenever | saw them at it, loving or hating, it was hurtful to me.

L eelson went between the sentind pair, then into a veritable forest of pillars. The grest horned heads
bobbed restlesdy above him, moved by something. Not wind. It was, for the moment, utterly calm and
very cold.

When Ledson moved out of sight among the stones, we dl looked upward, readying ourselves, |
suppose, for one or more of the great heads to fall. Nothing happened but that dight motion, that
measured horning. Jab, jab, jab, they said. No, no, no.

Trompe murmured, "We can postulate it's the correct time to get through, but only just. Thetraffic
controllers seem to be in some doubt.”

That was one explanation. | could think of others, but to no profit. No amount of thinking would tell us
what we needed to know; only action would do. | took a deep breath and trudged off in the direction

L edlson had gone, hoping the path would be sdlf-evident. One route through might be passable, while
another might be forbidden! The two Fastigats had not considered that! Behind me Lutha said something
and Trompe hushed her. | heard Ledy burbling his eternal Dananana. Then | heard nothing but my own
blood roaring in my ears.

The temptation to look up was too strong when | came beneath the first one. | staggered at the sight. So
huge. So horrid. So heavy. Thetops of our caves are as huge, as heavy, but they curve comfortingly
down around us, like sheltering arms. These curves went away, the wrong way, and it was like looking
up at the shape of some flying mongter, diving on me. | shuddered, forced my eyes down, and kept
walking. Everywhere the ground was littered with shards of broken stone, sharp edges, curved surfaces,
like fragments of eggshells made gigantic. They had falen from somewhere. At onetime or ancther, they
hed falen.

| kept my feet moving, onefoot in front of the other. My mouth and throat were so dry it hurt to move
my tongue. | gulped at the sight of bones. Not human. Gaufer bones. A scatter of them, asthough
something had been eating them. Then, as| moved around agreet pillar, there were human ones:
shoulders and askull staring at the sky, arms and torso disappearing under a broken-edged stone.

The rock was curved like afragment of cup and it rocked as| passed. Curve insde curve. Were the
Nodders hollow? Were they great stone eggs? With what insde? Were these the remnants of some that
hed hatched?

Bewar e, the skull eyes said to me.Beware. Don't panic. Don't shout. Don't run. Beware!
| had passed between the Nodder pair. Off to my |eft the streamlet ran, winding among the pillars, which

were al around me now, athick copse of rising trunks with amultitude of paths among them. How did
one keep from getting lost? The stony soil showed no trace of Ledson's passage.



Look up, | told myself. Look past the threatening heads to the canyon rim. Even these monsters are not
s0 high asthat |ofty edge. Look where the sun is, and where it comes across the heads to make
scallop-backed scythes of gray-golden light upon the rocky soil. The rays come from the left. The scythe
crescents open to the left. Keep them lying so asyou go.

And so | did, while something ingde my mind made little gibbering noises and amuscle near my eye
twitched as though someone were pulling at it with athread. The temptation to look up never abated, but
it was hard enough to find away among the fallen fragments without frightening myself more. Turn and
turn again. Stop. Look for thelight. Turn so the light is coming from the left. Go alittle way. Stop again.
Look for the light again. No sound at al but my own panting breath escaping the hater of my throat. Turn
and turn again, winding among them, winding around them, to come out of them at last quite
unexpectedly!

Ledlson stood a short distance away, beckoning with one hand, the other before hislips, urging quiet.
Then | dlowed mysdf to look up to see them nodding, nodding, nodding: no, no, no.

Still, they had let me pass. | trudged over to Ledson, bending double to catch my breath. | felt sick. |
had haf strangled mysdlf.

"Luthaand Ledly next," hewhispered in my ear. "Is she coming?'

| nodded, supposing that she would. Trompe would tell her she was next; she would take Ledly into her
arms and gart walking in akind of fatalistic cam. She would recognize the risk. Shewould tell hersdlf she
had never regjected or neglected him, that she had resolutely denied Ledlson's assessment of him.
Nonetheless, she .would risk him and hersdlf. If she dlowed hersdlf to think about it at dl, shewould
condder dying with Leely to be an acceptable solution to the problems of their lives, hersand his.

| could read her asthough I, too, were a Fastigat. Her longings were mother longings. | knew about
mother longings. Sometimes they did not bear thinking on, so | thought instead of her pathway, how she
would walk, as | watched the dot from which | myself had emerged. There would be movement, | told
myself. At any moment there would be movement.

There was none. Perhaps | waswrong. Perhaps she would not risk herself, or Ledly. Ledlson gavemea
troubled look. | shrugged. | didn't know. We planted our feet and watched, leaning dightly forward, as
though to urge her out of hiding.

Shedid not come, but Ledly did, quite alone, face glowing with an amost supernaturd light, skipping
into Sght at the base of one of the pillars, waving his hands, caroling, "Dananana.” He was more beautiful
than any child | have ever seen. He gave us an enigmatic look, that same look he had given me when he
returned from his morning expedition, then he dipped between two pillars to lose himself once more,
shining likealittlesun.

Beside me, Ledlson grunted in surprise. | looked upward as he was doing so and saw only quiet stone
heads. Not amotion. Not aquiver. | stepped forward involuntarily to go after the child, but Legson
caught my robe, stopping me.

"No," he whispered vehemently. "Wait!"
We both waited. Everything was silent, ill, an interminable stiliness. Not asigh, not atremble. Thefirst

sound we heard was the creak of whedls. Though we'd greased them again and again, they till creaked,
adigtinctive, irritating sound that might have been near or far, approaching or departing. The echoes and



reverberations came at usfrom all sides, bounced around by the Nodders until they had no point of
origin. | swayed with sudden dizziness and redlized I'd been holding my breeth again. Besde me, Ledson
had been doing the same, for he exhaled in asudden burst as Leely appeared once more.

Thistime Luthawas behind him, her hands twisted into the shoulders of the child's garment so he could
not break away. Her pallor wasicy, amost blue, and even from where we stood | could see therigidity
of her arms and shoulders. She was holding the boy in adeath grip of which hetook no noticeat all. His
hands waved and hisfeet skipped and hisvoice rosein its constant contented comment on the world. |
was transfixed once more by his etheredl, marvelous beauty. As oneimagines angelsor fairieslooked in
old gtories.

Beside me Ledson said, under his breath, " Sergphic.” That wasthe word 1'd been wanting. Either
Lealson had thought of it, or held somehow picked it up from me. He wrenched his eyes away from the
boy and held out hishandsto Lutha. Sheignored him, marching past us.

Trompe appeared next, tugging at the end of arope. At first | could not imagine where held obtained a
rope, then | saw he had knotted the reinstogether. A trivial thought at such atime, for when | looked up,
the heads were shaking once more: no, no, no, no. Trompe wasn't looking. He was concentrating on the
gaufers. Either they didiked being led or they had picked up our tension, for they were behaving
skittishly, throwing their feet Sdeways as they do when disturbed, bobbing their heads and growling in
their throats. With shaking fingers, Trompe put the end of the lineinto Leelson's hand, threw aglancein
Luthas direction, where she'd stopped afew paces farther on, and then collapsed onto the ground.

"You madeit,” said Led son flatly, tugging the gaufers nearer us.
"Obvioudy," Trompe returned, wiping hisface with hisdeeve.

Ledson turned to Lutha. "What happened with ... him?" he asked, indicating Ledly with ajerk of his
head.

"Hejud ... jumped out of my arms," she murmured dmost inaudibly. "1 should have had his harness on
him, but | never expected ... One minute he was there, and the next he was running off between the
pillars. He kept appearing and disappearing. | thought he was logt!™

"Where did you catch up with him?"
"Just there, at the edge, one moment before we saw you."

Ledlson shut his eyes, concentrating. Was he trying to reach Ledly? Most likely he was, for al the good
itdid him. I didn't know what Ledlson thought, butl thought Leely had not been lost among the Nodders
any more than he/d been lost when he sneaked out during the night. Ledly didn't get lost.

Lutha obvioudy thought otherwise. Her eyeswere full of exhausted tears, and | redlized that though
Ledson and | had seen how quiet the Nodders were when the boy was among them, she would not have
seenit. Not if sheld been running thisway and that, seeking the boy at ground level. Would she have felt
more or lessfearful if she had?

| caught Leelson's eyes upon me and flushed. He turned away, but | knew he was probing at me, trying
to figure out what | knew or felt, which, Weaving Woman be thanked, was little enough. | didn't want to
know anything. | said so mentaly, over and over, alittlelitany.l know nothing about Leely. | know
nothing about the Nodders. | know nothing about anything. | am an ignorant Dinadhi woman, an



unworthy Dinadhi woman, of no possible use to anyone!

When | finaly looked up, Led son was helping Trompe restore the reinsto their ordinary use.
Wordlessy, we got moving into the canyon, Leglson driving and the rest of ustrailing behind. A few
dozen pacesfarther on, the ground was suddenly clear of curved rock fragments; the footing was
blessedly good; we could actudly look around us aswe went. Still, Luthanever for amoment
relinquished her grip upon Legly, even when he began to fuss at her.

The canyon went away in along, westward-curving arc, and we did not pause until the Nodders were
no longer in Sght. When we stopped, the ravine was level, widening toward the west, where the sun lay
inashallow notch, like an gpplein abowl, tempting us. That notch was a definite place, discernible,
reachable, pulling at us despite our weariness. The temptation to go on wasin al our faces, ayearning to
be done with this, to be away from the canyons. Even the gaufers leaned into the harness, ssamping

impatiently.

But Leelson said no. He said the sun was low, we would finish the trip tomorrow. He said we should be
well rested when we arrived. He was no doubt right, but it was hard to wait. Beyond that notch wasthe
world's gate, through which the beautiful people would go on their way to heaven. All of them would
come, logt children, dain fathers, grandparents dead of age. Bernesohn Famber's outlander ghost, he
would be there. My mother would be there. Even now she was probably sitting near afire fountain in the
Canyon of Burning Springs, deep in meditation. Saying good-bye to thisworld. Saying good-byeto me.

It did not seem fair. The outlander ghost had lived among us for dmost ahundred years. My mother's
gpirit had lived among usfor only afew. If she hated me when she went, she would never have achance
to love me again. If this was the choice we had made, shouldn't it be fair for everyone. Shouldn't she be
alowed to stay longer? To see her grandchild born?

But then, why would she? Her only child was unworthy of her. If | were one of the beautiful people,
would | chooseto stay with an unworthy child, or to go on to heaven? Perhaps that iswhy they
meditated, making up their minds.

| looked up to catch Ledlson and Luthawatching me. His gaze was intent, hers sympathetic. He wanted
to know what | thought; she dready knew. Mothers, her eyes seemed to say, always choose happiness
for their children, no matter what they or the children have done or not done.

Where was my happiness? Was| lessworthy than Ledly?

| turned my back on them, pulled my veil across my eyes, and |et the tears come. Cry and be done.
Soon enough thisjourney would end and then | might know the truth.

Halfway up the wal of another canyon, one southeast of the ompha os, Mitigan of the Asenagi and Chur
Durwen of Callis emerged from the mouth of a shalow cave and stood looking down upon the narrow
sea of smoky mist below them. For the last two days they had been traveling in aregion of bailing
springs, each spring surrounded by multitudes of Kachis, al immobile, dl seemingly insensate.

"Quiteachange," remarked Mitigan, unwinding a bandage from hisforearm and disclosing a
nasty-looking bite wound. He smeared it plentifully with reeking salve from his pack, then replaced the
bandage. "Damned critters have dirty teeth.”

"| told you the thing was behind you," Chur Durwen remarked mildly. ™Y ou're getting dow." He
examined the line of knives on the stone before him, saven of them, including the onesfrom hiswrist



scabbards. All of them needed cleaning and sharpening. Kachis blood was corrosive, and Chur Durwen
had bloodied dl his knives repeatedly during the earlier stages of their journey.

"If I hadn't ignored the one behind me, you'd have been dead,” said Mitigan. "The one killed would
have had you by the throat."

"Y ou'reright. Which tells me the throat flap on my battle mask was badly designed. | doubt the Callis
Arms Consortium had vampire butterfliesin mind when they created it." He took a sharpening stone from
his pack and ran it along the edge of the largest knife with arepeated wheeping sound. "They certainly
arent interested in biting now, are they? What do you think they're doing?”

"Could be dead,” said Mitigan. "Could bein somekind of hibernation.”
"Edivation," corrected the other. "It's closer to summer than winter."
"Why in hell would anything go dead in the summertime?"

Chur Durwen picked up the next knife and peered at it closdly. "I think animals do it on desert planets.
Whereit getstoo hot and dry in midsummer. Where the cooler winter wegather is actualy more
supportive of life”

"This probably qualifies as adesert planet. And | can't say I'm sorry they've quit bothering us."

"Nagty, aren't they? Almost human, the way they ook, the way they sound. Thét little whine of theirs.
Likeachild, or awoman trying to get you to buy her something.”

"Or pay her for something," gibed Mitigan.

"Hell, if you haveto pay for it, you don't deserveit." The man from Collistried the second knife with the
hardened skin of histhumb. "Cometo think of it, though they have very femae-looking bodies, every
damn one of them has adinguslong as your forearm and pointy as adagger. Do you suppose the
locas... 7'

"Y ou'd have to be more than ordinarily stupid,” remarked Mitigan. "Or quiteirresstibly horny." He
turned away from the cave entrance to examine the map held pinned to thewall insde. "This canyon, then
onemore. Well makeit in one or two daysif the butterfly bats stay quiet.”

"Vampire butterflies,” corrected Chur Durwen.

The other muttered, "Vampires only suck your blood. They don't bite your throat out and try to chew on
your face"

His companion grunted agreement. When he had finished three more knives, he asked, "Y ou redlly think
therewill be Fambersthere? At thisnavel hole?!

"Jugt afeding,” admitted Mitigan. " A hunch. I've learned to pay attention to my hunches. | think were
going to hit the main vein of Fambers at the omphalos. | think when we get there, welll earn our pay.”

According to the rememberer in Smidi-ala, the Procurator could not fly directly to the omphaos. He
could fly to apoint very near. To the very next canyon, infact. But the last little bit, one had to go on
foot.



"And why isthat?" demanded Poracious Luv.

"Only songfathers will be alowed to go into the sacred areaor to ... " To make decisions, the
Procurator dlently finished the remark.

"Interesting,”" said Poracious. "Why isthat?'
"It'snot my areaof expertise,”" said the rememberer, staring over her left shoulder.
"Most interesting,” she repeated. "Don't you think so, Sr?”

"| think we should waste aslittle time as possible in conversation,” muttered the Procurator between his
teeth. "We would not enjoy arriving at the omphal os only afew momentstoo late to prevent
nations from occurring.”

"Quiteright. Fastest way, please, rememberer. On foot or whatever."

The rememberer's "on foot" seemed to include gaufer feet, for both a chariot and acart, each with its
team of gaufers, awaited them near the head of the shalow valey in which they landed. Two servants,
who had accompanied them in theflier, jumped down at once and began loading the Procurator's
voluminous baggage into the cart while both hitches of animals samped their feet impatiently.

"| suggested the conveyances would make the remaining distance a bit easier,” the rememberer
murmured, keeping his eyes resolutely away from Poraciouss bulky form.

"For which my thanks" she said, heaving herself aboard the chariot with remarkable agility. She picked
up the reins and gave them an experimental tug.

"I must leave you here." The rememberer bowed. "As|'ve mentioned, those of usfrom Simidi-alaare
not alowed to enter the sacred precincts. Neither are outlanders, of course, and | cannot guarantee an
exception will be made for you. We have managed to convince the songfathersit isin their best interest
to speak with you. That's the best we can do.”

"We understand.” The Procurator nodded. "Where are they?'

The rememberer nodded toward the very top of the valley, where severd figures stood athwart a
shallow col, slhouetted againgt the ky. "High officids. And I'm afraid we'reper sona non grata ." He
beckoned to the servants. "As soon as I've gone, they'll come for you."

He and the servants climbed back into the flier and were whisked aloft in agreat cloud of dust.

"He seemed relieved to get out of here," commented the ex-King of Kamir, wiping the dust from his
eyes as he climbed into the chariot beside Poracious.

"I can seewhy," murmured Poracious, peering benesth her lashes a the black-clad men who were
approaching. "They don't look happy to see us."

"Please dlow meto speak for us," said the Procurator from where he stood beside the left whedl. He
had donned an officid tabard for the meeting, one glittering with gems and fine gold embroidery. It bore
upon the back pandl the great arms of the Alliance, worked in pearls and sapphires, and on the front



panel agrid, in each square of which wasthe symbol of one of the Seventeen Sectors. Stitched over the
symbol of Hermes Sector was apall of black tissue, showing it to be under threst.

The symbolism was not lost upon the gpproaching Dinadhi. They saw it and stopped to mumble with
one another before continuing their advance.

"What hasthis predicament of the Alliance to do with Dinadh?' demanded the foremogt, threstening with
one clawlike hand.

"All your people may perish," said the Procurator silkily, the words sinuous as snakes, demanding
atention. "Dinadhisnextinline”

The Dinadhi glanced at one ancther, only briefly.

The speaker sneered. "We do not believe we arein any danger from ... the Ularians.”

The Procurator blinked dowly. Hisvoice gained both volume and vehemence. "If you are not in danger
from them, you arein danger from the Alliance. If you donein Hermes Sector are not destroyed by the
diens, we must assume you have made common cause with them againgt the rest of humanity. Isit not
written, 'All lifeisstruggle. He who will not stand with me stands against me? Humanity will have
vengeance for such treachery. Y ou will not be dlowed to remain here unscathed while others suffer.”

The hearers shivered. Even Poraciousfet her bulk quiver. Fastigacy at itsfinest, shetold hersdif,
maintaining her composure with difficulty. What actors they made!

"There has been no common cause with diens,” cried one of the other Dinadhi. "Nothing such is needed!
We are under the protection of our gods! Our gods are stronger than any ... diens.”

The Procurator smiled voracioudy, histeeth showing. "Then we will have vengeance against your gods,
Songfathers. If your gods choose some men to favor, while sacrificing others, then those sacrificed may
well cry from beyond the grave for justice.”

The third man spoke. "Y ou threaten much. We see only one old man, much bedecked, one fat woman,
and one younger man who does not look dangerous. From where will this vengeance come?”

"From the battleships of the Alliance that hang in orbit around your world," said the Procurator,
poker-faced. ""From persons on those ships who even now listen to our conversation and watch your
actions”

"And from theroya navy of Kamir," said the ex-king, "which will extort retribution for any dishonor
doneitsking."

"And from Buchol Sector,” said Poracious. "Where my brother isemperor.”

The Dinadhi turned their backs and went alittle distance away, where they put their heads together in
troubled confabulation.

"Theroya navy of Kamir?" asked Poracious, without moving her lips. "Since when?”'

"Since your brother was selected emperor of Buchol Sector," said Jiacare Lostre.



Only the former speaker rejoined the outlanders as the others straggled away toward the col.

"l am Hah-Rianahm," he said. " Subchief of the Songfathers Council, Second Grandfather of the Gresat
Assembly. My word binds or looses. It is my decision that you will come with usto the omphaos! We
cannot delay to parley with you, for Tahs-uppi gpproaches, and our presenceisrequired in the eternal
circles. When those are broken, however, we will take time to hear what you haveto say. Thisisnot a
good time for you to have approached us.”

"Wedidn't pick it,” said Poracious. "It was picked for us, by the Ularians.”

"What are these Ularians?' asked Hah-Rianahm.

"The beings who have destroyed humans on dl the occupied worldsin this sector.”
"Y ou have seen these beings?"

"Wewill show them to you," said the Procurator. "We will let you see them, and fed them, and taste
them..."

"After Tahs-uppi,” called one of the other men urgently. "Even now the circles are forming!™
"At thefirst possible moment,” said the Procurator. "At the very first possible moment.”

In her cave above the sea, Snark lay dreaming. Sheld been doing that alot lately, spending whole days
in the cave, dozing, remembering, having imaginary conversations with people shed never met or never
realy known. She carried on an animated three-way conversation among hersdlf, her mother, and the
Procurator. She discussed life with Kane the Brain. She talked to the mistress of the sanctuary, the one
who had labeled Snark aliar when Snark had claimed to come from the frontier.

"Wrong," said Snark in her reverie, holding the mistressin agrip of sted, forcing her to look upon the
moors of Perdur Alas. "Y ou were wrong about me, madam! Look upon my childhood, my rearing, the
causeof dl mywoe..."

The daydream dissolved in aspatter of icy spray, and she opened her eyes, sartled. Outside on the
branch, alarge seabird tossed a scaly thing inits beak, preparatory to swalowing it. The scaly thing
struggled, not quite fishlike, throwing water in al directions.

"Youwokeme," said Snark, wiping her face with the back of her hands.

The bird did not reply. The bird didn't even see her. It looked past her in the same way people dways
had. All those at the sanctuary when shewas only nine or ten. All those she'd asked for help later, when
sheld been agtreet rat. All those who'd had business with the Procurator: bureaucrats or military, mae or
female, foreign or domestic, old or young. All of them had been fully present, completely in the picture,
aware of one another and of theworld at large, but unaware of Snark. She had aways been a shadow,
even before they made her one. A mere thing in the background, never quitein focus. One of the
unseegbleswho lived in the dleys of Alliance Prime. Like the brain deads sheld known in the sanctuary,
kids born with faulty circuits, not bright enough to be human but till able to be embarrassingly voca. "I,
[, I want, | want!" Like some kind of meat animal suddenly standing up and begging out loud. Too human
looking to be killed; not human enough to live. Brain dead. That was the mildest of the epithets the other
orphan brats had given her. Snark the brain dead, Snark the liar, Snark the thief.



She wished for them al, wished they were here, fleeing across the moor asthe great creatures disported
themsalves. Let Diagona Red edt this one, and Big Gray Blob egt thisone, and ... and, and, and ...

Though esting might not be what the creatures did. Had they eaten her companions? Had they killed
Kanethe Brain and Willit and Susso? Had they tortured them, endaved them? What? Would it make her
fed better to know they were worse off than she? Not really. Since she'd been alone, she'd longed for
them. Even dob-lipped Willit. Especialy Susso.

Sherolled onto her side, finding the stony hollow that fit the curve of her hip. Near the opening, thejar in
the niche stood as it had when she had found the cave. Never moved. Never looked into. Why was that?

"Because you know what'sinsgde," shetold herself soberly. ™Y ou've dways known what'singde.”

Mother had made that jar. Mother had painted it, using therib of afurze plant for abrush, her own
blood for the paint. Mother had fired it, so the blood turned black on the white clay. Mother had told her
daughter to put her bonesinside, in the care of Mother Darkness. If there were any bones.

When Snark had gone looking for Mother, overcoming her fear, deciding to disobey the prime
command ("Stay in the cavel™), shed found bones. Sheld been hiding that from hersdlf for many years,
but here at the trembling edge of deep, nothing could be truly hidden. Longings came out, and hates, and
loves, and old, old memoriesthat she'd tried to obliterate. Old horror would sprout, old bones would
walk, old blood would fountain up.

Though homelier things returned aswell. Like the stories of Breadh that Mother had sung.
"Homely Breadh of long ago!"

Snark remembered once when they'd been inside the cave, Mother cross-legged, Snark in Mother's lap.
She hadn't been Snark then. Mother had caled her Lauzh, Lauzh-love, Lauzh dearest daughter. Lauzh,
last remnant of thefaithful.

"l sing, Lauzh-love, of our homeworld of Breadh, where we patterned our lives as the weaver the cloth,
light and dark, day and night, sorrow-joy, pleasure-pain. On Breadh we were born, on her bosom we
grew, there we found our nearhearts, there we danced when we wed. On Breadh's shoulder we grieved
when our loved oneswerelogt. So it was, so had been, for time out of time.”

Thiswas story rhythm, akind of chanting. Mother could do it for hours. Sometimes the story rhythm
changed, becoming inexorable:

"But then the tempter came. Ancient and dy was he. Rising from dark of caves. Mammoth with mighty
feet. Furred like Behemoth he. Whispered in darkness, he. Telling the songfathers. How they might never
die. If they would make the choice. Leaving beloved Breadh. Where even animals. Were kindred souls
to us. Leaving behind our gods—"

"And the old men listened to the tempter,” interrupted Snark, anything to break that rhythm, that
pounding.

Mother nodded, rocking back and forth, resuming the sweet motion Snark loved, like being cradled on
the waves of the sounding sea: shush shush shush, to and fro. Mother sighed as she answered, not in
story talk but as hersdlf.



"The old men listened. They listened to sweet words and tempting promises. They bowed down before
the tempter and caled him the Gracious One. Gracious to them, indeed, for the price demanded was not
paid by them but by the womenfolk. Godmongers have dways found it easy to pay for their beliefswith
women'slives...

" S0, they chose. Some of the people on Breadh said they would not do what the tempter ordered, they
would remain behind, on Breadh, but no one was alowed to remain. Even after they were taken to the
new home, the faithful refused the new commandments. Though we pretended to follow them, it wasin
appearance only. In secret, generation after generation, we remembered the old ways and recited the old

prayers.”
"For we arethefaithful," Laluzn/Snark said.

"We arethefaithful, Lauzh-love. And faithful we remained, even when atraitor among us denounced us
to the songfathers. Then we were reviled and persecuted, some of us were tortured and killed. We
decided to run away, to go back the way our ancestors had come, to return to Breadh."

"Many of us. Many, many of ud"

Mother didn't answer for along time. There was only theshush shush shush of her garment on the floor
as sherocked. Her face was wet when she spoke. " There were many of us who came to the gate.
Enough of usto open that gate, for it isaheavy gate indeed, made of stone set upon stone. We were
many as we came through that gate, but who knowsif any cameto Blessed Breadh. A few families of us
ended here, and only Mother Darkness knows where the others ended.”

"And the scourgescame ... "

"True. When we opened the gate, scourges of the tempter pursued us, coming through the gate with us.
Almost before we knew they were here, they had killed some of us. Y et faithful we remained, for in the
end, where can even these scourges bring us except to the waiting arms of Mother Darkness and Father
Endless, they who were before the Consequential Egg was hatched?

She rocked LauzhVSnark, softlyshush shush shush, singing in her mother voice:

"Ahau, Father Endless, Mother Darkness. Ahau, thou who wert before the stars. Ahau, eterna entropy,
refuge of the sorrowful, haven of the weary, salvation of the aged, unlit by grief or pain. Ahau, to lie upon
the breast of darkness knowing only peace."

The song was like alullaby, ahymn to the gods left behind on Breadh, amemoria to those who entered
the gate, apleafor those few left on thisworld: Mother and Lauzh and the four other children, silent
Nances and strong Ehrbas, weepy little Hahnaan and some other little girl whose name Snark couldn't
remember. Six of theminal. And Mother hersef was gone by the timethe ship came.

An Alliance ship, screaming out of the sky, landing upon the moor, where the children ran back and forth
like panicked animals. Twenty standard years ago, when she'd been eight or nine. Old enough to
remember the questions.

"Where did you comefrom, little girl ?*

"I livehere



"What happened to dl the grown-ups, little girl ?*

"The scourges of the tempter ate them. Something killed Mother, but | put her bones away safe, in the
Mother Darknessjar.”

Glances, one man to another. A finger circled beside an ear. Crazy little girl. Out of her head. Must bea
surviva pod somewhere nearby. Kids must have been boosted off some ship in trouble. Castaways.
Couldn't actudly have lived herefor any length of time. Impossible. There was nothing here: no
agriculture, no edible animals, no beasts of any kind. Only seabirds, fish.

"She's gone snarky from the trauma,” said one.
"What's snarky?'
"Snark'sakind of aduck thing. From Herangia Five. It goes crazy and drops eggs on people.”

The labd had stuck. Laluzh became Snark the crazed, later Snark theliar, Snark the thief. Eventually,
sheforgot Laluzh, forgot Perdur Alas, forgot Mother. Only the cave had remained, a place of safety and
comfort. She might never have remembered the other partsif she hadn't been sent here. But now ... now
she recaled everything she had been told of: Breadh, the Tempter, the Choice, the Journey to Dinadh,
the Faithfulness, the Persecution, the Flight, and the Scourges.

She had not seen scourges since shed returned to Perdur Alas. Mother had said they'd died soon after
arriving, screaming in the night, crying likelost children, hungry and cold. So it wasn't scourgeswho'd
killed Mother. Something had. Something had killed her and chewed on her bones. Wasit as Diagona
Red and the others had shown her? Had they doneit?

She didn't know. Therewas no way of telling. Nothing was I eft of that former time. Nothing but
monsters. Mongters and Mother's bones.

CHAPTER 9

Sduez had thought to grieve alittle and then to deep, but it was not to be. Therewas a stir of discontent
eddying among ustravelers, and its name was L utha Tdlstaff. She would not settle. Trompe fell adeep.
Ledson fell adeep. Even Ledy was quiet, with none of hisusud restlesslittle murmurs, but Luthamoved
and sighed, sighed and moved, wearing herself out with trividities. She went out and checked the pands
not once but adozen times. She put Ledy's harness upon him and fastened the end to her belt. Though
Ledson had dready referred to Bernesohn Famber's yellowed map when he said we would finish our
journey on thefollowing day, L utha unrolled the map once more and sat perusing it by lamplight. When
shetired of that, she wedged the door shut, leaving me gasping for air.

"I'll go outside," | said. "There are no Kachistonight." It wastrue. Therewere noneat al, and |
desperately wanted to be by myself.

| did not escape. She came after me, to the limit of the cord that bound her to Ledly at any rate.
Obvioudy, | wasto have no privacy on this particular evening. | sghed and sat myself up within my
cocoon of blankets, seeking some topic of conversation that would distract her from this hectic activity.

"How did you and Leglson ever meet?" | asked.



She sat down upon the step of thewain. "1 met him while working in the Greinson Library a Prime.”
"Such places must beinteresting,” | said politely.

She laughed under her breath. "Or deadly dull. | wastrying to make sense of some knotty old document
written long ago in adead language, memoriaizing a contract between peopleswho don't exist anymore.”

"Dull, but no doubt important,” | murmured.

"| suppose. It was one of those documents universally acknowledged to be ‘precedenta,’ so | struggled
mightily, trying to extract something my client could usein acourt of law, glumming, as one does, writing
down and crossing out. Then | had this odd fegling, asthough | was being stared at, and when | looked
up, Leelson wasthere. | knew at once he was Fastigat."

"How did you know?"'

"Oh, they have such absol ute confidence, astunning savoir faire which puts mere poise to shame. Still,
I'd dedlt with Fastigats before. One does tend to get a bit short of breath when they turn on the charm,
but up until then I'd considered the effect manageable.”

"Until then?'

"Until he began to speak, yes. 'Something called me down from up there," he said. The document niches
aredl up and down the towers, and the whole place was dotted with little scholars on their lift plates,
zooming up, dropping down. He said, 'Perhapsit was your perfume.’

"I wasn't wearing perfume. | made some remark about being generaly in good odor, and Leelson
laughed. We introduced ourselves. | thanked him for his compliments, and the wholetime | was gasping
for ar, sort of mentdly, you know?"

| said yes, | knew. I'd been doing the same all evening.

"I resolved with every fiber of my being not to return to the library and to stay away from Fastigats. My
kind of people, that is, Mama Jibia's kind of people, the non-Fastigat professiona class, consder
Fastigat men unsuitable for women who are serious-minded.”

"Y ou are serious-minded?" | wanted to laugh, but did not. Despite L utha's undoubted intelligence, she
was congtantly exploding like fireworks, laughing or crying, passionate about every trifle. On Dinadh, we
think of such behavior astypica of children, not serious adults.

"Don't you think | am?" she asked, surprised.
| told her exactly what | thought, hoping shewould go away.

When | had finished, however, she only said thoughtfully, "It'sthe way we werereared, Ymaand I. If
you'd ever met my MamaJibia, you'd understand. She was asingular person, of extremely forceful mien,
afaithful follower of the Great Org Gauphin, who preached logic and good sensein dl things. Mama
Jbiawas dead set againgt Y maor me getting tangled up in fedlings we couldn't express or understand.
Starting at puberty, she had us experiencing sex through sensurround, so we'd know about that. Then,
twice ayear she had us vetted by the menta hedlth people from the Temple of the Great Org Gauphin.
We had emotional and stressinventories and sessions with abehaviorist, and 1'd wager we knew more



about the human animd at fifteen than most of our contemporaries ever learned.”
| murmured, "It sounds quite ... rigorous.”

"Well, she wastrying to make usimmune to romance or sentimentaism. Of course, many of our friends
camefrom Firster families, and sentimentalism isone of their largest stocksin trade. They useit to excuse
all kinds of nasty behaviors. If Papabesats you, it's because he loves you, you know the kind of thing ... "

| did. I knew more than that. Probably far more than she!

