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FOREWORD
Part 1
The Pennsylvania Tablet, 1965

Destiny is the night; for want of a lantern, we occasionally bump
into things. Such was the case on an October evening in 1965, three
miles in the earth, down shaft sixty-two of Consolidated Coal
Mining Operation "No. 3", Schuylkill Haven, Pennsylvania. Work had
stopped. Only two men were left: the blaster, Mike Helms, and his
detonator, Jeffery Holms. The holes had been packed, and Jeff was
laying the wire. Mike had tipped up his helmet to push his dripping
locks out of his eyes. As his caplight inadvertently shone down to
the end of the tunnel, a glisten caught his attention.
"Hey, Jeff! Look at that!" Jeff turned; his helmet lamplight hit
full-face onto the wall, and the mysterious glow was overwhelmed.
"No, no... without the lamp," Jeff directed as he turned out his
own. There, in the black pitch of the tunnel, in the solid rock
wall, was the glimmer coming from the very spot where they had just
tapped a load of dynamite. Mike slowly walked up until it was
inches from his nose. Jeff followed. The glow was from a thin flat
rock poking from the solid wall.
"Hell, what do ya think it is?"
"Don't know," Jeff replied.
"It looks ta be just a corner of somethin'."
"A drill or somethin'... Naw, somethin' else."
"It's weird,"
"Yup."
"Ya wanna dig it out; might be worth somethin'?"
"Yup," Mike pulled out his radio and told the supervisor that they
had run into a little trouble with the wires and that they would
be up about fifteen minutes late.
After five minutes the men stopped digging. An exposed square
corner of metallic sheet was bared a full two feet along each side,
but only the very tip glowed -- the only part exposed to the last
dynamite blast. The surface felt almost slippery with a mirrored
finish, and the dust just blew clean away. Coal dust clung to
everything in the mines like ticks on a dog and nothing should have
been that easy to clean after sitting in a mine. Nothing ever had;
until now.
"I'm sure it's weird now," Mike announced.
"Yup," Jeff said.
"Let's keep goin' another five minutes. If it don't come out by

then we can pull a couple of the charges right here `n' here. The
thing'll be good an' loose without blowin' it to hell."
"Yup."
Soon afterwards, Jeff reached another corner of the object. "I got
it."
"Yeah, this thing is so slick, I bet we could just pull it out."
"Yup."
With three feet of the sheet exposed, the men took hold of the
corners and began to pull. It moved, but only an inch and then it
held fast with a jerk. Both men lost their grip -- Jeff lost his
footing. Mike turned quickly and grabbed for his friend as he saw
the wired caps and dynamite sticks under Jeff's fall. He knew that
they were old -- a little too old to be safe.
The thirty men outside shaft "No. 62" stopped. No heart pounded -no breath was taken. Four miles away in the town, the miner's
shanties trembled. The plates rattled, and the TVs began to roll.
It had happened a thousand times before, but this time thirty-two
men at the top knew that they should have been thirty- four.
The supervisor, Jim Seward, ran to the shanty and turned on the
siren. The same heartskip; the loss of breath -- it reoccurred in
every soul within earshot, and the wives and fellow miners came out
of their homes and started running up the road to see what they
could do. The first train into the shaft left within seconds. Jim
Seward led another some moments later after calling for the rescue
operations team. Three miles down, the elevator stopped. Only four
of the men got out, and they stopped after two steps. The
realization swept over them like a wave: there was no dust from the
explosion. Gradually the men assembled in front of the tunnel,
pointing their lanterns down the beltway. They spoke in whispers
-- those that could speak at all -- and decided among themselves
who would go in.
Jim had never witnessed anything like it in all of his years with
the company. Indeed, it had never happened that way before, not
without dreadful black coal dust stuffing the passages to a
blinding thickness. Some of the men thought the explosion was from
gas somewhere else in the mine. The men almost expected Jeff and
Mike to come marching out of the silent clear air. Those that were
willing followed Jim into the tunnel as he called. "Jeff! Mike! Are
you guys down here?!"
"Look, Greg and Marshal, you go top-side; get the manager to start
a search party through the other tunnels. They gotta be somewhere
else. There's been no explosion here -- there ain't no dust."
Greg protested, "They were down this tunnel. We all were. I saw
them --"
"Yeah," Marshal added. "This is where they were. Their train isn't
sittin' at the platform."
"Just do what I say!" Jim barked back. The two men stared at him

blankly for a moment, not really sure of what they remembered and
then they returned one of the small electric trains and started
down the long access passage. When they arrived at the end of the
track, they found the cars Jim and Mike were going to use to get
out. Jim led the rest of them along the tunnels. He knew the route
by heart, but kept checking the map for confirmation.
At first, Jim attributed his perspiration to nerves, but when he
had to wipe the salty sweat from his eyes, he became aware of the
heat. When the men turned the last corner, he would go no further.
A bright orange light dominated the end of the tunnel.
"Look," Jim directed needlessly to a harvest of wide faces.
One of the men piped, "Whatever is making that light ate one hell
of a hole in the ground. I wanna find out what the hell is goin'
on, but I ain't goin' go down there."
"It's just too damn strange," another whispered. He started back
for the entrance. When the other men did not follow, he stopped
and turned. "Well, you guys gonna come on back, or you gonna do
somethin' crazy?"

Don Morgan had been one of the last to see the men alive. Jeff,
Mike and Don were close friends: stars from the high school
football team and pals from the age of diapers. They did everything
together. Don was not about to leave them. "Someone's got to go
down there, and I ain't leavin' till someone does."
"Okay, Don," Jim said, "you go! No man here is a coward, but #we#
all got family." The hole looked as if Jeff and Mike had blasted
straight to hell; and for all any of them knew, that is what had
happened. The black dirt on Jim's face was streaking with tears
that washed the burning heat from his eyes. His ears hurt. His
throat was dry. "You go down into that fuckin' weird bullshit and
get fucked up! You do it! And if you fall into hell... if you fall
into hell...!" He stopped and composed himself. "If you don't come
back. We'll... we'll pray. But, we ain't goin' in there after ya!"
"I'm gonna wait right here for ya," one of the men said. A weak
chorus of grunts from bobbing heads followed. Don thought of the
tiger on the dash of Mike's Camaro. These men were just as useful
as that tiger -- they would not help. A thousand million reasons
not to continue flashed before his eyes. The images stopped on that
damned spring-necked tiger: bobbing, "Yes. yes. yes." He had to go
in -- for his pals. The dirt on his cheeks cracked under a
frightened smirk as the image of the tiger continued. Don went
alone.
He began to hear the beating of his heart. The creaking of his
mudcaked jeans, the bead of sweat on the tip of his nose and the
sound of his keys were his only reality as he paced to the edge of
a cavernous hole. He stopped. The walls opened up some fifty yards
short of where his friends had placed charges. For a moment,
brimstone images of Hell filled his thoughts. He swallowed dry air
and went the last steps to where the tunnel fell away.

The cavern was almost a perfect sphere, roughed out of the granite
in the catastrophe. Don's eyes had adjusted to the dark and he
blinked under the shadow of his hand held to his forehead. The
blinding gleam burned in the rock nearly seventy yards below;
searing his skin like sunlight the day after the first spring visit
to the beach. The source was a pool of molten rock. Floating in
the center of the brilliance was a black rectangular slab. The
intense heat seared at his eyes and burned his lungs. He could not
stay.
When Don returned to his coworkers, he did not stop. He walked
blindly past them, mesmerized, into the darkness. Jim grabbed him.
"What did you see?" Don did not answer. "Come on, man. What did
you see!?" The black emptiness of Don's eyes peered aimlessly past
his new tan and he whispered, "They aren't there. There is nothing
there." His dead gaze focused upon the supervisor. "Don't let
anyone go in. Never let anyone go in."
"It really is Hell," someone murmured.

A team of specialists from the company, the E.P.A., the Department
of the Interior and the State Bureau of Mines were assembled within
hours. They started into the mine to take measurements and
pictures. As they were slowly lowered past the seven hundred foot
marker, the shaft operator was ordered to bring them back up. The
Geiger counter was clicking frantically.
Colonel Dewey White of the N.R.C. was called in. The Colonel had
been working on mining techniques for rare radioactive metals. His
job was to set up a laboratory to study the phenomenon in the mine.
Three months later, the slab had been removed, shaft sixty- two was
permanently closed and Don Morgan died from dehydration and a
consuming internal infection.

FOREWORD
Part 2
The Vietnam Tablet, 1967

The day was particularly obnoxious. The sun sapped the will of the
men as they continued their work through waves of insects. Private
Deket was the operator of the trenchdigger. He and three of his
fellows watched the six-ton mass of machinery plow a yard- wide gap
five feet into the earth. There was suddenly arc-light in the
distance, too far away to see. He put the machine in neutral and
listened -- B-52s. Sam, one of his buddies in boot camp, had been
under the bombs a few months ago and was sent home soon afterwards:
he was not burnt, except for his brain -- crispy thoughts. Deket
smiled with a pitless nausea welling in his stomach, again. He
looked at the trench. Although there would be none this time, he
could almost see the bodies. Too many times he had filled one just
like this with a dozen swollen dink bodies. It was a smell that no
longer made him puke. He tried not to let this place get to him.
Most of the days were not that bad, but air strikes always chilled
him and brought back the bad memories.
The airstrip at Nam Dong was seventy miles from the zone. Deket
and twelve other men of the Army Corps of Engineers were assigned
to keep the little airstrip in action. Despite their efforts, raids
kept it closed at least three days a week; not enough to stop the
cargo traffic that supplied the area fire bases, and Deket worked
16 hours a day to keep it that way.
The bombing stopped. Deket put the digger in gear again and lowered
the rotating fangs into the ground. The earth began to fly in a
stream. The jaws bit through the dirt and rock with a methodical
roar, crushing everything in their path. With 1000 p.s.i. behind
the spiked blades, it ripped and tore through the soil and belched
out the hard earth like butter. For a moment his mind began to
drift back home, to his wife and the young son he had never seen.
He hated the machine. The vibrations gave him a headache. The grind
continued until the teeth came down upon an object so hard and
unforgiving that the teeth bent. The arm buckled trying to pull the
machine into the ditch. The driveshaft snapped.
Bang! The men threw themselves clear of the machine as it bucked
and tossed like a wild mustang. The spinning driveshaft lodged
against the frame and with the sound of straining metal, the digger
died. The men did not move.
Deket lifted his eyes above the shallow trench he was in and saw
the machine. There was no enemy. He slowly got up to see what had
happened. The tractor sat on its two front wheels, canted in the
air by the twisted arm. The sergeant ran from the main building
with two other Green Berets. The arm was held fast in the dirt,
half buried. It had to be cut from the tractor before work in the
ditch could resume. Deket went down to uncover the jaws. The dirt
was dry and loose and moved away quickly. There, in between the
teeth, was an unscathed metallic sheet. The sergeant was puzzled.

A week later in Saigon, the sergeant had one of his men deliver the
sheet to a friend of his, Major Joe Morgan, at the Army Corps of
Engineers' lab in Saigon. The next day the sergeant called the
major.
*Joe said, "Officially we did not receive the item. I could not
have received it: officially I was at a project at Da Lat. If your
boy says he handed it to me personally, which I am sure he will,
he is officially a liar. Please do not ever ask me about this thing
again." The line went dead.
That evening an Air Force C-41 left Saigon: flying non-stop to the
newly formed N.R.C. research facility at Schuylkill Haven,
Pennsylvania. Onboard was Major Joe Morgan and an approximately
three-foot-by-five-foot metallic tablet.

FOREWORD
Part 3
The China and Egypt Tablets, 1978

Dr. Jonathan Millhouse, curator of the Chicago Art Museum, had
reached a state of euphoria. Tonight he had held a private dinner
party in his home for some of his close friends and honored guests
including Dr. Anwar Shoukry, Director General of the Antiquities
Service of the United Arab Republic; and Dr Abdul Hamid Zayed,
Curator of the Tutankhamen treasure in the Cairo Museum. The two
distinguished men were visiting Chicago as part of the opening of
the Tutankhamen Exhibition. In addition, Dr. Millhouse, being an
Egyptologist in his own right and having studied in Egypt, had
become good friends with Dr. Shoukry when they were both young and
adventurous.
It had been a long evening, most of the guests had left. Dr. Zayed
had been known to embrace the old adage "When in Rome, do as the
Romans" occasionally to excess. This evening, he had too much
Chivas Regal and now reposed on the couch -- snoring. Dr. Millhouse
and Dr. Shoukry were well into a succession of "war" stories. The
two men had retired to the patio, enjoying one of the first decent
Chicago spring evenings that year.
"Not too long ago," Dr. Millhouse was continuing, "some of our
staff were on an archaeological expedition in Peru and western
Brazil. The National Geographic Society was working with the locals
to find temples buried in the jungle overgrowth. They had some
hotshot from the Smithsonian come in with wide spectrum sonic
devices."
"Oh yes," Dr. Shoukry began with his distinctly British accent, "I
think I know the project. The reflected sounds gave images beneath
the plant life."
"Not only that," Dr. Millhouse resumed, "they used computer
enhancement equipment that could turn the sonic readings into
pictures just as clear as a photograph. They found fifteen sites
in a little over two months. The only problem is that twelve of
them are almost impossible to get to -- mountain jungles as they
are."
Dr Shoukry gave a wincing laugh, "You had luck! We used a *sonogram
at Abu Simbel when we were raising Rameses II."
Dr. Millhouse's interest was suddenly perked, "Indeed?" The moving
of the two temples of the god-king was, perhaps, the single
greatest archaeological restoration in the world.
Dr. Shoukry continued. "When we brought in the Vattenbyggnadsbyran
from Sweden, they wanted to test the strength of the old rocks.
They also utilized a sonogram machine." He paused for a moment,
assembling his thoughts through the haze of the scotch. "Incredible
machine... looks right through the rocks and tells us where to cut.
The sonogram suggested that everything was in good shape: nothing

unusual."
Dr. Shoukry stopped to tip his glass. Dr. Millhouse interjected,
"And you found something unusual?"
Dr. Shoukry's throat spasmed at the comment sending his scotch down
the wrong way. He came up laughing. "You have a word, `weird', that
would be more appropriate. An excavation had to be dug around the
temple so that we could raise it from the front and rear. When we
cut down behind the temple's service area, we hit metal -- worked
metal, caught tight in solid rock. It was placed directly behind
the figure of Rameses at the far end of the inner chamber."
"What kind of metal was it?" Dr. Millhouse asked, "I thought
anything that dense would be picked up by a sonogram?"
"That's just it; the sheet seems to be metal, but we could never
find out what kind. It ought to show up on a sonogram, but it
doesn't. And it is far smoother than anything that could have been
fashioned at the time the temple was built."
"Could someone have placed it there more recently?"
"That end wall is carved of solid rock. There is no sign that even
the Egyptians knew it was there, but I can't imagine that it
naturally just happened to be parallel to the wall and a few feet
behind the statue."
"Did it have any writing on it?"
"No, just a metallic, almost chrome-like, surface."
Dr. Millhouse's expression deepened, as if he were overcome by
sudden revelation. "How big is it?"

Portraits of the famous, infamous and the forgotten lined the
hallway that ran down the length of the dusty basement beneath the
museum. The jangle of keys escorted the security guard as he
followed the two egyptologists. Dr. Millhouse indicated a set of
double doors. The guard drew his keys, comparing their numbers to
the ones on the lock until he found the right one. The room was
dusty, a morgue of artifacts. Through the narrow passages, between
the rows of tall shelves, the two doctors continued alone. At the
rear of the chamber Dr. Millhouse opened a door of a closet. Inside
were a number of oriental artifacts -- save one. It was sitting on
a large shelf, the length of the compartment. Dr. Millhouse removed
his handkerchief and wiped a carpeting layer of gray away.
"That is the slab!" Dr. Shoukry exclaimed, "How did you get it?!"
"This is from the Ch'ang-an ruins in China. Dr. Myron Fillmore, of
this museum, discovered it in 1922," Dr. Millhouse explained.
"My God! Do you know what this one is made of?"
"No."

"How old is it?"
"The ruins are Shang Dynasty -- at least 15th century B.C.."
"Rameses is only 13th!" Dr. Shoukry bent down for a closer look.
"We have some interesting references to it, though," Dr. Millhouse
added.
"What do you mean?"
"Cloth writings. Logographics, some of the more advanced writing
before traditional Chinese characters emerged: along with another
language we have never seen before."
"May I see them?"
"Over here," Dr. Millhouse pulled down a series of thin glass cases
containing the fragile paper. "...Vacuum case. You can see how the
Chinese characters correspond with these unique ones. A foreign
dictionary of sorts." The logographics were contrastingly crude
next to the straight edges and hard angles of the unrecognizable
words.
"What do they tell about the sheet?"
"They called the sheet `The History of the Year of All Ancestors'.
I don't know what it means. The rest of the writing seems to
indicate that this sheet is the essence -- the soul -- of the
earth. They really don't tell much at all. But, logographics are
very crude, hardly useful when describing abstracts."
"Incredible!" Dr. Shoukry thought for a moment and offered, "When
we did not find out what ours was, it was simply put in storage.
Questions to be answered after the reconstruction."
"I know. I have not set eyes on this for almost twenty years."
Dr. Shoukry turned up to his friend with a beaming smile. "We must
find out what they are! We must get together on this immediately.
Will you come with me to Cairo?"
Dr. Millhouse was slightly taken aback with the invitation, but
understood the possible importance of the discovery of a common
link between primitive Chinese and ancient Egyptian cultures. "I
have a friend, he is an anthropologist working with the Air Force.
He is one of the best men in our field who knows about rare metals.
Let me talk to him first."
"What is his name?"
"Dr. Simon Butterfield. He is with the Schuylkill Haven Laboratory
in Pennsylvania."

INTRODUCTION
to
The Future Journals
of
The Keeper of the Earth
by Rupert Elsworth

The Schuylkill Haven Project is designed to find and analyze
materials that have the unique qualities peculiar to the four
metallic tablets: the Pennsylvania Tablet, the Vietnam Tablet, the
China Tablet and the Egypt Tablet. The tablets defy analysis and
the elemental structure remains a mystery to this day. The project
started in 1965, headed by Colonel Dewey White, U.S.A.F., who came
to the project because of his experience with radioactive materials
and exotic materials in prototype aircraft. In 1973, Dr.
Butterfield, one of the foremost world experts on laser and metals
technology, was able to pull holographic images from the plates.
The resulting images contained text and graphics never before
encountered. Dr. Butterfield's experiments unlocked the secrets of
the sheets. He captured on film countless pages of manuscript in
a language so foreign that after many years linguists could
decipher only a handful of words.
The breakthrough came in 1979 with the discovery of the China
Tablet. Artifacts from the dig site included an extensive library
of parchments complete with translations into the strange language
of the tablets. To this day it is not known how the ancient
Chinese, who could have never seen the holographic images, managed
to put together the first translating dictionary for a language
they could not have known. Months after the China Tablet arrived
at the Project I was selected by Dr. Simon Butterfield and Colonel
Dewey White from a long list of sociology and linguistics experts
to serve on the project team.
Never before had I investigated such an important document as the
one within the tablets. The document is so clearly a message to
our world from the future that I have dedicated the last few years
to bringing it's words to the public.
When I completed the translations in 1985, my work became bound in
controversy and was suppressed from not only the public, but my
colleagues who worked on specific sections of the translation. Only
now have I been able to bring this story out of the darkness with

the help of David Berry and Christopher Clow, who were able to take
the voluminous details of my translation and distill them into a
book suitable for public release. I would like to say how grateful
I am that Mr. Berry and the publisher persevered the spirit of the
translation despite pressures from government organizations to
suppression of as much as half of this document.
It is not known where the tablets came from or the nature of the
authors. Some of us who know the scripture well have even
speculated that it is not from our past; perhaps it is from another
dimension altogether. You may form your own conclusions.
I believe that the documents on the tablets are intended as a
simple message, the key to harmonic living: Do not take reality
for granted, for it may change drastically and without notice. When
the changes in our lives occur, adapt to new realities without
clinging to the limitations of past knowledge. Understanding that
change, not reality, is the only natural base for growth, learning
and survival.
Please read, ponder, enjoy and find knowledge within this diary;
the translation from the tablets that are The Future Journals of
the Keeper of the Earth.

THE FUTURE JOURNALS
of
The Keeper of the Earth

Book One
THE DAYS OF
THE COLD LION

CHAPTER 1
THE DESERT

There was always a peacefulness to my memories: they were so much
more real than the confusion and expectation of the present.

The thin filament of braided cotton I had stolen from my
grandmother's loom box stretched from the coil around the willow
stick and climbed high into the gray air of autumn. The kite danced
casually in the sluggish veils of low clouds leading the autumn
processional of the pre-winter storms and pushing the warmth of
summer far away to the south where I had never thought of going.
I stood on the sand by the river, alone except for the forests that
hid away the foothills of the great mountains in the northwest and
the bits of quarry machinery that dotted the horizon of sand to
the east. My prize, the handmade paper and tiny wooden frame that
was my kite, had been the labor of several days. The paper was
fashioned by my own hands through the craftsmanship that was
revealed to me over several days of observing my grandfather press
and dry his own personal stationery. I had been very proud.
The recollection of a mighty gust snapped a weakness in the thread;
and then, the kite was gone. The sand by the river spread out to
a desert reality. The kite-eating breezes that had brought the cold
through my boyish clothes now tried to penetrate my gloves and
helmet. So far from home, I wanted little more than to return in
an attempt to capture the last bits of simplicity and bliss that
cradled the mental remnants of my childhood. Someday I would go
back, but not soon. There were other things to be done now.
At forty degrees, the temperature had begun to drop as the sun slid
gently to the horizon. Fall had arrived. For miles the dunes
covered the landscape like white snow on the fields of dormant
winter wheat, but the life of these dunes was only in the wind. No
change of seasons could bring green. Even the movement came only
with the slow shadows or the unchartable shifting of the sands at
the breath of the northwest wind. The desert was born a world of
fertile plains and golden grasses, salted into oblivion by the
poisons and nuclear absolution of the Great War nearly ten
millennia ago.
The rustle of the breeze at my clothes, the grunting of my
two-legged steed and stressing leather of the saddle and pack
harness were the only sounds during my tenday journey across the
wastelands. The landscape was a mass of wind-worn stones and sand,
poisoning the air with invisible heat and deadly gasses. Despite
the respirator, the chemicals had nullified my tastebuds long ago.
The "high identification azure" mylar suit kept out low-level
radiation and the corrosive atmosphere, but held its own abrasive
brutality, complemented by the tight fitting, ear chafing helmet
and the knuckle bruising gloves. I had not been out of the heavy
clothing for more than a few minutes every couple of days. I wanted
to throw up again. The dry heaves came just for an instant. When
they had passed, I sipped just enough water to wet my mouth.
I knelt, returning my attentions to a hoofprint in the sandy soil.
I had tracked many men while in the employ of the Saskatchewan
Independent Messengers and Recovery Service, but those assignments
had been in the northern and eastern colonies; such lush wilderness
seemed on a different planet.
"What do you think?" I asked my heplock.
She only looked down at me, flared her mammoth nostrils as the
breath frosted around the edges of her bulbous snout. I had to look

up nearly eight feet from my kneeling position to see that
naturally gnarled face, matted with folds of protective calloused
skin.
"Come on, ugly, what do you think?" I persisted, knowing full well
that she could not answer. I had been talking to myself a lot
lately.
A heplock was a beast of burden without equal. It stood on two of
the most powerful legs in the animal kingdom, able to reach speeds
over twenty-five miles per hour with a pack and rider. Neural cell
endings penetrated through a thick bald skin allowing the heplock
to detect any harmful radiation or poisons and at the same time
withstand moderate exposure without effect. The animal's incredibly
efficient metabolism permitted it to go for days without food or
water. Huge lungs, with lymphatic tissue to filter chemicals in
each breath, gathered caustic impurities that were then forced out
through the pores of the tough hide. With its crusty skin, the
beast had a face lost in the folds of flesh that covered most of
its body. The only distinguishing feature on its head was a pair
of upright ears that plumed in a tassel of hair. Being ugly made
up for the heplock's excess of admirable qualities.
The hoofprint was probably over a day old and was pointed in the
wrong direction, the only footprint I had found that afternoon; a
journey travelled over soft sand. This was one of the few patches
of impressionable desert within miles. I had not seen anyone else
for a tenday. It had to be his track. I returned to the heplock
for the visual extender.
For a moment my feet shuttled about as if I stood on a floor
covered by thousands of marauding ballbearings. I threshed the air
spasmodically to keep myself balanced. I was stable inside, my mind
was as sharp as I could hope, and I was sure that I was not
hallucinating again. It was definitely another earthquake. A chill
brought up the hair on my neck as my boots slipped through the
sand. Following the heplock's moves, I threw myself flat across the
ground to keep from sinking in the sea of beige grit. There was a
meekly audible roar like millions of granular cheering spectators
watching my demise as they were shuffled about the land in a
caldroning thrill giving them a tiny, haunting voice like the
unsquelched static of a lonely radio frequency. Now, shaking like
jello, I pushed out my arms and legs, sprawling as wide as possible
-- floating on the churning ground. I hated this place even more
as I felt the grains come up slowly to surround me. The movement
continued and as my weight sank, so did my heart.
Fear stiffened my limbs as I desperately prayed that this somewhat
questionable technique recommended by my hypothetical survival
plates would keep me up once more. I held my breath. The sand
slowly swept in wavelets across my back. I had to be still and
stiff, defying the pull of the sands -- all the while knowing that
when they were finished I might be so deep that the weight of the
dunes could crush me or at least render me an immobile prisoner as
I suffocated. Then, it stopped; having entombed me in a cold
confining blackness.
I broke the thin surface of grit with an adrenally exaggerated
thrust, splashing the desert for yards. I sucked in the sour air.

The surge of varnishing fear subsided from my wired senses. The
heplock, having evolved to deal with such peril, was already
casually on her feet. I was alive, and I was about to smile about
it when I felt the itch and discomfort that came from the esurient
acids in the air and the dermal suffocation in my plastic suit. I
was still in the desert with little hope of finding my way out of
its spacious maze of infinite redundancy -- and the hoofprint was
gone.
I mounted up, wincing as the smooth fabric cut at my raw skin. I
had been shifting my weight to ease the chafing, but now I hurt
all the time. At the next dune, I took out my visor from the cargo
bag and walked to the crest. Below was dry brown clay, baked in
the sun to the hardness of a ceramic and detailed with cracks
attesting to the water of a once thriving lake. A few days ago the
clay had probably been buried under the sand, or perhaps the lake
bed went on for miles, unseen under the white dunes.
I checked the atmospheric gradation bar -- green and safe. I set
the alarm and pulled off my helmet and respirator, leaving only the
thin woven flyer's bonnet to keep my ears from the cold. It felt
good to breathe real air. I had to hold the helmet, it was too hard
to disconnect the umbilicals of the scrubbers and batteries in the
backpack. The cold soothed the burns for a moment; then penetrated
deeply, offering a new and more complete discomfort. The stillness
broke with the creaking of saddle leather as the heplock shifted
her weight. A scent of rotting flesh permeated the numb cavities
of my nose. I knew it was the puss leaking past the bandages on my
chest. I had inadvertently left a flap open on my suit as we passed
through a harsh valley almost a tenday ago. In the days that
followed, the free radical ions had attacked my skin most brutally,
not permitting my chemical burns to heal.
Using the visor, I searched the lake bed for underground water. The
lights flashed and the grid covered the landscape to show strengths
within the magnetic fields. After changing the scale, I found a
small dot. I could not tell what it was -- probably nothing. I had
been out here far too long. I was tired of pursuing the false
readings and mirages that occupied most of my days. I had become
so used to moving. Besides, to give up would mean dying by
suffocation during one of the tremors; with my percolating
claustrophobia, I would more likely kill myself trying to avoid
dying that way.
"Water."
Following my extended finger, the animal walked by my side to the
base of the lake, her nose dancing across the sand. I watched for
tracks as she began a drunken path across the lake bed. I thought
I could feel the way her nose probed the earth for underground
water. I knew that tiny microbes in her inner ear storehoused
ferric deposits and when the metal shifted with electromagnetic
fluxes altered by hidden water, the weight shift of the parasite
would disturb tiny hairs in her cochlea. Yet, in my mental fog I
could no longer convince myself that her sense of direction and
water-witching was not due to her mystic nostrils. After a few
crisscrosses, she stopped and returned to my side. There was no
water here. The canteens were still half- full, enough for a few
more days. I was dehydrating, but I could not drink with my

sickness. My mind wandered. Passing remembrances, long lost under
piles of thoughts, came back to haunt me.
CHAPTER 2
THE GYTEHOOD

When I was young, I thought that my father disliked me: not a lot,
just more than his other children.
Father was a hard man who
built our farm with his sweat and his back. He found the worth of
a man in his brawn and the worth of a woman in bed. As far as I
could figure, my mother, whose views towards life were much more
sophisticated, survived the marriage because she hardly ever had
to listen to him. Her betrothal, like all weddings in Suffigston,
was arranged, yet I had always believed the marriage could have
been voluntary since they managed so well together. My father
carried a cold breakfast and lunch with him when he tended to the
crops and beasts, only returning home for supper after the sun had
set behind the trees. His evenings were always spent doing the
business of the farm on the telecom or organizing data at the
computers. Mother would spend her time with my aunts and the
children, conducting the business of the house with a spark of
pride that was the core of her satisfaction. I remembered peeking
through the doors of my father's study and seeing her wake him with
kisses or just the gentle touch of her hand through his thick hair
made all the thicker by the work of the day.
A slow line of "b"s
would be rolling across the visual as his head rested against the
keyboard he never used -- he always used the voice encoder. She
would lead him to the bedroom, his feet stumbling through the
hallway and his eyes unfocused. He must have thought she was worth
a lot. After all, every night she did get him into bed.
My father's House was built of acres of stone spreading out in all
directions: each generation having made a spacious contribution.
The oldest rooms had long since fallen into dangerous disrepair
from centuries of neglect. The House wandered with hallways filled
by a mosaic of paintings portraying events and people otherwise
uncelebrated in the timelessness of the zigzagging passages
connecting endlessly uncountable rooms.
Reconstruction had
changed the uses of dozens of rooms from bedrooms and studies, to
bathrooms, big closets, workshops, or a warm place for farm animals
when the cold winters invaded the barn. All living relatives, no
matter how distant, had their own room when they came to visit or
live for a time. Like all the Houses of Suffigston, it was a big
place.
My favorite room was the Big Room with the gentle swoop of timbers
funneling the burden of the hardwood ceiling to the massive
pilasters that festooned with carvings. The walnut and hickory
were covered with images celebrating the building, holidays and
good times of the young hall. The Big Room was constructed in the
hillside by a long forgotten forefather; providing winter warmth
from the expansive open hearth and cool summer breezes from vents
which drew the air through catacombs in the hillside before
tempering the grand space. The kitchen and sewing college were off

to one side while the den and office were opposite, nestled halfway
into the hillside. The Big Room constantly changed. During the
holidays long tables bulging with food and wine ran across the
walls.
On the great open floor, the clogging and dancing carried
on for all hours. When my grandmother visited, large quilts and
lengths of fine cloth sat in bolts along the table and she would
drape the walls with the colored cloth to dry the freshly stained
linens and wools, filling the room with the pungent aromas of the
roots and leaves that dyed the lengths. In the summer, the women
would can fruits and vegetables in an operation that would leave
me dizzy as I was continually pushed away from the boiling
processes; but what I liked the most about the Big Room was the
electricity -- the naked lightbulbs that hung from the mainbeam
always chased away my fears, something that firelight never seemed
to do as well.
Within the isolation of Suffigston there were six families: the
Houses of the Sun, Earth, Wood, Horse, Mountain and River.
We
were a House of the Sun: the brewers, the wine makers and the
growers of grains, fruits, and vegetables. As were the ways of
Suffigston, the first born were often the only ones permitted to
marry. Later siblings were destined to serve the masters, never
to have any personal identity of their own. Our house was filled
with my aunts and uncles.
As young as I was, I was considered a gyte. It was my place to be
houseborn and to find most of my days spent in and around the Big
Room under foot of my sisters, Hannah and Philander, or a
population of unmarried aunts. My sisters did their best to keep
me amused when it was convenient and then would try with equal
gusto to get rid of me when it was not. Philander was only a year
older than I. Hannah was three years my senior. The remote
mountainsides provided for no other playmates, and Hannah had been
taught the inappropriateness of playing with boys -- something to
do with cooties. I never understood what they were and, at the age
of four, tried desperately to find them. I looked under my arms,
between my toes, and even achieved some proficiency with a mirror
to check out all those inaccessible places. I owed my overzealous
attitude about personal hygiene to Hannah, demanding constant baths
from my mother to get rid of the cooties.
I was thankful that Philander would play with me, cooties or not.
I could play better than Hannah, and Philander knew that. I could
make up all kinds of adventures to go on without even leaving the
house. Exploits -- to such places as the Caverns of Doom, where
danger lurked behind every pot and pan, and the treehouses of the
Bird Men of Humidor, surrounded by family relics of the old storage
closets, or the Mountains of Harangue, where the whispering wind
would drive men into fits while searching for the jewelry in
Mother's dresser drawers -- would often end with punishment of a
mischievous brother and sister who seemed to ignore parental
demands for reasonable behavior.
When I was very young, the saddest time of every year began with
the first frost and lasted until just after the first planting:
the time when my grandparents came after spending the rest of the
year with other relatives. Philander loved to be around
grandmother.
All grandmother would ever do was sew, knit and
weave, processes I found absolutely grownup and of no use to a gyte

like myself.
During my third winter, my grandfather gave me a tiny white mouse
named Oatmeal and a set of blocks. In one of the older unused
rooms, Grandfather constructed a door with a sill large enough to
prevent Oatmeal from escaping. I spent several hours building
mouse houses and, with my grandfather's occasional help, I learned
the basics of geometry: I could stack blocks.
At the age of six, I became a useful human being -- I became a boy,
signifying for the first time in my life that I had a gender and
a purpose. In Suffigston, the tiny community of landsmen of Mount
Slilip, the men gathered in the Common Hall to conduct the
Paedochresis, celebrating my passage into boyhood.
In addition to my initiation into boyhood, Warnison Bhandar,
Father's best friend, announced his betrothal of his second born
daughter to me. The House of Bhandar was the House of Trade in
Suffigston and the link to the remote civilizations that were the
consistency of the Colonies. Warnison needed goods to sell and
father needed a way to sell them. They were anxious to build this
blood alliance. My only surprise came when I discovered that my
bride to be, Aerial, was no more than a babe in arms. From that
day forth, in my mind she would always be too immature for my
taste.
On my first day as a boy, Father took me on a long walk through the
greenhouses and fields of grains. For the first time I saw the
full expanse of his accomplishments. This was his farm, as the
House was my mother's House. As a gyte, I had only seen the fields
parted by the road that led to Suffigston and the long white wall
of the first of many greenhouses out back, never seeing the acres
of enclosed gardens and orchards that provided fruits and
vegetables all year long. The vineyards went out from the lake,
just past a row of trees that had always hidden them.
That day, he devoted his time exclusively to me. He lifted me up
and held me at his mighty shoulders so that I could see the world
from a man's point of view. The joy and warmth that filled my
heart etched a smile across my face that lasted for days. My
father, such a towering and mysterious figure in the House, was now
a kindred spirit to me -- something that made me feel whole. Eye
to eye with him, I asked, "Does our land go all the way to City?"
"It goes as far as you'll ever want to roam, my son."
CHAPTER 3
THE

VOID

As the sharp winds came over the dunes, I remembered my
father's words and wondered what would have happened if his
shackling influence had kept me on the farm instead of driving me
away in search of unseen places. It had been nine hours and over
one hundred miles since the day had begun. I knew the habits of the

rider ahead and the amble of his heplock, but there had been no
sign of them for the last twenty miles. The predictability of his
trail was all that had led me through the fine sand. The man knew
the land. He knew where to find food and water; he knew how to
get out of this place -- I did not. Without scavaging his
leftovers, I could not hope to last more than a few days.
Far ahead, a butte stood as a monument to an ancient land
abundant once with life. With the great war countless millennia
ago, the countryside died and the soil receded, eroded by the wind
and rain.
Long before that, a volcanic core cooled and compressed
into rock able to withstand the elements and became the pillar.
The butte served as a momentary watchtower.
The slope of loose scree brought me to the craggy flanks of
the sandstone butte. The rock was too soft to hold pitons to which
I could secure safety lines. I would have to freeclimb -- I would
probably die anyway.
I went around the rock, looking for a way
up and on the far side I found a crevice that ran nearly to the
top. I took a deep breath and started up, never looking down.
My limbs cried with pain as I forced them to move. Before I was
fifty feet up, my hands started shaking from fatigue and my heart
pounded violently.
I looked down. Far below, rough boulders were
daring me to impale myself as my mind reeled in an airy
prehallucinatory state. I shut my eyes and concentrated on the
pain, managing to force off the false images of dancing stones and
the eerie sensation that the fissure was slowly and firmly closing
together on me. I wanted to throw off my helmet and respirator.
That would help, but looking at my instruments I realized that I
could not: the fumes were intense here. I waited a moment and then
put my hand forward to the next hold. I was going up once more.
My one consolation was that I could belay the rope at the top and
repel down.
When the crevice ended, I continued to freeclimb until the
violent nausea started. Again, I managed to jam a chock into a
crack and secure myself with a line. The heaves were dry, luckily
since the air was far too caustic to remove my helmet. My nose
might have been bleeding for a moment, but it stopped. I was
killing myself with this climb, but without it I was lost: no
difference.
The heplock was like a toy on the soft bleached sand. Anxiety
rushed up the back of my neck, drying my throat even more and
jerking my senses so that my world seemed to spin. I hated heights.
My stomach convulsed again. The dunes moved like water. I only
had to leap out and land safely in the cushion of rolling
landscape. My fingers gave way as the force of the dreams relaxed
my body. I fell back, away from the rock and into the free air.
I slammed against the rocks, scraping down the side faster and
faster, my fingers digging hard at the smooth surface as my guts
jammed into my throat... as I felt myself suddenly floating in the
water, down under in the caverns. Then, I tumbled around and saw
the rocks coming up fast... like long fingernails. It was rather
pretty.
The sharp jerk on the carabineer and line drowned my
hallucinations in pain -- and yanked my vague consciousness back
to reality. I dangled. My mouth was dry, with a hair pasted

against the back of my tongue.
visor.
God, I hurt so bad.

I spit, managing only to soil my

"I don't like this! I'm going to report this entire place as
unfriendly! Do you hear me! I know people in high places... even
higher than this! They can see all the way to the ocean! I could
have this whole place cultivated! What do you think of that?!
Ha!"
There was no answer. I thanked God for that; there had been
times in the last few days when I had received answers. As if on
a gibbet, I hung for a moment before bringing myself around so that
I could cling to the cracks. I wanted to climb down then, but I
was only a few yards from the top. The vomiting urges passed, and
I could go on.
At the top, I was no longer clinging onto the vertical face
with trembling fingers and my mind saw the landscape with a new
attitude as well as altitude. The ridges and exposed cliffs in the
distance were sculpted in slashes of pastels telling the geological
history of the earth. The sun's slow migration to the horizon had
drawn pointed shadowfingers to the rising moon. I would find him.
I had to. Such visual majesty always made me optimistic. I forgot
all my suffering, until the nausea struck me again, bringing with
it new definition to my discomfort as my muscles heaved, squeezing
blood through my veins and seething new pressures into my skin.
I should not have sipped the water. Exhausted with cramps, I fell
onto my back on the gritty rock, too drained to hold my stomach.
The suffering passed.
After a few minutes, I sat up, raising the plotter and
painstakingly examining the landscape. This was the moment of
truth. If he had passed within twenty miles, I should find
something; and if he had not, this faceless post might suffice as
my headstone -- a monument so grand for a man no one would miss.
At first there was nothing. I toyed with the buttons for a moment,
reinstructing the plotter for environmental changes. The
manufacturer did not offer programs for this part of the world, and
my own were written with such haste that they were particularly
user-sadistic. On the next scan, marks appeared on display. One
by one I ruled out the unusual rock compositions: partially
decomposed hardware from ancient times and expeditions, and
glitches in the program. When I was done, there were three marks
left, all conveniently more-or-less in the direction I was heading.
With three hours of daylight remaining, I had enough time to
investigate them all.
The first mark was almost three miles from the butte. As the
heplock bounced me along on her back, I checked the atmospheric
analysis. The safety light was red. I could not change my suit,
but I could air out. There was more of my hair in the helmet this
time. Gloves came off next. My fingernails had not grown. At one
time I would have bit at them, but they were as soft as my skin and
turning a vulgar brown.
Long fingernails... I had only loved one
woman whose soft hands could maintain the delicacy of long nails
...soft and delicate with a strength in her heart and not in their
brawn -- but Sensia changed. It was only months before she could
no longer keep them. She fell in love with my lifestyle and not
with me.

"Be what you is and not what you ain't.
you ain't then you ain't what you is."

`Cause if you is what

A little elfish fairy had once said that to me in my dreams.
Someday I would love a woman with long nails and then I would be
happy. Someday \BI\b would change, and my loves would not have to.
I did not like my lifestyle anyway. The safety light went out, and
I replaced my helmet and gloves. I found a hair on my tongue and
blew it out. I was the only one who had accused me of being a
sentimental jerk, but that was enough.
At the first mark, I saw nothing. I spent a few moments
digging through the sandy ground before I found a rare metal alloy
bullet. I had only seen a bullet once before. Centuries ago
combustion weaponry had been replaced by the particle-beam
eliminator, relying on a hypocallocryolite crystal in which a tiny
fusion reaction was harnessed in an antigravitational field. The
fusion crystals provided such an endless supply of energy that
after manufacturing millions, far more than were needed, the
factories shut down and were dismantled. A computer memory glitch
lost the process forever in the pool of unretrievable data that
stagnated in the memory plasma of the University Associated
Library. Somehow, looking at an ageless sky and holding an ancient
relic in this timeless wasteland, dead for nearly the entirety of
written history, the present had no meaning.... That was crap. I
was hallucinating again. The bullet fit snugly into a tiny pocket
on my shoulder.
I went on.
The second mark was seventeen miles away. Buried under a foot
of desert, I found a square plastic container that held seven
cylinders, each adorned with a portrait, an extinct libowitz, on
colorful labels naming the fermented libation. The stuff had
dehydrated and solidified but was theoretically edible. My nose
disagreed. I wondered how much garbage was buried in the sand.
I took bearings for the last mark and ran a brief analysis.
All readings lost integrity at the mark. The diagnostics found no
problem in the plotter; the program was running fine and the
sensors were operating properly; but there was a spot near the
horizon that apparently cancelled out all reflections and emitted
no radiation except light that passed through it: a negative mark.
Something I had never encountered before -- something that could
not exist.
As my curiosity grew, the daylight slowly retired.
I could reach it before the twilight.
The void would not reveal itself. Blind to my own eye and
ear, it was the heplock that first noticed it was close by. She
stopped dead -- ears perked and her nose questioning the still air.
Using the plotter, I found the hole. The abscess hung about a yard
off of the sand, pulling from a point like an empty teardrop.
"Now there..." I said as I tried to calm my beast with a pat
of my hand.
"There is truly nothing to fear."
I smiled, thinking the
impossibility of ever being able to use a line like that again.
I walked to the void.

The shadows had grown incredibly long as the sun hung minutes
from the horizon, bathing the world in a warm yellow light. The
air was safe and I pulled off my helmet, disconnecting it from the
umbilical to put it down. I put my gloves beside it. The wind
whispered and played with my hair. I took a deep breath. It hurt,
and it was cold, but it was better than breathing through the
respirator. I turned to my heplock as she made a gurgling noise.
The grotesque sounds were merely reflections of her caution as she
stared past me. Suddenly, her mighty legs thrust back in a
startled jerk, sending her in a backward retreat with eyes wide of
fear. I wanted to calm her. From behind, long slender fingers
lined with the delicacy of lily-white skin reached for me. I was
so startled and tired that my reflexes were sluggish. The hand
caught my sleeve pocket and the fabric tore free with an
unbalancing jerk that sent me to the ground. I caught only a
fleeting glimpse of feminine beauty. Then, nothing was there.
It was just another hallucination. I sat in the sand, staring
through the void. My pocket was ripped. The missing material was
nowhere to be found. I could have torn it during the climb and
just forgotten, but I did not think so. The hand was young with
long fingernails: fingers I could fall in love with -- fingers
whose owner had a name I had never heard before, but that carried
in my ears like a relentless operatic choir: `Vivian'. I almost
laughed but settled with a smirk. I found a genuine affection that
bothered me with its inappropriateness. Something had attacked me,
I thought; and now, I was in love with... with what? As I sat in
the sand, I half closed my eyes to wallow in my own disgust. My
fondness was directed at a daydream.
The bullet had fallen from my pocket in the struggle, somehow
validating what had happened.
Was that what the hand was after?
I tossed the bullet gently into the nothing, but it simply fell
into the sand. There was no hand. Vivian was very beautiful. I
was pleased that my mind had made the vision so real.
I got up and poked the plotter probe into the empty space:
it was a degree cooler; moisture down one percent; molecular
content showed a 0.01% fewer parts per billion reduction in all
elements; there was a slight decrease for electromagnetic,
luminous, radioactive, and acoustical frequency scales -- all
acceptable deviations by themselves. There had to be some way to
record that thing.
Frequency! I checked again. Light entering one side of the
void would apparently pass through without change, but while inside
the void the colors would shift -- there was something there!
For the first time in days my mind raced through the corners of my
fuzzy memory trying to find an explanation for the void. Perhaps
a tension of planetary forces created a bubble in some unknown
energy field. That was a silly idea. I did not have a clue, so
there was no use making things up. Certainly, even if the hand was
merely an illusion, the sleeve pocket would have been there. My
fingers explored the perimeter of the emptiness, feeling for the
slight changes. They were there -- barely perceptible.
I poked my finger in, then my arm. Finally, I walked into the
void and only my legs remained outside. An artificial clarity and
intensity overwhelmed me. I could just see more detail. The

colors shifted: reds were black, greens were ochre, cyans turned
to emerald... there were things that were not there before.
Patches of deep purple told of a new part of the spectrum:
ultraviolet. My nose was numb. I felt betrayed. The one time I
really needed the organ, it froze up on me. My face... my hands...
everything else was supersensitive, detailing the fibers in my suit
as they rested against my skin.
I could feel the blood pumping in my heart, the energy flowing
in my spine. I was aware of everything: slowly at first, and then
a torrent of stimuli that flooded my mind. I was overwhelmed by
the functioning of my own body: regeneration and replacement as if
I were becoming younger. As I understood, I discovered that the
growth was false -- I was turning into something else! My nervous
system was altering with great speed as the cancer spread. I
could do nothing. I tried to find the outside but I was blind and
deaf from the cranial overload. I was only able to sense my legs
as my mind faded, my legs were free... still outside of the void.
I was tired, so tired. I was being devoured from the inside. I
had to do something before I was gone. I found my big toe. I
pushed. The change was happening faster and I could not hold my
concentration much longer. Finally I felt movement. Balance... I
was losing an external balance, trying desperately to find an
internal one.
The horizon was vertical. As I found my senses I had a
prickling awareness of new foreign cells alive in me. My legs,
where they had been outside, hurt with limb-crushing ferocity.
Only after trying to use them, despite the pain, did I realize that
they were intact. One thing had been made very clear to me:
dreamed, or not, Vivian and her void were painfully real.
The halfmoon was high in the sky when I felt well enough to
move. I crawled out from under the void and looked myself over.
My fingernails were a bit longer and much harder. I felt the
stubble of a three-day-old beard where there had been a day's
growth. My legs ached. I took several minutes to stand on them
and much longer before I staggered the full distance to the
heplock. With my approach, she retreated.
"It is still me."
She looked to the void and then at me. She waited. Slowly her
ears levelled. A curiosity replaced the fear and I climbed into the
saddle. I gave no command, but she rose, circled around the void
and resumed a moderate pace in the general direction we had been
heading. It did not matter what direction, one was about as good
as any other. I straightened up a bit. For the first time in days
the nausea had completely ceased. The dark spots on my hands had
lightened a bit and I almost felt comfortable -- almost. The words
"Jaaro Sinha" danced in my head in a little song. I found no
meaning in them, but they sounded nice, and in the tune I found a
little hope still surviving in my depression.
CHAPTER
THE CAMP

4

The sun woke me. The pain had gone. The rip in my sleeve was
there, but the protective underfibers were still intact. "Cold
Lion", stuck hard in my thoughts as the name of the void -- it was
from a dream. I did not remember stopping here the night before,
I only remembered the pain after I fell out of the void.
The
cargo was in a mess on the ground, the heplock probably bit and
shook at the belts until the equipment fell off of her. She was
a smart animal.
The landscape had changed. The fine sand had given way to
pebbles and rocks, holding just enough soil for the migrating
grasses that sprang up every few dozen yards. Pert cries of desert
scavengers cut through the tenday-long silence. Two vulturistic
birds were fighting somewhere over the distant rise, tiny black
spots bobbing into view between retreats and swoops. I jumped on
the heplock.
"Search!"
Fragments of a miniature gemsbok lay untouched beneath the
fighting. I approached on foot and the predators turned their
viciousness to me, but before they could make an attack with their
barbed claws, I drew my eliminator and made a sweep of the beam
across the sky. The birds exploded into clouds of feathers and
entrails as the thread-thin atomic pulse instantaneously
superheated each animal's vitals.
The burned out coals of the woodless fire were dusty white
with the look of a once searing radiator. The man had not slept
here. This was only a dinner stop, chosen for the availability of
food. Today the main course was a half-starved oryx that had been
foraging on a litter of desiccated needle-ridden vegetation. Yet,
the stranger came upon only this scrawny goatish thing and created
a banquet -- a meal prepared after his first ride of the morning
and created in the eccentric style to which he was accustomed:
starting with an appetizer and followed with a soup, a light green
salad, and the entree. The lightly braised pygmy gazelle was
served in a grain-based white sauce followed by a cool fruit
desert. Much of the meal was fabricated from earthbound, crushed
and refined compounds found in the desert stone, molds and
microorganisms with which he produced the breads, sauces and
sweets. The other native morsels always eluded me. Every two days
he found the ingredients to create such a meal, spent at least
three hours preparing it, and every two days I scraped through the
generous scraps to supplement my diet of lizard, grubs, roots and
small rodents. The man, James Latamous Guffingstrapp, was indeed
a marvel.
To me, Guffingstrapp's feasts were as grand as the long table
of foods served at my Paedochresis. My brother, Jermain, being
five years my senior, had been almost as foreign to me as my father
when I was a gyte. Certainly I could not call my brother a friend.
In the predawn morning, Father, my uncles, and Jermain would
tend to the animals and then leave for the greenhouses and fields.

In the late afternoon, my brother would return to the house and
attend his classes in the study -- my father's room and the one
room that women and gytes like myself were not generally permitted
to enter. Jermain had two uses for me: the first was as a
wrestling partner, the second was for a sporting pastime of
telling me stories of vulgar half-truths to send chills of terror
through my bones. I avoided Jermain as much as I was able, but
there was always a strange magnetism he possessed at the start of
his stories -- sort of like, "sit down or I'll rip off your ears."
Yet, it was not that which made me listen. Something inside me
would not allow me to move away once he began. I believed that it
was the adventurer in me emerging. When Jermain was content with
my torment, he would leave -- often with the end of the story,
leaving me in suspense as well. Terrorized, I would quickly go and
tell Philander the same tale and undoubtedly be punished when she
ran screaming into our parents' bedroom in the middle of the night
after having haunting dreams. Jermain never received scourge for
my nightmares. Many nights, I would find my way in Philander's
footsteps to the master bedroom. As I got older, Father would
usually send me back into the darkness, dismissing my fears as
petty trifles unbecoming a gyte soon to become a boy. I learned
to dry my tears and wait until Father's snores rang down the hall
before sneaking into Mother's side of the bed.
One evening, just before my Paedochresis, Jermain came to me
for a serious talk.
"There are some things I think you should know about the
ceremony."
"Like what?" I asked apprehensively.
"Its just that I wish somebody had told me..."
"What?" My curiosity suppressing my better judgment. I
stopped telling myself that this was my brother the sadist talking.
"You know how this happened," he said holding up his
abbreviated index finger.
"You got it caught in some stuff in the greenhouse... a gear
or something."
"That's what Father told me to say." My eyes widened. Father
was a powerful and mysterious man who made himself known during the
course of discipline and in his rapid consumption of dinner. His
words were so rare, that even secondhand, they carried much weight.
"It really happened at the Paedochresis."
"What, What!?"
"They chopped it off!... halfway to the first knuuuuckle."
Gulp!

"No! You're just trying to scare me!"

"Really! It's just that you can't tell nobody. It's one of
the secrets you have to keep when you're a reeeal boy."

"Then how come nobody else has fingers cut off like that?"
"When you're that young they grow back if you don't cut it off
all the way to the knuckle. You can see mine is halfway back. When
I'm fifteen, it'll be all the way back."
"That's a lie. Fingers don't grow back! Mamma told me that
if you chop anything off it'll be just like a bobbed sheep's tail.
They don't grow back and I know that!"
"Remember old man McGardy?"
"What about him?"
"He don't have a finger." I remembered the man. One of his
index fingers had been cut off down to the second knuckle.
"He flinched when they cut his and they cut off too much.
His never grew back."
"Wow."

I was getting scared.

"I just wanted you to know so you don't get too much cut off.
You know, if you're scared, sometimes you flinch when the blade
comes down. I didn't have anybody tell me and I flinched. That's
why it's taken so long for my finger to grow back."
As he went on, I clasped my hands tightly, hiding all of my
fingertips at the prospect that Jermain -- for the first time in
his life -- could be telling me the truth.
"You're lying! Why would they cut your finger off? That's
stupid!"
I didn't want to believe him, but his finger was very convincing
evidence.
"So, why do they cut off your finger?"
"It proves you're not a scared little gyte and that you're
worthy of being a boy and follow in father's footsteps. Besides,
they have to have some way to tell the gytes from the boys."
"I'm gonna tell Mamma!"
"You can't do that," Jermain said just as cool as could be.
"It's all part of the secret of the Paedochresis, and if you say
anything you'll have to spend another year as a gyte...."
"No! I don't wanna be a gyte."
"But, I just want you to remember that no matter how much it
hurts, you can't cry or they will do it again next year to another
finger!"
I was awe-struck and terror-stricken.
On the day of the Paedochresis, Mother dressed me in the
costume Jermain and father had worn. She was crying. When I asked
her why she was crying, she said it was because she was happy, but

I knew that down deep it was because she did not want them to cut
off the end of my finger. Father kept telling me that his
Paedochresis was one of the happiest days of his life, but that's
what they all said.
I kept waiting to get under the blade,
praying that I could do something else to prove my worthiness and
become a boy.
Such a feast, and I had not the stomach to eat. I tasted grog
for the first time that night and hoped that by allowing them to
force the foul stuff into my stomach, that I could forego the
dreaded ceremony. Father's good friend, Warnison Bhandar, stood
proudly as his wife held up their second-born daughter, Aerial.
Barely four months old, she screamed a fit as her father spoke.
Her shrilling entered my head and her distress became mine. There
was a bonding at that moment. We were both suffering from terror.
Her father's words almost eluded me completely until he announced
that Aerial was betrothed to me. When I found out that his words
meant I was to be married, condemned forever to live with that
screaming infant, I thought it only fitting that they should cut
off my finger, too. I knew at that moment that life could get no
worse than during my Paedochresis.
I remembered that lots of people I had never seen before came
by to shake my father's hand and ruffle my hair or lift me up. I
went through the procession in an almost catatonic state. My
father finally noticed that there was something wrong and took me
outside for a moment to talk with me.
"What's wrong with you?" he said with as much finesse as he
was capable of. I started to cry. He began to frown, upset with
my poor behavior. "Tell me, boy!" He called me `boy'. Maybe it
was over. Maybe I had passed without having to get the end of my
finger cut off.
"I don't want to get my finger cut." I said in a weak voice
that barely made it past my pouting lips.
"What are you talking about?"
"Jermain told me all about it -- when he got his finger cut
off."
"What did Jermain say?"
"He said that I was going to get my finger cut off so that I
could become a boy."
"You are a boy and nobody is going to cut off your finger.
When will you learn that Jermain is just trying to scare you?"
"He told me it was the truth," I whimpered.
to punish me?"

"Are you going

My father wiped away my pint-sized tears with a handkerchief
that covered my face back to my ears. He straightened my hair with
a brush of his fingers. "Now, look smart, boy, this party is for
you, and you had better like it." I felt a lot better after that.
Yet, that night, when everyone else was asleep, I made a vow to get
back at Jermain. I never did, but for years I kept thinking about

it.
I ate with my naked fingers, half expecting a reprimand from
my mother for the filth under my nails. I wished I could dwell on
the good times, but those memories always seemed most elusive when
they were needed the most. It was another camp and another meal.
A faint line of heplock tracks led from the camp to the horizon.
The meal sat easy with me and the nausea did not return. What ever
happened to me in the void seemed to improve my condition somewhat.
"If I ever come back, I'll open up a health club with `void'
treatments. I'll call it the Jaaro Sinha Spa and use beautiful
disembodied hands for therapists. What do you think?" I asked the
heplock.
She just kept running with me on top. "You're right, it
doesn't belong in the report. Besides, someone would read it and
steal my idea."
I forced the heplock at a breakneck pace. The sand was soft,
and the tracks would soon be blown away if the tremors did not
flatten them first. Before many miles had passed, the last bit of
sunlight slowly flared red across the sky in the highest clouds
before fading into darkness. I put a visor on the heplock and
myself and engaged the night vision. Soon afterwards, the
atmospheric alert sounded; warning of hydrocyanic, fluorine, and
other assorted phosphoric gasses.
A quarter crescent moon was soon chasing up the stars behind
me. After four hours of riding, my suit legs were wet and sticky
from heplock sweat. The beast loyally kept up the pace but
struggled to do so as the fine grains began to suck at her ankles
with each step. I put on a pair of broad mudsoles and walked. I
could not stop there as much as I wanted to, a tremor would leave
me buried under several feet of sand. I cringed as a line of
stupid decisions that I had made years ago came to haunt me: like
the decision I made in accepting this assignment. I might have
lost my job if I had refused, but I would not be here. The Keepers
of City requested me specifically. I should have quit. I knew
that after this was all over I would turn in my papers and maybe
go back to Suffigston. It would not be exciting, but I might like
to take my savings and just let a year pass me by as I watched the
mountains change with the seasons. At least there, seasons could
be seen, not like in this place. Why had I ever left?
I awoke suddenly, still wearing my night visor. The heplock
was not in sight. Jerking myself to my feet, I shook off the sleep
and searched the horizon for her.
An infantile laugh came from
behind the nearest dune. It was not a sound a heplock could make.
Coming over the rise, I saw three midgets spiriting in the air a
few feet off the ground.
Their circular gaming drew them closer
until they were spinning around me with arms clasped together,
chanting a melody in a foreign tongue.
One of the fuzzier little fellows said to the others, "Vivian
was wrong about this one. He will never be much of a Keeper."
"She has the guidance of the Khaali Bhitra, that we cannot

deny."
"I know, I know," the fuzzy fairy complained. "I just think
we have enough Keepers. Look at Guffingstrapp, do we need another
flamboyant fart like that? Well, heck! Look at Raspthane, he's
been around for centuries causing trouble and I told them not to
let him near the Jaaro Sinha! ...I told them."
Another quipped, "That's what you say every time we do this."
The one with the blue hat next to him added, "What are you
going to do? Are you going to keep him from the Jaaro Sinha?"
The gruff one paused for some thought and then dismissed the
argument with, "Mark my words, this one is going to be a problem."
Contentment and well-being enveloped me, taking away the pain
of my body for the first time in days. With the elfish sprites
circling me I could look down and see my body at my feet. I
should be in there! I could be dead! As if to test this, I kicked
myself in the arm.
I shot bolt upright from the ground. I rubbed my arm through
my suit, convincing myself that the pain was just a circulation
problem and that I could not have kicked me. The heplock slept
peacefully a few feet away -- it was just a dream. Each time that
I dreamt of the fairies I had wished that it was my last, yet they
eventually always returned for one last performance on the stage
of my sleep. I did not understand them, I did not like them, and
they were not entertaining.
I straightened the night visor on my mask and began to look
around. The sky yielded the first haze of morning light, blanking
out the eastern most stars. I could not sleep any longer with the
pain in my arm flaring and the chafed patches of skin burning.
After sitting for almost a quarter hour, I noticed something on the
western horizon. A massive lump had appeared in the last few
hours, perhaps a dune resurrected during the night, but its
halfmoon shape defied the continuity of the desert. Then, it
moved.
I checked the plotter. The shape, nearly fifteen miles away,
was alive... forty-five tons of alive. Instantly, several marks
appeared, racing in a zigzag pattern across the desert toward the
animal. They were all like the void, appearing as nothing except
a slight natural fluctuation, but with life readings: travelling
about as if they carried tiny cloaking devices. The anomalies
intersected with the walking mountain, a bellowing scream rocked
the sky. The heplock stood awake at the noise, pacing the sand and
waiting for my retreat. Then, the thing on the horizon lay still
on the curls of the dunes. All life functions had ceased. I
sighed: another problem avoided.
"What do you think?" I asked the heplock. "I'd say he looks
like a `Sachmo'; as good a name as any, don't you think?"
The
closer we came to the carcass, the more its size impressed me. It
was nearly three hundred yards from head to tail.
The long neck,
several times my own height in diameter, had been wrenched in a

fatal twist, forcing the animal's eyes to bulge and the three ton
tongue to swell out from the giant saber-like teeth -- a pesterous
carnivore. The forward set of four legs were clawed and agile for
killing while a dozen more were fitted with giant webbed feet to
prevent sinking in the soft sand -- or mudflats. I could only guess
from the way its bones shone through its taut hide that the beast
had, in its hebitude, wandered inland days from the coastal marshes
to starve to death. "Well Sachmo, what happened to you?" Nothing
in this place, especially James Guffingstrapp, made any sense. I
wondered how many steaks I could get out of the thing.
Guffingstrapp's tracks wandered past the great head. He had
camped here sometime in the night, probably leaving long before
Sachmo the Destroyer arrived. Guffingstrapp had many seemingly
impossible skills but, my imagination could not permit him this
kill. The tracks interested me far more than Sachmo's demise.
Guffingstrapp had to be in sight.
Using the visor, I found a
butte twenty-two miles away in the direction of the tracks. I
reached under his cavernous nostril and patted Sachmo goodbye.
"You should really see someone about that tongue of yours."
This was the kind of mission that they give to messengers on
the "expendable" list. There was not an actual list, but the
administrators that gave assignments had their criteria. Missions
with improbable success were given to the best messengers only if
the assignment was top priority (whatever that meant); otherwise,
less valued messengers would be sacrificed. The service got paid
either way. I had been in the service for nearly seven years and
still felt like I was a peon in the eyes of my bosses; they were
like my brother Jermain in a way.
When I was a boy, father worked in the company of my three
uncles. A few times a year we would all travel to each of the other
Houses of the Sun to offer our share of the work in the spring
planting and fall harvests. All the crops in all of the Houses
were planted and raised so that they would be ready at just the
right time, not to conflict with the harvest at any other House.
Those were the few times when I worked with the rest of my family,
but at our House, I was usually given to Jermain's charge. Father
would tell me, "If you see something that needs to be done, just
do it. Nobody else will." Jermain always told me something
different; "That's pigwork, you go do it."
I would ask why I had
to do the pigwork and he would simply reply, "Because, I'm bigger
than you are," and he was at that. Pigs ate garbage. I did not
like being associated with pigs. Although I saw Jermain kick pigs
on several occasions, I always was too fast for him. I dreamed of
the day I could take my revenge.
Jermain got to do the good stuff. He would operate the
automated cultivation and heavy machinery, but anything filthy or
smelling like pig food became my responsibility. My only salvation
was Jermain's ineptitude at the computer. By the time I was eight,
after four years of schooling, I could program as well as my father
and run blazing circles around Jermain. My grandfather introduced
me to the programs that he had developed to manage the business for
all of the Houses of the Sun. The systems were brilliant;
coordinating the growth of all the crops in all the Houses through
automated analysis and matching that with the market and manpower
so that the job of running a House became far easier than any

previous generation had imagined.
Soon after my Paedochresis, Grandfather had me designing
simple programs to make my own life easier by figuring more
efficient ways of doing the jobs I liked the least. I automated
the collecting and distributing of most of the manure and through
computer-aided design systems reduced my shoveling time in the pens
by more then half with hydraulic cleaning systems and drying
basins.
Still, Jermain would take the credit for anything I had
done.
After Father began to let me do some of the programming,
he soon realized that I was the one doing the design work and
Jermain's credit-mongering came to an abrupt end. Jermain was
banned from the computer and soon had me shovelling dung whether
the pens needed it or not until Mother set him straight, not
wanting to have me smell `like that in her house.'
Jermain tormented me until he was eighteen. He had been
betrothed to a beautiful young woman of the Houses of the River,
Constance Brombourg. I think Jermain always liked her. As the
wedding date approached, he would find more excuses than I was sure
anyone thought possible to spend time at the House of Brombourg;
sometimes disappearing for days. For the first time since I could
remember, Jermain ceased being casually abusive towards me
altogether: he even smiled. Life became easy for me and I spent
almost all of my time doing anything other than cleaning pens.
I shook my head with the movement of the heplock. "I think
they took Jermain lessons -- those executives in their cushy
offices... they are just like him. I think there is a school,
`The Federal Institute of Jermainism'.
They take field trips to
places like this and the professor stands before the student body,
not too far from the yellow shuttlecraft so as not to soil his
slippers, and he says, `This is the perfect place for a no one.
It is their lot in life to suffer for our insecurities, and what
better place for them to contemplate our existence than here.'"
The heplock was not impressed by my gibbering. The butte was
ahead. I watched the ground, but there were no tracks.
I signalled my heplock to circle the rock pillar. Seconds
later tracks appeared ahead of us. My heart pounded: there stood
another heplock. The beast was small and lean, sporting the scars
of a well-battled animal and standing at a commanded position.
There was no rider. The smooth, wind-worn sides of the rock
rejected climbers. The rounded base of the craggy sandstone offered
no hiding places.
The animal remained motionless as I dismounted. Its skin was
smooth and cool with youth, without the excessive wrinkles of a
matured heplock like my own. I saw the foam of sweat that had
lathered on my steed and wondering why the young heplock looked so
rested after what had to have been a hard ride. I checked the
atmosphere -- safe enough -- and pulled off gloves and headgear.
Nothing fell out! My hair had stopped falling out. The cold air
of the morning was sharp as it entered my lungs. My eyes itched
with the irritation of ammonia as it slightly tainted the air.
Harsh air left a glassiness in the eyes of the heplocks. God, I
hated this place.