She went on, "Firgters don't gpprove of pragmatism, self-anayss, or sexua sensurround for anyone,
much lessvirgin girlswho should be, so they claim, innocent, by which they redlly mean susceptible to
any sdf-serving liethat's going around! So, Ymaand | saw our friends being romanced and fdling in love
and making babiesthey weren't at al ready for, and we thanked our stars we'd been raised differently.”
She sghed. "How did this conversation start?”

"Y ou said you were so pass onate about everything because of the way you were reared.”

"Y es. Mamathought feglings should be expressed. Whatever they were, it was hedthier to have them
out in the open, and neither Ymanor | could do it quietly. It's our sense of drama, you see. Weinherited
it from a scandal ous ancestress who was well-known in her day, as Y maisnow. Y mamade a career of
it. | merdy play atit."

"You play very intently,” | said. "Y ou and Ledlson. | saw you that time, at the pool. I've watched you.
Like magnets, one minute pulling at each other, then turnabout and you're pushing at each other.”

Luthaflushed and gaverme a half-angry look. | had no business commenting, and | was dightly ashamed
of mysdlf for being rudeto her.

"It'saways been that way," Luthaadmitted. "Like some kind of shackle we didn't know existed until
then, tying usto one another. The relationship was never suitable. Not &t all.”

"Y ou don't like his mother?"

"She's ... contemptuous. Of me. Of Ledy. Fastigawoman are that way, just like Fastigats. She wanted
Ledson to have children with one of his cousns—Fagtigais quite inbred, though they deny it—and of
course, I'm far from being a cousin. She used to send some of the relatives over to look at Ledly. I'm
sure shedid it to infuriate me and so she could say 'l told you so,’ to Ledlson.”

"What about Ledlson'sfather?' | asked, before | thought. | had opened anew floodgate!

"Ledson'sfather disappeared. Grebor Two, his name was. And hisfather disappeared, too. Grebor
One. They each fathered one son and then disappeared. Led son's mother was afraid Leelson was
fallowing intheir footsteps.™

"Twice doesn't make ahabit,” | said, giving up rudenessin favor of letting her talk.

"Threetimes," Luthasaid. "There was agranduncle, too. One of Bernesohn'stwins. He did the same
thing Leelson did, got some unsuitable person pregnant.”

"Who?"' | asked politely, not caring who.



Luthafrowned for amoment, then came up with an answer. "Dasdum Tabir."

| laughed, intrigued despite mysdlf. "D'ahdum T'bir! That meansskel eton. That's not aname you'd
forget.”

Lutha said the words over to hersdf, thistime with the Dinadhi accent. The root words were forbones
and forladder, ortree.

"She was famous for more than her name, or infamous, depending on how you look at it. A cradle
robber, according to the Fastigats. Twice Paniwar Famber's age.”

| heard disgpprova in her voice. "Maybe she couldn't help it any more than you can. Try pretending you
werehit by lightning. Y ou can't fed guilty about being hit by lightning.”

"Itisrather likethat," Lutha confessed with ahdf amile.

Without meaning to, | said, "I know about that kind of lightning." | spoke then of Shadumn, and Lutha
responded with stories of her own life, of her own family.

"Was your mother pleased with you?' Oh, such apang | felt when | asked her that, but | wanted to
know.

"Ymaand | have dwaysfdt that she'd have been pleased with us, that we had donewell for her. Thank
the Great Org Gauphin shewas gone before ... "

"Before Ledson?”!

She spoke between gritted teeth. "Oh, Saluez! | swore | wouldn't get entangled with him. | swore |
wouldn', but | kept ... feding him. Smdling him, tasting—foretasting—his skin, seeing partsof him that |
hadn't realized I'd noticed, like the lobe of an ear or the way his hair grew at the base of his neck.

"Ymasaid | was amitten. Shelaughed at me. Of course, she hadn't met Leelson. As events conspired,
perhapsluckily, she never actudly met him."

Now | wasredly curious. "How did events conspire?"

"L eelson showed up a my door afew days after our chance meeting. He looked oddly subdued, and |
fdt ... oh, | felt asthough | were being pumped full of sunlight. He stepped insde and took mein his
arms before he said aword. | don't think either of us said anything that evening. Wordswould have
been ... mideading.”

"That's how you were for each other? Made for each other?"

"That's how. He said never one like me before. For meit was never anyone before and never one
ance"

"It'slike your edges are dissolved, and you fedl yoursalf spreadingout ... "

"Gossamer thin," she said, giving me an astonished look. "Feeding on starlight.”



We stared at one another. "l know," | said at last. "l know."

She dropped her head, scowling at her shoes. "After awhile Legly was born. Not long after that, my
former saif reasserted itsdlf. And then Ledlson left me”

"Did heleaveyou? Or Ledy?"
"He wanted me but not Ledly. | wanted them both. | wouldn't let Ledly go because he needs me."

Hearing those words, | accepted that she was a serious person.

There was something implacablein her voice. Something rigoroudy dutiful. Ledly needed her. | thought it
possiblethat until Ledly, L uthahad never known hersdf truly, and Leelson had never known her. Likey
he had known only a soft and corrupted cresture who dangled from hislipslike fruit from avine, sweet
and yidlding, rotten with juice. That woman had laughed and cried and tempted. That woman had been
sensua and mindless. But finally she had remembered hersdlf and became Lutha Tallstaff again, saying

no, no, | will not send Leely away.

"Y ou can't help yourself, can you?' | asked softly.

"l cant,” she snarled, hdf-angry, haf-amused. "The only way | can resst himisby being furious at him.
Theonly way | can stay furiousisto remember what Ledly and | came herefor. Were not going to be

disposed of just because Ledlson would prefer it so! | will do my duty!™

"Yes," | murmured. "Y es, of course, Lutha"

"l promised,” she said. The words had the fedling of old familiar sounds, worn smooth by repetition. |
looked up to seetears.

"What?' | demanded.
"When Ledy was amogt logt, back therein the Nodders ... " She gulped, fell silent.

"Y ou werefrightened?" | suggested. " Panicky?

She shook her head, a quick motion, adenia she could not admit even to hersdlf. | read it.

"Y ou thought hewasgone. You fdt ... relief.”
"How could I!" Sheleaned upon her knees and weypt, her shoulders heaving. "How could 17"

How could she not? How could she not fedl as though awindow in her soul had been cracked open
upon joy. A gigantic relief, as though the solution to some painful problem had unexpectedly presented

itsdlf! Asit had for me, to come on thisjourney.

"It was the shock," she said firmly, raising her head and wiping at her eyes. "1t was only the shock.”

So she dammed the door shut on her fedings, despite dl Mama Jibias teachings. She would not allow
hersdf to want him gone. No matter how she sagged benegath the burden of him, no matter how wearying
his needs and demands, no matter the evenings like this when she wearied herself with minutiae so she
could deep, the deep heedless deep of exhaustion, lying so drunken with deep she could not worry over



daysto come; no matter dl this, he was her son and she loved him!

So she said to hersdlf as sherose to go within and be with him, leaving me &t last in peace, now that | no
longer wanted it.

The night was without incident. Trompe roused us a daybreak. By early afternoon we emerged from the
last canyon onto the winding plain the map had shown asthe site of the omphaos. Since leaving the
Burning Springs, we had had on our left asmall stream that occasiondly surged over itsbanksin
responseto therain that fell far away, upon the heights. | thought we would need to crossit between
surges, but this proved to be unnecessary, for once out of the canyon, the stream relaxed into agurgling,
shallow brook that meandered in silken loops across the plain to join aconsiderable river flowing toward
the south. According to the map, thisriver wasthe Tahs Ahlai, which isa Dinadhi way of saying, the
future, or timeto come. All waters, we say, run into the Tahs Ahlai. All livesrun into the pattern.

We crossed the smaller stream with only minor difficulty. Gaufers do not like wet feet, and they had to
be blindfolded to beled over. They could no doubt fed the wetness aswell as seeit, but evidently fedling
it and seeing it were two different things. Lutha brought the last one across, pausing besde meto say, "It
seems so natura to have them here”

"Why wouldn't they be here?' | asked, surprised.

"They arethefirgt living animals| have ever seen, Sdluez. Thefirst | have ever touched!”

"Thereare no animason Centrd 7'

"Noneat dl. No animals. No trees. No grassy meadows. No water running fregly. Itisavery different
placefrom here”

| gaped, unableto imagineit.

"Like one big building with many, many rooms," she said softly. "Even the seas are covered over, for that
iswhere our food israised.”

| considered the gaufers, redly seeing them for the first time. They smelled warm and earthy, thelr
muzzles were soft and their bodies deek. What would it be like never to see any living cregture but one's
own kind?

"They think,"” shesaid. "l was surprised & that."

"Of coursethey think!"

"On ahomao-normed world, we never consider that. We don't consder animals at al, and certainly we
don't consider that they can think. But the gaufers ... they have their own order of precedence, alowing
them to interact without constant conflict. They have their own habits of aertness, one keeping watch
while others eat, one standing gpart, head high, while others drink. They have even akind of sympathy,
for when the lead | eft one injured hisleg dightly, the others gave way and let him have the best spot tolie
down."

She had noticed more than 1!

"They liketo be scraiched just behind the ears, for it'san itchy place they have difficulty reaching for



themselves. They do it for one another, turn about. They know each one of us. They don't like Leglson
and Trompe. Every time one of the men comes toward them, they make whuffing noises with their
nostrils. They like you and me, Saluez, for they butt us with their heads as they do one another when they
are content. Ledly, they ignore. He climbs all over them and they seem not even to notice. Perhapsthat's
the way they treet their own young."

Aswe went on | thought about what she had said, for there had been something wondering in her voice,
like a person under enchantment. Not that | have had much experience with enchantment, but our old
doriesarefull of it.

We moved onto peaceful meadows where a soft wind tossed the grassesinto long rollers of shaded
slver, aplacid, utterly beautiful landscape. Thiswide valley was green, dl green, and |, too, began to fedl
enchanted at the wonder of it. | had never seen so much grass! It beckoned to be embraced, and | did
90, pulling aplumy clump toward me, smdlling the fragrance of it.

| turned to find Lutha beside me, holding out her hand. | took it. We stood so, smelling the grasses,
while the wagon moved on. Her hand was warm in mine, and comforting. Finaly we had to run, handin
hand, to catch up with the others.

Wefollowed theriver until it entered a steeply walled channel through ashalow rise, and there we
turned alittle eastward to climb the hill. Our view southward was blocked until we reached the top, but
once there, a new world opened out. Canyon walls retreated on either side, leaving room for endless
emerdd meadows. Theriver curved firgt left, then right, and beyond this scribble of flowing slver was yet
another loop in which abuilding stood.

"How artful," said Ledlson.
"How appropriate,” murmured L utha.
"Itsatemple, isntit," said Trompe.

The building was circular, made of wood and plaster. The pillars surrounding it were the trunks of grest
trees, smoothed and ringed with gold. The shallow dome was ribbed with wood and gilded with gold, as
wasits centrd pinnacle. All around the building were smoothly plastered pediments, aides of huge
wooden columns, and shdlow flights of wide, smooth steps that descended to a surrounding plaza from
which paving led in dl directions, an enormous spiderweb of narrow roads. It was like nothing else on
Dinadh. I might have been on some other world!

"The omphaos” | bresthed. "Thisisthe house of the omphaod” Then | saw ahive at the foot of the
cliffs, east of the temple. "That must be where the spirit peoplelive. Songfather saysthe omphalosis
guarded by spirit people.”

Far to the south, the canyon walls, diminished by distance, thrust in from the west over adiamond glitter,
wheretheriver Tahs Ahlai turned eastward toward the sea. Leglson pointed in that direction.

"Something moving.”

Trompe, meantime, had spotted movement in the west, and when we al stopped marveling at the view
and concentrated on people, we found traffic in every direction: linesand clumps of people and gaufers
on the spiderweb of roads, wagons of al sizes and types crossing meadows, al of them moving toward
the common center we looked upon.



"Drawn to Tahs-uppi," said Lutha. "Like mothsto aflame. Unable to resst, no matter how dangerous
theway."

"Commanded to come," | murmured. "Some of these wagons have been on the way since early winter.
It takes along while to come from the far Sde of Dinadh. The delegation from Cochim-Mahn is probably
not far behind us. Songfather will soon be here, and he will be very angry with us.”

Hewould be angry with me most of al, for he expected obedience from me. Lutha put her arm around
my shoulders and hugged me.

"Youresuchalittlething,” she said. "But you're stronger than |." She said it to be comforting, knowing
how apprehensive | was. Shetook my hand, and we continued our inventory of the travelers coming

toward us.

One particularly impressive procession had come over asaddlein the cliffs southwest. It included a
chariot, several wagons, and files of marching persons, one of them glittering asthough dipped in jewels.
Abovethisline of march along banner floated, like a superscription.

Luthasaid, "That flag hasafamiliar look toiit."

Trompe reached into his pack for glasses, and looked again.

"What in ... " heblurted. "It'sthe Grest Flag of the Alliance.”

"The Procurator?' she questioned. "Here?"

"Doesn't have to be the Procurator,” murmured Led son. " Could be an envoy.”

| looked up to seethat Luthahad gonered in the face. Her lips weretight, her nogtrils flared. She was
furioud

"What?" | whispered.

"l cameadl thisway! Unwillingly, at considerable danger and discomfort! Then Leslson turned up, out of
nothing, trying to send me home, trying to get rid of me and Ledy, but | stuck to my duty, andnow,
before I've had any chance to do what | was sent for, here's the man who sent me, or his envoy! Why
was | needed at al? Why disrupt my life? This person has probably come directly from the port! He has
not been forced to endure a hover car for endless wearying days, plus a strenuous canyon climb, plusthe
danger of being maimed by the Kachidl"

| touched her cheek. She dropped her eyes, seemingly ashamed.

"Drama,” | whispered.

"I'mridiculous;,”" she agreed. "Asthe Gauphin taught, peopleare ridiculous We have language and
history, we have technology and philosophy, and we till have not achieved good sense and sdlf-control!
And those of uswho pretend to, as Fastigats do, are so damned smug about it!"

| patted her, evoking asmile. | smiled in return, though she could not seeit. She knew there was nothing
to be gained by being annoyed with the Procurator, or with Leglson. No gain from lying deepless over



Ledson. No gain from weeping over Leglson. No gain remembering that time at the pool, before the
Burning Springs...

"Shhh," | whispered. "It'l bedl right.”

Her eyessad it wouldn't be dl right. "The next few momentswill be dl right. That will haveto do. | must
live from one sat of momentsto the next."

"Shal we go down?' Trompe asked, nudging Luthaimpatiently.

"Of course." Sheand | moved off in a purposeful manner, ignoring the sidelong glances Led son and
Trompe cast in our direction, feding for our fedings.

She snorted, saying under her breath, "One's feglings, one'slove-making, and one's | etters should be
grictly private! In my opinion, when these things are dragged out and displayed to strangers, affectionis
corrupted and destroyed. It iswhat bad biographers do, this digging into what might have been intended,
what possibly had been felt. See here, she feds; seethere, she says; look here, she promises! Even | do
not aways know what | fed or what | intend. What arrogance for these Fastigats to presume to know
me better than | know mysdif!”

"Perhgps they should spend their time andlyzing themselves,” | suggested, receiving asmile of agreement
inreturn,

We had no timefor further conversation. We had come about hafway down the dope when acrowd of
black-clothed figures swarmed out of the hive near the canyon wall and came hastily along a path that
intersected our line of travel. Luthamoved up beside the left-lead gaufer to trandate as necessary, and |
saw her gtart with dismay when they came near enough that we could see them clearly.

They werelike me! Like the members of the Ssterhood! Missing ears, riven lips, tattered eyelids. It was
not only faceswith them. Fingers and hands were missing, aswere feet. Bodies were contorted and thin
as saplings. The onein the lead shouted in an out-of-breath voice, in asort of diadect that was not clearly
understandable, at least not to me. | took them to mean something on the order of "Halt, stop, come no
nearer the sacred land.” Since we were dready halted, his commands seemed superfluous.

Lutha held out her hands, empty, the universal gesture of peace.

"We have cometo savethelives of the Dinadhi,” she said. "Thereisathreat from outsde the planet.”
They began shouting fervently at one another. | gathered that one faction wanted to kill usimmediately,
while another, dightly larger faction was reminded that blood could not be shed near the sacred precincts
without the gravest consequences. These antiphonal shouts went on for some time—during which Lutha
muttered fragmentary trand ations—before the shouters reached a solution that al could agreeto. They
would pen us up during the ceremony, which was about to begin. After Tahs-uppi, they would take us
somewhere else and kill us. Not one of them had paid attention to the threat L utha had told them of .
Either they didn't believe her or they didn't care. They were frightening in their sngle-mindedness.

| went to Lutha'sside.

"Are these your spirit people?’ she asked me.

"I don't know," | whispered. "Nobody ever told methey were ... likethis. Why are they like this?'



My words drew the attention of one of them, who darted forward, twitched my veil to one side, then
screamed as he turned and fled. The others chattered among themselves, backing dowly away. Lutha
took hold of the left-lead gaufer's hdter and tugged him forward. The other gaufersleaned into the
harness, and the wain creaked after. Trompe and Leelson dropped back to walk besideit.

"l amunclean,” | told her aswe dowly pursued the spirit people, who were limping and stumbling away
from us asfast asthey could go. "He says the beautiful people have rejected me, and now that he has
touched me, he must go out of the valey and cut his hand off a once."

"Y ou sound quite calm about it. Do you think he meansto do it?" she asked.

"l don't careif hedoes," | said angrily. "They'redl men, Lutha They're eaten worsethan |, butthey're
not unclean! What right have they!"

The fleeing bunch split before us, creating an open aidethat led toward a stout pen set upon asmall
rounded hill.

"Gaufer pen,” | said, Sdetracked from my annoyance. "They're dways set high like that, so they drain
well and don't cause amuck.”

Whether intended for gaufers or not, the pen was now to be used for us. There were dready a dozen
spirit people arrayed outside the fence, muttering angrily to one another over the bulk of severd large and

shiny wegpons.
"I hope those fusion riflesare not charged," Ledson said to the air.

One particularly clumsy guard (not hisfault; he had no fingers on hisright hand) chose that moment to
drop his wespon.

Luthasaid, "I've had arms dealers as clients, and I've seen diagrams of that weapon. It looksto me like
an Asenagi product, but he had it set on standby. If it had been set in firing position, thiswhole place
would be gone by now."

Ledlson paled. Trompe gulped, "We are probably the first outsiders they've ever seen. They've obtained
weapons for protection againgt intruders, but they have no idea how to use them.”

The idea of novices with deadly wegpons was not cheering, and the others turned their eyes elsawhere,
not to seem threatening.

"Let'snot bother them with talk," Lutha suggested. "If that's redly the Great Hag of the Alliance coming
down the hill, let the envoy or whoever ded with the problem.”

Our willingness to be penned up seemed to have quieted some of the panicky gestures and voices
around us. The clumsy guards backed off alittle, allowing usto concentrate on the view of the omphalos
our low hill afforded.

The temple was now surrounded by several nearly complete concentric circles of knedling men, some
spirit people, and some songfathers, distinguishable by the colors of their robes, black for spirit people,
hide brown for the others. Each had his own cushion, and each knelt a an equd distance from his
fellows. The circleswere neat and perfectly regular, and as new men arrived they filled in the gaps and



started new circles concentric to the old ones. | saw no women anywhere near the temple.

Luthalaid her hand on my arm and jerked her head toward the eastern cliffs. There were other
black-clad forms huddled at the base of the buildings and in the windows. She borrowed the glasses
from Trompe and gave them a good looking over before passing the glassesto me. They werethefemae
spirit people, dl of them disfigured or maimed and as thin as the men.

Luthasaid, "They'retoo thin for childbearing. Starving women don't get pregnant. They don't even
mendruate.”

"But thisvaley isfertilel” | told her. "The soil iswonderful. And they have ariver! They should havelots
of food! More than we can raisein the canyons” Perhapsit was significant that we had seen no sign of
cultivation anywherein thevaley. The grasswas of adifferent sort than | knew. Perhapsit too was
sacred and farming was forbidden.

"Look a thetemple," urged Ledson. "At thefloor!"

Thetemplewasin the form of acircular dais made up of three concentric steps. Thefirst was below the
pillars. The second formed the base for the circle of pillars that supported the roof. The third wasinside
the pillars and made up the floor of the templeitself. The south half, asemicircle of thisinner circle, was
one step higher yet, with massive meta links protruding at both the east and west ends of the low step. A
long and heavy rope had been attached to the eastern link, then threaded around the golden base of the
northernmost pillar, back across the raised floor, around the southernmost pillar, then back to the north
again, making aZ shape.

"It'satackle" said Trompe.

So much was obvious. We used similar gear to get water from the deepest wells. Theloose end of the
rope lay stretched aong the ground to the north, and it was now being tugged at by afew dozen
songfathers. They managed to pull the east end of the semicircular floor ahand span closer, rotating it on
its diametric center, then nodded in satisfaction at one another as they dropped the rope and departed.

"Those golden rings around the pillars are meta sheaves,” remarked Leglson, who waslooking at them
through the glass. "What are they moving the floor for? And what'sit made of 7'

"It ismade of one great block of stone," | told them. "It was brought from the cliffs by the Gracious One,
who, having created the great gate, then opened it unto us. The stone coversthe navel of theworld. The
sacred sipapu. The gate through which we came. Now it will be uncovered and the beautiful people,
those who carry the spirits of our beloved dead, will depart through this gateway to heaven.”

Ledson threw Lutha a startled glance, and she gave him alook that meant "don't ask." He glared, but he
clamped hislips shut. | had just reveded the holiest secrets of our religion. It didn't matter now. There
would be no secrets soon. He would see, as| would.

More songfathers arrived. There were other brief episodes of rope tugging with nobody trying very hard.
Groups came and went, rehearsing separately, accustoming themsalvesto the fedl of therope. It wasas
Ledson had said a one point during our journey: every participant was here for the first time. They knew
what was to be done, but not precisaly how to do it. They had to practice.

By midafternoon there were tens of thousands of wainsfilling ashalow valey south and west of the
temple, agood distance away. The ordinary men and women who had accompanied the song-fathers



fringed every dight rise of ground, none of them close enough to get agood view and none of them
equipped with glasses. Evidently these laymen wereto view Tahs-uppi only from adistance.

During the afternoon, groups of songfathers came up the hill to the pento take alook at us. Late in the
afternoon, one came who was well-known to me. Hah-Hallach, songfather of Cochim-Mahn. He
summoned me to the fence.

"Foolish woman, what have you done?' he demanded in asoft voice full of suppressed rage.
"l have come to say good-bye to my mother,” | replied.

"Y ou have led strangers here! Y ou have blasphemed the Gracious One. Y ou have risked our
immortality!"

"S0, |et the Gracious One ded with me" | said. "He can cause melittle more pain than he has dready
done."

"Because you doubted," he said, curang. "Because you doubted!"
| shook my head. "The sisterhood knows better than that.”
"All heretics. All doubters. Why you?" he shouted.

| turned my face away, not answering, sobswelling up insde me. Lutha came to me, put her arms
around me, and said across my head:

"If you're asking her why she came here, it's because she believes what we havetold her. Y our people
and your world are in danger. She does not care for hersdf, but sheis going to have achild. She wants
that child to have afuture!”

Heturned his glaring eyes upon L utha and spoke from amouth contorted by wrath. "Thereis neither
future for blasphemers nor children for those who doubt,” he said. Then he turned on his hed and went
back down the hill. Lutha's arms held me while | wiped my eyes.

"Thank you for tryingto help me” | said. "But thereisno hdp againg ... them.”
"Them?' she whispered.

"Old men who endave us, then rebuke us when we rebd, calling us disobedient daughters, doubters,
even heretics. | told him the ssterhood knows better. He did not like it much.”

We had no time for discussion. The crowd of songfathers and spirit people around the temple had

grown larger and noisier, and now it erupted with shouts and waved fists as the Great Flag of the Alliance
came bobbing and wavering toward us through the mob. The knedling circles of spirit people opened up
with some difficulty to let the flag come through, and | saw that each man had attached himsdlf to ameta
eye set into the ground. Now, what was that about? | scanned the temple, finding more such metd eyes
st into the semicircular soneinside thetemple.

The flag jounced up the hill, carried by ayoungish, long-faced man who walked beside the Procurator,
hedl aglitter like afish just out of water. With them was a huge red-faced woman driving achariot, and
behind that astolid Dinadhi driving a cart loaded down with heavy packs. Leglson opened the gate for



them.
The Procurator greeted us with anod, then said to the woman, "Madam Luv, thisis Leglson Famber.”
"Who has much to answer for," said the big woman, in adisapproving tone.

L eelson took no notice of their disapproval. Fastigats, Luthawas to say, often don't take notice of
others disapproval, even that of other Fastigats. While the bearers stacked their burdensin apile near
the pen gate, L eelson made introductions as though we were at tea. The long-faced man was the ex-King
of Kamir, who seemed embarrassed at seeing Led son, though | could not imagine why. Thelarge
woman was Poracious L uv, an Alliance councilwoman, flamboyant, but with good sense, so Luthasaid. |
gathered she had been vigiting the king when both of them had been dragged into this business more or
lessaccidentdly. Or, if not accidentdly, for some reason they did not, at the moment, choose to explain.

Asthe cart driver shut the gate on us and clomped off down the hill, Poracious joined Luthaand me at
the fence while the three Fastigats went to the other sSide of the pen and put their heads together. They
were looking at asmal, hand-sized mechanism that the Procurator had taken from the baggage. A
retriever, said Lutha, asking Poracious what it was they intended to retrieve.

Instead of answering, the big woman took her by the shoulder, saying, " So, Lutha Talgtaff, what's
happened thus far? Have you solved our problem?’

Before Lutha could answer, Ledly appeared suddenly at the door of the wain, totally naked, hisskin
darkly and oddly blotched with chill. I went quickly to him, leaving Luthato dedl with the demands of
Poracious Luv. | could hear them from ingde the wagon.

"Y our son?" asked the big woman in akindlier voice. "No doubt he likesthefed of air on hisskin. | did,
when | was smaler. Now | have rather too much skin for theair. | understand your son isan amazing
atig.”

"Where did you hear that?" L utha asked, surprised.

"I heard of itin Smidi-ala" Poracious said. "1 wastold he did some excellent portraitsthere. Thereis
one on thewall of awomen's convenience. They have framed it and put Perspex acrossit. They say heis
beloved of Weaving Woman."

| glanced outside, to see Luthamuch discomfited, digging her toein the dirt.

"1 know al about him," Poracious confided. "Y ou needn't be diffident or defensive with me. We are both
women. We understand our feglings, whether these men and Fastigats do or not.”

"L edson doesn't think Ledly'shuman,” Lutha blurted.
"My, my," Poracious said. "Heisexclusonary, ishe not?'

Exclusonary was an improper word in the Alliance, so Lutha had said, more than once. The Alliance
likesto think of itsdlf asan egditarian organization.

Luthasaid, "That's not quite accurate where Leglson is concerned. His prejudiceislimited to hisown
children. Hisfamily has certain well-defined expectationsfor its posterity, that'sal."



"Oh, my, don't we dl know that," Poracious murmured. "1've met hismama." Shewinked at L utha.
"Don't take mefor afoal, lovey girl. Wefat old things have not laid aside our brainswith our silhouettes.
We put on flesh for as many reasons as others make love, have you ever thought about that? Out of lust,
out of habit, out of greed, out of ambition. Out of time, too little or too much of it, or too little else doing
init." She sghed. "The flesh does not represent the spirit, for which observation one can thank the Grest
Gauphin. Though one wonders, sometimes, what the purposeis of either spirit or flesh.”

She gave Luthaakindly pat, ignoring her confusion, then beckoned to the ex-king, who had been
gtanding diffidently to one Sde, looking rather londly.

He came over, hesitantly, asking, "Has your group been threstened at al?!

It seemed an odd question. Lutha said, "Threatened by the Kachis, certainly. Not particularly by anyone
else until we came near the omphalos.”

"Have you learned anything?' asked Poracious.
Luthasaid, "We found avoice recording that Bernesohn Famber left in Cochim-Mahn. It was old,

fragmentary, not at dl clear. It mentioned three things—the abandoned gods of the Dinadhi; the
omphaas, which iswhy we came here; and findly afew enigmatic words about the rgjoinder of his

posterity.”

"Abandoned gods?' the ex-king asked with an intent and eager look. "Tell me?"

"The Dinadhi claim they came here from somewhere ese, or perhaps were sent here from somewhere
else, after being commanded to leave certain of their gods behind. In return, they were to receive’'—she
paused, glancing through the open door of thewain a me—"immortality?"

"Y ou don't sound sure,” said the king, till in that intent voice.

"I'm not. The whole matter's complicated.” Sheled them away from the wagon dightly, and when |
heard the king ask, "What'saKachis?' | knew she wastelling them about our beliefs.

They talked quietly, then Poraciouss voice rose:

"These Kachismust have alengthy life span if one of them has been around since Bernesohn'stime!™
Even Luthaforgot to keep her voice down. "I have no ideawhether there's been one or a succession of
different ones. Saluez believed the Kachis cannot die, but we saw dead ones during our trip, which has
sorely tried her faith.”

Tried, but not defeated, | said to myself as| fastened Ledly's shirt.

"Doesthisrelate in someway to the Ularian problem?" the ex-king asked.

| came out of the wagon, bringing the now clothed Leely to stand beside his mother as the king went on:
"| see no connection. These Kachis may be nasty, but the Ulariansare ... quiteinexpressibly vilel"

| looked a him across my vell, asking, "Have you seen the Ularians?

"I've seen them. And tasted them. I've heard the sound of the waves on the world where they are now,



heard the scream of seabirds and the weeping of the girl who's there watching them.” He shook his head,
making aface. "They're ... horrible beyond belief."

"What do they look like?" | asked.

The ex-king gestured. "Big. Big as one of your hives. Shaped, oh, likeany old thing at al. A massive
middle, rather shapeless, with alot of appendages or tentacles hanging beneath like afringe. They float.
Or they st like mountains. Or they build themsealvesinto rancid walls of flesh that can surround an
encampment! On one side, their skinisbare, and they are able to show pictures on their skins."

| felt my eyeswiden. It was an unbelievable description. Legly dipped loose and started purposefully
toward the fence surrounding us. L utha caught him just as he was climbing through.

"Dananang,” he cried, struggling to get away from her. "Dananana.”
She pulled him into her arms and asked me to get his harness from the wagon. He hated it, but

sometimes it wasthe only solution. | fetched it and we buckled it behind him, fagtening the tether tightly to
Luthas belt.

He looked at the harness, decided he couldn't get out at the moment, then opened his pants, peed onto
the dirt, and sat down to make amud picture on the bottom board of the fence. | saw Luthaflinch, but
Poracious Luv watched him with lively interest and no discernible disapprobation.

About thistime the three Fastigats concluded their conference. Both Leelson and Trompe spat over the
fence and then wiped their mouths. The Procurator said something to them, then camly let himself out the
gate and went off down the hill. The spirit people and songfathers had |eft an aide open dl theway from
the pen to the temple at the bottom. He was confronted amost at once by one of those who had
accompanied him up the hill inthefirst place.

"Hah-Rianahm," Poracious whispered. "L ord high-muck-amuck among thisrabble.”

The Dinadhi's voice was strident. | could hear him clearly, though he spoke from some distance.

" ... must return to the pen!" he howled.

" ... must take timeto experience thisrecord,” shouted the Procurator in stentorian tones, overriding the
other, no small achievement considering how the skinny old man was screaming.

"No time! Tahs-uppi!"

"Until Tahs-uppi!"

Gabble and shout, pushing and shoving, the Procurator was thrust back up the hill and through the gate
that Leelson opened for him. The three Fadtigats exchanged wry looks that said the result of the foray
had not been unexpected. Then dl three of them began dragging items from the baggage pile, opening
sacks and cases, sorting out items of equipment. "When they had unpacked and assembled the first
half-dozen elements, Luthasaid:

"lsn't that awide-range retriever? The kind entertainers use?'

Luthawas|ooking questioningly at Poracious, but the large woman was preoccupied with what was



going on at thetemple. Therethe circles of knedling men were completely filled in and variousritua
personages with towering headdresses had taken up positions atop the raised semicircular section of
floor. Aswe watched, songfathers manned the entire length of the pull rope, and half adozen black-clad
Spirit men were pouring the contents of large jars upon the northeast quadrant of the temple floor—ail, |
presumed, to make easier the moving of the great onelid across thislower stone. When their jars were
empty, they departed. One of the hierarchy shouted acommand. Though we could not see musicians
from where we stood, the sounds of their instruments cameto us clearly: drums, gongs, trumpets,
panpipes, and several sonorous stringed instruments.

Firg ablaring fanfare, then awhomp, whomp, whomp of drums and deep-toned plucked strings, then a
shouted command, and those aong the rope took up the dack. They began to tug, grunting with each
pull. The arrangement of the rope alowed a one-quarter turn of the semicircular sone, and | held my
breath, awaiting what this displacement would revedl.

At firg it was only adarkness. A darkness within darkness. A circular blackness. A pit, perhaps. A pit
smeared with cloudy concentric linesto represent a..... | struggled to find aword. A vortex.

A blotch spun past, appearing at the edge farther from us, disappearing behind the edge nearest us. Well
then, it wasn't arepresentation of avortex, itwas avortex. A ... maglstrom. Though it didn't look like
water.

"Not water," said the ex-king doubtfully. "It doesn't ook like water."

L eelson cursed briefly behind me. He had dropped some part of the device and now kndlt to attach it
once more. Theloose partswere amost al attached; | assumed they were finished with it. Trompe knelt
beside L edlson and they thrust arecord file through anarrow dot.

Poracious followed my glance.
"A record from Perdur Alas," she murmured. "Unfiltered, if | don't missmy guess”

| only half heard her, for the ex-king made a muffled exclamation, drawing my attention back toward the
temple where the steadily grunting ling,ungh-ah, ungh-ah, ungh-ah, had moved the floor the entire
quarter turn the tackle permitted. Now the whirling darknesswas fully disclosed. The music stopped. We
heard a shouted command. Then trumpets again, and a quicker tempo from the drums. The rope went
dack. Theritual personages unshackled it from the eye, hauled it in, and carried thick coils of it avay
eastward to the accompaniment of panpipes and gongs. The members of the orchestramarched onto the
northeast quadrant of the great stone lid and fettered themsdlves, facing north, while over their |eft
shouldersthe vortex whirled with hypnotic force. The musicians hair whipped in therising wind.

"Look away," demanded Poracious. "Don't let your eyes get sucked in. Observe—the musicians are
wearing blinkers, and none of the people arelooking at it."

Asindeed they were not. The temple stood on adight rise; dmost dl of the observers were on lower
levels, where they couldn't see the vortex; if any were higher than we, they would see only the temple
roof or the processions of spirit people and songfathers who were marching hither and yon, waving
banners and censers while drums pounded, gongs sounded, trumpets brayed, and panpipes tweedled
bregthily. When the music stopped, no one looked toward the temple. All eyeswere searching the far
canyon edges, where they opened into the valey.

"The beautiful people are coming,” | cried, hearing both the pain and the joy in my words. "Oh, they are



coming. They will see us one moretime before they go to heaven! Perhaps ... perhaps... "

Oh, perhaps. The crowd stirred. At first | did not see what they saw, then | detected the pale movement
at the canyon entrances, like aflow of milk. It did not come closer. Not then.

At the same time Leelson said something in asdf-satisfied tone, there was aclick, and | was elsewhere.

Before me, observed from some distance, through a twiggy growth, Diagonal Red and Four
Green Soot floated over an abandoned camp. | heard the sea, at some distance behind me. A twig
was jammed between my teeth to keep my mouth open as | drooled filthily. From the south,
enormous shapes bobbed toward me, and my throat formed the words, Blue Lines, Big Gray Blob,
and Speckled Purple. In the middle distance, a dozen more shaggy Ularians moved in a slow
procession.

| wastasting ... what wasit | tasted? Soapy, rancid, bitter, nasty ... Over the sound of the sea| heard
retching; through the view of the moorland, as through atransparent picture, | saw thevaley of the
omphalos, filled with people who bent and twisted asthey tried to get rid of that filthy taste. Abruptly, the
effect lessened somewhat, becoming no less nasty but less overwhelming.

| heard Ledson'svoice. "I've put in apartid filter." Whatever he had done, it did not prevent the
experience continuing ...

...showing pictures on their bodies! Each newly pictured thing coalesced on the body of one single
being. "Ularian," my throat said. The picture moved on to another Ularian, and more detail was
added. Each Ularian augmented or complicated the picture created by the previous ones, and the
event continued rotating ...

| shut my eyes, held my breath, refused to smell or taste anything. No good. It was not an experience
one could evade.

The woman fleeing. Fleeing. The monstrous beings coming after her.

| heard indrawn bregths. Not from the vision; from redity. There were murmurs of denid in the valley of
the ompha os. Shouts of anger. | shut my eyes and made mysdlf listen for sounds from Dinadh. What
were the spirit people doing while thiswent on? The music had stopped. What were they thinking?

Huge, those beings. Great shaggy walls. Shapeless, amor phous, threatening, with dangling
tentacles. Now the huge bodies began a new sequence of pictures, a detailed sequence playing
over and over and over again:

A place near the ocean. A strangely shaped stone. A twisted tree. The hammered sea sparkling
under the sun ... Anote of ... anticipation? And then, all at once, an explosion of shapes from the
face of the cliff, like puffs of thick smoke that separated into individual things, a horde of shaggy
little floaters, miniature likenesses of the huge Ularians, countless numbers of them, spewing out
of crevasses, out of caves, pouring into the sky ...

The huge ones sit, unmoving, bands of bright color dancing upon their skins as the little ones
fling themsel ves outward, pursuing the sea-birds, catching them, gulping them down! Oh, they are
hungry, so hungry!

And the experience stopped, dl at once, like waking from dream. Leelson had shut down the machine.



Before me, Poracious Luv wiped her mouth and spat across the fence. Beside me, Luthaand the ex-king
did the same. At our feet, Ledly, unbothered, till painted upon the fence. He, too, had seen what we had
seen. Hispainting was of them, the little shaggy things that had come pouring from the cliff wall. He had
seen but he hadn't tasted.

Acrossthe pen from me, the three Fastigats stared down toward the temple, waiting. Everywherein the
valey people stood up, shaking, wiping their mouths. Afar, at the openings of the canyons, movement
began again, amilky flow made of countlesswhite formsfloating from the canyon mouths, streams of
them, coming through the tall grasses, converging upon the omphaos.

From somewhere below, a shaky command. Then again, louder, more vehement.

| anlogt inanticipation! A drum pulses, trembling. VVoices shout. Music resumes, unsteadily, out of tune,
out of tempo. The milky streams come nearer.

Kachisl FHoating wide-eyed, arms and legs spread wide, only their wings moving them, rivulets of them,
becoming rivers, becoming pools, becoming a surrounding, foaming seal Oh, our people. Oh, our
ancestors. Oh, our loved ones. So many! Could there be so many in only one hundred years? And how
would | findher in such amob! Millions of Kachis swirling in creamy eddies, nearing the omphal os,
twirling more and more rapidly asthey are caught at the edges of the vortex, astheir wings ...

Astheir wingsrip away! Glassy fragmentsflying! A sigh from the songfathers assembled, from the spirit
people. Wasthis expected? Was this the way of things? Would they not need their wingsin heaven?

Perhaps nat, for the Kachis are changing. Thereisastripe of darkness up their fronts, from groin to chin.
A widening dtripe of darkness. At first | don't understand, then | seewhat it is. The pale delicate skins
have split. Whatever isinsde shows dark againgt the pae integument, thrusting outward, fighting itsway
out of thetight white casing in which it has been trapped. Arms split from wrist to shoulder, legs split from
toeto thigh. Tranducent pearly coverings curl away, and what isinsde heaves ouit.

New forms. Different forms. Formswe had just seen, as recorded upon another world, shaggy ravenous
hordes of crestures, miniature Ularians ...

| hear my own voice howling, no, no, no.

Trompe screams. Why is Trompe screaming? | turn. Heislying beside the fence, blood-covered.
Ledson isdown behind him, and above them bright ruby lines cut the air into deadly polygons of cross
fire, pulses of fire coming from downhill, southwest, and northeast. Someoneisfiring at them, at usl

| hear the ex-King of Kamir, shouting. "Mitigan. Stop! Don't! Chur Durwen, no!"

At the bottom of the hill shaggy, fringed shapes pour into the omphdoslike afoaming tide. Theair isfull
of Kachis ghogts, split-skin phantoms, haf faces, snglewings, shed skinswhirling on thewind, clattering
softly againgt one another likefdlen leaves.

Ledson runstoward L utha, seizesher up, tied as sheisto Ledy, who grabsmy arm and holdsmein a
grip of iron, so | must run alongside. The ex-king pursues us, trying to shield us from the weaponsfire.
Wefive are fleeing down the aide while the spirit people rage around us. Faces, | see, mouths, | see,
wide mouths, shouting, furious faces. They are tied down. They cannot stop us, for they are belted to
eyelets st in the stone, tied down againgt this dreadful wind!



Oh, but they scream. Blood has been shed. Violence has been done. Worse than that! Worse than that!
They have seen, oh, they have seen ...

Ledson sumbles. Heis atempting atangential course, onethat will carry usto the west, around the
omphaos, but by thistime the force of the whirling vortex has built into atornado, a hurricane spinning
uncontrollably, amael strom of wind! We run through air, legs churning space. Wefly!

Beneath us| see musiciansheld in place by stout straps, knedling circles of men chained to their eyelets.
We are not chained and we spin, sucked down after the shaggy creatures, sucked down asthe
ghost-white skins of the Kachis are being sucked down ...

Ledy, Ledson, Lutha, the ex-king, and |, and as we go screaming down, in terror of the darkness
below, our heads twist to keep sight of the light, the light, where other dark formsfly after uslikethe
shadows of doom.

"MI ... Tl ... CAN ... " | hear the ex-king shout. "NO. NO. NO!"

Then only darkness and howling and shed skins making a horrid rustling sound and shaggy thingswith
tentacles and sucking mouths dl around us.

Then blackness, and pain, and no more story of Sduez. For atime Sauez is gone from the pattern and
the weaving goes on without her.

They did not know how much time went by. Lutha seemed to recal going in and out of consciousness, in
and out of places, dways borne on that terrible wind, unable to move except asit moved them. There
were momentary pauses, as though the maelstrom had to switch gears or decide where to go next.
During one of these, Lutha hauled on the tether between her and Ledly, pulling him close, and with him
Sduez, who clutched him tightly. It was then she redlized there was light where they were, for she saw
Sduez'sface, eyesrolled back, only the whites showing. Then the wind grabbed them up again, and they
were away.

The next thing they felt was the crushing impact of hitting something solid and hard, of being dropped
with enough violence to drive out their bresths and cause pain. Then was the sound of cursing and
sobbing and fighting for air. Luthawas on top, with Legly sandwiched between hersdf and Sdluez. For a
moment she Ssmply lay there, so thankful for the quiet that she didn't care whether anyone se wasthere
or had survived.

Ledson'svoicerose, cursing, then that of the ex-King of Kamir. Then another male voice, raised in
chdlenge.

"Leelson Famber! Stand and die!”

"Don't, Mitigan!" cried the ex-king.

"What are you doing here?' snarled the stranger voice in atone of furious surprise.
"Cometo stop you doing what you'retrying to do," the king gasped. "'l waswrong."
"| swore an oath!" trumpeted the other. "We Firsters honor our oaths!”

"Qath or not, you won't get paid if you kill anyone! Take anew oath. | waswrong. | hired you to do it,



I'll hireyou not to do it. It wasn't hisfault.”

Lutha pulled hersdlf gingerly erect. Saluez was not conscious. Ledly was smply adeep. Hedid that
sometimes when things were confusing. L utha pushed hersdlf away from them both and struggled to St
up. At least onerib had something wrong with it, for it hurt to bresthe. Light pouring through ajagged
opening at her |eft disclosed aroom-sized cavern, the rugged walls stresked with white, the floor leveled
by deposits of gravel and stones and amillion years worth of bird droppings. Tranducent membranes
waved from adozen places, and it took a puzzled moment before Luthaidentified them. Kachiswings
caught among the rocks, brought here by the winds. Leglson lay dightly above the others, pronein the
danted opening, feet kicking againgt the sky, mumbling about wormholes. Somewhere nearby the sea
swallowed and sucked, the stonevibrating in tida rhythms,

The ex-king leaned against the back wall of the cave, facing the savage stranger. Jiacare winced as he
roseto hisfull height and moved to put himsdlf between the savage and Led son.

"Therés gill the matter of my oath,” said the savage, curling hislip.

"Mitigan of the Asenagi, | will compensate your bruised honor," snarled the king with equa force. "By
your blood and mine, man! We've been sucked through awormhole in space; we don't know where we
are or when we are, and it'sa poor time in my opinion to argue about honor!"

The man addressed as Mitigan did not put aside his bellicose manner, but at least he took his hands
away from hiswesgpons. Saluez moaned and put her hand to her head. Leglson went on cursing under his
breath, the same words over and over. Luthalooked around for Trompe and then remembered.

"Was Trompekilled?'
"Yes," gagped Led son. "He was. For which someonewill answer ... "

Hisvoicefailed. Luthablinked. Trompe had been afaithful companion. She wept into her cupped hands,
regretting that they had not always seen their duty dike, that she had been impatient with him.

It was then that she heard another voice, sharp though rather plaintive, pitched to be barely audible over
the sound of the sea. "Hdllo?' And again: "Hello?"

Ledson, Sartled by the voice, dithered down from the opening in an avalanche of gravel. Lutha
detached hersdlf from Ledly'stether and crawled up into the space he'd left. Above the ocean the
transformed Kachiswere furioudy feeding, dropping long lumpy tentaclesinto the seaand pulling up fish
after fish, spreading their tentaclesinto netsto capture seabirds, meantime bobbing, weaving, spinning as
they increased the spaces between themsalves, dl the time gobbling voracioudy. They stretched away in
alevd plane, aflat grid of bodiesthat met the flat surface of the sea at the horizon. Lutharisked sticking
her head out of the hole just far enough to look along the cliff face. She saw nothing but rock and more
rock, all of it splotched with salt and bird droppings and streaked with black ropes of what could only be
seaweed.

"Hello," shecdled. "Where are you? Who are you?"'
"l saw somebody'sfeet!" cried thevoice. "I'm Snark. Did you come to rescue me?”

What aquestion! Turning toward the sound, L utha saw light-colored movement, something waving, a
scarf or shirt, then aface peering down. The person was above them, almost at the top of the cliff, her



head and shoulders protruding from ahole. Some other cavern, Luthathought as she glanced out at the
transformed Kachis, dill busly eating.

"What placeisthis?' shecdled.
"Perdur Alas," the other cried.

At the moment the name meant nothing to L utha, though she was sure she had heard it recently. She
rubbed her head fretfully, cdling, "Don't go away."

She squirmed back insdeto tell the others there was a human being nearby and the name of the place.
Ledson's and the ex-king's exclamations reminded her where sheld heard the name recently. Poracious
Luv had said the sensory recording was from Perdur Alas.

Ledson felt hisarms, groaning. "No doubt the woman who's calling to usis the observer whose senses
we experienced.”

"Don't you find that unbelievable?" L utha asked.

The ex-king said, "Those who encounter chains of events at two disparate points, without observing the
connections, think they have observed coincidence when they have, in fact, seen only consequence.”

L utha's mouth dropped open, and he grinned.
"I was afigurehead, yes, but | was alowed tutors.”

Ledlson started to laugh, cut himself off in mid-amusement, and rolled over so he could fed tenderly
dong hisribs.

Mitigan stepped over Led son's body and looked out the entrance, then he helped Ledlson up so he
could do the same. The ex-king didn't bother.

"I'm no good at practical things," he said. "I've had no experience.”

"Y ou can keep watch, then," Leelson directed him. " Sit in the opening there and tell usif any of those
things come back thisway."

The ex-king obediently sat, throwing L utha a good-natured glance as he pushed by her to get a the
opening.

"How'sthe boy?' he asked.

"He'sfine." Ledy wasfine. She had no worries whatsoever about Leely. He had just wakened and now
sat happily arranging bits of gravel while Ledlson and Mitigan talked about getting out, and L uthaturned
her attention to Sauez.

At some point in the wild journey, perhaps when they were dumped from the vortex, Saluez's head had
been injured. She had alarge bruise above her |ft ear, and as Luthafet gingerly around the edges of it,
she opened her eyes.

"Have we cometo heaven?' Sduez murmured.



For amoment L utha couldn't answer. Had they come to heaven! Hell, more likely, but she hesitated to
say that, not knowing how badly Saluez was hurt.

"Dananang,”" whigpered Ledy, laying hisface againg Sduez. "Dananana." He pulled her veil aside and
kissed her face moistly, repestedly.

Luthalooked away. Just another of Ledy'slittle habits. She took a deep, painful bresth and turned to
meet Saluez'sterrified eyes. Sheld had timeto redize it wasn't heaven, which saved Luthafrom having to
break the news.

"We're not dead?' Saluez asked, sounding strangely disappointed.

"Not sofar,” Luthatold her glumly. It would do no good to delay telling her the truth. "If the Kachis
don't come back, we may even survive for awhile.”

"Theywent to heaven,” Sduez cried, her eyeswild with pain and confusion.

"They went out thereto et fish," Lutha said as matter-of-factly as she could manage. "If the big
creatureswe saw are Ularians, then your beautiful people are baby Ularians. Or maybe Ularian larvae.
Or nymphs."

"Imagos," corrected the ex-king from the opening.
"Whatever." Lutha shrugged, gasping at the pain. Shrugging was not agood idea.
"Mother," Sadluez cried, her eyeswide. "Mother."

Luthaleaned forward to take Sduez into her arms, and for amoment Saluez clung to her before
dumping into unconsciousness once more. The men stopped their talk long enough to cast a sympathetic
glance toward the women. Ledly scrambled up to the cavern entrance, crawled into Jiacare Lostre's lap,
and stared out across the waves, waving his hands and saying over and over, "Dananana, Dananana,” at
which the king looked rather more intrigued than L utha thought appropriate.

After atime Mitigan took the king's place in the cavern opening and carried on a shouted conversation
with the person in the other cavern, who identified hersdlf as Snark. By thistime it was becoming obvious
to dl thosein the cavern that they could not smply climb up or down from where they were. The cliff
was sheer below and overhanging above. Snark tried to get arope to Mitigan, who leaned widdly from
the entrance, gripping the stone with one hard fist while he flailed unsuccessfully at the windblown line.
After atime Snark shouted that she would go up on top and try it from the other side, but by thistime
Ledson had made arope of Ledly's harness, al the belts and sashes, plus some stripstorn from the
bottom of the robes, and had weighted the end with a stone.

Mitigan succeeded in tossing the stone over the tree that protruded from the cliff just above Snark'shole
and turned to the others with an expression of triumph. Then, inexplicably and smultaneoudy, they all

gagged.

"Get inl" demanded Led son.

Mitigan dodged back into the hole and lay flat.



"Ularians," breathed L eel son, unnecessarily. Those who were conscious had aready figured that out.
They lay on their bdlies, drooling onto the cave bottom, waiting for the taste to pass. L utha was nearest
the opening, and she actualy saw one of them go by, like ahairy whae sailing out over the sea, long,
tangled tentacles hanging like atattered drapery beneeth it. It should have seemed balloonlike, she
thought. 1t should have seemed airy, but did not. Instead it breathed ominous cold, horrid intention,
ghastly power. Shefdt the tears start and barely kept herself from moaning.

After alengthy hiatus, the taste dissipated and they got shakily to their feet once more. When they
looked out, Snark had already attached her rope to the makeshift line. Mitigan hauled it in. Snark made
an amazingly acrobatic leap out from her cavern to the tree branch, squirmed up and onto it with the rope
between her teeth. Shortly afterward she cdled, and Mitigan went up the line like an ape. Leg son went
next, though with rather less agility, and the two of them raised therest, one a atime. First Ledly, then
the unconscious Sdluez, tied into akind of rope ding, then Lutha, her head redling from the height, the
immengty of the sea, the nearness of the Ularians. The ex-king came last, looking around himself
ddightedly, his cheeks pink with excitement.

The entire process, though lengthy, took placein virtua silence, bouts of Strenuous, grunting effort
interrupted by periods of frozen stillness when they tasted even the remotest presence of the great
Ularians. Each timeit was only ahint of taste, amomentary awfulness.

The sun was setting by the time all were assembled at the top of the dliff. Sduez lay wrapped inwarm
blankets—provided by Snark—while the rest hunkered down with their heads together, telling Snark
how they had come to be with her and watching the sun set in abonfire of reds and pinks and oranges
againgt apurple seaand lavender sky. The shaggies had spread themsalves evenly, aplane of blobby
black shapes cutting the red orb of the sun into aknife edge of light.

" S0 you haven't come to rescue me." Snark laughed. It was a harsh, self-mocking sound. She looked
directly at Lutha. "l guess| knew that as soon as | saw your face, Lutha Talstaff.”

"Why?" Lutha asked, puzzled.

Snark laughed again, like acock crowing, half jeer, half boast. "I hate you, Lutha Tallstaff. And him,
Ledson. Not that | can do anything about it. Prob'ly learn to hate him, too, the one that was king. Not
her, though." Shejerked an elbow in Saluez's direction. "She'slike me. Life ate her up and spit her out,
dinit."

Luthawas both offended and mygtified. "Have we met before?”

Snark told her where, and when. Lutha flushed. She had known the shadows were ... people. Hadn't
she? Or had she?

Unexpectedly, Ledson cameto her defense. "L utha doesn't know anything about shadows. None of the
ordinary people do. Only the Procurator's people knew about them.”

"Likely." Snark sneered.

"True," hesaid. "I amwell connected in the bureaucracy, and | knew next to nothing about them until the
Procurator told me, there on Dinadh.”

Luthaadded, "And if weve offended you, were sorry."



"I killed you. I got even."
Thisrequired explanation, and Mitigan was much fascinated by Snark's description of asmul booth.

"Sensurround doesn't work that way! It has built-in censors,” he said. "Y ou can't kill anybody in
sensurround. Y ou can't do anything to aperson that's againgt hiswill!"

"Shadows can." She sneered again. "Simuls et you do anything you want, and they let mekill her, more
than once." She cast aferocious glance in Lutha's direction, making the other woman pale and draw
back.

The ex-king intervened. "As I've mentioned to Mitigan, we have no time for hating or killing, for our
survival must comefirst. So tell us, Snark. How do we survive?!

She gave him the same up-and-down look she had given L utha, though amore approving one, as she
said offhandedly, "I've got me afew holes dug here and there, but they're only big enough for me. I don't
know whether the big Rottens know I'm here or not, but | do know they like to play games.”

"Let'stakeit onething at atime," said Ledson. "Food, firs."

"Theresall you'll ever need in the camp. The Rottens don't seem to careif | take stuff. They don't seem
to notice, | mean.”

"Warmth?' Ledson asked.

"So far it hasn't been very cold. The team records say it doesn't get really cold. If you're out of the wind,
all you'll need isafew blankets. There's both blankets and solar-heat storage units at the camp. 'Course,
they'll have to be recharged at the camp, where the collectors are.”

“And, finally, shelter?" asked Mitigan.

"Wdll, that'sit, isn't it?" she agreed, with alopsided, rather desperate grin. "That'swhat it's all abouit.
Either they don't know were here, the big Rottens—"

"Why do you cal them big Rottens?" queried Ledson.

"Becauseit'sdescriptive, damnit! Call 'em Ulariansif you like, | don't care. Like | was saying. Either
they don't know we're here, or they know damn well were here and are playing with us. If they don't
know, then we got to stay hid, don't we? If they do know, it till makes sense not to tempt 'em.”

"We can't say in the camp?" asked the ex-king.

"Well, I'll tdl you. Used to be the Rottensjust came out at night. Lately, they've been coming daytimes,
too, and they al the time hang over the camp. That's afavorite spot, that is. Anit'snot dl that secure.
Wasn't built to defend. 'F it was me, 1'd go back behind the ridge north of the camp. Thereésabig
rockfall there, pillars and blocks all tumbled down with spaces between. Y ou'd be close to food stores
and the solar collectors, and likely thereésa place in there big enough for al six of you. Not real smart, to
my mind, but then—"

"Why not?' Luthaasked.



"If the Rottens go after one of you, they'll get al. Spread out, maybe they won't get you all. That'sthe
way my folksdidit."

Mitigan smiled approval and she flushed. She was not accustomed to approval.

"Am | right in thinking you were here before?' Lutha asked her. ™Y ou were one of the 'survivors the
Procurator mentioned?

Snark nodded, responding unwillingly. "Me. Y eah. Therewerefive of us, al kids."
"Why wereyou ... ?' Luthadidn't know how to ask the question.

"Made ashadow?' Shelaughed harshly. "Y eah, well. Thingsjust happen to some people. Runnin' from
scourges, you get whet they call antisocid.”

None of them knew what she meant by scourges, but they did not interrupt her as she went on:

"I'd had afew years of running before | was rescued. Makes you quick. Makes you—what you
say—crude. Guess| didn't adapt red well to civilization.”

Thistime Mitigan grinned admiringly at her. Snark returned the grin, aquick ferd flash, no more used to
humor than to gpprobation.

Luthawatched the two closdly, thinking them agood pair. She, brown and lean, with muscular shoulders
and calves, high, strong cheekbones, and arounded but stubborn jaw; he wide as adoor, hisamost
white hair drawn up into atall plume atop his head, wearing a hide vest, abeaded crotch piece, and not
much else besides a bandage and his many scars. If he'd ever worn Dinadhi dress, held dropped it before
attacking at the omphalos.

L eelson peered down hisnose at both of them, the aristocratic Fastigat sneer Lutha found so infuriating.
Snark didn't bother to notice. She had seen so much of Fastigat superiority at Alliance Prime that it
ceased to impress.

"What's happening back on Dinadh, do you suppose?’ Lutha asked Ledson. "They must have seen
what happened to us. Are you sure Trompe's ... dead?”’

Led son looked at hisboots. "I'm sure. The other ... assassin wasaming at you or Ledy, and Trompe
jumped in front of him." He glared & Mitigan. ™Y ou had no reason to kill Trompe!"

"Weweren't aming at Trompe," said Mitigan, unmoved by Ledson'sanger. "Asfor what's happening
back there, your Procurator will be stirring dust. Aswill Chur Durwen. We are sworn to cover one
another."

Ledlson nodded. " The Procurator will mount a search immediately. Hell send probes through the
vortex."

L utha wondered, briefly, why Leelson hadn't noticed that the vortex was no more. She sarted to say so,
but was cut off by the ex-king:

"Poracious Luv ison Dinadh. Shewill aso put her consderable talents to the problem. And perhapsthe
songfathers of Dinadh aswell. Though they won't want to admit they were wrong about the ... Kachis"



Hiswords made the hair rise on the back of Luthas neck. She could infer from various things Sduez had
told her that the songfathers wouldn't want to admit they were wrong. In fact, if what had happened a
this Tahs-uppi was what usually happened a the ceremony, theywould not admit they'd been wrong.
Every hundred years they would be disllusioned, and each time they would swear to hide their
disllusonment in order to retain their power. "Wewon't tell anyone,” they'd say. "We won't let anyone
know. WEell deny it. Well defend the traditiond teachings!" Such things had happened before! Menin
power had made mistakes or foolish claims and spent the rest of their lives and their successors lives
defending theindefensible, or hiding it. And arrayed againgt the impenetrable wall of the songfatherswas
only one big woman, one old man, and one warrior who might or might not take sdes.

"Whatever they do," Snark remarked, "they're not going to do it tonight. Those little shaggies, they came
out dl dong thisdliff."

"Not just one place?" Ledson demanded.

"Hell, no. They spurted out from where you were, and from south of me adozen places. Some of 'em
even came out of that idand out there." She pointed westward, where a stone point jabbed the glowing
sky. "Doesn't matter where they came out, you still got the same problem. Y ou need cover. Y ou need
food. Y ou haveto put that pregnant woman somewhere safeif you're going to try to keep her. Right after
dark still seemsto be agood time to move around. The Rottens haven't ever come over the camp right
after sundown. | keep akind of chart. When they come, how many, where. Then | try to stay away from
the worst places, the worst times.”

All of them were exhausted, but they could not argue with the local expert. They got wearily to their feet;
Mitigan put Sduez over his shoulder with surprising gentleness; Luthawas less gentle with Ledly; and
they went in aweary straggle through the dusk. Before it was completely dark, they arrived at a shallow
swae hafway up the dope north of the camp.

Mitigan rolled Saluez under awindrow of dried brush, and L uthawas agppointed to keep watch over her
and Ledy while Snark took the three men down among the buildings. Ledson Ieft her with alingering
stroke aong her cheek and the remark that it might take them awhile to find everything that was needed.

Luthadidn't care. She could have dept atop avolcano, o she thought, struggling to stay dert until they
returned. Thelast of the dim purple aong the sea horizon was being sucked into a black throat of night.
Stars blazed on the moonless sky, like paper lanterns, their light diffused. Strange. Down in the camp
smdll lights moved about, not radiating as one would expect, not making star shapesin her vison, but
softened, dampened. She blinked, assumed the air was foggy, or that perhaps her sight was affected by
fatigue. Then sherealized it was not only sight that was affected but aso sound. She shook her head,
swallowed, twisted her head from side to side, trying to unplug ears that suddenly weren't working
properly. All sounds were flat, with no resonance. Damped. Someone had lowered acurtain over the
world.

Which trembled. Beneath her. Only alittle, as though some large creature had taken a step near me.
And another. And another yet. Three steps. Something. Something huge enough to make the stone
backbone of theridge tremble like alesf.

She swiveled her head, silently, scanning the darkness, trying to see something, anything against the
sprinkled star field. There ... acrossthe camp. To the southeast. On the horizon, the stars winking out,
and those above them, and those above them, and those above ... By the Great Gauphin, hafway to the
zenith, the starswinking out. Something huge close up? Something even bigger far away?



She put her hands over her mouth and breathed quietly. The sound of the seacame asa series of flat
daps, no susurrus, no following hush. The world trembled again. She counted the steps, one, two, three,
four. Five, six, seven. Eight, nine. Coming or going?

And then the stars bloomed in heaven and the sound of the seawas there once more, the soft rolling
shush of waves on the gravelly beach. Down in the camp, the lamps made sparkling stars of refracted

light.

L uthawas wide-awake when they returned laden with blankets, charged solar stoves, and camp lights
plusanumber of prepacked emergency kitsfull of food and other necessities.

"Did you hear?' Ledson whispered to her. "Did you fed ?'
Snark said, "It's happened before."
"How often?' demanded Leglson.

Inthelight of her lantern they saw the shrug, the twisted mouth, the fear in her eyes. Still, her voice
retained its usud offhand manner.

"A few times. Just afew times."

Deeply troubled, they straggled off again, uphill to aridge spiked by stone fragments, scraggy as broken
teeth, where—s0 Snark said—anatura dike had fallen. The remnantslay behind the ridge in atumble of
chunks and pillars, like a child's blocks dumped from their box. Among this rubble were the cleftsand
shelters Snark had described, places where the hunted could go to ground.

They found aroom deep insde, roofed by huge pillars that had come to rest across a dozen rounded
boulders, the floor cushioned by afew centuries of dust but no bird droppings. It was large enough for dl
sx of them and their stack of provisions. Snark, very subdued, was nearest L uthawhen they varioudy
knelt or flopped or fell onto spread blankets.

"Redly, have you counted how many times that thing happened?' Luthaasked her quietly, wanting to
know but not wanting agenera conversation about it.

"Oncejust before the first time | saw the Rottens," she said through her teeth. " And maybe three or four
timessince. Thereweretimes| thought it was maybe happening, but | wasn't sure.”

"So it isn't the Rottens that do it?”

"Y ou didn't taste Rottens when it happened, did you? So, if that means anything, it meansthey don't do
it." She gave Luthaan dmost friendly look. "Y ou wannaknow the truth, I'm glad it happened with you
here. Those other times, | thought | waslosing what little brain I've got left.”

Mitigan approached them, his mouth full of questions about the Rottens. While he and Snark talked
Luthawent to wrap Ledy againgt the chill.

Snark said, "I'll hang around close. | got ahole up the hill there. Y ou deep. You dl look like hell.”

And with these hel pful words she departed while Mitigan stood looking admiringly after her. At least



L utha assumed it was admiration that kept him standing there in the dark while the rest of them settled in
like sO many marmots, gathering close together to share warmth and wishing at that moment only to be
safe, at least for atime.

CHAPTER 10

They dept restlesdy on the rocky floor with afair share of grunting and turning—all but Mitigan and
Ledy, both of whom were able to degp anywhere, under any conditions. By the time enough gray light
pried itsway through the stone pile to make afew dim puddles on the floor of our shelter, they were dl
awake, aware of the morning's chill, coveting the warmth of the stove and something hot to drink.

All, that is, but Sdluez, who had lain closest to Lutha during the night. At intervals shed moaned softly,
but she had not responded to L utha's touch or voice, any more than she responded to Leelson, who bent
over her inthe early light, shaking his head.

"She'slogt in something fearful and ugly. | sensefedings of betrayad and guilt. Hard to say what it may
mll

Luthathought that Saluez's fedlings of betraya were much the same as her own. Even now Ledson went
past Ledy asthough the child did not exigt.

"How cruel," said Jacare Lodre.
Luthaturned, startled, but he wasn't talking to her. He was knedling beside Saluez, holding her hand.

"A crud jokeondl of us," he said with agrimace, gesturing at the rocks around them. " Perhaps Sduez
amply prefersto be out of al this"

She was lying supine, the melon swell of her belly risng above the dackness of her body.
Luthasaid, " She's never mentioned how long she had left in her pregnancy. Poor Sduez.”