"It ain't no heplock so it don't get tired."
Startled, I turned quickly only to face a man of considerable
age and nominal size sitting inconspicuously on top of a rock. He
was not as abusively ugly as my heplock, but he was equally
wrinkled. His dust-caked clothes and skin blended his features
into the landscape.
Atop his tiny head sat a great hat with a
brim nearly as wide as he was tall, and his face held an equally
long beard tucked in his belt. Something moved behind him.... the
shallow puffs of wind must have caught his coattail in a way that
made him appear to have a tail. I almost laughed at the sight.
The disarray of the unclean little dustman contradicted any image
I had created of the man I was following. Stepping up to him, I
queried, "James Guffingstrapp?"
"Hell no! I ain't no Guffingstrapp! I'z Uriah Zacknepp! I
ain't no Guffingstrapp! Do I'z look like one?"
"Well..."
"No, I'z don't! What's wrong wich yooou booay, sun cooked yo
lizard-sized brain?"
"I... I thought I was following James Guffingstrapp."
"You li'l' horny-brained halfwitted son of a Weebley! You
ain't followin' him...!" His face suddenly widened as he glanced
for unwanted listeners and whispered, "He's followin' yooooou."
"I don't..."
"You sure as blood-suckin' black flies don't! Nobody don't!
How many times you see that ugly an'mal's tracks?"
"Once or twice a day.

Why, what's this all about?"

He shook his head in disappointment at the answer. "An' was
he hard t' track?"
"Sure."
His little arms stretched forward to find my shoulders as he
proceeded in an intimate manner. "Now tell ol' Uriah," Then, in a
loud voice more intense than the stench of his breath he shouted,
"An' how hard is it fer yoooou t' faller a heplock in the sand?!"
I had to turn my face to breathe. "Usually..."
"Usually! USUALLY! Ain't nothin' usual about this place!
Even a greenhorn like you c'n track a heplock like that one. An'
yoooou did... fer two days." A little snicker squeaked from the
lungs behind his beard.
"Two days?!

Is Guffingstrapp here?

Do you know where he is?"

"Can't you tell who's leadin' who? Guffingstrapp only
follows. He ain't never been in front of nobody in his en-tire
life."

"Look, if Guffingstrapp is here, just let me see him. I don't
care about anything else."
"Well, hoos foos! This stuff be important! Ain't you never
followed someone by ridin' ahead, figgerin' what he was gonna do
or by shadowin' a feller on a heplock from off ta one side?"
"Sure."
"Well this ain't nothin' but the same thin', `cept he's
leadin' you from behind `stead o' followin' you from ahead."
"That's impossible!" I issued back.
"Fer you an' me maybe, but fer Guffingstrapp -- it's the only
way he ever goes." His voice fell to a tiny whisper and his eyes
darted about, "He done figured how to use #fairies#."
"There's no such thing as fairies." Then, I wondered for a
moment if he was one. "Just tell me where Guffingstrapp is."
"You fool! You done seen fairies with yer own eyes `n' felt
`em like no man I ever known did and lived to tell. `n' you don't
even believe in `em!"
"I don't care about fairies! I don't care about who's
following who! I just want to get out of this God forsaken desert!
Where is he?!"
"You saw the gobbler out on the sands with his neck all
scrunched up?"
"Sachmo?" He looked at me oddly.
I rephrased.

"That thing back there?"

"I'm not talkin' one o' nature's little harmless woodland
creatures -- like a grizzly b'ar or somethin'! Nooooo sirreee!
That booger was about to munch on my bones while I was cuttin' Zs
an' if it weren't for Guffingstrapp reaching out over the dunes and
pullin' around that old thing's face, I would have been a box lunch
right now. He done it all with fairies."
I was tired of listening. "I only want to know where
Guffingstrapp is," I pleaded.
"Hell! He done be anywhere he wants," the little man smiled.
It was not a real smile, just a distorted emphasis of his handlebar
mustache.
It looked so funny that I grew madder just to keep from
cracking a smile. "Now you listen here! I don't care what saved
you from Sachmo! If you don't tell me where Guffingstrapp is...!"
Before I could finish I heard footsteps behind me.
Turning
around, I found myself facing a prune-faced codger equally as
hideous as Uriah. His fig shaped nose, beet-red from the sun,
puffed out curls of smoke taken in from a longstemmed pipe that
seemed to grow out from under a long tuft of facial weed.

"Uriah, is this inconsiderate greenbone still following you?"
"Not no more, sir," he said with his eyes hidden under the
brim of his hat with an embarrassment I did not understand. "We was
just conversin' about the weather and such."
The newcomer continued, "Uriah, you were supposed to stay a
day ahead."
"Aw heck! I knows that, but I was shook up a bit from that
man-eatin' varmint that came just this close from brutalizin' me
last night."
He had his hand out to show the narrowness of his
escape between a finger and thumb.... He had three fingers. I
glanced quickly to his other hand. He had only three fingers on
both hands! The digits were even and unscarred. The "deformity"
was not from an accident. As the men -- if that was, in fact,
their species -- talked, I took a step away from the rock to catch
a better glimpse behind Uriah. There was a short little furry
appendage that came from behind him!
"I am disappointed in the both of you," the stranger exclaimed
as he snapped my attention back. I was more concerned about where
the munchkin was hiding his tail, or if he had one, than why he was
disappointed. I had not done anything; besides, who was he to tell
me if I had. I found him staring at me with dark eyes that pooled
into blackness as if he had no irises at all. I said nothing.
"You cannot do that," he continued.
all of this."

"You are the center of

"What?"
"You cannot remain silent.

You must speak up."

Uriah looked at me quizzically. "He hasn't figgered it out!"
"What?"
"He's Guffingstrapp," Uriah said as he uncoiled his bony
finger at the fellow. Guffingstrapp looked into my eyes in a most
uncomfortably piercing manner, or so I imagined as the empty black
glassine pools came to bear at me with the turn of his head.
He
waved Uriah away with his hand. Uriah climbed aboard his heplock
and rode off.
"I like that old geek," Guffingstrapp said. "Now, what
business do you have with me?"
"I have been sent by the Keeper of Capital to deliver a
package to you."
As I sorted through the pack for the box, he asked, "Are those
stupid gits still fighting wars across the oceans?"
"Yes, they're still fighting in Indos."
package and handed it to him.

I fished out the

"I suppose that they want me to open this in front of you?"

"Yes."
"You are in for a treat, young man.
seen one of these."

Not many people have ever

"You know what is in here?!"
"There is not much I do not know," he said as he peeled off
the wrappings. "Besides, it is always the same thing." From out
of the exposed wooden box, he pulled a silvered grapefruit-sized
sphere.
"Do you know what this is?" I shook my head. "This is Silver
Lightning: the Signet of No One."
"What does it do?"
"You must learn that for yourself." Taking it in his open
palm, he held his gaze on it. The sphere began to shrink down
until it was small enough to fit comfortably in the leather of his
breast pocket. "We must go."
His own heplock rounded the corner without a command and sat
beside him as he climbed onto the saddle. He had three fingers on
each hand, but I could not tell if he had a tail in the portly rear
of his baggy pants. Dust puffed from under his seat as he settled
and then he was gone. I had to scramble to my own mount to catch
up with him as he rode off. When I finally reached his side, I
asked, "Where are we going?"
"Northeast."
"I know... it's just that I've got a beacon. If we went
south, I could set it up when we get to the Nexo Sea." The ambient
radio noise of the desert blocked distress beacons. The sea, being
less than two hundred miles away would be the closest place free
of interference. "We could have one of the service ships pick us
up and fly us to City." He did not respond. "It will save us a
half-tenday of travel."
"I don't like to fly."
"But, if we go this way, there is nothing between here and
the Missery River." James did not answer me: the issue was not
open for discussion. "That's eight hundred miles!" I protested.
His heplock started into a gallop. He did not give commands, it
just started off. I never did see him give any kind of signal to
that beast. It just knew what to do. Maybe he was a heplock? He
might look like one, a bit -- but no, he was something else;
however, certainly not human.
CHAPTER 5
THE SAGA OF PRINCESS DIDI

At dusk, Guffingstrapp stopped and unhooked the rigging on his
heplock. I was still trying to remove the last harnesses from my
own beast when he knelt down on a thick and worn woolen mat to
meditate in the last rays of sunset. I took off my helmet. "What
are we going to do for water?" I asked him. I assumed that he was
not going to answer me, but then, after considerable time, James
reached over to his pack and tossed a full one-liter canteen at me.
"We're going to need more than this," I said.
"Let me know when you run out."
I had gotten some rather nasty chemical burns a couple of days
ago and my face was itching badly. Some of the chafed patches and
burns were weeping again. I wanted a bath, but my skin was too far
gone for that. I looked at James, who sat exposed to the
environment with no apparent side effects. It only intensified my
discomfort. I was sore, hungry and tired and knew I was going to
be that way longer because of Guffingstrapp's course. I should have
been more optimistic. Instead I nodded off into a blissful escape
of sleep.
"A long time ago, a God-King sat upon the throne of a mighty
island kingdom." Guffingstrapp's words plucked me from my dream
repose.
"The land was plentiful and the people prosperous. There was
much celebration, and his people were as happy as any who had ever
lived upon the face of this planet. But, the God- King had two
quandaries. The first was the Pale Horse, an ancient and evil
creature that would come out of the forest to steal away the
unlucky souls who came across his path. His skin was like frosted
glass allowing all to see through his hide -- to see that he had
no soul of his own. A blackness within his center was a stomach
that would capture the evil of his victims. It was said that had
the beast eaten three people of pure heart at one meal, he would
starve from the lack of evil. Alas, there is at least a little
vileness in even the tiniest of babes. Centuries ago, a great wall
had been built to fend away the Pale Horse. Yet, far too often,
the specter would mysteriously appear inside to claim his victims.
The Pale Horse had become gluttonous as of late, appearing in the
afternoons with more frequency, carrying off as many as three of
the king's subjects every tenday. The poor God-King saw no end to
the horse's wrath."
Guffingstrapp's words kept me awake. He had not said much of
anything all day. I suspected that if his words were only half as
marvelous as his meals, they would be worth listening to. He went
on. "The God-King was sad, too because he had no son. He had but
one child as he approached the autumn of his life, and that child
was a girl-child. Her name was Didi."
"The King was saddened by the uncertain fate of his kingdom.
He called to his wise men to find a defense against the Pale Horse
and tutor Princess Didi in the wisdom of the ages so that she might
someday find the courage and strength to lead the nation as would
a firstborn son. Didi learned well, and when she came into
womanhood, her professors declared that she was as learned and wise
as any of them; there was no more to teach. The King came to the

princess. `My daughter, what shall I do to scourge our homeland
from the wrath of the Pale Horse?' She was very thoughtful and
asked her father for a night to ponder the question.
"In the morning, Didi returned to her father and told him, `To
be rid of the Pale Horse and find a man of youth worthy to be your
son, declare that whomsoever arrest the blight of the Pale Horse
from your kingdom shall then be fit to rule and become your heir,
and my husband. The God-King was delighted and announced a
celebration to herald his daughter's solution.
"Alas, several brave and worthy young men went off in search
of the Pale Horse. Many did not return. The king turned to his
daughter once more. For days she searched fruitlessly for a new
answer. One evening, after so much burdensome thought, she fell
into sleep. In her dreams, Princess Didi travelled through the
lush Valley of Life and found the mountain to which she was drawn.
So close to the sun was a mountain top that the bright light forced
her to place nut leaves over her eyes as she climbed. The forest
opened up to guide her to a bed of guliyo-chini bushes burdened
with deep reddish-blue berries which were irresistible to any soul
with a weakness for temptation. She was not taken by the
intoxication of their spell. However, thinking that she might be
hungry later, she prudently placed a handful of the guliyo-chini
berries in her pocket. At that moment, one of the Eyes of God -the Jivatma -- as the Judges of the mountain were called, found her
there. Didi's theft of the fruit was indeed a crime and the men
of the mountain came to bear their sapience and award her a
punishment. But, within Princess Didi's soul, they found only
innocence and purity. She was free to leave. It was then that she
woke up and discovered a handful of fruit wrapped in the ruffles
of her nightgown. She asked the servants about the fruit to
discover from where it had come, but each of them, upon seeing the
guliyo-chini fruit, became consumed with temptation and many of
them lied to Princess Didi in an effort to possess the purple
berries. Disturbed by such strange reactions, The Princess hid the
fruit where it couldn't be found. The episode gave her an idea.
She asked her father to bring new champions to her. She would show
how they might defeat the Pale Horse if they proved worthy. Soon
Princess Didi was passing her days interviewing the finest young
men in the kingdom, but alas, it seemed that none were pure at
heart.
"A young man named Fizal, from a village on the cold faraway
side of the island, came to seek his interview. The God-King and
his court laughed, for Fizal was clumsy and frail. The champion
would have to be strong and bold to fight such a killer as the Pale
Horse. Fizal returned every day to request his interview and every
day he was refused until one fateful afternoon Princess Didi
visited the court. Upon hearing of Fizal's perseverance, she
immediately granted him an interview. When faced with her test,
Fizal politely refused the guliyo-chini berries. To Didi's
delight, he had no urge for them. `Take these,' she said. `When the
Pale Horse comes for you, offer him just one of the berries. He
will be tempted. As he waits for another, coax him, find his
weakness. Then you will be able to destroy him.'
"Fizal carried the berries with him into the forest. At his
belt he had the finest sword the King could give. From out of the

forest, the mighty beast came like the wind of a hurricane, picked
poor Fizal up by the collar and dashed away with him to the darkest
hollow of the woodland. Fizal quickly took one of the berries from
his pocket and held it high. The Pale Horse stopped and bit the
fruit from Fizal's hand before the poor lad could fall to the
ground. `Do you have more?' the horse asked. `Yes. I have more,
but we must speak.'
"`We have nothing to speak of,' the Pale Horse announced.
`Give me all of the berries or die here and now!' Fizal was
afraid. He gave up the berries. `I want more!' the Pale Horse
demanded. Fizal thought quickly and said, `I will go back to the
city, fetch them from the Princess and bring them back.'
"The Pale Horse had only dealt with scheming mortals and was
unsure of Fizal's honesty. But, The Pale Horse could smell the
evil and goodness of a soul and Fizal was fragrant with such
gagging wafts of purity that The Pale Horse agreed to let him go.
"Fizal returned to the palace. He pleaded with the princess
to give him more of the berries, but there were none to give.
`What must I do?,' cried Fizal in his distress. He had promised
to return and now would be forced to break his word. Even worse,
the Pale Horse might find him out and come here with a hunger for
vengeance. Princess Didi said to him, `My champion, Fizal, be
calm. For your service to the crown, you shall remain within the
protection of the Royal Family Court where the Pale Horse would not
dare to enter.'
"The Pale Horse waited for three days before setting out to
find Fizal. Fizal was sweet and pungent with purity and, although
not very appetizing, would be very easy to sniff out.
The Pale
Horse marched up to the tall gates of the castle and with his
mighty legs, he dislodged the massive oak doors from their hinges
and lay them to waste across the roadway killing many of the
guards. He went on, nibbling on fouled souls of the king's less
worthy subjects and spitting the bones in his path like lily petals
tossed before the virgin bride at a royal wedding.
When his
stomach was black with the evil of his victims, he trotted off to
the castle, smelling a purity within the walls. He had not
remembered Fizal smelling this strong. At first it sickened the
Pale Horse. He loved the wisping bouquet of the stagnant guttural
slime pit that rancidly festered in the souls of evil men. That
had been the bloom of his pleasure before he had been exposed to
the guliyo-chini. The smell was less repulsive in fact.
"The palace guards came forward and attacked, but the Pale
Horse caught their blades and arrows with the steel of his hooves
and the stone of his teeth, rotting the will of the men with his
brutality until they lay at his feet dead or wounded. He would
have dieted upon their marrow had the scent of purity not attended
his flaring nostrils.
Up the steps he thundered, his tongue
dangling as he salivated in anticipation, knowing that soon the
guliyo-chini would be his to savor once more. He drove his way
through the doors and passages to the royal chambers. Then,
through the last door he came, the stench of purity hit him hard,
building a nausea in his gut when the aroma combined with the evil
already in his stomach. Before him stood a frightened Princess
Didi. The Pale Horse, dizzy with the stuffy atmosphere of goodness

that had collected in the princess's chambers, took a moment to
form his words. `I must have the guliyo-chini berries.
Give them
to me or I shall eat you as you stand before me.'
"Princess Didi knew that if she said that there were no more
berries she would become his next meal. `I know of the mountain
where they grow. If you would spare me, I shall take you there,
and you may always have as many of the berries as you can eat.'
The Pale Horse agreed and tossed her immediately to his back and
they rode off into the night, much to the distress of the entire
kingdom.
"The journey took days, and the princess became weary. The
Pale Horse had no need to stop, his belly full of the festering
hatred of his victims. After days, the princess became weak with
hunger, and they stopped along the shores of the Zoe river. They
had entered the Valley of Life. There, he allowed her to rest and
eat the fruits of the trees. When The Pale Horse could hesitate
no more, he threw her onto his back and demanded directions.
She
pointed up the sides of the Legifer Mountains to The Peak of
Judgment where the Jivatma sat as the Eyes of God to determine the
fates of men.
"She told the Pale Horse of her visit in her dreams. The
princess believed that she had travelled to the mountain, and with
this truth she offered no deception. They climbed the mountain so
very high that the bright sunlight burned at their eyes. Didi
tried to pick leaves to protect her sight, but The Pale Horse would
not let her. She had to see the way to guide him.
The Jivatma
watched as The Pale Horse ate of the guliyo- chini berries until
he could eat no more. The evil in his stomach became clear and
good, as translucent as the rest of his body for the first time.
The Jivatma stepped forward. The Pale Horse had eaten of the fruit
of temptation and now could be judged. The Jivatma sentenced the
monster horse to never again devour the pure at heart without
suffering from the most distasteful indigestion. The Pale Horse
laughed, `That is what I do now. What joke of justice is this?'
The Jivatma could only respond, `Your crime is one of greed. The
punishment for greed is to be condemned to your own gluttony until
it fouls all happiness that you might ever find.'
The Pale Horse
thought about that for a moment; he would no longer want to eat
evil men; it was the pure at heart that tasted so much like the
sweet fruit he adored. He would die from a diet of purity! As a
final gesture, the Jivatma condemned the Pale Horse to be bathed
in the scent of purity until he had delivered the princess home
once more.
"On the journey home, both The Pale Horse and Princess Didi
discovered that the blinding light of the sun had stolen their
sight. The Pale Horse could see only at night and the poor Princess
was completely blind. In the Valley of Life, the Pale Horse
discovered that by bathing in the mystical Zoe river, he could
cleanse himself of the scent of purity.
He abandoned Princess
Didi deep in the forest. It was the forest itself that looked
after her, clearing a path so that she could find her way back to
her father.
"Upon her return, there was much celebration. She married
brave Fizal, and he provided for her by building a school in which

she could pass her wisdom and the virtues of purity to the children
and all others who wished to save themselves from the wrath of the
Pale Horse. As for the monster horse, he only came out at night,
and then, only to eat the most evil of people. He never was very
happy after that, but the people all became pure at heart, and that
was good.
"The God-King was so endeared by the goodness of the plants
-- not only the guliyo-chini berries that tempted the Pale Horse
into his demise, but all of the forest that guided the half blinded
princess safely home -- that he gave his throne to the mighty trees
of the forest. Under the rule of the woodland, the kingdom was
bestowed with the plenty of nature. In return, the subjects never
asked for more than they needed, never tempted by the greed and
jealousy that breeds evil in the hearts of men. And that, kid, is
a true story." James did not speak for some time, letting the
words of his story ring in my head. "The moral: do not be afraid
of what you do not know unless you know what you are afraid of,"
he finally said. I was nearly asleep when he spoke and had to wake
up just to figure out that, indeed, Guffingstrapp's conclusion made
no sense at all.
"James," I said, "you missed the point of your own story. It
is a fanciful tale of judgement." My eyes still shut, I could hear
him shuffle his weight to face me. "The moral is: Truth is a
matter of opinion. Not forgetting, of course, that there are good
opinions and bad opinions."
He turned back to the star-filled western sky and said,
"You're wrong, kid."
I chuckled, coughed up something black from
my lungs and fell asleep.

CHAPTER 6
THE TRIP TO THE MISSERY

James woke me before daylight.
A few minutes later he got
on his heplock and left. I spent a half-hour trying to catch up
with him after scrambling my gear together for fifteen minutes.
I packed at night after that, and I was never left behind again.
Guffingstrapp would only waste words in his evening parables.
During our travels, he was quiet, but if he wanted to tell tales,
I wished that he would do so by day during the dreary miles of
travel -- when I was awake. That night, when we stopped, he sat
on his mat, watching the stars come out. I told him that I needed
more water, and he tossed the canteen at me again. It was full,
again. I put a plotter probe in it: fresh, clean and free of
radioisotopes. "How did you get this?" I asked.
"The water...?" his mouth was full.

He chewed on an apple.

"How did you get that?!"
"You mean... this?" he mumbled, holding up the apple.

He

reached into his pocket and tossed one to me. I looked at it for
several seconds and then bit in without thinking. It had been so
long... my loose incisors electrified my face with jagged pain. I
thought a couple of teeth had been left in the apple, but I was
mistaken. I used a knife to cut away slivers I could suck on.
"You should learn that surprise is an enemy. It induces
impulses that could be hazardous to your incisors." I could see
his mustache horn upwards over his invisible smile.
"How do you find all these things out here?" I asked him as
I nursed my sore teeth with my tongue and took another slice from
the apple.
"When you understand nature, these things just come to you."
"Could you teach me?"
"Understanding happens within yourself.
out of you."
"But, I want to learn.

I can not force it

You won't be forcing it on me."

"Look elsewhere for your answers, they are not in this old
hide."
James began telling another story. "Long before man walked
the earth, there were only rabbits. Now, these rabbits, as rabbits
always have been, were prolific in making more rabbits. At one
time the world was a mass of white bunny fur from which plants
struggled for light..."
I cut him short to ask, "Why are you telling me these
stories?"
"Because you might listen."
I rolled over and shut my eyes. His stories did serve a
purpose, the drone of his syllables drew me into sleep.
dreaming of rabbits... in a stew that tasted divine.

I was

When James woke me, I rolled my bed, threw the pack on the
heplock and within minutes we were riding. I felt confident that
I might learn from the strange little man. In the past few tenday,
he prepared meals every two or three days. This was one of those
days and I was hungry. In the late afternoon, he stopped. He
threw out his mat and sat down with a small pack and started
hunting through it. "Do not just stand there, find some fuel for
the fire."
"Where?" I asked, knowing that there was nothing but sand and
rock for hundreds of miles.
"Oh, just out there somewhere." His arm waved wildly to the
horizon as his concentration remained on the inside of his pack.
I removed the visor and searched the horizon. "You are not going
to find anything that way," he barked. "Go get out there and look
-- just do not be very long about it." I shrugged my shoulders and
left the camp on my heplock.

The town of Suffigston proper sat totally within the lands
of the House of Bhandar, the House of trade. The hundreds of spare
bedrooms that lined the hallways were there for Warnison's favored
customers and friends. His hospitality would draw the men of
Suffigston to the Big Room once every new moon for a grand party
of masculine expression. As the women would say, "the men become
boys once more," and someone would always echo, "Lord knows, those
men have given us enough children. We need no more, not even for
one day." Warnison's wife, Sibyl, and her sisters would visit
relatives on those particular days. As she complained about the
mess that was left by the men, she once told Mother, "I won't let
them clean it up. Half of the house would be lost forever in the
confusion remaining when they had finished."
In Suffigston the tenth day was Community Day: a Sabbath for
the Houses of Mount Slilip. The oneness of the spirits of our
ancestors was our God. It was their wrath that bound us to our
destiny and tradition. Grandfather and the other elders would lead
the observances of the past, the teachings handed down to them by
those who had died long ago. The lessons all had references to the
Great Book of Toto, the moral encyclopedia that was the thick
scripture of our religion.
I always wanted to touch the pages
and feel the parchment, but the Great Book could only be read on
the visuals. The handwritten copy that symbolized the eternity of
our church had long since been sealed in a vacuum maintained within
a thick glass case in the concrete vault beneath the Common Hall.
It was said the Book had survived nearly four hundred Common Halls;
all built on the same foundation after fires, termites, weather,
age and barbarian attack leveled the previous building. The Great
Book was the oldest thing: as old as our way of living and perhaps
as old as Mt. Slilip itself.
The observances tired me. The daily noonday prayers would
sometimes last twenty minutes or more, everyone on their knees
facing the Great Book of Toto. The Sabbath observances took three
or four hours; longer in times of drought or locusts. When I was
ten, there was a total eclipse. Earth and space sciences were not
included in the City Advanced Scholastic program. Only a handful
of us had independently studied astronomy from what there was in
the University Associated Libraries. In a veil of confusion,
everyone gathered in the Common House where twenty- seven leaders
gave an entire day of haranguing orations about evil and the
protection provided by our ancestral spirits. It did comfort my
mother and her sisters. The men showed little emotion although
sometimes I could see just a glint of fear in their eyes.
Astronomy was covered in the Great Book of Toto, but the book was
nearly twenty thousand pages long -- truly a literary deterrent.
Besides, those teachings of celestial movement had more to do with
astrology than astronomy. Unfortunately, I was kept inside during
the solar blackening. Father demanded that my eyes be shielded from
the evil that ate the sun. I sat patiently inside the Common Hall
with everyone else, praying for deliverance. I did not think that
my father believed in the impending doom: I know that grandfather
did not, but it was best to conform with the ignorant -- after all,
if something catastrophic did happen, those of less learning would
be able to point accusing fingers. My consolation was that I had
set up a recorder to capture the event. Nothing would deny my
seeing such a rare adventure, even if after the fact.

On Sabbath it was exciting just to watch all the other people,
as if the whole world came to one place for a day. Indeed, when I
was a gyte, I thought that those were all of the people. In the
Sabbath afternoon, the ranks of benches would be pushed to the side
of the Common Hall, or, if it was warm enough, the congregation
would retire to the outside for the Sabbath fair.
There was a
sharing of artwork, crafts, baked goods, and talent performances:
infrequent community plays or recitals -- always the same people
expressing their limited, but always welcome musical inclinations.
I was usually forced to sit next to Aerial Bhandar, my betrothed.
For years I dreaded having to sit next to the leaky and screaming
little infant, sitting in the lap of one of her many aunts. As she
got older, I minded it even more because she used to get in
trouble. I remember vividly her "scrunchy faces". They would
inevitably make me laugh during a particularly solemn moment of the
Sabbath observation. I tried socking her in the arm once. My
father caught my ear with viperous speed, and with a twist of his
fingers emphasized the inappropriateness of my etiquette. I did
not like Aerial,and I loathed the idea of having to spend a
lifetime with that little brat as my wife.
The only reasonably fond memories I had of Aerial Bhandar
occurred later on when I was old enough to drive a team of horses.
Father would take me into town when he visited Warnison's store.
The endless shelves towered to the ceiling and seemingly hundreds
of Bhandars ran about with ladders and carts gathering orders for
the freewingers who flew the goods to other towns. Across the main
street were several repair shops that he operated as well, and next
to them, local goods were sold in shops which he leased to other
Houses. Akin to my ignorance of the world, I once thought that
everything came from the Bhandar warehouses; it was true in that
everything from anywhere else came through his store. Inevitably,
when I would arrive, Warnison Bhandar would send someone to fetch
Aerial. Father and Warnison would talk and Aerial would smile,
and ask me about school. She was not offensive most of the time.
I remember once telling the little brat that she should be taught
how to wipe her nose -- a skill she obviously lacked. Through most
of the years of my boyhood I never did care for younger girls. For
the most part I did not like older girls either. Philander was the
exception. Even when I began to see merit in the fairer sex, I
considered Aerial a little brat. We would be married when I became
a man, when I was sixteen. She would only be ten! The marriage
would serve only as a contract between our father's Houses;
Aerial's mother remaining her guardian until she became sixteen,
but I did not want her hanging around me, not now -- not ever.
I always wanted to play with boys my age at the Sabbath fair,
but Father kept Jermain and me by his side. Looking back, I like
to think he was so proud of us that he wore our proximity as
ensignry while he heralded our most meager accomplishments. At
fifteen, Jermain found his contemporaries remaining with adults.
Father let me be on my own after that, freeing me to meet new
chums.
When I was ten, I met Chauncy Gardner, the runt of his family;
he had become a small, but hardened boy who used the shortcomings
of his three elder brothers to prove his usefulness. His father
was a master mechanic, a skill at which none of his brothers were

apt. Chauncy learned quickly from his father, and by the time he
was eleven he had taken over much of the small foundry and
metalwork operations of his father's House. His father admitted on
several occasions that he wished Chauncy had been first born, being
most capable of taking over as head of the family. The Houses of
the Horse had always been known for their skills in metalwork, and
Chauncy's father was considered the best in all of Suffigston.
Many of the Masters of the Houses would have no one else do their
work.
At the Sabbath, Chauncy and I would slip away to cause
imaginary mischief: imaginary on our parent's behalf, for we were
very well behaved compared to most other children I have known
since. We conspired to maintain our friendship by using codes to
talk via computer. Father often had me design modifications and
replacement parts for the automated farming systems. Naturally,
I would have to collaborate with Chauncy since he and his father
would construct the things I would plan.
While all this came about, Jermain was rapt with Constance
Brombourg, far more than he had ever been with my torment. With
my new freedom, I was soon doing projects with Chauncy. Warnison
Bhandar always needed something fabricated for a freewinger's
transport in his shop or for rebuilding farming equipment. Since
Warnison had the only heavy machinery revitalization shop for
hundreds of miles, he kept us quite busy; contracting us through
Chauncy's father. As boys, our time was cheaper, yet our work was
often as good as that of Chauncy's uncles who had been metalworkers
all their lives.
For centuries, the Houses of the Horse had been at the mercy
of the Continental Metal Cooperative: controlled by the nine
largest refineries in the North Territory, Mincin and Geoga. The
cooperative operated the only mining of the rarest metals: tin,
zinc, nickel and chromium. Two dozen other small operators spread
across the continents from Heartland to Barquinazo were licensed
to mine raw iron, copper and aluminum from the earth's plentiful
supply. The metals were allocated only to franchised smelters,
foundries and metalworkers, like Chauncy's father. With such
complete control of raw metals, the cooperative had become the
exclusive supplier of nails, needles, knives, tableware, wheels,
axles, combustion motor parts (compatible with surplus Colonial
military engines), hydroponic gardening equipment, and farm
implements. The rest was custom made by the local metalworkers,
like Chauncy's family.
Chauncy's dream was to bring his family into the cooperative,
not just a franchisee as they had been for centuries, but as a full
fledged source producer. Almost all metals required extensive
mining operations to get to the ore, but by simply scraping away
the topsoil to clay, aluminum could be found: at least in modest
quantities. More promising were the ancient mines far off in the
hills that had once produced tons of aluminum-rich bauxite ore.
Nonetheless, aluminum was a rare metal within the cooperative; not
because it was hard to find -- it was the easiest to find -- but
the refining required fluorspar and great wattages of electricity
or exotic chemicals to draw the metal from the ore. Chauncy
envisioned hydroelectricity; huge turbines harnessing the powers
of the Mountain River and powering exalted and otherwise imposing

smelters that would spew a grand blackness of industry into the sky
-- showing to the world that Chauncy Gardner was a provider of the
Co-op. That was his dream, and I was the only one he would
privilege to share it.
I was twelve, but I knew from Chauncy's words that electricity
could be the answer to my problems as well. If I could create
power at a cost lower than running an alcohol generator, I would
be Master of my own House. Chauncy and I saw ourselves as two men
about town, far more important than even Warnison Bhandar, whose
store was the economic center of the community. We both agreed to
charge our brothers far more than any other customer for anything
we created -- that was of course, unless our sisters or mothers
begged us for fairness.
We were ever so pleased with our dreams.
I can remember one afternoon, smelling the freshly decomposing
manure in the drying bins and wondering if the data I had recently
come across in the University Associated Library was true.
Supposedly, decomposing material gave off powerful gasses. I
trapped some of the manure gasses in a pigskin and was delighted
when I was able to blow it up, singeing much of the hair on my
head. My mother was horrified, but I knew that we now had an
alternative fuel to alcohol and one that was far less expensive.
Chauncy and I spent months designing a superheated steam generator
that burned the methane. Temperatures inside would rise to twelve
hundred degrees and then totally burn virtually any garbage tossed
inside. According to our computer models, the power for refining
aluminum was now within our grasp.
There was a two year period where things got pretty wild.
Jermain was off attending to Constance Brombourg and Father had
little idea what I was doing. I spent much of my days hunting
through the University Associated Library plasma memory banks for
adventuresome tales of days gone by and of great men long
forgotten. I also found things to do with manure, bacterial
shortcuts in making the methane as well as the extreme benefits of
mixing a superfertilizer of phosphate and nitrate compounds (namely
guano) with the standard hoofed-beast waste my knees had become so
well acquainted with. I marvelled at the potential irony. United
by our common interest in electrical production, Chauncy and I
managed to convince our fathers that our electrical system was
worth the time, effort and materials to actually build, and within
months we had a power plant that thrived exclusively on the
methane.
Bat guano had always been available in small quantities from
the Bhandar store, but it was too expensive to use in the
greenhouses or fields. Still, Chauncy and I experimented. Jermain
dismissed the guano mix and kept me busy whenever he was around,
trying to keep me from wasting my time with such follies as
fertilizer improvement. Father would not argue Jermain's opinion.
He would say, "You'll just have to work things out with your
brother." I was furious with his attitude, and it was many years
before I understood that when Jermain was the head of the House,
I would no longer have my father to turn to. Besides, he noted,
"The same fertilizer had been used for thousands of years. Nobody
is hungry so there was no need to change."
It was not until Chauncy and I grew a small garden of mammoth

strawberry plants that father changed his attitude: he at least saw
that I was not going to give up. Father offered to give me a horse
and a tenday of supplies so that I could find the home of the
hundreds of bats that nightly combed our crops of insects. Chauncy
and I caught bats and attached tiny transmitters to them. They all
went off in the same direction. Our hearts soared as we envisioned
an immense bat cave knee deep in hardened guano.
We found the cave after three days of travel to the far side
of Mount Slilip; unfortunately, the only entrance was in the top
of the underground dome, dropping several hundred feet to the
floor. There, at the bottom, was a vast deposit of guano, easily
several hundred tons. The ammonia fumes burned at my eyes and
lungs. Chauncy gagged and ran into the bushes to get sick. He did
not want to go down. I did not know how. I was frustrated, being
so close to the guano, yet so far away. We had to return home
empty-handed. Fresh with folly, many people started to call us the
"Guano Guys".
A few weeks later, Chauncy and I were devoting all of our time
to erecting power lines and running the plant. Our customers paid
some of their payment in garbage. The superheated temperatures
would burn anything, reducing tons of refuse into a handful of
glass beads. We distilled alcohol using the exhaust from the
electric turbines. Business grew and within months we had
developed one of the largest industries on the mountain, employing
three men from one of the Houses of the Wood to erect lines,
construct stations and haul woodchips for our still. Yet, through
all of the new successes, we were continually referred to as the
Guano Guys. There was now cheap power for working late, enough to
run the lights most of the night and drive the milling equipment
for hours on end. Nearly every Big Room had at least one bulb and
just as many now had running water: cold and hot. Still, my soul
did not rest because of an intense fascination with the darkness
that had lain just beyond our sight as we had peered down into the
bat cave. I wanted ... I needed to go back.
Several tenday passed, and I had almost dismissed the
possibility of ever returning there when I discovered an old
Saskatchewan Independent Messengers and Recovery Service manual on
cave exploration and mountain climbing. Finally, after so much
frustration, I had the methods that would open the underworld to
me. If I could have only gotten Chauncy to go exploring, I would
have been happy.
My father was pleased when I wanted to make extra strong
ropes. In my spare time I fashioned five thousand feet. My rope
would stretch: taking a man's fall without jerking him. As far
as Father was concerned, the rope was not very useful. When I
showed Chauncy the rope, he said, "So what can you do with it?"
"...go climbing."
His eyes lit up with a trickle of mental anguish as he stood
back from me. "Oh no, you're not going into the cave: are you?"
"Sure."
"What for?"

"Guano, what else?"
"You're crazy if you think I'm going to go underground with
a bunch of rabid bats."
"We pick up a couple of tons and when we get back we sell it.
It'll pay for a new cutting torch and expansion modules for the
computer."
Chauncy was still not too keen on the idea until I mentioned,
"I located some of the bauxite mines in the hills. There's got to
be some fluorspar in there as well."
"Fluorspar and bauxite?" his eyes lit up.
"Yeah."

The fluorspar did it.

I convinced Chauncy to help me to make the carabineers,
clamps, pins, hammers and straps. Chauncy protested while he made
the equipment, knowing my curiosities about the cave would come to
no good, probably preventing him any respect from the community,
but within a tenday we had everything we needed.
Our fathers were skeptical and neither of them would give us
supplies, knowing that we were going to spend time looking for
aluminum. We could be gone for several tenday and refining was so
difficult that the expedition held little promise to do anything
but possibly get us entombed in an unstable mine. Venture capital
was not a popular concept in the backlands. Few people were wealthy
enough to invest outside of their own businesses. Only one man
could afford our exploration, Warnison Bhandar. As a future
father-in-law Warnison had taken an interest in me, if not a
liking. Chauncy and I had just finished constructing a small
refrigeration unit. On the day of delivery I took the opportunity
to see if Warnison might be open to our idea.
"If it were anyone else, I would say that they were crazy,"
he told us. "Crawling around in caves to find bat dung is a mighty
bizarre concept. Aluminum refining isn't far from that. However,
if it will mean more trade and more business for my freewingers,
then such ideas are not stupid -- no matter how crazy."
"Then you will rent us the horses and supplies?"
"You may be a young boy, but you have always been right. You
may use whatever is in my store." I had never expected such a
blank check from Warnison. I realized for the first time that
Chauncy and I were only little dreamers -- Warnison Bhandar was the
sandman himself.
When Chauncy looked into the mine he almost gave up right then
and there. The old metal beams were rusty and caked with mineral
deposits, as if the corrosion was all that was left. "I don't like
this." he said.
"Come on, I've
afraid of."

got the plate map. There is nothing to be

"What if it collapses?"
"We die." I smirked.
"That's not funny."
"I've got the plotter set for stress readings. If anything
doesn't look right, we come back out.
"Well, then... I guess it'll be alright," Chauncy finally
said, wiping the dirt and perspiration from his palms. A few
rodents and bats crossed our path. I was less scared by the
animals than by Chauncy's screams of terror from the moving
shadows. By the time we had explored five mines, Chauncy was
fairly confident that there were no great dangers lurking in the
blackness.
We found five structurally sound mines out of the forty-two
indicated on the maps from the University Libraries. Centuries ago
the mines yielded iron and bauxite and had many small veins of
fluorspar that were too small for a large operation to bother with.
Before we left the most promising deposits, we would blast and
collect samples. We had nearly a quarter ton of bauxite to take
back to Suffigston. Chauncy was in seventh heaven. We had enough
cryolite, soda, and fluorspar to force the aluminum out of the rock
-- all we needed now was a furnace.
When Chauncy looked down through the hole in the roof of the
bat cave, he suddenly forgot about the quarter ton of bauxite.
Walking through the mines was one thing, but repelling fifty yards
into a cave was something completely different. I brought masks
to filter the fumes, and we wore leather clothing in case we were
bitten by the little bats.
I went down first.
As I climbed down the rope, it began to slowly spin.
My
caplight went around the room, lighting the black velvety acres
of bats as they clung sleepily to the rock. Below, the grey floor
seemed to move, my light throwing odd shadows as I turned.
Things
worked pretty well. My facemask did not steam and the fumes did
not bother me, although the pungent odor was detectable.
I kept
looking at the ground, wondering if it was hard. It looked hard.
I saw the end of the rope, curling where it had landed, but it was
difficult to see.
The guano was covering it a bit.
Then, when
I finally put my foot down, a tiny puff of dust came up.
Underneath was solid hard guano.
I reached down to pick up a
sample and a half dozen inch-long bugs moved away.
I found them
on my shoes and brushed them off.
I was glad that I had tied my
pant legs shut.
A little grease would keep them off, and I was
not worried, until I saw how many of them there were. The floor
was thick with the little insects. And then, I saw the skeletons:
bat skeletons everywhere. The creepy little things were
carnivores, waiting for some bat to slip to the floor. Several
feet away, I saw one poor fellow being devoured to the bone in a
matter of minutes.
I climbed back up, all the while thinking of
what to tell Chauncy. In our thick leathers, the bugs would be
little nuisance; but still, Chauncy would not want to work on a rug
of carnivores.
"Chauncy, there are bugs all over the floor."

"No.

I'm not going down."

"They're just little bugs.

They won't hurt you, I promise."

"You said the same thing about spiders and cave scorpions!"
"I never saw those before."
"I suppose you saw these before?"
"Chauncy, they're only little tiny..."
"Sort of like Flesh Termites!?"
"Trust me.

I'll grease up your shoes and you'll be fine."

"What if we fall, what if they get all over us and nobody ever
finds us?!"
"Chauncy! We made a deal."
Chauncy had one weakness: his
promises.
When he made a promise, nothing short of disease,
disaster and death would keep him from keeping his word.
From the moment his feet crushed the first little bugs, he
wanted out -- but he never went back for all of his complaints.
His apprehension lessened with each sack we filled, and by the end
of the day we had lifted nearly a half-ton of bat guano out of the
hole.
I just wanted to go caving. As far as he was concerned, this
was blackmail. In no uncertain terms, Chauncy did not like the
cavern, but he knew that every pound of guano would mean that much
more cash for building an electric furnace. In his bleakest
moments I could hear him mutter "Chauncy of the Co-op, Chauncy of
the Co-op...."
The next day, we climbed down into the darkness, leaving our
picks and shovels behind. Today we were going to explore. Our
caplights on, we went into one of the natural tunnels that exited
the cavern of bats.
Very soon we found the ceiling free of bats,
the floor free of insects; and, best of all, the air free of
ammonia.
Chauncy still complained constantly, his feet were wet
from the small stream we followed, and his knees were soon bruised
from crawling, but eight hours later when we were back at camp,
Chauncy had lost all restraint, "Did you see those spikes? Those
things were everywhere. I bet we could sell those things for a
lot, with all those colors in them we could make a fortune."
"I saw them, Chauncy... and they are stalactites and
stalagmites, not big spikes."
"No one in Suffigston ever saw anything like the falls. Did
you see the water -- the way it reflected in the room? It was so
blue. I never saw anything so blue." He danced around like red
ants were vacationing in his shoes. Then Chauncy shocked me. He
said, "Let's go back in tomorrow." I froze, not believing my ears.
This was Chauncy the Afraid talking -- Chauncy who wouldn't scoop
another shovelful of guano if his life depended on it. "Really,

I mean it. We can skimp on the rations a bit and stay another day.
What do you think?" Chauncy was hooked. We were both explorers
now.
CHAPTER 7
ORE TRANSPORT IX

When I returned to the camp with a handful of scraggly twigs,
I was shocked to find a roaring fire. He was burning some kind of
rock. The desquamated skin and knobby antlers of a small
carjacou lay to the side while the carcass turned on a spit.
"I couldn't find much wood," I said, dropping the
insignificant collection of scrub. I fumed inside: he had found a
rock to burn that should not exist and an animal to eat that should
not have survived within a hundred miles of here.
"I found some dinner while you were gone," James casually
mentioned. He had three pots sitting around the hot coals and used
a pair of tongs to peek under the lids of each. He even had a
small oil press that he used to squeeze handfuls of mysteriously
available olives into the oil for a basting glaze. "Tonight," he
said, "You will not have my orts. Tonight you will eat with me."
Continuing northeast, we entered the grasslands. Scorching
winds came up from the equatorial gulf.
Even in winter the
temperature would sometimes reach the eighties, but the night
brought in a cold north breeze that could leave a doily of ice
across the top of the canteen. During the night the moisture of
the sea air would dew the ground, offering the tall straight blades
of the grass a drink between the scarce rains. The scruffy little
plants were always brittle, brown and stubby; but still alive and
keeping the soil down. Farther on, pin oaks and scrub maples began
to green the hillsides. Throughout our travels I was not able to
see Guffingstrapp catch prey or hunt for the leafy morsels that
would make up our meals. The animals would seem to appear in our
camp and die before him. I would turn to gather firewood or pull
something from my pack, and in the few minutes that I took my eyes
off of him, he would be preparing a banquet.
After eleven days, we reached the Missery River. A great tow
of barges pushed through the water. The mile-long floating steel
island travelled comfortably in the half-mile distance from shore
to shore. The river foamed against the low riding hulls, splashing
high into the air as the waves were caught between barges.
Guffingstrapp removed a hydrargyrum medium iodides lamp from his
pack and signalled the towboat with somewhat archaic code. "I used
to pilot these waters when I was young," he commented. I wondered
what he meant -- he could have been fifty or sixty years old when
he was `young'.
The Ore Transport IX sent a ferry to shore. It took several
minutes for it to cross; all the while, the barges passed without
slowing as the thundering engines boiled the water into a five foot

wave of white froth with the turbulence of the screws.
"Guffingstrapp?" a stressed voice called from the boat. His
silver beard cut neatly in a tight oval around his sun-pruned face;
all topped by a brown captain's bonnet with its short visor and a
three crested wave that bent backwards over the cap and curled over
his neck. "Is that you, Guffingstrapp?" When the old man finally
adjusted his eyes he exclaimed, "By God, it is you! You old fool.
I haven't seen you in...." He counted the years. "Well, it must
be..." He employed his fingers to capture the decades, Then, in
a whisper and a squint for clarity, he said, "...near seventy
years."
I was surprised that the captain could have recognized anyone
after seventy years.
They must have both been boys at the time.
"Yes, you were pretty young then," Guffingstrapp said.
"Yes, I suppose I was."
"Twelve, maybe?"
"Maybe -- it was so long ago." The captain spoke as if he
were lost. His hands toyed along the row of pearl buttons of his
coarse shirt. The sweat stains that ran down his back and chest
seemed to creep closer together, matting the fabric clinging
tightly like a second skin. It was just like the city designers
to make a shirt that would be unbearable in the out-of-doors.
As the two men's eyes met, the sun seemed to dim in the clouds
and the low rumble of distant thunder spread out from far down
river. The man on the boat looked about, following the thunder as
it came from across the western horizon. He stared at
Guffingstrapp. "You...you're exactly the same, except... " Captain
Ingenton was staring at Guffingstrapp's hands, noticing the three
fingers. "You did it -- didn't you?" The captain stopped. His
expression left his face along with its color. The boat moored
against the willows along the bank and we stepped up the
gangplank. James walked over to the captain, placed his hand on
the pale man's back. "Well Ingenton, what are you carrying today?"
Captain Ingenton turned to the river, supporting himself like
a cripple on the railing. He spoke inaudible whispers.
Guffingstrapp approached him, and the captain jerked away with a
fright. "Osinilsalecite! Red ore from the Queen's mines along the
lower river. ...`bout a million tons -- the entire shipment for the
season."
Guffingstrapp looked hard into the riverman's eyes with an
expression that went far beyond compassion and understanding.
will make the trip as short as we can."
"You don't have to do that. Just... just let things be."
"Me?" James responded. The Captain, irritated with his own
fear, said, "I have things to do," and walked off to the pilot
house.
When I looked at Guffingstrapp, all I could see was his hat.
"What did he mean by, `You did it'?"

"We

"Could be anything...." He had always been put off by my
questions. The stinging of my skin and the stiffening pains of my
muscles gave me little patience. I deserved an answer because...
because I just did, that was all! "I need to know for my report."
His hatbrim bent up as he looked to see me. I saw the two
black eyes buried in the rough matted hair that covered his face
except for the silly bulbous nose that had been colored by the sun
and bounced as he said, "I got old. That is all."
"People don't get surprised when someone gets old."
was dry again.

My mouth

Guffingstrapp looked down, and through the top of his hat I
heard, "I used to pilot these waters when I was young."
"Seventy years ago? With an apprenticeship and all.... That
would make you over ninety."
"No. I used to pilot a long time ago, hundreds... no,
thousands of years ago." He chuckled. "He doesn't know that...
those were good times -- when I didn't know any better than to just
be myself." His thoughts were suddenly lost to the river.
"James, for once I want a straight answer from you! ...just
once! He saw your hands... What did he mean?"
James cocked his head back at me and thrust his hands forward
for my examination. "What do you want for an answer? Look at
these claws that were once my hands. I stood as tall as you and
was twice as good looking!" He put one hand down the back of his
trousers and pulled out the tip of a lizardous tail. The end was
calloused and flaky as if it were diseased with some jungle rotting
fungus. "This is regression! That's when you start changing:
that's when you die -- when you forget what it's like to be human.
I am dying! That's what Ingenton's so worked up about.
You see,
he knows that when I die, everything dies; because, I'm The
Keeper." He held up the end of his tail. I caught a faint smell
from his actions. His tail smelled of slow death, like leprosy.
"This is what happens to Keepers when their dreams die. That's all
a Keeper is: a dream -- No One's dream."
"I'm sorry."
"What for? I'll still outlive them all by a few hundred
years." He tried to tuck his tail back into his trousers, but the
end got caught in his suspenders. I untwisted the thing from the
elastic, hoping I would not catch whatever disease it was that
clung to it. "Thanks."
"You're a Keeper? ...Like the Keepers of the Colonies or
something?"
"No. Those guys just have titles. I'm a real Keeper: The
Keeper of the Cities. I was the first one."
"I thought that there were a bunch of Keepers of the Cities."

"There are Keepers for each city, and there are Keepers of the
Colonies... and there are Keepers of the War -- a real bunch of
beetle brains -- but I am THE Keeper. The cities were my idea.
Those stooges..., the Keepers that sent you are allowing total
moral decay and cultural perversion. The cities are dying, and so
am I."
"City is ten thousand years old, you can't be that old."
"You want fancy answers that don't mean diddly, then go ask
God. Keepers just live until they are no longer useful and then
they regress into a form that can no longer support a soul. They
don't stop living, they just change."
I was in a bar one time, long ago -- sitting with three other
messengers: Valimous Latigan, Talon Achilles and Cafard Satyr. They
were all old messengers, having each been in the service for over
thirty years. Talon dumped a large and very cold drink all over
herself and jumped up with a whelp very unbecoming a messenger.
I was drunk at the time, and I jumped up too -- all wide-eyed like
a kid seeing his first woman's bare breast. I shouted, in a loud
demanding voice, "How does it feel?" In the moment just before
Guffingstrapp spoke, I felt now as I did then: totally inept. Why
should I believe him? I saw his fingers and turned my head so that
I did not have to face the questionable truth of his appearance.
"So, what's it like to be ten thousand years old?"
"It's closer to twelve... and it's not what it's cracked up
to be. I don't have to tell you, though, you will find out for
yourself."
"What do you mean?"
"You're on your way to becoming a Keeper."
"How do you know?"
"You walked into the Cold Lion:
walked into it."

it picked you out, and you

"What's the Cold Lion?"
"The emptiness.... That is what starts the first change -it will get you again. It will change you into a Keeper. Then you
will know how I prepared my meals."
"Uriah is like you, isn't he?"
"Yeah. He's a funny guy. He doesn't act like a Keeper... any
more. He's been with tail for... well, I don't remember when he
didn't have one." He pressed a finger against his temple as he
whispered, "Memory's the first thing to go, you know. Then you
turn into an iguana, or some kind of zonuroid."
"He's older than you?"
"...probably sixty or seventy thousand years -- I don't know.
Something happened to him long ago. He won't talk about it; funny
guy, he is."

Looking at Guffingstrapp, I almost laughed as I thought about
Uriah frustrating him in the same way that Guffingstrapp frustrated
me. Then, a new reality struck me hard: I was to become a Keeper
-- or so he said. I did not want to end up like him: he was
grotesque in an extreme way, even with his knowledge. "What if I
don't want to be a Keeper?"
"The Cold Lion has selected you because that is your destiny.
You're stuck with it, kid." He looked back at the water. I saw
the rear of his trousers wriggle as if it were loaded with mice.
Then it stopped. I would wake up at dawn; this was definitely a
hallucination. I walked across the deck to watch the crew tie the
ferry to the main tow boat. I cut my palm on a flake of rusted
metal. The blood came slowly, but it would not stop. I pressed
a soiled handkerchief against the wound, it only reddened and
began to drip: I was frighteningly anemic from all the running
around in the desert. Guffingstrapp was not the only one who was
dying.
The ship's medical officer did what he could to dress my
wounds, but the burns and the chafed patches around every joint had
started to blister and weep. He could only stretch an elastic
burn-skin over my body to keep it clean and keep me from
dehydrating. He pumped me full of anti-toxins and a nutritious
painkilling chemical called cyclohistamine. "You should be flown
to Capital. I do not think that you will last more than a tenday
without a dip in the ecphonemation tanks." His mistake was trying
to convince me to air evac out after he had given me the
cyclohistamine. Nothing was going to pry me from Guffingstrapp now
that I was feeling better. There was no more bouncing on a
heplock, only a restful river cruise; and I could handle that. For
the first time in a long time, I was optimistic that I would
survive my assignment in one piece.
The brown water, muddied from the fall rains in the north,
pushed against the load while the screws drove the floating steel
island ahead at nearly twenty miles each hour; and still the
forested shoreline only crawled by. The crew of the Ore Transport
IX was by no means friendly. Many were a half-hour late to meals
to avoid dining with us. The more daring souls clustered at a
single table on the other side of the mess hall. I once overheard
the captain complaining that there had been a sudden influx in
volunteers for the night watch. Guffingstrapp dismissed their
behavior as "the accumulation of mate's tales converging with the
first unusual event they have encountered in the last decade of
river travel."
Guffingstrapp spent most of the day in quiet solitude at the
front of the load. I was with him for a while, but the spray soon
drove me away.
I went back to the towboat and sat watching the
barges root through the river. The whine of the twin fusiondriven motors fought conversation while the drone and shimmy that
resonated through the hull lulled me into an addictive peacefulness
referred to as the "neutral binge" -- It was the feeling of
time-standing-still until suddenly one would notice some of it had
slipped by without making a sound.
The binge was what the old
men felt on lazy summer evenings as they sat in their chairs in
front of Warnison's store, sipping on tall sweating mugs of iced

tea and moving only to blot at the wetness on their faces with worn
handkerchiefs more alive with color than the men themselves. They
talked slowly, and waited for people to listen. Those were the
elders, and they spent a good part of the year as guests of the
Bhandar House. It was good for business to have a portico propped
full of community leaders. The Bhandar porch had always been the
court of Suffigston. At the wave of a handkerchief, an elder could
hear pleas and resolve disputes, but there was seldom conflict
between Houses. It was casual -- definitely casual... and slow.
A sharp contrast to the formality of the cities. Those old men knew
about the neutral binge.
I sat against a shaded bulkhead and thought about the cities,
trying to remember my one and only deprogramming. The Mental Men
at city court did a fine job of readjusting my attitude. I still
have a couple of physical scars: the one that snaked down the back
of my achilles tendon still bothered me on rainy days, nor did my
little fingernail ever grow back; but the most painful reminders
were the tiny fillings that covered the holes to the root nerves
of five of my teeth. My mouth was not right for several years until
I went to see a good outsider doctor who used real silver and gold
instead of synthetic fillings. Every messenger from the outside
gets his chance in the tall grey rooms where the Mental Men bloody
the floor and record the screams of scripted confession until they
are gloating with sadistic content. My muffled cries soaked into
the walls as my life fluids pooled to the drain, only to be
reconstituted into tomorrow's noonday meal for some unsuspecting
soul in the Accrual Assessment Department or in some other monotone
row of hermetically isolated office cubicals. I had committed a
crime. Every other day, there was a pretty girl, about my age, who
passed me in the hallway as I came and went to the Saskatchewan
Independent Messenger and Recovery Service office. One day I asked
her to lunch. We agreed that we should have lunch at her office
-- an invitation, I was to learn, that was not appropriate since
meals, for reasons of sanitation, should be eaten alone. I was
found by the Behavior Control monitoring system. I was identified
as a messenger sitting with an unregistered acquaintance. Her
father was notified and pressed charges. I was arrested. After
three days in the chamber I realized that my attitude was soiled
as were the attitudes of all messengers. We were an undeserving lot
of black hearted pagans, and the Mental Men were trying as best
they could to fight our influences in the city. I was not to speak
to a citizen again, except by order of the City Keepers or my
superiors. I loathed myself for some months afterwards, being
plagued with my adjusted attitude. Once I resumed "free thinking",
I maintained constrained lips. Whenever returning to the city, I
would draw up every nightmarish detail of the deprogramming and
would soon find my attitude adjusted just enough to conform with
city life for the limit of my stay.
"So, where are you two heading?" the captain asked in a loud
tone that fought with the engines.
"Capital." He took in my view of the distant shoreline.
A
twelve foot water dragon lurking at the surface snapped an
unvigilant water fowl, and then the picturesque tranquility
returned. When he spoke again, his voice was much more intent.
"How long have you known James Guffingstrapp?"

"Just a few days." I answered. "How did you meet him?"
"I knew him when I was a boy and my father used to pilot these
rivers."
"When you said that you hadn't seen him in seventy years, I
was surprised you recognized him. I would imagine that he was much
different then."
"Well, he had four fingers then." He looked at me as if I
should have known what that meant.
"He is the Grand Keeper."
"What's different about him from just a Keeper of the War or
something?" I asked.
"For one thing, he's immortal."
I laughed, embarrassed that I half believed Guffingstrapp when
he claimed that he was a centenarian's.
Captain Ingenton frowned. "I am serious. He has been that
way since I knew him, except for the fingers of course."
"What happened to his fingers?"
"He lost them.

It has to do with being a Grand Keeper."

"They cut them off?"
have made up.
"No, they fell off.
Grand Keeper."

It sounded like something Jermain would
They just fall off when you become a

"How do you know all of this?"
"You hear `bout these things. I spent some time in the
military; you see and hear things. I saw one other Grand Keeper.
That's when I learned about them. That's when I began to believe
in them. At first, I didn't believe Guffingstrapp either, but
later on I heard the legends. He is just like they say he should
be: if he's not a Grand Keeper, what is he?"
"There are lots of things I have never seen," I replied. "But
it's like believing in goblins and witches... or unicorns. I would
sooner admit that he was the toenail fairy than that he is
immortal."
"He's not a man." I bobbed my head in agreement. The captain
continued. "He's more.... He is part of all that you can see."
"You mean that he knows the land?

He's a frontiersman."

"No. Watch the river. I don't have any markmen at point. I
don't need anyone to watch for snags or sandbars."
"I thought that you might have automated."
"No, we still use markmen. I trust markmen. There were a
couple of mishaps with the intelligent systems. Besides, the

automation took away too many jobs."
"So why no markmen now? What does all this have to do with
him?" I asked, pointing to James as he sat out on the barges.
"I was there when he piloted.
The crew did not watch the
river, he just knew what was there. Sometimes we had to go out and
move snags and clear the sandbars. But, now, he is a Grand
Keeper. The sandbars move from our path."
"You mean to say he has telekinetic powers?"
"No, he moves himself. You watch him. When I knew him, it
was as if he was lucky. That was all before he made the change.
He has fused with time. His little body is too small to contain
him, now. He is the world, no longer part of it."
"What is

your point?" I said.

"Just watch him. Watch him closely. You'll see why we have
left the dredger tied up," he said, referring to the seventy-foot
sister ship of the ferry. We both looked across the load to
Guffingstrapp. James turned to us as if he had been listening from
a quarter mile away. I could feel his smirk. "I must get back,"
the captain said. He tipped his hat and left down the passageway.
The next day I spent in the spray of the bow. Guffingstrapp's
legs dangled over the edge as the river curled under the vessel
only eight feet below his feet. After a time I retreated to a safe
distance, sitting next to one of the tieoffs.
The big steel
cables that lashed the barges creaked and sang like gigantic violin
strings tuning for a performance.
I watched the shore with a visor. I grew up in woodland like
that. I took a plotter reading for future reference. For most
areas, analysis readings were available from the University
Associated Libraries, but the readings were often decades old and
their accuracy was always questionable, having been captured by
student expeditions or by survey teams only concerned with basic
geographical data. As a Hazardous Environment Specialist, it was
always best to have my own collection.
I scanned the river. The hard-fast snags kept their places,
but after nearly two hours of casual observation, I noticed that
the contour of the river bottom did not agree with the flow
patterns of the water. Eddies and whirlpools twisted in shallows,
and the pits where the surges belonged contained stagnant water.
Blasts of supercurrents dismantled sandbars and snags: it was all
natural, explainable, but amazingly coincidental as the entire
river opened up for perhaps the first time in navigational history.
I looked at him puzzled and pointed to the open channel. "Are you
doing all that?"
With a thick hooked fingernail, he pointed to his beard as it
draped over his portly chest. "Me? I'm just watching. ...just
watching the river."
Guffingstrapp no longer told me bedtime stories. After all,
I was twenty-five. I still doubted his immortality. All life had

to follow certain laws of science. Still, I had a void, Vivian,
Sachmo, and two men with tails to explain: again, my personal
reality was compromised. In the City, I would be in familiar
territory. Perhaps it would end. Until then, I would keep
philosophy on the nightstand with a few of my teeth.
One night, as the moon came up, I sat forward of the pilot
house on a little deck with a half-dozen of the crew. It was a warm
night, and the moon was just bright enough so that the mugs of wine
could be filled accurately. It was on that night that I made my
friends. I told them of my first adventure; my first job with the
S.I.M.R.S..
CHAPTER 8
THE FIRST ADVENTURE

My father insisted that I complete Advanced Scholastics. He
allotted time each day for lessons taught by a computer at City.
My sister, Hannah, who was often charged with my care as a gyte,
had forced me to attend her lessons two years before I began my
own. I was used to doing third grade work by the time I started
first, and I was bored with school. I often resubmitted Hannah's
lessons as my own, making minor modifications to fool the teaching
programs. After several years I began to get sloppy. Too many of
my answers were the same as my sister's. I was often accused of
cheating and my scores declined. Father demanded that I spend more
time improving my studies.
With the extra time at the computer, I borrowed some fifth
generation programs from the University Associated Libraries and
developed an image graphics system to generate an artificial visual
personality of myself. The teaching system believed that the
program was me. Mind you, I was only eleven at the time, but my
grandfather gave me some pointers. Once again, I had only Hannah's
lessons to think about and soon had plenty of time to explore the
more unused corners of library memoryplasma. Overlooked in the
histories of the cities were the stories of distant lands. The
cities had become introverted during the centuries of war, leaving
almost no cultural exchange between even the closest of
international neighbors. From their very inception, the cities were
designed to be independent, dominating the continent only to
collect the few unrecyclable materials they expended and to totally
suppress the development of communities large enough to support
insurrection. Within the libraries, I found several fantastic
stories of ancient adventurers as they conquered then uncharted
lands around the globe. The most spectacular stories came from the
private diaries belonging to members of the Saskatchewan
Independent Messengers and Recovery Service.
My simulation program had some bugs -- a bad attitude as far
as the teaching systems were concerned, and my marks plummeted
until, at sixteen, they were so bad that my father took an
interest in my scores and discovered my simulated self. He was

furious. I had wasted time that could have been spent running the
farm. Thus, with only Hannah's diploma (she graduated top in her
class) to show for it, my formal schooling ended. I was to devote
my efforts as Jermain saw fit, or "if I wanted to play around with
the computer, I could pay for my room and board." Chauncy's eldest
brother and Jermain had already taken over the powerplant and
neither of us intended on returning to the same menial labor I had
done as a twelve-year-old. Then Chauncy and I packed up a horse
with supplies for a tenday and went into the mountains. We
returned with enough pelts, medicinal roots and meat to generate
the capital we needed to start a metalworks in an old crusty shed
on Warnison's land. This time our brothers would not claim our
work as an extension of the House industry.
Within six months we had a small refinery, and we trickled out
a supply of inferior aluminum when the electric furnace did not
melt itself. Our new folly accredited us with a reputation of
being youngsters and dream chasers -- "Guano Guys" once again.
When we were sick of listening to our families and The Elders who
came from their perches across the street at Warnison's store, we
would leave, spending days searching for fluorspar in caves and old
mines, learning the landscape in the hundreds of uninhabited miles
in the Rataban mountains. I fancied our adventures being like
those I had read about in the histories of the Saskatchewan
Independent Messenger and Recovery Service. There was much more out
in the world, and I wanted to see it all.
Just as the first leaves turned color, the Nework Survey,
Cultural Preservation, National Environmental Inventory and Census
Team came to Suffigston as they did every fifty years to establish
plotter standards, survey the countryside and record changes in the
societies outside of the cities.
At a Sabbath fair, they asked for guides to lead them into
the backlands. Father had recently delivered to me a long speech
about becoming an upright citizen, and with the failure of the
aluminum smelting and the cutthroat hatred Jermain and I had for
each other, I had fallen into a rebellious mood. I wanted to
return to the outlands to find fluorspar or more preferably,
adventure. Chauncy tried to keep me from volunteering both of us,
but he had little success. Besides, Chauncy and I were the only
qualified guides -- and we were the only ones willing to take
three months out of school or work. Warnison was the only one who
did not sneer at our alignment with the *citidwellers. I think he
wanted to go as much as I did. The Elders had occasionally
described Warnison as a rebel in his own time. They never went
into detail: he once was an embarrassment to the community, but he
got better -- and besides, they were sitting on his porch.
The citidwellers had an ancient reputation as a baneful group
who had on several occasions over the centuries sent in troops to
round up young men of fighting age, usually never to be seen again.
Our new adventure placed a scarlet letter on us permanently
(actually it was a "U" on the white University expedition uniform).
Six expedition assistants remained in Suffigston to sift
through Common Hall records and conduct at least a few interviews
before moving on to the other towns along the fiber optics system.
Chauncy and I joined the three senior members to forge into the

remote woodlands. The backlandsmen had an immediate resentment for
citidwellers coming in by aircraft. Most of the old sites tagged
for investigation were not accessible by air anyway.
The overland team consisted of Regal Upton, Keaton Tailor, and
Valimous Latiga. Regal and Keaton were both University professors,
born and bred in the cities. They were frail and weak with pale
skin that had just begun to tan, but they still wore large-brimmed
cork helmets to keep off the sun. The hats could be dipped in the
cool waters of a stream, and the soaked pith would steal the heat
as the water slowly evaporated through the vents. Despite their
sheltered life in the city, they knew the flora and fauna better
than I. Before we left, Regal had Chauncy and I study their
reference plates. The information had been gathered over seven
thousand years of Nework Surveys, representing over eighty
thousand, five hundred days of research and observations, just on
the area around Suffigston. Regal and Keaton would devote the
next sixteen years to gathering information from all of the
ninety-three sectors in Nework, and then spend the rest of their
lives, assisted by their sons and daughters, analyzing the
accumulation of stuff. As with most positions in the city, Regal
and Keaton were merely continuing a job that had been passed down
to them by their fathers, every other generation returning to the
field to explore the outside.
Then there was Valimous Latiga, a messenger on assignment from
the Saskatchewan Independent Messengers and Recovery Service. He
was the leading S.I.M.R.S. experts on Nework and was spending most
of the year with the expedition. Valimous told tales. There were
still a few Elders who remembered the stories messengers told while
passing through Suffigston. I could visualize a young Warnison
sitting on one of his father's crates on the front porch, listening
to a messenger recount his adventures as he bided time while his
freewinger's airship sat in pieces waiting for replacement parts.
The stories had became the essence of adventure in the folklore of
Suffigston.
Born in Distoph, a sprawling old city in the middle of the war
zone, Valimous was a foreigner: his dark complexion and
shoulder-length jet-black hair were as out of place as his massive
cheekbones and the squareness of his face. He stood nearly seven
feet tall. The cut of his leather clothes made him look like a
giant. The long brown triangular stripes pointed downward. Inside
the pattern were dozens of pockets, each assigned a modest item:
needles, threads, knives, lights, transmitters, first aid kits, a
water purification system... everything to survive in the
backlands. His clothes were made to last his lifetime and survive
the wear only a messenger or a mercenary could deliver; and like
his clothing, Valimous was old and worn, but still very sturdy.
His age, by his own admission, was unknown, but if my study of
history served me properly and his tales were not too exaggerated,
his wartime career had spanned nearly forty years. Yet, his face
bore no signs of age beyond a pair of crow's-feet that adorned his
eyes when he smiled.
Three days north of Mt. Slilip, we found a ghost town, once
a thriving community of nearly five hundred. There were no grand
family Houses: the land parcels were small and private, supporting
families of only four or five. When the last survey came here

fifteen hundred years ago, the place was alive. Now, in the
twisted bare forest of fall, glassless windows, framed in ivy,
looked into storefronts of briars. The seasons had removed the
wooden walls and rusted the metals. The community had lived above
the shops or in tiny hovels where they came at sunset from working
the nearby mines. The town records on hard memory cylinders were
probably still intact, but they were under the collapsed municipal
building. We had no time to excavate. The only records we found
were from the tiny one-doctor hospital and a local newsrecord
dating back over a century.
That night, we took shelter in the vault of a "church". It
was a building of religion, more specific in purpose than the
Common House in Suffigston. The stone was now colored with autumn
leaves. A carpet of lichens and thick moss gave the stone floor
grand comfort. I looked forward to sleeping on the softness.
Chauncy and I found a small dirtpig rooting about the edge of the
town. It made a fine meal with plenty left over for the next day.
We sat around the fire in the halls of the roofless church.
"You boys make a fine pig," Valimous complimented. He did not
know how much we hated being called "boys". Still, we nodded back
to him as politely as we could. "I worked with a couple of guides
like you two. They roasted a mean pig, too... not like this, we
hunted only boar -- mean animals, but tasted a lot like pig. Boars
hide in the tall grass, and if they know you're in there, they run
out blindly in the shoots until they get tired or run you full of
holes with long sharp teeth that stick way out." Valimous propped
two ribs between his teeth and gums, grunting all the while. His
crossed eyes and bony fangs brought a laugh from both of us. "If
they caught you, they'd lay the skin and muscle open down to the
bone. Those boys never got hooked. They'd stay in the trees.
They'd start makin' a noise like a squashin' tomato to draw those
little runners out. They would always come runnin'. At the last
moment the boys jumped aside and clubbed `em across the head."
"When was this?" Chauncy asked.
"Years ago. It was on a tactical mission. We were looking
for a Democratic espionage station in the outbacks of Maltus.
got pretty hairy out there."

It

"Did they become messengers?" I wondered with personal
interest.
"No, they didn't have the chance. It was at the end of the
mission. We got caught in an ambush as we were flyin' out. The
Democratic forces came down hard. We just had to get out... any
way we could." Valimous swallowed to clear the stress from his
throat. His hands were stiff with the hard memories. He smiled
and looked through me. "The Democracy fighters caught up with us
and knocked all eleven of our ships into the sea. Now, the Figan
Sea is nearly as bad as the Dread Ocean with all the carnivores.
As always, there was one just under the waves: big as a house and
grey like death with coal black eyes -- pools of night." I heard
something in the woods. My heartbeat quickened. It was like
Jermain's tales of horror, but this story was real.
Valimous stirred the fire brighter.

New shadows climbed the

walls making the black windows open like giant mouths. Sparks
danced in the air as they floated past the stone arches, and the
fire crackled, echoing in the dead halls. "There were one hundred
and fifteen of us. We waited, clinging to the wreckage where we
could, or just hanging on to each other. Then, as the sky drew
dark, the things came up. They took us, one by one. Those boys
were next to me. They were scared like the rest of us, except they
had never been in the water before... not where they couldn't stand
up. It was harder for them to be still. I told them to be still."
He smiled and glanced at each of us. In his eyes was the pain.
"You see, that's what those things came up for... movement. In the
dark many of the others drifted apart. There was me and the boys
and about a dozen others that kept together. No one counted. One
by one, a man would jerk as if he were gittin' the wind knocked out
of him. Then he would go under fast. Sometimes.... sometimes when
it was real bad, the thing wouldn't finish `em up. They might come
back up after a second or two. He was not your friend any more,
just lunch meat with a familiar face, gaping for air his lungs
could no longer hold onto. Sometimes the thing would come back
and take what was left. Other times, your friend would just float
a while and then his eyes would close. Someone would grab the vest
and push him away. What was left was a pool of bloody slime. "
When the words got hard to say, there was a quiver in his
lips, the tension of his face keeping down the blackness of his
memories. "The boys got it. I felt the thing brush against me as
it got Yern. It was quick for him. He never came back up. I was
glad about that. The other boy drifted away somewhere that night.
I never saw him again. They were young, just like you. They were
good -- just like you."
Regal left. He went out of the church to sit on the steps
before Valimous had finished. Nobody wanted to hear the story: not
here. There were things beyond the light of the fire that we could
not see. Things like the horned devil beast that haunted my
dreams: the beast called Raspthane, always clothed in a cape of
flame. During my sleep, he took the credit for sowing the mean
streak in Jermain just to make my life miserable. As the firelight
danced across the archways of the old church, I suddenly saw
Raspthane dancing, laughing with the swoon of the firelight. "Go
home!" he said in a thunderous voice as his tongue whorled about
in the air. "Go home and be content with your mortality!"
Raspthane was not in my dreams! He was above me on the stone! I
jumped, ready to run -- run back to Suffigston -- when I noticed
that the others were staring at me. Raspthane was gone. No one
else had seen or heard his loud voice. I did not understand. I
was afraid.
"I didn't mean to get you worked up,"
smile.

Valimous said with a

"I just thought I heard something, that's all."
"The forests of Nework are safe from the demons of the sea."
Valimous got up to stretch. He walked slowly out of the firelight.
Stepping out of the church, he walked into the shadows of the night
forest. I followed him.
"So fleeting a life for a town," Valimous observed. I could

not see him in the darkness. "The lives and dreams of men can be
forgotten so quickly. Even your little town has survived for over
eight thousand years. The buildings have been replaced and
memories have no beginnings, but the town and the families remain.
I have seen cities thirty thousand years old, with stone buildings
whose ancient walls still are in use."
"You wouldn't think they'd stand up." I ventured. Then,
returning to Valimous's original thought, I said, "Does it matter
if one man's dream continues after his death? After all, it's his
dream."
"No, it doesn't really matter. If the dream served the owner
well, it is a good dream. Time is fickle that way; it has a horrid
process of randomly glorifying or burying the past with a great
deal of absolution."
"It sounds like war."
"War is just a place where time runs a little fast."
When my eyes adjusted to the night I could see a bit of
Valimous. I finally asked, "What do you think happened to this
place?"
"Well, I would say that this town died when the young men died
-- when they went to fight in the Provian Wars. Seventeen hundred
years ago, the mines on the hillside flourished, establishing a
solid economic base for the town. When they closed, the town
slowly lost contact with the outside world. The town slowly
strangled itself with its own isolation. Inbreeding had brought
on infertility, and the population was shrinking with each
generation."
"If it was so isolated, how come the younger men went off to
the wars? How did they even know there was war?"
"S.I.M.R.S. went out with the same records we have now and
found them."
"So the cities and the war killed this place."
"In the end, yes."
"I didn't really expect the answers to be so simple,"
"After fifteen hundred years, there is not enough history left
to complicate things. This town always remained shadowed -founded and abandoned as a tool of the cities."
"So why does Suffigston survive?"
"Suffigston does not change. The people have lived the same
life for thousands of years, never straining the environment or
interesting the city. Quite simply, time in Suffigston is about
as slow as it can be. When the world comes to an end, go to
Suffigston. You could squeeze out another century before the
cataclysm gets there." I laughed. He smiled. At that moment I
wanted nothing more than to be like him, having been overwhelmed

by his wisdom, kindness, strength and spirit.

CHAPTER 9
THE ADREAN CAVES

The next tenday brought us to many towns, many still
inhabited, yet none of them were at all like Suffigston. I could
have spent a tenday in each community, but Regal and Keaton moved
south as swiftly as possible to the Adrean Caves, one of the great
unexplored archaeological sites of Nework, stretching an estimated
nine thousand miles of tunnel and connected to dozens of black ore
mines. In the log of an expedition twenty-three hundred and fifty
years earlier, Regal had discovered plotter readings of unique cave
animals. Another team found a collection of several hundred jars
of pickled cave creatures collected by an amateur zoologist working
in the adjacent mines. The animals lived so deep in the bowels of
the earth and were seen so seldom by man that no reputable
authority would admit their existence -- even with the dead
specimens. Regal and Keaton wanted to make a verification, a great
discovery to hallmark their lives' work.
One morning as we travelled, a glorious valley of luxuriant
ferns nestled within a cathedral of sycamore and sour gum opened
as we followed a small stream. Giant ledges jutted out from the
earth, half-covered with a carpet of rockhair and evernia lichens.
Cool grey stone, torn from the overhangs by its own weight,
littered the flanks of the brook. The water parted the tangles of
leaves until disappearing into a small clear pool beneath the foot
of three converging hillsides.
"It has collapsed!" Keaton cried.
"Are you sure this is the entrance?" Chauncy asked.
"It was, but that was five hundred years ago."
"What happened?" Chauncy asked, amazed as I was at the total
reclamation the forest had conducted. The huge trees had their own
feel of permanence: eternal rulers without predecessors.
"Four hundred years ago -- The Great Tremor...," Valimous
said, "The one that shook the very foundations of City, also shook
the Adrean. Even if we get into the caverns, your maps will help
no more."
"What about the other entrance?" Chauncy asked.
Keaton walked over to the pool, looking very defeated. "The
Adrean is a very deep cave, most of which lies underwater,
inaccessible to men. The mines were abandoned because of flooding.
There are no other dry entrances."

Valimous came to Keaton's side. "We need some oceanographers
-- someone who knows how to get around underwater."
Keaton objected, "There are none! Oceans are not fit for
study. Saltwater, where there are no poisons, is so filled with
deadly creatures that the dark waters of the world defy even
scholarly curiosity."
"This is freshwater," Valimous said.

"There are no beasts."

"A moot observation since even these depths refuse our lungs."
For the first time, I saw irritation in Keaton's eyes. I could
almost feel him tremble with nervousness as he vented his
frustrations at Valimous. There was something about being so close
to the cave that was bothering him. I, too, was uneasy and soon
Keaton's fidgeting discomfort became a mirror for me. I began to
squirm in my own shoes as I thought of the time Chauncy and I were
in the guano caves, and I had become caught in the grip of the
narrow rock, strangled by the enclosure like a mouse in a slow
spring trap. Jermain tortured my mouse, Oatmeal, by squeezing him
into unconsciousness. I would pound on my brother's back,
demanding the release of my pet. Inevitably that night I would
dream my brother's fingers around me, squeezing the life away;
feeling the blood pump against the back of my eyes and my skin
press against my muscle and bone until I knew my head would
explode. Raspthane would always be there, laughing. I did not like
small places. I did not like caves, but the hunger I had for
adventure was an urge that overcame all my fears.
"The caves only defy our breath, not our being," Valimous
coaxed.
"Stop with this nonsense, Valimous!" Keaton demanded.
"At Argid we still have technologies developed millennia ago
when oceanography was an accepted study. I can have four sets of
self-contained underwater breathing apparatus here in four hours."
Regal's eyebrows twitched. "Self-contained underwater....
That's S.C.U.B.A.! You guys still have the old aqualungs?!"
Valimous smiled and nodded. "We may be in there for some time. Can
you have one of your outriggers put together a hypothetical?"
"I think we have a few histories of underwater spelunking, and
we have an outrigger specializing in S.C.U.B.A. hypotheticals.
could bring everything up as soon as we clear a landing area."
Keaton still wanted to argue, "How do you expect us to trust
our lives to your breathing apparatus without training?"
"You can breathe, Keaton, can't you?" Valimous smiled.
"How can you jest like this?"
I could not understand Keaton's outrage. "If the entrance was
dry, you could only go in a few thousand feet before you got to
water. What makes you think those aquatic animals are going to
thrive conveniently at the entrance when they have thousands of
miles of caverns to hide in? What did you do, send them
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invitations? Valimous has given you access to the caves!
that what you have come here for?"

Isn't

Keaton twisted his back to me, drawing his hand over the top
of his head. "A dry cave can be navigated. Underwater, we cannot
use a plotter and plates. We will become lost forever, suffocate
dreadfully!" A chill shot down my spine.
Valimous answered Keaton. "We have all
need: all adapted for underwater use.
to haul it in." Valimous stepped over
man to keep things going here. If you
reference beacon while we go below."

of the equipment we
I need only your permission
to Keaton. "We will need a
want, you can stay with the

"I don't trust the caves. Thousands of men have been killed
in them when the caves were dry. The water makes it a thousand
times more deadly."
"True," Valimous agreed, "but as Regal explained when we
started the mission, this cave could provide the biggest find of
the whole expedition. Would you want to spend the rest of your life
wondering what is under these rocks? Tell me, I will pack the
horses, and we will leave."
Keaton straightened, pushing his hair back into place with his
fingers and pulling on his hat. He looked at Regal, and Regal
nodded with an excitement that lit his eyes and forced his hands
to work quickly around a small stone he had picked up. Keaton
stepped to the edge of the pool and looked down to the black hole
at the bottom. "Call in your outrigger, but remember my protest.
I will not be held responsible. I will remain here."
The others followed our messenger to help draw the antenna
through the trees -- Argid was many miles away and required a
hearty wavelength to bend across the face of the earth. I said to
Keaton, "I will remember your words. I will go down, and I will
remember. Your fears are my fears, but I am foolish enough to
ignore them."
"You are not foolish.

You're just young."

Valimous climbed to the top of one of the knolls that
overlooked the valley. He drew his eliminator and shot down one
of the tall trees. The explosion rocked the hills, and the bird
life sprang aloft. Chauncy and I were in awe at the devastation.
The short pulsed energy beam gave Valimous more power in the palm
of his hand than we could generate in a day with our powerful
turbines. "Come on, I'm not gonna do this myself," he commanded.
The eliminator blasted down the trees, but we had to clear
the forest once it had been levelled to workable fragments. Keaton
and Regal soon blistered their hands and worked their muscles into
fatigue, but Valimous more than made up for the loss of our two
educated backs. His hands could grip logs as if they were bamboo
shoots -- throwing three logs over the hillside for every one of
equal size Chauncy and I carried away together. I watched Valimous
when I needed to rest, admiring the strength behind the flexors and
sinews while they gnarled his skin in a grotesquely unnatural way
as he worked half-naked in the afternoon sun. His beauty was in his

grace and agility and not the freakish vision he became as he
labored. I envisioned the repulsion women must find in him and the
frailness they must have under his influence. For the first time
since I met him, I was glad not to be in his shoes.
The military transport's sky-grey belly was colored from its
meridian up in a fantasia of forest colors. It could not be seen
by the casual observer in the air, and the graphoferrous paint made
it invisible to most scanners. It was far different from the
flaking layers of weather-worn pastels that dominated the shell
of the freewinger transports that had landed in Suffigston. Just
under the aft window was etched, "Job Well Done." She looked brand
new, but I learned that the old ship had been remodelled several
times from the original sleek warcruiser it had been nearly three
hundred years earlier. The bloated cargo bay and the new name
hinted that this was the last function of a craft that had served
its country well.
The pilot greeted Valimous warmly. Behind him came a woman
of my age. Her curves rode high and taut with girlish youth. My
stupor over her splendor was cause for a smiling laugh as she
glanced at me. The low cut of her blouse, the flattering strain of
her shorts and the paleness of her skin captured my heart.
Valimous called her Tondalayo. The two united in a lover's
embrace. I was crushed with her unavailability. If only she had
been my betrothed instead of Aerial, I would never have left
Suffigston. Unfortunately, Aerial was a little scrawny brat whose
future womanhood could hold nothing but disappointment. I had
convinced myself of that a decade ago, listening to her gurgle as
she spat up her mother's milk onto my knickers during the Sabbath
sermon.
Valimous stared passed her to the hatch as if he expected
someone else to appear. "Where is your father?"
"They have him in Fector for two weeks, so I'm here instead."
Her words bounced with a glowing enthusiasm until he moved her
away.
"You at least contacted him to do the hypothetical?!"
Tondalayo cocked her head away from his gaze. "No, I had all
of the data, so I did it myself."
He stepped away from her and fired his fist violently into a
young poplar. The tree fell in splinters. "Damn! I need him for
this one!"
The poor girl was heartstruck. "I've got all the data and all
of the equipment. What is wrong?!" Her arms came down hard and
straight to her sides.
Valimous, equally fired, said, "I stuck my neck out!" Like
a viper's tongue, his hand snapped his hat away and sent it hard
to the ground, leaving his black locks to settle in a tangled heap
as if his hair were a winded fern. "I need someone with a little
experience!" There was an anger behind his words that ran through
my bones. I had a chill -- just the wind I thought.

The girl's face changed from pale to crimson, caught between
embarrassment and anger. "Valimous?" My voice cracked and I
swallowed the dryness. "Why don't we see what she has? What harm
could it do?"
"Kid, the reason anyone has a hypothetical is because you
don't know what you need! I want to come out of that hole alive!"
His clothes pulled tight across his shoulderblades with each
excited breath.
"Come, now!" I said sternly and with the fear still
threatening to push my immature voice to the next octave. Valimous
was shocked: nobody questioned Valimous! I thought that he might
kill me, but I trusted him. His eyes blinked for a moment, half
from my words and half because the sweat on his face stung his
vision. I continued. "I know caving, and you know diving. We ought
to be able to pull this one through. It's not like we don't have
some idea what's going on. Besides, her father isn't around."
Valimous calmed. "You're right, kid. Let's take a look." The
rigging was perfect, compact, evenly secured... complete in every
detail. "I guess if her father sent her, she must know something."
That was his apology. Valimous not only prided himself in never
making mistakes, he survived because of it -- errors were just too
expensive for a messenger. Tondalayo toured away from him and
waded knee-deep through the hillside fronds. Valimous watched her.
I watched too, the way her hips swung atop her half-exposed legs.
Never had I seen a more beautiful woman.
"What are you going to do?" I asked.
"She'll come back."
"Yeah, but she'll be mad," I said.
"She'll get over it."
"Go talk to her." Valimous ignored me as he continued his
work. "What's wrong with you? Don't you care what she thinks?"
He looked at me with the same disgust an exterminator gives
reoccurring termites. "If you want someone to talk to her; you go
talk to her. I've got to take care of less flighty things."
Chauncy suddenly grabbed my arm and dragged me to the other
side of the ship. "What is wrong with you? You don't know what's
going on," he demanded in a whispered voice so that Valimous could
not hear.
"He shouldn't talk to her like that!" I whispered back.
"You shouldn't talk to him like that.
send us back to Suffigston."

He could pack us up and

"No, he needs us for the caves."
"A guy like that doesn't need us for anything.
he's doing!"

He knows what

"You think I don't?"
"I know you don't." He was right, but I still wanted to slug
Valimous in the face. Instead I walked away. I was still afraid
of the messenger, but that was no reason not to go after Tondalayo,
so I went. "Where are you going?" Chauncy called.
"That way," I said, pointing down the hill where she had
disappeared. Tondalayo had run down a seasonally dry creekbed. I
missed where she had returned to the forest. It was deliberate,
as if she expected to be followed. I liked this girl. I found her
in a small clearing opened by a lightning-struck tree. The
sunlight now found its way to the forest floor and had pushed back
the ferns allowing soft grasses to wild their own way for a season.
She lay deep in the waves of luxurious green. Before she heard me
over the gentle breeze, I managed to perch myself on the fallen
tree trunk. "You left quickly." I said.
She jumped up, crouched for battle with the speed of a
warrior. Her stance shifted instantly when she recognized me.
"Valimous thought someone should see how you were," I said.
"No, he didn't."
"Well... no, he didn't...

actually.

But, I did."

A smile crossed her face, "Yeah?"
Her eyes were so beautiful... I stuck my lust back somewhere
as I swallowed. "Yeah." I was proud of myself. I made a
decision, and she was impressed. That was a good move.
Unconsciously, I sat a little straighter.
"You thought I needed looking after?" she asked.
"I did at first...when... I first saw you...." That was
stupid. She kept smiling, maybe she did not notice the stupid
things I said. "You were just all... all... but I changed my mind
-- You're good. Valimous didn't need to be worried."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah." What a jerky thing to do -- to say what she said. She
smiled a great big half moon of pearly teeth at me and I melted
into a state of inexpression. "I don't understand why he was so
short with you. He seemed glad to see you." I warned myself:
don't talk about Valimous.
"Oh, he's always glad to see me. It's just that my father was
his outrigger for nearly twenty-five years. Messengers are like
that. Every time he's on tour for the military, I fill his
requests. Before that, I ran most of the hypotheticals. In fact,
I have put together a lot of rigs for Valimous, and he still
doesn't know it."
"When I'm a messenger, will you be my rigger?"
She laughed, "You?!

You're just a little down-home boy with

the dreams of an explorer. There is much to being a messenger.
Most of it is boring." I was upset. If she only knew what I had
done -- "Treasure your dreams, but don't hold on to them so
tightly that you let go of reality."
It seemed like something Valimous would have said. I was
caught between embarrassment and anger. Then, she walked to me,
standing between my legs as I sat on the fallen tree. My head was
low, avoiding her eyes. I came to focus on the cut of her blouse
and immediately looked away; but my gaze found her smooth smiling
lips... and the shapely sinew of her neck, pulsing with her
quickened heartbeat... and her silkenly tan arms, naked to the
glowing afternoon light... and firm muscular legs... and then my
eyes found a treestump, and I felt safe at last. Hard wood and
rotting bark infested with termites penetrated my visions. The
fluster in my stomach calmed. She came closer to me, and I became
lost in the moment.
Her long delicate fingers came to my cheeks. "You're a sweet
man. You would make a grand messenger." She gently pushed back my
hair as she brought my lips to her own. Her arms held me close,
I could feel her breasts heaving firmly against my chest as my
hands followed the chine of her back. With great strength, she
grabbed my belt, pulling my pelvis to hers. My eyes flashed open
with her thrust, almost pushing me back over the log. She did not
flinch as I grabbed hard at a branch, trying to steady myself
against her kiss: a deep kiss unlike anything I had ever
experienced. I felt united with her like I had felt with no other
woman. My heart pounded as I swooned with anticipation... and I
fell -- in love. "Come. Join me in the tall grass," she commanded
with her lips still against mine. I obeyed.
I was glad we were quite a distance from the others. Tondalayo
was a screamer. I thought that was special, but since I had never
experienced anything quite like that before, I was not sure. I
could spend my life with her... and even if I could not, I knew
that I could never go back to face my betrothment to Aerial.
"You know, I thought you were a virgin when I first saw you."
"And now?" I asked.
"Now, I know you were one." I didn't speak to Tondalayo for
a long time. Suddenly, I was not sure that she loved me. Still,
I could not believe that anyone could treat lovemaking casually.
She had to have strong feelings for me, as I had for her since the
moment she stepped into my life.
We returned just before dusk. Tondalayo went directly to the
ship, and in a few minutes she came out with Valimous. They had
made up. I felt very alone. As we studied instruction plates for
the equipment and hypothetical procedures, Tondalayo asked us into
the ship one by one to go over the underwater hygiene practices and
determine our individual chemical requirements.
As I walked in the open hatchway, Valimous began telling a
story to the others: "There was a couple in the old country where
I come from... times were tough, and he had just lost his job. His
wife went to work every day and left him at home." In the privacy

of the curtained quarters, Tondalayo asked me to undress. I could
only think of our encounter in the woodland as she explained the
application of Dryderm: the semi-permeable spray needed to prevent
our skin from softening in the water. I kept thinking of her
smooth flanks as she stood before me, naked except for her clothes.
I could hear Valimous: "The man was not much for cleaning
house all day while his wife was gone, so he looked for little jobs
to do. He noticed that the wooden toilet seat was rough. He
decided to paint it." I hated Valimous for the calm in his voice.
Surely he knew what had happened: a messenger as good as he, must
know everything.
Tondalayo gave me eight injections to alter my blood
chemistry; preventing the bends and increasing oxygen assimilation
for the synthetic air I would be breathing over the next few days.
Valimous would not shut up. "His wife came home, and they had a
wonderful dinner that the husband had prepared. Well, she ate and
drank a good fill, and found it necessary to relieve the burden.
She went into the bath and soon found that she had become stuck to
the seat. The poor man, hearing his wife's screams, came to her and
said, `Oh, dear! I forgot to mention that I painted the seat!'
He unbolted the affixed seat and carried his wife to the bedroom.
He covered her nakedness with a blanket and ran off to get the
doctor for help." Valimous could kill me if he found out what I had
done with Tondalayo. I gulped as I imagined the grip of his hand
around my throat. I pictured the stress as my spine was twisted
in his grasp. SNAP! Tondalayo broke the seal of a bag. She began
to show me the proper way to put on my diving suit. She did not
make any sexual advances, and I became very embarrassed: the press
of her skin against mine as she worked excited me. As much as I
tried, I could not suppress my erection. She just kept talking
about the equipment while I stood there. Outside, Valimous went
on. "The man was so embarrassed about the situation, that he could
not bear to tell the doctor what happened, only to say to the
physician, `I have something that you must see! Come quickly!'
The doctor followed. In the bedroom, the man raised the blanket
to reveal his wife's bottom with the oval seat affixed. `My, my,'
the doctor said. `It's very nice,' he said with an admiring grin,
admiring the firm rounded buttocks inside the seat; `But why did
you put a frame around it?'" I felt like the chuckles outside were
directed at me. Tondalayo returned my clothes. I tried to ask her
something... "I wanted to know about this afternoon..."
"I had fun. I hope you did too, but now we have a job to do.
Maybe I'll see you again after you become a messenger."
"You mean it?"
"I see them all at one time or another." I had read about the
promiscuity among messengers, but all my life I had been taught
that sex was a sacred bind between husband and wife, and not just
a hobby. I felt soiled.

CHAPTER 10
INTO THE UNDER

The next morning, I awoke before dawn. All but Valimous and
Tondalayo slept in the ship's bunks. Outside, I found the two of
them intertwined in her sleeping bag. I was going to faint. Then,
I wanted to throw up. Finally, I just watched them. I recalled
his sweaty body the day before: his hardened muscles struggling
under his skin like a sack of rats as he cleared the forest. I
wondered what she saw in him. Her face, nestled against the gnarly
muscle of his neck, was warm with satisfaction. She wore a sleepy
smile, and just for an instant her head moved slightly to caress
him. I wondered if I could ever speak to Valimous again. I
wondered if he would ever find out what had happened -- if my frail
bones would regret it. I crawled back into bed, condemned to lie
awake, waiting for sunrise.
Tondalayo left with the ship after breakfast, possibly for me
never to see again. I was caught between the contentment of the
siren's riddance from my life and wanting to sacrifice my eyeteeth
for an intimate reunion. Soon afterwards Valimous was next to me.
He reached out: my heart stopped and I jerked stiff, my eyes wide
and dry. He shook my hand sharply. "She's one of the best friends
I got. If she'd been mad when the two of you came back yesterday,
I wouldn't have had a chance to make things right with her. I
don't know what you did, but thanks."
"Sure, any time." The syllables cracked as my dry tongue
worked them out of my mouth. I felt worse than ever. The memory
of Tondalayo's lips polluted my thoughts. I had spoken with
Valimous, and the world had not ended. We were still friends,
despite any deceptions; and, right now, that was all that really
mattered. We had a job to do.
We sprayed ourselves with Dryderm and put on the yellow polka
dotted wetsuits. We wore duckfeet shoes that had three extended
webbed toes and were as cumbersome as a snowshoe. Looking at the
others, we seemed more adapted to a circus than a quest. Being so
close to the truth, I found the thought very unamusing. The
equipment was polished and well kept, intricately wired and
velcroed with a stylish finesse, but none of us had ever done this
sort of thing before. I would never get into an airship without
a trained pilot. Why was this any different -- just because there
were no more trained S.I.M.R.S. divers? What had happened to them
all? I was doomed.
We loaded the cargo into the shallows and used the buoyancy
of the equipment to manage individual loads of nearly three hundred
pounds. Almost all of the cargo was spare air, helium and other
gasses we could not extract from trapped atmosphere with
compressors and an electrolytic converter (used primarily to
replenish our oxygen and nitrogen tanks). A potassium permanganate
closed circuit breathing system worked in conjunction with the
aqualung to recirculate ninety percent of our air and enabled us
to stay underwater up to ten hours at a time. Then, we would have
to find a place to dryout for another ten hours, recharge the tanks
and contact Keaton with our progress. We rehearsed all of the
procedures until we were prepared to plunge into the darkness for
the next five days. As Valimous had pointed out, we might be

included in the annals of the Saskatchewan Independent Messengers
and Recovery Service as the only cave divers of that decade, if not
the century.
Valimous was the first in, followed by Regal, Chauncy and
myself. Our caplights on, we descended weightlessly, following the
safety line to the black hole twenty feet below. At first I pushed
at the water to get down, but the closer I came to the entrance,
the more the water sucked at me until I had no choice as to where
I was going. The worn-smooth rocks rushed past my faceplate. I
could feel my carabineer rattle as it held the safety rope against
the churning water. Seconds later, the walls widened into
blackness and the currents eddied and twisted, spinning us into the
lines. Chauncy panicked, his legs wound the monofilament. I
grabbed his arm and pulled my face close to his. He calmed when
he saw me and started breathing normally. It was a strange freedom
to breathe underwater. Above us, our lights reflected back in a
mirror of water surface. I looked down to Valimous, who was
already out of his tangles and pulling a loop off of my foot. He
pointed up.
We were soon free of the lines and drifted upwards. Long ago,
a dome formed from a massive collapse of the ceiling. Air sucked
down with the river had become trapped in the four foot pocket.
I helped Chauncy to fill his buoyancy vest to keep his head out of
the water as he coughed and sputtered without his mouthpiece.
"Are you two alright?" Valimous asked.
"Yeah," we unisoned.
Chauncy was still a little breathless. "Why couldn't we...
get full face... masks with communicators -- so we could talk?"
"It is a little late to think about that now," I suggested.
"Too risky," Valimous answered. "Full masks are bulky and
it's better not to lose both your eyesight and your regulator at
the same time. Especially with beginners, the separate regulator
with the bite is the only way to do it. Besides, our battery
system will be taxed enough with the lights: the radio would be too
much."
"So, where do we go now?" Regal asked.
"Use your scanners to find the fastest current flow out of
here. We'll split up into two groups. Return here in five
minutes." The plotter screens had been installed into the masks so
that their reflection superimposed data onto the glass. There were
lots of little tunnels carrying away water. Chauncy and I found
the main currents and after rejoining the others, we all found the
way effortless. The fears I had that morning were dissipating
quickly. I was too busy to think about Tondalayo or worry about
what Valimous knew.
Minutes later, in another cavern, we were greeted by a
kaleidoscope of colors that clung to a forest of stalactites and
stalagmites formed centuries ago before the cave was submerged.

The ancient room was littered with mining tools and trash. In
corners, where the water stood free from currents, the caps,
grinders, engines, and other strange relics were amazingly
preserved in a crust of deposits. In the main stream, the shapes
had worn into curving skeletons of their original form. Regal swam
down thirty feet to the floor, sifting through the bottom soil in
search of lifesigns. With each touch of his fingers came an
explosion of red silt from the floor. Soon the entire space was
tinted red and growing more and more cloudy.
Still drifting with the currents, following a thin corridor.
The passage was crossed by a few large mining tunnels. Regal had
Valimous lead us into the mines. I was careful to monitor the
roofing pins. Where they were weak, I pantomimed for the others
to stay clear. More and more, the water was clouded a reddish
brown. Veins of galena ran across the walls. The grey lead
sulfide runs had a metallic luster marbling the entire height of
the tall walls.
The tunnels were calm and thick with iron oxide. We moved
slowly. When our visibility was reduced to only a few feet, we
engaged the plotters and used the sonar readings to see. The rock
had been weakened by the years of exposure to the water, and here,
most of the roofing pins were rusting -- where there were any left
at all. However, the tunnel was wide and with a little care, we
travelled safely, leaving the rock undisturbed.
When the water finally became clear, we spent the last of the
second four thousand foot reel of monofilament safety line. It had
been five hours since we last spoke to each other. Valimous and
Regal searched the maps for a possible dry pocket to spend the
night. Although the oils in the wetsuits prevented us from
oversaturating, remaining underwater too long would force toxins,
normally released through the skin, to slowly poison us. If we did
not find a dryout soon, we would have to return to the entrance of
the cave.
The water added a dimension that I never could have imagined:
I was flying -- floating, breathing effortlessly. I wished my
grandfather could have been there, Warnison too. My moment of love
with Tondalayo was the only other experience that had ever given
me as much pleasure. Tondalayo... she had another lover: Valimous
was hidden behind his equipment and mask, he seemed far removed
from the man with whom I shared Tondalayo. In the weightlessness,
I never wanted to go home again. Chauncy was not thinking the same
way. I came closer to make sure he was alright. He gave me the
thumbs up, but his skin was white with fear and nervous sickness.
I was not sure if he had seen something or had just become immersed
in his own fears. I jerked on the line and signalled for Valimous
and Regal to stop. In a few moments Chauncy was himself again, and
we could continue.
Our party passed several large ore hauling cars rusting in the
still waters. On my father's land, there was a car like that
half-buried in the murky waters of quarry where The House of the
River would tear the hundred pound building rocks from the stone
of the earth. On hot summer days when the clover fields sang with
insects and the windless sky held no clouds, Jermain would take me
with him to cool off in the deep waters. It was his taunting that

first led me to dive off of the high cliffs. I would stay down
under the water as long as I could to frighten him, but he was
always laughing when I finally came up, my lungs bursting for want
of breath. I think he would have found it just as amusing if I
never came up at all.
As the red metal flaked in my hand, I wondered why the water
was so clear as if it had been filtered. In all the mines I had
ever seen, iron sulfide deposits clouded the water red and I could
see the veins often in the rock. I supposed the slow currents
could have carried the sediment. All of the cars were crushed or
split open and pushed to the side. We found broad white strips of
a pliable calcium material about an inch in thickness. Often the
stuff was in fragments of a yard or two and seldom more than a
dozen inches wide. Twice we discovered them in giant
eight-foot-in-diameter rings, like the slice of a mammoth onion.
Regal suspected that they were the effect of the long exposure to
water and the attack of parasites that might have altered some kind
of man-made synthetic rubber. The chemical composition analysis
was useless: "Organic in nature. No identification."
When the mines had been in operation, huge pumps worked day
and night to keep the lower levels dry. When they failed, the
water rushed in. In the lowest depths, the men had only minutes
to escape, and there, rescue chambers had been constructed every
several hundred yards. Most of them were little more than cutouts
in the ceiling with a small ledge to sit on, but some could support
a hundred men for a tenday. Over the centuries, most of them had
filled or collapsed with the weakening of the rock. The
hypothetical listed several possible sites; but still, we passed
several before we found one that was intact. The tiny room was
barely large enough for the four of us. Chauncy and I just poked
our heads in to see after Regal and Valimous climbed in, leaving
most of their equipment in the tunnel. "I think this is too
small," Regal said.
"There is not enough air to breath for ten hours, but we could
use tanks if we can't find anyplace else," Valimous said.
"There should be a larger one a few thousand feet ahead,"
Regal responded.
"We only have another couple of hours before you're gonna
start feelin' the `drenchies'." Valimous led us back into the
water. Several hundred feet from the chamber, there had been a
cave-in, but a new crevice, nearly as large as the tunnel, opened
up above the fall. The corridor was rounded -- almost as if it had
been carved and never less than eight feet in diameter. A collapse
like this one should not have left any passage at all, let alone
one so uniform. This was unnatural. My plotter indicated that the
new route had been made within the last few hundred years, long
after the mines had been submerged. Valimous was looking up and
down the tunnel constantly and often had his hand on his
eliminator. I was not sure what he was looking for, but he felt
threatened here; and now, so did I.
The roundness soon gave way to jagged slag as the crevice
widened. Several of the large bone-like rings lay scattered about,
most of them crushed against the side. The channel came down to

the mine at the far side of the cave in. As we reached the tunnel,
the water became cloudy with a whiteness. The color was so odd for
a cave that I took a plotter reading. There was index for the
stuff so I ran the data into a series of analysis programs. In a
few minutes I would have an answer. Valimous led us according to
Regal's maps, but the diagrams were old even when the mines were
abandoned, and often we had to find our own way.
I had become accustomed to my equipment and could breathe
without noticing. I pondered my moments with Tondalayo. If
Valimous knew, I did not want to have him at the end of my safety
line. If there were an accident, he might subtly assist my death.
I watched him. He watched all of us, but his focus was on me. I
was not sure if Valimous had put me at the rear because I knew more
about caving than Chauncy or Regal -- which was probably true -or because I would be the first to go if we were attacked from
behind. I knew Valimous suspected danger, the kind he readied an
eliminator for: in my mind that meant a large animal -- a cave
monster. The only thing that ever moved in the far away darkness
behind me was a glimpsed likeness of a red horned demon bathed in
deep blue flames, Raspthane: from the abysmal and aoristic keckle
of my nightmares -- a bonafide hallucination, I trusted.
Valimous dragged Regal along. He was lagging behind,
examining everything. There were few, if any, references in the
University Associated Libraries for what we saw. When we came to
the next rescue shelter, we found it filled with trapped air. It
had fabricated walls, sleeping quarters for twenty- seven men and
food for a tenday, all of which had solidified or rotted. A small
generator and battery packs with discreet acid and solid element
storage were still intact. Valimous used them to provide warmth,
light and a recharge of our equipment. Using eliminators to
generate power was always a bit risky. Nonetheless, it was the air
that we came for and everything else was a luxury. We stripped off
the wetsuits and peeled away the Dryderm spray covering. Our
entire bodies smelled like runner's feet. Like human snakeskins,
we piled our spray-on shells in a corner, covering them with wet
sheets to keep the odor down. A quick bath in the cool water and
we were ready for the ten hour dryout.
Chauncy spent several hours peering into the entry hole in the
middle of the floor. I joined him when I was done helping Valimous
recharge the scuba tanks. "How are you doing?" I asked my old
friend.
"Pretty good."
"Are you glad you came?"
"Well...

I don't wanna do something like this again."

"But, Chauncy, there is nothing here but splendor!" He looked
at me as if he were going to throw up. As the odd color subsided
from his cheeks, he looked back into the water. To cheer him up,
I mentioned, "I saw quite a few veins of calcium fluoride."
"Yeah, this is good rock for it."
"If fluorspar is here, then it must be in some of the other

mines in the area, right?"
"I suppose."
"Chauncy! This is the big find you've been waiting for. There
are tons of fluorspar in these hills -- let alone iron, lead,
lime..." He was not listening to me. I leaned close to his ear.
"There is zinc. The co-op would love that!" He did not flinch.
"You could move it all by boat to Suffigston -- you have it made.
You could smelt aluminum for a thousand years."
He slowly bent his head back until he faced the ceiling. "How
much rock do you suppose is between us and the top?" He just wanted
to be home.
I sighed. "Three more days, Chauncy: just three more days."
With a pat to his back, I left him at the hole. Regal was sitting
naked in the middle of a pile of his instruments, going over data.
"Regal, is there anything alive down here?"
He looked at me oddly.
"No.

"Did you see something?"

I was just wondering."

"Well, I have some resonant frequencies that seem odd.
...Sort of like whale calls, except much lower."
"You mean there could be whales in the caves?" I asked half
seriously.
"No, not whales.

Something else...,"

"How about sea snakes or sharks...

something like that?"

"No. There are some fungi-like growths, things like that, but
nothing that swims or bites."
Valimous waved me over to him as I finished talking with
Regal. I started to help him check the regulators. "You felt it,
too?" he asked.
"What?"
"There is something out there, and it's either very smart or
very big."
I immediately thought of Raspthane, "What do you mean?"
"You saw the way the tunnels were carved out in places?"
"Sure," I said.

"Eight feet in diameter, everywhere."

"That's what I mean. It shouldn't be like that, unless there
is something that lived down here."
"If it was that big, we should have seen it by now, shouldn't
we?"
"To live, something has to eat.

If it is big, it has to eat

a lot.

There is no major food source here."

"Then, whatever made the tunnels was here a long time ago,
right?" He did not answer right away. "Tell me I'm right."
"You are probably right." He was sure that there was something
out there -- I knew that.
"Great.

Then, why don't we go back now?"

"...because, in all likelihood, there is nothing out there."
"What do we do, just go on until we find that we are a food
source?" I whispered.
"What do you think?" he asked me.
"I just think that if there is really something down here,
Regal would know about it. He's taken readings of everything.
There are no droppings, decomposed animal remains... nothing.
would know, wouldn't he?"
"Probably...."

He

"You said it might be smart. If something is smart enough to
carve a tunnel, it could pick up after itself or maybe even grow
its own food supply... something like that?" I asked him.
"No. We will know about it before it knows about us -- that
I am sure of."
"Great." I sighed.

"What are we supposed to do?"

"Get some sleep, kid." Valimous pointed to one of the bunks.
There was probably nothing to worry about -- probably.
CHAPTER 11
THE ANIMAL

Fire burst out within the onyx cavern. Through the light and
heat, glistening droplets of deep red poured from the walls: the
rock bled. I was naked, my skin scorched, and I danced at the
heat of the earth. Through a curtain of smoke I saw Tondalayo.
Her arms outstretched for me as her toga flamed every time it
brushed the floor. I went to her. From the corners of the dark
recesses came a dragon bathed in the licking flames of his
environment. He was Raspthane. His massive ram horns burdened
his head as he watched us. I pulled at my love's hand, unable to
hear her cries over the roar of the combustion in the black air.
"You cannot escape my wrath!" the beast echoed. I knew the way.
There was a safe place. I pulled Tondalayo behind me. Her hand
slipped from mine. I turned, but only the dragon was there,
grinning with his long threatening teeth. "I have her. I have
that woman! I will have them all."

I ran and ran endlessly. The way ahead was always dark while the
burning swelter chased me as if it were on a leash. My feet
blistered as I forced my way through the halls. Just ahead a
glow fought through a length of the black. That was my sanctuary.
I passed into it, and the light was gone. It was very dark.
The dragon was still coming; he would not follow once I had run
into the woodland of Mt. Slilip. I would go home, but not even
the threat of the dragon could make me stay away.
A light was in my eyes as Chauncy woke me. My skin was clammy
and burning like I had spent too many hours in the swelter of the
summer sun. The room was dark except for his caplamp.
"What...?"
"Look down there!" he whispered, waving to the port. "Come on!
You've got to look! Get up! Get up!"
I struggled to my feet and saw Valimous stirring from the noise.
Chauncy dragged me to the entrance and pointed into the hole. I
could not see anything, the water was cloudy. "Give me the
light." I shone the light down into the tunnel. There was a mass
of solid white like a hand-plastered wall moving two feet beneath
the surface. Valimous came over.
"Regal!" Valimous called when he saw the thing.
"What?" he called from his sleep.
"Get over here quick!"
"What is it?" Chauncy asked.
"I don't know." We watched, for what seemed like several minutes.
Regal spoke first. "It must be going five or six feet per
second."
Valimous had his plotter out. "It's alive," he said. Instantly
the form tapered into a tail and was gone. "Beep, beep, beep,"
came from the plotter as the analysis was completed.
"...A cold-blooded segmented animal: a giant lumbricoid with an
exoskeleton!" Valimous announced.
Regal could hardly speak. "How... how can that be?
Lumbricoid are little tiny..." he spaced his fingers a few inches
apart.
"The cartilage keeps it from collapsing and it seems to have a
series of bladders all around the inside of the shell to keep it
buoyant," Valimous replied.
Chauncy asked, "What is it in regular language?"
"It's a big crusty earthworm."
"So," Chauncy began with a frazzled look about him, "what are we

going to do about it?"
"What do you mean?" Valimous asked.
"We can't go back in with that thing hanging around."
Valimous answered, "Why not? It's nearly one thousand feet long.
Not the sort of thing that will turn around and come back."
I realized, "That must be why the cavein was carved out so round.
The worm would ram the rock -- breaking off those segments we
saw."
Regal's eyes were wide and staring into the empty water. "How are
we going to get back!?"
Valimous ignored him. "This seems to explain the rings. "What
could it live on? We didn't see any other life to support it."
Chauncy was flustered. "What if there are more?
now. I don't wanna be worm breakfast."

Let's go back

Valimous put his hand to Chauncy's shoulder. "Chauncy, nothing is
going to get you. It's a worm, just stay out of its way, and
nothing will happen."
"But, you saw the crushed ore cars and the rock slide -- the way
metal had been drilled through by the thing!" I had not thought
Chauncy noticed.
Valimous answered curtly. "Just swim to the side. Don't get in
its way and you'll be fine. I'm serious. It has no eyes. It
won't go after you."
"I bet you say that about dragons, too," Chauncy replied. I was
reminded of the one that had been chasing me in my dreams. I
looked down; the pale skin of my chest had definitely reddened.
I thought perhaps that it was the color of the caplights until
Valimous said, "Are you alright? You look worn out... allergic
or something."
"I'm fine." Valimous took a reading of me and shook his head.
"You're a strange boy." The flames of my dreams had burned color
into my skin. Could Raspthane be real? It was impossible, if not
unheard of. It had to be an irritation from the Dryderm or
something -- it had to be. Valimous was staring. I dipped my
hands and wet the burns. The cool water felt good.
Again, time had come for more injections. While Valimous
inoculated the others, I got out my plotter, remembering the
readings I had taken of the white cloudy water. The analysis had
been complete hours ago, but I had forgotten about the entry.
"Here! Look," I shouted, handing Valimous the plotter. "Those
white cloudy spots are microorganisms. We passed through some
that read no life because they were digested shell residue, but
this cloud was full of life, perhaps one hundred pounds of tiny
animals. Maybe enough for a giant worm meal."
Chauncy smiled, "Are you saying that it won't eat us?"

Regal agreed, "If this place can support life like that thing,
what else is down here?"
Valimous spoke. "Those giants are not going to leave much space
if they patrol these tunnels on a regular basis. The microscopic
animals in the water would have to reproduce quickly. The worm
probably comes through no more than once a tenday."
I remembered when Chauncy first went into the mines north of
Suffigston. He was scared of mice, bats, dripping water... he
was scared of everything. In two hours, at the end of the
dryout, he would go out with the rest of us. I looked at Valimous
to try to see his worries, but they were not in his expression.
There was not even a concern. It was only a worm.
The water seemed cooler after that. Valimous led the way, with
Regal close behind using the plate maps to navigate. When the
mines were in full operation, air was often pulled from the caves
below instead of digging all the way up to the outside.
According to the maps, there was a shaft that accessed caverns
two hundred feet beneath us. There, Regal hoped to find the tiny
fishes and crustaceans from the logs of past Environmental
Inventory
expeditions.
The tunnels curved, twisted and branched into a maze of
confusion. Valimous planted beacons and secured the safety line
to the rock every dozen yards. Before we reached the airshaft, he
started the fifth spool of four thousand foot safety line.
Valimous almost passed the airshaft. The blower fan was so caked
with deposits that it blended into the wall. Scraping at the
crust, I could soon see that the shaft itself was just a little
more than a yard and a half in diameter, just small enough to get
stuck in if someone had problems with his equipment.
A ventilation fan blocked the way at the airshaft. Valimous used
a laser torch powered by his eliminator to cut it away, but the
process was slow and the water would boil, forcing us away every
few minutes until the heat dissipated. Regal, Chauncy and I
would use our slipperfins to circulate water, but it did not seem
to help much. Regal and I went further into the mine to find
another rescue shelter. The old maps showed one only a few
hundred yards down the tunnel.
The cave had collapsed near the chamber, but the worm creature
had cleared through the debris. On the other side of the cavein,
the tunnel walls were scarred and black. The water was warm and
thick with redness. Nearly a foot of air had accumulated along
the ceiling. Regal sampled the air with the plotter only to find
that there was very little oxygen in an atmosphere of poisonous
gasses. The moving surface bounced our light around as if there
were a dozen divers. I no longer felt freedom. The equipment
and environment had stolen or confused every one of my senses.
From the beginning, I had a moribund fear of small dark places,
but this length of the mines was stifling in a very unreal way.
We passed several forks. Down one of them, I thought I saw
something move. I pulled Regal back by his fin, and the two of
us watched. From far down the tunnel, a faint light periodically

flashed through the thick darkness. I turned off my caplamp, and
Regal did the same. The glow was clear now. Turning our lights
back on, we went into the tunnel. The microscopic animals were
very dense. I watched the radar, praying desperately that
something would not move on the outer fringes of the display.
Adrenaline filled my veins as I imagined that we were not alone.
The water became quite hot dozens of yards from the glimmer.
Using the visor and thermal plotter, I could just make out the
vein of ore burning a cool orange as it was carved out by the
fire. The flame ran the length of the tunnel wall for as long as
I could scan. The black ore, having enough oxygen and traces of
phosphorus trapped in the rock, had caught fire and was burning,
perhaps for thousands of years.
The water was searing, bearable only because of the currents and
the insulation of our suits. Regal's face mask was completely
steamed; we had to return to the main tunnel.
We were very close to a shelter when we saw the corpses. Nearly
fifty miners had been trapped in the explosion that started the
fire. Their carbonized bodies survived undisturbed by the years.
Regal examined them with a scientific dispassion as I was
attacked with pangs of nausea. I hurried to the shelter to
relieve myself of a developing claustrophobic terror.
The vestibule was intact. I scrambled in, frantically pulling
off my facemask and mouthpiece only to find the air caustically
unbreathable. Falling to the floor with a convulsive wheeze, I
struggled with my regulator. It was then that I saw the five men
who had used the rescue chamber for their tomb. I breathed in
the good air. The carnage did not disappear as my head cleared.
I was done being sick as mild shock set in. I spent my efforts
keeping my mind and body from shutting down and suddenly became
an observer as if I were not with the bodies at all.
I saw the blackness that had etched the walls at the flash of the
explosion that started the fire. The oxygen was gone from the
atmosphere; however, there were several full air cylinders. I
engaged the rescue scrubbers and released two canisters of air.
After fifteen minutes, the atmosphere was breathable, but my
first gasp sent me into a coughing fit. My eyes burned. We
would leave a scrubber running. The shelter would be sufferable
if we could not find another dryout in the next few hours. I
looked at the bodies. I did not want to come back; I would have
rather suffered the drenchies.
Valimous was making the last cut in the fan when Regal and I got
back. All four of us had to pull to get it loose. When it
finally gave way, the fan fell sharply to the floor causing a
cloud of dust that soon made it impossible to see. We made an
escape to the clear waters of the shaft, but Valimous would not
let us go down more than a few feet as we all jammed into the
tiny cylinder. He was trying to tell us something, but
exasperated, he pulled me to him and gave a hard twist on one of
my regulator valves! I jerked away, his eyes flashed in the beam
of my caplight. This was it! He knew what I had done with
Tondalayo, and he was going to kill me!

Valimous looked at me as if I was crazy and pointed to his own
regulator and drew the chemical symbol for helium on his chest.
He grabbed Regal and shut down his nitrogen supply. Then he went
to the next valve. I had to do something before he killed the
trusting scientist. It would have been easier for Valimous if he
just cut the hoses. What was he doing? Then, Valimous turned on
Regal's helium tank. Valimous was not killing us. The nitrogen
had clouded my mind. I sucked hard on my mouthpiece. The oxygen
calmed me. At these depths an inert gas like helium must be used
as a substitute for the nitrogen to prevent narcosis. After
twenty minutes, all of the regulators had been set and the
chemicals in the S.C.U.B.A. scrubbers were changed. The new air
tasted sweet --like the aftertaste of winter taffy my grandmother
would make. I drifted into memories of the fabulous pulls we
would have with everyone in the family tugging at the strings of
sugar and butter in the cool foyer next to the Big Room.
The atmosphere became "slipperier", slightly easier to breathe,
and within minutes, I felt a little tired. Everything seemed to
move more slowly as the helium started to settle into my
bloodstream, but I was in control once again. We each let out
some of the air in the buoyancy vests and began sinking slowly so
=that we could adjust the pressure in our lungs and ears. I
could feel the thoracic squeeze making breathing all the more
difficult even with the slippery atmosphere. The water became
warmer. At the same time, it began to feel viscous. I took a
plotter reading. We had entered a diluted brine solution, almost
like seawater.
When Valimous saw the bottom, he signalled us to start inflating
the buoyancy tanks. Chauncy, slow with his reactions, managed to
run into Regal, creating a momentary panic as Regal's facemask
filled with water. Valimous helped the desperate man as he tried
to refit his water-filled mask to his face. Valimous used a
blast of air from Regal's regulator to clear the mask and soon
everything was back to -- certainly not normal -- but everyone
was calm.
The shaft emptied into a crystal clear cavern, complete with
mineral deposits that spread fans of color under a denture of
stalactites, but the floor was smooth. The brilliant formations
refused scale until I read the visor. We were seventy feet from
the bottom. Valimous and Regal were using the plotter maps to
decide which way to continue. The numbers from my visor kept
changing, the floor was slowly moving, up and down only a few
inches -- probably sediment disturbed when we came in; that would
also explain why it was so flat. Chauncy was looking at some
formations when he bumped a stalactite. The foot-long fragment
spiralled down. I was hoping the disturbed sediment would not
fill the room. Then, inches from impact, the floor exploded with
movement. Amazed and confused, we kept our lights down and
watched the white mass move by like a cloud. As the shape grew,
I could see bits. Of course, fish! Billions of tiny blind white
cave fish darted across the room, each tiny creature turning in
unison with the others as if their tiny fish brains were all
wired together. They came around us, but a slight movement sent
the swarm back down into the depths, turning enmasse down a leg
of the cave and disappearing from sight. The bottom was now a

field of stalagmite spikes. Just for an instant, a fit of vertigo
thrust me to the points, but I never moved. Still, my heart
pounded faster. I had not recovered from what I had seen in the
rescue chamber. "Rescue" seemed a very inappropriate word to be
attached to that crypt.
Regal found a plant-like creature colonizing on much of the rock
near the bottom: obviously food for the schooling fish. In the
center of the floor there was a pile of debris that had been
tossed down the shaft: coins, garbage, tools, lunch pails,
lanterns and even a body. Regal could have spent the rest of
the day taking plotter readings, but we only had a couple of
hours to find a dryout or turn back.
For tens of millennia, the caves had been above the water table
and the trickling waters had painted the walls and scared the
floor with an old creekbed that led our way. Every few hundred
feet, we would find a large air pocket along the roof; but more
often than not, the platform had fallen, and there was no way to
get out of the water. I did not want to spend the night in the
deathpit. Finally, Valimous came upon a suitable dryout with
twenty minutes to spare. The air-filled vault was almost thirty
yards wide and nearly five times as long, but there were only a
few places with clearance to stand on the long white beach that
split the water in the center of the chamber. Nonetheless, the
room had enough air to recharge our tanks and dryout two nights.
Under such pressure, we could not breathe the nitrogen without
suffering narcosis. We had to breathe from the scuba gear as we
removed our suits and set up the equipment. The eliminator
powered an
electrolysis system that extracted most inert gasses and
oxygenated the air while three canisters of nitrogen-fixing
bacteria were spread about the cave. The nitrogen was then
replaced with helium from our tanks.
"Tomorrow will be the third dive," Valimous squeaked. We were
plagued by silly voices as our vocal cords constricted with the
helium, forcing us to talk two octaves higher than normal.
Chauncy and I laughed, suffering contagiously at our own squeaky
giggles.
Unamused, Regal turned to Valimous. "We'll have to be heading
back, won't we?" Chauncy still smirked at the tiny voices, too
small even for children.
"We can go five, maybe six more hours tomorrow in these caves as
long as we end up back here for the dryout," Valimous said.
"Well," Regal started, "I've got a lot of data, but those fish
just create more questions, though. They could be part of quite
an extensive food chain we have never encountered before.
Tomorrow I would like to follow those fish."
Valimous smiled, "Then that is what we will do."
I felt distant from the other three, even though we spent every
minute together. The underwater silence was enough to make
strangers out of the best of friends. Even in the dryouts, with
our mouths sore from the respirator and our lips chafed from the

water, no one wanted to say much of anything. I could not help
but wonder if Valimous spent his time scheming about how to leave
me behind, but he needed my help. After several minutes, I
convinced myself that Valimous even liked me. I had pushed my
body to the limit, and the pressure and darkness forced me into a
dreamless narcotic sleep.
CHAPTER 12
THE CURRENTS

Chauncy screamed. I reached for my light, but everywhere the
sand wriggled under my fingers. In the blackness Regal screamed,
too. Valimous had the only eliminator -- was he already dead?!
I found the lantern and shot the beam across the beach. "Turtles?!"
There were thousands of tiny blind color- bleached newborn sea
tortoises digging up and scampering for the water. The others
turned on their caplights, and the panic ended.
"Read the water!" Valimous yelled. Regal aimed his plotter
at the surface as I shined my caplight. Dozens of needlenosed
blind gars, some nearly eight feet long, swam themselves half onto
the beach to feast at the shelled morsels as they raced for the
depths. With their tiny flipper feet paddling wildly, they were
getting away by the hundreds. The procession continued for hours
until the gars were all stuffed.
"Did you ever see anything so amazing?" Regal shouted as he
danced about the beach with enthusiasm.
"Not since yesterday," Chauncy replied in all seriousness;
I knew why I liked him. Regal hit his head hard on the low ceiling
as he counted the creatures with his plotter. Chauncy was content
just to play, picking them up and turning them in all but the right
direction. Valimous chuckled as he watched us and the little
animals.
As we prepared to make our dive, there were still turtles on
the beach. Since we were returning that night, we left most of
the equipment on the beach. Valimous, carrying the only weapon,
went first. Although the gars would not present any problem, we
did not know what other predators might have found there way into
this part of the cave. We travelled with the current, back along
the safety line and twenty minutes later, we were at the air shaft.
It would still take over an hour for us to return. Valimous
secured a new safety line at the entrance of the shaft and we
continued to follow the drift of the river in search of Regal's
fish.
The caves stretched out like a web of dendrites; thousands of
tunnels poxed the route like veins of the earth. As we continued,
the currents pushed us along faster and faster. Valimous took care
to monitor our distance, knowing it would take us much longer to
return to the beach. Often we were passed by the tiny turtles
caught in the currents, but all other life eluded us. Chauncy and
I were falling farther behind as we secured the safety line and
plotted each tunnel fork. There was no danger of losing the

others, we simply had to follow the safety line as Valimous spooled
it out.
Several hours out, Chauncy and I were lagging behind at a
small tunnel when I realized that the hole was sucking water from
the main tunnel. We were approaching a very fast current just on
the other side of the wall. As a precaution, I decided to anchor
the safety line here. I had just finished planting a metal piton
with a powder charged hammer and securing the line when it pulled
taut. I looked to see Regal and Valimous: the caplight beams were
sweeping wildly against the cave walls from far ahead and then
disappearing altogether.
I did not know whether it was the currents or a carnivore, but
something had gotten them. I had Chauncy stay, leaving him with
the end of a new safety line I tied around my carabineer. I set
another piton and tied a thick main rope for myself before slowly
drifting along the wall. If the flow was fast enough, they could
snap the thin safety monofilament. Valimous had an eliminator.
He could take care of animal attacks. "It was only the current,"
I told myself. Finally, I could see an end to the tunnel almost
twenty yards away. Our leg of the caverns disappeared into a vast
piping of worn rock nearly fifty feet in diameter, and within this
conduit was a mighty river that had sucked up Valimous and Regal.
It had caught them unexpectedly, with too much slack on the safety
line to prevent them from being pulled in, but the line was still
taut, running off the right edge and into the darkness. The
monofilament safety line was too thin to use the climbing
ascenders. Each ascender gripped the rope with a handclasp while
a stirrup hung from the grip allowing the climber to stand on one
foot while raising the second ascender with the free hand. Against
such a fast river, the ascenders were the only way to move against
the current short of traditional freeclimbing mountain climbing
which would take much longer and be much more dangerous. I set a
piton and anchored a thick cord before dropping it into the swift
water with a carabineer at the end. I could feel the perspiration
bead uncomfortably around my eyes and nose. The safety line
scraped against the rocks in a dozen places, and using the
magnifier on the visor, I could see it start to thin with wear in
at least five spots. I waited. I felt a slight tug on my own
safety line and flashed my beam twice to signal Chauncy that I was
alright. All alone, he must have been going crazy.
Suddenly, I felt a jerk on the cord I sent down. Someone had
grabbed it. I hoped it was Regal; however, I would need Valimous
to help me get out of the caves. I set another piton. My hands
slipped at the ropes, and I tangled one around my foot as I hurried
to secure them. It was taking too long. I had to pause for a
second to flush the panic from my mind. I secured a second rope
to an arrowhead anchor that I had wedged in a crack. With another
carabineer at the end, I let the current carry the line into the
black. It was not fair. Valimous was supposed to save us, not the
other way around. Twenty minutes had passed. The original safety
line suddenly went limp. A frayed end danced where it had twisted
against the limestone near the edge of the river. The second cord
still had no load. Someone was lost.
The strange world shook my judgement. Several times I went
the first few feet towards the edge. When I got less than a dozen

yards from the edge, the currents would start to tug at me. I would
think of Chauncy through my haze and then carefully climb back to
safety. He would not be able to get out by himself. Valimous and
Regal could rot, but I could not let Chauncy die -- at least not
alone. The sharp homemade atmosphere in my tanks and the crushing
depth were eating my sanity.
The second cord pulled taut, stretching against the carabineer
and anchor. Valimous might use two lines...
It had been nearly
an hour; maybe there was no one at the end of either line. I kept
imagining a bag of cargo dangling at the end of my cord. I refused
to let the drenchies set in as I waited for a plotter or a bag of
pitons and carabineers to climb up. I started pulling, coiling
the line around the anchors.
I had wrapped several feet around two anchors when I saw one
of the divers come over the side. It was Regal. I pulled on the
cord, helping to get past the ledge. He worked the hags slowly,
slipping his foot out of the harness at critical moments. I
wondered how he could have made it back up that far without help.
Then, he was around the side, climbing towards me quickly. As he
caught my hand he stopped, pointing back to the river. I nodded
my head just to get him to move and sent him back to Chauncy. He
would be safe.
When I looked back to the river, I could make out a second
pair of hands coming around the side of the tunnel. It was
Valimous. His strong arms yanked at the hags and within minutes he
was free of the pulling currents. He was tired, and his face was
pale. I had never seen fright in Valimous before this. I looked
to the river, watching little bits of things rush past, and I was
terrified for the first time.
The mask, then the respirator, everything came off as I made
it to the beach. The water stung my wrinkled skin. The spray film
had rubbed off hours ago in the course of the rescue, and the
injections were wearing off, making me sleepy and cramped as if I
were suffering withdrawal pains; and, indeed, I later discovered
that we all had become addicted to our shots. The drug was not
nice, but it kept us alive. Valimous was the only one to keep all
of his equipment on until he was completely on shore. I almost
expected that from him. It seemed more professional not to leave
it scattered about the beach.
"What happened?" Chauncy asked. I almost did not hear him as
he spoke, distracted by his funny little helium voice.
"I'm not sure, you'll have to ask one of them."
"The current caught us and we had to climb out,"
mumbled.
"We felt tow currents from vents.

Valimous

Didn't you feel them?"

"It was too late."
"Did anyone get any readings?" Regal asked.
I shook my head. "I got a bit busy."

Chauncy added, "I was around the bend. I got readings up to
the point, but I didn't get anything for where you guys were."
"Valimous, what kind of readings did you get?" Regal
continued.
Valimous stood up. "Big ones."
Regal.

Valimous threw his plotter at

"I just wondered..." Regal tried to continue.
"YOU ASS! It doesn't fucking matter!" He stomped over to
Regal. "YOU be damn glad you have the breath to ask that! I'm
not dragging you around in this hole for you to go plotter happy
all the time! Use your god damn eyes! Feel the way the water goes
around you and resonation in the safety line! A fucking plotter
won't keep you alive!" We were all shocked. Regal had dropped
everything and staggered backwards. I could see his hands shaking,
totally incapacitated with fear from the huge man's rage. In the
heavy atmosphere, Regal's nose began to bleed from his fear.
The messenger stared at Regal for a long time, watching the
blood trickle across the trembling man's chin. Valimous clenched
his fists, and they shook with anger. The veins in his neck stood
out like garden hoses, and I could see them pump in time with the
throb of his temple. The heated breath from his nostrils shot in
tiny clouds from his face. Valimous was about to kill Regal.
I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried to speak, but the
first words came out inaudibly dry and empty. I tried again.
you think we should start recharging? ...Valimous?"