"Why say 'poor Saluez?' Mitigan demanded angrily from his corner, over thewheep, wheep, wheep of
his sharpening stone. " She will soon have achild. All women want children. Bearing iswhét they are

good for!"

"Thus speaketh a Firster," Lutha growled, deeply offended. "'l suppose your god came roaring out of a
whirlwind to tell you the universe was made for man, and so were women!"

"I recelved the viditation from the Great Warrior, yes! At my coming-of-age.”" He glared his disapprovd,
then went scrambling off among the stonesin the direction Ledson had gone afew moments earlier.

Luthamuttered, "Why isit all Firsters have to talk about their visitation. Even Ledson doesit, though he
dressesit up in philosophica language.”

"And what did Ledson'sgod look like?"
"LikeaFadtigat." Shelaughed grimly. "Of course.

Jacare drew the blanket closer around Saluez's shoulders. "Mitigan was right about one thing. We can't



assume she regrets her pregnancy. Most of us humans seem to find one excuse or another for increasing
our numbers.”

"Oddly enough, that didn't seem to be true on Dinadh. Trompe and | were surprised to see how many
vacant hivesthere were. Dinadh's population is evidently decreasing.”

He thought about this, his mouth pursing, his eyes squinting. "That would fit the pattern. The Ularian
reproductive cycle would start with agrowing human population and few Kachis, and the proportions
would reverse by the end of the cycle.”

Lutha shuddered. "Through predation?’

"It isakind of predation,” he mused. "If Sduez isan example. Shel's ayoung woman with an unimpaired
body, but as | understand Dinadhi culture, shélll never have another lover or another child.”

"Why mam her?Why not just kill her?"

"Assheis, she can dill work in the fidldsto produce food. Late in the cycle the Kachis probably get the
biggest share of what food thereis"

"If it'scyclicd, then some Kachis must have remained on Dinadh to start the process over. Also, weve
assumed the Kachis are the young of the Ularians. Where are the Ularians on Dinadh?

He shrugged. "Being offspring of Ularians doesn't preclude multiple parthenogenic generations. Or even
sexud reproduction asimmature images—"

Hewas interrupted by Snark, who darted from the tunne through which the men had departed. "Y ou
oughta go up and watch the show. Thelittle shaggies that came blasting out when you folks came!
They're blowing each other up, like baloond”

Thelurewasirresgtible. Luthatucked the blankets close around Saluez's shoulders and tied Ledly's
tether around a stony knob nearby, putting the knot above his reach and jerking it to be sureit would
hold. He settled down next to Saluez, curling into the curve of her body, his eyes half-shut, while Lutha
and the ex-king went out after Snark.

Beyond the cover of the stones, they got their first daytime look at their hiding place: adark cleft gaping
between enormous, rain-rounded boul ders beneath ajackstraw tumble of huge basalt crystas, so dark a
gray they were dmost black. Gap-toothed shards of smilar crystals fanged the ridge.

From beyond that toothy ridge came athin shrilling, risng and faling in volume, punctuated by explosive
sounds. Mitigan and Leelson lay prone at the top of the dope, and the others joined them to peer through
the scraggy scarp. They saw aseething caldron of shaggies, great globules of them rising and faling,
tentacles whipping like strands of flung lava, the whole punctuated by eruptionsin which one or more
shaggies were blown apart. The cacophony was underlain by the sodden gulp of the seg, itswaves
flattened beneath amat of floating body parts. The dender crescent of rocky beach was piled with
clotted, squirming fragments, and more were washed ashore with each vomitous surge.

L utha averted her eyes from the beach and focused upon the battle. There was a certain horrid
fascination in the rlentlesswinnowing. Therain of dead and injured was continuous. Gradudly the
deafening noise abated. Much of the detritus was sinking. The height of the wavesincreased, showing
patches of clear water and making amore surflike noise.



Snark said, "It's brood aggression. Sibling murder. Happenswith alot of creatures. Supposedly it
maximizes reproductive output. All the rearing effort will go to the Strongest.”

Jacare muttered, "How many will they leave dive?'
"Too many,” said Mitigan and Snark, as with one voice.

"It'shard to believe they changed shape that much,” Luthamurmured, half-hypnotized by the continuing
massacre. "They looked amost human on Dinadh.”

Snark turned dowly, her eyes very wide. "What did they look like. On Dinadh?"

"Smadl. Thatis, dight. Very thin, but human in form, with wings—"

"And sharp teeth," she said. "Right? And their teeth wasredlly poisonous! And they come out at night!"
Lutha nodded.

"We called 'em scourges,” Snark muttered. "When my people ran off from Dinadh, some of the scourges
followed 'em through the gate.”

"Kachis?Inther origina form?What happened to them?'

She made an aimless gesture. "There weren't very many. Mother said our people hunted and killed some
of 'em. The others starved, | guess.”

Above the seg, the carnage had come to an end. Some few ragged forms till floated on the waters,
gradually disappearing benesth the waves, while above, the uninjured ones separated and arranged
themsalvesin an orderly grid that stretched to the horizons. By counting how many body diameterswould
fitin the previoudy crowded but now empty space, L utha estimated one out of a hundred of the original
number had survived.

She was about to mention this when she gagged, sickened by a sudden, horrible taste.
"Down, quick!" Snark spun her around. "It's the big Rottend!”

They made it down the ridge and into the rocks before the creatures appeared—though barely. When
they came to the deeping chamber, each of them found awater bottle and awiping rag and sat down
well away from one another, each careful to look away from the others as they drooled and wiped. The
few paerays of sunlight that penetrated the piled stones now stood amost erect, disappearing one by
one. All scarcely breathed as the rays resppeared.

"No cloudstoday," said Snark unclearly but matter-of-factly. " That was abig Rotten goin' over. Floatin'
and danglin’."

"Isthere aplace we can safely watch from?" asked Ledson, wiping hislips. "I'd liketo see abig one.”

Snark dug her hed into the sand and twisted it as she considered. "Thisrockfal piles higher the farther
east you go. Clear at the east end, it'sright on the ridge. We can try working through in that direction.”



Lutha had stacked the provisionsin anest pile, away from the stove. Disregarding these efforts at order,
Mitigan tumbled the stack, tore open one of the persond kits, and burrowed ingdeit to find afull water
bottle. Snark wiped her filthy face with the back of one hand and went scrambling off with himin pursuit,
looking from the rear more like four-legged creatures than two-legged ones.

"Beback," said Led son as he followed them into the dark.

Jacare Lostre shook his head, muttered fragmentary phrases of fastidious annoyance, and set about
picking up the scattered contents of the persond kits.

"Thisisnt akit knife," he said. "Whose knifeisthis?’

"What knife?' Luthaasked, swiveing toward him.

He hdd aknifeinto the light of adanting beam. Luthasaw it, and saw beyond it, where the severed end
of Ledy'stether hung white against the gray stone she had tied it to. The knife belonged to Sdluez. She
carried it in the pocket of her underrobe and L utha had seen her use it dozens of times. So had Ledly.

Lutha scrambled across the sand toward Saluez's recumbent form, feding frantically aong her
blanket-covered body. Ledly wasn't there. Saluez hadn't moved. Only her covers had been shoved aside
to gain accessto her pocket. Ledy had been lying there when L utha and the ex-king had gone ouit!

"Your boy," said theex-king. "He did it?"

Lutha nodded, rigid and cold with tension. She hadn't thought of hisusing aknife. Why hadn't she
thought of that! Now what? The Ularians were out there, and Ledly was wandering around in this

warren, or outside it. Maybe out in the open. What could she do? What dared she do?

Jacare Lostre put his hand on her shoulder, forced her down, sat before her, taking her handsin his. "Be
dill," hesad.

"Got to—"

"Don't. Don't do anything. If he'sinsde, he'saslikely to come back here aswe areto find him. If he's
outside, anything you do might endanger him more.”

"I could go to the entrance and cdl to him!"
"If you did, would you want those creatures to hear you? Listen to me, Lutha. The best thing you can do
isnothing. Just wait. Besides, the others arelooking out. If they see him outside, they'll come back and

tdl uss0."

She thought that Leelson wouldn't. Leelson wouldn't give it asecond thought. She shivered. Jiacare put a
blanket around her, then hisarms around that, and they sat so for along time.

Timewent by. The patches of sunlight shifted nearer the stone, crawling amoebaike on the sand. The
taste went away, but Ledly hadn't returned.

"What?' demanded L edson from the edge of the cavern.

"Ledy," sad the ex-king. "He's gone.”



"Oh, tsssss." Ledlson hissed, grimacing a Lutha, a the world. "How long?"
Jacare said, "He was gone when you left. We just didn't notice until afterward.”

Lutha put her face in her hands. He meant that she hadn't noticed. Shewould have, if it hadn't been for
that horribletagte ...

L edson was suddenly beside her in the ex-king's place, hisarmstight around her. "Oh, damniit, Lutha,"
he whispered. "Why did you have to come out here. Why."

Hewasn't asking for information. She gave him none.

"l havetofind him."
"No. Not until it's safe. Snark saysthey haven't redlly gone. | came back to tell you to be careful .”
"Ledy could have gone out therel”

"He could have. But likdly hedidn't.”

Sauez moaned. They looked up. She had lifted one hand to her forehead as she made whining, hurt
noises. Ledson got up and went to her.

"Sduez?' Ledson raised her up.

Jacare had dready filled acup, and Ledson put it to her lips. Shedrank, only alittle.

"Hurt," she sad, putting her hand on her chest. "Hurt."

Ledson laid her down once more. She breathed deeply, experimentally, her expression unchanging.
"Not broken," she whispered. "Don't think it's broken.”

It was not clear what she had decided wasn't broken. A rib, perhaps. Her collarbone. Her heart.

"Maybe you got abump on the head,” Luthasaid, forcing hersdlf not to scream. It wasn't Sduez's fault
that Ledly had stolen her knife.

"Not in heaven?' Saluez asked, one side of her mouth twisting in a pathetic attempt & asmile.

"Not noticeably, no," Luthaagreed, tucking the blanket back around her shoulders. "Areyou cold?’

Sheignored the question. "Who's here?"

"Y ou and me and Ledlson. And the former King of Kamir, Jiacare Lostre."
"Your servant, maam," said Jiacare, with abow.

Sduez tried the smile again. "Where's Trompe?”

"Gone," Luthasaid flatly, tears starting in her eyes. She had been trying not to think about Trompe.



"The other onewho'shere," Sduez said faintly. "That warrior. Hekilled Trompe."
"Mitigan," said Ledlson. "Y es, he's here, too."

"Leely?' sheasked.

Luthatried desperately for cam. "He seemsto have gotten himsdlf logt.”

"No, no," Saluez murmured, squeezing her hand. "Can't get hurt. Can't get Sck. Can't get lost." Her eyes
fdll shut. She was gone again.

"Why?' Luthademanded. "Why does L edly keep doing this?

"Doing what?" asked Mitigan, emerging from the shadows with Snark close behind him.
"He's disappeared,” said Led son.

"He's gone exploring. Kids do that,” Mitigan said offhandedly.

"I've suggested we not draw attention to oursalves,” the ex-king offered.

"If we go looking, well haveto be careful,” Snark said, nudging L utha, not unsympatheticdly. "It'd be
dangerous to go running around out there. Sometimes they come out right on top of you."

"Stupidtogo out a al," said Mitigan, with awarning glare a Lutha.

Shefet ascream welling up! They werefull of what they could or must do, which was everything but go
out and find her son!

Ledson picked up on her panic. Hetightened his hold on her and said, "Were not at al certain heis
outsde. Let's search therock pilefirst. I'll stay with Luthaand Sduez. If heisn't found in areasonable
amount of time, well decide what to do next.”

Lutha knew he was staying to keep an eye on her so shewouldn't do anything motherly! Shewas so
angry the blood hammered in her ears.

"We're being sensble," said Led son, hisforehead wrinkled in apparent concern. "Weredly are, Lutha.”
"1 know you think you are!" she cried a him, hating him. "Stop feding at me!™
Heonly held her closer. "I can't Sop feding you. | do fed you, Lutha. I've fet you snce the moment |

first saw you. | washigh up inthat library, al by mysdf, quite contented, and | ... heard asummons. |
tried not to answer it. And when I'd met you, that first time, | went away, fully intending never to seeyou

agan."

She laughed shortly, wrenching hersdf away from him. ™Y ou did?1 did too. When | told Y maabout
you, we both decided you were like a case of the plague, better avoided and very hard to cure!™

"More or lesswhat my mother said.”



Sheflushed angrily. "Damn your mother."

"Shel'saproduct of her heritage. If you damn her, you'll have to go on damning former generations, dl
the way back to Bernesohn'stime or earlier.”

"You'rejust like her! You and Limiaare so much dike | can't figure out why she can't understand
about ... about us."

He shook his head. "Why should she understand? | don't. I've been with other women. I've loved some
of them. But when I've decided to go, I've dways gone."

"Y ou went from me! Damn it, Leglson, you went!™

"l went." He laughed in wry amusement. "But | wasn't gone. Or rather, you weren't. Y ou were there,
love. Every morning when | woke, like an invisible rope, tying ustogether. Every night when | was done,
| fdlt it tugging. Even when | wasn't done, you were there, between me and whoever."

Shetried to laugh, tried to pretend he waslying, knowing dl thetimethat Fastigats didn't lie. It was one
of theinfuriating things about them. They might not see the truth the way others saw it, but they redlly
couldn't misrepresent what they thought was true.

"Why?Why did you go?' she demanded, a question she'd been wanting to ask for years.

" told you why. In the note."

"You cdl that anote? Five words! 'l can't get to him." "

"l couldn't get to him. And | couldn' ... couldn't bear to seeyou ... "

"Seemewhat?'

"Wadting dl that caring.”

"Weasting? Onmy own child!"

Hethrew up hishands. "That'swhy | went, Lutha. Thisiswhy I'll go again, when thisisdone. If thisis
ever done."

"Don't say it." Luthabanged her fist againgt the stone, hurting hersdlf. "We can't change each other. We
can hammer and hammer, and in the end well be the same. Things happen. We can't go back and make
them unhappen.”

Lutha saw Led son'slowering expresson and laughed out loud. "Thisisridiculous! We're marooned,
we'rein danger of death, we're Sitting in arock cavern with nothing but afew blankets and arather
modest stack of food, my child ismissing, and you and | are—"

"Aredoing exactly what | wanted to avoid,” he said firmly. "But you're right. We won't change our views
in this matter. The more we talk, the more pain welll cause, but we won't change.”

"But hés—"



"Luthal" Ledson glared at her. "Don't talk about what Ledy id"
Then avoice from among the sones! "Dananana. Dananana.”

He danced into the cavern as though Ledl son had summoned him, shining as brightly as one of those
vagrant rays of sun.

L utha gasped. He was bleeding! Round wounds on hisarms, on hisface. No. Perhaps not. Not wounds
exactly. Therewas blood, but not ... not so much. "He's been bitten,” she cried.

Though maybe held only scratched himsalf on the stones. Hislittle shirt wastorn, afragment of the
striped fabric missing, his skin abraded beneath. But aready the redness was paling, the rough edges of
skin were smoothing.

"Can't get logt," breathed Saluez, from some great distance.

"He'snot hurt,” Ledlson said in an ugly tone. "Look at him, he's not hurt.”

"Can't get hurt," said Sdluez, her voicefading into slence.

Luthaheld Ledly close, he waving his hands, kicking hisfeet, caroling the way he did when hewas
contented. "Dananana.”

Ledson turned his back on them and dowly moved in the direction the others had taken. "Be back," he
sad, the same words, the same tone as before. Definite. Dismissve.

Lutha heard the sounds of his going away, the tumble of small stones, the crunch of hisfeet.
"Poor Lutha," breathed Sduez.

"My own damned fault,” she mumbled. "Maybe you're right. Maybe Ledly can't get hurt, or lost. People
used to believe strange oneslike Ledly were protected by the gods.”

There was no response. Saluez was gone, back to wherever sheld been since the omphalos. Lutha
tucked the blankets around her once more, then sat quietly by while Ledly drew picturesin the sand,
saying over and over, "Dananana. Dananana." When hetired of this, he curled up beside Sduez and went

to deep.

Eventually the others returned to the cavern and, unaccountably so far as L utha was concerned, set
about making ready for an excursion.

Now, Ledson said, they would go out and ook around.

Luthastared a him in wonderment. He didn't notice. Mitigan raided the supply pile once again for
mottled gray-green overgarments he said would hide them among the bracken. Snark suggested that they
smudge their faces with dust so as not to show up pale or dark against some contrasting background.
Luthawent along with dl thisfor atime, though al the preparations seemed rather melodramatic, but
finaly she could stand it no longer.

"Will someone please tell me why were going outsde?"



Ledson cast her alofty glance. "Anything Snark experiences feeds back to Smidi-ala, wherethe
Procurator is no doubt even now planning our rescue. The feedback includes not only what Snark sees
and hears but anything she sees us do or hears us say. We've had no chance to look around in daylight.
One of us might come up with someingght that may be useful in planning the rescue attempt. Even the
scanty information we have now is more than the Alliance has known previoudy!"

Mitigan, busy checking his own armament, raised the subject of weagponsfor the others, and Snark
suggested they go first to the camp to pick up heat guns like the one she carried. These were tools used
by the shadow team to sterilize soil before planting homo-norm crops, but they would serveto
discourage attack aswell.

While Snark demonstrated this device to the others L utha checked her arrangements for Legly once
more. Saluez's knife was put away in Lutha's own pocket so he couldn't get at that. Histether was
tight—she checked it for the third or fourth time—so he couldn't get loose. While she did this Snark was
ingructing theothers. " ... turnit on ... pressthe button." Even distracted as L uthawas, she thought she
would be able to manage that.

They went down the dope into the camp, exploring from building to building, Mitigan, Ledson, and
Snark half-crouched, looking in dl directions a once, the ex-king and Lutha shambling dong, feding
faintly ridiculous. Luthawas reminded of the vacated world the Procurator had showed her, where Mdlia
had lived. Here, asthere, was clothing out of which bodies had been stripped. Here, asthere, were
artifacts, tools, games|eft behind when their users had been taken away. Through open doorsthe wind
keened softly, achill murmur that never ceased. In awindow atuft-eared, short-nosed anima sat quietly,
garing at usinterlopers.

"Isthat alivecat?' Luthaasked, disbelievingly.

"L eft behind when the real team was evacuated,” Snark said. "Her name's Zagger. There's another one
somewhere. Zigger."

"Animas? Red animals? Left behind? The Procurator told me the Ularians | eft nothing divel™
"I know what he said," snarled Snark. "'l wasthere, pouring your damn teal”

Luthafdl slent. The cat jJumped down from the window and cameto rub itself againgt her legs. A
strange sensation. It looked up intelligently. Lutharedized that it, like the gaufers, knew things. Not as
humans knew them, but in its own way. She saw language in its movements. Not her own language, not a
spoken language, but ... Smells, maybe? A combination, perhaps, of smells and gestures and sounds.

"Y ou're right about what the old Proc said." Snark leaned down to stroke the cat. "He talked abouit all
life being gone. But you remember that world he showed you—there was alittle pet animd crying ong
the fence. And there was trees and plants and birds. It was only the humans gone. It'sjust, the old Proc,
he'slikealot of people spend dl their livesin Class-J cities, with only humans around—he getsto a point
of thinkinglife meanshuman. People like that, maybe they got aflower in apot and aclonefishin abowl,
but they get like Mitigan, so set on humans being the top of the heap, they don't give anything ese credit
for living."

"What do the cats eat?" asked the ex-king.

"l put out food for 'em,” said Snark. "They'll et fish. | used to catch 'em fish. Now | dunno. Won't be
many fish | eft, the way the shaggiesre gulping ‘'em down."”



Though they had come to the camp for heat guns, L uthatook the opportunity to do a superficia
inventory of suppliesavailable. She was|looking particularly for amedica diagnostic unit for Saluez. Such
aunit should have been a tandard item in any human-occupied area, but there was nonein any building
they vidted. Luthadidn't mention the omission to Snark, considering that Snark had quite enough to be

angry about aready.

With the heat gunsin their pockets, they left the camp and walked down the narrow vale to the pebbly
beach, the only placefor severa days walk in either direction, said Snark, where the cliffsdid not close
off access to the sea. They stopped in what Snark called astorm hole, ahollow eaten out by storm
waves above the usua high-water line. From this cover they stared at the shaggiesfrom anew angle. The
shaggiestook no notice.

After somelittle time Mitigan strode down onto the beach and strutted back and forth to seeif the
shaggieswould react. When they did not, Ledson joined him in hisstrall, then Snark and Lutha. Still no
attention from the fishers. They walked the length of the beach, not agreat distance, noting that thelong
wave-washed piles of shaggy body parts had much diminished. The remainder was liquescing, trickling
into thegravd ininklike runnds.

"Y ou'd think thiswould smell, or taste, or something,” said Snark.

To Lutha, it looked disgusting, but it did not smell or taste, and the shorebirds took no notice of the
remains. Neither did the shaggies, who merely hung like lumpy balloons above the sea, their amorphous,
knotty tentacles reeling up and down, the fringed tips stirring the water. Whenever afish was
encountered, the lines twitched and drew upward by a process of gradua thickening, becoming a
bulbous extrusion from which the catch was drawn into the main sac. Each shaggy had at least a hundred
appendages of various lengths, some coming down, others going up, Some quiescent, just hanging. Lutha
thought them clumsy looking, as though they had been botched or left unfinished. They seemed
uncommitted to their present shapes, as though wearing an expedient disguise.

She started to mention thisto Leelson, when Snark looked up and said, "Whoa.... "

Lutha smothered a shriek. While they'd been staring westward one of the shaggies south of them had
floated to a spot between them and their cover. It wasfar larger than Lutha had estimated. Very wide.
With many tentecles.

"Split up,” said Mitigan. " Spread out. Start inland.”

Luthasinginct wasto stay close to someone e se, but Mitigan gestured her away, so she moved
obediently gpart from the others, afull shaggy diameter away southward, swiveling her head to look in al
directions above. The shaggy was hanging roughly between Mitigan and Ledson, tracking them, its
undergde bulging with incipient filaments and with others dready partway extruded. The two men were
to Luthas|eft, and though they moved rapidly, the shaggy had no trouble staying above them.

Snark was nearest Lutha, on her right.

"More of them, moving in from the sea," she said, bregking into atrot.

Lutharan beside her, redizing that she had no idea where the nearest bolt-hole was.

Snark saw her confusion. "The rocks just ahead,” she said. "Aim for the shadow to your |eft.”



There were severa shadows. Asthey came nearer, Luthasaw the one Snark meant. A hole with space
behind it. She hurried, hearing Snark's feet racing away toward another hole, one farther south. Out of
the corner of her eye, Lutha saw tentacles at her side, |eft and right. She legpt toward the shadow,
making it under cover justintime.

A dithering sound came from behind her. She turned to see atentacle dide down the rock behind her, its
end plopping onto the ground she had just | eft.

"Safe," shouted Snark.

"Safe)" shouted Mitigan.

Then Ledson's voice shouted the same word. Lutha bresthed easier.
"Luthal" shouted Ledson. "Jacare!"

Oh. "Safe" she cried breathlessly. "I think." She heard no responsive shout from the ex-king, but then
she had other things to worry about.

The plopping tentacle had fallen on arootlet that led inward. Now it had wrapped itself around the
rootlet and was pulling itself dowly into the shallow shelter where Lutha crouched. Thetip explored,
feding itsway, reaching out for the next thing it could get hold of. Each time it retched thin, abulbous
thickening somewhere behind it moved up, dlowing the denderer tip to move forward again. Thetip was
fringed dl around with ciliathat moved independently, giving it an odd sort of expressveness. Asthough
it might be thinking.

Could it smdl her? Hear her?

She held her breath. Thetip quested, erect, turning thisway and that, ciliaup. Almost she saw it raiseits
eyebrows, amost she heard it say in agrumpy voice, "Now, where did the thing go!™

She could hold her breath no longer. She gasped. The questing tip turned toward her. "There sheigl”

Damn it, shetold hersdlf hystericdly, the thing was not talking and she could not go forever without
breathing!

She picked up a pebble and tossed it away, toward the entrance.

The questing tendril turned that way.

She tossed another pebble, breathing as quietly as possible. Then another one. The tendril was moving
faster, extruding blobs of itsalf forward, then pulling itself toward them, moving across the rocky floor like
alumpy snake.

She heard a blatting, amuffled roar.

"They burn!" cried Snark.

The Lutha-seeking tendril stopped, its end waving, as L utha heard what the tendril evidently also heard,
a high-pitched weeping noise, awhine, not quite organic sounding. The sound of awounded one?



The questing tendril went into afury, lashing itsef againg the ground in acircle. Finding nothing, it grew
longer, lashed again, and grew il longer. It wasin atemper, no longer willing to spend timeto find
Lutha. If it went on doing what it was doing, it would touch her.

Reluctantly, she took out the heat gun and pointed it. When the lashing tendril came closest, she pushed
the button.

Nothing. She stared at it in disbelief. Pushed it again. Still nothing. It bore an indicator dia just abovethe
button. A red did,charge level minus. Nobody had bothered to check.

No. Not nobody. She. She hadn't bothered to check!

Shethrust the usdless thing into her pocket to free her hands. There was something esein the pocket.
Sduez'sknife. Shetook it out, her hands trembling so that she dmost dropped it. Not abig knife. Sharp,
though. Sharp enough, maybe, to cut through that questing tendril. If she could hold it down with
something while shecut it.

Knife between teeth. Large rock in both hands. Person, not hersalf, some other idiot, making small
noise. Tendril turning purposefully in her direction. Sneaking, snesking. End up, questing. Another small
noisefromidiot. Tendril coming faster, extended, thinner and thinner.

Then, smash down rock. Knedl on rock. Saw at tendril, fast, bulges coming down it in this direction,
quick, before bulges got there!

Put foot on rock to hold it down on severed tendril. Decapitated tentacle dithering outward, making
weeping NOISES ...

Something e se screaming louder somewhere. Lutha?

Ledson saying, "Y ou did thet very nicdly.”

Lutha, idiot Lutha, making stupid noises with tearsdl over her face, flinging hersdf a the man.
"What did she do?' asked Mitigan.

"Cut thetip off thething," said Ledlson with equa parts accusation and admiration. " She forgot her heat
gun.”

"Did not!" she screamed. "Damn thing hadn't any charge.” Shetook it from her pocket and threw it at
him.

Helooked at theindicator, pressed it. It turned blue. Y ou haveto turn it onfirst," he said. "Then you
press the button.”

"Snark sald—" Luthasaid.
"l sad," Snark said, "you turn it on then pressthe button.”

Maybe L utha hadn't been listening, L utha thought.



Snark shook her head wonderingly, then crouched over the chopped-off tentacletip, scrapingitinto a
collection bag. "I got samples of the body parts dong the shore, but | was wondering how wed get a
sample of aliveone," shesad. "Likethey used to say a the home, foolsrushin.”

"Youdid very well," Ledson assured Lutha. "Heat gun or no heat gun.”

"How many of them came after us" Luthamurmured.

"Oneeach,” Snark said. "And there's a shaggy dying over near where | was. | want samples of that
one"

Of course they went to ook, at the shaggy and for the ex-king, who seemed to be missing. Thistime
they did not talk, they did not make noise, they did not breathe loudly. They sneaked, insofar asit was
possible to do so. The dying shaggy lay behind the south end of the outcropping, its tentacles soread
around the end of the stone, dmost to the hole Snark had taken cover in. The tentacles quivered asthey
approached. Each time they moved, they quivered anew. All up and down the tentacles, ragged little
holes had appeared and the same inky runnels they had seen bled away from the thing.

Mitigan reached down and picked something up from beside atentacle. He held it out to Lutha

A fragment of striped fabric. Her eyesrefused to seeit.

"Thisyour kid's?' he asked.

"Maybe this shaggy picked it up from outside the cavern. Ledly might have logt it there” Snark said it.
Shedidn't bdieveit, but she said it because believing anything e se wasinsane.

Luthatook the scrap and turned it in her hands. On one side was a series of circular impressions, made
up of small, individud eaten or burned dots.

Mitigan had dready rolled the tentacle with his boot hed, exposing the line of circular structures beneeth,
made up of individua pores. He took the scrap and held it close. They matched.

"Can't get hurt,” whispered Ledlson, hiseyeson Lutha. "Can't get logt."

Hewas quoting Sauez, of course, but his eyes questioned Lutha. What did Luthaknow?
Luthatold hersdf she didn't know adamned thing!

"He's pure poison to these," said Mitigan thoughtfully.

"Andto Kachis," Ledlson mused. "That'swhy they died."

Luthascreamed a him. "You don't think ... ?'

"Hush." He gripped her arm, glancing upward. "Don't yell. | don't know what I'm thinking. Not yet.
Keep your voice down."

They stayed where they were for afew moments, watching the shaggiesto seeif Lutha had derted them.
Evidently not. Even the one she had wounded had returned to its place and was fishing, unconcernedly.



They went in singlefile dong the limp body, for thefirst time getting an accurate ideaof itssze. Even
flattened asit was, the creature had an ominous bulk. Snark knelt beside the mantle and began cutting at
apuffy area, which collgpsed with awhoosh of escaping gas and amomentary stink.

"Hydrogen," murmured Snark, carving off apiece of the body before turning to the tentacles. "I'm betting

it uses biodectrics to separate hydrogen from salt water. The andyzer in the lab a the camp will figureit

"Jdlyfish," said the ex-king, who at that moment came from behind a brush pile and wandered over to
them. "It'sahuge, aerid jelyfish.”

"| thought they got you," Leglson remarked to the ex-king.
Jacare shook hishead dowly. "No, actudly | dalied abit behind you when you al went down to the
shore. Y ou seemed to be moving rather precipitoudy. And then, of course, you were making afoolhardy

amount of noi2"

He nudged the dead or dying shaggy with onetoe. "What killed it? It'stoo far up the dopeto have
washed in."

Led son handed him the scrap of cloth; Snark displayed her flesh samples; there was a consequent
babble babble. The ex-king looked shocked, then intrigued.

Lutharefused to join in thetalk. What they said wasn't true. It couldn't be true.

"It doesn't make sense," Ledlson said. "Evolution takes countless generations to come up with thingslike
this. Poisoned leavesthat dissuade |eaf-esting insects. Thorny seedpods that are not eaten, allowing them
to germinate. Poisoned flesh, brightly colored, that warns off predation.”

"Might not be poison,” said the ex-king. "Might be ... oh, avirus"

Luthablurted, "L edly's been examined by experts. He doesn't have avirus."

"He doesn't have avirus harmful to him, you mean," said the ex-king. "I doubt anyone looked for viruses
harmful to other things. Especidly exatic things.”

Lutha admitted to hersalf he was probably right. Why would they? Leelson had hired people to andyze
Ledy, and sheld fought them every step of the way. Sheld |et them inventory Ledly's genetic materia, but
she'd stopped there. No one had done a complete cell inventory.

"How could he have avirus| don't have?' she demanded. "The two of us are dways together.”

Ledson shushed her. "Ledy went off alone and touched them. Y ou didn't. Maybe you haveit, too, and
don't know it."

"Fine," she snarled. "Next you'd be suggesting | be staked out as bait, just to find out!"

In thismood of mixed apprehens on and annoyance, she followed the others to the camp, where Snark
put the specimensinto the analyzers, and then back to the rock pile. They had been under cover only
briefly when the Rottens returned. Everyone but L utha went to spy upon them, but she remained in their
degping chamber where Saluez and Ledly were deeping. Though Saluez drooled unconscioudy, Ledy



did not. He did not respond to the presence of the Rottensin any way. He just went on quietly deeping
while Lutha bent her head over the sand and waited for it to be over.

As, eventudly, it was. Luthawas washing her face when the others returned.

"There were five big Rottens," Leelson told her. "They found the dead shaggy. It seemed to upset them a
good ded."

Luthaturned, the wet cloth still in her hand. "Why be upset a one dead one? Millions of them tore each
other gpart thismorning!"

L edlson made an equivoca gesture. "1 know. The Rottens paid no attention to the piles on the shore, but
they did hover over the dying shaggy. One of them touched it, then they al drew in their tentaclesand
made picturesat it."

Hisvoice hed ahint of strain, of puzzlement.

"What isit, Ledson?'

"They grieved, Lutha. | could fed it. The one there on the dope, it has an identity. It hasaname. They
cdledit by name"

"Maybeit wasn't aname as such,”" she suggested. "Maybe it was aclassfication. A labd, likelittle one,
orchild."

"Itwasaname" hesad. "I could fed the grief, the patterninit, Sngularity addressng sngularity. If it
wasn't aname, what wasit?'

Luthafolded the cloth and put it away. "How could it have aname? There were millions of the damned
thingsin the vortex; there are still hundreds of thousands of them. Do ants have names, or bees?