"Do

"WHAT?!"
"We should get things ready."
Valimous blinked for a moment and then was finally able to
take his gaze away from Regal. He went back to his equipment and
started to pat his face dry with a towel. We watched him until he
said, "Why don't you start getting the recharger going?" He
pulled the eliminator from his holster. Regal flinched. Valimous
tossed it to me. Regal had been careless, but I suspected that
Valimous was caught offguard as well: something he could not
tolerate within himself. He would not have been angry at Regal's
mistakes: they would not have been sucked into the river if it had
been just Regal, but Regal did not know what went wrong, and
Valimous would never admit his own failure -- not even to himself.
I started recharging the tanks with Chauncy's help. Regal
spent several hours going over the various plotter readings,
keeping far away from Valimous. No one spoke. We were all
exhausted physically and emotionally. Soon Regal was asleep.
Chauncy was sitting up, snoring quite loudly. I was the last one
with a light on.
I spent a long time thinking about the rescue, wondering why
Valimous had allowed himself to be surprised by the currents. His
mind had been somewhere else. In between the snores, I heard

something moving around at the far end of the beach. All I could
see was the edge of a face lit up by a plotter screen. Regal and
Chauncy were sleeping nearby. I was about to get up when I
remembered Tondalayo. If he knew about us, Valimous would not
welcome my company. I rolled back over, still, the events of the
afternoon haunted me. Talking with him alone, I would surely
discover how he felt about me. I pulled my blanket around my
shoulders and quietly walked down the beach.
"What are you doing?" I was still not used to the way the
helium voice tickled at my throat.
"Log notes."
"...for the Service?"
"Yes.

Why are you up?"

"I'm too sore," I replied.
"Yeah, I know what you mean. It's like having a fat man sit
all over you." He smiled. "Have a seat. The ceiling's too low to
stand under." I felt better knowing that Valimous welcomed my
company. He probably did not know about Tondalayo.
"You saved my life today,"

he said.

"I was just there,"
"No. You saved my life.
it by myself."

I'm not used to that.

Usually I do

"You would have gotten out."
"No.

That safety line wouldn't have held."

I was embarrassed. Valimous could not get in a situation that
was more than he could handle. Messengers would never do that.
"Why do you like doing this?"

he asked.

"I don't know... It beats workin' on my father's farm."
"I suppose it would.

Do you like the thrill and danger?"

"No, not really. Its more about what's down here... you know,
to see all of this. I mean... this is someplace that you can't
even read about. Even if you could, visual scans would look...
dull compared to what we see. You couldn't know what it is to fly,
floating high up in a cavern like a bird -- I'm here because...
this is the best that it gets."
"How would you like to be a soldier?"
"Are you kidding, and go out to get myself killed?
you."

No, thank

"You get to see lots of places. That's how I got into all of
this. I was a soldier for seven years."

"I think I would rather be a messenger."
"People still shoot at you," he noted.
"Yeah, but not like in a war."
"That's right.

In a war you can expect it."

"How come you are one?"
"A soldier or a messenger?"
"A soldier... first."
"I'm not a soldier anymore. Where I used to live ended up
being in the middle of a war. Someone handed me a gun while I was
being shot at. At that moment, I became a soldier."
"Oh."
"Soldiering is a thing for the thick. Death is all around. As
long as it isn't someone you know, the bodies only bother you when
they start to stink. If you let it get to you, you die." He was
smiling a bit. It was the same smile he had when he told about the
crash at sea. I thought about how easy it would be for him, a
trained killing machine, to snuff away my life if he found
displeasure in me.
"So, how do you quit being a soldier?"
"I grew up in Fector. For a long time the war passed us by.
I was nearly twenty before there was fighting. I had a wife. She
was pregnant." Even in the dim light I could see a tear welling
at his eyelid. "The soldiers came, from both sides... everybody was
killed. Suddenly, we were all soldiers, even young children
carried guns. If there was someone you did not like, or blocked
your way in the street, one blast with the eliminator and all
problems are solved. Everything was fast -- life was fast and
death was even faster." The glow of his screen shadowed the rocks
into likenesses of forgotten places and lost friends. "This is
slow... here, now. That's why I like it." His head dipped low and
his feet pulled slowly across the sand closer to his body. "We got
a man, Zaven Yuralian, who knew something. He was supposed to have
known many of the infiltrators. We had him in a house with twenty
or thirty others. One by one, they all talked. They all said that
Zaven knew nothing. Most of them didn't even know Zaven. Every
day we would cut him, or burn him, or punch him, or pull out a
tooth, or cut open his fingernails, or break a little bone,... or
do something. We... I hurt him -- every day -- two or three times
a day! He was always weak, but I kept him alive. He didn't know
anything. Even as I did all this to him, he never begged me to stop
-- not once. I wouldn't have stopped, anyway. He knew that. But,
you see... they always beg. They all beg.... Valimous the Butcher.
After three days, he said to me... he asked me... `Why... why are
you doing this?'" Valimous strained his face with discomfort.
His words got a little higher as he spoke, now his voice was even
too high for a child's. "I thought about my friends that had been
killed. I saw the pictures in my head... of my wife... dear sweet

woman.... She never... I see her. She is always on the floor -my son... still in her loving arms.... The knives of Democratic
outlaws... had cut them... and cut them... and cut them... until
only I knew who they were." He continued to speak calmly as a tear
dropped down along his nose and across his cheek, falling neatly
into the sand. I did not want to sit there, watching him. It was
not right. Men like Valimous did not cry -- they could not -that's why I wanted to be like him: so that I would never want to
cry again.
He did not stop. His quivering words tore through me like a
slow cancerous pain. "I thought of my Nalana, there on the floor,
and it did not matter. When Zaven asked me why I was torturing,
all I could think about was how ashamed she would be to see me
then... how terribly ashamed. I hit him for that. Then, do you
know what he did? He did what he always did. He said... to me...,
`I forgive you.' Can you imagine that. If I didn't remember it,
I wouldn't believe it. He forgave me!" I was twisting slowly as
I sat in the sand, not understanding what he meant. I had just
slept with his girl. He was treating me like his best friend. It
seemed like he had never told anyone this, and I did not want to
hear it! He was no longer the Valimous whose footsteps I
worshipped. Before me was Valimous, the man who suffers in his
heart even more than I. He had befriended me, something I wanted
more than anything else; and then betrayed my image of him with his
confidence. I would never forgive him for that.
He wiped the tear streak from his face. "I quit being a
soldier because of Zaven Yuralian. After that, I thought... that
maybe... just maybe, there might be something to that... that love
of God stuff. Don't misunderstand me, I'm not religious. It's
just that every man could think of you as a brother. You've got
to know that he might, even though he doesn't know you... Do you
hear what I am sayin'? Some guy who doesn't even know you.... I
just can't afford to hurt someone I don't know." He waited for
something, looking at me. I turned away.
"You still kill people, don't you?"
"Sure, if they try to kill me.
then I know them."

I squeaked.

But, if they try to kill me,

He knew me. I was uncomfortable. "You never stopped?"
"Well, I did... for a while. I tried to start a new life,
away from the war -- but I don't know how... to do it."
We sat there for a long time, in the dark. When I left, he
only said, "Good night."
"Yeah, you too... Valimous."
my lips.

His name felt very different on

CHAPTER 13
THE RETURN TO SUNLIGHT

There were a few turtles that night. Sleep came. I found
myself in a cavern larger than any I had ever seen, talking with
a giant worm dressed in a long judicial robe. He was commenting
on how I would inevitably give him indigestion no matter how I
tried to avoid it. Turtles swam about effortlessly on their backs
serving tea and pastries from their bellies. A large leatherback,
with a head larger than mine, joined us. The warm breeze of the
waters felt good on my face. I wondered why I could see so clearly
and breathe so freely. I had no aqualung. It was very nice.
"Worm, Your Honor, I do not see that this expedition is worth
the risks," Turtle said.
"True," replied Worm in a foreignly intellectual accent, "but
what of your exploits on the beach? All of those thousands of
little turtles are devoured before getting into water above their
tiny heads." The speech came from the giant hole at his front end.
There were no lips to form syllables, but then, turtles were not
supposed to talk either.
"That doesn't make any sense," I said.
"Exactly," agreed Worm, "but, you might look at it from our
point of view. The great achievement for the individuals of our
kind is completed simply by the participation, not by the success
of any individual acts."
"Not even reproduction," interrupted Turtle. "The perpetuation
of our species is inconsequential because there will always be
something to take our place, and someday nothing will be that
something."
"You're measuring your worth on the whims of metaphysical
mumbo-jumbo," I protested. "There has to be a better reason for
getting up in the morning. So, why bother living? What's the
point? Why try to do things if the measure of your success has
already been totally achieved?"
Turtle explained. "Participation means much more than just
existing, it means fulfilling a role."
"What kind of motivation is in that?"
Worm broke in as one of the newborn refilled the cups.
"Participation means adopting a personality and establishing
values, and then trying to deal with them within the context of
your environment."
Turtle continued, "It means you have to try with all your
might to do whatever you feel is correct and just, not necessarily
being what you feel is `right', or `fair'."
Worm resumed, "It means dealing with the natural flow of
things, and that is what prevents most beings from observing when
we participate in life. People always want to be objective, and
yet they become blinded because they want to do something so
unnatural."
I asked, "Then, what am I supposed to do with my life?

I just

want to be happy, but the way you explain things, happiness
doesn't matter."
"It does not. You do not matter." I looked around, trying
to see where the words had come from. It sounded like Raspthane.
One of the little turtles interrupted in a helium inflated voice.
He was drunk with the tea.
Twinkle twinkle little bat
How I wonder where you're at
(hic) Like a tea tray in the sky
Gee, I'm glad that cows don't fly.
They laughed and slowly echoes filled every corner of the
cavern. The little turtles chortled; even the schools of fish and
an occasional gar joined in the jollity until the immenseness of
the cavern swelled with the participation of life -- such as it
was.
I started to choke. My eyes burned. I was in the blackened
rescue chamber. Four men, their faces black with smoke, coughed
with me as they struggled to cover the entry hole with a large
metal plate to keep the smoke from pouring in. At least ten men
were trying to get in, but there was no room. The miners below
screamed as the rumble of the explosion came closer. We all looked
at each other. The room shook so violently that we all fell.
Then, the fireball reached the tunnel beneath us and the heavy
steel covering flew straight for the ceiling as the air was sucked
out of our lungs. It was the vacuum, the depressurization, that
killed them. I was saved because I was not there. I was with the
fairies.
The fairies were in the underwater cavern where the airshaft
met the caves. I was there, too. This time I could only make out
the fuzzy image of their bodies; I had no facemask -- no aqualung.
I did have some equipment, my buoyancy vest and floppy duck feet.
The little people nodded with approval as my air ran out. I dropped
a couple of my weights and started to rise to one of the air
pockets in the top of the cavern. I became trapped in the black
jungle of stalactites, unable to find the air pockets I had seen
before. I kept moving through the stalactites, searching until I
finally found air.
I gasped as I hit the surface. It was good air -- full of
helium. It was black. The fairies were no longer beneath me. I
sank a bit, trying to rest, and my toes touched sand. A light hit
my face. "What are you doing!?" came a high-pitched voice that I
instantly recognized as Valimous. I coughed and sputtered a bit
as he came in and pulled me out of the water. "I don't know what's
wrong with you. Why are you out there, anyway?"
"I was asleep," I said.
"Sleep on the land, it's easier," he replied with a laugh.
"No, really, I went to sleep, and I woke up in the water,"
"Look, just stay on shore, alright?" Valimous demanded.

"Alright." He was like the old Valimous. He was not about
to tell me anything about his past I would not understand. I fell
to the sand and dropped onto my back to rest a moment. I turned
my head to see down the beach. There was no light, but I could
see. Valimous was already asleep. My head was spinning. I looked
around and could not see Chauncy or Regal. Then I passed out.
I was the last to wake up. Chauncy, Regal and Valimous were
leaning over me. "We thought you were dead," Regal said.
Chauncy followed with, "...no pulse, no breathing, no life
signs at all."
"I feel fine." I stood up and they continued to stare. "It's
over now," Valimous said. "I'll have the plotter checked when we
get back.
Chauncy went on, "Valimous, you felt for his pulse, it wasn't
there." Regal and Chauncy blatantly swam in confusion, but nothing
more was said.
The swim to the shaft took just a few minutes with the
currents behind us. We filled our buoyancy vests and ascended.
Being over two hundred feet from the surface, we had to stop every
three yards to let our bodies decompress. The helium prevented
embolisms, but the process took too long. We were nearly two
hundred feet below the surface. My ears rang and I felt sick. The
small shaft was the kind of space I could not have stayed in long.
All the blackness was tight against me and I sometimes felt that
I could hardly breathe. Except when Chauncy looked at me, I did
not care if I died to get out: I just wanted out of that shaft.
When we reached the mines, I could feel splinters of the
mouthpiece floating around my teeth. I had been chewing on it the
whole way up. I sucked up two great lungsful of air and thanked
God to be out of that tube.
The safety line had been severed in five places where it
crossed the corridor. Our only explanation was that the giant worm
creature had made another pass through some of the halls. The
rescue chamber was the same as when we had left it. My bed was
more welcome than any I had ever slept on before. The one hundred
and fifty foot ascent had been very wearing. Valimous made sure
that the new regulator mix included the proper amount of nitrogen,
giving us some renewed strength for the next leg of our journey.
We would be fighting the currents for the rest of the way. None
of us felt like talking much. We were just trying to make it out.
Valimous called Keaton and had him send a line of cord down through
the entrance so that we could use the climbing hags. The climbing
hags, with their stirrups and ascender grips, made life bearable.
If we were tired, we simply stood. When we climbed, we could use
both our arms and legs. It was not much harder than walking up
stairs, which was good since none of us had much strength left.
Even with new injections we had cramps that kept us awake much of
the night. Ironically, Chauncy was the only one who slept: his way
of getting out of here before the rest of us.
The next day we could not find some of the safety lines. The

plotter was used to find our way out. More than once, I shone my
light down the long tunnels and thought I saw figures swimming
away. I wrote this off to my lightheadedness and the clouds of
microorganisms that made it difficult to distinguish anything from
a distance. I had Valimous adjust my regulator to make sure.
While we changed the mix, I watched Regal and Chauncy. The job
took only seconds, and Valimous gave me a thumbs up when he was
done. At that moment I saw Chauncy go wild as bubbles exploded
from his regulator. I headed for him to see what was wrong, but
he just swam away from me for the side of the tunnel. A rush of
water hit me from behind. Blackness swallowed me.
I was inside a worm.
Chauncy got hit hard as the worm went by -- he could not get
out of the way in time. Thousands of hairy stems crisscrossed the
inside and a thick mucous stuck to me everywhere. The mouth
continued ahead until I could no longer see it and the stringy
tissue finally caught me sideways, and slammed me out of the middle
into the wall of slimy tendons. The caplight went out.
The water began rushing past me as the creature towed me
along. There was nothing I could find that was not adhesive, I
would easily free my hand only to find my foot ensnared or the
current would push me back into the stiff grizzly fingers that grew
along the walls. I tried to get my light working, peeling the ooze
from the lamp and my face.
The worm was moving slower. I was shaking a wad of slime from
my hand, desperately trying to find some way to wipe it off when
I felt the first tingly sensations of the enzymes as they worked
through my glove. I was being eaten!
The worm came to a gradual halt. A thud of pressure hit me
in the back and from a long way away I heard a sound like the
hammering of plumbing. I waited for a moment as the water around
me calmed and I wiggled my way out of the goo and into the center.
Strings of fiber brought me closer to the wall every time I tried
to move. I would free myself of them, but I could not get more
than a few yards away before another sticky rope would find my leg.
As fast as I could, I shook off the sticky slime and finally got
out my handlamp. Nothing moved. My breathing started to ease.
I prayed that the thing would remain still until I had a chance to
get out. As I went I had to keep trying to shake the mucal
digestive fluid as it worked through my suit. Then, I suddenly
found myself wrapped against the wall again. I was doing something
wrong.
From far behind me came a shallow rumble, growing louder. The
short tentacles at the side started to shake vigorously and all
around me the water rippled. Suddenly, a blast of water hit me
from behind, filling my face mask. My arms ripped free from the
twining fibers. In the middle again, I tried to work through the
stringy branches and made quite a bit of progress before I became
tangled again.
I heard the sound start again. This time when the thrust came,
my face mask was torn off and my feet came free of the thin
tentacles, tumbling me forward through the bowels of the animal

until I flew out of the mouth, head over heels for a dozen yards
more. In a blind panic, I struggled to the side as the worm
started again while I pulled the scum from my face and regulator,
scraping the puss onto the wall. The caplight came back on. My
mask was still around my neck and as the beast passed, I blew out
the water with my regulator and put the mask back on. Through the
thick water, I could see Chauncy against the wall far down the
tunnel. I had trouble working in the little bit of room afforded
me by the passing beast and I was hit several times as I worked to
clean myself. The white giant continued to pass us by for nearly
five minutes, and then it was gone.
Valimous was the first one to reach me. He started wiping the
ooze away with his hand. The digestive enzymes stung his hand.
I had gotten the stuff off of my skin, and with his help I was
able to finish removing the enzymes without losing the integrity
of my suit. I suppose that I was about as alright as one could be
after being eaten and spat out by a worm. When I calmed, my head
cleared enough for me to swim. No matter how bad I felt, nothing
would prevent me from getting out of the cave.
After the worm, I kept an eye out for what was behind me. I
think we all did. Indistinguishable images danced at the furthest
reaches of my light. They seemed to be fairies. I knew they were
my imagination, and when I looked with more care, they were always
gone. When we left the mines for the caverns, the currents were
strong. Within the hour we were in the cavern of stalactites. Its
grandeur had not diminished with the experience, it was just that
we no longer cared for anything but sunlight.
As we approached the entrance to the upper chamber, we found
the currents quite swift, but a cord dangled through next to the
safety line. I was surprised that the rope made it down this far.
We got out the climbing hags and were soon pulling our way up. As
I left the cavern I looked back. Through the darkness, I saw the
glint of two eyes reflecting back the beam of my caplight. It was
just an instant before they were gone, but the shadows caught in
the light made the outline of the dragon in my dreams -- the eyes
belonged to the creation in my nightmare: Raspthane. Part of me was
so filled with fear that I could have jumped out of the cave,
returning to Suffigston never to leave again. I stifled the
adrenaline. The cavern was filled with crystals clinging to the
walls, reflecting stray bits of light everywhere. I knew that all
I had seen were the dancing reflections and nothing more. There
had been nothing there -- there couldn't be.
Valimous stopped as he reached the next room. I could see the
dim light from the outside. He was looking, hiding behind a rock
ledge. After several minutes, Regal yanked at his flipper. We all
wanted to get out from the rushing water. Valimous signalled us
to stay put and disappeared. Moments later, he came back and waved
at us to follow. As I entered the room, we saw why Valimous had
paused. The cord Keaton sent down had been cut. The frayed end
looked as if it had been bitten with sharp gnashing dragon's teeth.
The other length was #tied# to a large stalagmite in a sloppy
knot and left to dangle down into the corridor we had just come
through. Keaton would not have come down here, he did not even
have the S.C.U.B.A.. Something intelligent had been down here.
I suddenly was all too aware that everything I had been

hallucinating was real. I wanted anyone else to be last but me,
but that was my place in the travelling order. A messenger would
not let his fears overwhelm him. I left a small handlight shining
in the cavern before making my ascent. I had a vicious chill rack
my body. I was not cold, it was just the prospect of what was out
there. Something was in here with us, and I did not want darkness
behind me, not now.
I was on shore before Chauncy or Regal despite the loss of
my fin. Keaton was nearly frightened to death as I danced
frantically around, pulling Regal and Chauncy out of the water.
"Did you see them!? Did you!?" I shouted at Valimous.
face suddenly turned pale.

His

"What?" he asked.
"The rope! They tied the rope!"
"I know.

I saw the rope," he said.

"I tied the rope," A woman said. I did not see Tondalayo
standing there. "I came back for the gear. When Keaton told me you
had two narrows to come up through, I knew the rope would only get
to the first room, so I went in and tied off a second. What's the
problem?"
Valimous cooled, "Well, you could have used a decent knot."
"What's wrong with a climbing hitch?" she asked.
Valimous and I both fell silent. The knot was definitely not
a climbing hitch. Valimous muttered. "Nothing."
"I thought a climbing hitch would hold on that stalactite
pretty well. Why?" Tondalayo asked.
"Stalactite?" he asked.
"Yeah, the stalagmites would send it over the rocks and fray
the rope." The rope was tied on a stalagmite. It could have
fallen off and caught haphazardly on a stalagmite below -- it
could have, I kept telling myself.
Valimous came up to her. She fell into his arms. "I'm sorry.
It was kind of rough down there."
"I know," she said, emphasizing her concern with an embrace
around Valimous that knotted my heart.
That evening, when we were alone, I had a chance to ask
Valimous about the rope. "Tondalayo knows the difference between
a stalactite and a stalagmite," Valimous said. "She also knows how
to tie a knot. What we saw down there was... I don't know. It
probably fell off and caught."
"You don't really believe that, do you?"
saw things in there -- " I started.

He said nothing. "I

"We all saw THINGS, but things don't tie ropes."
away. He said, "Fairies tie things."

I looked

"Fairies?" I queried.
"What?" he said.
"`Fairies', you said `fairies'?"
"I did? Are you alright? You've been acting mighty strange
since you got tangled in that worm."
"Yeah, I'm fine. I just thought... never mind."
spoke of it again.

We never

Tondalayo was watching the sunset on the ridge. I came to her,
and we watched as the clouds bloomed into their evening colors.
I had a hard time convincing myself that she was younger than I
was. "Why did you do that?" I asked.
"What?"
"You know... with me."
"I liked you, and I felt pretty rotten at the time. You made
me feel much better," she said.
"Then, it meant something...?"
"Yes. It meant a lot."
"Does it mean something when you do it with Valimous?"
"Of course. Valimous is... well... let me put it this way:
for the last year, I've been proposing to him. He doesn't want to
get married. He says he's too old to get married." She turned to
the sky with a sadness in her eyes. Her feelings were the same
ones I had found within myself -- a frustration with life. "He
doesn't want to tie me down. He really wants me to grow up... I
am grown up!" Her words were tiny, hidden through her face of
tears. "I am in love, and I hate it."
"I'm sorry." I said.
"Me, too."
alone.

Nevertheless, that night I was the one who slept

There was an annual harvest festival to be held in the next
sector in a few days. A new sector required new guides. For
Chauncy and I, that was to be the end our tour.
The expedition landed in Suffigston long enough for Chauncy
and I to get off. Valimous held me back a moment as Chauncy ran
to greet his family. The engines still whined, and the wind
twisted my hair as Valimous handed me an envelope and shouted to
me, "I want to thank you!"
"What for?" I yelled back.

"In the cave!

You got us through!"

"You would have done the same for me!" I said.
"You're good!

Real good!"

I looked into his eyes for a moment. He smiled. The pilot
shut the door and I ran back to the storefronts of Suffigston as
the ship left into the sky.
"What did he say?" Chauncy asked.
"He said he liked working with us."
"He is some guy, wasn't he?"
"Yeah."
The envelope contained a letter of introduction and
recommendation addressed to the Saskatchewan Independent Messengers
and Recovery service. There was also a note addressed to me.
I would not mind having you by my side. This letter
will serve as an introduction at any S.I.M.R.S. Bureau.
Go to City. You don't belong in the tiny world of the
outback. Go become a messenger, and let the continent
be your backyard. It took me a long time to say that to
myself. I hope you do not have to wait as long. Good
luck.
I wish you all the best of success with your dreams.
Your sincere and eternal friend,
Valimous Latiga
Chauncy was more than content with our adventures. Brushes
with death were the things his dreams were made of. Now his dreams
conformed more to his father's wishes. Within a tenday, Chauncy
was totally absorbed in his refining and metalworking, quite
satisfied with its lack of unpredictable danger. He was a man now,
soon to be married and becoming too responsible to undertake wild
adventures. I, on the other hand, only waited a tenday before
trading everything I owned for passage to City aboard one of the
local freewingers. "There is a place for you here," Warnison said
as he handed me the note of transportation.
"People keep telling me that. I am a second son -- I want to
be my own master. I can do that when I become a messenger."
"Aerial will be disappointed." His words struck deep. For
the first time, I wanted to protect her feelings. I always knew
that she liked me. I guess I always liked her. She was a good kid
when it came right down to it, but I still could not imagine myself
marrying her in a few months. It was best to leave now, while I
still had the chance.

"You have been a good friend to me, Warnison. Maybe someday,
when I get my feet on the ground, I'll come back and visit."
"You will be welcome here -- always."
I did not mind saying goodbye to Father, Jermain, Mother, or
even Chauncy, but I would miss Warnison and my sister, Philander.
If I were to come back, it would be to see them.
CHAPTER 14
THE CITIES

My stories of Valimous and my adventure in the caves were some
of many that I told the crew members of the Ore Transport IV. As
much as they would gather around to listen and share adventures,
they avoided Guffingstrapp. He was always at the front of the tow.
The night watchmen would see him out there, as if he never slept.
The captain was convinced that James needed neither food nor rest,
and I was beginning to believe he was right.
When I was a boy, Warnison would celebrate Settlement Day by
ordering cases of fireworks made in Barquinoza and Tullirsanto.
I always imagined those places having nightly aerial tests, keeping
the citizens miserable for half the night, making the hot
equatorial summers all the more unbearable with all the light and
noise. I never wanted to go there. My earliest memories of the
festival were of falling over paralyzed with fear as the flashing
cracks of light hurt my ears and vanished the night shadows in
showers of burning flame. Nothing ever burned to the ground, much
to my surprise. My crazy friends and neighbors would gather on the
lawn in front of the Common House and wait for dusk and the
beginning of the aerial bombs. It was like that day on the top
deck as the tow arrived at Capital. In the excitement, only I was
numb. It was a beautiful cloudless morning, and the watching would
be perfect, so much so that blue sky had lured the oldtimers from
the engine room and windowless stations to catch the first glimpses
of the great city.
The cities were essentially identical, but Capital seemed more
spectacular as we approached the city from the river. Nearly ten
miles away, the city could be seen above the distant trees with
brilliantly deep emerald spires reaching a mile into the sky.
Strong circular and streamlined features cluttered the exterior,
leaving a dishevelled look to the grand and flowing patterns
masquerading in symbolism and organic fantasy reminiscent of a
Gaudi skyscraper. The foundation was a long crescent impressing a
square mile of forest into the earth. The concave north side face,
exposed daily to the soft light of the sky, housed the living and
working environments. From the river, we could see the southern
exposure shining with millions of transparent panels covering a
giant vertical hydroponic greenhouse. The hybrid gardens could
yield tons of fast-growing food, making the city self-sufficient
as well as appearing more of an extension of the forest than a
monument to mortal ingenuity.
Nearly three hundred feet from the ground, the city was

divided in half by a fifty yard chasm. Four large pillars carried
weight and traffic of the city between the two halves. This was
the military air base for the city. Since the cities did little
trading with the outside world, freewingers were seldom permitted
to land there. I could remember the trouble Squiz Daedal had in
trying to land when he was carrying me to the city for the first
time. Only when we presented the code Valimous had given me were
we granted landing rights, and then Squiz Daedal avoided arrest
only by leaving immediately.
As each mile passed, Capital became more dominant over the
surrounding forest, becoming so large that my eyes were unable to
capture the entire structure at one glance. For some time it
seemed as if the river was going to flow right into Capital's
massive flank, but at the last moment a concrete shoreline pushed
the river away. We moored against the huge tieoff piers in the
center of the channel. Above us, the city seemed an unstable
apparition, adopting the character of the sky with infinite
reflections.
Guffingstrapp and I accompanied the captain as he supervised
the first barge to the docks. The heplocks and the crew would be
flown ashore later. The unloading started with a wild
outstretching of great looming arms seeking mounts and vents across
the roofs of the barges. With the twisting and tightening of bolts,
clamps and pins, the city fastened itself onto the container like
a gigantic leech. Within moments, thousands of tons of ore were
being siphoned into the city: the only materials that denied the
city complete self-sufficiency.
The acidic dock had been designed to be maintenance free.
Plants and animals died from prolonged exposure to its caustic
surface, and the crusty residues were piled to the sides or washed
into the river by the torrent of water that cascaded off of the
flanks of the city in stormy weather. Left behind was a
discoloration of dark splendor, ringing the surface with indigos,
deep-water greens, and expanses of blood stains -- all pocked with
dots of pastels. The system had lasted without repair or
maintenance for nearly seven thousand years. The only wear had
been from the hundreds of years of pedestrian traffic that had
rutted the surface. All things from the city were built to last
forever. The dock, despite the crusting, looked relatively new in
contrast to everything that made up Suffigston, and the thousands
of other outland communities whose *Houses, tools and people
suffered from natural aging.
A massive twenty-foot high and equally wide pressurized gate
had been built ten millennia ago to withstand flood, fire and
military force for all time. The metallic surface was orange with
scaly oxidation rings from the caustic elements of the dock. From
what I knew of the city, the bureaucracy must have dictated the
specifications so that the people who designed the door never knew
about the chemical nature of the dock.
The captain tried the palm reader, but the machine had failed
centuries earlier. With the current maintenance program it would
most likely not be fixed for several more. He used his video
system to contact the Port Authority, a computer generated being,
and the gate was activated. The doors labored under the corrosion

that fisted the hinges. Two mighty cracks echoed through the
flatlands as the hydraulics loosened the gate once more.
"The last time I came this way was over seven years ago," the
captain mumbled. He was still very solemn, continuing his
uneasiness around Guffingstrapp. "We usually just fly in."
"Then, why are we going this way?" I asked.
"Ask James."
James looked at the captain innocently and then back to me.
"Sentimental reasons." His mustache horned upwards with the
suggestion of a smile. The doors were opening, and a trail of
rusty metal billowed in a dust cloud as it flaked from the doors.
The captain and I hesitated as our vision failed in the thick air
as James trotted ahead. We held our breath and followed into the
winding bright orange and blue corridors. Not having to withstand
the punishment of nature, the interiors were fashioned of materials
that could refuse centuries of mere human abuse. The finely honed
skills used in building these walls had long since died with the
authoring craftsmen. Their talents were used for the last time to
build the foundations of the ultimate structures: the cities.
Captain Ingenton stopped. "I must report to the duty station."
"Very well," Guffingstrapp said. "I would like to thank you
for having us on board this trip. I will see that you and your
crew are credited for assisting me."
"Thank you." The captain was sweating with impatience. He
was afraid of Guffingstrapp. "Fare well, Grand Keeper."
"It is still `James'."
"As you say."
"It has been a long time since I came in this way.
to the nearest localatron?"

Which way

"Just bear a left at the next junction..., James."
"That's better. People would believe we were friends." James
nodded, and with that dismissal, Captain Ingenton was gone from my
life forever. I was sure that the captain preferred it that way.
The corridors wound lazily through the city as if the masons
had followed a wondering cow instead of an architect's plan. Even
the floors were not flat, the oval hallway led us up and down while
in a path that grew narrower and then larger, changing shape at
every turn. James claimed to have founded the cities, so I asked
him, "Why is the city designed this way, with all this winding
around?"
"What is the oldest thing in the world?"
"I don't know."
"Yes you do!"

"I guess some rocks are about as old as the earth itself....
Some trees are nearly four centuries old. What does that have to
do with hallways?"
"The cities are all built like the earth. They are a
crystal... a tree... a river. They are as much a part of the earth
as the land and will endure just as long."
"I would think a geometric structure would be more stable."
"You are young. Wait until you are seven thousand years old:
you will realize that the secret to eternity is flexibility. These
cities sway in the wind and settle comfortably when the earth moves
under them -- that is what you will learn." Curved wall plates
often covered the surface. Beneath their slightly opaque skin, I
could see the innards of the city: beams, cables, wire, pipes,
valves and power circuits. I paused for a moment where a panel had
been removed. A worker's implements sat in operation, taking
readings and measurements while clinging to the bowels of the city
that fell from the hole. The name "Harry Tuttle" was printed across
the top of the tradesman's tool case filled with an orderly array
of instruments that seemed too fine to be suited for a plumber or
electrician. Tuttle was nowhere in sight.
Our pathway was blocked by a crew of some twenty men repairing
a three yard wide circular pillar several feet inside the wall. A
cross section of the pillar had been removed while an elaborate
network of steelwork, and pins supported the forces normally borne
by the great shaft. "What's going on?" I asked James.
"About four hundred and fifty years ago, we experienced a
great earthquake. As the city has settled over the centuries
since, several major pillars have developed fissures. When one is
found, these boys fix it." I wanted to laugh. The little man had
been telling me how flexible his city was, and here was an ironic
example of its inflexibility. James pointed to a man polishing the
lower surface of the cross-sectioned pillar. "Hytheis, over there,
has been on this crew, fixing pillars, since he was twelve. His
engineering background is quite impressive, and he replaced his
father on the crew at a young age." The man's face came back to
me from another time, but I could not recognize him.
"Hytheis!" James called. Hytheis looked our way. Suddenly I
recognized him. I wanted to shrink away somewhere -- I had
murdered this man's daughter. I tried my best to hide behind
James, even as he stood in front of me, my face towered above the
cap of his hat. The work had stopped and they were all looking at
us.
Hytheis stepped forward. "Yes, Grand Keeper?"
"How are you faring?"
"Very well, thank you. The work is going very smoothly. The
separation is complete. The discus will be in place with the locks
by the end of this tenday."
"Very good.

The work is beautiful.

I have seen many of these

operations, but never, not since your grandfather was master
craftsman, have I seen such quality and care."
Hytheis beamed. "Thank you very much, sir." Hytheis looked
directly at me. His gaze was a stare. When I caught his eyes, he
looked away. For a moment I thought he recognized me, but I was
covered in the elastic burns skin and probably looked much more
diseased than anyone he had ever seen before -- certainly far
beyond recognition.
"Hytheis, I need to get to a localatron."
"Through there, sir," the craftsman pointed.
"Thank you and may your family always provide us with such
excellence."
Hytheis bowed and returned to his work as we departed down the
hallway. Undoubtedly James was as much an important as mysterious
man, but I had no new questions. I only wished that I had not seen
Hytheis. My mind was full of his daughter and my love for her.
I would never forget Sensia.
The localatron, a large voice/handprint-activated vertical and
horizontal elevator with two levels of circular benches within the
circular interior: the cities' answer to mass transit. The map
graphics on the wall only confused me. We arrived in the
administrative sector, an area that always left me feeling lost -particularly now with the memories of Sensia dizzying my thoughts.
Citizens all wore the official uniforms of the city. The fine
smooth material was pleasant to wear in the protective climate of
the city, but outside, the uniforms were useless, sticking brutally
to the skin when wet with perspiration and providing no warmth from
the cold. From the neck down everyone looked the same. The
single-piece outfits came in a "wide range of fifteen attractive
styles" limited to combinations of five different colors of
identical hats and suits. Bright yellow and green were available
with or without collars. Once a style was picked, central
facilities would issue the same suit design consistently for at
least eight tenday before a change could be requested. Makeup was
unheard of, leaving the stark almost transparent-white skin
wrapped in the fingers of shallow veins, never having been exposed
to sunlight except when protected by the glass that shelled the
city. Hair was considered a nuisance and was often permanently
removed at a young age. Only members of S.I.M.R.S. and the
military were permitted locks, but most citizens with an option
still found hair bothersome and ugly. The people here appeared so
strange to me that after six years, I could only tell many of them
apart by their nametags and the family profession insignia.
The eyes strained for modest glimpses of our outsider garb.
Occasionally a grimace came from those who recognized the burn
casings I wore or Guffingstrapp's bobbing hat as we passed by the
specifically functional flat and open office furniture. Green,
being the symbol of the city, was the color used by the general
offices of the Keepers of Capital -- a board of regents appointed
for life by its own members, and the only positions in the city not

filled through heredity or apprenticeship. A young citizen rose
from his cubical to head us off from entering a green hallway.
"The Keepers are in session. You will have to wait."
"Hand him the plate," James said.
"Plate?"
"The plate -- your orders to find me. He wants us to exercise
our authority." I fumbled through my pouch until I recovered the
five by five inch transcription plate. I put the thumbnail-sized
combination coded activator and power disc on the back mounting
surface and handed it over. He read my authenticity letters and
examined my bioscans, and then said, "...this is not a perfect
match. The cranial feedback compensation does not register."
Guffingstrapp lifted his head to stare at the young man with
the aid of an accusing toadish finger. "Boy, get on with your
duties!" The poor youngster stumbled out words of apology and ran
down the winding green hallway to announce us. When he was out of
sight, Guffingstrapp amended, "He's new around here."
The young man left as we entered the lair of the Keepers. The
oppressively high flanks could only compare with the center areas
and plazas of the city. Immense panels depicted the heroics of the
citizens and the idealistic foundations of the city society. The
first set of giant carved Keepers held fruitladen platters in
outstretched arms to represent education, employment and well-being
from the bounty of the cities. The platter of education held
apples and bananas surrounded by engravings of computer terminals,
mathematical equations, excerpts from the plans of the cities, and
powerful quotes such as, "ONLY THROUGH THE GREAT EXPRESSION OF
LEARNED MEN CAN TRUE SAFETY BE ACHIEVED," "THE TRUTH IS IN THE
COMPUTER," and "WISDOM IS FOR NEARLY EVERYONE." The platter of
employment was piled with plums and beheld carvings of men at work,
drafting, plastering, sitting in tiny office cubicals, harvesting
in hydroponic gardens, and pushing buttons on an undefined panel
while wearing goggles and a square hat. I had never been able to
figure out what the last character was supposed to be doing. The
quotations included, "ROUTINE IS THE GIFT OF THE CITY," "WHAT WAS
GOOD FOR YOUR FATHER IS GOOD FOR YOU," "DEVOTION GETS THINGS DONE,"
and "THE SOLITUDE OF LABOR PURIFIES THE SOUL." The plate of
well-being had many smiling faces spread about the rim surrounding
a bunch of grapes. The words above the grins included, "CITY LIFE
IS THE LIFE OF TRUE HAPPINESS," "PUT A SMILE ON YOUR FACE AND LEAVE
IT THERE," "WE ARE ALL HAPPY TODAY AND EVERYDAY," and "BE FULL OF
YOURSELF AND THE CITY WILL BE FULL OF YOU." And below the feet of
the citidwellers reaching upwards in desperation to receive the
gifts of the Keepers were the words, in tiny letters far smaller
than the rest, "We are all in this together." Always in the
cities, the aspects of life that made human beings humane and
loving were always left in little letters.
In the early centuries, the chamber was a podium from which
the leaders could speak over the visual system to the citizens in
groups or as individuals, always with these panels of ultimate
propaganda imposed grandly behind them. Now, all of the leaders
were simply computer generated for their visual presentations,
their words written by speech programmers. They had become "too

busy" for such interaction with the commoners. In the center,
dominating the room even more than the murals, was a raw sienna
table fifty feet long and eight feet wide serving as a common desk
for them all. A long central island provided visual screens and
communications devices.
Seventy Keepers in conservative blue jump suits were crowded
into the long room -- they were Keepers of all five cities. To my
knowledge, this was the first time that they had ever gathered in
one place. Only five were sitting when we entered: the Supreme
Pentad. They were the Keepers of the War, the highest ranking
officials in the Colonies, equal to Guffingstrapp in their own
minds. The Keepers were all frozen in silent poses, looking on as
we entered the room. Warnison Bhandar had an old wooden cigar box
with a portrait like that in which he kept smokes for his preferred
customers.
Harasnaphat, the Director of the Keepers of Capital, spoke to
me. "Thank you for finding Grand Operator Guffingstrapp. Your
service is much appreciated, and we will relay our gratitude to
your office. That will be all."
As I turned to leave, James removed his hat
my path. "The kid, here, is with me. Now,
urgency?" I noticed the small sphere that
was resting in the cap of his hat. The orb
graceful arch to my vest pocket.

and forced it into
what has prompted your
I had delivered to him
seemed to jump in a

Jacob looked at me as if he were trying to wish me away, and
then he spoke to Guffingstrapp in a whisper. "James, as your
friend, I wanted to tell you what has taken place." Some of the
Keepers nodded encouragement. "It is the opinion of The Supreme
Pentad and several other members of this body... that you have...
neglected your duties of office.... " Jacob looked away.
"Tell me Jacob -- friend -- how do you feel?
with them?"

Do you agree

"Well, I-I-I..., Yes, I do -- in... in a way: you have not
been here. We have required your wisdom and you have not come when
we have summoned you. You have responsibilities --"
"I know my business!

Say what you have to say."

"James, please, we need a Grand Keeper that can advise us."
"What do they want to do about it?"
"They... we would like you to... resign from office."
"... And if I do not?"
"Then we will be forced to impeach you."
"How?"
"By vote." There was a long silence, a pregnant pause that
seemed prepared to birth a whole generation of pauses as every
Keeper waited breathlessly for Guffingstrapp to speak. Most of the

faces remained unchanged, holding stern vigil. Yet, there was a
quiver on the lips of the older Keepers who must have remembered
things that had happened long ago.
"Have you held a vote?"
"Yes."
"Was it unanimous?"
"Yes."
"How is it to be enforced?"
"We... we have decided to... to banish you from all of the
cities... unless, of course, you resign first."
"I would like to clarify one item before I resolve your
dilemma."
"C-c-certainly."
"I do not hold an office. The job of Grand Keeper is
independent of this body. I remember literally thousands of Keepers
who were your predecessors. There will be thousands more. Not so
with me: Grand Keeper is not a title to be earned, bestowed or
relinquished. As long as there are Keepers of the cities, they
must remember that they are only Keepers by title. I am the only
true Keeper, a Keeper by the calling of the Cold Lion, bearer of
the Sphere of Lightning and forever immortal -- as far as any of
you are concerned." His words echoed in the room, but seemed to
have little impact among the men, especially The Supreme Pentad;
but James did not stop. "Our enemies, the Unified Continental
Democracy, have initiated experiments to develop a disrupter that
operates at light speed -- a particle beam of some sort, based on
a technology more advanced than fusion crystal. They might even
win the war."
"How did you know these things?!
sitting Keepers demanded.

Who told you!?" one of the

"I know everything. I know that we can catch up to them."
Some of the Keepers scoffed, and he whispered to me, "How quickly
they forget when they become paranoid." He turned back to them.
"I also know how each of you will suffer when I crush your
insolence!" A murmur went through the crowd of Keepers. "Kid," he
said to me, "this isn't gonna be very interesting. Why don't you
check in with your office? I shall see you later."
I started to reach for my pocket to return the sphere, but he
stopped me and said, "Fare well until we meet again."
"I shall, thank you." I started walking down the green
hallway. A faint and far away cracking noise came from behind me
and ran quickly across the ceiling into the framework of the city
where it echoed for several seconds. As if an after effect, quick
footsteps followed close behind. It was one of the Keepers, then
another. A crash of furniture followed; as if someone was tearing
apart the Chamber. Suddenly all of the Keepers struggled to get

out, pushing and shoving like animals at the doorway as a cloud of
dust began to billow around their limbs, and the smashing and
splintering roared on. I rushed with the others as the dust
consumed the air. I found Jacob. "What happened?"
He was in shock. "The ceiling -- it has collapsed!"
"Where's James Guffingstrapp?!"
"He... he is not out here?"
"Is everyone out?!" I called as I ran about the frightened
Keepers. Jacob searched as well. The contingents from the
different cities had collected their own members very quickly, and
The Supreme Pentad stood about yelling vengeful curses to
Guffingstrapp. I returned to Jacob. "Did you see him?"
"No."
Near the Chamber, the brown and gray dust was so thick that
I could see only a few yards ahead of me. "Wait! Don't go in
there!" Jacob shouted as he ran behind me. I stopped at the
cantered doors. Inside, shattered bits continued to fall. "James!
James? Are you in there?!"
"Is he in there?" Jacob asked me.
Nearly two feet of heavy debris buried the floor. I took a
few careful steps into the darkened room. "If he didn't get out,
I don't think he could be alive."
There was a hollow ethereal chuckle from somewhere inside.
Something moved. The light from the hall spilled inadequately
through the grey, and I blinked frantically to keep the dust from
clouding my vision. I saw something move -- a shadow of a figure
caught in a cocoon of plaster powder, blending perfectly with the
air. I saw his black eyes blink and a puff of white billow out
from where his beard covered his mouth. The little figure came
closer, and I stepped back. I had never seen a ghost, but
certainly nothing ever looked more like one. I coughed and
stumbled back over the rubble into the hallway.
As he came into the light, James patted the white powder from
his clothes and out of his beard. "You're alive!?" I shouted.
"Of course! I'm the Grand Keeper! I can be anything I want."
He winked at me, with dust curling off of his eyelashes, and walked
down the hall.
Jacob whispered to me, "I knew this was going to happen. It
always happens.... I told them to read the minutes of the last
Gathering of Keepers. They always vote Guffingstrapp out, and he
makes fools of them all. Eighty years ago there were only nine of
us who had the stamina to remain Keepers after his wrath. I tried
to tell them."
"What did he do last time?"
"He made the table fly up and imbed itself into the ceiling.

His main opponent, Millard Siberry, was standing on the desk at the
time. Nobody wanted to listen to Millard anyway, so we did not
mind at the time -- but we should have remembered."
James waddled directly to The Supreme Pentad, who were
trembling at his dusty white apparition. "I think you had better
vote about whether or not to get the ceiling fixed. You should be
able to handle that." James waved for me to follow him through the
silence. When we were alone in the next hallway, he smiled and
said, "They never learn. I don't know how many times I have had
to do something like that. Every time they have a crisis, they
blame it on me. They forget that I created them." He laughed.
"They would impeach God if they could find him. I think they did
once.... He has not been to the cities for a long time." Consumed
in his thinking, he quietly removed his hat and shook a thick
covering of fallout from the brim. I had to turn from the dust as
he waved the cloud away and perched his headpiece back in place.
"We have said our goodbyes. I have to get back to what I was doing
before you interrupted me." He started to walk off.
"But..."
"I will be in Capital for a few days, to make sure they have
the ceiling repaired properly. I will see you before I leave."
He waved his hand and disappeared around the corner. At that
moment, something snapped inside of my head. My job had ended. My
skin strangled under the sheer surface of the burn skin. As if a
claustrophobic nightmare, the discomfort sat in my brain like a
rock. I felt like a balloon of hot paraffin, held in shape by the
plastic, my muscles and tissue running together in a mass of seared
ooze. I placed a blotter of tranquilizing medication under my
tongue. Within seconds, the discomfort lessened, my mind
sharpened, and I took account of what I must do next.
The Capital office of the Saskatchewan Independent Messengers
and Recovery Service was perhaps the oddest place in the entire
city. S.I.M.R.S. was staffed with outsiders, or at least the most
eccentric of the citidwellers, many even maintained a full head of
hair. For the most part, S.I.M.R.S. messengers were the only
citidwellers who had seen the outside and were permitted to return.
Outlander customs of shouting, talking to people face to face and
decorating one's workspace were nowhere to be found anywhere in the
city outside of those walls. I felt right at home from the first
time I had arrived.
The outer office looked like any other agency, protecting the
public from the mess inside. There, the furniture was old,
leftover, layered with paint or veneered surfaces, and generally
not very pretty. The walls, floors and ceilings were of a modular
style, easily many hundreds if not thousands of years old, and the
years of modification and change had marked the rooms so that they
were a quilt-work of doors, tiles, panels and utility outlets,
often having found uses over the years far different than their
designers intended. Worn desk tops were replaced with wainscot
panels. One of the walls consisted entirely of doors making entry
into the next room nearly impossible for the uninitiated. The
ancient fixtures, several standards obsolete, had left much of the
wiring hanging from the ceiling and clinging to the walls with
thousands of adhesive clips.

The paper, people and noise inside the strange rooms were
unique within Capital. Paper was a word lost in the vocabulary of
citidwellers who had only known the telecom visuals. Here, paper
was used to maintain secret information from the clutches of
electronic data spies. Between the hard copy printers, people
moving about, open walls, foreign and otherwise illegal music
(injected into the environment by travellers abroad who could not
work without it), the office was electrified with #human#
activity.
Geof Hassenic, one of my oldest friends at the service, leapt
from his desk as he recognized my weathered figure coming through
the door. "Good Lord, man, get yourself up to the Medcore. You
should not be here in your condition." I was drawing the attention
of the office personnel. This was a computer operations facility,
and grungy messengers rarely staggered in; Mission Deprogramming
usually handled them in the flight deck office. Geof pushed a
chair under me. The music stopped, and the others gathered to
catch a glimpse of a hardened messenger -- back from "another
impossible mission." I smiled. I only recognized a few of the
faces, but Geof I had known for years. In fact, he was one of the
agents who had supervised my orientation and training when I first
came to City.
"No, I'm fine, really. I wanted to check in first. I wanted
to see someone I knew." He looked at my eyes and then poked at the
burn skin where I seemed to be in reasonable shape. I did not know
what he saw, but his eyes widened.
"What are you taking?" Geof demanded.
"Cyclohistamine, for the pain."
"How much?" he asked.
"I don't remember."
"Are you... hell, you can't even focus on me."
"I can on one of you." I chuckled. His concern made me
realize how bad off I was. The chemicals had kept me from worrying
about it. Geof grabbed the back of the chair and wheeled me out
of the office and through the hallways to Medcore. Somewhere along
the way, I passed out.
CHAPTER 15
THE ECPHONEMATION TANK

"Do you think he's met Vivian yet?" one of the fairies asked.
I could not see where I was, not with my eyes, but the colors were
vivid. The room itself was somewhat absent, without geometric
surfaces, per se. The contents seemed more organic -unidentifiably growing or rotting rather than forged by a higher
intelligence. I had a new sense: my focus was not restricted by
the walls. Instead, I could see and hear the beings -- they

definitely were not humanoid -- in the other rooms around me.
"He has been touched. But I don't think he has had direct
contact," another fuzzy little winglet replied.
"No, no, no. Grizwald, he's got no spots," a third noted.
"He's got stripes, but no spots." I tried to lift my hand to see
the stripes, but I could not.
Grizwald said, "There is time yet. Besides, Vivian likes to
get around at her own pace. I don't think we can force the issue."
"Quite true. Put him back.
here."

We don't want him to get too clear

I could feel my blood. Each injured cell had an identity and
by concentrating on them, one by one, I could replenish them,
inducing new growth and pushing the deteriorated tissue into veins
or out through the pores of my skin. I felt removed, as if I were
a small amoeba inside someone else's body. I lost track of time,
or rather I had no way of establishing it. The only meter was the
finishing of one injured cell and the advancing to the next. After
a few hundred thousand, I lost all concept of numbers and just went
on. Besides, it was fun for the first hundred trillion or so. I
had only a few million cells left to fix when chemical stimulants
entered the system. My consciousness was pulled protestingly back
to its conventional seat behind my eyes, and the world collapsed
until I had only five senses, and I felt suffocated. Someone
called my name.
Her face danced with the light, playing in the shadows like
the rolling sands, perfect and overwhelming. I was in bed..., but
I could not remember. I was searching back when I realized she had
no hair. The last images of Guffingstrapp drifted by as I realized
she was a doctor, and I was a patient at Medcore.
"Welcome back, I am Doctor Glass." I could not speak at
first. "You are in Medcore. You have just come through the burns
treatment and are doing amazingly well. I will be putting you back
into the ecphonemation tank a few more days until you are done."
"Done? Poke me with a fork. I think I'm done, now." She
smiled, and I knew she did not understand me. But then, she was
a citidweller and had never cooked a bird -- and had no sense of
humor.
"This time you will be in an alpha state. You will dream.
If you have good ones, you will be out of here sooner. Until then,
have a nice rest." The sedatives came back as the room blurred,
and my mind drifted.
The burns ecphonemation tank combined trace minerals and
enzymes to increase the osmotic process of the body, thereby
forcing cells to purge everything from radioactive isotopes to
viruses. The submersion solution of fluorocarbon liquid was so
heavily saturated with oxygen that it was breathable. By allowing
the epidermal layer to "breathe" and not saturate, a patient could
be submerged for weeks without the skin pruning. The hyperexcited
electrolytic state encouraged regeneration. In conjunction with

the sterile environment of the cities, the tank was responsible for
the longevity of the citidwellers who normally lived to be over one
hundred and thirty years old.
Ecphonemation tanks were originally used in place of sensory
deprivation tanks during psychiatric therapy. Traumatic
experiences were relived and resolved as an after effect from being
suspended. The tank was soon adopted for other medical uses when
the healing properties of the fluorocarbon solution became fully
appreciated. The mental playback somehow induced rapid physical
healing. I wandered back to the past: forced to look at myself,
to walk through part of my life once more....
I was leaving Suffigston with the letter from Valimous tight
in my pocket. The scream of freewing engines silenced our voices.
Chauncy and I smiled and shook hands. His cheeks were wet.
Warnison gave me a hard welcome hug. Grandfather gave me his
favorite carving knife. Philander planted a long kiss on my
forehead, wetting my hair with her heavy tears. There was no one
else. I had abandoned my brother and the House of my father. Some
of the elders watched from the porch of Warnison's store,
occasionally shaking their heads. They knew I was wasting my life.
Grandfather would not be asked to speak at the Sabbath for many
tenday just because he was here to see me off. Warnison held up
Aerial on his shoulders like my father carried me years ago. She
was nearly ten now, getting almost too big for that sort of thing.
I knew that Suffigston was a place where I could have done anything
except be happy. Leaving was the hardest decision I had ever made.
Strapped in the cockpit of the freewing, my dearest friends became
insignificant with distance. My heart wanted them back.
The flight was my first. I could hear the strain as the air
foils twisted, and the engines labored. There was a leak in the
wing and the bearded pilot, Squiz Daedal, dismissed all concern
with a glance. "That happens all the time. It's only the auxiliary
hydraulics." Squiz was admired as one of the best freewingers in
Suffigston -- primarily by people who never flew. I stared in
disbelief as he switched on the autopilot, kicked his feet onto the
control panel and removed his shirt to get a tan. Squiz drank: as
a result, I drank; but he was matching my shots, so I stopped.
There were only two seats on the plane. Behind us, tons of cargo
sat in the bare interior of superstructure. Panels of the ship's
skin vibrated with the turbulence. Every few minutes a rivet or
bolt would pop loudly as it cut loose into the cargo, thumping
machinery or cracking china. Squiz sang an out of key solo act
that kept him in flying and off of any stage.
"What are you going to do in City?!" he shouted over the drone
of the engines.
"I'm gonna be a messenger in the Saskatchewan Independent
Messenger and Recovery Service!"
He laughed. "I heard about you!
guy's life!"
"Kind of!"
He laughed again.

They say you saved some

"What's City like?!" I shouted.
"It's big and tall!"
"What about the people? What's it like to stay there?!"
Another bolt popped loose. I looked back, but nothing had fallen
apart, yet.
"They don't let anyone inside!"
"No one?!"
"No one I've ever met!
asked.

How are you going to get in!?" He

"I've got a letter from a messenger!

He said to come."

"I hope so! You've only got a one-way ticket! I don't get
back to Suffigston for another two tenday and I don't have the fuel
to carry you around."
"Don't worry."
"I don't have to!"

Squiz laughed again.

My first sight of City took my breath away. The tall spire
was larger than anything I had ever imagined. The flightport was
as big as Suffigston and sandwiched between the two halves of the
skyscraper community. When I got out, I was met be two men in
uniform, pointing eliminators at me. I produced the letter and
they seemed less anxious to shoot me, taking me to the S.I.M.R.S.
office on the flight deck. I sat in a little glass cubical, and
after several hours I was shuffled down to the main S.I.M.R.S.
office by my military shadows. They left me at the door with
orders to see Mr. Sposyk. I was alone in a room full of people,
completely ignored for the first time since I entered City. I had
never seen so much paper before, having always relied on solid
state information storage. A man, twice my senior, levelled his
head just above a table full of equipment and ordered a thin-faced
girl on the other side of the confusion to go to Mr. Sposyk's
office with a printout. The girl held her long brunette locks in
a loose knot at the back of her head that framed her face with a
glowing halo when the light lit her from behind just right. She
was ravishing, undoubtedly the most beautiful vision I had ever
beheld -- with the exception of Tondalayo, of course. What struck
me the most about her was her glasses, an item as foreign as paper.
Most people just had their eyes fixed. Even in Suffigston, the
freewinging medical teams offered such surgery inside their tiny
flying operation offices, but her glasses hung on the end of her
nose in such a way as to particularly complement her beauty. Our
eyes met for an instant before she walked away. I would have
followed her even if she was not going to Mr. Sposyk's office.
I came in the door just behind her. I introduced myself and
nervously held forward my letter. Mr. Sposyk was surprised at my
appearance and even more by the fact that I had a letter. Looking
quite stern, he asked me to sit as he read. Then, the two
conducted business as if I had not been there. The conversation

was thick with terms and phrases I did not understand. This was not
what I had expected. No one here was like Valimous. They were all
pale and gangly and offered no strength in their mannerisms. If
these people were messengers, surely I could be one with no
problem.
At the end of their discussion, Mr. Sposyk told the girl,
"Sensia, I want you to spend the next couple of tenday with this
young man and see if he's worth bothering with. He has no
qualifications, only a letter of introduction from Valimous
Latiga." Her eyes lit up at the name. I envisioned Valimous as
having a woman at every port. "Have him start out on computer
recovery and see if he can hack it." Mr. Sposyk came over to me,
very close. "You have three days. If Sensia concludes that you are
capable of doing some small menial insignificant task, fine. If
not, I'll give you a ticket home to mama. Got it!?"
"Yes sir," was what I thought he wanted to hear.
I looked at Sensia. She was cold. City women were all alike.
She fired a sarcastic, "Thank you, sir," to Mr. Sposyk. Mr. Sposyk
gave a pessimistic shrug of his shoulders and made a snide remark
to Sensia that I did not hear.
Sensia spent the next two hours showing me the physical layout
of the office and giving me an outline of the Computer Information
Recovery System (C.I.R.S.). I got the impression that the operation
was like a detective service for computers. For a price, they
could find the information a client wanted. For a little more,
they could steal it. "C.I.R.S. provides the largest service within
S.I.M.R.S.. The Messenger Service makes deliveries and other
little jobs no one else wants to do." The way she said it,
messengers were nothing like the dramatic adventurers I had always
envisioned. As if that was not enough to dampen my spirits, she
also made me feel like I was just another in a long line of country
bumpkins who came to City with a letter of introduction to
S.I.M.R.S.. As it turned out, I was.
At the end of the day I was taken to my quarters. All the
walls in the city were rounded, making it difficult to tell where
they ended and the ceiling began. A bed and a table were built
into the wall. Across from the entry there was a small closet of
a room equipped with a basin that served as a toilet and wash sink,
utilizing a sonic sterilization system that made it cleaner than
any tub I used in Suffigston. The dual function still made me
uncomfortable. A shower head sprouted from the ceiling.
Everything was operated by voice commands. Sensia showed me how
to get food and a uniform from the dispensary. There was a visual
screen at the end of the room near the door. She used a little
device to turn it on and told me she would come back for me in the
morning. I watched a bland account of agricultural production.
Desperate, I decided to see what City was like, but there was no
way to open the door. I argued with the voice command system, but
could not get the thing to open. I was trapped. I played with the
food dispensary for a while, but after a couple of orders, it
refused to respond to my commands at all. Again, I turned to the
visual, but I could not get it to change programs. Frustrated,
bored and almost wishing I had never left home, I fell asleep.

Sensia was calling me. Her image filled my eyes as I
struggled to wake up. She was calling me on the visual. Music
from the aural kept me awake as I sat up, sore from the hard bed.
My head felt as if it moved a little bit faster than my brain,
which pained to catch up with my every movement. After a shower
I felt better. I rubbed my face with tingly shaving cream and as
I was searching for a razor, I realized that the cream had removed
my whiskers. I was just putting on my boots when Sensia arrived.
"You have to wear the issued suit," she announced.
"I don't have one."
She ordered one from the dispensary and instantly the door
opened and she pulled out a uniform. "Wear this. Well?" she asked
as I paused. I started to take off my clothes. "Not here, in the
hygiene compartment."
"It's all wet."
"Oh."

She looked a bit red. "I'll wait outside."

By the time we arrived at the office, the noise of the room
had reached its full energy. She led me into a small room with a
keypad and a polarized (single viewer) wallscreen. "This is a
keyboard. The symbols contained correspond with phonetic sounds
in the spoken language..." she began.
"I know, I have used them before."
"Well, that's a relief.

Did you ever take City Classroom?"

"Of course, everyone does."
She smiled.

"Many of the backlanders don't."

"I'm an outlander, not a backlander."
"Whatever..." For hours, Sensia outlined the system to me.
It was designed to handle huge quantities of information. The
whole thing reeked of bureaucratic inefficiencies. She led me
through a few "simple" recovery problems, but I was still confused.
Finally, I asked, "Why don't you give me something to try out on
the system?"
"Well," she said, with a smile of disbelief hanging on her
face, "if you're so ready... let's see." She thought for a moment.
As she did, I saw that the rigors of her lecturing had colored her
into an older woman whose perpetual habit of driving her spectacles
into her forehead seemed only to amplify her inability to see the
true nature of things around her. I was developing a dislike for
her. "How about finding the locations of enemy troops in the
Transmilitary Zone? ...make that field bases. That will not take
as long." She expected my face to drop, but when I turned to the
keypad and started entering instructions, her smirk turned to
outright laughter. "No, no, no! I was only kidding. You will not
be able to find it." I smiled politely, and she watched over my
shoulder as I continued. "You just left C.I.R.S.. You cannot get
anything that way. Let me show you."

"I want to see how this goes."
She was taken aback by my insolence. "Alright, we will see."
After several minutes, I finished; and the screen went blank.
"Well," Sensia grinned, "would you like to try something a little
easier?"
"I don't think so."
"Would you like for me to show you where you went wrong?"
"Not right now."
"Well, would you like to stop for a moment and have something
to drink? We have been working for a long time."
"That sounds appropriate."
Despite her niceties, I was sure that if she could have gotten
rid of me so easily, she would have scraped me from the bottom of
her shoe: a position that seemed to fit her opinion of me. She
led me to a small room with a few old chairs, a wobbly table and
a dispensary unit in the wall. The drinks were repressively sweet
and left a purple mustache across her lip that she left hanging for
several minutes before wiping it away with a napkin. She was not
as attractive as I had first thought. With the stain transferred
from her face and into my mind, she asked, "How did you meet
Valimous?"
"I worked with him on the Nework Survey," I replied.
"I have heard of the surveys. I did not know Valimous was
assigned to one of them."
"I think it's only a casual assignment.
I asked.

How do you know him?"

"Valimous is kind of a legend around the Service. He has been
everywhere and is... Well, he is just an incredible man." She
started to blush.
"I thought so." She looked at me a little strangely, and it
occurred to me that we were not thinking of the same attributes.
"I've never met someone with such keen senses or so aware of his
environment, no matter how foreign it is to him."
"That is an interesting observation -- he is exactly that."
I wondered if I would ever meet a woman in the service whose
frontiers Valimous had not explored with his keen senses.
When we returned to the cubical, Sensia could only stare. The
hardcopy printer had spewed nearly thirty feet of paper onto the
floor. She ran to stop the machine, but I held her back. "Read it
first," I said. She looked at me, astonished, and then read the
screen:
UNIFIED CONTINENTAL DEMOCRACY: TROOP LOCATION

LIMITED ACCESS OOO*32A LOCK AGW254
TOP SECURITY A2 EYES ONLY
NO HARD COPY ACCESS
NO MEMORY RETENTION
The rest of the screen lit up with field base and troop
locations in the Transmilitary Zone. The same thing was on the
paper. She read over the page several times. "How? ...You can not
do that! This is less than an hour old. Even if you could...
there is no way to break this hardcopy lock without destroying
access." She called Geof Hassenic on a personal telecom. "Geof?
I think you had better come over here... work station `C'. I want
you to see something..... No, just come over. You will not want to
miss this." She hung up and stared at the screen. "You are quite
a surprising fellow." I bathed in self-confidence as she read on.
Geof arrived. "What is going on?"
"Look at the printer."
He glanced and then took a second look, examining several
pages. "This is the real thing!" Geof stuck his fingers in his face
and toyed with his lips and nose as he fondled the data with his
eyes. "Where did this come from?" he wanted to know.
"Ask him." Sensia pointed to me.
I was sure that in the full elasticity of his imagination,
Geof could not fathom that I, another cheaply clever bumptious kid
from the hills, had caused those figures to spilled to the floor.
I said, "I think it came from Sigfried."
"You think!? You are not sure?"
"No, I just traded for it."
"You what!?" He spun on his feet, rubbing his face in
frustration and amazement. "What could you have possibly traded
for this!?"
"The Klickestid..."
"W-what is a Klickestid?"
"It is the earliest written poem in the original language of
the Eclecian people."
"That is ridiculous! Who would trade an old poem for top
secret documents? I have spent eight weeks to crack the new UCD
codes." He turned to Sensia and demanded, "I want to know exactly
what he did."
"I do not really know."

She blushed with ignorance.

"Will you tell me how?" he asked me.
"Sure. But I want Mr. Sposyk in on this. I want him to know
who got it." I demanded, being leery of anyone who locked me in

my room at night, or her friends.
Mr. Sposyk had another analyst, Mr. Winters, look at the data
while the three of us waited in his office. An hour later, Mr.
Winters came back. "The data is apparently... accurate: that is;
forty-five per cent of the data has been confirmed by Colonial
observations in the last twenty-four hours, twenty-six per cent of
the data corresponds to yesterday's projections for today's troop
movements, fourteen per cent is within reasonable deviation from
projections, and the remaining data dictates feasible movements,
although conflicting with our predictions. In conclusion, I need
seventy-two hours to verify the figures for total accuracy."
"Would it be possible to derive these figures from our own
information?"
"Yes, but whoever came up with these figures would have to be
as familiar with our programs as I am."
"If these figures are accurate, would you say that they came
from UCD Military Operations Headquarters in Sigfried?"
"I am not even sure that the UCD would have figures this
current. I think that they were tabulated directly from the
field." Geof was flabbergasted. Sensia's eyes widened. Mr.
Sposyk's expression refused to vary.
"Young man," Mr. Sposyk addressed me, "would you mind
explaining how you were able to `trade' for this somewhat valuable
information?"
"I like history, and there's all kinds of neat stuff in the
University Associated Libraries. A few years back, I was looking
for information on early applications of personality programs and
found one that led me to this."
"What sort of parameter base are you working with?" Mr.
Winters asked. He did not want to hear my life history.
"Well, it's sort of a barter system. You see, about
thirty-five hundred years ago there was a great deal of interest
in resurrecting the humanization programs developed pre-city. Ever
since Selective Learning and Understanding Random Pattern programs,
there was a great deal of emphasis in putting personalities in
computer functions. They hoped that the S.L.U.R.P. efficiencies
would be more user-friendly. It didn't work out. Many of the
programs became moody, but modified versions are still used in City
Classroom and public relations, but they are not part of any
computer operating system, just the interaction system."
"Yes, we know about that.

What is your point?"

"While I was poking around in this kind of stuff, I found a
program that introduced a limited personality to a computer, making
it a compulsive collector of specific information. The synthetic
personality would trade and actually set up exhibition of sorts for
presentation exclusively among computers -- a constantly updated
data bank of collector items."

Sensia was confused. "If this program floated around, we
should have seen it in our data searches. We would know about
something like this."
I smiled. "Well, the Klutz factor in all of this is that
every time a computer makes contact with another database, it can
seed the program. It infiltrates the main processing array and
overrides all incompatible safeties while instantly incorporating
itself into the operating system. A key component of this
programmed personality is introversion, except when dealing with
other `collectors', it hides."
"Why would they collect?" Mr. Winters asked.
"Why does anyone collect? They have their compulsions: the
University computer collects literature and ancient history, the
Central Facilities computer for City collects tales from mystic
cultures, other computers collect mathematical theory, aerodynamic
technology, military strategy, human statistics, astronomy... all
kinds of stuff like that. When I traded with the computer in Nexo
-- it likes mathematical theory --, I found an entirely new physics
based on the theoretical achievement of faster-than-light speed.
The computer has actually applied some of the theory and it seems
to work."
"You mean to tell us that the Nexo computer has achieved
faster-than-light speed?" Geof asked.
"Yes. The system ordered up a special airship, operated it
unmanned, conducted its experiments, and then crashed it into the
ocean when it was finished. But, that was nearly a thousand years
ago. Since then, there have been nuclear accelerators, celestial
probe launches, genetic experimentation,... all kinds of
experiments. The craftsmen who put it together just do what is on
the work order."
Geof continued with his questions. "If the program prevents
access from outsiders, how did you tap it?"
"Well, I found the original program in the University files:
it was kind of a joke some graduate students put together. I
modified it so that I could put it into my own computer. My
software acts as a broker. It creates a deal between dozens,
sometimes even hundreds of systems, and then makes a giant group
transaction. It copies the information I want and sends it out
through an isolated, unmonitored port so that it appears to the
other collectors to be operating in secrecy. You see, they hate
squealers.
"For the information Sensia wanted, I had to go to my
computer, encode the data and isolate the port at your office from
the rest of the system and then use a scrambler to continually
alter the code so that not even your computers could keep up with
the process. After all, if the S.I.M.R.S. computer or the Central
Facility computer saw that information floating around, it would
shut me down real quick."
"Geof," Mr Sposyk commanded, "I want you to go with the kid
and look over his procedures. If they check out, then I would like

to buy the program. Work something out with him, will you?"
was how I came to S.I.M.R.S..
CHAPTER 16

That

THE LONELY CITY
I spent several days working on my program and learning how
C.I.R.S. operated. The contract I signed had me under the employ
of S.I.M.R.S. as a messenger, but all I did was to install my
program. After five days, the Service had set me up with a grand
apartment -- all part of the contract. It had a corner view that
offered spectacular sunsets and a panorama of the countryside
from nearly three quarters of a mile above the tree tops. The
decor was a combination of outland woodcraft and primitive city.
There was a large living room, the rare convenience of a separate
dining room, and two bedrooms. I even had a kitchen, not just
one of those food dispensaries. It was the largest apartment in
city occupied by a single person. I was still locked in at
night. Sensia explained, "You are not `locked up', you just do
not have the clearance to open the door."
"Why not; it's my door?"
"Because, you still think that there is some place to go, and
there is no place."
"I want to go out."
"You have to have some place to go to have clearance."
"I want to meet people."
"There is no place to do that."
"Where do the elders meet?

Where is the sabbath held?"

"We have none of that pagan ritualism here.
said smugly.

This is City," she

"What about your friends, people your age that you hang around
with?"
"I do not understand.

I do not hang."

I was getting frustrated. "Do you have friends?"
"Of course I have friends."
"What do you do with them?"
"We link up and do Otherworld." She showed me the Otherworld.
They were games played on a visual. They were called Otherworld,
but it was about the city. One game let the members talk in an
open forum. Another had a gardener chasing weeds in a hydroponic
garden. Each game had its own moral with regard to living to the
conforming demands of the city.
"Don't you do anything else?"

"I do like to do Artistries." She brought up a very abstract
computer painting of the local woodland. "When messengers come
back from a mission, they sometimes tell me what they have seen,
and I make an artistry." She let her eyes fall. "They say that
these are not the same as the outside. I do not have the
opportunity to see many visor readings. For that, I am in the
wrong department."
"I think that it is prettier than anything out there." I smiled,
but she looked angry.
There were no community centers, no inns, no churches, no
restaurants, no fraternities, no stores -- no places to meet
people. The total function of human contact had almost entirely
been replaced by the telecom. Intimacy, no matter how innocent,
was condemned, except within the family unit. I even tried to
introduce myself to my neighbors, but they did not understand.
Every day I came to work and spent my time with Mr. Winter or
Sensia, preparing my program for C.I.R.S.: they both were cold
and humorlessly professional. My only consolations were the
stories of adventure that I had accumulated while back in
Suffigston. In the starkness of the city, I found particular
pleasure in
pre-history literature, fragments of which were estimated to be
nearly a million years old. I was beginning to think there was
nothing here for me, not even a messengership.
Four tenday after I arrived, Valimous returned to city. As I came
up to him he picked me up in a hug that made my eyes bulge and my
tongue swell. "Hey! You made it!" he congratulated.
I was proud. "Yeah."
"Did they give you a place?"
"Sure."
"Let's go."
"I can't.
noted.

Besides, you must have some reports or something," I

"I turned them all in.

Come on! We have things to talk about!"

I thought for a moment: there was no good reason to work today.
With any luck I might even get fired. "Let me tell Geof." When I
got back to the workroom, Sensia was there with him.
"You can't just leave for a day!" Geof protested.
"Why not?

I can put in some extra time in the next few days."

"But..."
"We'll get it done. I can do it from my place and have the
printout all over your floor in an hour."
Sensia asked, "What is happening?"

"Valimous is in town."
"He is?" Her eyes lit up like mating glowworms.
going to do?"

"What are you

"We're going over to my quarters to talk over old times and cook
up a real outlander's meal."
Her brightness faded for a moment, "Oh."
turning in her head.
"What?"

I could see the wheels

She could see me watching.

"Nothing."
She gave me a pout that reminded me of Philander. I knew that
she wanted to see Valimous, and I knew that here in City she had
little chance of doing so. Her sad sister-eyes drew my
sympathies. "Do you want to come along?"
"Can I?!"
Geof looked at her like she had just dumped a program. "I will
come by after work." It made me feel good the way she smiled. I
just hoped I would not regret inviting her.
Valimous lit up when he saw the apartment. "Wow. This is
incredible. I bet you wish you had this place anywhere else in
the world but here." I looked at him oddly. "What good is a
showplace if you can't show it off?"
"It sounds like you've been here before," I jested.
"Well, not in a flat like this, but I know how the service is,
and I know how the city is. Probably no one else wanted it, but
the view will keep you sane."
"I haven't had much time to do more than sleep.
keeping me busy doing programming on C.I.R.S.."

They've been

"That makes sense. You're the best new blood to walk in the door
in the last two years, and they stick you in programming. Have
you shown Helena this place? She'd love it."
"Helena?" I asked.
"Yeah, she's the gorgeous brunette, about thirty -- in
programming." He read my expression. "You mean you haven't met
her?"
"Actually, they've got me on a top secret thing. The only people
I've met are Mr. Winters, Mr. Sposyk, Geof and Sensia."
Valimous laughed. "What a team. That's the dullest bunch in the
service. I was wondering why you invited Sensia. I never
thought anybody could take a liking to her."
"She had a lot to say about you."

Valimous laughed again, this time with more gusto. "To tell you
the truth, I've only spoken to her a couple of times. If she
didn't wear those glasses, I don't think I would even remember
her."
"I don't know.
said.

I kind of like her, and I think it's mutual," I

"I know she likes me, too. Just be careful that she doesn't like
you for what you do instead of who you are."
"Huh?"
"Watch her tonight. She's a city girl, and that is pretty much
the way they operate. God created idiots, but that was just
practice for the citidwellers. They are an annoying breed, kid."
"Sensia is pretty sharp."
"If you never had to judge character because everybody was pretty
much honest and predictable, what would you think of someone like
us?"
I thought about that for a moment.
are really like, can she?"

"She can't know what you or I

"She doesn't know how," he said. "I brought you something from
home." He brought out a letter from Philander. I looked at the
envelope for a long time. I had not written to her. I did not
want to. Suffigston was all behind me. I would never go back.
I put the letter away and thanked him.
"I have something else from Warnison," he announced with a
beaming grin. From his pack he produced a case of fine brandy
and immediately opened the bottle. I did not produce the glass
quickly enough, and he had taken the first sip before I returned
from the kitchen. His sip had made a health dent in the bottle,
and he shuddered quite violently before announcing the impeccable
quality of the old champagne.
I started cooking, and Valimous kept my glass filled. Together,
we polished off half a bottle of brandy by the time Sensia
arrived. As she stepped inside, her eyes went wide with the
view. Valimous, over-extended in inebriation, greeted Sensia
with a grand embrace. Her face nuzzled against his chest. She
was dwarfed by him. In the end, Valimous had to nudge her away,
her smile faded as he let go. "It's been a long time"
"Yes it has," she said. "But you've been busy. I want to hear
all about it." Sensia had fallen under the spell of Valimous the
Great. The brandy formed his words, and the more he drank the
more he flattered her. He told the same stories I had heard
before --the ones he had told to the farmers and entrepreneurs of
every sector. I went to the kitchen to work on the outback
feast, tempering the seasonings for Sensia's sake.
That night, the apartment felt like a home; just like a Big Room,
alive with good friends and good talk. For the first time, I
thought I might like it here. As I cleared the table and dropped

the plates into the recirculation compartment, I heard Valimous
change his tone. It was almost as if he was sobering as he
absorbed his after-dinner bottle. I did not recognize the tale
at first -- our exploits in the Adrian caves. It hurt to
remember those things. When I was down there, many times that I
wanted nothing more than to be out of the caverns, but the more
he spoke, the more it sounded like the tales of the Agians or the
epic adventures of Hasselblad Halliburton and his conquering of
the Ancient North. It was truly the stuff legends were made of.
I stood at the big windows, watching the clouds go by far below.
The moon was bright and clear. I found Sensia looking at me with
wide wondering eyes. She looked older, but her gaze was that of
a young girl, misty and dreamy -- the way she had been looking at
Valimous. I felt much taller -- more intelligent, and perhaps
even more experienced; but I was not anything that would inspire
the look Sensia was giving me. Valimous was right about her. She
was not looking at me: she was looking at the embodiment of the
story Valimous was painting in her head.
Valimous spoke with rich tones that mortared his words into great
adventures. Sensia finally asked Valimous to come to the living
room where she propped the eloquent drunkard in the corner of the
couch and curled up to him. For a city girl, this was about as
blatant as intentions got. Valimous took the opportunity to tell
of some of the uglier exploits in the war. His images became
more and more graphic until, just when I thought Sensia would
burst into tears of disgust and repulsion, he fell asleep. She
was visibly shaken by the horror that had haunted Valimous
through the years. I woke him up enough to get him to bed. When
I returned to the living room, Sensia was drying her tears. I
spoke out of context when I said, "I didn't like being in the
cave. I liked the idea of being in the cave, but not the cave."
"What? ..oh yes. I'll talk with Mr. Sposyk if you would like."
I did not understand. She almost laughed, "About becoming a
messenger. I thought you were just a backlander." I winced. I
was an Outlander. "I never imagined you were a messenger."
"I'm just me, Sensia.
in caves."

Nothing more -- whether I program or swim

"No. It makes a difference. You would know that if you were a
citidweller. Here, you are what your family is -- you are what
you do." Even in Suffigston I was only what my family was. Even
Valimous was just a regular guy with his own way of thinking and
his own problems, even I knew that -- but she could not see. She
had not been out there to know that it was the same as everyplace
else. "I'm sorry," I said.
"You wouldn't be if you were just a programmer." She sat next to
me, wrapping her arms around my waist. I could feel her every
breath, each one deeper and stronger than the last. My lips came
to hers, but she turned her head. "Not here!" she scolded as if
I had committed some obvious error. She led me to the bedroom.
Her pale skin contrasted against her clothes even in the
darkness. Her glasses were lost to the covers as my mouth met

hers in a passion. I tried to speak, but she found ways to make
our union as quiet as possible. I committed the second error
when I reached for the straps on the back of her suit. She
immediately got up. I almost thought she was going to leave.
"Do you have a robe?" she whispered. I went to the closet and
handed one to her. "No, silly. It's for you. Go get undressed
and come back."
"What?" I was not sure what she had in mind.
"Come back to me with just the robe," she commanded in a sultry
voice. I did not argue and left for the hygiene cubical.
Citidwellers would always do peculiar things that I never did
understand. I looked at Valimous as I passed his room. He snored
endlessly as if he took no breath.
When I returned to my bedroom, she was lying naked on the bed,
sprawled out as if she was over-inflated. In a tiny whisper she
said, "Have me tonight." With that, her head rolled over to the
side, and she was motionless: I went over to her to see if she
was all right. When I touched her neck, she moaned. When my
hand recoiled, she looked at me out of the corner of her eye.
"You're supposed to get undressed," she whispered.
"What are you going to do?" I asked.
"What do you mean?" she said.
"Are you just going to lie there like that?"
She twisted her head to face me, "What do you want me to do?"
"Well, for starters you could... I mean...
you to... well.. enjoy yourself."

It's just that I want

"Reeeeeally?" she asked with masted eyelids.
"Yeah. Really."
The ice broken, she threw me into a session of athletics that
made me wonder, more than once, if I would make it through the
night alive. I did receive a black eye, but it was purely by
accident. My only regret about the evening was that more than
once she called me Valimous. Even so, I knew I had found someone
I liked very, very much.
In the morning, Sensia was gone. I vaguely remembered her
kissing my forehead goodbye. I got up and prepared a traditional
breakfast for two. Valimous startled me when he shouted, "God,
that smells outlandish. No one in this city has ever cooked like
that." When I turned, he began to spasm with laughter. "What
did she do to you!?"
It was my eye.

"It was an accident."

"That woman is an accident."
"Look, you've been coming down on her since you got here. What is

it with you two?!"
"I'll tell you. Quite frankly, I came down on her just once.
She wore me out. I don't know what it is with that girl, but she
has this thing for messengers. I think it's because they'll put
up with her. The men in this place all want a limp sack to bed
down with. From what I've found, the women here would be happier
with a vibrator anyway -- that's if they had enough imagination
to figure out what to do with one." His frankness was overworking
the capillaries in my face. His Guide to International Lays was
a bit hard for me to handle as I tried to figure out how I was
going to explain my black eye at work. I had to keep remembering
that Valimous was nearly sixty. The thought of him as a dirty
old man, despite the conflict it had with my own image of him,
seemed to help. I put his plate down hard in front of him.
"I liked it," I said.

"I liked her!"

"You're younger than I am," Valimous said. "If you can keep up
with that woman without suffering physical damage, you have my
blessings. Just remember, before you get too involved, sex is
not forever. You have to like her despite her acrobatics, and she
has to like you in addition to your tolerance of pain."
"It was an ACCIDENT!" I went back to the kitchen and pushed
aside my breakfast, having lost my appetite.
"Sorry, I know how tight your laces are tied," he said. "I was
just poking at you. That woman and I just don't get along."
"What do you mean?! She was here to see you. You would have
spent the night with her if you hadn't slipped inside that
bottle."
"I like puppies, but they make me sneeze." He saw the
dissatisfaction in the sour contortion of my face. "Kid, I slept
with her a couple of times. She took a full tenday out of my
life. I had a great time, but that was in my fifties. I've
matured since then and haven't been with her since... not that
she hasn't tried to get me alone -- I couldn't stand it. She's
so Goddamn pale and thin. I just couldn't... again -bleeeccch."
I was livid. Valimous saw me reddening and continued, "What?! I'm
a cold callous son-of-a-bitch and that's why you'll never find me
saying a kind word about her as long as I live." He turned around
in the seat and pulled up to the table. Casually, he took a bite
with his back to me.
I slammed the pan into the sink. "Valimous! You ass! Last night
you spent five hours talking to her, using every story that ever
got you in bed! You played that woman like you play the world.
You wanted her! What the hell is wrong with you!"
Valimous ate in silence for several moments. Then, with the last
bite finished, he spoke without turning around. "I loved Sensia.
She loved Valimous The Messenger. About a year ago I came back
from a job in the South Lath Basin. It was a bath of death: water
red with blood for as far as you could walk and the air thick

with rotting flesh. We were fighting the UCD, but it was the
things that got us, they came ...and they came. The swamps ate
the men and spat out the bones bleached white. The place sucks
your mind and then sucks your flesh when you can't stand it any
more. I should have died there. When I think about it, I wish I
had...."
"When I got back, I needed to talk -- not about the war, but
about who the hell I was and why I ought be here -- Valimous, the
fifteen-year- old kid who just saw his family killed and wondered
what he was still alive for." His sorrow strangled his voice. "I
never needed someone so bad. In Distoph there was a girl -- she
would listen." He sniffed, looking out the window into the sky.
"She's dead now -- all the good ones die." He cocked his head
further away from me, his voice shallow. "I loved Sensia, and she
loved Valimous, but not me. Why am I talkin' to you, you little
shit!" He slammed his utensils down and stormed out.
We left for the office together. Once more, he was "Valimous the
Strong" -- and silent. He stood seven feet tall and was
foreboding behind his angular face and jet-black hair, looking
not a day over forty. I truly loved him. The same way I loved
Warnison -- we were undeniably the best of friends. I had
Philander's letter in my pocket, but I could not bring myself to
read it. The letter went into an empty drawer that became full
several years later. I missed them so much. When I became a
messenger, I would be able to visit them whenever I wanted to.
Soon after we arrived at the office, Valimous had to leave on his
next assignment. He was almost smiling. "Kid, I'll be looking
for you in the byways."
Sensia's greeting was stale and professional, as always. I
wanted to look at her for a long time. Today she was more
beautiful than ever. I found the little lines and slight
gravitations of her thirty-two-year-old face to be sensual
instead of the mark of an "older" woman. I had seen behind the
facade --down to her heart, and I had become emotionally
enslaved. I spent the rest of the afternoon with Geof, but
Sensia never left my mind. Near the close of the day, Mr. Sposyk
called me to his office. "You were late today," he reprimanded
as I entered.
"Yes, I..."
"You left early yesterday." I hid my eyes. I had let him down.
"I expect my office personnel to be on time. Is that clear?" he
asked.
"Yes."
"I can expect you not to be absent again?" Again, I did not
reply. I could do anything I wanted to as long as the program got
done. I had a contract for life. "I cannot operate an office
with personnel who are constantly tardy. You do understand that,
do you not?"
"Yes."
"Then, I must assume by your attitude that I cannot rely on you

as a programmer in this office."
"No,

His face was quite stern.

I won't... I mean I will try to maintain proper hours."

He stood. "That is crap. You do not like it here and you do not
want to be a programmer." He was right. "I wanted you to work
out, but I guess you'll just end up like the rest."
I started to get worried. "Sir, if you would just give me a
chance to show you... I know I would make a good messenger," I
said.
"I know that. I want to keep you in the office. You are one of
the brightest young men we have ever had in here; outlander or
citidweller. You have a contract. You can do anything you
want." He sat down and said nothing more.
"Mr. Sposyk? I know I have not been here long, but I want to do
the right thing here. I will always be a good programmer and
someday I want to be a messenger. It's just... I guess things
are just moving a little fast right now. As much as I want to be
a messenger, I would like to put my skills in the best position
to benefit the Service. I would rather be a good programmer than
a rotten messenger."
"You want my honest opinion?" Mr. Sposyk asked.
"Yes." The right corner of my smile quivered a little.
"Stop being so idealistic. The waters of life are full of mud
and you can never see the bottom. If you want to get anywhere,
just jump in: only, do not go in head first. Go become a
messenger. We seldom have enough good ones -- most of them just
end up getting killed on some stupid tactical missions in the War
Zone. I just thought you might want to stay where it is
reasonably civil."
"Thank you for your concern, but I'm just an outlander."
He raised his voice sarcasticly. "...could have fooled me."
Sensia was waiting for me outside of the office. Her face
radiated excitement. "What did he say?" she queried.
"He wants me to train for messenger service."
She leapt at my throat with her outstretched arms, clinging to me
in a frantic embrace, "That's wonderful!" She hung on to me
until I tried to embrace her in return, which I thought was the
proper thing to do, but she suddenly dropped me like I had a
negatively-poled magnetic personality. "I just wanted to
congratulate you."
"Thank you."
"This means more to me than you could know." She kissed me on the
cheek, smiled and went about her business as if nothing happened.
Geof was sorry to see me go, but he had a new program now, and he
would soon recover in the delight of volumes of data. As for me,

I became the only student in the school of messenger service.
Messengers were brought in from the field and I was drilled in
the techniques of marksmanship, hand-to-hand combat, wilderness
survival, elementary aerial piloting, international geography and
political statesmanship. For the first two tenday I almost hoped
I could return to programming. Seldom did I make it back to the
apartment, usually falling asleep in a chair or in a cot in a
closet somewhere. The physical training left me sore all the
time. I always wanted to stop, but this was it -- my one
audition for what I wanted to do with my life.
My salvation came one day when Sensia came to see me. I had just
returned from a flight lesson and was dead tired until she
appeared in the doorway of the S.I.M.R.S. flightdeck office, her
slender figure hanging against the doorjamb. She pulled me
inside the room, and in a single move, embraced me and opened her
lips in a long full kiss. I was stunned. "I need to see you,"
she said.
I hurried through my paperwork in record time and convinced my
messenger-trainer to let me leave a few hours early. When Sensia
and I arrived at the apartment I had expected an explosion of
savage passion from her. Instead she went straight to the window
and looked out onto the world with an awareness and interest for
the outside I had never seen before. "I read some of your
books," she said.
"How did you get into the memory stores? I thought I had it
locked."
"You left the books open a few days ago, and I took a few out,"
she justified.
Computer snooping was second nature to S.I.M.R.S. programmers. I
knew that no protest I made would be heard, even though I prided
my files as being highly secure if not personal. "Well?"
"You are angry," she observed. "I did not think you would mind."
"I was only worried about the programs,"

I muttered.

"Oh, I know that. I would never touch them. Besides, they were
not important." When she said this, I was stunned, again. A few
tenday ago she would have thought nothing of ancient books of
"literary nonsense," or so I thought.
"The translations and collections were the most incredible things
I have ever experienced -- real life adventures, music, visual
dramas and literature from across the histories of the world. I
want more!"
That was the beginning of her literary education. Every few days
I would collect some books from my memorystores. Some she
printed to read on parchment the way dreamers had done for
thousands of years in the distant lands of the authors. She
could talk for hours about those adventures, recalling them with
such enthusiasm that I loved to listen despite my familiarity.
We were both dreamers, and together we would become emersed in
our fantasy. Sensia had no more friends and ignored her family.

At night, we would talk for hours about the ancient works,
falling asleep in each other's arms. In moments of passion she
would sometimes call me by the names of glorious heroes. I got
used to it: I never liked it, but I did get used to it.
Sometimes I used to even dream that I was one of them and, with
her, it was easy -- and wonderful. I taught her to cook. When
Valimous was visiting, he would offer a new delicacy to add to
her vocabulary of recipes. She loved anything I could teach her
about the mysteries of the outside.
On the seventh tenday of my training, I was sworn into the
service. Valimous was there along with some of my teachers, and
Sensia. I took the oath:
"I pledge with my life to perform, to the ultimate of my
abilities, all of my duties as a messenger of the Saskatchewan
Independent Messengers and Recovery Service and to swear no other
allegiance. I will maintain a clear vision of purpose as I carry
out each of my assignments, realizing that the lives of others
and the wellbeing of my fellow messengers is dependent upon my
success. To these ideals I dedicate my life and my soul."
The ceremony was held on the flightdeck as I prepared to depart
on my first mission. Showered with congratulations, I felt as if
I was now one of them. It was, and always would be, the proudest
moment of my life.
For my first assignment, I was little more than a delivery boy,
carrying several packages to S.M.I.R.S. representatives in the
field, but it was a start, and I was proud to bear the official
insignia of the Saskatchewan Independent Messengers and Recovery
Service with the official title of Field Messenger. The badge
carried an authority that permitted the bearer to conduct himself
as he pleased, anywhere he pleased (or so I thought at the time).
Sensia moved into the apartment while I was away. Her father
called me once to ask if she was coming back. I told him that I
did not know. All he said was, "I had hoped that she would not
turn out this way."
I had been a messenger for just over fifteen tenday when I
realized that Sensia was becoming a wreck. My coming and going
drew her patience thin until she would swing from a tornado of
affection and joy when I returned, to torments of an orphan left
for eternal abandonment every time I would leave, each time worse
than the last. She would stay with me for days when I was home,
avoiding work despite my objections. What bothered me more than
anything else was that she refused to discuss her feelings with
me, never admitting that anything was hurting her.
On the eve of my twenty-first tenday as a messenger, Mr. Sposyk
called me to his office as I arrived from an assignment. I
reluctantly met with him before seeing Sensia. It had been a
long hard trip and all I wanted to do was be with her. "I want
to discuss Sensia with you," he announced.
"I'm sorry, sir, but I've tried and don't really know what to
do," I said.

"What are you talking about."
"Her attendance...."
"I know that she has been working double shifts, maintaining her
workload so that she could spend time with you, but as far as I
am concerned, that is not a problem." I was shocked. She did not
tell me. "What I want to know is if you would recommend her for
the position of messenger."
"What?!" My voice leapt up the scale to new heights.
"She has applied for the position of messenger. I want to know
if you will give her a recommendation. She wanted me to contact
Valimous, but I think you would be a better judge. What do you
think? Can she do it?"
"I don't know.

I never thought about it."

"She's a citidweller: physically and emotionally weak for the
work, but I only know her as a programmer. I only knew you as a
programmer, and I was wrong then. I need you to tell me -- can
she do the job?"
I really did not think she could, but I thought about the other
messengers. They were all outcasts. None of them possessed
overwhelming mental clarity or felt comfortable being themselves.
Dreamers all, they became what they felt they must. How was I
different: Who was I to refuse her fantasies? "Let her train," I
said. "If she can endure it physically, she should make a worthy
messenger."
Mr. Sposyk stared. "Valimous used those same words. She can
start training next Threeday." She never told me that she wanted
to be a messenger, but I should have known. My being a messenger
had overwhelmed her life as well as my own. I hated the idea of
her being a messenger only because I would lose her to the
lifestyle. I loved her because she was my best friend; perhaps
the only friend I had the whole time I was in City -- certainly
reason enough to keep her for myself.
All people change when they become a messenger. As soon as she
was accepted for consideration, Sensia would never let our time
together interfere with her training, no matter how long I had
been away. I helped her where I could. I had to admire her total
devotion, and sometimes I found myself being jealous that I would
never be able to dedicate myself to anything the way she went
after that instatement. In the beginning, some of the
instructors protested her induction because she was a citidweller
and was relatively weak physically, mentally and emotionally. It
took her more time than most candidates to build her body into a
machine of strength and stamina. Her complexion darkened and her
body filled into lines of power. She even looked like a
messenger. Even the more pessimistic instructors showed up for
her graduation. Indeed, if they had not agreed with her
instatement, they all had grown to have great respect for this
once frail woman who had surpassed everyone's expectations.

After that, Sensia and I would not see each other for three or
four tenday at a time. I avoided an assignment just to spend
some time with her, something she would never do for me. After a
quiet evening, I mentioned, "I wanted to talk to you about us."
"Ooooh, darling," she said hanging her arms around my neck as she
drew her thigh up the inside of my leg, "What is it?"
"I miss you."
"I miss you, too." She was still staring into my eyes with a
melting flame that became seemingly magnified behind her lenses.
"I want to see you more."
"How?" she asked.
"I don't know.

I just don't like it here without you."

"You are doing exactly what you want and so am I. We're doing it
together, just like we did before." She did not stop her emotion
as she dipped me onto the couch. I remembered when she would
have had me drag her to the bedroom before more than an innocent
kiss. I wondered what she meant by "just like we used to."
"This isn't exactly sharing a good book,"

I pointed out.

She smiled, with her tongue sliding lightly between her teeth, "I
know -- it's better."
Our relationship had only two characteristics: first we were both
messengers, and loved it; second, what we experienced when we
made love was almost as good as being a messenger. I wanted to
let her know how I felt, but all she wanted to feel was me. It
was just sharing of our dreams and our bed. That was all. I
remembered what Valimous told me about her `thing' for
messengers. I should have listened. Yet, I enjoyed her stories
and the warmth of her company, cherishing the few moments we had
together. I remembered when she was my life even more than my
dreams. I wanted that again. She had changed forever. What had
I done wrong?
CHAPTER 17
THE MISSION

I was glad when the sounds of Medcore stirred me from my past
-- glad that I did not have to go through it all over again... even
in my dreams. I had spent five days in the ecphonemation tank.
Doctor Glass wanted to keep me for observation: my recovery had
been nearly three times faster than normal and she wanted to figure
out what had gone "wrong." After several tries and several
protests from her, I dressed and staggered out the door as fast
as I could.
When I got to the office, Geof greeted me. "Dr. Glass tells
me that the only thing you are ready for is staying in bed for a
couple of tenday."

"Did she also tell you there was nothing wrong with me?"
"Certainly, but the way you were oozing all over the floor
when you came back, I'm surprised you came back at all. You had
us all pretty worried and we are glad to have you back."
"Wait until I've been around a few days before you make up
your mind."
A smile almost broke across his face as if he was finally
developing a sense of humor. "I've been going over your log and
visor readings. The University will want the landscapes."
"I don't think so. There were a lot of strange things and
none of them could be used for scan standard; they would give
false survival expectations. Anyway, everything has to be
confirmed first."
"Confirmed! Do you think someone is going out to that place
to confirm this? Yours is the only expedition out there this
decade!"
"Well, just give them the reference scans and topography
data."
"Agreed."
"So, what has been happening since I've been gone?" I asked.
"Well, we've been coming across some very interesting data
from the other side of the world. Seems that the Democracy is
working on a vaporizing particle beam -- a concept we abandoned a
century ago because of the power consumption limitations."
"You mean that negative energy stuff?"
"It seems that they have one. The Keepers are uneasy. We
have been developing all kinds of hypotheticals for them. There is
even talk of increasing the City populations. It is apparent that
The Keepers want to escalate the war over the next couple of
decades, possibly increasing the Transmilitary zone to nearly
forty-five percent of planet surface."
"Where's the catch?"
"The psychological profiles for the cities indicate that a
deviation of population would cause class splitting. Many women
will be taken from their work, suffering professional disgrace, in
order to propagate. The added youth population would be assigned
to the military at birth and be a direct source of embarrassment
to the families as such. The Keepers want to reverse thousands of
years of social consciousness. Within two generations a rebellious
population will have developed. The young citizens will go to war,
but they will probably pirate or flee the service after they figure
out they were brought over just to add to the body count."
"Draftees are all on a suicide mission now!
problem?"

What's the

"They do not know it, now. Exposure to new concepts and
lifestyles will degenerate morale severely, and that is when the
trouble will start."
"So, why do the Keepers need a population injection into the
war zone?"
"The population and financial drain we will force on the
Democracy will give us plenty of time to develop a vaporization
beam."
"Who's developing the beam?"
"S.I.M.R.S. of course," Geof replied.
"Yeah, the Forces couldn't figure out which end to piss in a
boot," I said.
"I don't understand."
"Just an expression. So, this is why they called in James
Guffingstrapp?"
"Certainly, the City Keepers have not had any major decisions
to make since the clothing color options. Guffingstrapp has been
sought to `advise them'."
"They have a funny way of asking for advice. What I want to
know is who this Guffingstrapp guy is? I've spent the last five
tenday chasing him around the desert, and I don't even know him."
"I ran a search. He is not in the University or the Central
Facility memory stores. The name appears in a lot of documents
dating back over eight thousand years -- it must be some honorary
thing."
"That doesn't make any sense,"

I said.

"Going through Messenger reports, I have discovered two
hundred and sixty-seven missions to find this Guffingstrapp person,
and I had to do three levels of backwards loop searches to find
that, as if someone has taken everything out of our computers."
He handed me a printout.
"So?

He knows people inside S.I.M.R.S.." I said.

"Yeah. But, what is he trying to keep us from finding?" Geof
asked.
"I couldn't tell you. I think I'll run a search... I've got
a couple of new programs I've been wrestling with."
"You do not have time. You're being sent out."
"When?"
"Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?! I just got out of Medcore. I need a couple of
days, at least."
"You should have stayed there.
"Papers, huh?

I have papers for you."

This must be pretty important."

"From the look of it, the labels were done on one of those
mechanical `type-writers' -- pretty secret stuff." He grimaced,
hating even to use keyboards, preferring to talk with the computer
for all of his work.
"Look, Geof, just say you didn't see me today. I'll come back
in a couple of days, and you can give it to me then."
"This is the city.
facilities."

We are fibered directly into the central

"Crap."
"You know I do not like you using harsh backland language
around me!" Geof handed me the packet, and I opened it. With the
seal broken, a signal was directly relayed to the S.I.M.R.S.
surveillance systems, requiring me to identify myself. I removed
the code disk and opened the security program at Geof's terminal.
The terminal scanned my retina, brain patterns and handprint.
There was a pause and a second scan -- there was never a second
scan.
"What's wrong with this thing?" I asked Geof.
"It has always worked before."
The soft voice said, "Please remain where you are. A
S.I.M.R.S. representative will be with you momentarily." Within
seconds, Supervisor Ruhnos came through the office door. He was
an ugly incidental man that kept mostly to his cubical. My only
contact had been the few dozen times I reported to him at the end
of an assignment. He would just shake my hand, accept my report
and say "job well done." Now, he was red with a surprising
outrage. "What is going on in here?! You triggered a security
eight breach of information!"
I did not even know there was a security eight breach. "I just
opened the assignment packet and... "
"Do you have authorization?"
"It has my name on the seal."
"Yes, I see." His attitude changed as he realized he had no
one to blame. He spoke to the program. "R-TD236, RS-232-C cancel
security eight breach at this location."
The soft feminine voice replied, "Notification recognized,
security eight breach cancelled."
Ruhnos turned to Geof. "See that this thing gets fixed."
Then he looked at me. "You have a mission to prepare for, get with

it and report to Representative Willsig when you are finished
here." He spun curtly on his heels and wobbled out of the office.
"It never did that before!" Geof proclaimed.
"Neither has Ruhnos."
"No, I do not think he ever has turned that color before."
"Maybe the scans picked up my regeneration from the
ecphonemation tank?" I wondered.
"No. It compensates for that.
chromosomal differences and the
alter nucleic compounds. Do you
like everything else associated

The scanner identifies
ecphonemation process does not
think you might have been erased
with Guffingstrapp --"

"No one can just remove people from the system.
much redundancy for that."

There is too

"Someone dumped all the reports for the other missions that
searched for Guffingstrapp, did they not?"
"A couple of files are missing...," I interjected.
"Two hundred and sixty-seven related files just do not get
misplaced!"
"Well, I appreciate your concern, and I want to know what
happened, but, Geof, this is S.I.M.R.S.. If I had been deleted,
I think they would know it. They are still giving me missions,
aren't they?"
"I suppose that you are correct,"

Geof conceded.

"It's probably just the machine, anyway."
"I hope so,"

he mumbled.

The orders on paper were classified for my eyes only. It was
a silly formality, but even Geof would find moral turmoil if I read
them in front of him.
Geof continued, "I have already submitted your report on the
Guffingstrapp mission. I think that is what Willsig wants to see
you about." Willsig never wanted to see anyone unless he had to.
The feeling was always mutual.
"Thanks, Geof." After several years, he had broken away from
his rigid city ways and would touch me -- shake my hand -- in a
departing gesture; a gesture of the outlanders. It was funny how
much Geof meant to me. Aside from Sensia, Geof was the only
citidweller I had ever been able to befriend. He looked out for
me in the office. Whenever he shook my hand as I left, his eyes
would glaze with the constricting emotions that pushed tears to his
eyelids, yet never pooling enough to drop across his cheek. He was
afraid of the outside. He was afraid for me. With his hand held
firmly in my palm, I felt a chill down my spine. I knew that this
was to be the last time we would see each other for a long time.

Representative Willsig was confused by my log entries. Among
other items, he found the mention of fairies and the implied
miraculous behavior of Mr. Guffingstrapp totally unacceptable. "I
suggest," Willsig commanded, "that in the future, you try to
restrain yourself to the facts of the assignment. I have taken the
liberty of having some portions of the report corrected before
sending it to the home office and to the Keepers of Capital."
Without choice, I agreed. In his mind, unacceptable facts were
caused by messengers brought to the brink of hallucination through
fatigue and mental exhaustion... or by subversive motivations. He
knew my record, and as always he attributed the errors to my
psychological irresponsibility rather than tagging me as a
democratic dissident. Reliability and loyalty to the company were
the two characteristics that gave him difficulty. He could only
use the most reliable and loyal messengers for sensitive missions
and for this reason, he deduced, subversives would most likely be
those who tried to give the impression of being reliable and loyal.
He had a sign on the far wall of his office that could only be seen
from his seat: "Who can you trust?"
When Willsig finished, he warned me, "I will not be taking any
disciplinary action in response to the imaginativeness of your
report since the Judicial Government of the Northern Forces of the
Consolidated Colonies was satisfied with the report. It seems that
they had spent the last three months trying to locate Mr.
Guffingstrapp with their own military personnel before they turned
to the Service. Once again, our name has risen above all standards
of excellence, where it should be."
His verbiage was so thick that I wanted to scrape my shoes as
he continued. "Now then, you are aware of your next assignment?"
I nodded, hoping he would not ask me anything about it. "Director
Jacob Harasnaphat has called upon our services to deliver messages
to the leaders of the peoples of the Southern Forces of the
Consolidated Colonies. Do you have any questions?"
"I thought that the University Geographical College had sent
an expedition down to South Prove 137 years ago and found that
there were no human survivors from the Provian Wars?"
"Director Harasnaphat has reports from Deja that indicate
otherwise. Your project outline from the University expedition is
included here." Willsig gave me another packet. "I have no more
information." From his tone I was not sure if he was holding
something back or just embarrassed that his intelligence people
were able to dig up so little. "You will be leaving in the
morning. Be here at six o'clock."
I found the apartment uninviting and lonely, the way it always
was without Sensia or Valimous. I watched the clouds move around
the city, catching glimpses of the stars above. On the ground far
below, there had been a fire -- probably a lightning strike from
a storm I had missed while in the ecphonemation tank. The embers
still burned like a dozen acres of fallen stars. It had been an
unseasonably dry summer and now the earth had been scarred: like
my heart. I thought of Sensia, and I slept to forget.

Long before the sunup, I returned to the S.I.M.R.S. office to
check out my equipment. Tondalayo Pompion had everything ready.
She slid into my arms, offering me a long kiss. The powerful
boyish emotions I once held for her had been sifted through time
and what was left was a strong friendship. Sometimes I wished that
I had devoted my love to her instead of Sensia, but Tondalayo would
never let her heart rest in one place, and that was all that I
wanted from someone. She stepped back from me, our greeting over,
and whispered, "I have a wingload of stuff I want to show you."
She led me to the pile of equipment. "You might have to be out
there for a while."
"No more than a dozen tenday."
"The south is filled with places that are hard to get to and
even harder to get back from. Willsig suggested that I should pack
you light because you might not come back at all -- something about
budget consciousness, but you're coming back. You've got to, I'm
giving you some of my best stuff."
"Tondalayo, what would I do without you?"
"You probably wouldn't come back." Tondalayo had prepared an
environmental manual from previous visor and expedition reports.
She had used some of my programs to pull out all the classified
data needed to make it complete. Missions to Nasca and Somach were
very well concealed. Willsig might have been hiding things from me,
but I would probably find his secrets in the files she gave me.
Then, again, he was just complacent enough to have never found the
data that Tondalayo had diligently researched.
While I was repacking my few personal effects, I received a
call over the telecom from James Guffingstrapp. "How are you, kid?
All patched up?"
"Better than ever. I was hoping you'd call. I wanted to
return the sphere: the Sphere of Lightning I think you called it?"
"The Resama Bijuli -- oracle for the greatest of all Keepers."
"Well then, you will be wanting it back."
"No, you keep it," he replied, "I can't use it any more,
besides, and you might find it handy."
"What am I supposed to do with it? I don't even know what it
is."
"In time you will find out. Take great care not to lose it or
you may become lost yourself."
There were very few things that I had kept very long that were
not clothing or well-secured to my person. "I'm going out again
tomorrow," I said.
"...South?"
"I'm not permitted to say."

"Somach is beautiful country. Just don't fall in love with
it too much. There's something about that place that captures
men's hearts. Sometimes it cuts off their heads," he said.
"Are you speaking from personal experience?!"
"I always speak from personal experience. I have not been
down that far south since before The Wars."
"The Provian Wars?"
"Unless I missed something, those were the only wars down
there," he replied smartly.
"James, that was 370 years ago.

How could you...?"

"Kid, I'm not an old man. I'm a very, very old man." Then on
reflection he corrected himself, "Well, I am very, very old."
I remembered the things Captain Ingenton had told me and I
asked, "James, you're connected with the cities directly, so how
come there is no record of you in central facilities? Where is
your bio?"
Guffingstrapp took in a heavy breath. His deep all-black eyes
seemed to look elsewhere as the patterned blue haze of glaucoma
went back and forth. I was not going to let him dodge the question
and he knew it. It was too important. "Kid, I'm not connected
with the cities -- I am the cities."
"And...?"
"Be eager to learn, but never demand knowledge.
the best teacher... the only teacher."

The earth is

"You're not going to tell me, are you?"
"I tell you what you need to know... what you can understand.
When you return, you might be ready to hear more. If you are, I
will only be one of many vehicles from which your education will
continue."
"Well, right now I need to know about Somach. S.I.M.R.S.
doesn't have many records at all and no plotter readings."
"There is nothing to tell. You are on your own for this one."
"Is there another way?"
I was young when I learned to fight for what I wanted, and
usually I only got what I needed. My friendship with Guffingstrapp
was one of retrospect. His words always frustrated me, but on
reflection I often found the wisdom behind them. Guffingstrapp
somehow knew my concentration was drifting. "Good luck with your
journey. Remember to come back." The screen faded into a video
of the central textile mills somewhere in the lower levels of the
city. The caption under the picture read, "Safety and Quality, A
Way of Life."

CHAPTER 18
THE FLIGHT TO ARGID

When I arrived at the Military Intelligence Office, Willsig was
there -- waiting. Willsig lived by his watch; everyone in the
city did, but Willsig learned long ago that messengers came and
went with a unique accuracy that followed no clock. We acquired
an instinct for simply being there when we were needed. Only the
clockwatchers ever noticed that messengers were ever late.
Willsig's fingers were tapping the desk, perspiration beaded
above his lip and a stray vein bulged from his forehead. If a
few minutes with me could do that, a few hours with Guffingstrapp
would have given him a stroke.
Willsig pulled two thick binders and two plates from his
briefcase. "One set is for you. The other is for your
colleague."
"Colleague...?" I queried.
"You will be picking up Dr. Eugean Stetson in Argid enroute to
Deja. Dr. Stetson is on the University Geographical College
Expeditions Data and Analysis Team and is a Northern
Consolidation of Colonies ambassador."
"I thought I was solo.... Is Dr. Stetson part of the
S.I.M.R.S. assignment team?"
"The mission outline is in the satchel. Dr. Stetson is the
leading authority on the South."
"I didn't think anyone had ever been down there."
"That is correct."
"How can you have an ambassador who has never been there?!"
Willsig would not answer me. "This is an important mission, but
I could not tell you what to expect." I got the distinct
impression Willsig never expected to see me again.
Willsig was quick to lead me to the flight deck. The huge cavern
echoed with the fuming dark bodies of slowly moving
aircraft. Like a dwarf among giant dragons, Captain Andrew Lip,
emerged from a line of S.I.M.R.S. wings. He and his Vertical
Falcon, "Trust In Recourse", were assigned to me. This Falcon
was particularly sluggish because of a bloated conversion that
left the once sleek assault craft with a middle aged pot belly to
hold a tight living quarters for three and a cargo bay. Andrew
had been with S.I.M.R.S.'s Old South Project for eight years and
had conducted a half dozen aerial surveys, crediting him as one
of only nine pilots who had flown south of Deja penal colony in
the last decade.
Tondalayo arrived a few minutes later with a transport platform
filled with my gear. She simply rolled the whole thing into the

Falcon. Andrew went to help her tie down the pallet as well as,
I was convinced, to admire the tight fit of her jumpsuit. The
launch window was coming up soon. I shook hands with Willsig
briefly, feeling the sweat of his palms and seeing his discomfort
with the gesture by his grimace. He hated messengers. When
Tondalayo emerged from the cargo hold, a tear scarred each of her
cheeks. "Please come back." She did not expect me back either.
I did not want to believe it, but she was right: I knew that I
would never see her again. Andrew pulled my arm to the hatch and
shoved me into the cockpit. In the dirty haze of the window I
could see her. Tondalayo's face was like stone, blank and grey
with a dew of tears. I looked away. My throat strangled in a
noose of emotion. I wanted to get off. I wanted to quit the
service --but there was nothing else to do... no place else to
go.
The great doors opened at the far end of the terminal. The Trust
In Recourse lifted a few feet off the ground and taxied slowly
through the main deck, past thousands of other wings, until we
joined the long line of departing aircraft. The freighter in
front of us barely fit in the constraints of the two hundred foot
high flight deck with each flank minimally clearing the ships on
either side of the taxi-way. The howl of the engines became
intense as we neared the flight port and then the freighter shot
out of the port with engines blazing white, blocking out the fat
body until it banked into a jetlane, heading for its destination.
I saw the early morning sun. The new daylight offered a blue sky
half-consumed with the reds and yellows of the sunrise. With a
surge of thrust, we passed through the giant port and into the
sky, one-half mile above the forest canopy. Our flightpath would
cover nearly fifteen hundred miles and last three hours,
following the Missery river to Bayton and then cut across the
Nexo Sea to Argid.
Examining my satchel, I found three diplomatic pouches. One was
addressed to the government of Bazal. The others were
addressed to the presently unknown governments of New Nazca and
Somach. My assignment envelope contained a brief statement from
Director Harasnaphat ordering me to decide to whom the letters
should go since no one knew if there even was a central
government in the southern territories. In the letters,
Harasnaphat pleaded for military unity to prevent a disaster that
could be no less in scope than the Provian Wars.
I assumed from the orders that Airman Lip and Dr. Stetson were to
aid me in locating the proper authorities and delivering the
messages. In closing, the orders stated that should anything
prevent me from carrying out the assignment, Dr. Stetson and
Airman Lip were to complete the mission without me; although I
was in no way to divulge the full nature of the mission while I
was alive. S.I.M.R.S. and the Keepers were like that -- wanting
me to carry out missions even if I died trying. I had a limit to
my
patriotism: I always believed that an important part of any
assignment was to come back. After all, I would then be of
little use to me or anyone else. Besides, how was I to know if I
was successful if I wasn't around?
The only non-primitive community believed to exist south of the

old Deja penal colony was on the northern shores of one of the
Somachian islands, but contact had been hampered by the foul
Antarctic weather and the Somachian refusal to negotiate or
recognize any military ambassador. I was given the authority of
ambassador -- technically (all of the orders were pretty damn
vague) -- but it was Dr. Stetson who, by the study of the
southern cultures, would serve as ambassador until such time as
her capacity became questionable for whatever reason.
Apparently, Dr. Stetson was expected to concentrate on cultural
examination and
establishing open communication with the Cities. This was a
clever way of having her get a body count to determine how many
able bodied men were available to fill the infantry quota. Dr.
Stetson would initiate a peaceful approach to get information,
but I was the standby to conduct aggressive covert operations...
if
necessary. The papers kept drawing my thoughts to one end: what
should I put in my letter of resignation? I should have had
Andrew turn around then and take me directly to Suffigston, and
if I honestly thought I could convince him to do so, I would
have.
I was finishing my first reading of the botanical data gathered
by the University and military expeditions when Andrew announced
our approach to Argid. I was fascinated by the
contradictory information in the plates. Large areas of the main
island of Somach appeared to have warm climate and even tropical
vegetation. Yet the temperatures in those latitudes were too
cold for that sort of thing. I was hoping that Tondalayo's
environmental manuals would not be as botched up, but before I
could get to them, Andrew called down to me, "We will be landing
in a few minutes." I stowed the plates and climbed up to the
cockpit.
The sky was laden with heavy clouds offering a bland panorama.
After getting clearance from Argid, Andrew guided the Falcon
below the clouds and onto the solid outstretches of one of
twenty landing platforms. The high winds and dust twisters did
not prevent Captain Lip from landing smoothly, attesting to his
refined expertise at the controls of his wing. A ground crew
scurried out of a nearby bunker as the engines wound down.
Before Andrew could reach the outer hatch, a sharp rap pierced
through from the other side. In an explosion of hot dusty air,
the hatch swung open.
"Captain Lip," came a voice from a windmask. "I am Reed Micmen
with the Saskatchewan Independent Messengers and Recovery
Service. I believe you have one of our men aboard." I came
closer to the door and shook his hand. "The Somachian
representatives would like a meeting with the ambassador in
twelve hours...."
"What Somachian representative?!" I demanded.
"This is just the message I got from Keeper Jacob Harasnaphat
himself, and Saskatchewan confirms."
"...but there has never been a Somachian representative!"

"I only relay the messages. Dr. Stetson will be boarding
momentarily. You will fly directly to Cantora on Scotia. Dr.
Stetson's brief contains the maps and navigational stats you will
need. You are not, I repeat not, to use your radio for any
reason -- even for a Mayday. You will be monitored by air
control at Deja and by escorts along your route. Secrecy of this
mission is paramount to the success of the Great War. We believe
Democratic assassins will be patrolling the area with specific
instructions to intercept your mission with extreme prejudice.
Do you
understand, Captain Lip?"
Andrew was frozen with apprehension before his head bobbed
slightly with affirmation.
"What is going on?
me?!" I demanded.

Does every one know what is happening but

"I do not know anything more. May all your luck be good." Reed
handed me a plate with the orders as his head disappeared from
the hatch. He returned in an instant with a similarly- dressed
groundsman. "This is your cargo," Reed said, indicating the
other figure. The newcomer stepped into the hatchway, and the
door quickly closed behind. Andrew went up to his controls. I
tried to help Dr. Stetson strap in, but my hands were pushed
away. I left, climbing to the copilot's seat. More quickly than
we had arrived, we were in the air again. The white of the low
clouds painted the glass until we reached ten thousand feet.
When the starry skies washed away the mist, Andrew levelled the
craft, allowing me to return to the cabin. I reached the living
area, but did not find "the doctor". In his place, I found a
strikingly beautiful woman peering from behind her wide
spectacles, complete with waist-length brunette hair that
cascaded over the shoulders of the dark blue crewman's jumper.
She was gorgeous. "Dr. Stetson?" I asked.
"Yes," she replied with a graceful offering of her hand.
"Oh," I responded, mustering a minimum of eloquence to receive
her hand. "Welcome to the Old South Project." I forgot my
questions -- my thoughts went back to my days as a programmer
when I had first become irreversibly captivated with Sensia. Dr.
Stetson was in every way Sensia's living image. At that moment I
wanted to be back home; to be able to erase the longings that had
torn me from that shelter of my innocence and to be back to a
time before I had ever heard of the Saskatchewan Independent
Messengers and Recovery Service. As long as Dr. Stetson was with
me, I knew that I would have no peace from the memories of the
one person I wanted to forget.
"Are you alright?" Dr. Stetson wondered.
I blinked my eyes again, she was not Sensia. "Yeah, I'm fine."
brought out her binder and handed it to her. "This is yours."
"Thank you." As she went over the information on the plates, I
migrated to another corner of the ship to go over my own plates.
After about an hour, I heard music. Dr. Stetson was playing a
simple wooden flute. When I turned to her she said, "I hope you

I

don't mind, it helps me to relax."
"That is very pleasant.

Please go on."

I did not listen to the music at first, concentrating on the
survey records: all the while images of my last moments with
Sensia kept harping from my memory. Then, Dr. Stetson started
playing a hypnotically soothing drone of notes which completely
dissipated the tension in my body. When she was through, I came
over to her. "Where did you learn that?"
"The music and the flute are from New Nazca."
"You were there?"
"No," she laughed. "This is one of the few items we have from
before the Prove wars. They may no longer play this kind of
music. It is relaxing, though: do you think so?"
"Yes, it is nice." I smiled.
"I'm anxious to see what Nazca is like. I have spent several
years studying the south from visuals and scans recorded before
the war. Everything must have changed -- a total reemphasis,
from a modern agrarian nation to just a few small nomad forest
societies."
"...The effects of the war?"
"Yes. There is an entire continent existing in a veil of
mystery." She seemed suddenly saddened. "After the battles,
there was so little left."
I imagined the natives were going to be thrilled to see us now.
If they had any lore regarding the colonies, we certainly would
not be the good guys. "So, you've never been down there?"
"I have been to Deja."
"It's a City colony...."
She cut me off.
Provian Wars."

"Deja is the last remaining fort from the

"Yes, but what about Somach?" I asked.
"I have not been that far south."
I handed her the new orders.
She read over the plates.

"That is where we are going first?"

"I do not want too... I was hoping we could explore South
Prove... work our way down there. I have studies to do...."
I wondered where they found her: she took orders like a turnip - but she had to be useful for something or they would not have
sent her. "There has been a transmission from there. What do you
know about Somach?"

"I know very little about the islands. The recent reports have
been unreliable. There is some suspicion that at least one
species of widespread plant can release airborne hallucinogens."
"We have plenty of biological data from the Patagonian Islands,
and they are only a few hundred miles away. There isn't
anything in those reports that would suggest that there were any
plants producing that effect. Besides, vegetation rarely release
hallucinogenics into the air. Airborne dispersions are seasonal.
Since it is fall, we should not have any problem."
Dr. Stetson chuckled. "In the Colonies, the season is fall, but
in the south, it is spring and the rainy season. Any
hallucinogens carried by pollen or released by molds should be
kept to a minimum."
"Do you have any updated plotter readings from pilots like Andrew
who have made it back?" I asked.
"No."
"Even the Weomin Desert has plotter readings.
S.I.M.R.S. in Argid?" I asked.

Did you check with

"Yes," she replied acidly. "They indicated that you might have
acquired pre-war and post-war readings from the University
computers at City."
"No."
She looked at me with cold eyes. "Without comparative plotter
readings half my equipment is useless in the field."
I was wrong. They had no good reason for sending her on this
mission. "Look, we're both in this together, and if we just take
things as they come, one at a time, we'll get through this all
right. It seems clear to me that there is little we can do to
prepare ourselves for what might happen," I said.
"That is not true. We can determine the facts and take control of
the situation. To begin with, I would like to know why you are
here?" She asked.
"Me? I was asked to be here." She did not like my answer, so I
clarified myself. "I am around just in case something comes up
that you and Andrew can't handle." I knew immediately that I had
said the wrong thing. Her pale complexion turned pink. In an
effort to save grace, I queried, "May I ask the same about you?"
Dr. Stetson did not take my question easily. "If we are going to
deal with these people, I think it appropriate that we be able
to talk with them."
"Do you speak Somachian?"
"I speak the language, yes."
"You have discovered Somachian recordings?"

"I have studied some literature that has been traced to Somach,
and I am fairly fluent."
"Have you have ever heard the language before?"
She abhorred my questioning. "Do you think you could
communicate with them better?" I could see her color darken.
"Do you expect them to understand you if you have never heard
Somachian speech?"
"I used the linguistic analysis system developed by Dr. Hisgin to
translate New Nazcan and Basalian. It has worked perfectly to
reconstruct the Somachian dialect as well. Even Andrew agrees."
"He was in Somach?"
"He was."
"He speaks the language?"
"Well, a little."
"How little?" I asked.
"Enough."
I sighed.
She was angry, announcing, "I am fully capable of this
assignment. If you do not agree, you may remain at the ship until
I get the job done without your assistance."
I had seldom met people I did not like. "I'm sorry that you feel
that way. I just don't like going into things blind, and I've
got a bad feeling about this."
"I do not trust your feelings," she snapped back. "Besides, I
have been assigned ambassadorship to all three regions so you
will not have much to do."
I was losing my patience with the woman and became determined to
change the subject. "I read in the reports that there were
several unsuccessful reconnaissance missions down here. Tell me,
do they think the disappearance of the airmen might be due to
foul play ... ion beams or that sort of thing?"
"No, there are no abnormal radiations coming from the islands.
Somachians are a peaceful, backward people. That is in the
report. These people have no advanced technologies. There are
no major manmade forces."
"Then how did we get transmissions?"
"The orders indicate that `contact' has been made.
nothing about transmissions."

There is

"You said there had been some missions that returned. What was in
the reports?"

"Andrew knows more than almost anyone. He went on a
reconnaissance mission three years ago and was stranded on the
island for about five tenday. He knows the people. He can speak
the language. I can speak the language, but you won't be able to
communicate at all."
"Fine, I understand your concern, but you said you had some
reports that led you to believe there are hallucinogens in the
air?" I was beginning to believe that everyone I had seen today
was on something.
"The reports are gibberish, nothing important," she said.
"May I see them, please?"
"You are only on this mission to carry the documents. This whole
operation has been handled by the military and the university up
to this point, so there is no reason for you to get curious about
anything. Just do your job and stay out of trouble."
Fuming, I rebutted, "My job is to make sure that we survive. I
am a Harsh Environment Survivalist. If I am to do my job, I need
to know everything about this environment."
Dr. Stetson was just as angry. "If you need me to help you do
your job, then I'll do it by myself."
"Somebody thought that I might be able to help you.
Considering most of the people who went to Somach never came
back, I think that they might have had good reason to send me
along."
"Just as long as we both know who is in command. I do not want
any heroics. I do not want any suggestions. I want you to stay
in the background and keep quiet."
"That is fine with me, but I would still like to know what we are
up against. If I know what to expect, then I will not do
anything to embarrass either one of us."
She thought about that for a moment. "Very well." She handed me
two plates. "Somachians appear to be agrarian and therefore
civilized to some degree. They contacted us several centuries
ago for the first time and essentially told us to stay away. In
the last decade, they have reestablished communications on about
a yearly basis and a few months ago requested a "military"
messenger to contact them."
"How were the other contacts made?"
"We... we received transmissions in our language."
"Transmissions! How are a bunch of farmers supposed to do that?!"
"We believe that one of our airmen who has crashed is using his
equipment."
"Doesn't that seem strange to you?

I mean, he would have sent a

distress call or something first, wouldn't he?"
"That is not important.

We are on a peaceful mission."

"Somebody back home thinks that there is a good chance that all
three of us will not be able to complete the mission. I would
think that there are words to that effect in your outline."
"...formalities, they always do that on missions down here," she
responded.
"Where I come from they only say that if they're not telling you
something. And, if it were just to carry a package, the mission
designers would have sent some greenhorn and not me. I think you
are missing the gravity of the situation."
Dr. Stetson raised her voice. "There is only one thing that I
want, and that is for me to be able to conduct my business
without a S.I.M.R.S. representative upsetting a mission. You and
your people know nothing of what has been going on down here. If
you did, you would know that the only recent trouble has been
caused by Democracy assassins. Furthermore, Andrew and I have
handled our fair share of them. I have work to do and I cannot
continue to waste my time answering your silly questions."
My eyes lit up with her words. She was tall, thin and pale -without so much as an ounce of muscle. Whatever she would get
herself into, she could talk her way out of. I had my job cut
out for me. Taking a few deep breaths, I cleared my frustrations
and went up to see Andrew.
I sat down next to the Captain. "Nervous?" he asked.
"Yeah."
"The doctor didn't help much, did she?"
"Not much," I answered. I looked at the indicators and data that
was superimposed on the windshield, trying to see where we were.
"Yeah, I've flown with her before. She's alright once you get to
know her -- a little high-strung I suppose."
I chuckled.

"Where are we?"

"Oh, we've got another ten minutes of ocean and then we will be
at the North Prove coast. We can cut right down the Andyus
Straits and when we reach the Patagonian Islands I'll take it low
and make a clear shot across the ocean to Somach. We'll make it
in six hours... a little late, but we'll get there."
"Dr. Stetson tells me that you have been to Somach."
"Yeah, I was there."
"Did you get a chance to see much of it?"
"I got around."

"So, what was it like?"
"...just mountains and shore; pretty desolate stuff. From what I
figured, on the south side of the mountains there is big flat and
rocky plain of grasslands with some forest, but I never saw it.
The natives are a bunch of superstitious dirt farmers and
fishermen. It's pretty pathetic. There are three islands, you
know. I was only on Scotia." His description was certainly a
far cry from the lush valleys described in the other reports, but
there were no recorded visuals. Everyone who crashed was rescued
from Scotia under death defying circumstances.
"Did you spend much time there?"
"I got stuck there for five tenday. My wing just up and quit.
The weather was pretty thick. I couldn't get a signal out. The
rescue party got some distress transmissions, but I didn't send
them. Everything was pretty well lost. I was messing with the
beacon, but there was no way I could control the frequency.
There should not have been any signal at all, but they heard a
signal and came and got me. It wasn't a bad stay. People there
are quite hospitable."
"I looked down at my plate map. You were in Cantora?"
the only city marked on any of the islands.

It was

"That's right."
"Did you get a chance to pick up any of the language while you
were there?"
"Oh, a little -- I already know four languages and Somachian is
pretty simple. It wasn't hard. I taught the doctor a few words,
not that I know that many, and now she's the expert on the whole
South."
"I'm gonna need you to translate."
"I thought Dr. Stetson was ambassador?"
suspicious glare.

Andrew asked with a

"The doctor is from the city -- if you know what I mean."
"Her tact leaves something to be desired,"

he recognized.

"Besides, she's a woman. That's nothing to say against her; I
would think that the Somachians, being an agrarian society, would
place males in higher positions of authority. They may not even
talk to her."
"Yeah, but, you've got to give Dr. Stetson some credit.
all, she has studied primitive cultures...."

After

"And by her standards, I grew up in one. I just want you to know
that I'm going to rely on your help in case something comes up."
"She is the ambassador --"

"I know, but it's my job to make her look good," I said.
"I never thought of it that way. I guess it makes sense."
shrugged his shoulders and looked back to his instruments.

He

"In any event, you are the only one with firsthand knowledge of
the customs. I need you to just get friendly with the right
people -- get them to like all of us."
"No problem. Down here that's just a matter of downin' grog and
tellin' stories and that's what I do best," Andrew said.
"Who are we looking for when we get to Cantora?" I asked.
"There will probably be two or three guys dressed in these yellow
coats or toga-like things. They'll be the representatives."
"Is it a democracy then?"
"No. I don't know what it is. There really isn't much of a
government that I could see. In Cantora there isn't a courthouse
or anything. Heck, there isn't even a peace officer."
"They've got to have some kind of judicial system."
"It's weird. They think that something will come and get them in
the night if they're bad. It's like they're a bunch of kids, but
they don't talk about that sort of thing much. Every night they
board up the windows and shut themselves in. Anyway, there's
usually this thick fog that makes it impossible to see anything
once it gets dark."
"Is it a religious rule?"
"No. The guys in yellow robes are not involved in religion.
Some of the housewives are ministers. Everyone just goes about
their business. If they don't, they get taken away at night."
"Did anyone get taken away while you were there?"
"Yeah. It happened twice. One guy a peglegged fisherman who
begged for a living. He would make a real ass of himself when
he got drunk. One night he got so drunk that he stayed out past
sunset. The innkeeper wouldn't open the door after dark and so
he had to stay outside. A few hours later we heard him
screaming. I never, ever heard screams like that. Something got
to him... inside of his head."
"What do you mean?" I queried.
"He cried for help and shouted something about things eating away
inside his head. I wanted to go out and help, but three of the
locals at the inn kept me from going out. Finally, one of them
just said, `Let him go if he wants.' They would have let me go.
But there was somethin' that told me not to. If they were so
afraid of what was out there, and they had all their doors and
windows barred with these Godawfully thick shutters, I did not
want to go out. Besides, his screams stopped about then. At
first light I went out with some of the other men. We saw where

his footprints were. The tide was going out and so you could see
everything that happened. His footsteps went along nice and
straight, then they went crazy, like he was pickled-drunk all of
a sudden. He fell down a few times. But what scared me was when
the footprints just stopped. There was the man's pipe and some
torn rags of clothing, but the footprints just stopped. He just
disappeared."
"Could he have jumped in the water or onto soft sands so that his
footprints did not show?" I wondered.
"No, I looked for that. He just left. Nothing. It was the
strangest thing I'd ever seen -- like a hand came down from the
sky and picked him up."
"What about the other disappearance?"
"Well, that was almost as strange. It always rains at night,
sometimes just a little; but the ground is always wet and clean
in the morning. There was one night that there was a storm that
came out of the ocean and just shook the daylights out of
everything in town. There was a stranger there... he seemed like
a nice enough guy, but nobody knew much about him. He was just
there for a couple of days, waiting to get some work on a fishing
boat. Anyway, that night after everyone was asleep, the storm
came up. There were screams from inside the room and water
started pouring out from under the door. It was red. A light
came from under the door like the place caught fire. I was in a
room down the hall and we spent the night soaking the door,
hoping the beams wouldn't catch fire. In the morning when we
opened the door, there was a hole in the wall. What ever got him
had blasted right through the three inch wooden shutters and got
him. The window and everything was just blown clean away. It
blew pieces of wood right into the stone walls. Most of the wall
was gone, as if someone had torn it out and cleaned up the mess.
The lantern was on the floor, filled with oil and the new wick
looked hardly used. All of the stranger's clothes were still
there. Nobody ever heard about the man again. There were lots
of stories like that, but I never believed them until I saw
that."
"You can't trust the bogeyman to replace a judicial system."
"Hey, that's what they do!
enough."