"Numbers aren't redlly theissue," said the ex-king. "There are billions and billions of men. Weadl have
names"

Luthaflushed. He wasright. Given the Firgter attitude toward animals, however, how awkward for them
to have names!

A point that Leelson made at once. "They aren't men, damn it. | supposeit's possible there might be a
kinship with some sensory way of identifying members of their own group. | wonder how wed ... "

Lutha sat down on the nearest rock. Y ou said the Rottens made pictures to the dying one. It would help
to know pictures of what?"

"We couldn't see," Snark replied. "We were looking down at the beach, and the angle waswrong. | just
knew that's what they were doing, making pictures at the dying one."

"If you could have seen the pictures, you might have caught some clueto the language.”
"Ants and bees communicate,” said Mitigan. "But we don't call it alanguage. Only men have language!™

Jacare Logtre chalenged thisin hisusua mild manner. "Oh, mighty warrior, it hasto be alanguage.” He



put up a hand as Mitigan growled. "Hear me out! Didn't the Ularians arrange thisworld for the benefit of
the shaggies? Don't we assume the shaggies are the offspring of the Ularians? Wasn't it aUlarian who
went to the people of Breadh to tempt them away from their former home? Didn't that tempter need
language to do so? Am | the only one here surprised at our not having been killed or transported by the
Ularians, snce, according to the Alliance, that's what Ularians do."

Snark disagreed. "The tempter wasn't the same! If Ularians are the same as the tempter on Breadh, then
the Rottens are not Ularians. The tempter was mighty and mysterious, wonderful and terrible, so my
mother said. He wasn't a blob that made people drool dl down their chins while they listened.”

Ledson murmured, "Or, if both Rottens and tempter are Ularian, then tempter is somekind of ultimate
Ularian, some other race, or evolved type."

Jacare rubbed his handstogether thoughtfully. "An ultimate Ularian. Interesting thought. And both you
and Saluez are sure about thistempter?”

Snark nodded in vehement agreement. " The sisterhoods on Dinadh kept dive alot of the old forbidden
stories and songs. The origind sisterhood, so my mother said, was made up of women who actudly
remembered what happened on Breadh."

"S0"—the ex-king threw hisarmswide—"if the Rottens aren't Ularians, where are the Ularians?”

"Don't ask me," said Lutha. "If Snark isright, then the onesherearejudt ... nannies. Caretakers. They
fret over asick or dying shaggy; they come and go, minding the young; but they don't or can't clear
planets or trangport humans. What we call aUlarian crisis, from our point of view, may bejust nannies
tidying up, from the Ularian point of view."

"Weve got three layers of beings dready, and you're extrapolating another?' Leglson at his most
supercilious.

Asusud, Luthafound histoneinfuriating. "1'm extrapolating from what Saduez and Snark havetold us
and what we've found out, Leelson! We don't know for sure that the Rottens even know we're here, and
neither they nor the shaggies have been proven capable of vanishment. Therefore, as Snark says, there's
achance that our locd Rottens are not Ularians, or at least, not the 'ultimate Ularian.' Besides, Snark
saysshe'sseen ... how many big Rottens al together?"

Snark made aface. "A hundred, maybe. Mostly | just see the same ones, over and over, about thirty or
forty of 'em.”

Luthanodded grimly. "Millions of Kachis came through from Dinadh. Ninety-nine percent of them died
in the brood struggle; there are till hundreds of thousands of them out there in the grid; but Snark has
seen only about ahundred big Rottens. What happened to the rest of the previous generation? The ones
that came through ahundred years ago. They must have gone somewhere. Where are they?"

Puzzled slence until Snark brokeit, saying:
"Theresthething. Y ou know. The thing that happened the night you got here. There'sthat.”
They shifted uncomfortably, each recalling the occurrence, the strangeness, the occulted stars, the

dampened sound, the odd effects of air and light. Mitigan made afurious gesture of rgection, asthough
about to burst out in anger, but Leelson queled him with alook. The ex-king smiled, very dightly, amere



quiver of lipsthat seemed to say, "Ah, yes, well, therewasthat." Snark and L utha exchanged questioning
looks, and Snark nodded firmly.

"That wasn't nannies," she said. "That was adifferent thing, that was. And if that wasit, the ultimate
Ularian, we don't need to ask where I T is. Part of the time, anyhow, it's here.”

CHAPTER 11

The question of whether the Rottens knew there were humans on Perdur Alas was answered during the
early-morning hours when they woke choking in the dark. Gray dawn disclosed besiegersal around
them. Portieres of tentacles encircled the rockfal, closing off every doorway to the outside world and
most of the sunlight aswell. While the others stayed miserably huddled near the stove, Mitigan and Snark
went scrambling through the stones, trying to find an escape route. There was none. The tentacles were
too closaly spaced to get between, thetips resting on the ground preventing anyone's going under. The
only option seemed to be to outwait them, though as the day wore on it was clear that time meant little or
nothing to Rottens. Midmorning came and departed. Noon came, status quo. They forced themselvesto
drink, to rehydrate bodies depleted by the constant sdlivation. Eating was out of the question. Early
afternoon came and went. Though the Rottens made no effort to infiltrate the rock pile, they seemed
prepared to stay forever.

All of them but Mitigan became increasingly worried about Saluez. She remained comatose; only her
chest and belly moved; bresth came and went dmost inaudibly while her belly quivered and jabbed
sharply beneath the blanket. How close to the time? Snark wanted to know, receiving shrugs asreply. It
could be today, L uthathought, or much later. Even if they knew when, it wouldn't help. No baby could
nurse with thisgoing on! And a dehydrated mother couldn't provide milk.

When Jiacare said he was going to one of the peek holesto get agood look at the Rottens, Lutha
offered to go with him, partly from curiosity, but mostly just to stop sitting, spitting, worrying about
Sduez. Snark joined them, though Mitigan and Ledson sat immovably, each in hisown drool corner.

L utha had thought the shaggies quite large enough—they were hundreds of times larger than the
Kachis—but the Rottens were enormoudy bigger yet. They shared the same form, even to the bulgy,
lumpy tentacles that looked as though they contained bones or hard chunks of something rather than
being the sinuous flow of flesh one might expect. L utha mentioned thisto Snark.

"It'sascleroprotein,” Snark replied indigtinctly. "It'sgot alot of sliconinit, and I'm guessng it'sthelining
for the hydrogen ducts. | think the ducts fold up when the tentacles contract. Probably the gasbags
contract, too, so the hydrogen can be pressurized to reduce buoyancy.”

"Welird," offered the ex-king.

"Odd," Snark replied, shaking her head. "What's weird istheir genetic pattern. Pieces of it aresimilar to
alot of creatures we have records of—"

She stopped, her words arrested by abreak in the thus-far-unchanging view through the crevice. Far to
their right the curtain of tentacleswas disturbed. A dozen of the lumpy linesthrashed in agitation and
began reding in asthe shaggies did when they caught fish. The observers craned, trying to see what had
caused the disturbance, seeing nothing at first but stones and bracken. Then came aflash of pae color.

Lutha'sthroat knew before her brain did. She heard hersdlf shouting, "Ledy!"



Hewas out there! Stark naked! Skipping aong the line of tentacles, |etting them run over his body,
thrusting his hands into them. Damn Ledlson! Damn him. Hed let her baby go!

Sheturned blindly toward the exit, but Snark grabbed her in adevil'sgrip. "Look," Snark demanded.
"Don't go running off. Look!"

Unwillingly, Luthaturned her head toward the crevice. The tentacles Ledly touched were withdrawing,
reding in quickly, more quickly than they'd seen even the shaggies do whilefishing. The dangling
appendages didn't grab at him as he skipped by; it was he who plunged in and out of the ropy curtain,
moving right to left dong the arc of tentacles, up theridge.

A few—four or five—of the Rottens didn't redl in when touched. Instead they dropped the touched
tentacles, severing them near the body, then drew in dl the others, sucking them in asthough durping
noodles. Thisunlikely sight distracted L utha just long enough that when she looked back to the left, Ledy
was over theridge, out of Sight.

Once more shetried to get away, struggling with Snark.

"Wait!" demanded Jiacare. "He's not hurt, and he's following the circle. Hell probably come around
agan."

She stared outward with afedling of sick impotence. The Rotten circlewas at least four or five hundred
paces across, fifteen hundred paces around or more. And Ledly was moving in askipping, sidling way,
not in any hurry. 1t would take him along time. She counted: One pace, two, three, four. If he moved as
she counted ...

She lost her place twice and was up to eight hundred something, long past hope of seeing him, when he
appeared as he had a firdt, far to theright, still skipping, still touching, though now there were very few
tentacleswithin hisreach.

Only when Lutha saw he was safe did she look € sewhere, following Snark's jabbed finger toward the
Rotten directly above. It was one of those that had withdrawn al its tentacles before being touched. The
bottom surface was smooth, shiny, like the surface of aballoon. Colors flowed acrossit.

"That's Diagond Red," davered Snark.

None of them could have missed the pulsing scarlet blot, edged on one sde with misty violet, on the
other by deep wine and vivid yellow.

Luthawiped her mouth. "Do they al haveindividua patterns?'

Snark nodded.

"No two dike?’

"Not that I've seen." Snark spat onto the dirt with an apologetic shrug. "I don't think we can see dl of it."
Despite the difficulty of talking, Lutha persisted.

"Couldn't that be what Leelson sensed asaname? An individud pattern”?”



Snark shrugged, raised her eyebrows, mimed possible agreement, dl the while choking and hawking.

L utha gave up. She would pursue the question later. For now, she'd assume each of them had an
individud pattern that might extend beyond visible wavel engths, a pattern of which humans might see only
apart. For al they knew, the terrible taste might be part of the creatures titles!

The oneto the left of Diagonal Red was probably the one Snark called Four Green Spot. It, too, had
drawn in its tentacles and was repesting its pattern. If their patterns were their names, then they were
saying their names, over and over.

Luthatried it slently: "My nameis——— My nameis———" Why were they telling the humans? A
nice point of linguisticsl Under what circumstances do creatures announce their names?

Perhaps when they want othersto know they have names? Perhaps when they want othersto know they
are not bees or ants but beings? Or perhaps even to say that ants and beesare beings?

Ledly had returned to a point opposite the peek hole. Now he stood facing the rock pile, looking up, his
bare little body mottled with chill.

Not mottled. Colored. On his smooth chest and belly a patch of bright scarlet bloomed, bordered on
onesdein violet and on the other side by deep wine and yellow.

The enormous being above him made a roaring sound, so thunderous and terrible that those who were
watching cringed. Colorsfled acrossits underside. Pictures of Rottens, pictures of Leely being grabbed,
drawn in, hisbonesfdling from the sky.

And on Ledy'sbdly, nothing but the colored pattern. No pictures.

"Tdl it back," cried Snark out the peek hole. "Oh, little boy, tell it back! Tell it you'll kill it dead!"

But Leely made no pictures. Just the pattern, then another Rotten's

pattern, then another's. Lutha pressed her face into her hands, not to see, oh, not to see. Leely had never
made pictures that moved. To send amessage, he would need motion, but hisart was astatic art.

It wasn't even art, blared avoicein her mind.It's no more art than an echo is art. Or areflectionin a
mirror. It's reproduction, not interpretation. Ledson'svoice, too well remembered.

"Hecant," shesad brokenly. "He can't answer it."

"What's happening?' demanded Led son from behind them.

Luthastood asideto let him see.

"They're hurt!" exclamed Ledson. "Or they're scared! By my lineage!”

He plunged off among the stoneswith Lutha at his hedls. They erupted into the open inside that

monstrous, fleshy chimney where dl the tentacleswereraised, dl the bellies smooth, dl showing pictures
of Ledly dying, of Luthabeing devoured, of Ledson'sviolent demise.



Unaware they were doing so, they cringed at the sight. Farther up the hill, Ledly stood unmoved, staring
up a dl the colors, waving his hands and singing, "Dananana, Dananana.”

Then the great circlefdl gpart. Rottens duggishly sagged away toward the sea, pieces of themselves
bulging, dmaost detaching, then being tugged back with lurching effort. These were the ones Ledly had
touched, now barely coherent as they hobbled awkwardly down the valley. Some barely madeit past the
beach; some went alittle farther out before they fell and floated, amorphous balloons, black bulges
againg the bright sky and brighter sea. The shaggies took no notice as the Rottens moved out like sinking
ships, wallowing out under their own erratic power, out and down, lower and lower, the waves breaking
over them at last.

Those few Rottensthat had severed their tentacles moved in quite another direction, straight up,
dwindling in distance, vanishing a the zenith ...

And beneath the watching humans, the world trembled, shivered, rang like agigantic bell, the vibration
dying away to leave them sprawled, deafened, only half-conscious.

Silence, then. A long, disapproving silence.

Who?What? They could not tell. Over the seg, the grid of shaggies remained quiet, al tentacles
withdrawn. All around, the moor was soundless, no branch quivering in even the dightest breeze. No
sea-bird cried. No fish splashed. They looked at one another, themsalves silent, mouths open, eyeswide.
Nothing.

"Dananana.”" A fretful cry.

Lutha staggered toward Legly where he spun on his bare feet, staring at the sky, still caling, "Dananana.”
His mouth pushed out, pouting. He had liked dl those pretty colors. He had been having fun. Lutha
watched him, possessed by a sudden and terrible disorientation. Who was he? What was he?

And she sumbled to ahdt, hand to mouth to muffle the sound she felt boiling from her throat. She knew
what hewas! She knew who he was!

Snark stumbled past her, knifein hand, sngle-mindedly set on taking samples of dropped tentacles.
Lutha saw her sawing away & the great, lumpy coils while beyond her Legly danced in and out of the
furze, waving, giggling. Luthadidn't follow him. She wasincgpable of motion. After afew momentshe
tired of playing hide-and-seek by himsdlf and came to put his hand in hers. She made hersdlf close her
hand, turning like an automaton to follow Snark as she rgoined the others.

They approached L eel son where he stood leaning against astone, the glasses at his eyes, searching the
land around them.

"What wasthat?' Leelson asked Snark. "That earthquake?”

"Likewhat's happened before," she said softly. "Only closer. Angrier. Something herésnot liking us

Everything here didn't like them, Lutha thought. The whole world was arrayed againgt them, and with
good reason.

"How ... how did Ledly get out there?' she demanded, barely able to speak over her sick certainty.



"l sent him," said Ledsonwith aleve look. "And | would do the same again.”
It had not occurred to her that he would smply admit it.

"He could have been killed," she said. "He could have been ... " Thiswasfoolishness, and she knew it,
but her tongue went on making words her heart did not believel

" thought it unlikely,” hereplied.
"Y ou hed no right—"

"Saluez isin labor. She would have died had this sege continued. She may die regardless. And her
child"

L utha opened her mouth, but nothing came out. He would have sent Ledly out if there had been no
Saduez. Saluez was only an excuse, but she was a good excuse, one L utha could not argue now.

"Dananana” Unhepfully.

"I'll goto her," Luthasaid stiffly. Later she would dedl with Leelson. When she had moretimeto tell him
aterrible thing. When he had timeto hear.

"I'll go with you," said Snark, with aglance at the zenith, where the Rottens had vanished. "I guess
they're gone! Whol'll take this sample down and put it in the andyzer?!

The ex-king took the packet from her and trudged off toward the camp.

"Comeon," shesaid, nudging Lutha. "I know abit about baby taking."

"| didn't know shadows—" L utha murmured.

"Before | wasashadow," she interrupted with an exasperated look. "When | was a street rat. Street rats
get pregnant like red people. But they don't haver esponsible sponsors to sign for their babies. Who'd
sgn for astreet rat's kid? So they can't go to aregistered birther. They have 'em unofficid, like." She
shook her head. " Street rats don't eat too good, they get beat on alot. Sometimes they have ahard time!
Let's hope Sduez won't."

They scrambled back into the cavern, where Lutha harnessed Ledly to hispillar once more, fastening the
latches of the tether, making a sound she was surprised to hear coming from her own throat, haf asnarl,
half amoan.

"What?' demanded Snark, turning asurprised face.

Lutha pressed her eyes with her fingers, shutting down the frenzied, ugly thoughts that possessed her.
"Not now," she said. "We have other thingsto do now."

Besides, shetold hersdf, trying to calm her frantic mind, the matter didn't concern Snark. It concerned
Ledson. Ledson and Limia, and their damned posterity!

Snark didn't pursue the matter, for onelook at Saluez was enough to push other concerns aside.



Sauez's labor was proceeding without her, so to speak. Her body heaved and pushed, but her mind had
gone elsawhere.

"Jacare" said Snark. "Shesfilthy. So are we. Well need some wash water.”

He picked up abucket and went out. Snark knelt beside Saluez, a strange expression on her face.
"Dinadhi," she said, asthough to hersaf. "It's her firg birth and she's Dinadhi.”

"Of coursesheis,” Luthasaid impeatiently.

Snark nodded to hersdlf, rubbing her forehead fretfully, then went across the cavern to busy hersdlf
among the emergency kits.

"What are you doing?" L utha asked.
"Making acatch bucket.”
"Whatin... ?'

Snark stopped, staring at the wall asthough puzzled at L utha's question. " Saluez is Dinadhi. My mother,
ghe ... said, have acatch bucket, with alid."

Lutha pursed her lipsand forbid hersdlf to say anything at all. Some cultures made quite a ceremony
disposing of the placentaand umbilical cord, and perhapsit was for that reason that Snark had emptied
the contents from afolding emergency kit, had resedled the sides and top, and was now cutting a narrow
opening into it. Whatever Snark's reason, she needed help lessthan Saluez did.

The floor beneath the unconscious woman was a sodden mess. Lutha dragged Saluez to adrier spot,
removed her filthy robes—littlefilthier than Lutha's own—and covered her with clean blankets. While she
was doing this the ex-king returned with afull bucket, put it near the stove, and departed with anervous
look in Sduez'sdirection.

Lutha scrubbed her hands and arms, then bathed Saluez as best she could. Snark finished her
self-imposed task and rgoined Lutha, bringing her "catch basket”" with her: an emergency kit witha
hand-sized opening surrounded by latches cannibalized from other kits.

Snark st it down with athump. "Thelid," she said, adding athick dab roughly cut from another kit.
Lutha was muttering over the lack of medica equipment. Had it been oversight? Or had it been
purposeful? Had those who sent the shadows to Perdur Alas not cared that they might be hurt or ill? Or
had they smply not thought about it?

Snark tapped her. "Stop fuming. Therés antibioticsin the kits. Well make do with those.”

Growling, Luthawent to fetch them while Snark dug out severd of the unused overalls and ripped them
up to make adry bed between Sduez and thefloor.

"She's sucking that vell in every time she breathes," Snark said. "L et's get it off her."

Lutharemoved it and set it aside, turning back at Snark's exclamation.



"Her facel”

Sduez'sface wasawholeface. Like Luthas. Like Snark's. No bone showing through. No muitilated lips
or eydids. One ear was dtill dightly battered looking, but even that flesh was smooth.

"How?"' breathed Snark.

Lutha had no idea. The woman between them moaned, aremote, careless sound. Her eyes stayed
blank. She wasn't there. She didn't know what had happened to her.

They propped Saluez's knees on folded blankets.

"What else?" asked Lutha

"Wewait."

"I'mftired of waiting."

Lutha stared at Saluez, her face, her form, the skin of her legs. Sheld never seen anatura birth before.
Ledy, of course, but there had been medica people there, able to handle any emergency. What would
they do if Sduez wasin trouble?

"What?" asked Snark.

"Just ... my mind, pestering me. | need to think about something else.”

Snark grinned ferocioudy. "Think about this. | hated you, you know?"

Luthaswallowed. "So you said.”

Snark sguirmed, settling herself, her eyes on Saluez. "I got to thinking about that. Truth was, it wasn't
just you. | hated ever'body. Ever sincethey called mealiar and thief in that home, | hated 'em.”

She scowled, lines of concentration between her eyebrows. "Thing is, | got to figuring, it wasn't just me!
It'd been the same for any femae. If it'd been aboy and they'd caled him aliar, he'd have said so what
and who wants his nose flattened over it?"

"Probably,” Luthasaid, intrigued.

"Boys get in afight, nobody thinks much about it. Boystell afew stories, or thief afew things, boysl| be
boys, an' nobody says civilization's coming to an end. Do they?"

"Not usudly,” Luthaagreed. "But you think it's different with girls?'

"Girlsgo for somebody, they're out of control! People at the home said that; justice machine said that.
Snark, you're out of control! | never done anything men | knew didn't do, and they're till back on
Centrd, scavenging and telling lies, just like dways. Men alot like Mitigan, killing folksright and | eft.
Men like Ledson, doing whatever hewants ... "

Saluez moaned. Snark's voice trailed off, waiting. The moan didn't go anywhere. It fel off into quiet, and
Snark resumed her discourse.



"It's different for women. And for some men. Men like the old Procurator, | guess. And for the king
too."

"Jacae?'

"Him, yeah. Old Proc and the king, they're more like Sdluez, trying to bein control al thetime. More
likeyou."

"Likeme?"' Luthawas astonished.

"Yeah. Y ou carry on—crying, laughing. Flapping around sometimes like abird. Lotsadrama, you know,
but down at the bottom of it, you're like Saluez too. Trying to hang on."

Luthalaughed, ahollow sound. "Drama," she said. "My family does have atendency toward ... drama."

Snark accepted this. "What | think is, men, they can rgpe and ruin, maim and murder, kill each other off
in dozen lots, so long asthere's one | eft, he can make babies enough for the next go-round without even
working very hard at it. If you're awoman or aking, though, you got more invested than thet, right? Y ou
got yoursdlf invested in civility, 'causethat'swhat's safe for people. Y ou get invested like that, you got to
be righteous and do the looking out for other people. There's the young ones, the old ones, the sick ones.
Got to say in there, hoping for something different ... "

Saduez moaned again. Snark wrapped severd folds of her shirt around her hands, like clumsy mittens,
watching intently while Luthawet a cloth and wiped Saluez's swegty face.

Luthaasked, "Y ou think that'swhat Saluez is doing? Hoping for something different?’

"Sduez says shewantsto liein sweet grass, eating apples,” said Snark. "That's different. That's paradise.
Likeit wason Breadh."

"Were there many people on Breadh?"

Snark laughed, abruptly joyous. "Hardly any! That's what made it paradise! | told Kane the Brain about
Breadh. He said we al make up an Eden. Some old-time place. Some never-never place. Someplace
just over the hill, maybe, where thingsre the way things used to be, ought to be, the way they never
were."

L utha caught her breath, aware of a sudden pain behind her breastbone. Not her heart. Lung and
stomeach, probably, contending for thetitle of chief dramatist. It hurt, nonetheless. "Can't there be ared
Eden?' she gasped, astonished at the pain the question evoked. " Somewhere? Can't there?!

Snark shrugged. "We could make one hereif we wanted. We could make one anywhere, if we would.
Instead it's apples and sweet grass, long gone, long past. Kane said we ate them all—"

Sauez shrieked abruptly, a senseless sound that accompanied a seemingly endless convulsion. Her teeth
ground together. Her belly heaved and clenched.

"Why is she unconscious?' L utha demanded. She hadn't been unconscious when Ledly was born.
Women who chose to give birth usudly chose to experienceit.



"She's Dinadhi,” Snark replied, asthough this meant something. Then she shook her head in momentary
confusion. "I think | remember what Mother told me. | hope | haven't forgotten. | think we have to do
thisthingfirs ... "

"Dowhat firg?"

The question was answered, but not by Snark. Saluez shrieked mindlesdy. Out from between her legs
came awhitething, abloody white thing, asmall head with closed and bulging eyes, awide mouth that
showed thetips of sharp little teeth. The moment the head came into the light, the eyes opened and the
teeth began snapping, snapping at them, the eyes glaring.

"Quick!" shouted Snark, grabbing at the thing with her mittened hands, wrenching it from Saluez's bodly,
and thrusting it through the narrow neck of her recently manufactured catch bucket. Despite the
wrappings of cloth, the thing brought blood from her arm, leaving anasty gash.

"Watch out,” she cried. "There may be more!™

There were two more. Snark got one, and L utha got the other one, while one part of herself gibbered
mindlesdy and some other part demanded that she should not behave stupidly in front of Snark. The
creatures were dimy and pale, they shrieked and gnashed, and the gaping dits dong their backs quivered
like gills as grim-faced Snark thrust them into her bucket and fastened the lid down tight.

When the contractions stopped and it was clear there were to be no more of them, Snark tied the catch
bucket top with line and put it inside one of the larger supply cases, which she dso lashed closed. The
entire bundle rocked and shrieked a them as they returned their attentionsto Sauez. She had expdlled
the afterbirth. With it was what remained of the infant she had carried.

Snark wrapped the bloody fragments in the clean cloths they had intended to receive aliving child.

"Did you get bitten?" she asked matter-of-factly.

"Alittle" sad Luthafaintly. "Whet ... 7'

"It most always happens,” Snark said, her eyeswide and unfocused. "Mother said it'sarare thing that a
first baby lives. Sometimesit does, if there's only one scourge inside, but usudly there's at least three or
four of them.”

Luthatrembled, unable to get any words out. Now she knew where the next generation of Kachiswere
on Dinadh. Even now they were being incubated and born.

"They didn't havewings" shesaid supidly.

"Those dits down the back," Snark replied. "As soon asthey dry, the wings pop out. They can fly
amogt right away." She shook her head. " These looked sort of not ripe, though, didn't they?"

Lutha had no ideawhat aripe Kachiswould look like. "How doesthis happen?’

Snark made aface, aspitting sound. "It's the Dinadhi way. It's part of the choice the songfathers made.
Firg time awoman's pregnant, a helper takes her to the House Without aName. They take food and
water so the scourges won't be hungry or thirsty. And the helper ties her down on the table and then rings
agong, and maybe one or two scourges come and lay eggsin her. They've got these long pricky-looking



ovipositors. But sometimesinstead of one or two coming, lots of them come and eat on the woman's
face. Only the face, though. No other parts.”

She wiped at her cheeks with the back of one bloody hand. *And when comestime for the woman to
have the baby, the scourges get born first. The midwives take 'em and feed 'em and turn 'em loose as
soon astheir wingsre dry. And then, if the scourges didn't et it, the baby isborn.”

"But why do the Dinadhi doit?" Lutha screamed.

"I'm tdlin’ you! The songfatherscommand it, so'stherelll bebeautiful people to hold dl the people who
die. Placesfor their soulsto go. The women are supposed to have this duty so the people can live
forever."

Snark took adeep breath. "If the baby's messed up but dive, they take it avay somewhere.”

"By the Great and Glorious Org Gauphin,” Luthasad fervently. "Knowing dl this, why does any Dinadhi
woman get pregnant!”

Snark shared abitter haf smile. "They don't know it. It's taboo to talk about it. All the girlsknow is
therésakind of atria they have to go through to become awoman, but they don't get told about it until
after it's happened.”

Sduez shifted and groaned.
"What shdl wetdl her?' Lutha demanded.

"How about telling her the truth. That she had scourgesinside her. That weve got 'em inabox. That her
baby died.”

"That her baby never developed. That'strue, too, and it'll be easier for her."
Snark shook her head, mimicking Luthavicioudy, "Oh, yeah, by &l means, makeit esser.”
"Snark! Why not?"

"l wasjudt thinking of my flippin' life," she growled. "That nobody was much concerned about making
esge.”

"Y our mother was! Whatever €l se happened, she saved you from thisl" Luthawaved at the shrieking
box, the supine form, the bloody rags. "Y ou didn't have to experience this!"

Snark flushed, then her eyesfilled and she sobbed, once only. "Y eah," shewhispered. "Yeah." She
sounded so sad that Lutha reached for her, but Snark evaded the embrace, ducking her head and

stepping away.
They bathed Saluez again and wrapped her warmly. She began to breathe more easlly.

Snark said, "Shelll wake up anytime now. Once the scourges have time to get dry and fly away, then the
mother can wake up.”

Sduez'seydidsfluttered.



Luthasad, "Youredl right, Sduez."
Sauez murmured something, about a baby.
"Reg," said Lutha, helplesdy.

Snark shook her head disapprovingly, saying in afirm voice, "Y ou didn't have ababy, Saluez. It never
developed. You had scourge ... Kachiseggsin you and they kept the baby from growing.”

Sduez made alog, lonely sound. Shewas not truly there, had not truly heard.

Luthaheld her, whispering, "They're gone, Saluez. The things are gone. Snark knew what to do."

"Sad," murmured Saluez. "No baby. So sad.”

"No baby, but amiracle,” said Snark. "Fed your face, Sauez. Fed your face!” Shetook Saluez's hand
and thrust it dmost roughly againgt her cheek, the one that had been riven so the teeth showed through.
"Itsheded, Sduez."

"Itsamiracle” sad Lutha "Weaving Woman did it."

" ... not," breathed Sduez. "Ledy ... "

"Hessafe" sad Lutha "He'sfine."

"Hasto befine" Sdluez whispered. "Nothing dsefor him ... "

Then she shuddered and was gone again, her breast moving gently, her face cam.

"Now that's norma deep,” said Snark, wiping her face again. There were bloody streaks on both
cheeks. "And she needsit."

Behind them the lashed box rocked and rustled.
"What do we do with them?" Lutha asked.
"Drown 'em," said Snark. "I'll doit."

"Drown what?' asked Jiacare from among the stones. He came into the entrance, water still beaded on
hisskin, hishair streaming down his back.

Snark went to him and they muttered together, hisvoice risng angrily. Luthawent to the stove to hegt
more water. She wasfilthy. She smelled to hersdf like atiddl flat. She resolved to wash her hair, &t leadt,
while she kept an eye on Saluez.

The ex-king came to fetch the lashed box, hisface hard and furious. He started to speak to L utha, then
merely shook his head, making agesture of frusiration. Luthagulped, getting hold of hersdlf. Jacarefelt
asshe hersdf did. As Snark did. Angry at ... what? The songfathers? Much good would that do Sduez.
At the Kachis, the Ularians, the whatevers? Much good would that do anybody!



She poured water over her head, surprised that it didn't go up in steam, then set about soaping and
ringng, interrupting the task whenever Sauez made a sound or changed position. She was stripping the
water from her hair when Leelson arrived.

"Ledson..."

"Snark told me," he muttered as he knelt beside Saluez and closed his eyes. After along moment he
sad, "Shesnot grieving.”

"I think she knew," Luthareplied, combing her wet hair with her fingers. "A secret like that can't be kept.
No doubt there were whispers, even on Dinadh. | think she knew, but she didn't admit it to hersdlf. I'm
50 thankful Snark was here.”

" She says you were bitten.”

"It'sredly only ascratch.” A scratch that burned like fire. She rummaged among the odds and ends,
looking for acomb, finding one at the bottom of a persond kit.

"Jacare and Snark went to drown the things."
She grunted angrily. Good for them!

He drummed hisfingers, alittle rat-a-tat to accompany thought. Do you have any explanation for what
happened?’

"To Sduez?'
"No. Snark explained that. | mean with Ledly. How heiscapable of ... doing what he's done?’

So herethey were at lagt, a the subject of her revelation, at the answer that had cometo her, findly,
when it was too late to solve anything between her and Ledlson!

She put down the comb, folded her handsin her |ap, took a deep breath, found aknob of stone over
Led son'seft shoulder, and fixed her eyesonit intently. She would not be bellicose. She would be cam.

"Y ou used to talk to me about your great-great-grandpop. Y ou told me he was the biochemist to end all
biochemigts, a genius, asavant, apolymath. We both know he went off to investigate the Ularians and
ended up on Dinadh. We can assume he saw Kachis on Dinadh, and they raised certain questionsin his
mind. Therewas an analyzer among his equipment at Cochim-Mahn. Just as Snark has fed pieces of the
shaggiesinto her andyzer, Bernesohn no doubt fed pieces of Kachisinto his. Then Tospiavisited him.
She went home pregnant. One hundred years later, precisely when heis needed, aboy of Bernesohn's
lineege your son Ledly, turnsup with thistrait deadly tothe Ularians ... "

She paused, shifting her eyesto hisface. He had gonerigid, eyes staring at nothing, in that moment
resembling Limia, feature for feature, his expression of regection and repudiation exactly like hers. Limia
and her damned Fadtigat lineage! Limiagrieving over Led son's posterity! Oh, by the Great Gauphin,
Luthaprayed, let melivelong enough to tell her!

She couldn't keep the anger from her voice. "What part of that do you find hard to understand?’

"Impossiblel" he growled, very red in the face. "That'simpossble. Ridiculous!”



Widl, well. In dl the timethey had been together, she had never seen Led son truly dismayed until now.
How marveloud

"How would you know?" she cried, boiling with five years fury. "Y ou're only an ordinary Fastiget.
Bernesohn was out of your class, or so you'vetold me.”

"But none of the family ... not my father, not hisfather, and not me, certainly ... "
"'So0? Somehow Bernesohn arranged thistdent to lie low for afew generations. Until it was needed!”
"I don't know how he'd do that."