You can see for yourself soon

I looked out of the windshield again. The radar showed land
ahead and soon a coastline appeared. "Is that North Prove?"
asked.

I

"The one and only." I watched the land. My eyes were heavy.
The water below dazzled with specks of light as the moonlight
reflected in the waves. I could see the choppiness of the water
a few hundred feet below.
Sleep gently persuaded me away. The drone of the engines fell
submitted to the sounds of the tropical wilderness far below. I
was sitting in the bow of a canoe, Andrew piloting the boat from
the stern. Sensia... or rather it was Dr. Stetson who was

shouting through a megaphone pointed directly at the back of my
head: "Stroke, stroke, stroke." I paddled at my own pace, more
agreeable to the river. The thick jungle had grown up to the
water like a curtain, completely hiding the riverbanks. Strange
vegetarian beasts the size of flying ships held tiny heads on
long rubber necks sprouting from bodies that wallowed like
islands in the river. The day was warm, a perfect afternoon by
any standard and the calls of the wild birds lifted my mood.
I was concerned about the draft of the boat. The gunwales cut
within centimeters of the water. I pleaded with Dr. Stetson to
let us unload the extensive collection of rocks piled high in the
center of the boat. She wanted them for her reports, but was
quick to point out, "I would have nothing to sit on if we tossed
them out." Andrew just smiled, and I dismissed my worries as
foolish. After all, it was his boat.
We came upon a small clearing near the forest's edge and could
see several grass and bamboo huts. Half-naked natives ran about
frantically in reed skirts. I asked Dr. Stetson what they were
shouting. She suddenly went ballistic with paranoia reeling in
her fragile little mind, "They're going to attack! We are all
doomed!" She threw her rocks at the alleged savages. I ducked,
but she still pelted me with every fifth stone. Andrew just
smiled and paddled to the shore.
When the bow struck mud, I could plainly hear the natives
yelling, "Anthropologists! Anthropologists!" as they frantically
hid telecommunications devices, visual records, audio systems and
all manner of technical equipment that would seem out of place
amongst these spear chucking tribesmen. I had to do everything I
could to keep Dr. Stetson from blindly firing an eliminator while
she shouted, "We are anthropologists! Do not mess with our
data, you landsmen, you!" Andrew just smiled.
I woke up from the dream, one Sensia would have liked to have
had. I was still sitting in the co-pilot's seat. "I was about
to wake you, anyway." Andrew said. "Our shadow escort
intercepted two pirate assassins heading our way. I want you to
familiarize yourself with the gunnery system. I can always use
an extra gun in case any get through."
"Gee, thanks," I blurted sarcastically. "Isn't it kind of late
to start training? None of this stuff is standard issue."
"I got a lot of this when I was in the War Zone. The big guns
are from a cannibalized Rechem Destroyer -- from the black
market. The quartermaster in Fector was a good friend of mine,
Prissy Dandy. He would steal from both sides, make a few
changes and patch things up before putting on a new coat of
paint and selling everything back to the original owners. Over
the Dread Sea I nearly had my boots shot off by one of the
Democracy's Ophsprey Scouts, so I put in for repairs at Fector.
it was still in perfect order, but according to his report, I
needed new landing gear and some cannibalized engine parts.
Somehow, the stuff Prissy put on knocks Ophsprey Scouts out of
the sky at thirty miles. I had no complaints. Prissy gets busted
for pirating all the time, but they keep sending him back to
Fector. Our fighters on the front lines could go down for over a

tenday with all the red tape needed to get parts. But with
Prissy around, they often have a wing back in action ina day.
Someone told me he got sick of selling to just one side and is
now pirating out of Forthoman, but I don't know. He was quite a
guy. But, that's behind yesterday."
"He sounds like a messenger."
"S.I.M.R.S. does not get all the good ones."
"What about these guns?" I asked.
"The tutorial is pretty good. Press `H' for help. I don't have
that fancy neural flow control stuff. You got to use the
computer. Keep in mind that they handle like the old R-3s."
"I've used some R-3s," I commented.
"You S.I.M.R.S. boys get around in those Rath of Lath
Lowcutters, don't you?" he asked.
"I've had some training, but I never went into battle with one
under my seat."
Andrew laughed, "I got shot out of three Lowcutters. They
figured they'd keep puttin' me in them until I got killed or
wouldn't go up anymore... too many blind zones when you go that
fast."
A Lowcutter was the kind of ship that ate it's pilots when it
went down: cruising speed was mach three. "How did you survive?"
I queried.
"I didn't get shot down at `speed' -- if I had been, I would have
been vaporized the second the ship lost integrity. I was hit
twice, another time I made a bad course change and hit thermals.
Bang! I was in pieces. The safety capsule remained intact, but
it shook half to death. I broke ten bones and was black and blue
for three tenday from the deceleration. I was lucky."
"I never took a Lowcutter to speed.
continent."

I never got off the

"Yeah, there's too much air turbulence once you get off the
water. You can't drive the damn things, but they get you there
faster, and that would be fine except lowcutters go faster than
the scanning signals can return. I remember travelling along the
Teu Sarbin mountains, only a few miles offshore on my way to
South Retreat. A bunch... and I do mean a bunch -- must have
been three of them vipers --"
"Those vipers are Democracy ships, right?" I interrupted.
"...just like the Lowcutters, only you can't steer them at all.
They got those little tiny wings and underpowered levitating
thrusters. There's just no room in the design for something
larger. Three of them were coming down on me right when I got
the magnitron readings. I never did see them, but after a while
you get a feel for viper echoes in the system. I cut across a

ridge and ducked down a valley just as they got there. They must
have been new guys, used to fighting at sea because they had
their navigation computer on manual so that they could lock on
me. They fired and slammed into the ridge at speed. Their own
rockets plowed into the cliffs right behind them. I tell you, if
you get caught on open seas, those smart rockets will have your
butt so fast you won't even have time to engage your guns. Zap,
that's it."
He continued, "Our scanners on Fector caught vipers heading out
-- they travel so fast that the only time you can track them is
when they take off. The rest of the time the scanners could be
100 miles off. I took off from Deridana and plotted an intercept
course. I automated the whole attack and went in at `speed.' I
remember seeing the vipers. I went through the middle of their
formation. At least that's what it looked like. The offensive
computers let the rocks off about a mile before interception and
that was it. I never even saw the explosion in my rear scanners.
I was nearly five hundred miles away before they figured out what
had happened." Andrew laughed. "I had a lot of fun with that
one. ...found out later that I got three of them."
"You mean you engaged them at full speed?" I asked.
"-- Fifty miles a minute, no less. I figured their guidance
missiles wouldn't be able to lock on to me -- especially with
the vipers travelling as fast as I was. Those impact bombs did
the job."
"I can't believe you hit anything with such a long distance
interception course."
He thought about that for a moment. "Yeah, considering I did not
compensate. Those damn planes fly by themselves, but nobody
trusts them. He leaned back hard into his seat, caressing the
throttles of the Trust in Recourse. "Yeah, I was pretty stupid
back in those days. You couldn't do anything to get me in one of
those Lowcutters now -- not me."
We talked about everything. I told him how I came to be with
S.I.M.R.S. and he told me his own story. "I suppose your parents
were landsmen?" I asked. His skin was sunbaked and he looked
almost as old as Valimous, but I knew he was not more than ten
years older than I.
"No. I was born and bred in Nexo, but I was over the limit. My
parents already had three children; the oldest went into the army
on the last big draft and my two other brothers are replacing my
parents in horticulture and structural sciences. When they had
me, they were supposed to have a daughter, but my mother's
medication got switched by some programmer in Human Relations.
Anyway, it was during the draft. I was tagged for the military
from the moment of conception. Military schools from the age of
three... the whole thing."
"How did you end up on the South Prove project?" I wondered.
"Now that's a story. I had a high enemy count, and my flight
commander kept writing bad reports on me because I would do

things like go after vipers alone and at speed. `You can't dog
fight with a squadron when you are at speed,' he would say, `you
just run into each other or get lost.' Nobody told me to do most
of what I did, and that made him mad. I just did it, and the fact
that I made a lot of kills just made him madder. I was
supposedly grounded when I got the three vipers -- took my wing
out and shot them down. Of course I didn't come back for a
tenday either,...refueled at Prissy Dandy's place at Forthoman
and made a few runs in the Figan Sea for fun. All together I got
twenty-five vipers, the all-time record for single pilot viper
kills. I heard that there is a new kid trying to break the
record. Boy, I was wild."
"I thought all you airmen were that way."
His smile erupted and then over a suppressed chuckle, he
continued, "I got chewed out when I got back to Deridana. The
Commander was determined to have my butt. One of the Keepers of
War found out about my kills, and he kept anyone from locking me
up. My commander sent me to South Retreat, figuring he could get
me killed off. I was flying Falcons and things down there. I
got shot down five times and spent forty-five tenday total around
the Casadel Bay area."
"I never heard of anyone surviving even a tenday in the Bay
without supplies."
"Well, you see, twice I was shuttling supplies and had everything
I needed to last a lifetime. I hung around the ship until I could
get the storage cells fixed and then broadcast a narrow beam
distress signal. I was out of there in a few hours. The one
time I got hurt, but a patrol happened to be nearby, and they
carried me out. Then there were the two times I got knocked out
carrying troops. They had enough supplies to get us out. One
time we converted the ship into a raft and floated out along the
Pai Ling River."
"Anyway, since I wouldn't die, they decided to pull me out of the
Zone altogether. I was bad for morale. Once a greenhorn hears
one of my stories, he dumps his uniform for the life of a pirate.
Well, next thing I know they have me at Deja, stuck on the Old
South project. They needed somebody who could outfly Democracy
assassins. I think they really just wanted someone who wouldn't
die, no matter how hard they tried to kill him... and that was me
-- and boy how they tried." He laughed, and I cringed. He might
have been immortal, but I had doubts about myself.
I kept thinking of Sensia. I would have liked to have recorded
Andrew's tales for her. I would have liked to have been able to
go back to City and to her. Dr. Stetson constantly reminded me
of Sensia. I was going to loathe this trip. "Were you ever
married?" I asked Andrew.
"Three times."
"Three?!" I could not believe that he had outlived three wives.
"You don't look old enough."
"Well, it's not like I did it one at a time," he answered.

"What do you mean?" I puzzled back.
"I'm still married... three times."
"You've got three wives, NOW?

How did you do that?"

"Well, it just seemed to be the thing to do at the time. I think
a couple of them knew what was going on. Besides, I loved them
all."
"But, how can you have three wives?"
"I thought about just having my first wife, you know. But I knew
I would never settle down in one place, especially in the War
Zone --"
"They're all in the War Zone?"
"Yeah. I haven't been there in, let's see... ten years. One I
haven't seen since... well, since our first anniversary."
"How come?"
"The whole thing was a bet. I had this buddy who didn't think I
could land a wife within forty-eight hours of hitting port. I
lost, it took me forty-nine."
"So why did you leave her?"
"I was gone most of the time anyway. She moved around in a
couple of evacuations -- we just lost track of each other."
"And they say `war is hell'...."
"Hey, marriage isn't that bad.
it."

I don't suppose you've ever tried

"No," I said.
"If I only married one woman, she'd have to be a pilot or
something like that for us to stay together. The problem was
that I couldn't take them with me. There wasn't one of them I
didn't want to grow old with." Andrew must have loved them all
very much, yet I could not imagine anyone else I knew marrying
more than once -- not at first: Sensia, not only could have, but
might have done exactly that. A chill went down my spine. All I
wanted at that moment was to see her reassuring smile before me,
and I knew that it was below on Dr. Stetson's face.
Andrew continued, "I guess I just live too fast. I keep trying
to get myself killed, and someday I'll do a decent job of it.
Right now I've got enough synthetic parts in me to build a
midget. The doctors say I'll be fine as long as I can keep my
head in one piece," he chuckled. "I keep hoping I'll find a
woman to make me want to live...to make me happy to just sit at
home. But, I'll tell you, I haven't met one yet that can keep me
from getting in one of these." He patted the top of the display
projection panel.

Somewhere over the Patagonian Islands I started to nod out again.
The hours I had spent asleep in the copilot's chair had given me
a crick in my neck so I went below. When I reached the bunks,
Dr. Stetson was already snoring. Wound in a blanket in what
seemed to be an extremely uncomfortable position, she lay there
with her pale face covered with a veil of unkempt hair. Her
glasses, just like Sensia's, sat in a tray by her bunk. It was
hard to dislike anything about her as I pondered the twists of
her blanket as they followed the smooth accent of her body. I
fell into the bunk across the passageway and quickly joined her
in sleep.

CHAPTER
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THE LANDING

The turbulence nearly threw me from the bunk. I struggled to get
forward, but my feet kept coming off the deck as I grabbed at the
walls to pull myself down, ending up on the floor more than once.
Dr. Stetson was already strapped in, watching the white of the
clouds through the port. Sunrise was just beginning to lighten
the clouds. "Andrew said that we are making the approach to
Scotia," Dr. Stetson screamed over the rattling.
Some of
shaking
to be?"
and the

the fixtures had come loose and the wires tethered the
equipment to the fixtures. "How... late are we... going
I asked as best I could while my teeth crashed together,
Falcon dropped again.

"We... should be there... an hour late! If you would like to
stay with the... the ship, I will take the documents... with me.
After all, you might find... find it difficult to deliver them
without a knowledge of the language!" A loud crash was followed
by the hiss of atmosphere being sucked out of the pressurized
cabin. The ship seemed to be falling apart as a straining groan
sang through the hull.
"No, I'd like... to come... along anyway," I insisted through the
lurching of the Trust in Recourse.
"Well then, you could... at least get into... formal attire!" she
said, referring to my flight jacket and worn leather clothes.
I pointed to the insignia on my shoulder and said, "This is
formal!"

She looked out the window as if I had not been there and began
talking to herself as thoughts of a violent landing tore through
her other concerns. The turbulence calmed a bit, and I climbed
into the cockpit and fastened myself into the copilot's seat.
Andrew kept a close watch on the engineering data.
"Are we going to land near Cantora?" I asked.
"Right now, I'd settle... for getting to land." Ahead I saw
mountains poking through the high clouds a couple of miles away,
then we dropped into the stark whiteness of the morning weather.
As Andrew spoke, we were jolted by the thermals. "The
instruments... aren't right. The main CPU bank is... faltering
and the readings... go wild every few minutes. I had to override
the navigation system, but I can't see a thing. The vertical
engines are crapping out.... I can't use them for... cruising."
In the fleeting gaps of clouds, I could see the ocean peaking in
wicked crests as the water surged across a reef.
"Are we going to be able to land?"
"I promise... you'll be the first to know... when I find out."
He smiled as he fought with the controls.
"We have to make it." I could die in a place farther away from
my home than anyone from Suffigston had ever been. I should have
quit the service and went back to work for Warnison. I should
have never left. Below us, the white of the sky was suddenly
replaced with a grey-green of the sea. I could hear Andrew
breathe easily again, but the ride did not become any smoother.
My brain slammed against my skull as I was jammed into the seat.
My eyes could not focus for a moment as the cabin seemed to
momentarily telescope away. Andrew was swimming in his own head.
"What kind of turbulence was that?!" I shouted.
"Engine failure," he answered.
I was suddenly awake with fear. The Trust in Recourse began to
drop out of the sky in a dreadful freefall.
"Can you keep her up?!"
"I'm going to try a lot more than I usually do." He smiled at
me, but his eyebrows morosely upturned with speculation. The
engines only sputtered a bit and the Falcon continued to drop -straight down. This was it. The blood engorged my head and I
felt about to faint as my stomach rose. My buttocks rested only
slightly against the seat as the straps pressured me to remain
where I was. I wanted to hold on, but everything was moving
down. "Ohhhh -- ahhhhh!" I mouthed breathlessly. Andrew jammed
his fist at the throttles.
"Come on! Get moving, you BITCH!" He growled. The engines caught
and slammed us both deep into the cradle of the seats,
compressing our spines uncomfortably until Andrew could regulate
the combustion. Then, the engines failed again. Andrew punched
at the controls helplessly. "Come on! Give me some ions! Get
up, Lady!" Andrew chanted. We were falling. "I don't think this

is going to work!
the air.

Everything is wrong!"

He threw his hands in

"What do you mean?!"
"I mean, I don't have a thing on board that reads right. All
computers are gone! ...multiple power crystal failure!" He still
had his hands in the air.
I pointed to the controls. "Put your hands back on the controls!"
I screamed with a pitch of fear.
"...and do what?!"
Something clicked just behind my forehead. At my breast I felt
the little sphere James Guffingstrapp had given me as it hung
around my neck in a little leather pouch. I remembered the
fairies as I shut my eyes. I somehow watched as they toyed with
the insides of the ship. I was fantasizing. I was going to die
and I did not want to. "God! Make it go!" I shouted. My whole
being focused on those engines. The seat jerked up at me,
slamming my teeth together hard. A cruel twist of the wing
wrenched us sideways as one of the engines started. The thrust
held one side up and we began to flip. The superstructure let
out screaming defiance as if the whole craft was about to split
open. I went away. I was inside somewhere with Grizwald the
fairy. Something James had said eluded me, an idea more than
words: Power. I was inside of the heart of the engine, united
with the energy crystals. Quickly the molecular structure
realigned with a flux of ions. A surge travelled through the
ship and the thrusters engaged; then I was out, Grizwald was
gone. I opened my eyes -- or rather I began to see again.
Andrew had his hands on the control, and the Trust In Recourse
slid through the air horizontally as it should have. Andrew's
cool expression and half-smile did not pacify my surging terror.
His hands trembled, and his white knuckles were wrapped around
the throttles as he brought us higher. "That's it! That's it!"
"Are we going to get there?" I asked with wide eyes.
The ship and Andrew's expression suddenly dropped closer to the
water. "I'll let you know," he grimaced.
The beachhead was directly in front of us in the mist and Andrew
struggled to keep the nose out of the water. At the last moment,
he switched to the vertical thrusters and we dropped low until
the landing gear was cutting through the crest of the swells. He
could not get the Trust In Recourse any higher as he jockeyed
with the nine throttles that drove the coughing engines. The
thrusters sputtered unevenly, tossing us around like a paper kite
on a blustery autumn day. I remembered the kite I once had and
the way it twisted about, curling the tail in a corkscrew path
before the strings snapped. It disappeared forever into the
clouds just as we were about to be consumed by the waves. I had
no fear at the loss of my kite, only a remorse. I would feel no
remorse at the loss of my own life. The memories illogically
resolved my clouded thoughts. A good messenger would never let
paralyzing fear get the best of him even when he had no control
and nothing to do. I did not know many good messengers. The

panic left my throat, and the tension remaining was in
anticipation of my continual beating from the straps and seat.
The Trust in Recourse came up and took a smooth course for a
moment. I could see the red rooftops of Cantora. The harbor,
forested with masts, was nestled from the weather by a stray
mountain ridge that fell into the sea a half mile to the east and
three reefs that broke the viciousness of the ocean into calm
wavelets. I was positive that we would make it. Then there was
more turbulence. We lost altitude, and the town vanished into
the mist.
The nose dipped down as the wall of sea came up at us. The tail
sank, pushing our view to the sky just before the belly slammed
violently against the sea, and then we were up again. I was
digging my fingers into the handrests as the landing gear caught
the whitehorses. We were yanked viciously against the safety
straps of seats. Lifting out of the water, Andrew pushed the
engines as fast as they would go over the cresting waves. A ship
like this would not float. We had to make it all the way or die.
The thrusters tormented Andrew with their sputtering as he
struggled to level the Trust In Recourse so that he could hit the
ground with the landing gear. We hung in the air for nearly a
minute, dancing a crabbing sidestep until we were finally over
the sand. Andrew could not steady the craft; nor could he keep it
in the air. Finally the engines that were still operational
slowed. The throttles seemed to twist by themselves in his hand,
and we slammed firmly onto the ground only a few yards above the
high water mark. I knew from the way the ship leaned that at
least one of the landing gear was buried deep in the sand. The
throttles were still ushering full power, but the thrusters only
moaned in harmony as they each failed.
A silence settled in as the stresses relieved themselves
throughout the hull. Then, there was only Andrew's heavy sigh.
We were there. There was a bit of a mist on the beach, but the
sun was burning it away with the morning. Andrew smiled at me
and said, "We're gonna make it."
I chuckled silently. "Are we going to be able to get out of
here?"
"You just arrived!"
"I know. I might want to do it again someday.
still fly?"

Can this thing

"There's something about those clouds, probably dust particles,
that force the engines to crap out. Once they clear out, we
should be fine. I know of fifteen landings on the island, and
every one has been like this -- or worse."
"Well then, congratulations, Captain on getting us here in one
piece... I don't think anything was shaken off."
Dr. Stetson was in shock when we got to her. Her hair had been
tossed by the landing, and her eyes were equally wild under the
wide uneven lenses that sat crooked on the end of her nose.

"It's all right, Doctor," Andrew said. "We're safe and on the
ground."
"What happened?"
"Just a little air turbulence, nothing to worry yourself about."
I knew from our conversation that Andrew felt the details to be
something a woman citidweller would not understand. After a few
minutes she regained her composure enough to start briefing
Andrew and I on how we should conduct ourselves. She was adamant
with her emphasizing, "No weapons, not even a knife."
As we all went through the equipment to check for damage, Dr.
Stetson came up to me with one of her scanners and a recording
plate. "I can not get either of them to work. I think something
happened to them when we were landing. Without this, I will not
be able to translate!"
"I thought you could speak the language."
"Would you walk into a pit of snakes without an eliminator?"
"...depends on the type of snake."
She was a humorless woman with a stare that kept me from
finishing my thoughts. "I know what I am doing. Please, see if
you can fix them." I started looking over the equipment quickly
as she said, "Let me know when you have them ready."
"They are as ready as they ever will be."
"What do you mean?"
"I don't have any parts." I called up to Andrew.
any parts for a University Scanner?"
"Just a moment,"

"Do you have

he called back from the cockpit.

"I don't think he does. I have a scanner you can use," I told
her. She did not even smile.
Andrew came down from the cockpit with his hands clinging to
electronic innards. "Nothing works."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, I could probably get the ship going again, most of the
backup systems seem to have survived, but none of the scanner or
detectors are worth thinking about."
I picked up my visor and a plate.
how could this happen?"

Everything was dead.

"I think the engines did it when they were starting and
stopping," Andrew began to explain.
"Did what?" Dr. Stetson asked.

"Why --

"I think there was some kind of discharge into the cabin area,"
Andrew replied.
"I didn't notice anything."
"I think it was a static charge built up by the engine and
released in an electromagnetic field."
I was confused.
out, could it?"

"But a voltage surge could not knock everything

Andrew nodded his head. "I wouldn't have believed it myself, but
we don't have a single piece of electronics we can use."
I thought Dr. Stetson was going to cry.
scanner? You said I could use it."

"What about your

I picked the scanner out of my cargo, but like the others, it
would not engage. All of the microelectronics were burnt out.
"Well, that puts a rather dismal start to things."
"Something has to work!" she said, grabbing the scanner from me.
Andrew shook his head. "I don't understand.
isn't isolated is dead."

Everything that

"Isolated?"
"Yeah, the central processing array and most of the back systems
are all optically isolated. They seem to be functioning, but
everything else is fried."
"Do you think lightning could have caused this?" I asked.
"Maybe. I might be able to get one of the scanners going, using
parts from the ship, but that will take at least a couple of
days."
"What are we going to do?"

Dr. Stetson asked Andrew.

"I think we should see what's out there, first."
Dr. Stetson was not doing well.
hand. "Alright," she said, "let
She wanted to be in charge more,
of control was breaking down her

My scanner was shaking in her
me know when you two are ready."
and now I could see how the lack
confidence.

I followed Andrew into the cockpit, and asked, "There has been a
ship lost on every mission sent down here. Is this equipment
failure characteristic of this place?"
"Its not just the ship's, most of the crews have been lost, too."
"Did this happen to you last time?"
"I lost the ship and the rest of the crew at sea. I was pulled
out of the drink by a schooner fishing the outer reef; along with
a raft, a rotting beacon and enough pieces of junk to fashion the
transmitter. I was lucky."

"Then, you don't know if it is an environmental trait?"
"Well, I was only able to make contact and get rescued on clear
days." He said, and I became convinced the phenomenon was
environmental -- the devastation was so total. I should have
resigned.
Not willing to venture out completely unarmed, I carried a few
lengths of cord and attached a waist-and-shoulder strap to the
courier pouch. I knew how to use them as well any weapon. The
hat I wore had a wide brim with a small silver-coated lip that
hung down so that any movement behind me could be detected. I
carried two changes of clothes and extra leggings just in case we
did not get back for a while. Outside of these precautions, I
was ready for a typical cold day at the beach. In contrast,
Andrew and Dr. Stetson were dressed in finery. I would give
credit to Andrew for not wearing military dress, just airman's
blues. Dr. Stetson, on the other hand, had me worried. She wore
elevated shoes with wide bottom pants and two or three layers of
ceremonial cloaks, vests and coats. I could only shake my head
and hope she would not have to travel far.
The azure sky was peeking through the haze when we left the
"Trust in Recourse". Our skin was soon damp from the brisk sea
air. We had landed a few hundred yards along the beach from
Cantora. Even so close, we had apparently landed without notice.
The fishermen were going out for a morning netting along the far
reef. They did little more than casually glance our way. Within
the clear water of the inner reef and the protection of the
Cantora harbor were several fast single-masted sloops
characteristic of a primitive trading center as well as fishing
boats, some as large as schooners. Every one of them had rigging
for sails.
The white stone of the nearby mountains was seen in every wall of
the town's one and two story buildings. They were all the same
with deep blue marble framing a window or a door. Red tile roofs
blazed in the morning sun, giving the village a mass of color,
free of the cobweb of power lines that littered the sky around
Suffigston. Here, there were no light poles, no antennae or
signs of advanced industry. There seemed to be no electricity.
The message which had called for our meeting certainly had not
come from here.
The only significant building in the town was clearly a large inn
that sat just across from a long pier servicing the harbor.
There was nothing that looked like a town hall or civic center.
I was very surprised. This certainly was not the capital city,
but it was still too big not to have some kind of government
system. I could only imagine that we were in for a long
journey... somewhere.
Andrew led us through the main street. The sun had barely
cleared the horizon, and the shops were opening. A large wooden
shoe was mounted above the cobbler's door. Other merchants hung
the symbol of their trade above their own entrances as the only
means of identification since there was no glass, only oiled
paper to fill the windows. I could see people going to the ships

and setting the rigging for the morning journeys. Out of place,
along the sides of the skillfully crafted stone road, were
drains. Each underground port emitted the sounds of running
water and the slight stench of sewage. I marvelled at this one
modern facility in this otherwise unsophisticated town. The
town, built uniformly and with apparent planning, seemed too
sophisticated to have been constructed by the illiterate
tradesmen who were the inhabitants.
I started to walk taller as I felt unnoticed. Each citizen we
encountered disregarded us with a friendly smile and a casual
nod. Yet, our clothes were certainly outlandish next to their
modest handwoven coverings. I was certain that we were odd
enough for the curiosity that seemed so absent.
The big inn was the largest of five that we passed on our way.
When we came through the door, the innkeeper and his staff were
busy serving breakfast in the main hall. Sunbeams cut through
open windows in the dormers high above, catching the thick air
with bright light and intertwining with the rafters and beams
before spilling onto the long wooden tables. A half dozen
sparrows darted about, often hopping between chair legs to clean
the scraps from the floor as the four dozen patrons ate. Next to
each man was a pile of fisherman's seawear. They stank of fish
caught the day, and perhaps even the week, before. The broad
calloused hands used wooden utensils to shovel each bite of the
generous seafood, egg and bread servings: then their grasps
turned to the twenty-four-ounce steins holding the powerful
smelling stale grog to wash down each bite. Although they sat in
groups, little was said. It was early and from the way they
drank, I was sure that they were indeed in need of a bit of the
hair of the dog.
Dr. Stetson exchanged words with the bartender -- words the poor
man could not understand -- as she tried to establish who we
should contact. Andrew, with a better command of the language,
offered a slightly more adequate translation and the bartender
pointed out three men sitting at one of the tables. Andrew
introduced us. The man's name was Gudgeon; a tall middle-aged
man with dishevelled brown hair, an over-sized yellow shirt,
matching cotton trousers and an intricately woven golden sash.
Gudgeon stood and made an announcement. Everyone stood up and
gave us a hearty cheer. Plates were placed in front of us. Dr.
Stetson refused the smelly grog before I gave her a slight kick
under the table. The brew was a thick porridge of fermented
barley, thinned with a slightly coffee-flavored liquid laced with
crushed dates. I did not object to the strong flavor, only the
bitter after taste and the chewy bits left in my mouth with each
swallow. I wondered where they could have gotten dates this far
south.
Andrew tried to translate, but the only thing he was sure about
was that they had expected us, delaying their fishing expeditions
to witness our arrival. The natives seemed to be amused by Dr.
Stetson's clothes, and thier attentivness made her
particularlynervous. I smiled as she tried to hide her face
behind the mug, taking tiny sipscontinously. The more she drank,
the taller she sat, wearing her uniform with pride, and the more

the townspeople found humor in her presence. Even if they were
not going to take us seriously, at least for now, they certainly
were in no mood to slay us, and that was good. I drank and
enjoyed.
By the time I fit the last possible bite of the massive servings
into my mouth, the three of us were wallowing in our inebriation
Andrew and I had to help the doctor, as the leader brought us to
the dock with the rest of the gathering townspeople. The crowd
began shouting "Litid, Litid". Gudgeon led us out of the hall,
down the dock and onto a waiting sloop. After shouting goodbyes,
the crew released the mooring lines. Andrew was about to
protest, not wanting to leave his ship, when I stopped him. We
were at Gudgeon's mercy. The cheers from shore continued until
the sails were set and the boat was moving swiftly along the
coast.
"Where are we going?" Dr Stetson asked me.
"...where we are going," I replied.
"But, what about the ship?

We can not just leave it here."

"Why not?" She looked at me and then into the air behind me, too
drunk to recall what she had asked me.
We continued along the shoreline in the calm waves just inside
the first reef. There were three small cabins on the forty-five
foot boat: a galley for the crew of five and two tiny rooms that
held supplies -- no bunks. I noticed only one woman aboard,
although there may have been more. I could only tell her gender
because of the immensity of her bosoms. Every crewman had
gnarled, suncracked faces, and spoke in the same gruff low-octave
tongue: a unit of unisex fisherpersons.
The highlight of my morning was seeing the expression on the
now-seasick Dr. Stetson's face as the crew relieved themselves of
the morning drink over the railing. This was a crew of
alcoholics, only fully alert with a stein in their gut and a buzz
between their ears; a state that for us only brought on a green
cast when mixed with the roll of the sea. Dr. Stetson pleaded
with Andrew to convince them to go back to the aircraft, but the
captain had his orders, and Gudgeon went into long hearty
orations that Andrew could not follow. From Andrew's
understanding, the course had been assigned to Gudgeon by the
highest officials in the land and was never altered.
Andrew tried to ask where we were going, but his drunken speech
was more than the crew could understand. I imagined that most of
them were slurring their replies as well. However, I had a
feeling that to pronounce Somachian correctly inebriation was
required and they talked on and on. I bobbed my head and smiled,
Andrew tried hard to understand, and Dr. Stetson threw up over
the side. From the pantomime vocabulary of their hands, I began
to slowly comprehend stories they told; the great fishing
exploits of the ship, captain and crew.
We were on the ship for five days. Dr. Stetson was sick most of
the time. The crew, Andrew and I were drunk even more of the

time. I think I would have been afraid if I had been sober or if
the weather had presented more than the staggering crew could
handle. With the wind at our backs and the pilot somewhat
observant of the distance from the reefs, the ship sailed itself.
At sunset we always had the hospitality of small fishing villages
which coincided with the nights of blustering weather that
showered the countryside while we slept. Andrew was soon able to
communicate a bit, and he engaged the crew in the most
exaggerated of drinking tales consisting more of hand waving and
gestures than a comprehensive vocabulary. As for me, I was quick
to learn the crew's favorite games. One used a deck of one
hundred cards in ten suits, very much like rummy. A second game
was like the knucklebones played by the children of my hometown.
The third was a board game that most resembled backgammon; with
four sides to the table instead of just two. Some of the older
sailors, married to the sea and weathered like the hull, tried to
convince me to play mumbletypeg, but the game was one I was
familiar with and soon they realized with some astonishment that
no one among them could keep up with me. They left me out of the
knife games. I preferred the backgammon and was sure that I had
added inconspicuous but evident wear to the pieces by the end of
the journey. As a guest, and an immodestly good player, I got to
play constantly while the rest fought for a place across the
board from me.
I enjoyed the trip. Dr. Stetson, looking a pale green, refused
my company although she was often comforted by Andrew whom she
trusted as an old friend. I was surprised when Andrew confronted
me with her confidence. "She doesn't like you, you know."
"I had that impression."
"You're getting awfully close to Gudgeon.
getting a little too friendly."

She thinks you are

"Well, I think that it is because she hasn't caught on to the
board games," I joked.
"She is afraid that you will say the wrong thing and throw
Gudgeon against us."
"No one of us can figure out what they are saying, let alone what
they think. Just keep smiling and with any luck, they will take
us for cute foreigners."
"She was worried about you spending more time with Gudgeon than
she has."
"Heck, she spends half the day hanging over the rail and the
other half she spends lying down and complaining. Let's face it,
she is not very exciting to be around."
"Yes, I know, but... I don't know what to do with her."
"For now, just make sure she keeps drinking boiled water and
stays on deck. If she stays below, she will just be worse."
"I know, I've been trying to keep her where she can see a
horizon, but it doesn't seem to help."

I shrugged my shoulders. "I think we are going to have a sick
puppy on our hands until we get to... wherever."
Andrew spent a lot of time translating and teaching the sailors
Colonial drinking songs. In the process, I picked up enough from
the gestures and expressions to be able to tell simple stories
were acted out in a guessing game that kept them laughing. Dr.
Stetson scowling at me every time I spoke.
Every night we were battened inside a village inn. The thick
shutters were barred at dusk. Every night the storms came. On
the third evening, I wanted to go out for a walk. As soon as I
approached the door there was a hand on my shoulder. The barkeep
would not let me out. I did not push the issue, but I realized
just how emphatic these people were about not going out into the
dark. Something about the night frightened them with an absolute
religious fervor that kept them tightly locked in the protection
of their fortified homes. "Fortified homes" struck me as an
oxymoron in ranks with "military intelligence".
We maintained an incredible pace with the wind at our backs and
the sails up, chasing the waves from sunup to sunset. On the
fourth day we entered a mile wide channel that separated the long
mountain range that rose almost a mile above the northern
shorelines of the two largest islands. Past the thin piny
forests of the north shore mountains, the woodland grew thick
with broad leaf foliage that reminded me of home. The tall wall
of green was occasionally broken on the west shore by small
farms, tall earthen oceans of grain or herds of scrawny little
sheepish beasts that huddled within hedged fields. To the east,
the land appeared uninhabited. The runoff muddied the channel,
contrasting the crystal waters along the north shore fed by deep
cool creeks of the clean granite mountains. But what struck me
the most was the hot moist air and cloudy sky that hazed the
islands in a climate that belonged thousands of miles away.
On the early morning of the sixth day the mist clung low at the
surface of the water, curling up and along the gunwales as the
bow broke the still air of the dawn. The mainsail was down and
jibs brought us along slowly as the vague green of the trees
crowded against the east bank. All of the crew was up and
watching ahead. They spoke in short sentences when they did -and almost always they spoke of "Litid".
"What is this Litid?" I asked Andrew.
"A town -- a great town, as grand as one of our cities from the
way they talk of it."
"Have you ever seen Litid?"
"Seen it? I don't think any outsiders have even heard of it."
CHAPTER 20
THE ATRIUM

The low white clouds of the morning thinned, but beyond the
shore the land was still lost to the stubborn fog. I wanted to
explore, but every evening when we docked minutes before, and every
morning we left just at the break of dawn. I had asked the
Captain, with Andrew's assistance, to stop along the way so that
I might study a few hundred yards into the woodland. The first
time Andrew asked, the captain just laughed and patted me on the
back, but by the third time, he realized that I was serious. Then,
he just looked at me with some irritation, said something that
Andrew interpreted as a colloquialism of total mystification, and
then walked away. He was not going to stop the boat for me or
anyone else.
The men were gathering along the bow, looking far ahead along
the east bank for Litid to break through the veils of mist. I saw
a glint of light above the trees. "I see something." Dr. Stetson
scrambled about looking for her misplaced glasses. She was weak.
Her thoughts were bent with illness, and I saw that she was almost
in tears with her frustration before I found her spectacles among
a pile of her things. She had dehydrated with her illness and had
not eaten for days.
"I wonder if they are taking us there?" she asked. Such an
enlightened deduction made me nervous. Citidwellers were always
slow; however, looking at her, I could feel only sympathy.
Moments later, tall spires reflected the sky, adding the
golden color of their own flanks and caps to the mirrored images.
The view reminded me of the first time I saw City; the structure
rose abruptly in a world typically void of overwhelming tributes
to mankind. Under the slender steeples were great white flanks of
stone accented with deep blue marble around the windows and ledges.
As we could see more, it became clear that the city was bordered
by a single great wall a few hundred feet high, sprawling outward
in a maze of directions covering hundreds of acres. The walls
seemed built for protection except for the seemingly random litter
of large bay windows filled with stained glass and framed by heavy
wooden shutters. I suddenly realized that this was the only glass
I had seen on the islands. The lowest windows were only a few
dozen feet from the ground and within easy access of tree climbing
warriors or ladder bearing apple pickers. Yet, outside the wall,
there were no houses or farms, only forest -- rising up to the very
brink of the parapets. In fact, to the east, there had been
nothing but woodland the entire length of the channel. Certainly
something was being kept out, or else the people were being kept
in.
Near the city, the mist had cleared, and a pool of earth red
water drifted in the channel, a sure sign that there was a
freshwater close by. The great outer walls came out into the
channel. A one hundred foot wide waterway between two sentry
towers offered entry to a man-made cove harboring hundreds of ships
anchored or tied along the rock piers. The crescent of the paved
shore was crowded with merchants and shipmen. As we passed between
the towers, an old man leaned out of one of the windows. Except
for his oversized rimless cap and the patters of office, he was
dressed like Gudgeon. He pushed up his cap each time it dropped

down over his eyes while he shouted to the captain. Andrew
interpreted as the captain shouted back the name of his agent in
the city and the nature of his cargo. Satisfied, the old man's
attentions turned to the open waters, waiting for the next boat.
As soon as we moored, Gudgeon led us across the pier and into
the traffic that surrounded the harbor. The noise and activity
reminded me of a circus midway. In the crowd, sailing merchants
bid their goods to a gallery of buyers that hung out of five
stories of windows. The merchants shouted their prices;
complementing their trading by the waving of hands, fingers and
chalked slates. Young men would run from the buildings with papers
to bind the agreements made in the commotion. Above the rows of
windows were large signs and symbols showing the kinds of goods
bought out of each row of windows. Each trader had a wreath of
smaller indicators draped under his lair like a festoon to announce
his particular interest that day.
I kept close to Andrew, but he had little to tell me that I
could not see for myself. The pictures and gestures were often
enough, for this was not a particularly literate society. At the
far end of the harbor was a trader with a cargo of women who,
although beautifully clothed and seemingly enjoying themselves,
were obviously the goods in transactions conducted from the windows
above. I abhorred slavery, even for Dr. Stetson, and I was
disturbed that we had come into a society that traded people so
blatantly.
Gudgeon shuffled us quickly from the market and into a side
street where open air markets sold every kind of good and service
imaginable. Yet, the streets were clean and the only strong smells
that crossed my way were those of exotically sweet produce, bakery
goods and incenses; smells that even penetrated the overwhelming
smell of fish that I had picked up from the ship. I paused for a
moment to examine the offerings of a fishmonger who had his filets
spread out along a tablet of stone in front of his shop. There
were no flies. I put out my hand to see how the fish was prepared
and I received a slap from the storefront mistress as she scolded
me. Retreating, I saw Andrew laughing. "What did she say?"
"You are a filthy midwater islander. She says something about
you being unfit to receive her fish with such filth caught under
your nails. Come back after you have scrubbed yourself clean!"
Andrew laughed. Gudgeon yelled for us to hurry along.
Only a few beasts populated the city, followed closely by
sanitation workers wheeling along a honey pot. The animals
reminded me of heplocks, only smaller and covered with long hair
that concealed the ugly fleshy folds of their northern
counterparts. Carts were pulled over the cobbled streets by young
men and women. Occasionally crude wooden bicycles would roll by.
Goods, as they were purchased, were propped along the streets,
temporarily abandoned by the owners as they continued their
shopping, never in fear of thievery. Along the way, there were
several ornately decorated inns and taverns between rows of shops
with uniform signs bearing the designs of the merchants within.
Every building was made of the same white stone, broken only by the
blue marble around the stained glass windows. The walls were
exquisitely crafted; in some places the seams between the stones

were undetectable. The linear beauty of the city was broken only
by the diversity of people, wearing everything from the finest
colorful robes to clothes soiled by a long boat journey.
Gudgeon led the three of us through the city for almost an
hour. The street ended at a pair of massive timber gates inlaid
with woods and stones to depict a gigantic tree. From atop the
walls high above the rooftops, a gatekeeper yelled down to us. He
wore a green shirt behind the gold sash. From his cloak, Gudgeon
drew a two-foot-square cloth with an elaborate gold, black and
green pattern identical to the one on the door. The sentry
disappeared. Soon cogs and pulleys could be heard in motion as
the doors swung open, greeting us with a blast of warm damp
tropical air.
Before us was an immense wall of jungle. We had reached the
far side of Litid. Gudgeon examined the foliage carefully before
finding a small trail that led into the density. As we passed from
the pavement, he spoke to Andrew, and Andrew interpreted: "Be very
careful not to touch the plants. They're sacred... or something."
Dr. Stetson only half listened to Andrew in her despondency. She
was still suffering, and when she would welcome my hand, I assisted
her along a manicured path layered with mulch.
For a few yards we walked crouched beneath the branches and
then the first bit of sky cut blue between the leaves. High above,
a latticework held a canopy of glass!. We were still inside Litid
-- within a massive conservatory. Struts formed a structural web.
There was no other use of metals in any other buildings here, as
if refined metallurgy technology was a sacred art, and the
conservatory could be the holiest of Somachian shines. Primitive
cultures worshipped the sun, moon, sea, weather... all kinds of
things, but never plants!
I recognized much of the growth from my phytological studies
and Tondalayo's notes on the Deja area. Nothing here seemed very
different from what grew in Prove or Bazal, yet something I could
not pinpoint was very strange here, unlike any jungle I had seen
before. I felt Dr. Stetson pull at me as she watched delicately
rainbowed birds fly about. The tops of the plants were often
bleached white with patches of guano.
The longer I walked the more I appreciated the immense size
of the atrium. The glass above seemed higher. Still, there were
no pillars or supports. The primitive Somachians could not have
built this place -- not in a million years.
Dr. Stetson managed to trip on an outcropping root and plopped
into the undergrowth which quickly swallowed her in the softness
of fronds and broad leaves.
"I'm alright," she proclaimed embarrassedly as I reached to
where she disappeared, but as she tried to get up, she found
herself tangled in a woody ivy. Gudgeon panicked, excitedly
whispering foreign words as grasped my arm, keeping me from her.
His eyes darted frantically, watching everywhere.
"Don't move or all the plants will attack!" Andrew relayed.

"What?"
"That's what he said."
I saw Dr. Stetson struggling and even the ferns became
entangled around her, tighter and tighter with every squirm.
me! Please! Ahhhhhh!"

"Help

There were lots of very good reasons why there was no such
thing as marauding plants, yet there they were... and it was not
just one kind of plant. The tangle of leaves involved at least
five different species from saplings to ferns. "Get up," I said to
her. She just screamed.
Gudgeon was scared, and as his grasp loosened from my arm, I
moved closer to Dr. Stetson, careful not to irritate much of the
vegetation. I could see her now. I reached for her without
resistance. Then, my hand brushed against a leaf and it recoiled.
I stopped, waiting for an attack that never came. The jungle was
acting defensively -- I hoped; although nothing made much sense.
Dr. Stetson was in hysterics, pulling at the ivy, trying
desperately to free herself until she could hardly move. The
plants were familiar to me. None of these plants ate animals;
besides, Plant metabolism was too slow for this sort of thing, or
so I had always thought. Nonetheless, I had to do something before
the ivy squeezed her to death. I took a breath and carefully jumped
in to save her. I grabbed her arms tightly, preventing her from
damaging any more of the plantlife as it slowly encircled her,
winding tightly around her limbs and torso with increasing force.
"Be still!" I yelled at her, ignoring the encroaching fingers
of green twisting around my own body. She saw the authority in my
eyes and felt the strength in my hands, and she finally stopped
struggling. Her eyes were wild with terror. Andrew and Gudgeon
kept their distance, watching the jungle and perspiring with fear
as they realized the plants had actually captured the two of us.
"Be very, very still," I whispered to the doctor.
"I am trapped.

I can not get out!"

Dr. Stetson pleaded.

"You must do as I say. Everything will be alright. Slowly,
take a deep breath." She did and I loosened my grip. The plants
stopped tightening. I drew a long sigh and I knew for the first
time that I had made the right decision in trying to save her. The
plant's reactions seemed to be purely protective. "Don't let me
die," the doctor whimpered while the jugular pounded in her neck.
"No one is going to die, I promise," I prayed.
"This is a hallucination, is it not?" she asked. "Something
is in the air. Tell me it is simply a mold."
"Not this time. You would have felt it coming on.
feel anything unusual, did you?"

You didn't

"How the hell do I know? I've been puking my guts out for five
days."

"We all wouldn't have the same illusion."
"Oh, God help us." She began to cry.
"Shhh!" I insisted. "You can't do that either.
deeply."

Just breathe

One of the birds took the moment to drop on her blouse. I
always wondered how they had such good aim. Dr. Stetson was
holding together very well.
"These are just plants, Dr. Stetson,"
"I know that, so why are they doing this to me?"
"You stepped on them, Dr. Stetson. They didn't like that.
These are nice, kind, happy plants that would love to have you
admire them and feel good about them."
"What is wrong with you?!"

she demanded.

"You want out of this; you're going to have to relax and then
gently get up."
"How can I?!" she cried. Her eyes had become sunken with her
illness. I felt for a moment that I was grasping a corpse, her
skin was so pale and cool. I had not realized how sick she
actually was. "Repeat what I say: I like these plants. They are
my friends." When she would not, I repeated myself, "Now say it!"
"I... I like these plants.... This is silly!"
"Say it!"
"I like these plants. They are my friends.
feel her pulse slowing.

There."

I could

"Now lay your head gently back and feel the comfort of the
soft bed they provide for you to lie in." She looked at me as if
I was crazy, but then slowly leaned back.
"They're tightening!"
"No, no, you're just moving." They were tightening, around
my arms. "Now, just relax." When her head was back, the fauna
stopped. I started to rub the tension from her neck as she settled
down. She still stared at me. "Close your eyes and relax, play
dead if you want." She followed my instructions. I started to
gently pull the vines from around her body, careful not to injure
any of the leaves. I spoke gently and peacefully to soothe the
doctor and keep my own panic from getting the best of me. "Such
delicate leaves and sensitive vines, you must be careful with them.
We can just calmly, gently ease our way out." I pushed Dr. Stetson
back down as she tried to move with the freedom the plants were
affording her. "Stay still until I tell you."
"I'm going to be sick," she said.
"Fine, just don't disturb the plants when you do."

"Just leave me.

Save yourself."

I constricted my laugh. "Too late, lady: we're all in this
together. Besides, I would not be so kind as to put you out of
your misery. Remember, we hate each other." Her crying stopped
and her cheeks crimsoned. She would have left me if I had been in
her place, I was sure of that. Dr. Stetson turned from red to pale
green before flushing to chalk white during the two hours required
to free her. Even then, Gudgeon was distraught with fear and
Andrew was just speechless. I knew what he was thinking. Not only
could this not happen, but it happened in a place that could not
exist. Somach was somehow a culmination of all of my childhood
fantasies and nightmares.
Dr. Stetson was unable to walk. Gudgeon refused to go back,
so we continued with Andrew and I taking turns carrying Dr.
Stetson. Gudgeon led us slowly and carefully through the winding
path until I had no feel for direction. I kept looking up, trying
to follow the lines in the glass above, but they were just randomly
flowing patterns of the skylight; then, high above us, I saw a
large cap with the glass patterns spiralling away from the center
-- We were in the middle of the atrium, and hopefully, we had no
farther to travel than we had come.
CHAPTER 21
MARSYAS

The path unexpectedly opened into a grand oval lawn free of the
thick vegetation and spacious enough to land several aircraft. The
white glass was several hundred feet above, within reach of ten
heroic trees that stood like a sentinel of sequoias along the far
side of the circle. The girth of each redwood could be encompassed
by no less then ten men with their arms outstretched fingertip to
fingertip and their faces pressing hard against the bark with the
effort. I was now a lost boy, nervously praying for some
understanding only a grownup could give, and all the while feeling
smaller and smaller in the cradle of a most bizarre phytosociety.
I laid Dr. Stetson down on a long stone bench that sat across from
the crescent of giant trees. Dr. Stetson succumbed to her
exhaustion and was fast asleep moments later. Her voice at rest,
the doctor reminded me of Sensia once more. Gudgeon sat Andrew
and I down and then walked across the small path leading to a flat
stone in the center of the field. He began calling to the
monumental trees. His voice echoed in this hall of foliage as he
continued for a very long time. Above, the birds darted around in
numbers that seemed as if they were preparing to migrate. Their
loud song was as soothing and calming as the chorus of ocean
breakers hitting the shore. I rested, remembering that the jungle
was only a few dozen meters away.
When Gudgeon stopped he came over to us. Andrew translated for
me. "He says, `We must wait for an answer.'"

"From who?" I asked.
After talking with Gudgeon, Andrew replied, "Someone named Marsyas.
I think he means one of the trees, but... these are just
trees...." I shrugged my shoulders. Andrew winced, "If we wait,
it could be a very long time -- for trees to speak."
"We will wait a little while to see what happens." I turned to
Gudgeon. His bright yellow shirt had become a target for some of
the birds. Birds have no sphincters to control their discharges.
Gudgeon moved back near the jungle to make a less conspicuous
target. I began to compose my letter of resignation. We waited
a long time.
We were directly across the field from the largest tree. I found
myself staring at it for what seemed an eternity. Then, snaps of
wood sounded. A sudden quietness swept through the jungle as the
tens of thousands of birds ceased their song and settled in uncanny
unison. The sharp breaking sounds repeated and became louder with
the echoing from the forest. Splinters of bark fell to the ground
from one small spot on the center tree. A chasm slowly opened,
and from the five meter abyss came a cloud of dust and mulch in
short hard bursts, as if the giant were clearing the newly formed
throat. A breeze drew through the leaves above and from everywhere
I seemed to hear the ether speak. "Wise one, step forward!" The
almost unintelligible ghostly bellowing was so strange and complex
that for an instant, I wondered If I had heard it at all. I looked
about for the announcer. Then I realized that the tree had
uttered! I glanced at Andrew. He was dumbfounded with his jaw
working on dysfunctional words.
Gudgeon pointed to the great tree and whispered, "Marsyas." Dr.
Stetson, awakened by the noise, struggled to stand; attempting to
make her presentation as formal as possible. She stepped forward,
out to the rock far out in the center of the field and said, "I
come here as a representative of the Northern Consolidation of
Colonies."
The tree did not respond. I was afraid now, not of death, but an
internment to this senility terrified me. After a moment she
glanced back at us and the tree spoke again. "Please come forward."
As the doctor walked to the edge of the rock, she signalled us to
follow. I had never been so confused. I was here, Andrew was
here, Dr. Stetson was here... We all acted plausibly. I knew
that. We were not the anomaly in this place. I could say with
confidence that this was definitely an atypical environment.
Guffingstrapp had performed the impossible. There were missions
in which I had done the impossible. I took a deep breath and the
panic receded. I would play along and keep my wits.
"I see three.

Are you of three parts?"

Marsyas called.

"Yes," replied the doctor, "but, we come together as a single
voice."
A breeze came by, catching the few beads of sweat that were working
down my back. I suddenly became much more comfortable until the

wood spoke again.
me and speak."

"I see Wisdom, Folly, and Patience.

Wisdom hear

"Yes Marsyas," the doctor called.
"I am troubled," replied the abyss. "Folly and Patience shall
retire to the Stone of Ponderance. I speak with Wisdom." Dr.
Stetson waved us to our seats and halfway back, Marsyas called,
"What sort of being is this that is ruled by Folly?"
Dr. Stetson turned to me for a moment and said, "I don't
understand." I broke out in laughter. No one understood, except
perhaps her. Finally, I went back to her side. The tree would
listen to only one of us and Dr. Stetson was not the one. Andrew
was catatonic, his mouth gaping as he sat back down. "Let me try,"
I said to her.
"No! I'm in charge here.
reminded.

You do what I say," Dr. Stetson

"Alright, what do you say?"
She looked at me at and then to the tree. She let out a long sigh,
and wiping her brow, she said, "Alright. Be polite." She walked
back to the bench.
I pushed the dampness on my palms
straight and relaxed as I could.
for our confusion. We do not see
you. Being so close together, it

across my pants and stood as
"Great Marsyas. May I apologize
ourselves with such clarity as
is sometimes difficult."

"I will accept your apology. I understand how difficult it is to
see the forest through the trees." I smiled, straining to retain
my amusement. Dr. Stetson looked confused. If this was not a
dream, we should at least live through it -- after all, we were up
against something with a sense of humor. "I trust you do not object
to my humor? I have always found that foreigners delight in it."
With a grin between my ears, I replied, "We are delighted in its
unexpectedness and pleased with its aptitude." I thought I was
doing well.
"Very good. I am now prepared to refuse your request for aid." I
was taken aback. Someone had expected us. Someone could
communicate with the cities, and if they could do that, they might
be able to put together some mighty interesting theatrics. The
Democratic forces had their own espionage and messenger service,
the Recht Auf Verstandigen, and they have been known to execute
some very spectacular rouses. I was suspicious. At least now I
felt I had some control.
Dr. Stetson came up to me quickly.
think he can read our minds?"

"How does he know?

Before I could reply the tree spoke again.
the Fylgja is made known to the Fylgja."

Do you

"That which concerns

I went on, "We come to you for assistance because we believe that
without your help, we shall see war on these islands once again."

"Study your histories of the Provian Wars closely. You will then
know that no battle has been fought within our domain. I
understand your concern, yet war cannot exist on these islands."
"I beg to differ with you, sir," I responded. "The Colonies and our
foe possess powers equal in greatness to the waters of the flood,
the convulsions of the earthquake and the winds of the typhoon.
If our foes drive our armies from other parts of the world, they
will come here."
After several minutes the mysterious words came again. "We have an
understanding of pulsimagnetic drives which power your airships,
fusion reactions that drive your mountainous cities, the
light-harnessing fiber optics and micronwave beaming that dominates
your telecommunications, and we know of the stellarpulse beam
columnation that will someday kill in your wars. We fear not these
things for they have no life here."
I was stunned. Stellarpulse beams were only in the development
stage and highly secret. Had I not accidentally broken into the
code protection of the Requiem Beam Projects, I would never have
found out about the new weapon. As it was, I was subjected to
three tenday of debriefing just because I had broken the code: a
breach impossible without military security identifying the origin
of the tap. Certainly Marsyas could not have done what I had. So,
I turned to the tree and said, "I don't understand."
"We refuse the self-destruction of the Jivatma: the blind human
spirit which has brought you here. Magnetic-field-based energy
systems are compromised in the domain of the Fylgja."
"No! There is no way to stop magnetism. It is an inherent
characteristic of the earth as well as the universe. If you
nullified electrical and magnetic systems, nothing could exist.
Gravity could not even exist..."
Dr. Stetson was tugging at my side to keep me from rambling on.
"Do not say anything more. Do not contradict him."
"But, he is wrong. You can't just go around shutting down
electromagnetic energy."
"Be quiet!" She kicked me -- an ambassador with the finesse of a
rogue quilipazon: the kind of creature who, by virtue of its size,
could accidentally find you under its toenail while casually
strolling through the neighborhood creating ponds with each step.
I was frustrated. I was absolutely sure I had a better grasp of
physics than a tree. Now my own logic had failed me, or maybe this
was an illusion; or worse, a hallucination. What do you do when
everything you know is wrong. "Indulge me a few more questions,
please?" I asked.
"Inquiries of Wisdom are always welcome," the tree responded.
"Who do you speak of when you say `we'?"
"We are Fylgja.

In Somach, we speak," rolled and echoed from the

hole.
"Then, you are the plants?" I queried.
"We are the guardian spirit of all things."
"You control the plants?"
"We are Fylgja.

In Somach, we speak."

I was asking the wrong questions. "May I confer with my fellows
for a moment?" I held my breath, hoping that I offered no offense.
"Yes," replied the tree.
I whispered to Dr. Stetson, "What do we do now?"
She looked at me and then at the giant tree trunks. "Ask to come
back."
"How about now? What do you want to do for now?" I asked her. Dr.
Stetson said nothing. I looked to Andrew, but he only shrugged his
shoulders.
"Andrew," I whispered, "ask Gudgeon what Marsyas wants from us."
Andrew looked at me with confusion. "What's the matter?" I asked
him.
"It's a tree."
"I know, just ask Gudgeon.

It talks to him, too."

Andrew addressed the man who had been shaking since the tree
opened. Gudgeon pointed to Marsyas. He spoke slowly and with care
so that Andrew could understand, but Andrew became confused anyway.
Apparently talking trees opened up a whole realm of vocabulary
incompatible with what Andrew had learned. Our pilot finally nodded
and said, "Marsyas told Gudgeon to get us at Cantora and bring us
here. In Gudgeon's words, he was to bring `Wisdom'. `Patience and
Folly' were only to come if they insisted, otherwise, they could
be left behind. There may be some double meaning, but he meant the
words as our names... and he meant them to be attributes. I don't
really understand."
"Don't worry, neither does anyone else." I looked at Dr. Stetson.
She was staring at me blankly. I felt naked in my ignorance and
remembered the slave trade in the market. I could imagine her -beautiful Dr. Stetson -- perched on the auction block with her
Sensia glasses sitting smartly on her nose and her body clad in the
billowing white virginal robe. I imagine that was where
undesirable foreigners ended up if they were not killed or tossed
into some dank cell. As much as I disliked her, I could not wish
that on her. I should have quit the service and gone home when I
had the chance. Andrew shifted his weight. His clothes stank and
I caught his scent passing my nose. We were a sorry sight indeed.
My two companions in their tattering finery and me, a messenger,
at a complete loss as to what to do. When in doubt, follow the
Survival Manual Training Procedure: "absolute confusion demands
recall. Retrace your steps until you can be confident of where you

have been."
"What?" I heard Dr. Stetson say.
"Oh... nothing.
understand?"

Andrew,

I had spoken my thoughts.

How much of Gudgeon's explanation did you

"I speak with a `May I have a glass of beer?' kind of vocabulary."
He tried to smile. I did not. "Marsyas told Gudgeon that we would
come out of the sky in a giant shiny rock and that we were just men
and not to be afraid. The Fylgja wanted to see Wisdom, and you,
it seems, are Wisdom. I usually understand more when I can make
sense of it."
"That I can understand," I agreed. Dr. Stetson glared at me. She
had nothing to say, but was furious at the way things had turned
out: Marsyas, tree or not, had accepted me as the spokesman of the
group. I returned to the center of the stone and spoke. "Marsyas,
why did you want to see me?"
"We know of you.

We wanted you to know of us."

I looked back at Andrew and Dr. Stetson. The doctor motioned for
me to go ahead and wrap things up. For an instant, I wanted the
plants to suck her away. I wanted time. "Marsyas, is there
anything you would like to know from us?" I asked.
"No"
"Then, is there no more to be said?"

I asked.

"You are Wisdom."
"Yes?"
"Then who would there be other than yourself to answer your
question?"
I wondered if Marsyas was testing me. He must be satisfied. After
all, a talking tree with ivy henchmen ruling a mysterious land
could be less hospitable. We had not been killed when Dr. Stetson
fell into the ivy. I was in control then -- I thought. Maybe I
was in control now. "With your permission, I would like to ponder
your words before we continue our conversation. May we return
another day?"
"Folly will not wish to, Patience will not need to, and Wisdom will
conduct himself as he pleases."
As Wisdom, could I do anything I pleased? I had never done
anything I pleased. I had never been allowed to. I was not sure
that it mattered any more. I just wanted to get out alive, to
someplace. "Thank you for accepting our audience, Marsyas."
"May the wind always be at your back and the stars clear to guide
your way." With those final words, the wood cracked and strained
with movement as the bark flexed back over the hardwood. The hole
closed. I found his final words peculiar: on Somach, no one ever
went outside to see the stars.

Once again, the birds filled the air above us. Gudgeon led us
around the field, following a trail I had noticed before. The path
that had brought us here had been swallowed by the forest as if it
had never existed. This time there were no vines or roots to trip
us. We were soon back in the forest. The humus and fragrantly
black earth was loose and soft. No one had gone this way before.
CHAPTER 22
THE OUTSIDER

The jungle trail ended as it had begun. Great oak doors, smooth
with age and craftsmanship, opened at Gudgeon's signal. I was
overcome by a new fresh smell, unburdened by the musk of living
earth. The bright white stones of the city forced a squint as we
came out of the forest darkness.
The streets were a quiet canyon of out-of-the way tobacconists,
silversmiths, draftsmen, weavers, tailors and jewelers. Like the
industry, the people here seemed finer, their clothes less worn and
more colorful. Dr. Stetson, with her gown of lace and swirls would
have fit in nicely, only now, the six days of travel had
exasperated both the doctor and her fabric into desperate fatigue.
The shopgoods were as functional as they were beautiful and were
displayed with the same care and pride as the fishmonger had
offered his fresh catch, cleanly and simply. There was no excess
or unique character to anything we saw. I wondered what had
homogenized these people. This place was not natural -- not like
Suffigston.
Gudgeon led us into a small cafe. The bar doubled as a registration
desk. The simple wooden tables and chairs had cotton covers with
embroidered woodland scenes. The long white stone wall was lined
with shelves crowded with colorful mugs, each with the face of a
present or former owner fashioned in the pottery. A small fountain
allowed the patrons to rinse their own tankards. Backgammon games,
like those on the ship, were laid out on many of the tables near
the front windows. I watched two old men stare at a board, as
motionless as the pieces in front of them.
After a brief conversation with Gudgeon, the innkeeper took off his
apron, smiled a welcome and led us up the stone staircase to our
tiny rooms. The large soft bed crowded the room, making it
difficult to walk past the small chest of drawers. A small oil
lamp was perched on the bedside table. The windows had no
curtains, but two hooks had been tapped into the stone so that a
blanket could be hung on cold nights. The closet was a tall
ornately carved wooden cabinet filled with clothes my size.
Someone had expected us. I cringed: the cities were this way, but
there, computers were the tools of inquiry, and here, the system
was subtle, without a name, and seen only in the fear of the
Somachians and the mysterious expectedness that had been plaguing
us from our arrival.

A seventeen-year-old girl, the innkeeper's daughter I assumed, came
to my door. I was a little confused at her eager hospitality,
pantomiming something about getting undressed so that she could do
something with me, but when I stepped aside for her to enter, she
pulled at my sleeve until I had been dragged down to the end of the
hall and pushed into a small steamy room with a commode and a large
tub of hot water.
She took off my clothes, put me in the tub and did her best to
scrub my skin off. She kept talking while she worked and I soon
understood her intentions -- I smelled the worst so I should be
bathed first.
She brought me clean clothes and took my old ones at my protest;
I prayed she would not throw away my favorite set of leathers. I
later found them on my bed, scrubbed and oiled, cleaner than they
had been since I first owned them. I warned Andrew of our little
servant lest he befall the same initial impressions I did.
The food was simple and spicy in very, very large portions for the
men and smaller portions for those ladies who presented themselves
accordingly. Dr. Stetson stared at her plate a long time, looking
maligned and obviously comparing servings -- wondering, if perhaps,
the innkeeper's wife did not have it in for her.
"There's no meat!" Andrew protested as he held up a giant zucchini
steak with his fork.
"Well, at least it's not fish." I commented.
"Yeah, but... no meat?"

Andrew looked sad.

"I haven't seen anything wild on four legs."
"There were some sheep," Andrew offered. "There's got to be
something else."
"No.

I spent a long time watching the shoreline --"

"There were

plenty of birds."

"Little birds, no predators--"
Dr. Stetson interrupted, "We have important things to talk about.
I want to know what you think Marsyas means?"
"About what?" I returned.
"How did he know so much about electromagnetism and... us?"
"How does a magician know what you do behind his back?"
"A magician?"
For a moment I forgot that she was from the city. "Marsyas is an
illusion -- a trick."
"Do you really think so?

We were all there.

We all saw it."

"Doctor, when you talk to a tree and it not only talks back, but
knows what you're thinking, you should cash in your chips and call
it a day."
"The vines attacked me!

What is going on?!"

"I don't know."
"You do not know! What are you going to tell your office? Are you
going to go back and say, `I am sorry about your war, but the trees
do not want to cooperate?'"
"Plants do not have thinking systems. They cannot operate this way
-- no matter how much they know or how loud they talk. We must
find the Fylgja."
"You think that there is a Fylgja?"
"Fylgja is the ultimate manifestation of an environmentalist." I
smiled. "Somebody is running this place and I mean to find out
who."
"I do not believe the Somachians could do all this," said Dr.
Stetson.
"This goes far beyond controlling Somachians and plants: They also
know some very top security stuff..."
"That's not possible," Dr. Stetson shouted. "Not even the Recht
Auf Verstandigen can penetrate Colonial security!"
"I would not underestimate the

R.A.V.."

"There is no one at the University who can make plants move like
that: this is all ridiculous," Dr. Stetson shouted.
"Well, what do you propose as an alternative, that the Fylgja is
a natural phenomenon capable of disabling all of our equipment and
inducing chemical reactions in plants? We can't be sure anything
we saw was real. I certainly do not believe that magnetic fields
are somehow compromised down here. Molecular structures would
cease, and we would simply vanish."
"Marsyas was right about one thing," Dr. Stetson said.
"What's that?" I asked.
"You are Wisdom." I almost blushed. Andrew smiled at me. Things
had certainly changed. A gnawing emptiness filled my stomach as
I realized that everything was up to me now, and I had no idea of
what to do.
That night it rained. The tiled rooftop tapped with each drop, and
the drum of the storm drew me into sleep. The night was peaceful
-- until the fairies returned....
I found myself at the beach on a sunny day. Grizwald was there,
along with three other fairies. The beach was crowded with other
people throwing discs and balls, swimming, digging in the sand and

lying in the sun. Many women wore long dresses with short-sleeved
matching blouses that buttoned up high on their necks. Other girls
sported tiny patches of clothing hardly worth mentioning since they
were, for all practical purposes, naked. The men wore a diversity
of clothing receding in yardage from two-piece body suits that fit
loosely; to bathing suits that looked more like women's underwear.
The people were all slow, and they seemed to walk through each
other... or rather they were images... perhaps from many different
centuries -- ghosts of light, never leaving a footprint in the
sand.
The fairies tossed a silver sphere so large that it hid them
completely with each catch. The orb wobbled in a slow
unpredictable way to and fro until Grizwald grabbed the ball and
announced, "This is a most unamusing activity."
Another fairy commented, "I'm bored. Let's go." The people grew
transparent and then vanished altogether. Then, Grizwald spoke to
the sphere, "Small is to my hand so that you may be mine," and the
sphere shrank to marble-size so that he could slip it into his
pocket. Suddenly one of them recognized me. "Look!" he shouted
and the others turned.
"What is he doing here?"
"It must be Vivian.

She might do something like this."

"But why?"
I did not hear the answer.
I woke up.
In the still air of the night, the rain was coming down hard. I
looked across the room my at clothes hanging on the chair. A great
lump burst gaps in the pocket seams of my shirt. Guffingstrapp's
sphere had grown. I got up and took it in my hands, saying "Small
is to my hand so that you may be mine." Nothing happened. "Be
small." Nothing happened. Frustrated, I shouted. "Damn it!
Shrink! I can't haul you around like this!" The sphere slowly got
smaller. I smiled with astonishment and satisfaction.
"Grow as you were." Nothing happened. I sighed, confused as to what
kind of command I needed. "Grow to expand my knowledge." Nothing
happened. My level of frustration was peaking. "Grow!" The sphere
grew. The words were no matter, only the concentration! Without
speaking, I thought hard and found the orb following my
instructions.
I heard a knock at the door. "Are you all right?"
"Yes.

Andrew called.

I just had a dream, everything's fine."

I heard him walk away and looked back at the sphere in my palm:
something else I could not explain.
At breakfast, a stranger sat down next to Gudgeon. He looked at
me and said, "Gudeye." I thought he said, `good day', but no, that
was not possible. Andrew and Dr. Stetson smiled warmly. They had

only heard gibberish. "I say, `ow be y'r soul t'day Cap'in?" Dr.
Stetson spit out her meat. Andrew choked on his grog. And I
laughed so hard my side hurt. "M' name be Ghillie Weise. I be y'r
guide."
"You -- you speak Colonial!" Dr. Stetson blurted observantly.
"Surely be that I do!" Ghillie said.
"Where did you learn to do that!?"
"Bayton...
"Bayton!

she queried.

I grew up there."
What are you doing here?!"

"I be an airman. Few years back I be flyin' a mission t' Somach `n'
on my way `cross the Nunatak Mountains, I had trouble," he chuckled
with a sarcastic irony. "Came down through th' clouds, searchin'
for a place t' put down gentle, I dropped out o' th' sky like a
air-shit swallow egg. I woke up with a few major dents in a li'l
farmhouse. Spent near a year in bed. Married th' farmer's daughter
`n' been here ever since."
Dr. Stetson said, "You have no idea how glad we are to see you.
This language is impossible."
"I know. My first year o' my marriage be th' best: after that, I
understood what she be yellin' at me about." Andrew and I laughed.
Dr. Stetson took a moment to think about it and then smiled at me.
I was almost beginning to like her.
"What's the deal here?" I asked him.
He laughed hard so hard that he hurt. I knew he had no answer, and
I knew he did not want me to ask. "That be the way o' th' Fylgja."
"Ghillie, yesterday we met Marsyas.
what is going on.

We are all very confused about

"Well Cap'in, then y've heard `bout th' Fylgja." We all nodded.
"As far as I can tell, it's a wrinkle in th' laws o' physics. Some
thin's be jus' like th' Colonies, some thin's not be that way."
"Like the problem with electricity?"

Dr. Stetson asked.

"We use fire, sun `n' wind. Can't make `lectricity -- just don't
work. There not even be lightnin'."
Dr. Stetson turned to me, "You see, it is not a trick!"
"What about authority: peace officers, judges, social managers...?"
I asked.
"Life be this way: if one man steps out o' line, he jus'
disappears: no wars, no feuds `n' no fightin'. Th' Fylgja take
care of everythin'. No one goes hungry, everyone knows an honest
day's work. We don't even have sickness."
I almost laughed.

He was so serious.

Warnison used to say that

there were two things in life you could not avoid: dying and paying
taxes. Well, I knew plenty of folks that have not done either.
I told Ghillie, "People got to get sick and people got to die."
"Not here."
Dr. Stetson commented, "People die -- they do that everywhere!"
"Well Cap'in, I'm not sayin' they don't die, just that there be no
bodies. They get taken by the Pale Horse."
The doctor was miffed. "I never heard of so many people being
afraid of the dark...!"
Dr. Stetson suddenly became aware of the evil stare I was shooting
at her, and she fell silent. Ghillie seemed sincere. "Ghillie, you
studied biology in the cities, didn't you?" I asked.
"Sure, everybody did."
"If people don't get sick, they do not build up antibodies. We
have enough contamination to kill off half of Litid. The boatmen
we came with should have been dead by the time we got here."
"Marsyas told me about that." He smiled and chuckled. "Like he knew
you was gonna ask me. He said that th' Fylgja let y' in `cause
y'," pointing to me, "jus' come out o' th' ecphonemation tank.
Dr. Stetson recently been cleansed durin' her medical checkup.
Andrew `n' his ship been sterilized after their return from South
Retreat. Y' don't got no contamination."
"People still have accidents," Andrew said.

"What happens then?"

"Well Cap'in, I tell y'," Ghillie cocked his head and raised an
eyebrow at me. "Y' either be awake `r asleep. If y' get hurt real
bad, they take y' to rest up. Sometimes th' Pale Horse comes,
sometimes y' wake up the next day. This not be th' kind of place
y' can find a doctor, folks here don't know when y're dead -- jus'
that when y' get stiff and don't move, th' Pale Horse, he be comin'
t' fetch y'."
"You just go over, talk to a tree, and all your problems are
solved. Is that it?" Dr. Stetson asked.
"Usually people disappear `n' that be that, but if there be a big
problem, we ask Gudgeon `r one o' th' other Aankhaa Fylgjalaai `n'
they talk t' Marsyas. See, I thought it mighty strange when the
Fylgja called on me: I never heard o' anyone but an Aankhaa
Fylgjalaai even goin' int' th' Heartland o' Litid."
I observed, "You said that the Fylgja knows your thoughts. I would
think that as an outsider, it would be impossible for you not to
think or say things that would be out of place here.
"I know what t' do. I get away with a lotta thin's, `n' I know I'm
ridin' th' line -- `specially after Marsyas had his talk with me.
I be lucky th' Pale Horse not want me a long, time ago. Marsyas,
he say that he wanted me `round... for y'!" There was a sudden
wince in his expression. "This be a strange place, but keep in

line and life is real nice. Even th' market's got its own code of
ethics so that even in th' most aggressive tradin', nobody gets
cheated `r hurt."
"Does that apply to slavery?" I wondered.
Ghillie laughed. "You must've seen them girls at th' harbor."
"Yes."
"No, no, no; they be th' Didi-bahini.... They're kind of a classy
mail-order bride. In some o' th' more remote places there ain't
no eligible husbands. Th' families send their daughters t' a
little town in South. After years o' proper upbringin' `n'
schoolin' by th' Didi Fylgjalaai, the girls `r provided for -taken in as a wife. Most men couldn't consider themselves worthy
of a Didi. Y' see, th' husband's gotta treat her real good, `r
else he disappears one day `n' she inherits his worldly goods. It
all works out nicely."
I remembered Princess Didi from James Guffingstrapp's little story.
I did not believe the tale then and did not --was not -- willing
to believe in the story now. Ghillie was too convenient. He had
all the answers, just like Marsyas had answers; but none of them
did much to clarify the situation. Something did not feel right
about Ghillie.
"Can you tell us more about Marsyas?"

Dr. Stetson asked.

"I saw th' trees for th' first time this mornin'. You saw him.
What is he... it?" I heard Andrew laugh under his breath. He was
amused at the hopeless mystery that we had found ourselves in.
"Cap'in, tell y' what. If y' wanna know how things tick around
here, I'll give y' a tour o' th' whole place `n' then y' can figger
it out for y'rself."
Dr. Stetson shook her head, "Thank you, but we must decline.
have other business at Deja and must leave soon."
"Y' don't understand.

We

Marsyas said --"

I interrupted Ghillie. "I don't think Dr. Stetson fully grasps the
situation. We would be more than happy to spend a few days as the
guest of Marsyas with you as our guide."
Dr. Stetson kicked me as she whispered harshly, "What are you
doing?! We must get to New Nazca!"
"We have business here," I noted.
"Marsyas said no! They are not going to help us out.
do you want?" she whispered angrily to me.

What more

"I want to know that Marsyas is top dog and make sure there is no
way that they could help us. Besides, I'm not going back until I
have a report that makes sense."
"What about the other packets? They have to be delivered," she
reminded me.

"The war is at least five years away. It won't matter if we are
a month late; especially if we manage to get the allegiance. And,
if we don't have the allies, we'd better take all the time we need
to get a good explanation. Agreed?"
"Well... in principle, yes, but I do not want to stay more than a
tenday. We have important business elsewhere."
I wanted to get out of there as much as she did. "We'll see what
happens."
Andrew spoke. "I don't mean to spoil your fun, but I want to get
back to the ship. If something happens to it, we'll be here a lot
longer than a tenday."
"Andrew," I said, "don't worry about the Trust In Recourse. We'll
get back before anything happens. Besides, Ghillie, here, was an
airman and I'm sure he could see to it that the ship gets properly
tied down. Right, Ghillie?"
Ghillie smiled, "That surely be a fact, Cap'in. There be two
fishermen in Cantora who know how t' groundcrew..."
Andrew interrupted, "How could they?!"
"They know how t' groundcrew `cause they be from th' Colonial
forces."
"Why didn't one of them say something?
Dr. Stetson demanded.

We needed an interpreter!"

"Either y' fit in or y' disappear. They jus' wanna survive, ma'am.
I got a wife `n' kids, `n' I'm happy that be what makes me fit in.
I shear sheep in th' spring, weave baskets `n' help her father when
he asks for it. Sometimes I travel a bit. I do that on my own.
Sometimes I find people I knew from th' service or I hear of
outsiders. The Aankhaa Fylgjalaai told me I talk with outsiders
and they can talk with me, but I am th' only one. It be like th'
Fylgja let me git around so they can let go o' somethin'. All
outsiders got a big secret they can't tell nobody, `cept Ghillie.
Ghillie keeps their heads right. Those boys at Cantora, like the
rest of us, they're not gonna speak a foreign language unless they
be told by the Fylgja."
"You think they will take care of the ship, then?" Andrew asked.
"If that be what th' Aankhaa Fylgjalaai tell `em, that be what they
will do."
"Then it's settled," I announced.
vacation."

"We are here for a little

"What about plotters? Should we be recording all this?" asked Dr.
Stetson.
I stopped Ghillie before he spoke. "Doctor, ponder the situation
for a moment."

She rolled her eyes back and shook her head as she said, "I know,
I know. The plotters will not work. But can we at least make
sure?"
"Come on, Ghillie."

I left the table for the kitchen.

I went into the back with Ghillie, and using some citrus fruits and
nails for the battery, we tried to make a tiny electromagnet, an
experiment my grandfather had taught me when I was a boy. I would
see him again, when I went back to Suffigston. I made a compass
and I could not get the shaving of iron to point north, let alone
to the electromagnet. It was as if the fruit and metal were
supersaturated with ions so that there could be no significant
negative or positive currents. Dr. Stetson was convinced that
plotters would not work, but I was sure there where lots of reasons
why our experiment could have failed. I could not think of any.
There had to be electromagnetic forces here -- there just had to
be.
After the experiment, Ghillie pulled me aside so that the others
could not hear. "Cap'in, I'd never've done nothin' like this if
I not be with y'. Jus' as surely as y' `n' I breathe, th' Pale
Horse would take anybody but y' into th' night for such test o' th'
ways o' th' Fylgja."
"What do you mean?"
"I've known men who disappeared for doin' experiments far simpler
than this."
"Oh."
"Marsyas told me to help you. He didn't say fer me t' stop y' from
gettin' y'rself carried away by th' Pale Horse."
"Then why didn't you try to stop me?"
"Marsyas said that y' were Wisdom. `Y' can do what y' please,'
Marsyas said. I jus' be a humble manservant t' help y' on y'r
journey t' th' Valley."
"What journey?

We just decided to stay a while...."

"Marsyas told me `bout th' three o' you.
t' th' Valley."

He said y'd want t' go

I blinked at him with disbelief. "What else are we going to do?"
"Marsyas didn't tell me much: just to do what y' say."
"Well, I want to leave here soon, Ghillie.
that?"
"I don't know, Cap'in.
be all."

Did he say we could do

He says y're gonna stay for a while, that

"Does anyone leave?"
"I haven't ever heard o' nobody leavin'."

"You ever want to leave?"
"I got a family, `n' besides, I'm... well..."
"What?"
"Nothin'... wasn't nothin'."
"How long have you lived here, Ghillie?"
"`bout twenty years."
"And you never wanted to leave in all that time?"
"I can't leave."
"Why?"
"I... I... I'm dead -- not like dead, dead... Y' see Cap'in,
when I landed, I hit th' ground in excess o' one hundred `n' fifty
miles per hour in a ship that fell apart `round me for nearly a
quarter mile. The next thing I remember, I be in a farm house `n'
I got more broken bones than a man's got in his body. I went back
t' th' ship, once. I saw that ship and I should've been cold grey
stone dead." Ghillie got up and walked to the other side of the
room. His face contorted with an agony of contradiction.
"Ghillie..."
"I mean it.

I'm not...

I'm not like y'!"

"Alright, Ghillie, where are we going?"
"Where ever y' want t' go."
"Do we just walk around the island enjoying the scenery? What did
Marsyas tell you?"
"He said that y'd go where ever y' wanted."
"Fine, I am going somewhere. At least I have that much narrowed
down. I suppose we could just explore Litid and the surrounding
countryside for starters..."
"No. Y' never go int' th' forest on th' outside.
roads unless y' go with a man o' th' Fylgja."

Y' stay on th'

"I thought you said you were?"
"I might be a Aankhaa Fylgjalaai, but it ain't official. Y' need
an ichthys. Gudgeon had one. That be why y' could walk through
th' Heartland o' th' Fylgja."
CHAPTER 23
INSIDE THE CITY WALLS

The next day, Ghillie took us to see his native Somachian friends.
In every home we were welcomed enthusiastically with food, grog and
warm all-day smiles. The little quaint hovels above the
storefronts were furnished simply, and the smells of cooking and
homecrafts thickened the air with a heavy unsophistication. It
was like the Big Room of my father's house, all stuffed into a
little tiny apartment. The decorations were beautiful as well as
functional. The more affluent homes stood out only because decor
was arranged with greater care and taste -- not because the items
were more expensive. There seemed to be no economic or social
classes. None of the place seemed very natural: like a fairy tale,
the unpolished grit of reality was somehow missing.
Everyone wore extravagantly patterned clothes, but the patterns
from which the clothes were made were so similar that they reminded
me more of city uniforms than fashionwear. Ghillie explained, "Th'
designs tell y' where people be from `n' what they do. In th'
market, th' streetmen use th' colors t' catch a buyer's eye."
Dr. Stetson inquired, "What is the significance of the Gudgeon's
yellow robe?"
"He be a Aankhaa Fylgjalaai, th' eyes o' th' Fylgja. The Aankhaa
travel `cross Somach fixin' up problems `n' mediatin' `atween
disputin' families `n' angry men. I be the one that look after th'
outsiders fer th' Fylgja. Since havin' been summoned by Marsyas.
I think maybe that's what I be -- nobody but th' Aankhaa ever see
Marsyas.... Aankhaa're judges o' sorts, but they don't got no real
say-t'-do."
"Then his decisions are not binding?" Dr. Stetson queried.
"Oh no. He don't make decisions... really. He might speak t'
people as a friend or a wise fellow. But, th' Fylgja can see
through Gudgeon's eyes `n' hear through his ears. Any bad that not
be fixed `mongst th' people be resolved by th' land."
"...by the land?" I wondered.
"Th' night -- th' Pale Horse comes in from th' woods `n' steals yo'
away!" Ghillie very deliberately changed the topic. "Th' blue
sashes y' see be locals, but most o' th' people be dressed in
colors o' remote regions `cause they be here only for a few
months."
"You mean this is a city of transients?"
"Lots o' `em be .. labor tax: people come from all over th' islands
t' here `r `nother labor center `n' serve for a few tenday each
year. When they come, they bring with `em a portion o' corn `n'
grains `r dried goods. No one owns crops. They jus' take what
they need `n' th' rest goes t' feedin' th' labor force.
"How is the labor used?" Dr. Stetson asked.
"They come here t' make th' ale, weave cloth, build buildin's `n'

roads, serve on th' boats o' th' great canal... just whatever need
be done."
Andrew asked, "How come the people don't protest? They have to
leave their homes and neglect their own livelihoods to come here."
"Not really. Life be easy: no slave labor. Y' people look `bout
ready t' birth kittens when y' see anythin' that looks t' be
slaves! A young man `r woman be sent by their family t' work all
year. Th' youngun's learn a skill. This pays th' tax for th'
whole family `n' gives Somach a craftsman. Most like t' go. At
days end th' taxpayers drink all th' ale they can. They get papers
of worth t' buy supplies. Once every four days there be a grand
feast in th' big halls. Everyone gathers together t' have a good
time meeting old `n' new friends for good fun."
"I like that," Andrew laughed. "Can you imagine having something
like that in City?" Ghillie and I enjoyed the image of the sterile
antisocial automatons of the city all silly with drunkenness. Dr.
Stetson let a smile through her usually stone face.
"So, all of this is public housing, and that's why all the
buildings are the same?" I asked.
"The men o' th' Fylgja, innkeeps, storekeeps, bookkeeps, tax
managers `n' th' traders are `bout th' only permanent residents -assigned to their posts by th' Aankhaa Fylgjalaai, speakin' fer th'
Fylgja o' course. Y' see, here, No-one owns their home. No-one
owns a thin' but what they can carry."
"I would like to meet some of the residents," I requested.
"Well, t'morrow y'll have y'r chance."
Long ago, in Ghillie's quest to find other Outsiders, he had
stumbled upon Pax Gremial, one of the great historian/storytellers
of Litid. Although Pax was not born on the outside, he had
travelled beyond the islands. Ghillie learned proper Somachian
from Pax as well as most of the dialects. The Somachian Andrew had
learned in his stay was local, and although many Somachians
travelled, they travelled only to one or two places and acquired
only specific language. Pax was one of the few Somachians who, by
merit of his boatbuilding skills, had travelled to all parts of
Somach enough to learn all the dialects. Ghillie could not have
been better trained for my guide. I knew from the moment I
understood that we could communicate anywhere on the island that
geography would not prevent me from finding out what was going on
here. If Litid provided no more answers than could be heard from
a tree, more appropriate authority had to be somewhere.
As Ghillie learned, he inadvertently taught Pax Colonial. Pax was
always eager to hear the airman's adventures in his native tongue.
Ghillie was always equally anxious to reminisce, but both men had
to learn a new language for the spontaneity of his stories to run
freely within weeks after they met; besides, Pax loved language
with the passion of a scholar. In the same way, Pax loved sailing,
he had, by the grace of the Fylgjia, been the only man in Somach
fortunate enough to break the mandatory fist of tradition and build
boats that were fast and learn languages from as far as he could

travel. I did not understand the Fylgjia, nor how the Fylgjia
governed the land, but Ghillie made clear that Pax was as unique
as any talking tree in that place.
In a land where a seaman only sails between two port all of his
life, and a tradesman only deals in one commodity from the time he
apprentices until he can no longer walk, Pax and Ghillie were
incomparable anomalies. At the advice of the local Aankhaa
Fylgjalaai, the two men spent three seasons together teaching each
other everything about the different cultures. Typically any
discussion of the outside usually invited the Pale Horse to carry
away people into the night. Ghillie explained, "If it be not fer
Pax, I would've gone back t' th' Colonies -- `r at least tried. No
talking tree could've made me put up with these islands -- not
without someone I could talk t'... some one like Pax. Pax always
wanted t' trade with th' homeland `f th' `People from th' Sky.'
Even if y' could `scape th' wrath o' th' Fylgja, no Somachian knows
where t' go once they be past th' sight o' land."
By early-afternoon, as the sun cut fresh easterly shadows on the
cobblestones, we had arrived at the home of Pax Gremial. The old
man lived with his wife, Doxy, and their four children. Pax
entertained us with his adventures, each more fantastic than the
one before. I smiled as I listened to him, envisioning the old
nights that the two men swapped stories. Ignoring the abbreviated
vocabulary, accent, and wavering character of Pax's voice, I would
have been hard pressed to find difference between the meter,
intensity, or enthusiasm with which either man boasted his
adventures. But Pax had an end to his tales. Ghillie would not
even weigh his time in Somach as an ultimate adventure, but Pax
concluded the evening with his greatest expedition -- the greatest
expedition in the annals of island history; by his own admission,
of course.
In the evening, after the welcoming and festive hospitality, after
the doors had been bolted, the fires stoked and the lamp oil
conserved with a low flame unsuitable for work; the rain began.
Only in that unnatural domain of the Fylgja would Pax tell of his
voyage, as if to tempt fate with his own demise.
Doxy had put the younger children in their beds. Young ears would
certainly be overwhelmed with such a tale. In the selected audience
of his two eldest children, his wife and our little party of
Outsiders, Pax began: "Dis be de great story. It be not fer de
weak `r de poor o' health. If y' t'ink y' be evil o' heart, hide
y' ears `n' don't listen, fer dis tale be o' such adventure dat de
Pale Horse might jus' be tempted t' visit here t' take y', me `n'
all o' us into de black neber neber o' de night. Dat be why I no
tell dis tale `cept t' dose dat be from de Outside, `r dose dat
knows de ways o' de Fylgja." The rain spattered hard against the
pavement outside. Drops of wetness made their way under the
chimney cover and down the black stone of the flue, breaking the
crackle of the burning peat with the sizzling of the water on the
white coals. It was as if the rain knew what was going on inside
-- as if the Pale Horse was out there drooling; waiting to come in.
Goosebumps raised on my skin from a fear that had no foundation in
my own experience. My imagination worked wildly like the long
flickering shadows that the firelight painted on the walls.

"Long long time ago, I be feesherman. I have life wit' Doxy in a
leettle house on de south island o' Vie. De feesh be much more in
some season dan ot'ers... not like feesh be in Cantora `r Punatoo.
Winter be always bad -- de worst o' all season. De harbor always
freeze in de winter. Sometime we be stuck one mont' -- sometime
two. I `n' I partner, we have bad time. We wan' t' feesh in de
winter so dat we c'n trade fer big boat. Me leettle boat be old,
old, old -- a boat as old as de trees me leettle boat be and as
solid as de rocks, but eaten by de sea she be, too small t' carry
a big catch. I `n' I partner, we wanna feesh in de winter. We
wanna catch feesh and bring dem back. So, we pack-up much ice `n'
put in de bottom o' our two schooner dat we got. We fill de sail
wit' de fast winds out o' de bay `n' we follow de feeshes -- de
Winter Feeshes -- t' see where de big feeshes be. We go t' de
Patagonian Island -- least dat be what Ghillie say dey be.
Andrew was amazed. "Patagonia is over two thousand miles away!
would you navigate without compasses?"
He laughed

How

"Sun `n' wind -- `n' Winter Fishes."

"Yea, but that kind of navigation could send you hundreds of miles
into empty ocean," Andrew noted. I thought about navigating by the
stars, but then it dawned on me, before Pax had sailed away from
Somach, he would have never seen stars. Just like everyone else
here, he would have locked himself inside his home at every dusk."
"I tell y': a Somachian know which way it be t' Somach." He laughed
again, "Maybe I tell y' how... later maybe." On that note, Pax
continued as if Andrew had never asked his question. "At de island
we find feeshes. Water-warm feeshes dat come t' Vie in summer...
beeg feeshes," he said with his arms outstretched. The true size
of the seabeasts was drawn on the stone where the fireshadows
stretched a black silhouette of his arms along the entire length
of the wall behind him. The shadow danced around like a salmon
freshly spilled from the fisherman's nets, and the fire popped
loudly as the rain surged against the shutters. "We catch a
hundred-hundred feeshes dere. We pack dem in de ice `n' take dem
t' Litid t' sell. We got all dese beeg feeshes when all de ot'er
feesherman have no big feesh. Eberybaudy `fraid. Den, de Aankhaa
Fylgjalaai say dat since we come back, we be good. De Fylgja like
what we do. Eberybaudy wanna buy beeg feeshes!" With a broad
smile, Pax boasted, "We be de only one wit' beeg feeshes dat
winter."
"How did you know to go to the Islands?" I insisted.
"How? Always how, how, how. I tell y' somet'in' I no tell
eberybaudy. Y' promise y' no tell No One." Not quite
understanding his emphasis on `No one'; we all agreed. He
continued. "De feeshes, dey go someplace. Eberybaudy tell de story
o' de Great Feeshes Place. `Follow de Winter Feeshes,' dey say.
Only t'in' be dat feeshermen... dey go... but dey no come back.
De Fylgja say: `no go dat way -- dat be de way o' de Pale Horse'.
So, nobody go."
"Then, why did you go?"
he spoke.

Andrew's eyes were wide with the story as

"Pax Gremial always do fooleesh t'in's. But I t'ink dat Fylgja be
Winter Feeshes." He tapped his head behind his quizzically
squinting eyes. "Feesherman dat catch Winter Feeshes -- dey get
no feeshes de whole next year! Bery, bery bad to catch Winter
Feeshes. Fylgja have Winter Feeshes go by in winter only in one
place, y' know. Dat place be Vie. Cantora got jus' catchin'
feeshes `n' dey go round, round, round." Pax gave a hearty
chuckle.
He continued. "When I see, I say, `goodmornin' Winter Feeshies' `n'
let dem take I `n' I crew t' Patagonia. Dey swim, swim, swim; `n'
even if we be hungry, we never put in de nets wit' a Winter Feesh
in de water. When we see de ot'er feesh, we put in de nets `n'
catch feeshes... beeg beeg catchin' feeshes. We put dem in de ice
till de ocean be so high we t'ink de boat... she gonna sink. We
float sooo beeg." He laughed, thinking about it. "Den, when we
full up o' beeg feeshes from de nets `n' de Winter Feeshes come
back t' show us way t' Scotia."
"How can you tell the Winter Fish from catching fish?" I asked.
"Winter Feeshes be any kind o' feesh... but, de Winter Feeshes
swim near de top where de water be cold. In winter, all feesh swim
deep wit' de currents from de hot north. In Vie, dey swim by t'
say hello t' feeshermans. Winter Feeshes be Fylgja."
"Tell `em how y' ended up here in Litid,"

Ghillie suggested.

"Ohhh, I donn' know if I c'n."
"Come on Pax,"
"No.

Ghillie prodded.

Dey no wanna hear old man's story like dat."

I was totally caught offguard when Andrew, who normally stonefaced
his excitement, asked Pax, "Go on, please."
"Well, alright den." Pax began, "I do no more feeshin', so I come
here." Ghillie looked disappointed with such an abbreviation of
the story.
"Why couldn't you fish any more?" Andrew harped.
"De Winter Feeshes, dey start swimmin' in rounds..." Pax turned
to Ghillie for help and with a suggestion continued. "...in
circles. For long time, we follow Winter Feeshes each year. Den,
one year, we go `round `n' round till we dizzy. After five day, we
sees de beeg feesh. One bery bery beeg feesh, more beeg dan de
schooner. De beeeggest feesh-o' dem-all... all white -- like de
Pale Horse his-self. Pale Fish come up `n' get big squirt o'
water all filled up an den she blow it up top side she head so dat
we all get wet."
"He must mean a whale," Andrew whispered to me. Andrew was
probably the only one of us to have ever actually seen one, and
that sighting was from the air. "Didn't it capsize your boat?"
"No. Beeg feesh eat all de Winter Feeshes. De Fylgja did not want
me t' go t' Patagonian Islands. I `n' I partner, we no go. We got

bad winter `n' no feeshes." He sighed. "T'ose be good times when
we feesh way ober dere. I come t' Litid den. I tell my tales and
sail ships all over de island." Pax looked into the fire for a
long time.
When he looked up, he took in all of our faces. "I no tell many
`bout de last trip. I tell `bout de Pale Feesh... dat be good -Fylgja like dat I t'ink. It keep feesherman at home." He smiled.
"Dey kiss de land when dey get t' Somach. Dey know de story o' Pax
`n' de Pale Feesh." His face was quiet as he drew a long stare at
me. "But dis part... dis I not tell many people." There was a
drip, drip, drip from someplace. I had seldom heard it rain this
hard. The weather roared like an animal all around the house.
Doxy went over to poke the fire. We all felt the cold of the
evening invading our bones. Our faces burned with the heat from
the hearth as our backs chilled against the night air and the
frigid wooden backs of our chairs. Somewhere in the rain, I
thought I heard the whinny of a horse. I cocked my head to the
window. I thought I was mistaken until I saw the look in Ghillie's
eyes: a glare I had seen in Chauncy's eyes long ago in the Adrean
caves. Andrew had heard it too.
"I think it be late, Pax." Ghillie said.
another time?"

"Why don't we tell this

Andrew, who had been warmed by the stories until oblivious to the
weather, said, "We can spare some sleep for Pax." He turned to me
for affirmation. I just looked at him blankly -- half curious and
half afraid of the night. The situation sounded like one of the
fantasy tales Guffingstrapp had subjected me to a few days ago.
I buried my silly fears and smiled at Pax. "Please go on."
Pax looked about the room. "De night be early. Yes, I c'n tell y'
de story." Andrew smiled. Ghillie took in a deep breath, looked
to the shutters as they rattled against the wind, then glanced at
me. He was afraid.
"I `n' I partner see no Winter Feeshes one season: we go anyway...
like I say. We t'ink maybe we find islands with no Winter Fishes
t' help. We go for five day `n' we follow de wind t' Patagonia de
way we remember. We find de islands. We no need Winter Feeshes."
He grinned from ear to ear. "We see much beeg feeshes. We catch
dem all. We full up up up. No room. De feeshes be all ober
everyt'in'. We slip-trip all ober feeshes. We wait for Winter
Feeshes t' take I `n' I partner home." Pax shrugged his shoulders.
"We no sure de way home. Den after five day, we c'n no wait. Ice
melt leettle `n' some o' de feesh smell bery bery bad -- phew! We
t'ink we know which way so we go. So we yell, `sail up' `n' we go!
We go leettle `n' den we stop. De wind, she be funny."
Pax wiped a bead of perspiration from his forehead and smiled. "De
firetop hot?" he asked, pointing to the flames in the stone hearth.
He got up and poked at the coals to bring down the flames and then
continued as he returned to his seat. I wondered if one became
warm prior to an appearance by the Pale Horse, but then, the wrath
of the Pale Horse was only a religious pacification, I kept telling
myself. Pax went on. "We go one day from Patagonian islands. We
see land no more. We should no see land for `not'er four days -if we go de right way. We go t'ree day: we see land.

"Way, way away, we see great beeg island. No like Scotia. We go
t' de land t' see where we be `n' de more we go, de fart'er it be.
We scratches our noggins `n' we t'ink we do somt'in' wrong.
Eberybaudy pray t' de Didi-fylgja t' save us all, but she no come."
Pax looked into the fire.
I whispered to Ghillie, "What is the Didi-fylgja?"
"They have a religious order here.

All these women..."

"You mean th' slaves?"
"They aren't slaves.

They are the religion here."

"They sell their nuns?!"
"Sort of..."
Pax resumed. "We pray, `take us home and we neber eber leabe Somach
no more.' We all be scared. Dat night we go t' de island `n' we
find somet'in' bad. Dat island, she be no island. We see mountain
float in air! It be so beeg dat we sail right under! She be beeg
as de most beeg mountain on Vie. I climb de mast `n' see closer.
I get up high `nough t' grab some roots hanging off bottom and I
climb up all de way till I be in de land on de topside. De bravest
of all my sailors, Pahilo -- he come wit' me. Nobody else `cause
dey be afraid. I be afraid," Pax laughed. "We go way up in de
rocks -- way up t' where dere be no trees, only birds. Den we see
de lake, it be a beeg lake. As beeg as... as beeg as Litid be.
De whole lake be on dis beeg mountain dat fly. I be scared `cause
de lake -- she be black. All clear she was, but de bottom be black
as burnt peat." The rain slackened. The roar against the shutters
stifled and the flue was once again dry. I felt better.
"We climb way up on de rocks so dat we c'n see out `cross de water,
but de sun, she be gone for de day. We look a long time for de
Pale Horse. He no come. In de night, dere be a beeg, beeg storm
`n' light come out o' de sky. We hear beeg stones fall everywhere
in de rain. We climb under rocks. De light be like fire and burn
down two beeg trees. Light eberywhere... Beeeg light -- more big
dan..." He consults with Ghillie for a word. "More beeg bright dan
noon-day sun. Big noise when rock come down -- BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
BOOM! BOOM!" Andrew jumped when Pax yelled. In the firelight the
storyteller's waving arms threw wild lines of darkness, covering
the walls with the shadowed violence of his fear. Pax was startled
from his own shouting, his face left the light of a lantern and his
body stood silhouetted like a giant in front of us. I felt a chill
of terror run through my bones. The heavy rain began again.
"Den it stop. We `fraid de rocks sink de boat. I say t' Pahilo,
`I hope dey t'row out all o' dem feesh `n' put de keel high in de
water. We no need feesh: we need de boat! We need t' get home.
When de morning come, we go t' de lake. Dere be a lady standin'
in de black water. She be all silver `n'..." Pax spoke with
Ghillie for a moment. "She be all silver `n' beeauwtiful like
not'in' nobody eber eber see. She got hair de beeauwtiful brown o'
de wood mast `n' skin as lobely as de white o' de sails. She look
at us `n' we be `fraid -- we c'n no move! We like de feesh all in

de ice -- cold `n' stiff:

we c'n no move!

"She say Winter Feeshes be her feesh. She say we be good t' Winter
Feeshes. She say, `T'ank y' for not catch my feeshes.' She say
dat ot'er boats come t' catch Winter Feeshes. Now she no let
Winter Feeshes go to Vie no more. We be sad. She say dat
eberyboudy dat catch Winter Feeshes get full up in de boat. I see
tear in her eye. She bery sad `bout Winter Feesh dat get caught.
She say she make beeg rain wit' sunfire flash and loud rocks dat
sink all boats wit' Winter Feeshes --- like de rain we see dat
night. We say, `what happen t' I `n' I partner boats?' She say
`Dey be safe.' We say, `T'ank y' beeauwtiful lady o' de lake. She
give us beeg silver chain t' wear. It mean dat we done been t' see
de lady. She say we be best feeshermen for eber `n' eber. We
always catch most fishes `cause we got dis chain." His voice
lowered to almost a whisper. "She say it be a Great Gris-gris.
Someday de Great Keeper will be here t' give me de Ichthys dat goes
wit' it. Den I c'n sail away, away t' see beeauwtiful Lady o' de
Lake one last time.
"Now, dat de Gris-gris be bery special. Dere be a leettle arrow
on it dat point t' Litid `til I `n' I partner get home. When de
Great Keeper put de Ichthys inside, den de arrow point t' Scotia
once again. Dat be when I go back t' see de Lady. We say goodbye
t' de lady o' de lake `n' go back t' de boat. We follow de arrow
t' Cantora. We say t' eberbody, neber eber eber! EBER! go so far
dat y' see no land. Nobody do. Eber from den, I `n' I partner, we
get much feesh. We sell much feesh. Life be good -- we be good.
We give much papers o' worth t' feeshermen. We give much papers
o' worth to orphans. We give much papers o' worth t' de poor o'
Vie. We make... " he asks Ghillie for the proper word. "We make
brewery on Vie `n' make lots o' work. Soon, I no go wit' de boats
no more. I build de boats! I don't wanna get too much feeshes.
Dat not be right. Let feesherman work hard t' catch feesh. Dat
be de job o' de feesherman. I catch too easy because I got de
Gris-gris -- so I build boats!" He laughed.
"I still have de Gris-gris, yes. I keep it here." Pax walked to
a small wall cabinet, framed with painted orchids; the same
pattern as one I had seen on the gowns of the Didi-bahini. From
within the tiny cupboard, Pax withdrew a silver chain with a
glistening medallion. The dangling metal caught the firelight,
dotting the walls with mirror ball reflections. He took a nearby
lamp and turned up the flame as he displayed the Gris-gris in his
palm for each of us.
Andrew whispered to Dr. Stetson, "Note the writings. I have seen
something like this on silver tablets before -- in Postuban."
"This necklace has to be from Somach?"

She was convinced.

"Then, how is it possible for the same writings to have been found
on the other side of the world?"
Dr. Stetson shook her head and dismissed his conclusions. They
were impossible coincidences. Impossible? I had to smile.
Everything here was impossible.
When Dr. Stetson tried to draw the pendant closer to her gaze, Pax

was quick to withdraw. "Y' must learn de power o' de Fylgja. Such
a Gris-gris be no trinket o' long t'inkin' wit'out..." He had to
reach into Ghillie's vocabulary for the word. "... wit'out
`absolute retribution' by de Jivatma. Dis Gris-gris I show y'
`cause y' be Outsiders. De Pale Horse take any Somachian dat touch
de Gris-gris `n' not be o' de Fylgja!" Dr. Stetson was practically
leaning off the back of her bench as her wide eyes stared with
dumfounded amazement.
Through the beating of the storm, I thought I heard the clapping
of hooves on the cobblestone street. Ghillie cocked his head
quickly to the door. The Pale Horse!
"What's wrong?" Andrew asked.
"Don't you hear it?" Ghillie asked Andrew as he turned to him with
wide eyes.
"Hear what?" The hoof beats pronounced the presence of an uneasy
animal just beyond the tight seal of the door. The whicker of the
Pale Horse was distinct this time. BANG! The wood jumped at the
hinges and strained at the bar, but the horse did not come through.
Doxy ran to her two oldest children who sat near the stairs,
sheltering them at her breast under the grip of each arm. The
children clung to their mother with equal determination,
desperately trying to refuse their fears with the safety of her
touch: still, they trembled like the rest of us.
Pax stood. There was no fear in him as he put the gris-gris around
his neck and threw out his chest. I sat up straight in my chair
and only then noticed the heat at my breast: the sphere, burning
with a fiery cold, ready to taste power. I knew this from the
confidence I felt, filling my being with invulnerability. Pax
smiled at me with forced lips while the others recessed deep into
the protection of their chairs. Pax pulled at Andrew's shoulders
and stood him up and pushed him back into the room. My pilot
stumbled backwards to where the children huddled. Ghillie shoved
Dr. Stetson into the darkness at the foot of the stairs. The door
was hit again.
In the center of the firelit room, Pax and I held ourselves proud
and confident -- if not foolishly. The flames danced high into
the chimney as if the air were being sucked out of the room and the
cool dampness outside rushed in through the cracks, invading the
brightening shadows as if we were standing in the chamber of a
lung.
"He shall not come into my home!" Pax commanded the demon as he
grasped the amulet with both of his hands. Taking bold steps to the
door, he commanded the beast to retreat. Overwhelmed by the
cutting intensity of the sphere at my chest, I came forward to his
side, knowing, for some reason, that I had nothing to fear. "It
has come to challenge us, Pax."
Pax looked at me in a very funny way. My words tore through his
confidence, twisting his concentration. He should have known what
was happening, this was his island. But, he had to believe in the
impending doom that was working its way into his home from the hell
of the night. I did not have to believe in the Pale Horse. I was

drunk with confidence.
Passing Pax by, I stepped to the door and threw open the bar.
"NO!" Ghillie shouted, but it was too late. The door opened easily
and the rain poured inside with a shower of red light and hot
furnace breath. Before me in the middle of the cobblestone were
two pillars of fire that went up as legs to a twenty foot figure
of a giant. He was clothed in vulcan armor. From his head came
a pair of ram's horns three yards from tip to tip. The blood
flushed from my face as the heat of his glowing skin seared the air
around me. The rain steamed and hissed in a cloud of white that
veiled the street as if the city had never existed. Inside my
head, recognition pulled my skull from crusty memories. I knew that
I was about to die: from my nightmares -- the haunts of my past -standing before me was my own angel of darkness: Raspthane!
"AAaaaeighhh!!" Instantly, as my hair and clothes matted tight in
a constriction of wetness, the figure raised his hands as if to
protect himself -- protect himself from... from me? Raspthane
screamed. "Rrraaaaaaaigh!"
"AAAAAAEIGHHHH!" I screamed back as I caught my own breath through
the density of terror that held me fast to where I stood.
"RRRRAAAAAAIGHHHHAAA!" His voice shook me. I could hear the
cobbles chatter with the power of his bellow. His hands were out
and he stumbled back a step, leaving the pavement aglow with spots
of lingering flame where his feet had scorched the roadway. Why
he did not just crush me like an apple beetle, I could not imagine.
But he did not, so I screamed at him again, pushing my self forward
as much as I could without taking a step. My feet would not move.
I saw him grimace as he wielded his arms to blast me with the
firebolts forming in his clutches. Even more than tight spaces,
I feared being burned alive! The adrenaline surged through me with
horrific urgency. My confidence gone, I was like a tiny rodent
trapped in a corner. My logic left me and I raged blindly as I
felt Raspthane envelope me with his ominous absolution. I was lost
in a berserk tantrum as he drew his fists above me.
"GGGRAAAAAIEEEEEEAAAII!!!" I roared. My voice was deep and as
great as his, coming from outside my meager throat; from Litid
itself. I heard the windy voice of Marsyas carry my cry through
the streets and evoke a strain of fear across Raspthane's face.
His fear was great, but I had to escape his wrath and I had to
force his retreat!
"RRRRRRRRRRRRRAAAAiiiiiiaii... iiaaaiiiaaa!" I closed my eyes and
cried again. The echo of my voice carried on through the mist with
the wind. As my eyes bulged I could get nothing more from my
chest; yet the echo continued as if the voice of Marsyas carried
my outburst, rattling the cobbles, bringing less stable tiles down
from the rooftops and crashing them about like red slate hale
stones. My head felt as if it would burst and the Resama Bijuli
throbbed at my breast with each heartbeat. I felt somehow distant
from myself, caught in a surge of painful energy. I felt stiff as
my mind raced to make my body move. I wanted to get back inside.
My movement was slowed by the pain as I pressed the flat of hands
against my temples and then to my ears as the echo deafened me.
Tears mixed with the rain on my face. The light that became red
through my eyelids softened and the cool of the rain bathed me: the
heat was gone. I could not open my eyes. My knees softened, and

I floated nowhere.

CHAPTER 24
THE EXPEDITION

Shadows moved on the wall, silhouetting the dark figure that
hovered over me. Around his neck was a silver chain with a
medallion that twisted obtusely, falling towards my chest like a
pendulum caught at the end of an arch, drawn to the pouch inside
my shirt. The metal caught the firelight revealing the cameo of
a beautiful woman surrounded with a halo of symbols -- neither
Colonial nor Somachian. The surface was not only finely crafted,
there were distinct markings of machining. Chauncy could have made
such a thing, or perhaps his grandfather. There were few others
that could have executed such delicacy. What was it? I looked up
to the figure as a lamplight caught his face.
"You be fine?" Pax said. I slowly sat up, my brain churning about
behind my eyes like the morning after a hard drunk. The others
were still near the staircase, except Andrew, who was standing next
to the barred door, watching intently. The rain come down hard.
I was wet. The floor was wet. Pax was wet.
I had lost all of my words somewhere in my head. I was horrified.
I moved my lips anyway and slowly I remembered how to use them.
"Did... did you... see... Ra... him?" I asked Pax.
"No.

I see not'in'.

De street be dark.

I see not'in'."

I was still struggling to get my thoughts to my lips. "Dark?!
You... you did not... see the red... light. It lit... was all
red... lit up the... b... buil... houses... like a... like... like
a flair!"
"No. I jus' hear y' scream. I feel de ground -- she shake hard
like I neber feel `afore." From the looks of the others, I knew
that none of them had seen Raspthane. "We jus' be lucky dat de
Pale Horse go away. We be much lucky t'night." I knew that
something had happened. I knew that I had seen Raspthane. My skin
still tingled. I could smell the stench of the monster still in the
air, like burnt carcasses -- a funeral pyre. He always smelled
like that. Somewhere I could hear someone retching. I thought it
was Dr. Stetson, but she was still there -- shaking. I could see
her shoulders flutter even from where I was. She was in shock.
"We would be safer in our own rooms," Ghillie said with a false but
optimistic confidence. Everyone looked at me. Pax nodded in
agreement. I knew what he meant: the Pale Horse had called on me
tonight. The others would be safer away from me. Quietly, we all
went upstairs. The lanterns were left to burn. It had been
fifteen years since I last left a room so afraid of the dark that
I could not turn down the light. Here in Litid, where my
nightmares crossed from my sleep, I was surrounded by grown men
and women who trembled like children over a scary story and a

pounding storm. I laughed. Andrew kept his eye behind us,
ignoring my outburst. Dr. Stetson, with her bone white skin,
walked blindly down the hall. Ghillie turned to me, calm and cool
with a strain of disappointment pulling at his face. His thoughts
were in their own place, as if he had been in a different world
while everything happened. He did not care if he died... after
all, he might have already done so once before.
The inn was small, Andrew and I had to share one of the upstairs
rooms. "We are more of a match together," he said when I asked if
he wanted to sleep elsewhere. He was not afraid in the room. The
walls were thick stone, the shutters were heavy timber and the
horse could not fit through the window. He took off his sweaty
clothes and crawled between the sheets. "It is just a storm." He
turned the wick all the way down, and the flame glowed blue for a
moment as the darkness crawled from the corners and invaded the
room. The tiny glow hung on for a long time as Andrew pulled the
covers over himself. Nothing really ever fazed Andrew. The
greater the danger the more amusement he found in any situation,
and then when it was over; for him, it was forgotten. His snoring
and the thumping of the midnight raindrops kept me awake as much
as the adrenaline rush that dizzied my head with fast thoughts.
Andrew was restless in his sleep and kept me awake. After what
must have been nearly two hours, I decided to get up. I knew I
would get no sleep here. I took my blanket and pillows and opened
the door slowly to the darkness of the hallway. I could see the
glow of the fire at the top of the stairs. The flames popped and
hissed. There was nothing unusual. I knew that I would not find
Raspthane lounging about peacefully in front of the hearth, it was
just not his style. I quietly shut the door behind me and gingerly
came down the stairs. There was a calm steady glow in the room,
welcome with the rich caress of warm dry air. I thought about
looking outside, but even I was not that brave... or stupid. I
turned down the lamps and snuggled on the wooden bench. The down
cushion continually slipped until I quite unexpectedly crashed to
the floor. If anyone heard, they were not coming to find out what
had happened. I stayed on the floor and fell asleep.
I woke to the sound of children laughing. My eyes opened. I was
alone except for the dancing shadows. I could not sleep. My mind
kept dwelling on the Resama Bijuli. I sat up and dropped the sphere
into my palm. I closed my eyes and focused my mind on the sphere.
Nothing happened. The crackle of the fire and the tick-tock of the
wall clock distracted me at first, but soon I was able to remove
even these from my mind. I had seen Guffingstrapp command the thing
larger and smaller, and I had even done it once. This time I would
do it quietly.
Thud!
I jerked my eyes open in my surprise. The sphere, now the size of
a grapefruit, had fallen to the floor. Success! The clock chimed.
The sun would be rising soon. I had to get the sphere back before
any of the others came down. After several tries, I had the sphere
back in the pouch. I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
Doxy woke me in the morning. She had been up for some time, having
stoked the hearth to a roaring fire before poking it down to the

hot coals of a white hot cooking fire. She had made a batter for
cornbread cakes, sliced several large cuts of what looked like back
bacon and assembled five bowls of very large fruits. Somach had
no climate for growing citrus, yet the fruit was unseasonably ripe.
For breakfast, Pax drew a pitcher of sweet, fruity wine from a
barrel. He blended an orange into the drink and poured our cups.
Dr. Stetson would have none, and Doxy squeezed some juice for her
and the children. The back bacon, now leering at me from only a
few inches, I recognized as a dark muscle, perhaps from a giant
clam. The meat had been slightly salted and tasted very much like
pork. Doxy placed a tankard of honey on the table for sweetening
the cakes. She warned the children about using too much, but they
poured the honey over the cakes, meat and sliced fruit, with a
little moderation and great anticipation. All the while, Dr.
Stetson sat quietly, hardly touching her food.
"Pax," I began, "where did the fruit come from?"
"Dey come from de Valley.
"The Valley -- ?"
"...t' de east, where de mountains turn south."
Ghillie contributed, "Th' hot sprin's make th' fruit grow. It be
warm there, sheltered in th' hollows o' th' Valley o' Uberty. It
be where th' Legifer Mountains at north shore meet th' Legifer from
th' south. -- Th' lair o' th' Pale Horse." A likely spot to find
answers, I presumed.
"Nobody

libe in de Valley.

Bery, bery bad place t' be."

After last night, I thought that Litid was a "bery, bery" bad
place. I asked, "Do you always have this much fresh fruit for
breakfast?"
"No. Most time we no have so many peoples, but we always got lots
o' beeg fruit. It come down de river ebery day." Doxy smiled,
understanding our gestures and pleased that her meal was worthy of
our conversation.
"Does the Fylgja come from the Valley?" I asked him.
"No One come from de Valley.

Zoe be from de Valley."

Zoe! That was not a Somachian word -- it was from... it was from
the Great Book, vaulted beneath the Common Hall of Suffigston! Zoe
was life. The University Computer collected ancient literature,
and I had once read about Zoe in that library. Zoe was a ruin near
Postuban: The Temple of Life. I had finally found a link to the
outside. I knew that this had to be a controlled environment, and
now I might be able to prove it. "Ghillie, can you take us to the
Valley of Uberty?"
"Y' don't understand!" Ghillie sternly began, "If y' enter th'
valley without th' ichthys and th' gris-gris y' die -- that
simple."

I pulled the pouch out and dropped the marble-sized sphere into my
hand. I concentrated and the Resama Bijuli began to grow. Pax
jumped out of his seat, flustered and amazed. All of them lost
their breath as I forced the little ball to enlarge. "This will be
our ichthys and our gris-gris."
Ghillie spoke first. "We cannot dispute him any longer, for he is
Wisdom." Pax's mouth hung open and his eyes fixed wide and tight
on my face. His wife was nearly as astounded. The children put
down their forks and looked quizzically at their parents and then
at me not understanding what was happening. `Wisdom' was a title
that certainly took wind out of their sails, although I had no idea
why.
"I didn't know you knew his name?"

Andrew said.

Ghillie was slow to reply, "Gudgeon told me about your meeting with
Marsyas."
"Then we can go to the Valley of Uberty?"
Andrew furrowed his visage.
"Th'
me.
days
Y'll

"What for?"

Cap'in wants t' find th' Pale Horse," Ghillie answered for
They all stared at me for a long time. "It'll take several
t' arrange for everythin' we gonna need for such a journey.
have a chance t' see more of Litid."

"We have to get back!" Dr. Stetson demanded. "We can't be chasing
after cultural mythology when so much is at stake. You are not on
a survey expedition or taking a stroll through the countryside.
The future of the Colonies is in our hands, and I am appalled that
you would take your responsibilities so lightly. I am relieving
you of your authority hummmmphmmm -- !" Ghillie almost came
across the table at her as Pax forced his palm across her. Dr.
Stetson bit Pax's hand and pushed him away. "What is wrong with
all of you people!"
Ghillie spoke for Pax as his old friend retreated to examine his
wound. "Blaspheme th' Fylgja no more, Doctor, lest y' be hauled
away by th' Pale Horse his-self. Remember last night!"
"It's okay," I said.
Ghillie, still upset, explained to her, "Wisdom be a man recognized
by de Fylgja. T' question his authority t' question de Fylgja."
Dr. Stetson was mad, but last night she had been scared -extremely scared. She looked at Andrew. "I do not want to go.
Andrew, take me back to Deja. We have important work to do."
Andrew looked at her and then to me. "If I go back and tell them
what I've seen here, they'll never let me fly again. I won't take
you back, not right now."
"Am I the ambassador or not?"
"Ambassadors to trees must speak with them. You can not." Andrew
was blunt and cruel with his words, but someone had to say them.

"I do not talk with plants! This whole place is ridiculous!" She
cocked her head back to me. "Why do you not do something?! You
are the environmental specialist!"
Sympathetically, I offered, "I am adjusting as best I can, and I
suggest you do the same." Her eyes went to Andrew and Ghillie for
help, but there was none.
Ghillie spoke to her kindly. "The ways o' th' Fylgja be th' ways
o' th' islands. They be y'r ways now."
She stood up, almost knocking the bench to the floor, and walked
to the door. She tried to remove the bar, but last night's damage
left it stuck. Ghillie and I went over and threw our weight
against the door to get it open. The street glistened with
wetness, and the fresh smell of rain poured into the room; then,
Dr. Stetson was gone.
Ghillie said, "Y' got t' be very, very careful if y' don't know
where y' goin'; `cause if y' not, y' might not get there." I saw
the fractured roof tiles littered about. There was a woman picking
up some of the pieces. I watched her as Ghillie went back inside.
I saw the scorched cobbles where Raspthane had stood. The woman
placed another fragment of tile in a pouch she had made by bundling
the ends of her yellow and blue apron. As she worked, the colors
of her dress danced and swayed neatly against the white of her home
and the red street. The sight of the scorched pavement drew a
tension through my body. I needed someone to pick up my pieces.
I wanted to tell Andrew to take us all home. I did not want to
stay here. I did not care about the report. It did not matter
because I no longer wanted to be a messenger. I could make
anything up for my report.
"What if she gets lost?" I asked no one in particular as I came
back in.
"The Fylgja'll not let her roam too far. She be comin' back to y'
`cause y' got th' ichthys of Wisdom." I was beginning to
understand now. These people thought that I was a man of the
Fylgja.
The rest of the morning was fairly quiet. Andrew spent every
moment blotting up the verbiage of Pax's tall tales. After a
while, Ghillie and I went to look for the Doctor. The streets were
clean from the rains of the night as if they had been scrubbed.
There was a sweet smell in the air that soon yielded to the warm
aromas from the bakeries, the sweet of the fruitmonger stands, the
acidic freshness from the tanners and craftsmen, and the pungent
contributions of fresh fish and road- worn travellers. The city
became alive as the streets slowly filled with people walking to
work, some carrying their necessities on small dollies and what
looked like a light-weight oxcart. I watched the parade of bright
colors, and I smiled knowing that all of these people were also
foreigners, if not to the same cosmopolitan extreme that we were.
"Y' don't know what y're gettin' int'," Ghillie said. "I'm not
worried `bout y' gettin' y'rself killed, but I got reason t' live."

I stopped to face him. "Ghillie, I want to know what's going on
here. I don't believe that this is all because of natural
phenomenon. The Fylgja rules by reason. Monsters and lions,
typhoons and fire -- those are the things I would not go up against
alone, but this is... this is a thinking and apparently fair entity
we are dealing with."
Ghillie was becoming frustrated with my attitude. "I admit, this
all sounds ridiculous, but..."
"Not ridiculous.... If I quacked and waddled, I would be a
ridiculous man, but still a man. Yet, if I was five feet shorter,
covered with feathers and flew, I would begin to have serious
questions about what I was. I have serious questions about this
place. There is too much that is not the way things should be.
Ghillie, I want to go to the Valley of Uberty."
Ghillie thought for a moment. "First I wan' y' t' see some o' th'
city, Capin'. I think if y' understand a little more, y' might be
content with somethin' short o' meeting death -- that be what th'
Pale Horse is, y' know."
"Ghillie, I have faced the Pale Horse, as it would seem, and I am
still here." I smiled.
"Well, m'ybe he got y'.

M'ybe we not be alive."

"We are not dead."
"How else does anythin' make any sense?"
"I'm going back to the Colonies."
"How?"
"In the ship."
"Yeah?"
"Andrew has been here before.
looks alive to me."

He came back to the Colonies.

"He could've lied, or jus' `ve been on another island.
notta been here at-all."

He

He might

"I don't think so."
"This be a nice place t' live, but nobody visits.
way tickets -- jus' like dyin'."

Y' only get one

"I am not dead. Besides, people have died here just like
everyplace else."
"No. Nobody ever dies here. I told y', they all jus' disappear."
A chill raised the hair on the back of my neck and I refused to
think about it any longer.
Dr. Stetson came back a few hours later, retreating up to her room
without speaking to anyone. I sighed, hoping that her temper would

mellow before Ghillie took us on a sightseeing tour of Litid. I
did not want to drag her all the way to the Valley, but there
seemed little else I could do. Doxy served a fine noonday meal,
insisting on ever-increasing portions as if we were all her
children. Dr. Stetson refused almost everything, and I wished I had
as we prepared to leave: I was more inclined to take a nap than a
walk. Ghillie assembled Andrew, Dr. Stetson and I with such
enthusiasm that we were on our feet in the streets before we could
decide differently.
We passed several Didi-bahini. Each of them returned my stare with
a politely modest smile. They were the only people in the city to
look upon me as if I were unusual, and as a group, we qualified
overwhelmingly. I asked Ghillie why they were the only ones who
noticed.
"They see y'r ichthys: they know what y' be."
I looked down. The leather strap went into my shirt and there was
only a slight bulge in my shirt from the pouch. I did not
understand what Ghillie meant. No one could see the Resama Bijuli,
let alone identify it.
Andrew and Ghillie became busy talking about their days in the
military, oblivious to me or Dr. Stetson who, if it were not for
my vigil over her, would have been left far behind since she
ignored us as much as Andrew and Ghillie ignored her.
Ghillie led us to the base of the thirty three meter spire, the
tallest of all of the towers along the great walls of Litid. We
delighted at the prospects of the view. Unfortunately, the only
way up was by the staircase that spiralled inside. Dr. Stetson
turned pale at the thought as Andrew and Ghillie began the ascent.
"I'll just stay here," she said.
"No!" I insisted. "You came this far,
carry you up there."

you are going if I have to

She pointed up to the clouds into which the spire disappeared.
"We can not see anything from up there." I thought about that, and
I thought about carrying her up.
"You are going!" Her eyes narrowed, and her cheek twitched a few
times. She was mad. Yet, she marched past me and started up the
climb. Near the top, she stopped. I waited as she caught her
breath before she could say, "Go on. I'll be up soon." I did not
want to be with her, and I knew that she could make it up by
herself if she had a moment to rest. I went on.
At the top of the spire sat a sheltered observation platform that
barely accommodated Ghillie, Andrew and I as we lay in a heap of
exhaustion from the half-hour ascent. The little room was lined
inside and out with glistening tiles polished to a mirror
smoothness. The glazing on the other spires gave off their own
glowing luminance in the cast of the sun. There was a chill even
without the bite of the wind; more like the weather I had expected
for these southern latitudes. This close to the clouds a wetness
clung to our clothes and skins as if we had just come out of the

nightly rains.
As we rested, Ghillie opened his pack and pulled out a completely
passive visor made of a collapsing tube with a lens at both ends.
The device had a fixed focal point and could not vary for the
proximity of the subject, but whatever we looked at appeared almost
seven times closer than we could see with the naked eye. I soon
marvelled at the simplicity and usefulness of the spectacular
device.
The clouds had all but completely lifted above the spire, and the
air was crystal clear right to the edge of the earth. Far below
the woodland was gracefully layered with as many as three canopies;
the top was dominated by the giant redwoods that pillared far from
the forest floor. Within the great gaps between the giants were
mighty oaks, sycamores, and ash trees all hundreds of years old.
Still below that were what looked like maples, willows, birches and
a peppering of evergreens. The spring blossoms of white from the
lower branches canvassed a background for the explosion of budding
greens in the higher treetops. All of the life below fought as
best it could to capture the sparse sunlight filtered by the misty
clouds hanging only a few yards above our heads. There seemed to
be no way that the lower trees could possibly have enough light.
Not only that, no where else in the world did these trees grow in
the same forests. It was as if they had been cultivated randomly,
probably with hybrids to deal with the climate.
The crop fields had no distinct rows, as if they had been plowed
by wandering oxen led by hungover farmers, but the acres were too
numerous and evenly spaced to lack the influence of man. At best,
the design was an art nouveau attempt at agriculture. The plants,
the people, everything was exceptional. I was excited about
getting down into the countryside. I could need a lifetime to
understand this place.
"Y' c'n see everythin'," Ghillie said. Then, with the guidance
of his hand, he led our eyes across the domain of Somach. To the
South, across nearly two hundred and fifty miles of checkered
farmland and forests, was the ocean and then, a hundred miles
beyond, the mountains of Vie climb to the sky. With the glass
piece, the tallest peaks could barely be seen dotting the horizon.
Vie, Pax's home, was the most desolate of all the islands. The
harsh antarctic winds constantly battered hilly scrubland. The
soil of boulders provided the only bluerock mining in Somach. The
rotting peat that made up much of the landscape was dried and
exported. Few people lived there. Even the innkeepers were
transient. The winters so were so severe that the island was all
but abandoned for four months out of the year. The other islands
were warmed against the weather only by millions of hot springs and
protected from the wild winds of the Antarctic by the Pisgah
mountains.
"What is on the island, there; in the Grand Channel?" I asked
Ghillie.
Ghillie's gaze turned west beyond where the walls of Litid dropped
into the great waterway. "Einkorn? I do not know. There are no
roads. No one goes there."