A new speaker heard from! Snark, leaning againgt apillar at the entrance of the chamber, where she'd
obvioudy been ligening for sometime. "They force-fed me apretty fair technical education, and | don't
know away this could happen dl at once, out of nothing.”

"Maybethetrait emergesonly if thetaste of Rottensisintheair,” Luthamuttered.
"Then I'd haveit," said Ledson. "I've tasted Rottens.”

These were mere quibbles. "I don'tknow how Bernesohn did it, but I'm damned sureit's not
coincidence. It happened because he's your son!™

"Dananang,”" caroled Ledy, waving his hands and plucking at histrousers. "Dananana.”
Oh, marvelous anticlimax! "I need to take him out,” Luthasaid furioudy. "Isit safe to go out?'

Snark shrugged, her go-to-hell shrug, but her eyeswerewary. "Safe asit ever is, but don't get careless,
Lutha. I've had abath at the edge of the water, and you look like you could use one, but keep an eye

Luthadid not reply. She stalked out past Ledlson, Ledly trotting along at her Sde, sometimes moistly
kissing L utha's wounded wrist, sometimes petting her arm. They passed Jacare Lostre as he returned
empty-handed from the sea, and Mitigan, who sat quietly on arock, hisface flushed with sunset, both of
them looking like shiny new people. Luthalusted for water, much water, and for clean air after al those
hours of tasting rottennessin the claustrophobic stone chamber. She wanted to wash it away! She
wanted to wash Ledlson away!

Ledy tugged at her hand, leading her over the ridge and down toward the scarlet shine of water and sky.
Thefirst line of shaggies seemed asafe distance away. At the shore, Ledly pedled histrousers off and
waded into the water to do his business. He liked to do that, whenever water was available. HEd been
born ableto swim. She watched him paddle, sometimes diving, feet in air, taking mouthfuls of water and
spurting them like the legendary whae, he al slver and rose like the waters, like the sky. She took off her
filthy clothes and waded in far enough that she could dunk all of herself. The water was cleansing, not
very salty, but chill. She scrubbed at her body with handfuls of the powdery bottom sand, then waded
out and sat like amonument on apedesta of stone, letting the soft wind dry her while her filthy clothing
soaked in the nearest pool.

Ledy came up agood way out, clutching afish, laughing. Not far beyond him, ashaggy lowered its
tentacles. Ledy took abite out of the flapping fish, then threw the remainder into the lowered tentacles.



L utha shuddered, again aware of her son's surpassing strangeness. For years this uncanny presence had
shared her days, clear as noon, while she denied and refused to see that he wasn't just alittle boy, not
just achild, not just her beloved son. She had been like Saluez, facing the unbearable, rgecting it.

"Yourevery beatiful.”
Led son was standing behind her, staring at her, looking wistful. Ledlson never looked wistful!

"Y ou used to say s0," she said, swallowing deeply as she grabbed up the sodden robes and draped
them around her shoulders, trying to put revelation and seduction both aside. She didn't want to talk, not
about the two of them, not about Leely, not about anything.

Fadtigats paid no attention to that! With them, nothing could remain unsaid, undefined, unfulfilled. Y ou
redlly think Bernesohn Famber designed ... that?' He gestured toward the splashing child. "Why isn't he

intelligent?”

His expression was very much like Limias had been. Stubborn. Dismissive. Luthaswallowed again and
said stubbornly, "We don't know that heisn't.”

It rang false, even to her. Why not say it? Why not get it over with?

"It's because Bernesohn had the same expectations as your mother, Leelson! He expected you to beget
with awoman from Fastiga, not some ... outsider! If you'd had a Fastigat woman, Ledly would have
been dl right." The bitterness boiled to the surface, shaming her. She couldn't control it. It wasn't fair.
Noneof it.

Heignored her tone. "1 wonder if Tospia knew? When sheleft here, when she had the twins, Tospiann
and Paniwar, | wonder if she knew one or both of them had beendesigned by Bernesohn."”

"If they were, he forgot to plan on redundancy. Twin children, one of whom—wasit your
great-grandmama?—had only one child. And your grandpa, and your father.”

He nodded. "It's true Great-grandmother Tospiann had only one child, but Paniwar had an
acknowledged son and anumber of daughters, in addition to at least one ... escapade.”

"Improper fathering," she said, quoting the two dowagersin Fastiga.

He made arueful face. "An early ddliance with amember of atraveling troupe. On one of the Nantask
planets. He was little more than aboy at the time, and she wastwice hisage." He was watching L utha
closy, digging a her.

Degavu. She hersdf had told this story, as Leelson had told it to her before. She wanted to change the
subject, but he wouldn't let her.

"Her name was Dasdlum,” he said. " She was a celebrity, asuperb actress. It was her fault Paniwar
committed improper fathering. She went off in atemper and the Fambers never did find out what
happened to the child." He watched me, waiting.

A long silence. She could fed him, probing, probing. Hed brought this up for areason. She resisted,
ressted, then cracked, letting in the light. Her revelation hadn't gone far enough. And she couldn't lieto
him. Hed know if shedid.



She sad, "In Nantaskan, her name was D'ahdum T'bir, which means bonetree. Skeleton." She looked at
her hand, surprised. All onitsown it was drawing alineage chart in the sand.

"And?' asked Ledson.
" She bore a daughter whose name was Nitha Bonetree.”
"How do you know?"

"l didn't until just now. But it'sthe only thing that makes sense” Luthalooked away, willing him to let it
aone, willing him to stop!

Hewouldn't stop. "And why isthat?"
"Because Nitha Bonetree was my grest-grandmother.”

He didn't change expressions. She had told him al about her family when they were together. In the last
little while héd figured everything out, everything she hadn't put together until now. She looked down at
the chart she'dd drawn:

She didn't add Ledy's name. He was out there splashing, making bright fountains. The sun bulged on the
seq, afirebligter, scarlet veins bleeding along the horizon. The shaggiesreded in fish, flapping silhouettes
againg the glow. She wanted to scream, yell, throw things, but the moment was too precarious. Not as
she had thought. Not as she had thought at all.

"Now we know how Bernesohn managed to doit,” Leelson said at lagt. "That's why he fathered twins.
Onthat old chip we played, he didn't mean 'rgjoinder’ in alega sense. He meant 'rejoindure.’ Rejoindure
of hislineage. Haf thevirusin oneline, haf in the other. A virus made from Kachis, from Ularian life.
Oneit would have no antibodies againg.”

What could she say? What wasthereto say?

He stared at the dying sun. "Tospia must have known! She was supposed to tell the twins. 'Daddy
invented aweapon, children. Daddy didn't want to lock it away in alaboratory somewhere, whereit
might be lost or forgotten or misused—'"

"Why lost or misused, necessarily?"

"In Bernesohn'stime, the government was ... "

"Mostly non-Fastigat,” she supplied bitterly. "Y our great-grand-pop didn't trust us ordinary people.”

L eelson went on as though she hadn't spoken. "Actualy, what he did makes acertain kind of sense.
There were gtill things he needed to find out on Dinadh. He knew he might be killed. He had to provide
for that eventuality. He didn't know what the virus would do to its host. He had no way to test it. So he

put haf in one zygote, haf in the other, depending on Tospias pride in her posterity to keep thetwins
well guarded and protected. If he wasn't killed, he'd be back on Central long before the twins grew to



reproductive age. If he didn't get back, he knew the twins wouldn't reproduce with one another! We
don't even reproduce with first cousins very often, so it would be at least two generations before the virus
could be reunited. Perhaps Bernesohn had learned enough about Tahs-uppi to know they'd be needed
by then ...

"Tospiamust have known. | wonder who forgot to tell whom?"

Lutha buried her facein her hands. Had Tospiarealy known? Had Nitha Bonetree known? Had Lucca
Pinegpple, the rdigious nut, Lutha's grandma, had she known? Had MamaJbiaknown? Unlikely in the
extreme. Lutha's mother hadn't known, and neither had L utha. Five generations back to Paniwar
Famber, and nobody had known.

"How did the strain stay pure?’ she asked from adry throat. "It would have been diluted.”

"Not if it were carried quiescent in the reproductive cdlls. A virusisjust amachine for making more
viruses. We're dtill carrying around vird fragments from prehistoric times. They merdly inhabit,
reproducing themselves from generation to generation but not ... doing anything.”

"Until it met up with its other haf,”" she murmured. "But thereés only two in my family, Ymaand me. And
therés only one of you. Surely that was depending agreat deal upon fate.”

Thisline of thought didn't delight him, obvioudy. He scowled. "Bernesohn assumed thered be | ots of
descendants from both sides, well spread out among the rest of humanity. Bernesohn himsdf was pralific.
He had half adozen Fastigat mates and children by al of them; he'd have expected the twins to produce
ahorde”

"But that didn't happen. Therewas only you and me. Our meeting was accidental. No one planned it.
Almost too neat, Ledson!”

"Too negt to be believed, Lutha. Bernesohn no doubt built in some kind of attractant. Something that
would gain effectivenessin each generation.”" He frowned at the sea. Dirty. Unhappy.

"You'refilthy," she suggested, wanting desperately to belet done. "Why don't you at |east wash
yoursdf!"

He wandered off toward the water and began stripping off his clothes. She stared into the sunset, trying
not to think of anything at al. Until now shed regarded their affair, Ledlson'sand hers, asthe summit of
her life, the single most exciting and marvel ous thing she had experienced. From the day held cometo her
door, she'd kept ajournal, just to memoriaize the wonder of it, so the episodes would never fade, never
dwindle. Since held | eft, night after night, sheld reread it, reliving their time together. Certain expressions,
certain words, certain actions. They'd been made for each other, she had told hersdlf.

Yes. Well. So they had. Not quite as she had imagined. It had not been the inscrutable stars that had
brought them together. Instead they'd responded to one another like any two moths or frogs or bestles.
Ledson wasright: Bernesohn had made sure of bringing his great-grandchildren together. HeEd built in
some dtractant. Perhaps a pheromone, growing more potent with each generation, some chemicd lure
that wafted for great distances, bringing them both to that library. A time bomb in their reproductive cells,
set to go off!

How dared Bernesohn Famber do such athing!



"Don't be angry with him," said Ledlson, standing naked at the water's edge, following her thoughts as
though she had spoken them aoud.

"Leavemedone, Ledson."

"Think of Saluez'sface, Lutha. Look a your wrist. Bernesohn was trying to save the human race.” He
entered the water, scooping it over his shoulders and body in ruby showers, watching her dl thewhile.

Shelooked at her wrist. Healed, of course, By Ledy, her son, their son, no one's son. Leglson was
right. Bernesohn'stask, as held seen it, was to save the human race. To create a magic bullet that would
ricochet around among humanity. Onethat would kill off the enemy and hedl the &fflicted at the same
time. Or perhaps the hedling power was smply a side effect. Serendipity.

Tospia probablyhad known. Maybe Paniwar and Tospiann had been told, as soon asthey were old
enough to understand it. Which was probablyafter Paniwar had fathered her great-grandma. "Y ou can't
screw around likethis," his mother had no doubt said. ™Y ou're too important. Y ou carry the secret
weapon. Y ou're the possessor of our heritage, our surviva."

"Don't romanticize either,” Ledson cautioned her, standing tall as he stripped the water from his golden
head.

She could barely keep from screaming at him. "Please, Ledlson. Weve done our genetic duty. Now
can't we at least leave one another alone.” It took al her willpower not to weep hysterically.

"I don't think heinvented away to turn it off,” he said helplesdy, returning to her with arms open.

Shetried not to respond. Oh, shetried, but it didn't work. Leelson wasright, of course. Bernesohn had
made them for one another, and he hadn't included away to shut it off.

They had only just lain down that night, al too weary to extend the evening beyond the bare necessities
of food and shaking out the blankets, when they came up off the floor as though aerted by some
bone-deep klaxon.

Luthafet asurge of adrenaline, then that stopped-up-ears feding she sometimes got when swimming,
that muffled, gurgling-in-one's-head effect. She yawned widdy, momentarily surprised to seethe others
yawning too. Obvioudy, it had affected them dl. Snark had her fingersin her ears, Mitigan was gaping
likeafish; they dl looked apologetically at one another asthey tried to clear away for sound that should
be there but was not. The seawas a shush, and thewind a hush, and the birds a shrill tee-tee-tee, dl fl&,
muffled, without resonance.

"It's happening again," mouthed Snark, grasping L utha by the shoulder. "Like the night you first came!™

Flinching at the strength of her grip, Luthanodded. It was very much like what had happened before,
only more s0. There was a panicky breathlessness dong with the soundlessness. They gathered around
Sduez's recumbent form while the effect went on, still with no discernible cause. Mitigan's hands were
busy with hiswesgpons, which rather increased their apprehension.

Far off, amuted thunder. Though Lutha consdered it an odd-sounding thunder, it was more like thunder
than it waslike an avalanche or avolcano. She shared significant looks with the others, looks meaning
more or less, "Did you hear what | heard?' mouthing the word " Thunder?* following thiswith agreegble
nods. Y es. Thunder.



None of them redlly believed it. First Ledlson grimaced, then the others, for ithadn't been thunder and
they dl knew it. Through the cracks among the stones the stars shone clearly in an unclouded sky.

Again the stones around them shuddered, the soil beneath them trembled. This pulse repeated at long
intervals, two, three, four, five times. Then nothing. Still the flat sound, the muted uncanniness, the
breathlessness. Saluez gasped, her eyes till closed. Luthafelt as she had at the Nodders: terrified of
something without knowing what. As the Nodders had been unnaturdl, so thiswas unnaturd.

"At his feet the mountains skip," whispered Sduez." At his step the worlds tremble. See him
treading down the star trails, the Gracious One, potent and victorious." Tearswere running beside
her nose, at the corners of her mouth, dripping from her jaw. Lutha apprehended her words clearly,
though she had no sensation of hearing her.

"What?" breathed the ex-king, faling to hisknees beside Sduez.

"A songfather hymn," whispered Snark, her hand on Jiacare's shoulder, her eyesfixed on the stone
above them. "From Dinadh.”

Songfather hymn or not, Lutha couldn't stop the words from repeating in her mind, over and over. At his
feet the mountains skip. Ason ascreen, the letters moved right to left, then started over as her body
tensed in rhythm with the thudding of those feet. As her lungs gasped for air, o her ears gasped for
something to hear, inventing sounds where there were none, creating them, labeling them, recognizing
them though she had never sensed them before:

Touch of hooved feet upon mountains, crack of horn upon horn, rasp of battle breath, slow
drumbeat of heart and sinew, final bellow of supremacy. Pad of soft toes through jungles, herb
scent slipping between parted jaws to flow across the tongue, night-tasting, prey-finding, huff of
soft nostrils flared, whisker tips tracing the night, spotted hide sleeking like silk among the
grasses, low rumble in the throat like a bass string bowed, ominous, peremptory. Shuffle of nailed
feet below mighty legs, thewed as a tree grown up with vines, billowed dust blown over hidesthick
as boards, ears wide as doors, massive movers, a trumpet call across tree-bowered stone-speckied
savannas. Water surging along slick hides, flick of fins, eyes in the depth turned upward toward
liquid-trembling gray light. Beaks cleaving air, chill along the quills, knife edge of wind-buffeting
wing, stedl grip of talons, amber-dlitted horizon-compassing eye.

Blood on the stone. Whether from the deep or the height, whether from mountain or jungle, whether
from claw or talon, beak or fang, blood on the stone, rising up to live again. The very soundlessness was
their sound—its sound—and al the other sensesaswell. They stretched, reaching for being. In silence,
sound. In darkness, sight. In nothingness, touch.

The sacrifice,it says All living is by sacrifice. For one creature to live, another one must die. What
will you give me? Whereis mine?

It speaksto her! It says:Oh, feel how you have unvoiced us. See how you have cut us down. Hear
our silent cries! Our worldswere full of the murmur and clatter of being, now listen to the silence
we inhabit, all our spirits, ill!

"Lutha?" Ledlson, holding out hishand.

"Nothing," she said in avoice she didn't recognize as her own. "It's nothing.”



What wasit? Not nothing. What were these visions? Things she had seen as a child in sensurround?
Fairy tales? Stories of olden times? Creatures out of dream? Creatures come out of time?

Silence, slence, sllence, even while the voice spoke, saying: Soyou may remember, we give you
silence. Where we should be, but are not, thereis silence.

What wasthis lisening? Attenuated, the sense stretching itself outward, begging for something to fill it?
Fedling one's own eyesrattling in their sockets, twitching every way, seeking an out, an escape. Why
werethey here, shielded from the sky? Why was this sone dl around them? Why were they not there, at
the seels edge, crawling out of that salty womb onto the shore in company with the creatures of their
common birth?

"Luthal"
"Nothing," she cried again.
He shook her. "Lutha.

Lutha saw him then. Felt his violence transmitted to her own body as he ragged her to and fro, not
gently.

"Ledson!" Urgently she caled him, from greet distance.

"Shhh," he replied, eyes suddenly aware of some outside presence as he leaned againgt her, pressing her
equaly into himsdf and into the stone.

All of them were pressed into the stones, clinging to them, even Saluez, edging toward the crevicesand
cracksthey'd made their own. A stupid place to choose when skies came down. Asin adream, they
saw dl the great stone dabsfaling, obdurate shadows piercing reverie to become horrible redlity,
crushing them before they knew they werein danger. Little nutkinsin the mighty vise of what? And yet,
what other choice? They could be beneath the stone or benegth the sky, the vengeful sky, hearing that
quiet!

"Ligten," Luthawhispered.

"No," said Mitigan in ahorrified voice.

"Dont," cried Sduez. "Don't listen.”

They were children afraid of ghosts, pulling up the blanket to cover their eyes, pulling themsalvesinto the
stone and huddling there. Even Ledlson! Even Mitigan! Whereisyour courage, Fastigat? Whereisyour
honor, Asenagi? Why are you huddled with the rest while this slence goes on and on and on.

Sither of scales upon stone; scutter of hairy legs, silk filament trailing the wind; hear in the
silence what is not there. Cry, cry, cry, a bird who hungers; cry, cry, cry, a bird seeking her young,
who will never be again. All isdesert, all isdry, all is dead and gone, not even a memory. All that
isleft isa set of symbols, a list of bases, a pattern stored away. The machine knows them as the

machine knows everything, dryly, without blood or breath, but humans do not know them at all!

Ledy came drowsly naked out of some crack or crevice where hed been deeping, cast them asidelong



look, and went past them toward atilted arch of starlit stone, awindow onto the night, where he stood
waving hishands.

Luthadidnt move. Luthawas lost among the animals. Oh, the colors of them. Oh, the sounds they
make. The eyes of them, bright and quick and full of accusation. Who was Ledly in the face of
this... thid

Too battered by sensation even to be curious, she watched open-mouthed as he turned, again, again,
wearing his Ledly face, swaying and waving, afamiliar and aimless activity. Then hisface took on anew
expression. Not hisusud quiet satisfaction. Not his hungry look or his chilly look or his deepy look. Not
any expression she had seen before. Thiswas something else. A kind of wakefulness.

He opened his mouth very wide, histongue quivering in the midst of that round, red hole, degp asan
abyss histhroat. He screamed a sound that went endlessly out into the world. Not any sound they had
ever heard him make before. Not a sound any child should be capable of making, a sound that fled

unmuted across the moorlands like the shadow of acloud, sweeping across the world, south, away: a
trumpet, aroar, ashriek, acry, awhistle, abellow, ablast ... They could amost watch it go!

Led son grunted, "By my manhood!"

Mitigan shook L utha by the shoulder. "What?'

She couldn't tell him. She didn't know!

And normal sound came back al at once, as though afinger had been snapped.
Inthewindow Ledy sucked hisfingers, murmuring, "Dananana.”

He had exorcised the ghosts. He had driven them away. What right had he to do that?
They breathed deep into oxygen-starved lungs.

"Luthal" Leelson demanded. "What isthis?’

"Why ask me?" shecried. "How would | know?"

"You're hismother!" he shouted.

"Bernesohn Famber was his mother and hisfather," she yelled back. "Bernesohn designed him. Too bad
Bernesohn isn't around to give usthe operating instructions.”

While babble broke out al around, she sat down and weypt, feding her face smart from the sdlt, fedling
her nose swell and turn red, that familiar pain behind her breastbone like a swallowed stone. Obvioudly,
Ledson hadn't told them what they'd figured out about Legly. Well, neither had she. They were

both ... what? Ashamed of it? Probably. How can onetell friends and acquaintances that one's great
passion, one's world-shaking romance is no more than a mating dance between ephemerids, that al one's
achievements count to nothing in the face of abiologica destiny hoicked up by arunaway Fagtigat ina
makeshift laboratory on avery minor planet!

She wept while Led son explained, as Fastigats do, unemphatically but in great detail and with all
possible inferences.



It would have bored anyone. It bored Lutha. He talked so long shetired of sniveling and began wiping
the wetness from her face.

"But what ishe?' Jacare Lostre demanded.

"A virus," said Ledson, without emotion. "To dl intents and purposes. Morphologicaly, he's human,
born of anorma zygote that carriesalot of something e se—something Ularian. Hesahybrid. He has
enough brainto get dong at thelevd of a... "

"A chicken," Luthasaid bitterly, feding anew gush of tears. There were no chickensleft, but the word
remained. One of those sorts of wordsthat did remain.

"Something likethat," Ledlson admitted.

"Whatever he's carrying, it gets around the Ularian immune system,” Snark supplied. "I found disrupted
cdlsinthe dropped tentacles, and in the dying shaggy.”

Leelson nodded heavily. "He's dso carrying an agent or genetic program that promotesrapid healing in
humans. It'sin hissdliva. Probably in his blood. Maybe he had to have that to retain human shape with all
that Ularian guff inhim."

"Or it was purposeful, so people would value him," offered the ex-king. "Maybe Bernesohn waslooking
ahead. Hewould want his ... virusto survive. He knew people would value something that could hedl
their ills." Hefurrowed his brow, continuing in adoubtful voice: "Of course, that would have depended
upon people knowing about it."

"He prob'ly meant ‘em to know," breathed Snark. "Meant 'em to know about the whole business. He
surewouldn't depend oniit bein’ found out like thisl By accident!"

Mitigan hoisted Ledy high and presented hiswounded arm, still festering and red.
"Dananang,”" Ledy caroled, giving Mitigan'sarm severd wet kisses.

"Me," said Snark. The wound sheld sustained during the Kachis birthing was aso inflamed. Ledly kissed
the bite marks. L utha had seen dogs lick wounds like that, in old nature chips. She shook her head,
ashamed. She had known about Ledly's hedling ability the day before. She should have told Snark. And

Mitigen.

Sauez noticed her pain. Shetook Lutha's hand, peered into her eyes. "Lutha. Lutha, Sster.” Her eyes
filled and Luthaturned away, unable to bear her compassion. By the Great Gauphin, Lutha didn't want
anyoneto share her fedings. Her fedings were her own, singular, unique!

Which was bosh. They were the world's woes, as Mama Jibia used to say. No matter what the world,
the woes are the same. Pain and loss. Hope dimmed. Ambition quenched. Love becoming an unfunny
jokeon thelovers! Body saying aye; mind saying nay; now saying can; future saying can't.

Luthafelt Leelson reaching for her, and shook him off, surprising on hisface areflection of her own. He
felt miserable. Sheld planned his misery, but she hadn't redized shed bein it with him.

And why should it be so upsetting? She'd guessed the biggest part of this. What had changed since then?



Nothing, except the knowledge that she was as responsible as Ledson. Legly himself was as he had
always been. Only her hopes had changed. Her hopes and whatever was out there at the edge of the
world. Thetrembler. Theworld shaker.

Shetook Ledy from Snark, settling him on her hip. It wastime they went back to deep. If they could
deep.

Ledy patted her face, opened his dreadful mouth, and said quite clearly, "L utha L utha Talstaff Lutha
sgter mother love.™

It was a person'svoice, totaly unfamiliar, not achild'svoice.

Silence. Shock. Indrawn bresths.

Ledson cleared histhroat, a scritch like iron dragged on stone.

Ledy turned, cocked his head, said, "L edlson Ledlson Famber damned Fagtigat darling.”
No one even breathed.

Ledy sad, "Sduez of the shadow. Snark love Lauzh. Mitigan Mitigan of the Asenagi." He smiled.
"Exking exking of Kamir Jacare Logtre. Legly baby L edly love Ledly yourson myson.”

"He'snaming things," said Ledsonin ahollow voice.
"Pee—peeeple,” said the ex-king, awed into virtua incoherence. "People.”
Lutha had been holding Ledly pressed againgt her, but now she fdlt it was safer to set him down.

"Lutha Tdlgaff Lutha L uthasister mother love," he said, making amirror likeness of her on the skin of
his chest and belly. He showed her as she was, dressed in her gray-green overal.

"Why now?" cried Legson in petulant, dmost horrified surprise. "Why now!"
"He's never been out among people before,” whispered Saluez. "Not since he was a baby.”

It wastrue. From the time Ledson had |eft them, they'd lived dmost done. Those who came and went
were sldom repest visitors. Those who came to see Lutha often did not see Ledly. Only sincethistrip
began had Ledly heard L utha's name used by this one, that one. She recalled Led son's outraged, "Y ou're
hismother." So now shewas Lutha Talstaff Lutha Lutha sister mother love.

"When he made the pictures back to the Rottens!" she exclaimed. "That's when he made the connection.
They have color titles. We have verbal ones.”

"That'satitle?' Ledlson bellowed at thetop of hislungs. "Ledson Led son Famber damned Fastigat
daling?'

"Hush," she hissed, pointing through the tilted arch at the shag-giesfloating againgt the sars. "Ledlson,
damnit, don't yell a me. It'snot my fault; | didn't doit; I'm not responsible for it. Will everyone just
please remember where we are and shut up.”



Asthey did quickly enough, for they felt once more that tremble in the core of the world, heard once
more, though briefly, that flattened sound.

Even Ledy was silent as Lutha sat down upon her blanket, cradling the child against her. He looked
thoughtful. Mitigan and Led son whispered together, but L uthawas too drained to care what they were
talking about. Joy and hopel essness and fear were dl fighting for supremacy. If something had harmed
Ledy as he had been, she would have grieved. But, oh, to be in this danger with him changed! Now if
something happened to him! Her child, her son, if anything happened to him now!

"You dways sad hewould talk," Saluez reminded her.

Y es. She had. She had thought he would say Mommy and Daddy and the other things babies say. She
had not thought he could tremble worlds with hisvoice.

All such thoughts were cut short. She saw Mitigan's head come up, aertly, swiveling ashelistened, his
hands going to hisweapons belt. They all heard it then, asound likerain, like apouring of sand, an
endlesshissing. They twisted, searching for the source ...

Which did onto the sand of the cavern like arunnd of dark blood, scaled from its gaping mouth to the
darknessin which its body was gtill hidden, serpent king, snake lord, mighty mongter, thick through as
Mitigan's body, and dl around it, its children, its kindred, the smal ones of its kind, striped and mottled
and jewd-marked, sinuous and horrid.

"Out," cried Mitigan, something very like panicin hisvoice. "Out!"

They stumbled to their feet and ran, out and away, Saluez supported on either sde by Lutha and Snark,
Ledy running beside his mother. Mitigan's voice shouted battle cries while Ledlson and Jacare urged him
to run. They did run, with snakes dl around them, striking from crevices, dropping from holes, dithering
acrossthelr feet asthey struggled on, bruising themselves on the jutting rocks, scraping themselves on the
rough stones until they came out under the sky. Leg son erupted from the rock pile, dragging the ex-king
behind him. He had thought to bring one of the survival packswith him, and alamp.

"Mitigan?’ cried Snark.

"Coming," said Ledlson, dragging the ex-king toward us. "Here, Jiacare's been bitten!" L utha stood
supidly, not redizing what he wanted.

"Ledy," Ledson cried. "Come seethe bite.”

The ex-king pulled up atrouser leg, displaying puncture wounds that seeped ayedlowish ichor. Theflesh
around the woundswas green. "l fdll onit," hesaid. "I don't think it meant to bite ... "

Ledy ran to him, hugged the bitten leg, effectively tripping the ex-king, so that hefdll heavily and was
unableto get up. Ledly kissed the bites, then hugged the ex-king once more.

"Jacare Logre, ex-King of Kamir," cried Ledly. "Poor Jacare!"
"Can you wak onit?' demanded Ledson, heaving Jacareto hisfeet.

"If I haveto." He stood up, took one experimenta step, and groaned.



"Mitigan!" demanded Snark once more.

"He's either coming or he'sdead,” grated L eglson.

"Where are we going?' Jacare smiled as he asked the question, athin, fatalistic smile.
"Wherever we're alowed to go," Leelson muttered.

Mitigan appeared at the entrance to the rockfall, staggering toward the others. Hisface and arms were
covered with bites. "Hard to kill," he muttered. "Oh, they're hard to kill."

Hefédl. Ledly looked a hiswounds, then at Ledson. "Dananana,” he said, uninterested.

Led son thrust hisfingersinto Legly's mouth, then rubbed the wet fingers onto Mitigan'swounds. The
assassin gasped, asthough in sudden agony.

"Mitigan Mitigan of the Asenagi,” Ledy said in atone of disgpprovd. "Mitigan fought the snakes."

Where Mitigan had emerged from the rocks was now adarker shadow. They stared t it, trying to find
init the coils of a serpent, the twining shape of the snake. It wasn't asnake. Something deep insde them
told them that. Snakesto flush them out, but something el se to drive them.

Eyesreflected the light from the lamp Ledlson carried. A wavering howl split theair.

"Wolves," Lutha breathed. "It'swolves." How many times had she seen them, recreated in story,
remembered in myth? How many times?

Asthough answering to their name, lithe forms spewed from the rock pile. Some of them loped up the
dope toward the camp, others made aline to the north. The way was open south or west, but in no other
direction. They were not al wolves. Some of them were other things, shamblers, gigglers, mutterers,
throat growlers.

Mitigan stumbled to hisfeet. He and the ex-king staggered up the dope, the rest following. Asthey went
the bitten men gained strength. They crested the ridge, walking dmost normally, then stopped. Acrossthe
narrow valey the wolves had made aline barring the way to the south. The only open way wasthe
valey, the crescent of gravel that was the beach. They were being forced toward the sea.

"Make agand,” muttered Mitigan. "Get into one of the storm caverns and make astand.”
"No," said Ledlson. "Let'sjust go dong for the moment. See what's intended.”
Lutha stared blindly into the dark. Even Ledly could not live in this place without food, without shelter.

What was intended was eradication. What was intended was that no one of them should return to
Allianceto tell men what they knew.

CHAPTER 12

The stories of Old-earth are shared among the people of Old-earth. Even |, Sduez, can identify eephant
and whale, ostrich and eagle, serpent and wolf, though they exist no longer. | know that they were and
now are not, because of mankind. So, when | wakened under the stone on Perdur Alasto aterror not



dreamed but redl, | recognized the creatures bringing it upon us.

Snark and Lutha heaved me up, one on ether side, and they supported me as we fled. L utha seemed
lost in some apocayptic vision, concentrated on senses | did not share. Not so Snark. Nothing quenched
her insatiable interest, or her avid commentary on each thing it touched.

"Old Tempter," she said aswe fled down the valley toward the beach. "Old Tempter sent ‘em. Wanted
to be sure, he did, we knew what was coming. Righteous vengeance, that's what they're after!”

Her words rang like the gong by the House Without a Name, awaking dissonant echoes, evoking
mongters! The Kachis had aso been sent by the tempter. They, too, had been a cacophony of bestial
noises and the gleam of fangd

"Y ou notice Mitigan?' Snark muttered. "Mad! That man is So rageous he's about to kindle. Sure never
figured hed get beet by snakes! High-and-mighty Asenagi, with Ledy spit dl that's keeping him living.
Hasto be hard for a proud man!”

Thefact that she could notice such thingswhile we fled for our lives cut through my panic. If Snark could
keep her senses during thiswildness, then so could 1. | concentrated all my thought and energy on calm,
on focus, on breathing dowly, moving deliberately, on noticing what was happening.

It actualy helped. 1t took me out of mysdlf to look at the others, imagining what they felt. Mitigan, as
Snark had said, was blazingly angry. So was Leglson, though probably for adifferent reason. Fastigats
like to make sense out of what happens, but Leel son couldn't get beyond his Firster viewpoint to make
sense of this Jiacare Lostre wore athin amile, like a seer who knows what is happening, perhaps, or
someone who thinksit doesn't matter. Lutha, of course, wasn't with us at al. She stared into the distance
like one ensorcelled, an inhabitant of some other world.

We hated on the beach, hemmed in on three sides by creatures, on the other by ocean. Therewe
gasped, waiting for what would happen next. | drew the night air degp into my lungs, amazed at the
feding of it, the scent of it! Liketheair of anew world! The wind camewildly fresh, with akeening mist
and abluster of cloud.

Snark leaned close againgt me, supporting either me or herself. Her face was ecdtatic as she murmured,
"Oooh, they'relovely. Like flowing gold, snakes."

She meant it! Inexplicably, she was enraptured!

She nudged me, pointing. "And see the wolves—it'slike | can see them better in the starlight than evenin
full sun. Look at their fur, Sdluez! Soft as clouds, full and deek. Teeth slver sharp in thoselaughing jaws.
Eyestwo smoky mirrorsfull of what ought to be. Oh, you can see Edeninthose eyes! You can seea
world stretching away, al green and misty! Y ou can dmost hear 'em, nose up, hollering the moon! They
make mefed guilty, like Old Tempter meant 'em to, but they make mefeel more than just that!"

Luthacameto hersdf aoruptly. "Isthisyour paradise?' she gasped. "Areyou finding it in the eyes of
wolves?'

"Maybe s0," said Snark. "Areyou scared?’

"I'm past being scared,” Luthareplied with ashivery giggle, haf-hystericd, that built into a gpate of wild
laughter, quickly hushed. "Long past!"



Snark laughed with her. "Metoo. Thisissort of mazy, isnt it. Like adream where you're in deadly
trouble, but you go dong, kind of floating, and the thing coming after you is monstrousterrible; its eyes
fdl onyou like ahorrid light; but it'srighteous! Y ou know how it's going to come out and al you can
hopeisyoull wake up intime or it won't hurt too much. Like that."

| saw new shapes among those surrounding us. Wolf and serpent, yes, but other creatures aswell.
"Animas" | said to Lutha, under my breath. "What isit you've been muttering about animals?*

She hoisted Ledly into her arms and stared at me over his head. "For days, over and over, I've found
mysdf thinking of animals. They pad through my brain at night; they howl in my earsand climb my flesh
with sharp claws. Isit redly animds, Sduez? Or isit the ultimate Ularian, pretending?'

| didn't know. It might be the big Ularian, the tempter of Breadh, but I'd have sworn the animals were
red.

That interchange was dl we had time for. One wolf howled, then another. Something shadowy and
immense growled deep in its swollen throat; something shambling giggled; we were stalked by ramified
darkness, full of eyes. They pushed us toward the sea. Crawlers and trotters came after, chunky
creatures, close to the ground, others deek and thin, each bone showing through their dappled hides,
strung with muscleslike taut cable. Sinuoustails whipped; eyeslit like lanterns, tongueslicked & jaws
with arasping sound, as at our bones, scraping them clean!

We were not driven into the waves, but onto the path at the foot of the cliffs. The creatures behind us
kept their distance, not pursuing us closaly enough to make us run, only closaly enough to make us move.
There was no space to walk abreast as we went southward along the sea. Mitigan wasfirg, carrying the
lamp, then the ex-king, with Lutha carrying Ledy after him. | came next, then Snark, then Leglson. Only
the waves spoke as we went, but when we came around the first curve, we heard howls and growls and
hisses from the beach behind us, a cacophonous laughter, as though someone had told afunny story. No
doubt who the joke was on.

From behind me, Snark announced, " Ther€'s caves along here. Sea caverns. We're headed where you
folks come out, where the shaggies come out."”

"Toward the vortex entries?' Lutha asked in afar-off, tondess voice. "Does it mean to herd usinto the
vortex agan?'

Ledson ignored her question. "Tide's going out just now," he muttered. "It won't go out forever. Do
they—does it mean for usto drown?”

"Probably one or the other," said the ex-king, turning to glance a us over hisshoulder. "If | werethey, it,
I'd want to kill uswithout touching us. Touching us—at least touching Ledy—seemsto befatd.”

Though | hadn't seen any of the creatures come onto the path behind us, | felt there was something there,
following us. I had no sense that we were escaping. We were only moving in nightmare, not waking from
it. Perhapsfortunately, we weren't able to get into apanic over it, for our footing required complete
concentration. The sea shelf was narrow, uneven, littered with dippery clumps of seagrassand shellsand
stones that rolled beneath our feet. And, of course, Leelson wasright about the tide. When it camein, the
water would come up to the path.



Snark was thinking along the same lines. "Hey, Sduez? Maybe ther€ll be something in it, somethin’
swimming there under the rub and ruckle of the sea. Something €l se we'd know from olden times. Sharks

maybe?'
| was spared the possibility of reply.

"Someone ahead,” cried Mitigan. He stopped, holding his lamp high to throw light on the way ahead. "I
hear someone.”

Weadl heard it then, awoeful sound. It sounded almost familiar to me, and | remembered when wefdl
into the vortex. Jacare had been right behind me, but after him had come at least three others. Aswe
stumbled around the next curve the sound came louder, a solitary weeping over the plaint of the sea,
whereit fingered in, pestering the dliffs.

"It'sPoracious Luv," said Lutha
It was she, huddled upon the path, her clothing in tatters, amuddy heap lying beside her.

"Dirty asadireet rat," Snark murmured from behind me. "Not a high-muck-a-muck now. Just afat old
womean crying.”

Asshewas, next to thelimp sprawl of the old man. So were the mightiest brought to nothing.
"TheProcurator,” | said. "That's the tabard he was wearing at Tahs-uppi.”

The path was too narrow to get to him, but Mitigan scrambled down onto the dippery seaside stonesto
get alook.

"Dead," he said in an angry, wild-sounding voice. "Dead for sometime.”
Ledson said hard words, gtriking hisforehead with his open hand.

Snark whispered, "All thistime they been depending on the Procurator and Poracious Luv to cometo
therescue! Now they know it's not gonna happen!™

Aswas his custom, and as though we were unable to draw the same inference, Ledlson spelled it out for
us

"Of dl those who knew we had gone through the ompha s, only your colleague remains, Mitigan. He
and the songfathers.”

The songfathers would do us no good. It would be easier for agaufer to go through the eye of aneedle
than asongfather to admit to tlling lies.

"Therésmy recorder,” cried Snark. " Somebody's looking a my recorder!"

Poracious raised her head and stared at the ex-king. He began to laugh and so did she, neither of them
truly amused.

"By Lord Fathom," he said hopelesdly. "We rdly on Thosby Anent.”



She repeated the name as though it were an obscenity. "Old Thosby! He had awatchword. What was
it?"

"Vigilance" said Lutha. "Vigilance was his watchword. Chosen morefor its brave sound, I'd wager, than
for itsrequirement of diligence.”

Snark was as puzzled by this exchange as | was, but no one took timeto explain it. Mitigan and the
ex-king hoisted Poracious to her feet, and we went on, stepping over the body of the Procurator. We
could not carry him with us.

"Poor old man," muttered Snark. "All his excitementsis over! He wasn't such abad old boss."

We said nothing after that as we struggled endlessly on. Each step became harder. Therewas painin my
belly, painin my groin. | felt wetness seeping down my thighs. | wept out of weakness and weariness,
wiping ineffectudly at thetears. | let myself lgpseinto dream, making up visons, placing myself back on
Dinadh, sitting with Shalumn beside the fire, holding her hand in minewhile our children dept warm in the
hive

The vison was ended when | bumped against Lutha, amost knocking her down. Our progress was
halted. The sky had lightened. Before us, across yet another of the ramified inlets we had ssumbled along
through the night, acliff ran seaward to thrust itsrocky jaw into the waves. It looked no different from the
dozens of others we had passed, but this particular protrusion seemed to be special. Mitigan was
gesturing with the lantern and caling Snark to look where we were.

"We sure didn't get much forrader,” snorted Snark as she climbed around me. "That's my own particular
tree up there on therim. All around here's the caves the shaggies come out of "

When she reached Mitigan's side, they mumbled together. | saw her wave her fist at him, and she cried,
"There'sfood up there. There's blankets and a stove. There's stuff we need.”

Mitigan's scowl was plainin the light of thelantern. "1 can climbit,” he admitted.

In the predawn grayness, we could see afaint shadow trail that laddered across the cliff face.
Handholds, perhaps. Foot holes. Something arduous and impossible for any norma being.

"You'll never get me up there," said Poracious Luv.

"We don't need to get you up there," Snark said. "When me and Mitigan can get up there, welll lower
the suff down.”

"Thetidescomingin,” said Led son wearily.

"Theré's cover,” replied Mitigan irritably, pointing acrossthe narrow finger of sea at the cliff wall
opposite. There was agap there, ablack hole at the top of arockfall, one layer atop another, almost like
awideflight of giant gairs.

No one moved. We merely stood, staring. Like gaufers, | thought.

"It'sabovethetideling" Snark said impatiently, her tone urging us onward. "Get on! The seaweed
tangles don't go but halfway to the cave door. It's as safe and dry as anyplace were going to cometo.”



"I might manage that,” said Poraciousin an uncertain voice. She was limping badly, footsore from her
many long days on the cliff path. Nonetheless, it was she who led us toward the gap, dl but Snark and
Mitigan. By the time we'd staggered around the cove and come to the cavern, we could see them far
above, like spiders clinging to the cliff face. Day was coming. If there was something following usaong
the path, we would soon be able to seeit.

It was not long before Mitigan came swarming down arope and Snark began lowering bundles. The last
thing down the diff wasalargejar, not unlike some of the pottery madein Dinadhi hives, followed by
Snark hersdlf. When she arrived at the bottom, she picked the jar up tenderly and carried it into our
cavern before she brought anything dse.

"My mother'sbonejar,” she said to me, noting my curiouslook. "Likely I'm not going back up there.
Likely theré'sroom enough in therefor me, too."

Luthalooked up, startled. | kept my own face expressionless, though | knew our thoughts were the
same. It was unlikely there would be anyone | eft to put our bones anywherein particular. We, likethe
Procurator, would probably be washed by waves, dismembered by sea creatures, dispersed by the
tides.

Snark brought us blankets and one of the little stoves, which gave us awelcome warmth and light. We
huddled around it, dl but Mitigan, who remained at the entrance to keep watch for whatever was
coming. Something was, we al knew that, and al our eyes shifted to the entrance, then away, then to the
entrance again. All we saw wasthe warrior sharpening his blades, avague silhouette against the gray
gpread of achilly dawn.

Poracious Luv subsided onto the sand with amoan of exhaustion, her head on her knees. | thought shed
falen adeep, but after amoment shelifted her head and said plaintively, "1 wonder if Behemoth is out
there, waiting ... "

Luthaglanced at the opening, as though someone had sounded an alarm. "Behemoth,” shesaidina
wondering voice. "An odd word for you to use, Poracious.”

"Why s0?" asked the older woman. "A behemoth isagreat beast, isn't it? An old word for some kind of
hugenessthat lived along time ago?'

Lutha nodded. "It'san old word, yes."

It wasaword I'd heard somewhere. "Isit areal word? | mean, doesit mean something rea 7'

Luthanodded. "It isn't what it means so much aswhat it denotes. It means beadts, actudly. Plurd. But it
conveys something more than amere anima. The connotations are of intractable mightiness, of

inexorability and fatefulness.

Poracious nodded dowly as she dumped, the heavy lines of her body seeming to me inexpressibly
weary and dejected.

"Fatefulness," shesaid. "'l said the same to the old Proc while the world shook around us. That was after
we'd had the vison, you see.”

Lutha's eyes came back to us. She raised her eyebrows.



"| say vision, though maybe it was only old minds playing tricks on old bodies. The old Proc and me,
wed stopped ahit, to rest. He was gray, holding his arm across him asthough it hurt. We'd found this
place where we could sit ... So, we were looking out to sea, and suddenly there was an ark, a great
primitive sort of boat, rocking against awrack of cloud, rain danting acrossit like acurtain, wind driving
it. It was made out of wood, don't you know. We could see the marks of tools on the sides, and it was
loaded with animds ... Well, you know the old story, only thiswasred! And one of the animals put
back its head and howled words! ‘Beware,' it cried. 'Was it not commanded that each kind should be
saved? "

L edlson had been ligtening. Now he frowned down his nose a Poracious, dowly shaking his head. Thus
did Fastigats reject the fanciful. Poracious took no notice of him.

Jacare, on the other hand, was intrigued. "The ark story isfrom an ancient literature, isn't it? What was
the book called?"

"It was cdled, smply, the Book," Ledlson said in hisusua didactic manner. "It was supplanted by the
doctrines of Firstism in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries of the predisperion era.”

Herose, brushed himsdlf off, then went to join Mitigan at the cave entrance.
The ex-king nudged Poracious. "Did you see anything elsein your vison?'

She shook her head. "Ledson thinks | am halucinating, but | did seeit, and | heard the voice so very
clearly." She sghed, dropping her head once more. "Of course, | hadn't easten for along time, and wed
been walking endlesdy. | know people who are very hungry and tired can seethings ... "

Her voicetrailed off asthough sheld lost the strength to speak.

Snark said, " Suppose Firsters are wrong. Suppose the universe was made for al kinds of creatures.”
Shetook Lutha's hand and gripped it. " Suppose, Luthal™

"l don't know," Luthamurmured. "Ingtinctively, it ssemsto me Firstismisillogica, but even now it'shard
for meto imagine living with creatures. There are no creatures on Centrd. In my wholelifel've only seen
two or three other kinds of creatures. Gaufers. And thecats ... "

"You must have seen birdsin Smidi-aa," | said. "And we had corn-ratsin the hive. And little fishesin
the streams. Y ou must have seen them!™

"Perhaps| did. | don't remember. Of course, I've seen Kachis and shaggies and Rottens. Arethey
animas?’

Poracious sighed. "Isn't everything dive either a plant, ahuman, or an anima?' She rubbed at her head,
dragging her hair up in dirty spikes. "When | wasachild, there were still afew animals on my home
planet. | remember horses. | remember—"

"Horses," said Jiacare Lodire. "Oh, weren't horses wonderful ? So shiny, so majestic, the way their necks
arched, the way they pranced, high and proud. | remember seeing one running across apasture, tail high,
with her little one running beside her. Oh, on Kamir, we still had horsesin my father'stime. And dogs.
Weusedtoride... "

Hisvoice faded into nostalgic silence. Poracious Luv drew her blanket more tightly around her,



extending one hand from this cocoon to stroke the jar Snark had brought down from her cave. She
followed the design with her fingers, asking, "Who are these?"

She was pointing at curvilinear patterns that seemed to make eyes and noses and mouths.

Snark replied, "Father Endless and Mother Darkness. And the carriers of souls.”

"They have not human faces,”" Poracious commented. "Why isthat?'

"They are mother and father of al things" | whispered. "Why should they have human faces?!

"Did your tempter have a human face?' Poracious asked Snark.

Snark cast alook over her shoulder, to be sure Leelson and Mitigan were till some distance away,

before saying, "The songfathers claimed the Gracious One was male and had ahuman faceand a
male ... body. Considering how the songfathers lied about other stuff, maybeit'sjust a story they made

up.”

Poracious moved dightly, looking at the jar from another angle. "Maost gods of most worlds have human
faces”

"Because men makethemintheirimage" Lutharemarked, somewhat bitterly. "To grant mankind license
to do what we would do anyway." Her eyes went back to the entrance and she gasped abruptly.

Snark followed her gaze. The two cats had somehow snesked by the watchmen. They stood well inside
the chamber, crying at us as they rubbed themselves against the sones. Whatever we might have
expected, it was not cats. Snark went at once to find afood packet among the store she and Mitigan had
lowered from above, and while she opened it the animals arched their backs and wound in and out
between her legs. Mitigan and Leel son joined us by the stove, and we al watched while the animas ate.
From Ledlson's expression, | think he was expecting the cats to speak or go up in a puff of smoke. No
onesaid anything a al until they had finished and departed.

Mitigan snarled, "Maybe they're spies. For whatever's out there." He stalked back to the entry.

Ledson joined him, saying, "Whatis out there? And what's it waiting for?"

"Poracious saysit's Behemoth," said Snark. "Whatever it is, it'smore like the catsthan it'slike us."

"How?" Poracious demanded. "How like."

"It's part of something,” Snark replied.

"So arewe!" Mitigan asserted angrily.

She shook her head at him. "No. Not on any homo-normed world. On Central, we didn't depend on
anything, and nothing depended on us! We didn't respect anything, and nothing respected us. On natura
worlds, life makes aloop. Birth and life and death are dl parts of it, and al the parts respect one another.
There's no top or bottom. There'sjust this ... honorable dependency. But on homo-normed worlds, no
flesh lives but man-flesh.”

"Because we don't need animalsl" Ledson asserted angrily.



"You say wedon't," Lutha protested. "But one could argue they need themsalves. One could argue that
their creator may have purposesfor them.”

"Do you have any idea how ridiculous that sounds?' He waved aforefinger in her face. "We can be their
crestor. We have specifications for every species stored away. They can be reanimated anytime.”

Snark jeered, "Stored away? Like old chairs, in acellar somewheres? Would that satisfy you, Leglson
Famber? Or you, Mitigan. Not living, not breathing, not moving. Just a pattern, in storage. Suppose
before they did it to you, they told you, 'Don't worry. We can reanimate you anytime." How'd you fedl
about that?'

"Humansare not animals,” Mitigan said angrily. "Y ou can't compare them. The universe was made for

"So you say," Snark crowed, with an outrageous snicker. "Now maybe whatever's out there is remaking
the universe. Repopulating it, anyhow."

"Snark ... " Luthamurmured warningly.

Mitigan's hands twitched toward his wespons; his eyes were hard and ditted. Snark wasn't noticing, or
shedidn't care.

"Well, yeah, but look! Look at thisworld. Look how it's set up. Doesn't it ook like anursery? Some
place dl clean and ready to multiply lifeon, and lots of it?

"Y ou're saying theworld is zf-normed?" asked Ledlson, increduloudy. " Shaggy-normed.
Rotten-normed.” Hewas dmost as angry as Mitigan.

"That'sit!" she crowed, argpscalion, happily infuriating larger and quite dangerous opponents. "Maybe
thisworld is Ularian-normed! Wouldn't that be ajoke on us?'

Mitigan and Ledlson were not amused. Before she could say anything el se, the ex-king put hishand on
Snark's shoulder, caming her, drawing her away. There was enough danger, his eyes said, without
causing more among ourselves.

| sat down beside Luthaand Ledly. The boy was busy drawing in the sand, and she watched him, her
thoughts written on her face. They were old thoughts, ones she had spoken of: love warring with pain,
pain warring with love. Ledly was uncanny, achangeling, yet flesh of her flesh, fruit of her lovefor
L edl son—which was perhaps something ese, not love at dl. Ledy smiled meltingly up at her. She
reached out, and he crawled into her 1ap to curl up there, playing with her hair. His mouth made silent
words. Hewastrying namesfor things, silently working them ouit.

Poracious reached over and tapped me. "Look," she said, pointing out toward the sky. It took me a
moment to redize that day had come and the sun shone in vast emptiness. The night before, the sky had
been full of shaggies. Now there were none.

"Whered they go?' Snark demanded.

We went to the cavern opening and looked out. No shaggies. No Rottens.



"Theseal" Ledson exclamed.

It was dive with swvimming things. Grest fishy creatures, huge as houses. Monstrous shelled things. Edls
that squirmed among the rocks aong the shore. Various and multiple, fecund and furious, life beat upon
the shores of Perdur Alas. We were so awestruck we did not even see the enormous tentacle that reared
out of thewater and lashed toward us, missing us by afinger!

We scrambled back, getting out of theway. | had felt this same emotion at the Nodders, when | had
known they were capable of killing us easily and quickly, with no one to see or mourn or care. So, too,
thisgreat wdter of living things could drag us down and drown us, leaving no trace. We were not masters
here! Thisworld was not made for man!

"Eagles," sad Poracious.

We craned our necksto watch eagles for awhile. They were as unexpected and marvel ous as the other
crestures, soaring in splendid spirals againgt the cloudless sky. Poracious stuttered and muttered, trying to
attach anameto every living thing she saw, but Luthasaid not aword.

"Where did they comefrom?' Ledlson cried.

"The shaggieswent," said the ex-king. "The animas came.”

| turned to L utha, the questionin my face.

She shrugged. "' agree with him. The shaggiesbred dl kinds of creatures. Thislifeismutable. It will be
what its maker wills."

"What the hell is'its maker' playing a!" demanded Leg son, outraged.

Wefelt the earth shake, just alittle, like aheavy footstep nearby. Poracious put her head on her knees
and shuddered. L edlson pointed out into the sea, far, far, where the sky came down on the horizon. An
idand there, which had not been there before. It became larger while we watched.

"What'sit doing?' demanded Mitigan in atone amost as furious as Ledson's had been.

Lutharemarked. "Why so offended, Mitigan?Y ou weren't this offended by the shaggies or by the
Rottens.”

"Animds" hesad. "Why bother being offended at animas?*
"So what's coming out thereisn't an anima ?'

He scalded her with alook, before turning back to watch the blob grow larger. It had horns on top.
Even at thisgreat distance it wasinductable, numinous, but familiar!

Lutha had the same idea. "Did you see Nodders on your way to Tahs-uppi?' she asked Mitigan.
"We climbed around them," he grated. " Such things have no right to be."

The ex-king smiled. In someterrible, fatdistic way, he was enjoying himself. " Perhapsthis cresture feds
it has every right to be dive and moving. Perhapsit has judged our storage vaults and found them



wanting. Perhaps it has some more immediate detiny to attend to.”

"Wewill soon know," said I, from my position atop aboulder. "It's coming nearer.”

It was very tal. The head was massive. The horns on top showed clearly. Thiswasthe redity of which
the Nodders were only asymbol. This, whatever this was—had the same proportion of height to horned
top, to the great bulk of the nodding head. | had no time to consider the effect, for sound changed, the
world shuddered, a peculiarly dreamy sensation overtook me, asthough al happenings were inevitable
and | did not greetly care.

Ledly pushed past me and went out of the cavern. He plopped down on ashelf of wave-rounded
pebbles and stared outward, hislips making silent words.

"By dl that'sholy," breathed Poracious. "L ook, low down, againg the water."
We saw. Light. Shadow on one side, shadow on the other, shadow above, and light under, between.

"Legs" | told them in my dreamy, languorous voice. "We only saw its upper part before. Now we are
seeing between itslegs.”

The Nodders had been only busts, then? Only heads and necks of Behemoth? There was more to the
cregture than that? Well, yes, my dreaming mind assented. Well, yes. Time went on. Eventualy we saw
itswings, which had until then been folded aong its back. Eventudly we saw its marvelous face, its
wondrous eyes, its great adamantine teeth.

It stopped when the ocean was no deeper than its knees. Whaleslegpt around itslegs. Gyring eagles
made itsaureole, and the wind of its bresth pushed usto and fro, likelittle flags.

"I've seen it before," whispered Poracious. " Somewhere.”

"Ancient earth," Luthareplied. "Wasit Babylon? Wasit Ur? Mighty winged creatures were carved upon
itswdls"

"Winged cattle," said Poracious. "But that is mythology.”
"Thisisnot myth." Theex-king smiled. "And thisisno kind of catle.”

Lutha clung to Poracious as she backed into the cave, they two pulling me with them. Anything esewas
past doing. Past believing. Past thinking on. We were ants, crawlers between the hairs of immensity.

Ledson dragged Luthainto hisarms and held her close. | saw swest on hisface. | saw fear.
"Comeforth," said avoice out of thewhirlwind.

There was no place to hide. Stones shattered into powder. The cliff danced. Great boulders skittered
through the cavern roof and bounced between us, close asahair!

L utha grabbed me by the arm and dragged me back against thewall, but it did no good. Dust rose from
thefloor in clouds, boiling upward, threatening to smother usin stone ash.

"Wemust go out,” | cried at them. "We can't stay under here.” | broke away from them and ran. Lutha



came after me. We stopped in the entrance. Ledly and the ex-king hadn't moved when the rest of us had
retreated. Ledy lay where held been before. The ex-king clung to astony pillar, hisback to us, staring up
at the grest face that floated above us like a thundercloud.

The head bent; amighty hooved forefoot withdrew from the seg, riversrunning fromitsfetlock, dive
with slver fishes. Thefoot stamped down.

Theworld shook to itsroots.
"Comeforth," said the voice once more.

There was no denying that voice. Therewas no hiding fromit. All of us shambled out into the open air,
where we stood like drunken, tethered creatures, unable to move unless the voice commanded us.

We didn't have to move. It cameto us, jarring the world with every step. Wefell and got up. It took
another step. Wefell again, and got up. We leaned together, like floppy dolls, holding each other erect.
Ledy lay on the ground where he had stayed dl dong, waving his hands, saying nothing, nothing at dl, his
eyes fastened on that which came.

Beyond the hugenesswas asky full of birds, amillion pairs of beating wings, awhirl of whiteterns, a
swerve of black-backed puffins, aspird of slver gullsrisng onthewind. | knew their names. They dl

had names. Before each mighty foreleg, abow wave of life rushed upon the shoreto wriggle, to stride, to
fly, to crawl. | tasted a sweetness of mown grass and a sat-clean tang of the ocean wind.

In the end, we stayed on our knees, unable to get up again.

"Isthisyour tempter?" Leelson asked me, through trembling lips.

The stories had not said it was so huge. The stories had said it was male. Thiswas not mae. It smelled
like flowers and spices and fragrant smoke. It tasted of ... marvel. It wore ahigh crown. It spoketo usin

thunder.

"Will you go home again?' it asked. "Will you go to your proper place? To Dinadh, where | had placed
you?"

| saw Lutha's head move. Nod, nod. There was L el son, nodding. Mitigan nodding. | felt what they felt.
How tempting to go home once more. To Dinadh. To the winding canyons. To the sweet songs of the

songfathers.

"Will you go home again?'

Would I go home again? To the liesthe songfathers told? To the pain of the House Without aName? To
that terrible destiny for my daughters? To connivance a that evil by my sons? To sdll truth and wisdom
short in order to buy the fase hope of immortaity?

Somehow | got to my feet.

"No," | cried. My voice wasthe cry of asmall bird againgt that mighty thunder. Still I cried, "No. | will
not!"

"Not me, neither!" trumpeted Snark, as though my words had wakened an echo in her.



| felt Luthas eyes, and Poraciouss. They didn't understand. Ah, but they hadn't known the House
Without a Name. Their wombs had not held what mine had held.

The mighty head bent above uslike acloud descending.

"Y ou were given worldsto share," it whispered in avoice like an avalanche. "But you would not share.
Y ou were given lifeto treasure, but you did not treasure. Y ou counted your own lives holy and all other
lives expendable. All my creations you have subverted, al my wonders lost and daughtered and
betrayed. | made agarden to receive you. To make clear my intention, | set my creatures around you to
be your companions; you have made of your habitation atermite mound, and of that garden a desolation!

"So now | have made your world suitable, a place where you can serve my creation. What more do you
deserve than that?"

| couldn't answer. There was no answer.

"Now | have drawn abowstring around al mankind, and in the fullness of time, | shdl leash himwithiit.
Hewho will not share shdl serveinstead.

"Will you go to the place | have dlotted you?"

Somehow | kept upright. "No," | cried, my voice breaking. "Mankind deserves no more, but this woman
would rather die, knowing thetruth, than go back to livethat lie! | choose truth! We are not immortal.
My mother wasn't immortal. She died. She did not eat my face; she died!”

The face faded. For amoment it was not there. The place it had been was blank. Then the earth shook
again mightily, tumbling us about, and aface returned, alion'sface, an eaglesface, aface of leaves, of
fruits, of fishes, awoman'sface, terrible and pitying. | knew that face. A mother's face!

Ledy was up, running toward the sea, the rocks, the tidal poals, the squirming edls, the tentacles, the
quivering, hammered surface of the sea, toward the gresat creature as he made the same noise he had
made that other time: the scream, the command, the roar, the whatever it wasl And the ex-king went
after him, caling out some wordless warning, trying to catch him, trying to get him back.

Too late! Too dow! The great head bent down. 1t was coming at Ledly, but the king got in theway so it
caught him first. Oh, he never made a sound, not a sound. | heard him crush between those teeth and |
heard the soft sound of his body hitting the stones. The huge head tossed, making agreeat gust of wind, a
buffet that knocked usall away asit withdrew with the child!

It crushed him. He screamed. It drew him up. Luthawent past me like awind. Sheleapt. | ran, |
jumped. Snark was beside me, even Poracious, dl of us, jumping, trying to reach Ledly where he hung
between those mighty jaws, between those grest teeth, screaming al the way.

"LuthaLutha Tdlgtaff Luthasster mother lovel" he cried, aterrified voice, avoice like every child who
ever was abused or frightened.

"If you choose truth, will you live by it?" cried the Great Beast. "Reflect!”

Blood rained around us. An arm. A leg. Oh, by dl the gods of man, by al merciful deities, ababy, a
child, faling around us, torninto bits...



L utha screamed as though rent apart, a sound of such pure and utter pain that it pierced usdl. Ledson
seized her and pressed her face againgt his chest so she wouldn't see, so she wouldn't hear! Oh, | wished
| hadn't seen Ledly'sblood on itsjaws, on the ringlets of its mane. Legly's blood on the stone. Ledly's
blood falling on the raised knee, the mighty foot that came down and down and down, to shake uslike

dicein acup and cast usaway into utter darkness. | wished | hadn't seen, but | could not do asit
commanded.

We cameto ourselves after atime. A day. A moment. Who knows? We crawled into our cavern,
dragging Lutha, who lived, and the king, who did not. Him werolled in blankets againgt the back wall.
Her we put near the warmth of the stove, and | held her head in my lap while | wiped bright blood from
her forehead where she had fallen againgt the stone. Snark was beside me, her hand in her pocket. |
knew she held awegpon. Like her, | watched Mitigan and Leelson where they raged in acorner, not at
one another. Now they were dliesin this matter. Now Snark wastheir enemy, | wastheir enemy. We
had refused the bargain. We had denied the word of the tempter.

L utha moaned.

"Don't leave him likethat!" she whigpered a me. "Oh, don't leave him like that. Ledy-baby."
| hushed her.

"My baby."

Oh, yes. Baby. All our babies. All our wedlth of babies that we had worshiped more than life itsalf.

"Nothing there," whispered Snark, shaking her gently. "Listen, Lutha. Maybe it wasn't redl! We got
Jacare's body, but there was nothing there but him. | looked ever'where."

| hadn't seen her go out, but she wouldn't lie. Not Snark.

"But therewas blood,”" Luthacried. "Blood fdling ... "

"Not even blood. Me and Poraciousve looked real careful, over and over again. Theres no blood.”
"Where did Behemoth go?'

Snark shrugged, looking & me.

"l don't know," | said. "I'm not sure. If | had to guess, I'd say it's il there. It hasn't gone anywhere.”

"I thought it went down into the waves," said Poraciousin alittle-girl voice. "I thought | saw it go there.
We can't see under the water."

"We couldn't seeit now if it wasright outside," Snark said. "It's getting dark.”
Shewasright. The day had gone asin an ingtant while we cowered.
"Wasit also the tempter?" Poracious whispered to me.

"l bdieveitwas," | told her.



"Your ultimate Ularian," said Ledlson, from the shadows.

"That'snot who it is," whispered Lutha. "Why can't you seewho it redlly is?'

"If it's Ularian, wed tasteit,” Poracious objected.

"No," Luthawhispered again. "That wasfor us. It isdisgusted with us. It issmply disgusted!”

Poracious stared at her asthough she were crazy. "What are you saying?' she demanded queruloudy. "I
don't know what you're talking about.”

Lutha closed her eyes, refusing to answer. Her face was agonized. | remembered our talk, on that other
world, the night before we came to the omphal os. She had spoken of the guilt she had felt when she
thought Legly was lost among the Nodders, wondering if she would grieve. Now he waslog, utterly, and
shegrieved. | held her, rocking back and forth, unableto forget that dreadful rending.

"Why?' cried Poracious. "Oh, why ... 7"

Y es. Why. | stopped listening to the others. They went on talking, mostly Leelson and Mitigan, asking
each other questionsthat neither could answer: What might we do to help ourselves? Should we Stay
where we were or go elsewhere?

After hacking each dternative to degth, they decided to stay where we were, asmple decison
consdering that none of uswasin any condition to do anything e se.

And Luthalay inmy lap, hurting. Grief isnot only in the mind. A spirit does not agonize in separate
gpace. It takesthe body with it!

"He called my name," she wept. "Oh, Sduez! He caled my name!”

Eventudly she wept hersdlf into exhaustion. Despite everything, al our capacity for wonder or outrage or
grief woreitsalf out. No one had the energy to weep another tear, to ask another unanswerable question.
| made tea. Snark brought me some herbsto put in it, soothing things, she said. Her own face was wet
and weary, but when | offered a cup, she would not take it. She would keep watch, she said, though
what good watching could do she did not say.

Inthenight | heard Luthamoving. | said her name. She mumbled something about astonein her bed. In
amoment shewas quiet again.

Gray light came and | woke. Around me on the sand the others lay in blanketed hummocks, Snark
among them. Evidently she had decided it would do no good to keep watch. Againg the far wall, another
hummock showed where the ex-King of Kamir had been laid. Besde me, Luthamoved uncomfortably,
whining again about the stone beneath her.

Quietly, thinking to ease her, | reached under her covering to remove what troubled her, encountering
ingtead awarm softness, not L utha, something ese dive.

My first thought wasthe cats. | had never felt acat, but presumably acat would fed soft and warm and
dive Then | had aless pleasant thought, something to do with the serpents that had driven usfrom our
rock pile.



Shuddering, | drew it away from Luthas Sde, waking her. Her eyes came open as| held the thing at
am'slength, thrust it into thelight ...

And dropped it as L utha screamed, a sound that might have waked the bonesin Snark'sjar. It waked
al those around us, who within moments were babbling aswildly as|.

Itwas Ledy! Ledy, thesize of my foot! Ledly no bigger than asmdl cat, awhole Legly in miniature,
exactly like himsdf but tiny, tiny.

Mitigan cursed, brushing his hands across his blanket, bowling another Ledly onto the sand. Two
Ledies, threg, four. A dozen Lediesfrom among our blankets, al piping in reedlike voices, "Dananana.”

Poracious held Lutha while she came apart. I, too, felt the seams between redlity and madnessfail, felt
myself rip into pieces, then saw al the pieces, arow of them on the edge of a precipice, tegtering into
hysteria, ready to tumble!

"Luthal" Ledlson, who had taken Poraciouss place. "Lutha, Saluez, think! It'sdl right. It'sdl right!"

There was Snark beside the stove, holding out crackersto the L edlies. There were dozens of them.
Some no larger than my thumb.

What wasdl right? This? Thiswasdl right?

"It'sthe heding,”" Ledson shouted at us, dapping Lutha gently to get her attention. "It's regenerative,
that'sdl. A whole organism from any fragment. Lutha It'sdl right.”

"It'snot,” she howled. "It'snot dl right.”

Severd of the Ledlies came running across the sand to stand pulling at Luthas trousers, caroling,
"Dananana," over and over, then running back to the othersto make abird twitter of tiny voices, anong
which we heard, "Lutha L uthamother love."

| think perhaps Lutha fainted. Or perhaps she smply abdicated respongbility for living. Shelet go, fell

down, and stopped, quit even being aware that life was going on around her, ignoring al our attemptsto
arouse her.

Ledson said, "L et her done”

"Good. Let me done," she agreed in afar-off voice.

Wedid let her done. The Ledliesdidn't. They liked her. She wastheir Lutha Luthamother love. They
liked me. | wastheir Saluez of the shadow. They wandered al over both of us, like tiny explorers setting
out acrossanew land, while| sat there, my handstwitching as| tried to decide whether to pick them off
or let them be. Hysterically, | told mysdlf to awalit the jab of aflag driven into my thigh, avoice claming
this new continent!

Under her breath, Lutha was counting. She stopped at the count of one hundred ten.

"One hundred ten?' | asked.



"That's how many of them I've counted,” she said in ahigh, cracked voice. "One hundred ten."

More had come in from among the stones. The smallest oneswere hdf the sze of my littlefinger. The
largest was threetimesthe size of the one | had found firdt. | found myself saying, that oneisleg-szed.
That oneisam-sized. That one grew out of afew drops of blood. They clustered around us like grapes,
dangling from Luthalike pendant fruit, eager, joyous. They felt no pain. They knew no fear. They had no
worry about what had happened to him, them. It didn't matter what had happened to him, them, or how
they had cometo be.

Luthasaid brokenly, "God, what kind of mind could have designed such athing!"

After atimethey seemed to find new centersfor their attention. A dozen broke away to cluster around a
dightly larger one, and that group wandered off. Then, gradualy, another dozen, or a score. The groups
wavered across the floor, disappearing into holes, reppearing again, vanishing at last. Findly there was
only oneleft. The largest one.

"Thisis how big hewaswhen hewas born,” raved Lutha, "thisbig. Just thisbig. Thesamesize... "

Leelson sat down beside her, hisface very white. "Areyou dl right?"

"l suppose,” shesad.

"Y ou understand what's happened here.”

Her face twisted. | knew she was curaing him, cursing al Fastigats who would not assume anything, who
had to spell everything out, letter by letter. Still, she shook hersdlf, gripped her handstightly together, and
answered his stupid question with reasonable self-control.

"l understand it intellectudly, Leelson. Not in any other way. | will never understand in any other way."

"It might help if you consider thet ... thing that tore him apart. It'sin for asurprise, isn't it?"

She cast me one incredul ous glance, then closed her eyes and refused to speak.

"It'sthe big one, Lutha. The prime Ularian. The chief Rotten. And whatever venom Ledly spreads, that
crestureisnow awashinit.”

Laughter welled uncontrollably from her throat. Sheroared. Y ou're such afool!"

He drew away, deeply offended.

"You Firgers! Suppose your Firster god came calling on you. When he arrived, would you call him a
Ularian? Would you expect him to resemble you even in your frailties? Would you expect him to catch
your cold. To get abellyache? To sneeze?'

Hewasrigid, pae, not following her.

She whispered. ™Y ou would expect God to be above dl that, no? So, if adeity appearswho isdeity not

only of man but ofall living things, will you really expect it to die from mange or distemper or an attack of
the Ledies?'



He dill didn't understand.

"Bernesohn didn't understand what's redly happening any more than you do.”

"What are you saying?' he grated. "What do you know that | do not?"

Sheglared & him. "Thereislifein Hermes Sector, Led son. Life breeding here. Life that useshumansas
incubators, infinite, wonderful life. Lifefor old planets that man has ruined and |eft barren behind him. As
mankind seems adwaysto do, we have sumbled into it and contaminated the process, for which wewill
be punished.”

"No!" he said hoarsdly, reaching for her. "No."

Shejerked hersdf away from him. "And your ultimate Ularian is not merdy somedien life-form! Itis
Behemoth. Creation made manifest. Primordid life. Great Beast. Ruler of some large chunk of the
universe. So far aswe're concerned, it's nameis God."

"Youremad!" he exclamed, turning away from me. " Quite mad."

She shook with hysterica laughter. "Well see.”

Snark seized one of her amsand | the other, putting my hand over her mouth. Luthawasn't noticing
their faces, Mitigan's and Ledson's. Both of them were ready to explode. Snark had pushed them, the
ex-king had pushed them, now L utha had pushed them. They were becoming dangerous.

"Enough,” said avoice.

We turned to confront aghost that rose from the base of the stones. Jiacare L ostre. Ashen, cadaverous,
but dive. From around hisfeet, beetle-ish things bumbled away, tiny Ledlies, who did not stop at hedling,
but also had asddinein resurrections.

"Y ou were dead!" cried Mitigan in angry disbelief.

"Sol was" hereplied. "And if | waskilled as arepresentative of mankind, deservedly so. And if what |
heard may be bdieved, al mankind may soon share my fate, or that of Dinadh, to beincubatorsfor al
eternity.”

"It1l die!" cried Mitigan. "The way the Rottens died. The way the shaggy died. It touched Ledly. Itll die.

Poracious said, "I think not. Look there!" She pointed to the opening of the cave, where one of the
Ledieswas dudling with a crab among the stones. He touched it repeatedly, but the crab didn't seem to

care.

L utha wept. "Behemoth has vaccinated its creatures against our plague. What is breeding here now is
Ledy-proof.”

Thelargest Ledly crawled into Luthas|ap, climbed her chest, and put histiny arms around her neck.
"Luthamother love," he whispered. "Don' cry, Luthamother love.”

Shewent on crying, and so did I.



"We should go back to the camp,” said Mitigan in atiff, unnaturd voice. Poor Mitigan. All hisworld
adray, and him logt withiit.

No one had anything el se or better to offer. Poracious wanted to stay where she was, but Snark
wouldn' let her.

"It'snot agood ideafor you to be done. Not agood ideafor any of us."

After atime of amlessdelay, we went from our cave in awavering line, much the way the Ledlieshad
gone, each of uswrapped in ablanket or two. Lutha carried thelargest Ledly. Snark carried her jar,
taking the lead when we reached the path. | followed after her, then the others, with Mitigan bringing up
therear, hisface hard and angry asit had been since Behemoth had appeared. Aswe went north aong
the ocean trail we caught glimpses of the smdler Ledlies, jumping into tide pools, dodging behind stones,
disappearing down holesin the ground. Severa of thelarger ones greeted usin tiny voices. "Dananana.”

We rounded a corner and confronted alioness. That is, it was Smilar to pictures | had seen that were
labeled lioness. We scrambled onto the dippery rocks while she passed us by. On her sdewasavivid
patch of scarlet, bordered by misty violet on one side, by deep wine and bright yellow on the other.
Behind her came atrain of cubs, each with its own color pattern.

"They arenot hungry,” Ledlson said in an expressionlessvoice. " At the moment.”

Thelionesswas only thefirst. There were huge amost birds running on thetrail, darting their besksinto
the tide pools to spear wriggling, silver things. Each of them bore its own pattern of stripes or mottling or
moving blotches of color. There were shelled things, clattering on the stones, turtlelike, crablike,
grangenessike. Therewere smdl, furry beingswith fluffy tails and piping voicesthat whistled aswe
passed. Every corner brought a new creature, each one with anew pattern, and each one bringing anew
outburst of rage from Mitigan. Thelr very existence was aninsult to him.

We passed the body of the Procurator in late afternoon, and it was evening when we came out onto the
beach. There asnake dithered a Mitigan'sfeet, and he mouthed impotently, hisfury mounting. He saw
me cringe, So he turned and began to say to me the kinds of unpleasant things men of hiskind often say
to women, working himsdf into yet greater rage.

Snark tired of it. She shouted, "Use your head! This world was not made for man, Asenagi!"

"Thenwhy didnt hekill us?' he howled."He should have killed us!"

We stopped where we were.

"Who did you see?' | asked Mitigan, when | could form words again. "When you sawit, what did you
see?!

"A winged bull with aman'sface," he cried. "It carried abull's pizzle and it wore a greeat beard!”

"Weknow," said Ledlson. "That'swhat we al saw. Let's move dong, shdl we?' Hetook Mitigan by the
arm and tugged him away from us, trying to cam him while the rest of us stood dumbfounded, wondering
if we had gone mad.

"l did not seeaman'sface," said the ex-king, quietly. "But some can see no farther than their mirrors.



What wears another face must go unseen.”

"It was agood question, though,” said Snark. "Why didn't it kill us?'

"It hasn't decided yet,” ssid Lutha

"How do you know?" | asked her.
"l just know. If it had decided to kill us, it would have doneit there, as Mitigan expected.” She jabbed
her chin toward the south. "But we, too, are the offspring of Behemoth. It has usesfor dl its creatures

and would rather not kill us."
Snark stopped dead. "That's what the justice machine said to me. It would rather not kill me. It would

make me useful as ashadow instead.”
"Asthe sisterhood of Dinadh were shadows,” | said.
"Asdl women become shadows," said Lutha. "Where men havetheir way."

Ledson dragged Mitigan back to the rest of us. "We've been talking about Chur Durwen,” he said.
"Mitigan believes Chur Durwen will send help.”

"How'll he do that?" asked Poracious wearily.

Mitigan glowered at her, his mouth working.

"Through the officids at the port?* suggested Ledson.
"Who control nothing. Who are suspect because of their association with outlanders.”

Mitigan growled, "Hell take ship for Alliance Centrd. There will be someone there.”

Poracious nodded, saying camly, "When we came to Dinadh, shipping in Hermes Sector was dready a
very iffy thing. Suppose Chur Durwen does get through, how will he reach anyonein the bureaucracy? |
assume heisaregistered n? Such folk are not routingly solicited for unusual information about

unheard-of Stuations.”
"Hell go to the Alliance agent in Smidi-da," said Mitigan.
Poracious smiled grimly. "Much good may that do him, or us. Thosby Anent'sinformation routes are
secure, but he won't get around to making use of them!™
The ex-king laughed, amost inaudibly. "There's his servant. The woman. Chadra Tsum. We might offer
audible prayer, severd timesaday, to Chadra Tsum.”
With alook of hectic gaiety, Poraciousfell to her knees on the sand, held out her arms, and prayed to
Chadra Tsum. The ex-king joined her, and they concluded their prayer with arepetitive chant: "Vigilance.
Vigilance Vigilance"
Luthaand | turned away, overtaken by afit of hysterica laughter. We leaned on one another, tears
running down our faces. Mitigan stood stony-faced, eyes glaring, but Leg son pulled Luthaaway from



me, into hisarms.

"Oh, Lutha" He sighed. His own face was wet. | had not seen Lee son weep ever before. Had things
cometo such apitiful passthat even aFastigat could weep?

"Why?" she asked, touching his cheek. "Why tears, dmighty Fastigat?"

"Guilt," he said with agrimace. "It seems | may have been, may be wrong about anumber of things. |
blamed you."

"Y ou blamed me?" she asked.

"For not seeing redity. My redlity. And Limiablamed you for not seeing hers.”

"And | blame you now for not seeing what is," she said, dmost whispering. "Thisisred, Ledson. Thisis
not philosophy. Pray with Poracious that someone comes, that Behemoth will let us go, for someone
must convincethe Fadtigats at Primethat thisisred.”

"Little chance of that," he murmured, looking around himsdlf.

"But Behemoth might let usgo,” | offered, more loudly than | intended. "Wecould pray toiit ... "

| had not seen Mitigan edge up behind us. | didn't know he wasthere until | heard hishowl of rage:
"Make prayer to an anima ?"

"Mitigan." | faltered, stepping back, away from him. "I meant it only as a suggestion. Perhapsif we
offered ... repentance, sdf-sacrifice... "

It was the wrong thing to say. Perhaps anything would have been the wrong thing to say. He had been
teetering on the edge of rage and frustration for too long.

"Y ou think it would accept a sacrifice?" he bellowed, grabbing me by the arm, lifting me with one mighty
hand, and flinging me across his shoulder. "Well then, let us make sacrificel”

It happened so quickly that we were halfway up the dope toward the scraggy ridge before | could catch
my breath and cry out. Any sound | made was drowned by hisfury.

"Wewill build usan dtar! Wewill make blood sacrifice!”

All the breath was driven from my lungs when he dropped me at the crest of the ridge. He took athong
from hisbelt and lashed my feet and hands together with one quick motion while | gasped and struggled.
Dimly | saw him heaving great dabs of stone, Sonestoo heavy to lift, ssones no man could have lifted.

| rolled my head to one sde. The others were hadfway up the hill. Ledlson. Lutha. Above me Mitigan
held a huge boulder doft.

"Want to join her, Famber? Come closer and you will!"

"Mitigan!" cried Ledson. "Thisisn't the way—"



"I've had enough of this heresy, these devil beasts,” Mitigan howled, casting amanic glancein my
direction. "Enough!"

He backed toward me, holding the great stone doft with one hand while he fumbled for awegpon with
the other. Something to kill mewith, kill them with. Almost he could have killed them with hiseyes, so
berserk he was.

"Why me?" | gasped. "Why sacrifice me, Asenagi ?'

"Why not you?' He dropped the stone and jabbed a contemptuous thumb toward L utha. " She belongs
to Leelson Famber. And the other oneis of some use. But you are no use and you belong to no one but
your devil god, so let it have you!”

"I didn't createit!” | cried. "1 only saw it, ligened to it. | only sensed what wasredlly there, Mitigan. As
you did—"

"Lies" hecried, heaving ahuge dab of stoneinto place upon hispile, now waist-high. He tossed me
onto the stone like wood onto afire, effortlesdy. My head hit, and | felt mysdlf go limp, dazed. | couldn't
struggle, though | could fed him lashing meto the dab. "The Gracious One warns us against your kind!
Anima-lovers Devild Midressesof lied”

Helicked at the spittle that ran down his chin. Past him | could see Snark on her belly, worming her way
up the dope, and behind her, Lutha struggling with Leg son, trying to get free from him. It was dl
happening too quickly and too dowly, both a once. There was time to be terrified, not time enough to do
anything. | prayed, begging Weaving Woman to let my pattern end cleanly, swiftly, without pain. Surely
there had been enough pain!

"Not nearly enough,” Mitigan jeered, and | knew | had spoken aloud. Now his hand was d oft, aready
reddened by sunset, glittering with the blade it held. That wasfor me.

Far off, asthough in another world, | heard L uthaand Snark shouting, not pleading. Therewasa
Strangenessin their voices, something inappropriate. | had timeto think that. Why did they sound that
way? | squeezed my eyes shut, clenched my teeth tight, waiting for the knifeto come ...

It didn't come. Instead Mitigan bellowed, harshly, horrified.

| opened my eyes againgt adazzle of light. Mitigan stood with hisback to me, his head thrown back.
Beyond him was Behemoth, up from the sea, serpent-necked, dragon-jawed, caldron-eyed.

"No," it saidinavoice of wind.
"But she refused you!" Mitigan howled. " She deservesto die. She refused you!™

"She hasthat right,” said thewind. "Do not al my beings have that right? Even you? Y ou may ruin
yoursalves by your choices, ill | will not takethem fromyou ... "

Mitigan turned frantically, lunging toward me, the knife aimed at my heart, but the wind came after him,
raising him, taking him up asthe vortex had done, twirling him, spinning him, up and away, awvay,
glittering with weapons, howling with rage, away ...

And al thewhile, for that tiny eternity, Behemoth looked mein theeye until | fet | had drowned in that



look. Willingly. Forever. | did not want to come away.

"Still your kind may choose," it said in afading whisper. " Choose truth; choose lies; till you may choose,
even now."

| saw sunset. Only that. Behemoth gone. That rough beast gone. That enormous glory gone. That terrible
beauty, gone. Leaving only its purpose evident dl around us.

"Sduez," cried Lutha, her fingers busy with the lashings. "Oh, Sduez.”

Far above usin the dusk, a sudden star bloomed and moved, svimming toward us through the evening.
"A ship," sad Ledson dishdievingly. "It'saship.”

The ship hung above usfor somelittle time while we stared and mumbled. It had grown quite dark
beforeit broke into two glittering parts, one of which descended. When it set down beside the camp, we
saw it was atender. It was from theVigilance, asit turned out, a battle cruiser of the Alliance.

We stood dack-jawed while the lock opened, the ramp came down, and awoman aighted.

"Chadra Tsum," said Poracious wonderingly. "Just as| saw her in Smidi-da And there behind her,
that's old Thosby Anent.”

He was a crooked man, with alopsided walk. "Ah," he cried as he hobbled toward us, his eyes
scrunched dmost shut with delighted sdf-importance. "Ah,Vigilance! Seethe ship'sname? Ah?1've
been watching, waiting.Vigilance!

He went on past usto stand upon asmall hillock, looking about himsdlf like a conqueror of worldsashe
drew deep, dramatic breaths and tapped himsalf upon the chest in self-congratul ation.

"Let me guess," whigpered Poracious to Chadra Tsum. "Y ou told him we were here, expecting rescue,
but he had to think it over. He couldn't make up his mind to do anything about it?"

Chadra Tsum nodded, murmuring, "After sometime had gone by, | asked if he would attempt to rescue
you, and he said, That'sthe plan!" Days went by, however, and hedid nothing at al. Sol
commandeered an Alliance ship in hisname. Then, when it wastheVigilance that showed up, he
assumed he had doneit himsdif."

"Quiteacoincidence," Luthamurmured.

"Not realy,” said the woman. "It'sthe only battleship assigned to this sector. That's where Thosby got
his password in thefirst place.”

"I'm surprised you've come so quickly,” | managed to say. "Poracious and the king only prayed to you
thisevening!"

"Y ou mean you redly did that?' the woman breathed. ™Y ou know, I've felt something for days, as
though you were spesking in my mind. Isn't that strange”?”

Poracioustook her by the arm and led her alittle aside, where they spoke animatedly to one another.
Ledson joined them, and then others from the ship. Ledly watched them for amoment, hisface intent,



then he wandered away toward the sea. | stayed where | was, with Lutha. In afew moments Snark

joined us, then the ex-king, none of us making amoveto join the generd rgoicing. It was asthough the
four of us had been pulled together.

"Why did it let the ship come?' whispered Lutha. "Why?"
"Didn't you hear what it said?" | murmured. "We have a choice. Weve dways had a choice.”

"Between what and what?' asked Snark.

"What choices are there?' Jiacare counted them off on hisfingers. "What truths we choose to see. What
lieswe choose to ignore. Whether we become Firsters ... or something else—"

Hewas interrupted by araised voice from the group down the dope. Someone said loudly that ships
were still disappearing in Hermes Sector and the captain wanted to get away quickly. Someone else

reinforced this, but Poracious demanded, loudly, that the Procurator's body be retrieved. Therewasa
muttered argument, then generd assent. The group broke up, with individuals going different directions.

"They'll want to leave soon,” | said.
"It will be good to be at home," said Lutha. It wasit sounded like aquestion.

"l have no home," said Snark.

"Nor |," | said, as softly. "In any case, that is not allowed to come. It did not come merely to take us
home. Remember what Behemoth said when it spoke to usfirgt.”

"What did it say?" asked the ex-king. "I don't remember."

"Y ou wouldn't remember,” said Luthain an expressionlessvoice. "You were ... dead. It was after it
tore ... tore Ledly to hits. It asked if wewould live by truth. It told usto reflect.”

"Such violence," he said distastefully, as though it had happened to someone else.
| broke the long silence that followed. " The violence wasn't arbitrary. The question wasn't rhetorica .

Luthadid not look a me. | knew she had heard me, but she didn't meet my eyes. She was watching

Ledlson, who had broken away from asmall group near the ship and was striding up the dope toward
us

He put hisarms around L utha, hugging her joyoudy.
"We can go home," he said. "We can take ... our son and gohome.”

She turned toward me, her eyes spilling tears. | knew what she was thinking. She had wanted him to say
that, something like that.

"Hell be of greet valuein Fastiga," Leelson assured her, stroking her hair. "For his hedling power adone.”

My throat was dry. | cleared it, painfully. "Yes, hed be of great vaue. For his heding power done."



The ex-king looked off toward the horizon. " Fastigats should be ableto live dmost forever, with dl the
Lediesaround.”

Ledson frowned, shook his head, stepped away from Lutha. "But ... | hadnt ... | thought wed only
take ... just the one, Lutha"

"But they'redl ... " shecried, her hand to her mouth, finishing the sentence. She was right, however.
They weredl.

"Asyou say, they'll be enormoudy vaued,” repeated the ex-king, "for their healing power done. Not to

gpesk of raisng the recently dead. Extending human life spansfor how long? Increasing human
population by how much? All Firsterswill be ddlighted, of course. It shouldn't take long for thereto bea

profitable market in Ledlies.”
L eelson recoiled as though he'd been dapped.

"Later," Luthasaid in avoice that was amost ascream. "Well discussit later.”

"But theship'sleaving ... "

"They've sent men to get the Procurator's body. The ship won't leave until they return. Leglson! If you
love me, let mebe. Give me amoment!”

He backed away, uncertainly. Poracious called his name, and he went off toward her, glancing at us
doubtfully over his shoulder, unable to decide whether to be hurt or angry. Poor Fastigat. Even he could

not read thistangle!

Luthaturned away from us, her shoulders shaking, wiping her face with the backs of her hands. She
shuddered, drew a deep breath, then wept again. In amoment she stopped trying to control herself and
smply walked away toward the sea.

Snark said to me, "Go after her, Sdluez. Shetalksto you."

The ex-king nodded, nudging me, so | went after her. By now it was Starlit evening, with just enough
light to see by. Shewound her way among glistening poolswith metrailing after, and when we cameto
the beach, | wasn't surprised to find Leely already there, perched on arock. He was her destination,

diter dl.

"Luthamother love," he cdled in hissmall voice, diding off the rock to hug her leg and look happily up a
us. "Saluez of the shadow.”

Shelifted him, hugged him gently, then sat on the rock where held been perched.

He sttled into her lap. | leaned againgt a boulder, being invisible, watching the stars come ot.
"Tell meabout home," hesaid.

| saw her throat tighten, as though she choked. She swalowed deeply. "1sn't thishome, Ledly?’

"No. Home home | remember. Alliance Central home."



Who would have thought he would remember Alliance Centrd? And yet, why would he have forgotten.

"What do you remember?" Luthaasked, looking helplesdy at me.

"Everything! My room. My paints. All the nice places you put on my window scene.”

"Do you missthose things?*

Heleaned back againgt her with alittle squirm of pleasure and comfort. "'l likeit here. Window scenes
arenice, but you can't touch them. Y ou can't bein them. | like real fish. But you want to go back and |
want to be with you.”

There weretearsin my throat. Stars fragmented in my sight. | blinked my eyesclear.

She asked, "How do the other Ledliesfed 7

"Most of usdon't remember. I'm the only one whoreally remembers. Y ou know."

"l don't know. You tell me."

Hislittle voice was matter-of-fact as he said, "It depends on how big a piece we got made from or
maybe which piece we got made from. | got made from Ledly head. That'swhy | remember. The other
ones, they were made from Ledly legs or Ledly blood or Ledly guts. They've got good brains, but they
don't remember some old thingslike | do."

He turned to hug her, then went on. "I remember lots of things, Lutha Lutha Td lstaff Sster mother love. |
remember Trompe. | remember when we met Saluez of the shadow, and how we got here. | remember
Behemoth."

Shetook adeep breath. "Y ou'd probably be fine here, al you Ledies, whether | was here or not.”

Hisface clouded. | had never seen him wear that expression before, though it was one common to other
children. Thelook of achild fearing londliness. Thelook of achild afraid.

He put his hands to her face, whispering, "1'd be lonesome. | need somebody to talk to. | want to be
withyou."

After atime sherose and walked back to the camp, Leely riding on her shoulders, his arms wrapped
around her head. Snark and the ex-king were standing outs de the dormitory, waiting for us. Luthatook
no notice of them. She went on by, as though she would go on walking forever, the child smiling and
kicking his heds, histiny hands clasped around her brow.

Thejourney from Perdur Alasto Dinadh was not along one. It brought me, Saluez, dmost full circlein
my journey. | arrived as outlanders do, through Simidi-aa.

So much had changed.
So little had changed.

Poracious asked the people at the port about the Kachis. The people at the port furrowed their brows
and asked in return: What about the Kachis? Had something changed about the Kachis?



What about Tahs-uppi? Poracious asked.

It had been successful, they told her. Additiona days had been drawn from the omphalos and time ran
once morein its accustomed course. | heard al this, though the people of Smidi-aaweretaking to
Poracious, not to me. | was veiled and silent before them. They did not even see me.

"What are you going to do?"' Poracious asked me when we were a one once more.

"I'm going to make my way to the nearest hive," | told her. "Where | will talk with the Ssterhood.”

"And what good will that do?" she asked.

| grimaced behind my veil. "Perhaps none. Perhapsagood dedl. A few yearswill tell. What are you
going to do?'

"1 will do as Snark and Jiacare have said | must. Return to the Alliance and become apreacher. A
prophet. A doom crier.”

"What good will that do?" | mocked.

She shrugged. "Perhaps none. Perhaps agreeat ded. | may be of some help on Prime. If thingsare going
to change, it will haveto start there. | will dowhat | can.”

"Did you learn what happened to Chur Durwen?"

"He made hisway here, to Simidi-aa, and from here went back to Callis" She smiled astrange, harsh
smile. "Have you heard of the recent occurrence on Asenagi?'

| raised an eyebrow and waited.

"Asenagi has had avist from the Gracious One. It—he has spoken to their tribal leaders. They have
been promised immortdity ... "

| took adeep bresth. "In return for?'

"In return for mounting aholy war against nonbelievers, which they readily agreed to do.”

"War!"

"The Gracious One has promised them a very fierce, unstoppable animal to assist them in their battles.
Thisanimd will be born from the women of Asenagi and nurtured by the Asenagi themselves. Theanimd
will fight beside the warriors and will carry the souls of warriorskilled in battle directly to ... well, one
assumes Vahalla" She stared out again at the sea. | saw her eyeswere wet. "A tempting tale,
tallor-made for the Asenagi culture.”

"AsLuthaoncesad, it isdisgusted with us. | wonder if any of uswill manage to choose aright.”

"Wewill try," shereplied. "Wewill do our best.”

She kissed me and left me then, done as | had been before the outlanders came. Later, | saw both her



and Ledson being lifted up into the ship that would take them back to Central. Hewas very pale and
focused looking, very set upon histask, hisduty, hisenormous and quite terrible responsibility. Being a
Fastigat, he assumed it was not beyond his capabilities.

And 1?1 gritted my teeth and set my feet upon the path of righteousness.
Thus was the |oom rethreaded.

Thus was the pattern determined.

Thusthe shuttlewove.

Dawn on Dinadh.

Degp in the canyonlands shadow liesthickly layered asfruit-tree leavesin autumn. High on the walsthe
sun paints stripes of copper and gold, ruby and amber, the stones glowing as though from aforge,
hammered here and there into mighty arches above our caves. Beneath those arches, the hives spread
fragrant smoke, speak atumult of little drums, breathe the sound of bone flutes. Above all, well schooled,
the voice of Shaumn, songmother, soarslike acrying bird:

"The Daylight Woman, see how she advances, she of the flowing garments, she of the golden skin
and shiningeye ... "

Y ears have come and gone since Perdur Alas. | speak often now with Daylight WWoman, the Revedler,
and with her companion, Behemoth, guardian of dl-living. | reverethem as| do Weaving Woman and
Brother and Sister Rain and the Sigters of Soil. Each morning as my friend Shadumn singsthe welcometo
day, | pray:Oh, Great and Gracious Ones, see the choice we have made; do not destroy us but
keep usin righteousness. Dinadh shall become as a paradise; and we will share it and treasure it
asisyour will.

Each morning before firgt light, songmother comesto thelip of our cave, raising her voice when the sun
touches the rimrock above. Each morning | stand behind her among the sisterhood, they with their faces
exposed that dl may see the ugliness that comes from seeking more and longer human life at the expense
of lifeitsdlf. Behind us are the other inhabitants of the hive, dl joining the song, dl hearing the great warp
and woof of sound that follows Daylight Woman's eternd march westward. Dawnsong still circles our
world endlesdy, like the belt that runs from the treadle to the whed. So much is as before.

Other things are changed. Both Mother Darkness and Father Endless arewith usagain. They are
wel comed with dancing each evening when Daylight Woman departs. Though it isthe nature of children
to fear the darkness, adults know there can be no light without it. Hah-Hallach and his brethren have
been deposed, not for listening to the tempter—for any creature might do thai—but for lying to their
people after they knew the truth. We have songparents now, mothers and fathers both, aswe did on
beloved Breadh.

This morning, when the dawnsong is over, Shadumn and | will go to the House Without aName. In our
hive an old woman named H'Nhan died some time ago, leaving an empty place in the pattern. Now a
new H'Nhan may be born, to fill that place, and a certain woman has been given the privilege of bearing
that child. Today shewill lie upon the table, imagining the terror of those who once lay there. Thereare
no Kachis now. The songparents teach that the Kachis were our punishment, but thinking creatures may
choose repentance and restitution instead. Now, instead of Kachiswe have the reanimated ones from the
files on Central: fish and otter; eagle and squirrel; fox and mouse; al manner of creaturesto be woven



together with us.

Wetell the story of Perdur Alasto our children when we teach them the commandments of Dinadh: "Do
not wish to live forever. Do not believe that every man-shaped thing is holier than something else. Do not
look into the mirror to see the face of God. Do not weave your life only in one color, for Behemoth will
not blessyou if you do."

Now the morning song isamost over. One of the Ssterhood offers the bell. Shalumn acceptsit. She
ringsit, once, twice, three times. Quiet fals. Heads are bowed. All in Cochim-Mahn are saying asilent

prayer for Lutha Tdlgtaff, and for dl the Ledlies, too. May ther shuttles carry brightness, may they be
comforted in their choice.

Whenever | say thewords, | remember our parting:
The ship was dender and white and till, like atower, al its crew aboard, dl its people waiting. At the
bottom of the ramp we few gathered in the light of the risng sun. From the bottom of the valey the sea

threw the dawn into our eyes. There was not a sound except our voices, as though the world held its
breath.

| hear Lutha repeating what she had said over and over during the long night:

"Ledly can't go back, Ledlson. He mustnt, not ever.”

| hear Led son:

"ThenlettheLediesday ... "

And Luthaagain:

"1 will not leave my child.”

He reached for her then, and she backed away, blazing at him through her tears. "Don't tell me youll
stay, Ledson! The Fastigats will listen only to one of themsalves. Y ou have seen what happened in

Hermes Sector! Do you want it to happen to al mankind?'

She took one step, then another, her hand lifted in farewdll. Y et till he reached for her, tears streaming
down hisface.

Then Jacaresvoice:

"Go, Ledlson. Shewon't be done. Snark and | are staying with her.”
Andfindly, Snark:

"Kings and women, Ledson. Kings and women! We gottado stuff like that!"

Luthaand Leeson and Ledly. They are with me dways. Led son |eft her once, because of Ledly. Heleft
her at last, because of Ledly. If their love was not redlly love, their courage was surely courage. Heroes
have been adored for less.

The sun isupon Shalumn's ankles now, and her voice ascends the sky. She holds her asamswide, inviting



usto enter into the pattern, to go forth into aworld that was not made and is not kept for man alone.

And we of Dinadh step into the light.
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