Tight with timber, Einkorn was domed in a lush even canopy of
foliage that refused any contouring from the land below.
Everywhere else I could see, roadways and farms cut around and
through the forests, and yet, even without any evidence of man,
Einkorn looked almost pruned to give a perfectly uniform shape.
"Can you...?" Of course he could not take us there. If no one
goes there, there are no inns or hotels: no place to escape from
the dark. After what we had been through, I was not sure that I
had the stomach to camp out in the woods. The Valley of Uberty
would be a better place to go.
Ghillie continued his tour. Beyond Einkorn and the channel was
Scotia. The island dominated the west like a continent, hidden in
a veil of clouds rising from the hot springs on the south end of
that island. Ghillie had spent most of his new life on the Pampas
of that island. He looked on through the glass piece as if he were
trying to catch a glimpse of home. He missed his family. If
Suffigston were only that close....
To the north, we could see the foothills of the Legifer Mountains.
Starting in the west along the edge of Scotia, they dominated the
northern horizon totally except for the three-mile gap where the
Grand Channel found its way to the sea. Six hundred miles to the
east, cradling the Valley of Uberty, the mountains turned due
south. Beyond the range was a short coastline much like that near
Cantora. Most of the peaks were hidden by a shroud of mist where
the warm moist air of the inland hot springs was drawn into the
cold south air that was typical of these latitudes throughout the
rest of the world.
I was equally fascinated by the city below. I could see the
tremendous expanse of glass that covered the jungle where Marsyas
lived. The atrium was in the hub from which all of the main
streets emanated. I thought it very odd that the center of the
community would be the one place where few people dared to venture.
I was astonished by the change that had occurred to Dr. Stetson
when she arrived. As she examined the detail of the panorama, her
alertness went from that of a somnambulist to a hawk. Then,
Ghillie handed her the spyglass. She looked out; slowly turning
in a state of bedazzlement. Then, with the fire of inspiration in
her eyes, she turned to me, grabbed my arms tightly and yelled;
"Photographs!"
"What?" I wondered.
"Photography is an ancient method of capturing images chemically!"
"What she be talking `bout, Capin'?" Ghillie asked.
Dr. Stetson asked Ghillie, "You do not have cameras in Somach?"
"We got what we got. People paint `n' draw, but th' keep their
faces on their heads. No solid-state devices t' do such
non-sense...."
"No, no, no," she interrupted. "Cameras chemically imprint images
onto glass, or paper... or a strip of acetate gel... or clear

plastic -- almost anything!" Ghillie looked at me for
clarification, but I had no idea what she was talking about as she
bobbed excitedly on her toes. "Let me explain," Dr. Stetson began.
"By using starches or silver iodides and a few simple chemicals,
we can capture a focused image onto paper to take back with us."
She looked at all of us: we simply did not understand a thing she
said. "We can try, we can at least try. Can't we?" she asked me
as if I were in charge.
"Let me get this straight." I reiterated, "You want to make hard
copy visuals by exposing light sensitive papers and then chemically
adhering the image to the paper. But wouldn't it fade when you got
it in the light to look at it?"
"No, you can chemically `fix' it to the paper."
I was beginning to get excited myself. "You still have to focus the
image...," I queried. She lifted the glasspiece. Of course! "The
lenses from the spyglass can focus the image on the paper, right?"
She waved her arms to the horizon. "We can capture all of this.
I believe that Ghillie can find everything we need."
When she made it sound so simple, I thought that this "photography"
idea would save me when I returned to City. I would have recorded
data to support my report.
Within the hour, we had arrived at an apothecary near the harbor.
Unfortunately, Dr. Stetson had an incredibly difficult time
explaining what she needed since Ghillie had almost no knowledge
of chemistry and could not translate.
After several hours, Dr. Stetson managed to describe what she
wanted: silver nitrate (the key ingredient), gold chloride,
potassium iodide, potassium bromide, and potassium bichromate. The
chemist was only slightly helpful, but he was an amateur geologist
and had collected rock samples from all over the islands from the
farmers and roadworkers who could get close enough to the earth to
pick out rocks without suffering the wrath of the Fylgja. Soon the
Doctor had us sifting through the piles of rocks, coaching us
constantly on what to look for. She had hoped to find platinum to
make a highly stable metallic image, but we found none. Platinum
was found almost exclusively on the other side of the world. Even
I knew that. Dr. Stetson did find coal and hoped that she could
work with the carbon instead. The biggest find was struck by
Andrew who found cadmium from which Dr. Stetson made cadmium
bromide that would provide a long lasting `fix' to the photographs
on either glass or paper.
I knew just a bit about geology from my adventures with Chauncy.
More than anything else, I had learned that the earth likes to keep
its secrets. Almost any useful combination of compounds was
impossible to find lying about on the ground in one area. Most of
the chemicals Dr. Stetson wanted should have been found thousands
of miles from each other or mined from great depths. Yet, most of
what she wanted was here, sitting in a back room just waiting to
be exploited. I was almost convinced that the Fylgja had somehow
kept these people away from using these raw materials. Between the
knowledgeable outsiders and the adaptability of the native

craftsmen, Somach should have made the step into industrialization.
We were the last to travel the streets that day; all others had
barricaded themselves in for the night the hour before. With our
rocks in hand, Ghillie led us to a nearby inn and obtained rooms
for us and a small corner of the cellar for Dr. Stetson to conduct
her experiments. Ghillie hired a local carpenter to build a camera
box to Dr. Stetson's specifications. Over the next few days, the
doctor dedicated herself to inventing photography all over again.
After two days the carpenter returned with a camera. The
craftsmanship was exquisite. He used no nails, only notch and
grove joints or pegs. The carpenter understood the magic of
freezing time forever -- a feat that was only worthy of the Didi
who were ominously carved in the wood in between festoons and trees
in classic poses.
Dr. Stetson was still cool to me, preferring the assistance of
Andrew and Ghillie as she made photographic negatives. Glass
negatives would produce sharper prints, but smooth clear glass was
hard to come by, and we would be travelling, making weight and
breakage a consideration. Paper negatives were convenient to use,
but we had to spend several days making our own from rags. The
wood parchment used by Somachians fell apart in the developing
process. Positive images could be used through a direct contact
process by laying an unexposed paper negative against an already
exposed and fixed glass negative and subjecting the sandwich to the
light of a steady flame. When we started with paper negatives, we
had no way to print a clear positive image. The contact process
with two pieces of paper ended up producing an image far from
adequate.
I helped where I could, cutting and grinding rags, but in the end,
I spent most of my time playing backgammon. The doctor alienated
me so much that I even missed the capture of the first photograph.
Dr. Stetson, Andrew and Ghillie marched off to the apothecary for
a portrait. I did not realize that they had left until Dr. Stetson
emerged from the basement to show me the finished image. I was
disappointed. The print of the apothecary, who sat very still for
the minute-long exposure, was very gray, reversed and void of
color. Still, Andrew and Ghillie were pleased with themselves.
The carpenter was beyond words at the new wonder. He was the
subject of the second portrait and insisted that the photograph
would be more than adequate payment for the camera box.
By the next afternoon, Dr. Stetson had made a supply of glass and
paper negatives. I began to appreciate the photographs as each
new experiment brought greater clarity and contrast to the images.
As I began to understand the nature of the chemicals she was using,
I began to make suggestions. She ignored me at first and then
reluctantly, subtly, she began to ask me questions. I sat by the
front window playing backgammon with the locals.
"How is the game?" she would always ask.
"Oh, just fine. How are things downstairs?"
"Fine."

I would play a while more. The barkeep, having become used to the
routine, would bring her a glass of juice. My opponent would
smile, being amused with the doctor's repetitive behavior in her
trips to see me. "Have you developed anything new?"
"Well, I have another photograph."
"Good.

I would like to see it some time."

"Well, I brought it up to show Andrew, but I suppose he could wait
a minute or two." I would look at it, ask her what mixes she used.
She would tell me, finishing with, "...not that it should be any
concern of yours."
Then, I would tell her a story. Something like: "I once had a
problem with pH in my father's greenhouses. I was growing
strawberries and they came down with the summer blight. I
increased my potassium mix in the fertilizer to 20:1 and the plants
did fine. It seems to me that a similar ratio of potassium to the
rest of your chemicals would give you the pH you need to slow down
the caustic reactions in the paper in the same way the enzymes were
slowed in the strawberry fungus. You could get more control by
allowing longer processing times without breaking down the paper.
We were using similar nitrates in the greenhouses, and I know that
the silver haloids would be unaffected."
"You think so?"
"Well, plants are not pictures, what do I know, but if pH is your
problem, it might work.
"I don't know.

I had some other ideas in mind...."

"Well, I hope everything works out." She would watch the game for
a few more minutes and when she thought I was not looking, she
would slip back down into the basement, never showing Andrew the
photograph. That ritual went on for two days until one time when
she came up to ask me questions, she invited me to help. "...as
long as you do not cause any trouble," she added. I agreed -- only
because I needed the photographs for my report.
At the end of the tenday, Gudgeon came by. He managed to find
several hundred sheets of fresh rag paper. Dr. Stetson found my
help more and more useful since I was the only one in our group
besides her who had any chemistry background. When all of the
negatives were prepared, we spent two days taking and printing
pictures of Litid. They provided us with something to trade for
the supplies, and papers of trade we would need to travel to the
Valley of Uberty and back.
The day before we started for the Valley, Dr. Stetson and I went
to the tower to photograph the panorama. Andrew, Gudgeon and
Ghillie organized the cargo and secured pack beasts at the stables
just outside the Great Inland Gates. Since I had been working with
the doctor, she wanted me to go with her. She had been civil while
we worked in the dark room, but I did not expect that to continue.
I still did not like her, and she continued to make it clear that
she loathed me -- something emphasized to me as I carried the
camera, tripod and plates up the thousand foot staircase while she

went on ahead to figure out the angles -- the angles for a
panorama?
Dr. Stetson and I remained at the top long after we had finished
taking pictures. We watched the subtle changes as the boats and
the clouds sailed by. In the cool air, Dr. Stetson and I huddled
together under the blanket she had used for a camera hood. She
stuck her hands under my armpits to keep warm. I did not move, not
welcoming the odd intimacy of her cold hands, nor wanting to send
her into one of her tempers. Nonetheless, it was an awfully strange
thing for her to do. After a while, she squeezed me tightly as she
said, "I want to thank you for staying. This is going to be the
greatest expedition in the history of the University. I am glad
that you are going to be here."
"Well... I.... Dr. Stetson, thank you.
surprised."

I'm just a little

"Oh? Why should you be surprised?"
"It didn't seem that you wanted me along."
"You may be useful, and you handle yourself very professionally -most of the time."
"It's my job."
"Yes it is." Something had gotten to her: the plants, Pax and his
stories -- something. I held her closer from the cold and smiled.
I was excited about this trip, particularly now that I no longer
felt that she would be my bane; trouble, perhaps, but trouble like
a puppy, not an outraged moose. Besides, she would "take
pictures", and the record of what we would see would be invaluable.
Eugean reached into her jacket and pulled out her flute. As she
played, I remembered Sensia. The clouds came by close and then
drifted away like old friends departing by horse down a long
straight road between fields of blue sky. She felt good next to
me, just as my old love did. I missed Sensia, but now my feelings
for her left me peaceful and tranquil instead of filled with morbid
guilt-ridden pathos. I wanted to stay up here forever, savoring
my melancholy past and the prospects of an extraordinary journey
ahead.
As I packed up the last of the camera equipment, Dr. Stetson turned
to me and said, "You do not have to keep calling me Dr. Stetson.
Eugean will do -- after all, we are going to be together on a long
trip."
"Alright... Eugean."
That night, Eugean and I took shifts in the darkroom, trying
desperately to finish the panorama and hone our processing skills
before committing ourselves to the expedition the next morning.
The pouch around my neck kept dangling into the chemicals so I
placed it on the counter while I was developing. After the last
print was fixed, I turned up the lamp and noticed that the sphere
had worked its way out of the leather purse. I put it back and
thought no more of it. For two tenday of work we had two dozen
excellent black and white images and nearly five hundred sensitized

plates and papers ready for our expedition.

I was proud.

CHAPTER 25
THE ROAD FROM LITID

Her cheek rested on my chest. Sensia felt comfortable in my arms.
I slowly opened my eyes to the morning light. Ghillie was looking
down at me. If Ghillie was here, who was in my arms?! Then, I
realized that Eugean (Dr. Stetson) and I had fallen asleep on the
divan as we studied pictures we had developed a few hours ago.
Ghillie had the panorama photos of Somach in his hand. I blinked
the night from my eyes as he said, "If I had these, I'd never climb
those steps again."
Breakfast was ready and we staggered sleepily to the table to feast
with the others. Andrew examined the photographs for some time
while the rest of us scurried to make sure we had not forgotten
anything. He pulled me aside and asked, "What are these?" pointing
to several dim smudges on the photograph of the atrium. I gasped.
The transparent figures flying through the air resembled Grizwald
and his fellow fairies! But for Andrew, I explained, "I probably
spilled some of the developer."
"That's too bad," he said. I remembered that the last of the
negatives were exposed to the sphere in the dark room. Still
stunned, I could not fathom how anything could have caused the real
appearance of the figments of my imagination. I felt ill with
anxiety, feeling the loss of every bit of permanence I had ever
believed in. When no one was looking, I hid the picture in my
pack.
Our party assembled at one of the Great Inland Gates along the east
wall. The massive oak doors were nearly twenty yards high and
nearly as wide. The frame of bluerock was carved into the shapes
of demons that once protected the city from long derelict threats.
Perhaps Litid was a fortress at one time. Perhaps it still was.
After all, the city, despite its tranquility, had not expanded
beyond the great walls, except for a scattering of stables filled
with what looked like tiny heplocks. The ugly balding skin was
absent, replaced with marvelously silken coats of rust and white
fur. The snout was thin and sleek, making for an attractive animal
with bright eyes. Yet, they were heplocks under it all, with two
strong legs and a back that held cargo from a hump just below the
shoulders. "Kettaketti-fylgja" were what the natives called them.
We simplified the name to "ketta", being often short of breath in
the first few days of travel. They were tiny and beautiful
compared to the larger northern cousins.
We were greeted by the wrangler who had packed the animals with the
extra supplies that Gudgeon had sent the day before. I had asked
Gudgeon to come with us, but, as Ghillie translated, that was not
the wish of the Fylgja. As we started from the stables, I looked
back. All around us the last vapors of the morning mists hung like

low clouds in the trees, clinging tightly to the walls of the city.
Another gate opened onto a broad wharf that serviced the skiffs and
small barges that travelled the mighty river "Zoe" into the Valley
of Uberty. The water system offered the security of channels and
locks to avoid rapids, providing a swift roadway for the perishable
goods going to the Litid. Sailing ships would take the ice-packed
produce to the rest of the islands in a matter of days. The
produce would be replaced with other goods, and little furry
heplocks would pull the riverboats upstream eight hundred miles
along slow canal routes that parallelled the fast river. Thousands
of animals were employed in shuttling the boats and dredging the
river; making the canals the largest employer of men and beasts in
the country.
Ghillie explained that we could travel nearly twice as fast as the
canal tows pulled by teams of kettaketti-fylgja if we travelled the
roads. Built long before any recorded history, roadways
crisscrossed the islands. The clay bricks which paved the way were
baked rock hard in peat-fuelled ovens: under the tiles was a layer
of thick square-cut rocks on a bed of pea gravel -- all designed
to last forever. A national labor tax was used to maintain the
highway system.
The bricks were deep red with a gleaming shine from the rain;
bright with color and cleaned as if scrubbed. The tight cracks
between the tiles were free of soil and debris. The wide curbs
that prevented the jungle encroachment seemed to be manicured with
a great deal of care. Beyond the pavement, the leaves rose up like
the walls of a canyon until the canopy at the top crossed together
shutting out most of the direct sunlight except for bright luminous
shafts of yellow that hung in the dense moisture-burdened air.
The forest was deathly quiet. Occasionally birds could be heard
high in the trees, but as we followed the brick road, the chill of
the damp morning air held an uneasy stillness. Had I been in a
northern forest, I would have thought things to be very wrong.
Ghillie led his midget heplock just ahead of me. If it were not
for his carefree stride, I would have been worried -- I probably
should have been. Behind me Eugean walked wide-eyed with fearful
wonderment. I knew that she was thinking about our encounter in the
atrium. Andrew brought up the rear, singing under his breath a
drinking song that I had often heard when aviators gathered.
Andrew only sang when he was nervous.
The clip-clop of the pigiron shoes on the hooves of the
kettaketti-fylgja cut through the silence with a methodical drone
that abraded the sharpness of my sense, lulling me into a false
confidence -- a neutral binge. The road was flat and smooth, making
the walking effortless. Nonetheless, we stopped after a league
(3.45 miles) to check the packs and rest our feet.
Next to the road was the first building we had seen outside of the
city. The one room shelter, tight with a heavy wooden door and
shutters had three benches and a small table in a tile- paved yard.
Ghillie went inside the uninhabited cottage and surprised me by
coming out moments later with mugs of grog. "What is this place?"
I asked him.

"Cap'in, this place be a chautaara: a waystation maintained by th'
road workers. If y' have too, y' go in so that y're not outside."
The small one-room interior was crowded with five fresh beds, a
small watercloset and a water pump. Near the hearth there was a
large stack of peat that could be burnt to drive off the damp chill
of the evenings. In a wall recess was a five gallon keg of
fermented brew and a cabinet supplied with dried food.
"There's a station every league jus' in case a traveller's caught
out here at night." The four inch thick door and shutters were
much heavier than any I had seen before. Huge wooden bars could
be brought across all the openings for further security. I got
the impression that this shelter was more than a refuge from the
cold rains of the night. These people were serious about their Pale
Horses.
As Ghillie and I continued to talk, Eugean stepped in the doorway.
She looked at me for a moment with an expression so blank that I
expected her to faint on the spot. She asked Ghillie, "The
plants... Are the plants here like the ones in the atrium -- will
they attack us?"
"No,"

Ghillie smiled, "we'll be safe."

"What about doing some off-road exploring?"

I queried.

"NO! no!" he exclaimed. Then in a calmer voice, he continued, "What
I mean, Cap'in', be that th' way o' th' fylgja give us a way t' go
if we got someplace t' be. We go by th' road."
Eugean came to my side. "Do you feel strange here?"
"I feel strange just about anywhere."
"I want you to be honest with me.
this?"

Are we going to live through

"Eugean," I said, "I don't know this land. Personally, I don't
feel comfortable: I can't see past the leaves along the road, and
I can't hear a living thing aside from the birds. As far as staying
alive, that's why we have Ghillie -- to tell us how."
Ghillie was silent. Eugean and I stared at him as he took a swig
from his mug. "When we travel th' road, remember two thin's:
never leave th' pavement, `n' never get stuck outside at night."
"Why, Ghillie?" Eugean demanded.
in Litid."

"I do not understand.

We are not

Ghillie sighed. "Th' Pale Horse be there, beyond th' plants. He
be in th' night. Now, THAT, I do know t' be a fact." These people
were like six-year-olds with midnight fears hanging in the back
pocket of their thoughts. "We best be goin'."
About half the day had passed when we came upon a sprawling
rough-stone inn capable of housing hundreds of people. Beyond the
gates along the road were several miles of fields. There was no
town, no stores, nothing except the inn.

A few men worked behind the grand stone building. "Ghillie," I
asked, "do you think we could stop here for a bit? I'd like to see
what's going on."
"Yes, Cap'in'. We'll stop at the `bhatti' for lunch."
The innkeeper kept our plates and our mugs brimming. There was no
meat. I knew that there were ketta, sheep and birds, but fish was
the only meat we had been served in Somach. This place was
backwards, plentiful with fruit that was out of season and short
of domesticated meat, the opposite of every society I had ever
seen.
The inn was connected to the nearby Zoe by a canal. Several workers
hauled cargo from a barge. Ghillie explained, "These boys be payin'
their labor tax."
I looked at the fields, tall with corn and barley. The plants had
heavier stalk than those in the north. Most of all, I noticed that
there were no rows or signs of plowing. "I suppose the rest of the
men here tend to the fields."
"Fields don't need tendin' this time o' year."
"What about the weeding and controlling pests?"
"Plants grow, so we let `em.

Don't need no help."

The fields were several feet lower than the roadway. Ghillie went
down and picked up some of the crop that had fallen to the ground.
He was careful not to touch the plants. The giant ears and spikes,
rich with seed, exceeded any crop I had ever seen, even those
produced in the hydroponic gardens of the cities. "I thought we
couldn't go off the pavement?"
"Corn `n' wheat be gifts o' th' earth. We c'n harvest whatever
drops, but th' wilderness -- that be full o' trees."
"What exactly do you mean by `a gift'?"
"The crops drop three times a year. Whatever we c'n pickup, we keep
`n' sometimes we get jus' enough."
"But, why don't you just plant more corn if you want it?"
He looked confused, "Plant? We don't plant! After th' harvest,
th' plants die out. We flood the fields with Zoe. Then, th' seed
that be fallen durin' th' harvest lies buried in th' rich silt `til
it be time t' grow."
"How do you flood the fields?" I asked.
"Much o' th' great canal `n' th' river be raised by dikes. When Zoe
floods, the water fills th' fields. Far away from th' river, stone
aqueducts bring Zoe t' th' fields."
"...and it always floods just after the harvest: three times a
year?"

"Surely be that it do, Cap'in'."
"So, you don't need to do anything but flood and harvest?
is no crop rotation, fertilization or weeding?"

There

"No," Ghillie stated.
"What about the animals? Don't they get into the crops?"
"Th' birds jus' feed from th' top few feet `n' we get th' rest."
"I don't mean birds, what about... well...."
"There be no other animals," Ghillie explained. "Not like ketta.
Just birds, `n' they fly too much t' need hooves."
"It can't be that simple," I said.
"I never got t' do hydroponics in th' city, so I don't know why
things grow in th' colonies. Here, they jus' grow."
With the help of one of the barmaids, Eugean took a picture of the
four of us holding ears of corn as big as our forearms. On the
road once more, we continued inside the walls of grain. The sun was
shining now. It felt good. I felt good about making the trip for
the first time that day. Andrew stopped singing. The sunbeams,
unobstructed by any high trees, prevented the overbearing feeling
of doom. For miles all we had seen were the tall crops sprawling
out across the countryside. Yet, there were no farm buildings,
only the crops, left to tend themselves. "Ghillie," I called as
he led his beast ahead of me. "Aren't there any farmers?"
"Th' land be o' th' Fylgja.

We harvest when it be time."

I caught up to him as I asked, "There isn't anybody to look after
the crops; we haven't seen another road or building other than the
last chautaara. You are a farmer, what do you do?"
"Somach be th' Fylgja. Where I come from there be no Zoe. I got
t' turn th' earth, put down th' fertilizer, but I don't touch th'
plants. They give what they want me to have. That be all."
"Ghillie --"
"I don't know,"
a while.

he cut me off, and I stopped asking questions for

At mid-afternoon, we came to another forest of redwoods. The crops
ended and the wild vegetation tangled as if a curtain of ivy had
been drawn across the landscape. There was a small crowd of deep
green sprouts with broad leaves that weeded their way into the
fields for a few yards, but still, I had a hard time believing that
this was all completely unattended.
After nearly ten hours of walking we came to another inn, or
`bhatti'. We had travelled six leagues from Litid. Eugean had
burst a blister and the last league had been gruelling for her.
She said nothing. It was only when she began to limp and slow us
down that I realized that she was injured. I tended to her with

molehair and cotton tape. "If this ever happens again, you tell
me." She just looked at me coldly. I knew she loathed my
authority, but I could not understand why she had not spoken up.
I knew that I was treating her like a child, but what choice did
I have? Tomorrow I would wrap her feet entirely. She needed a
hat, too. The afternoon sun had burned her face. I would have to
get her a hat, too. Yet, before she collapsed in her room, Eugean
had me drag out the camera and take a few shots of the inn, road
and the travelers. Andrew wanted to help, but she said to him,
"No, Ghillie needs your assistance with the equipment. I need
someone who has nothing else to do."
In the days that followed, the roads were clear except for
occasional cleaning crews or one of the caravans carrying supplies
for a landlocked inn. Even the professional travellers were eager
to make good time in between the bhattis. They knew that the Pale
Horse was out there. Ghillie would ask where they were from and
what they were carrying, but little else was offered. Several
times we came upon a crew that was reconditioning or stocking one
of the cottages. With each stride I hoped all the more that there
was someplace interesting just ahead of us, but there never was.
All of the bricks looked the same -- every league just brought more
steps.
Every night it rained and every morning we waited for the thick fog
to burn off before the innkeeper would unbar the doors. Eugean
quickly found the endurance to keep up with the rest of us. Much
of the travel was now filled with the voice of her flute playing
tunes taught to her by musicians staying at the inns. When she
played in the forests darkness and gloom would seem less oppressive
with the light airy notes. Eugean was learning to pack her own
gear and take care of her feet. More than once I caught myself
wanting to call her Philander; she reminded me so much of my
sister. Strong and determined, yet fragile despite herself -- not
like Sensia at all. In contrast, Sensia was playful, had a
tremendous thirst for discovery, and she was brutally independent,
unlike Eugean.
CHAPTER 26
THE WRATH OF THE
FYLGJA

On the fifteenth day of our roadway journey we had completed one
hundred and eight leagues. I made every effort to express the pride
I had for our pace, especially for Eugean's. Her skin had
bronzed, and she reminded me more of frontiersmen that I met in
Suffigston than the frail woman I first encountered in Argid.
Indeed, with each passing day, she seemed to look more and more
like Sensia.
Early that afternoon we entered a woodland of unusual wildness.
The curb had become overgrown in many places and the tiles
occasionally bulged from nudging tree roots. Heavy vines hung down

from limbs far over our heads. Low-hanging branches sometimes
forced our path to one side of the road. Ghillie stopped. "I
think m'ybe we should turn back." He continued to stare ahead,
trying to see farther down the path.
"What's wrong?" Eugean asked.
"It not be right, Cap'in.

All the wildplants be a warning."

"Don't be silly," she rebutted. Her renewed confidence had
replaced the fears she had a tenday ago. She looked at Andrew and
I and found no support for her dismissal of Ghillie's intuitions.
Airmen and messengers generally had a respect for the inconsistent.
"What does it mean?" I asked Ghillie.
He turned from the view ahead to face me. "I jus' never seen
nothin' like it. Th' branches ought t' stay in th' trees."
"Why do you suppose they haven't cut it back like the rest of the
road?" Andrew wondered in a moment of forgetfulness.
Ghillie almost choked, "No one ever cuts anythin'!
it grows!"

This be the way

I added, "This isn't just something that happened in the last
couple of days, look at the way the bricks are coming up. This has
been going on for years."
"That be th' way it looks. Sometimes roads get lost.
seen it, but I heard stories..."
"What...?" Andrew asked with impatience.

I never

"What kind of stories?"

"The Pale Horse be here. If y' wanna see th' Pale Horse `n' y'
happen t' be havin' a rotten day, this be th' kind o' place he
might find you."
"Ghillie," I continued, "nobody at the inn said anything. There
can't be anything that serious. Even you said the Pale Horse only
comes out at night. Let's keep going."
"We go, but we go fas', `n' we stop at th' next bhatti!"
"Alright Ghillie, we'll stop then." I was disappointed.
to get a full six leagues in today, not stop half-way.

I wanted

As we walked, I kept thinking about the eyes that watched me in the
Adrean Caves. Something had been down there. After all, the rope
had been tied other than where Tondalayo had left it. Now, no
matter how hard I tried, I felt like something was watching. I
kept telling myself that I was crazy, but paranoia slowly set in.
We walked a little more quickly and watched with eyes a little
wider. I could not help but think about what might have happened
to all of the animals, remembering the ivy that had attacked Eugean
in the atrium.
We had gone nearly a league when Ghillie stopped. As I came to his
side, I could see the waystation far ahead. It seemed crooked.

Ghillie shook. He was desperately afraid as he whispered to me.
"Th' trees, they be doin' somethin'."
By that time, Andrew had come up to us. "What is wrong?"
No one answered.

he asked.

"The chautaara appears deserted," Eugean noted. I looked at her
with disbelief. All chautaara were deserted. I was sure that her
lights were on in her head, but nobody was home.
"It looks like a war went through here," Andrew said. He looked
at the trees for a long time and then walked onto the small plaza
in front of the shelter. I followed. Ghillie hesitated for a
moment before joining us. Eugean stood by the animals. All of the
bricks were broken: the pavement was a field of rubble. A mighty
sycamore pushed a hundred feet up through the middle of what was
left of the chautaara. Most of the tiles had been torn from the
wooden struts. Some of them even littered the roadway as if throw
by an explosion. Ghillie pointed to the tree where several tiles
had found their way high up into its branches.
The door had been barred from the inside, but the tree had so upset
the house that the heavy wooden gate had already broken its hinges,
and it took only a slight push to dislodge the door from the jamb,
sending it to the floor. Inside, everything was in place. The
peat closet was full, fresh and dry. The food stores were intact
as if stocked the day before, yet the windows were free of their
shutters and covered with ivy, and the cots were strewn on end from
the force of the growing tree.
"Let's leave," Ghillie said as he found bloodstains across one of
the walls. I looked closely at the blood and lightly went over it
with my fingers. The red chalk flaked except where the fluid had
collected in the stone cracks. There, my probing fingers left a
glistening trail.
"This is fresh!" My voice cracked, and my fingers trembled as the
droplets travelled across my knuckles. I wiped my fingers across
the clean wall to get the death off of my hands. "The rains should
have washed most of that away. This happened last night!"
Ghillie put his hand on the hearth and found it warm. He grabbed
me hard and pulled me to the side of the room. "It be th' tree!"
"That can't happen, Ghillie."
"Don't y' see!? That be what th' Pale Horse does.
th' land, th' roads and souls!"
"Shut up, Ghillie!"

He reclaims...

Andrew snapped.

I had never seen Andrew like that. This all brought back something
foul from the recesses of his memory. He was losing control. I had
seen it before in the faces of messengers just before they died.
"Let's get outta here," I said, starting to walk backwards to the
door. "We can get to the next inn long before it gets dark. We'll
be fine." Ghillie was very careful to keep distance between him
and the killer sycamore. "I want to keep this to ourselves, okay?"

I asked. They nodded, knowing how useless the doctor could be when
she was scared.
Eugean had already started setting up the camera. Ghillie and
Andrew waited impatiently as I helped her take the photograph. I
could feel myself fidget, but I wanted the picture more than she
could know. This was evidence of the work of the Pale Horse -even if it looked like no more than any other old overgrown lodge.
After she was through, I quickly packed the camera and tripod
myself.
"You did that all wrong," she scolded.

Let me show you..."

"I know." I said, and left quickly to line up the animals. I kept
from looking at her, she was angry; believing that it was my male
chauvinism or another equally foul character trait that had my
hurry her along. A quarter league later I looked back. She had
forgotten her anger. I sighed and went alongside Ghillie to slow
him down again. He was afraid of the shadows. He was travelling
fast.
We had travelled another twenty minutes when I heard a metallic
clank followed by a missing clop in the clip-clop rhythm of the
hoofbeats. Andrew's animal had thrown a shoe and cracked its hoof
up to the quick. We were forced to stop and redistribute the
ketta's load onto the other three animals. Still, the limping
beast slowed our progress. I could see the worry on Ghillie's
face. With the density of green up ahead and the overcast haze,
it was almost impossible to tell the time, but the sky was getting
darker.
One of the straps on Andrew's pack let loose, spilling everything
across the pavement. I saw a clothing bundle tumble up over the
curb, coming to rest on the last stone at the side of the roadway.
I asked Ghillie what he wanted to do.
"I wanna get t' th' inn, but there be not enough time unless we
unpack everything -- no, we'll jus' leave thin's here."
"I will not abandon the equipment and animals. We can spend the
night at the next waystation." I suggested.
"No! It not be safe." It was blatantly apparent that Ghillie was
terrified. I could see the confusion behind Eugean's eyes as she
tried to say something. Andrew were scared.
"Ghillie," I said, "if we keep going we will have at least three
hours of daylight. Even with the slow ketta, we should make it.
At most we will only be out in the dark for twenty minutes or so."
"No!" he fired at me. "When th' sun go down, th' mist comes fast.
In ten minutes y' not be able t' see y'r feet."
"Why can't we just follow the road?
as long as we follow the curb."

We can't get lost in the dark

"What makes y' think y're gonna see th' bhatti? Even if they've
lamps on `n' shutters open -- which no fool'd do around here -- th'
fog's too thick t' see a flame at twenty feet. `Asides, no one'd

open th' door even if we made it. I'm tellin' y', it be too
dangerous. I not be `fraid o' dyin' -- whether y' like it `r not,
we all done that jus' t' get here. I be `fraid o' th' Pale Horse."
I looked at him for a long time. I was not dead! Nothing had
happened to kill us. I was furious for a moment -- what if he was
right! I was confident that I would know if I was dead or not;
then again, nothing in this place was like it was before I arrived
in Cantora. I knew that if I thought about it, I would start
making slow and bad decisions. I sighed knowing my philosophizing
could get me killed, and I managed to shove all my straining
questions where they could be forgotten for a while. "Which is
it, Ghillie? Do we go to the bhatti, or the chautaara?"
He was engrossed with doom. "I stay at th' chautaara. I ain't
gonna be out in th' night. That be what we gonna do. Yeah, that
be what we gonna do." I looked over to the curb where the clothing
had tumbled. It was gone.
After another slow hour, we made it to the chautaara. The
remaining daylight was consumed with unpacking the animals,
shutting them in the barn and settling in for the night. I was
glad that I had some time to tend to Andrew's kettaketti-fylgja.
The animal would be fine under the care of a blacksmith, and we
could get another ketta at the next bhatti.
The peat fire was more than sufficient to keep away the cold of the
converging night. Any remaining chill was driven off by the ale.
Andrew and Ghillie tried their best to find the mother at the
bottom of the barrel. They were not far from it when the rains
started. The two drunks could no longer hear each other as they
carried on. I sat across from the door, watching and listening,
but it never moved. Water sometimes pooled over the sill. The
night was just like all the others, it seemed. I found myself
rubbing my hand against my clothes. The blood was gone from my
flesh, but the stain festered in my mind. I could not forget what
I had seen that afternoon. Ghillie had, I was sure of that -- I
could smell the forgetfulness on his breath. I washed my hands,
again, and threw another peat block on the fire. Eugean, tired and
oblivious to the fears that haunted the rest of us, had dozed off
long ago. Somewhere in the morning Ghillie brought me a mug. He
patted me on the shoulder, crawled over to a chair, fell over it
and started to snore. Andrew was already fallen. In the roar of
the storm, my eyes closed. There was Grizwald, dancing on the
table. He had a potted tree under his arm....
Pound, pound, slam, rattle, slam, BOOM!
I awoke. The windows, barred and secured, were shaking violently
with the tempest winds outside. I could feel a draft as air was
sucked violently up the chimney. The flames seared white at the
peat, shooting up beyond the mantle. The heat cut at my face from
across the room and then quickly died to coals, the fuel almost
exhausted. The damp cold suddenly flooded into the room. The two
drunks were still sleeping. I put some more blocks into the fire.
The floor was wet. Something was trying to get in, and even if it
was just water; it frightened me.
Eugean was awakened by the beating of the shutters and the roar of

the wind. The flue began to whistle loudly with a strong bass
resonance. "What's happening!?" Eugean screamed over the noise.
Her eyes were straining with confusion. She saw me, surely looking
dumfounded at the water pouring in under the door, and her
expression turned to fear. The flames surged hot again, and the
shadows danced a devil's frolic, kissing the walls with the glimmer
of raindew.
I went to Eugean and held her head against my chest. "Don't be
afraid. The storm will pass." My words could not calm her as she
listened to my heart race.
Two hours later the storm had worsened. The water puddled across
the floor. I still held Eugean in my arms as she cried. Ghillie
awoke from his intoxicated dreams screaming. "He be here! He come
for us all!" Andrew stirred at his partner's words. With a great
suddenness the tiles on the roof started tearing away with the
force of the wind. A great pressure began to push inward on the
door. The tiebeams and rafters strained and cracked. Ghillie
watched with his mouth gaped in a silent scream as a bit of saliva
dropped from his blue lips, mixing with his tears before falling
to the floor -- his body frozen with incomprehensible nightmares.
The tiles at the doorsill inched up. Then, the thick east wall
began to move, being forced inward, stone by stone. The mortar
popped like wild bullets across the room as the masonry cracked and
moved under the unseen hand of the Pale Horse. Eugean said
something I could not hear, and she pushed against me before I
realized that I was hurting her with my grasp. I kissed her damp
hair and caressed her as gently as I could. My hands shook and my
stomach knotted. There was a hot pain at my chest.
The door was hit hard,and the frame nails were raised a bit out of
the wood. Eugean was screaming. Andrew started singing filthy
limericks as he stumbled to the keg, but as he reached for the
spigot, the cask split and spilled the draft across his clothes.
He fell into the puddle and began to cry. As all of this was going
on, I felt a burning on my chest. I knew that Ghillie was right.
The Pale Horse was coming, now. Like a sardine can lid, the
shingles rolled away to the elements. The destruction was slow and
with every row that fell back, I could see the faint image of a
luminescent face. The long curling horns of a ram and the face of
a man appeared in the shafting glow of the wild peat fire. I
prayed that Raspthane would not return. If I were to die, I wanted
to be struck down by some other hand. As the first gust of
piercing rain drove into my face, I grabbed Eugean and shoved her
under the bed, crawling in just behind her. A shower of tiles
crashed on top of the mattress and all round the floor. She was
still trying to scream, but she could make no sound at all.
The burning in my breast suddenly intensified. I could see Andrew
dragging Ghillie to the end of the room not already exposed to the
weather. Still singing, Andrew watched the tiles blow away.
Ghillie fell from his grasp. There was no place to hide. The fog
started to dump into the room like lava, in voluminous wisps that
soon covered the floor. My hand jerked sharply. I had
inadvertently torn the leg from the cot.
The pain at my chest became unbearable, like after dinner gas,
except the heat was coming from the sphere! The Resama Bijuli!

Something akin to euphoria electrified me. Maybe I could call on
the Fylgja to stop this.... maybe the power of the silver sphere
could save us. I tore at the pouch. The sphere fell out and rolled
across the floor followed by a trail of steam as the hot metal ball
raced through the water. I threw my hand after it, but I was too
late and the Resama Bijuli dropped into a floor crack.
"COME BACK!" I shouted stupidly in a bath of rain and frustration
-- knowing full well that the orb could be the only shield we had.
The sphere immediately popped out of the crack and rolled back! My
lips quivered with a half smile. It did not matter if the
impossible had happened. That was alright, because it might happen
again, couldn't it?
Eugean was no longer screaming. I turned to her. She had fainted.
Andrew had stopped singing; he had been struck in the head by a
falling roof brace and was crouched over, holding his head as blood
covered his fingers and ran down his cheek. The stone walls began
to lean in. I felt the sphere in my hand. "STOP IT!" I cried.
Nothing happened. Andrew was struck by another tile. Ghillie,
sobering slightly from his terror, pulled Andrew under the cot and
looked at me. Not once did I think of death. I was just afraid
that it all would not end. I concentrated with all my will on the
sphere. Suddenly the world disappeared. I was neither wet nor dry
-- in lightness or darkness. I saw the Resama Bijuli and said,
crying over it, "Protect us. Keep us safe until we can leave!"
I was back in the chautaara. The water splashed against me even
under the bed. My hands convulsed wide and the Resama Bijuli
dropped to the ground. I tried to pick it up, but the sphere was
hot. The orb swelled quickly, pushing itself through the water to
the middle of the room and then exploded into a brilliant light.
I shielded my face from the heat. When I could look, a shaft of
exuberant power had mushroomed from the floor and shot skyward into
the night. The fog flashed away. Outside, I could see flames
leaping dozens of feet into the air. There was no rain. There was
no wind. There was only the searing temperatures of the shaft and
the flames outside. Somehow we were not burned.
I pulled Andrew and Ghillie out from under the bed. Eugean came
to and the four of us sat in the corner, watching the light
continue up into the night. I bandaged Ghillie's cuts. The water
had diluted the blood that drenched most of his clothing in red.
He looked much worse than he was. The walls became hot, and we had
to move away from them. The forest was burning. The column cooled
without losing its brightness. I was no longer afraid.

CHAPTER 27
THE PALE HORSE

When I opened my eyes the sun was beaming down, bathing us in a

pool of sunshine. As I looked into the sky, I realized that the
trees above had been braised to cindersticks, and all but the
largest branches were lost to the flames. I sneezed and coughed,
clearing my lungs of the thick pungent air. My hands were covered
with soot... everything was covered with soot. The gray bodies of
Andrew and Ghillie were huddled together not far away. At first,
I thought that they were dead, completely ghosted with residue
except for the tearstreaks that ran down their cheeks. They did
not move. Then, I heard Ghillie snore. Andrew's chest moved slowly
with sleep. I had not killed them by dragging them here. I sighed.
My friends were alive. As I sat up, Eugean stirred. "Is it gone?"
she asked.
"Yes." She wiped the caking from her face, patting at her clothes
to get it off of her hands. It was everywhere, she realized with
a disgusted expression. I took in a deep sigh, glad to be alive
and coughed. I wanted a bath.
I got up and looked around the room. There was a large round flame
scar on the red floor tiles directly under the gaping hole in the
roof. In the center was a dull black marble. I brushed off the
pitch and found my tiny silver sphere underneath. I smiled,
cracking the dust on my face. Eugean came to my side and looked
at the unscathed orb as it sat in my palm. "What is that?" she
queried.
"I don't know,"

I said.

"That is the talisman you wear around your neck, is it not?"
"Yes."
I heard Ghillie and Andrew waking. I put the sphere back into the
pouch. Ghillie's hair and clothes were stiff with blood. I untied
the bandage to look at the wound. Andrew watched as I went through
Ghillie's crusted hair. I found only a scar where the cut had been.
Last night I had felt the indentation. I was sure that he had a
concussion and a fracture. No one could heal that fast without
being submerged in an ecphonemation tank. Ghillie still felt like
his head was in a vise.
"How is it?" he asked.
"Fine." Despite the miraculous recovery, I started to put on a new
bandage. I was not ready to deal with his healing. The blood was
everywhere. I was sure that there were at least two pints dried on
his clothes and on the floor. I was surprised he was alive, let
alone he had enough energy to get up and move about. Andrew had
been in battle and seen bad wounds. He knew what I was thinking
as he scratched his head and Andrew turned to Eugean and asked,
"Would you get him a fresh set of clothes? He can't travel in
these things."
"But they're out there!"
doorway.

she sobbed, indicating through the

"Look at the roof, Eugean. We're out there, too." After a moment
she pulled the bar from the door and pushed. "It's stuck." I went
over and tried to lift it, but I could not. Andrew came to help.

We tried to pry it open, but something was bracing the door on the
other side. With some difficulty Andrew and I were able to push
out one of the shutters. The sight took our breath away. For
nearly one hundred yards, the forest had been devastated by fire.
The woodland was gone except for the persistent shafts of the tree
trunks, their bark completely burned away, leaving shadows of their
original girth in a silhouette of charred cracks. I could not
understand how we had survived so comfortably in the midst of what
must have been an incredible inferno. The thick stone walls were
not even warm. The flames would have sucked away the oxygen, or
we should have suffocated in the smoke.
"What is it?" Eugean asked as she watched me stare.
"Nothing.

Just stay in here."

I stepped out onto a bed of cindered ivy where yesterday there had
been a clean patio. The bricks had been reduced to rubble. I
could see ivy fingers in the stone flanks and realized the tangle
of thick vines was what had kept the shutter closed, but they
should have seared completely away early in the flames. That was
not right.
I heard something move. The barn was still standing; the ketta
were alive!. I ran to the barn, opened the gate and was greeted
by the wild eyes of four terrified kettaketti-fylgjalaai. I opened
the windows to get some light in and air out the last curls of
smoke.
When I came back to the cottage with a set of clothes for Ghillie,
Andrew was already outside examining the remains of a large tree
in the front of the building. The hundred foot shaft stood void of
branches directly in front of the door. It could not have been
there the day before.
"What do you think?" Andrew asked.
"I think we're going to have to use the window."
Andrew's eyes cursed me, yet he understood that there was nothing
else I could say about the tree.
"Do you think it was trying to come in?" Andrew wondered aloud as
Ghillie came up to us.
"It be too crowded inside, that be why it stay out here.
crowd, that what a keeper be." Ghillie smiled at me.
"Maybe...,"

Y' be a

I said, not quite understanding him.

I gave Ghillie his clothes. The water pump had dried. With the
canteen dry, we had nothing to prime the pump with. Even the
broken beer keg was empty.
I went to the window and looked out. Everything was dead;
presumably safe. "I'm going out for a bit," I said as I climbed
out.
"I'll go, too!" Andrew *directed.

"You help the others get ready," I replied as I walked to the edge
of the broken patio.
"Wait, you want to go off the pavement!"
"Y' can't do that!"

he shouted.

"Don't worry, I won't get close to the forest." I looked at
Ghillie -- I suppose for some affirmation, but he just returned my
stare. The ground was hot, but my soles were thick and I walked
around the smoldering spots.
There were no bones, not even from birds. I found no holes or
burrows, no sign of any animals. For the first time, I was
convinced that there had never been any wild things living on the
forest floor. The trees grew very close together. There was no
way they could have had sufficient sunlight. I wondered if the
nutrients came directly from the ground, but the root systems would
be overcrowded, and that would not explain how they got away with
reduced photosynthesis. Yet, the forests thrived, obviously not
having studied the same botany lessons I had.
At the edge of the fire's devastation, the leaves formed a green
rampart with a season of density. Mighty trees just a few yards
away had been cindered while the lush wall showed no signs of heat
exposure. I felt safe with the Resama Bijuli around my neck. I
decided to go ahead and do what I had wanted to do since we had
first set foot on the islands. Very gently I opened up the
branches with my arms, Andrew yelled, "NO! Don't do it!" The
others followed him out the window, shouting for me to stop. I
did not. The tangle of foliage was far thicker than anything I
had ever seen. It was as if I were walking through a tall pile of
fallen autumn leaves. Then, after a few feet, I could go no
further. As I pushed at the branches, I saw a shadowed clearing
several yards ahead. I saw a horse. He was not as pale as he was
translucent. As much as he blended with the colors of the forest,
I could see him clearly because of the almost luminescent cast of
his flesh. The beast turned and watched me. After several
minutes, I could hear the others calling again. Their voices
startled the horse, and it reared up in the tiny clearing and
kicked its front legs. The branches slowly pushed harder against
me and I tried to go back, but quickly became immobilized by the
tight squeeze of the leaves matting against my body. All of my
confidence was gone, replaced by the dread fear of being crushed
. It was as if the forest knew what I feared the most, and I began
to panic. Andrew called out again. "Stay back!" I screamed. I
continued to struggle.
Suddenly the jungle lifted me from the ground and spit me out of
the forest as if I had been shot from a cannon, flipping me through
the air almost a dozen feet, landing me hard in a pile of hot ash.
Stunned and disoriented I leapt to my feet as the smoldering earth
inspired me. Andrew and Eugean ran out and half-dragged me back
to the cottage while I recovered.
"You damn fool! I told you not to go in there," Andrew yelled.
His arms flailed about and his eyes darted with fear.

"I saw a white horse."
"Th' Pale Horse!"
"No, just a regular horse."
"There only be one horse here in Somach."
"We gotta get out of here! That's all that matters right now!"
Andrew commanded.
The injured kettaketti-fylgjalaai had been healed in the night. His
shoe was off, but his hoof was solid, and he would be able to carry
a small pack. The ketta were all skittish at first, but in the
daylight they calmed. Within minutes the cargo was packed, and we
were walking down the roadway two abreast, keeping together so that
no one was either first nor last. The next bhatti was only a
league away.
Dusted gray with ash, I scared the innkeeper half to death when I
came through the door. He thought I was a ghost. Ghillie had
always suspected that all Somachians were ghosts, the irony brought
a smile to my face, and dust puffed from my cheeks. The innkeep
staggered back screaming. The cook ran from the kitchen wielding
a cleaver. I started back out the door, bumping hard into Ghillie
who was quick to convince them that we were not paranormal. In the
calm that followed, the innkeeper sent two of his sons to unpack
and tend to our kettaketti-fylgjalaai. Yesterday, travellers had
brought news that one of the waystations had been destroyed.
Everyone at the inn was on edge. He started asking us questions
as we sucked at mugs of weak cellar-chilled tea to quench our
two-day thirst. Ghillie did a lot of explaining and interpreting.
"How be it dat all o' y' survive?" the innkeeper had asked.
"We be lucky, I guess,"

Ghillie offered.

"No one be dat lucky. Not when de Pale Horse take back his own
road. Dere be five men dat y' shoulda met on dat road. Dey neber
made it t' de next bhatti. Dey be full time roadmen. Dey be taken
by de Pale Horse `n' y' be here. Dat no be right."
"All I know's that I'm here, dead or alive, `n' I wanna bath." The
uneasy innkeep was all the more distraught when he realized three
of us did not speak Somachian. He wanted no trouble from the Pale
Horse or his ghosts, and he did as he was asked by nervously
showing us to our rooms. Baths had never been so welcome.
*Eugean, having gotten used to us, no longer demanded a separate
room for her bath -- the modesty of nakedness was not appreciated
by bathing Somachians. None of us, having been emotionally
sjambokked the night before, would have noticed the worn woman as
anything but a friend, and a fellow survivor.
The other travellers and laborers avoided us knowing that we had
seen the work of the Pale Horse. We had come back from -- well,
since few if any Somachians had ever seen a lifeless body, it was
not quite as dramatic as coming back from the dead; but close. Our
clothes and ways, far stranger than anything they had ever seen,
only added to make us outcasts.

After a nap, I looked after Ghillie's wound. The scar was gone as
if he never had the injury. I did not feel comfortable within the
walls. Using the excuse of tending to the injured ketta, I kept
myself outside for several hours. I had a lot to think about. I
always thought well sitting in the sun.
Outside, the work crews ripped up one hundred feet of the red tiled
roadway that had brought us to the inn. Yellow bricks replaced the
red to warn travelers that the Pale Horse had closed the way. The
men paused in their works to stare uncertainly at me.
My friends came down for supper, rested and smiling.
that they would be fit enough to continue tomorrow.
"Where is the camera?"

I was glad

Eugean asked me.

"You had it with your gear the last time I saw it."
"Did you see it here or at the waystation?" she asked.
"Back there.

Did you check all the equipment?"

"Yes. I went through everything twice.
had it in your room?"

I wanted to know if you

"No. Did you lose the camera?" I had a low sinking feeling in my
gut and did not want to hear the answer.
"I did not lose the camera!" she defended.
"Then, where is it?"
She just looked at me furiously. The camera was too big to have
left behind. I thought I had seen it that morning in the barn with
the other cargo. I had been careful to make a last check and both
the chautaara and the barn were empty -- I was sure. I had assumed
everything had been packed. I even remembered seeing it on her
ketta. I did not see how she could have lost the camera. I could
only have felt worse if I had left her behind, although right now
I was not too sure. I was angry at her... and at me. I was
outraged at everyone for forgetting that thing.
"Did anyone pack the camera?"
had.

I asked all of them. No one else

I had a horrible nauseating sensation. There was nothing more
important than the camera. It was our only means of visual
documentation. I slammed my fist hard against the table. "This
trip is pointless without that camera! We've got to go back."
"Y' can't!" Ghillie commanded in a sharp pointed whisper. Despite
his efforts to stifle his excitement, several other patrons looked
at us.
"We need that camera," I said.
"Cap'in, all y' need be y'r butt in one piece. Y' won't `ve that
if y' go back. Don't y' understand! Th' Pale Horse took the road.

No one... `n' I mean No One c'n travel that road ag'in!
gonna be lettin' y' go!"
"He's not the only one," Andrew added.
"Fine.

I not

Eugean nodded her support.

No camera," I said.

There was a silence.
"What are they going to do about the road?" Andrew asked Ghillie.
"They closed it."
"Aren't they going to look for the men that are missing?" Andrew
was hard pressed to understand the fear which dominated that place.
"When y' be out there, y' not be here.
else. Everbody know that."

Now, out there be someplace

"How often does the Pale Horse claim a stretch of roadway?" Eugean
asked.
"Y' hear `bout it. Me'be twenty leagues be claimed a year. Y' know
it be comin'. The plants start creepin' out o' th' woods. Then
th' chautaara gets it. Sometimes somebody be trapped. They
disappear."
"Amazing," Eugean mouthed just above her breath.
"Does it ever give any road back?"

I asked.

"Th' road that be got never comes back, but in other parts barren
ground be found runnin' through th' forest, `n' even if it leads
nowhere, a road be built. Within a few decades `nough road be
opened that it goes someplace folks wanna go."
"That is wild," Andrew said. "You mean, nobody surveys or clears
the forests to put new highway?"
"No.

How c'n they?

Th' plants'd jus' take `em away."

"I am surprised that anybody ever travels.
they are safe?" Eugean said.
"We be safe -- `cause o' him,"

How can anyone know if

Ghillie said pointing to me.

"What makes you say that?" I asked.
"That thin' y' got... that gris-gris.
know how t' use it!"

It be very powerful `n' y'

"No I don't."
"I be there, I see," Ghillie corrected.
Andrew looked at my chest where the pouch bulged against my shirt,
"What is it?"
"A man gave it to me:

a man by the name of James Guffingstrapp."

The name meant nothing to them. "He was a very unusual man. He
could do things, or at least seemed to do things that you wouldn't
think could happen... not like this place -- just sort of wild
coincidences. Anyway, he said he didn't need this thing anymore,
and he gave it to me."
"If I did not know you better I would say that you were making this
up as you went along," Eugean commented, and she was not far from
the truth.
"That's what happened. He gave me the sphere only a few tenday ago,
and I've been carrying it with me ever since."
"Well, how did you make the gris-gris grow and shrink?" she asked.
"Oh, that," I said. "I saw him do it once. All you have to do is
concentrate. Look...," I pulled out the Resama Bijuli and made
it grow a little. I handed it to Eugean and said, "Just
concentrate."
The sphere sat still in her palm. "I can't do it," she said. The
others tried, but could not make anything happen. As Andrew held
it, I concentrated, and it shrunk back down to size. I did not
have to try as hard this time.
Not much was said during the rest of the meal. Eugean, still
shaken from the night before, wanted to stay, and we all agreed to
remain here for another day for Ghillie to rest, despite his claims
of excellent health. That night, as always, the heavy rain came
down.
When I woke, the light was edging through the shutters. I looked
through a crack. The last drops were coming down in the early
grayness of the morning. I knew that there was something out
there, and I knew that the key to Somach and the Fylgja lie in the
night under the veil of the dreaded fog. I had to go back to find
the camera. .
I left my room. The bhatti was silent. I went down to the kitchen
and found a long chopping blade and a paring knife. For my journey
into the fog I would have liked something with a longer blade and
better balance, but the kitchen utensils would have to do.
Travellers seldom carried any cutlery. Since I had arrived, I had
not seen any blades other than the tools of the local woodcarvers
and a few culinary utensils. Someone was coming, I slipped back
into the main hall as the cook came to start breakfast.
I went to the main door and removed the bar quietly. I heard
stirring upstairs, but no one came. I slowly cracked the door.
There was nothing but the fog. For a moment, I thought about going
back to get my vest and leggings, but the midmorning sun would be
too hot for those clothes and I did not believe that I would find
the terrain all that rough.
I stepped out, shutting the door behind me. I could hear the water
moving quietly through the canal. The only other sound was that
of my own footsteps, echoing off of the low ceiling of clouds. I
waited at the wharf for the sun to dissipate some of the mist.
For a long time I watched the water go by at my feet. Something

floated by. At first I thought it was a log, before I saw two eyes
open -- staring at me. The creature let out a low guttural bellow.
I stumbled away into the white air. I could no longer see it, but
heard the splash of the water as it moved onto the land with the
slow flap! flap! flap! of its four webbed feet and a sandy slither
as it dragged its long massive body onto the land, heading toward
the stables. I listened as it moved away.
The water...! Fish and seabeasts lived here despite the plants!
The aquatic vegetation was somehow separate from the forest life!
Maybe it was things like the monster that took people away in the
night... maybe there was good reason to shut yourself in! I
seriously considered going back to the inn.
I heard the low rumbling from the seabeast once again. This time
it was followed by another sound. The scamper of several hoofbeats
in the barn. Then, I heard a separate set of clippity- clops
outside the stables. One of the kettaketti-fylgja had gotten out.
The animal ran through the fog blindly, bumping into things, trying
to get away from the monster. I heard the flap, flap again,
heading toward where the terror-stricken ketta cowered. The hooves
beat the pavement. With a great suddenness, they ended as the tiny
heplock blindly slammed into something large and immovable. I
could hear the ketta trying to get up. I felt sick. Had it been
any other kind of animal, I would have felt little, but a
heplock... well, heplocks had been some of my best allies in the
hardest of times of my life. The flap, flap, flap came closer to
the ketta. I had a cleaver. My hand clenched hard at the handle.
I wanted to do something. I stood up, but remained in my place.
The ketta was wounded, perhaps it was better that it die at the
hands of the swamp thing than be saved. I sucked in some of the
moist air and drew the kitchen blade out. I had no business being
out here and less business going after a waterbeast. I would sit
tight. I heard a hissing noise and then the crunch of bones. The
flap, flap started again, this time slower and accompanied by sharp
jerking noises as the ketta was being dragged back to the canal.
I remembered Ghillie's words: "Never go into the fog."
When the fog had burned off a bit more, I headed for the road. I
found the blue and grey cobblestone around the bhatti that
separated court and paths from the main roads. Soon I was walking
on the yellow bricks. When I saw the red brick again, I stopped.
There was a laughing noise somewhere far ahead. The second time
the sound came, I recognized it as a horse's whicker. It came a
third time, farther away than before. I thought seriously about
turning back and found a tiny muscle riding across my cheekbone
with a twitch. I gritted my teeth hard and took in a lungfull of
the clean air. This was it. I knew that if I could manage one
more step, I would not turn back until I found the camera. I
dropped the sphere from its pouch and into my palm. I enlarged it
to the size of a small fruit and cupped it in my hands. "Protect
me from the danger that might lie ahead." Pop! Jolted, I looked
down at my feet. One of the tiles had cracked. My mind flashed
through some of the ancient stories I had read as a boy. I hoped
and prayed that the sphere was not one of those "three wishes and
that's it" deals. I surely had used mine up. Without the sphere,
whether it worked or not, I did not think I would have had the
stomach for going on.

The plants had come over much of the curb, growing through the
cracks, fracturing and dislodging many of the bricks. After
several hundred yards, I came to a place where creeping vines had
already crossed the road, blocking my way with a twenty foot high
barricade of ivy. The way the vines hung reminded me of a spider
web -- a trap for unwary prey. The birds were still quiet as the
fog receded into the low clouds that clung to the tallest treetops.
I pulled the large chopping blade from my pack and briefly watched
my reflection in the clear steel. The grip was secure in my palm
and I felt the weight of the blade work with me as I drew it up
into the air. As the metal caught the misty glow of the morning
sun, I swallowed my apprehension and brought it down. The
expertly honed edge sliced through the tangling snag like a laser
blade. The vines swung to the side, sweeping all the groundcover
to one side and leaving a clear way through the road. I stepped
back. Although it seemed very natural, there was no way that the
cut tangle should have brushed itself away so completely. The
plants had retracted at my blow in a strong bold movement. I took
slow steps into the cut path. Just beyond the vines the road was
clear again. The bricks had deteriorated into greater confusion
the farther I went. Most of the time I could not see the curb. The
plants had to be growing at visually noticeable rates to have taken
so much of the road since the day before, but I could see nothing
move.
Nearly a mile later, the roadway all but disappeared under a dense
layer of thickets. With only slight difficulty, I managed to wade
through the weeds until I was confronted with a snag of vines and
branches rising up before me with such looming greatness that I
found myself yearning to turn back. I reminded myself that without
the camera no one would believe me when I got back to the Colonies.
I felt like I was in a cave, suffocating in the dampness of the
stone. Without thinking, I had begun to walk backwards, away from
the intimidation of the dead end. "Dead" I said to myself. Maybe
Ghillie was right. This place was not real. Still, I had to get
a camera so that I could prove to somebody that I was... well -that I was, among other things, not dead.
I lifted the steel high and came down through the thicket; slicing
off a large portion of one of the plants. All of the deadwood fell
inside of the leaves as if some unseen hand had grabbed it away.
I ripped through a much larger area and the same thing happened.
Ahead of me was a tunnel a yard long and nine feet high. I brought
down the blade again. The vines parted like a curtain for another
three feet. I was pleased with my success and swung a third time,
moving the tunnel eight feet into the plantlife, but the leaves
were thick and the path that I had cut was as black as night.
"Never go into the night," were the words Ghillie had said so many
times. Warning upon warning rang through my head. "Never let the
pressure build over seven hundred pounds," Chauncy had warned me
as we started the turbines for the first time. The blood throbbing
through the back of my neck felt like it was at peak pressure as
my heart raced. "Never squeeze a mouse," my Grandfather said to
me as he explained the care Oatmeal required. "Never fall in love;
it will stick to your face." My thoughts hazed. I swung again.
Fifteen feet into the tunnel. The next swipe was into blackness.
I heard the plants fall away. I felt for the cracks in the
brickwork -- the only way I could find my direction. I cut,

listened for a moment, felt for the cracks and sliced again -again and again for a half-hour. Every stroke brought the rustle
of the leaves. Each time, I could only wait to see if they were
pulling from my path or coming in to take me away. Chauncy's smile
carried me through the minutes. I remembered how silly his fears
were when we first went into the mines. The memories blotted away
my fears.
When my blade finally sliced through to the light of day, the
entire highway was knee deep in a sea of tender sprouts and
saplings. But after wading through the dreadful stuff, I found
naked highway again.
I found the waystation, or what was left of it. The scars of the
fire had been absorbed in what looked like two seasons of growth.
I knew that buried beneath the thick vegetation, somewhere, was the
camera. I went to the barn first. Only a corner was visible
through the encroachment. I had to cut through several yards of
briars and vines to get to the doorway. Parts of the roof had
already collapsed, and several small, leafless trees had started
to work their way through the shambles. There was not enough light
for photosynthesis. Whatever was feeding the tiny trees was in the
ground. I heard the sound of tiny bubbles popping -- like slime
on the move. The camera was not there.
I cut my way through the sprouting saplings, weeds and grasses
that had overgrown the brick court, but could not find the camera.
The only place left was the house. I did not remember the camera
ever being in there, but I had to look. "How could she have
forgotten it!" I cursed Eugean as I worked. The burned tree that
blocked the doorway had sprung back to life. Small branches were
coming through the bark that had survived. I looked in the window.
The roof was completely fallen. Through the remaining beams and
tiles of the roof, I could see no place for the camera to be
hidden. She probably put it someplace at the inn and just could
not find it. I was furious. I had come all the way back here for
no good reason.
There he was; The Pale Horse, looking much more solid standing in
the roadway. I moved close to the stone wall, hoping he would not
see me if he turned my way, but when the Pale Horse swung about,
he was staring through me. I could not breathe as the adrenaline
overwhelmed my veins. It took a moment for my mind to gather what
I saw; for, in his mouth, dangling from the broad strap, was the
camera. He gently lowered it to the ground. When his head came
up, he was looking at me again. I knew he would step on it -- or
me. "Come on, go away," I whispered to myself. The Pale Horse
backed up a step. "That's it. Just keep going." The Pale Horse
slowly disappeared into the jungle. Yes! I remained against the
wall for several minutes, careful to watch the plants around my
feet. The horse did not come back. When I felt I could no longer
wait, I slowly waded through the pool of leaftops across the court.
I stopped halfway. This was too easy. Beware of Pale Horses
bearing gifts. It was a trap, I was sure. The plants had been
too docile and the circumstances too contrived. I felt like I was
walking on a tightrope above a sea of emptiness. Using the knife,
I cleared away the vegetation, examining every brick and being
careful as I walked. It was too simple. As far as Ghillie knew,

no one had ever seen the Pale Horse and lived.

Maybe I had died.

I found the curb. Stepping onto the street, I reached for the
camera. I looked around it for wires, alarms and the like. I had
a good friend of mine blown into little pieces by a trap just like
this. All he did was pick up a box and kabloooee. I felt sick -there was a nauseating odor wafting by. It was a smell of evil
that came with bad things. Since my childhood, I had known that
odor. It had been there in the streets of Litid outside of Pax's
home: the smell of Raspthane, so pungent that it overpowered the
brackish stench of the fire. Raspthane was here. I had to be
careful. I listened. Slowly I picked up the box. I stepped
backwards. As careful as I was, my heel caught the edge of the
curb and I fell in such a way that I sat on my foot. The wrenching
of the muscles pulled through my foot as my ankle snapped. I bit
my teeth hard as the pain launched through my head. I screamed
breathlessly. If someone was waiting out there, I did not wish to
be my own alarm. Oh, shit -- it hurt so much! I wanted to
scream... It hurt. I was down. I was vulnerable. I opened my
eyes and blinked away at the tears. No one else was around. I
leaned back again, trying to relieve the pain caused by the torsion
at my foot.
I sat, without moving. In the pain, I knew what I had done. I was
stuck. I would not be able to just walk out of here. I wept. I
pulled my leg out from under me, gritting my teeth as the torment
struck me with a vengeance. Then, with my leg out, the pain was
curbed as I was. My pride had been hurt as much as my foot. I
felt stupid. I wanted to be back with the others, but now I was
abandoned, left here. No one would come; and that damn horse was
out there ...waiting. I was stuck here. I heard the hooves
beating beyond the green wall.
I wiped the tears away with my wrists, sitting there all alone in
a bath of hostile greenery. I drew a deep draft of air, half
hyperventilating in frustration. I looked at the sky hazed with
clouds, barely able to make out the sun. There were seven hours
of light left. Even with my injury, I should be able to get back
to the inn. I held the camera. Inside was a sensitized glass,
ready to capture a picture. If the Pale Horse returned, I would
get him, before he got me. I thought about the exposure time. In
this light, it would be about two minutes. I had no tripod. My
whole leg throbbed.
As I contemplated my future, definitely considering a career
change, the Pale Horse came back. I did not know how long he had
been there. He was standing several yards away, near the house.
When I saw him, he laughed at me, the way horses do. I desperately
propped the camera on what was left of a stone bench, aimed the
box, pulled out the negative cover and took off the lens cap to
start the exposure. I fumbled for my minute hourglass, but it had
broken. I started counting. If only he would stand still for just
a minute! I found myself not breathing. His tail swished, but
gently settled back into place. The film would not pick that up.
One minute had passed. I was amazed. I was going to get him! He
turned his head away. No! Just ten more seconds. he turned his
head back -- thank God. I could not believe my luck. Then he
walked away. I slapped the lens cap back on and returned the
negative cover. I had him.

From far away, his laughing rang through the forest.
well.

He had me as

CHAPTER 28
THE WAY BACK

I wiped my brow, listening to the absolute windless quiet of the
forest. I crawled through the saplings and weeds with my ankle in
careful tow as my knees took the sharp edges of the dishevelled
bricks. I did not want to be here. I wanted to be back in
Suffigston, slaving with Chauncy at his metals or running the
business with Warnison. It would be simple. There were several
years where I did not think I would be happy doing that sort of
thing. I think I was afraid that if I went back, it would be just
like this, only worse because I would shackle myself with
responsibilities. I could see myself at a table, exhausted and
old, trying to ignore several little rug rats throwing dinner
across the table at each other and a wife, Aerial, nagging at me
relentlessly because of her own dissatisfaction. At least it was
quiet here.
Suddenly Somach did not seem that bad. The people here certainly
had a life as easy, if not more sheltered, than my hometown folks.
It was just as mindless in many respects, serving tradition and
family before self. The rules were clear even if they made no
sense and had no reason behind them. As easy as it could be, I
could not live in Somach... although my current concern was about
dying here.
My sciences had died. There was no randomness, no chance -- no
control for me. The plants were not individual beings, they were
a thing; a single consciousness in whose bowels I walked. Valimous
had it right: arduous survival desperately numbs appreciation for
life. In his world, everything was dead or bloodstained. He was
content to survive when confronted with random destruction -- but
this place was different: the disruption was unified and very
predictable. I wondered if it would let me out.
The others would think me quite the fool if I did not return. The
bhatti suddenly seemed not so far away -- only one league. With
a pair of good legs I could walk that far in an hour. The sky was
still bright, I had time: six hours or so.
I could not crawl on the jagged-edged pavement. I had to walk. I
needed a staff. I looked, but there were no low branches defining
any sign of their superstructure the bushes looked more like wound
balls of ivy than typical forest shrubbery. The plants had no idea
how to grow properly! This whole place did not know how to act.
These latitudes should be freezing with the arctic winds. None of
these plants should be alive. Furious, I crushed a leaf in my
hand. A rustling travelled through the windless forest and I
quickly let go: my hands suddenly shaking with the presence of
threat. I was inside a thing. I looked down to my feet and saw

that one of the vines had crossed my legs.
but it had not been there a moment ago.

It was not moving now,

I was young, maybe nine. My grandfather took me to a circus that
had travelled through Suffigston. We had to sneak our way from the
farm. Mother was of the conviction that such places perpetuated
lecherous diseases that could corrupt the body as much as the
whores and moral impurities could corrupt the soul. The troop did
poorly the few days they were there. I saw a few men from the
outlying houses loitering about before the performance. Only a
handful of them arrived for the main show, having come specifically
for private performances. Grandfather wanted me to see what
strange spectacles the world had to offer. Heavily accented
acrobats tumbled through the air high in the tent and trained
animals danced before me, but it was the maumean trainer that
caught my attention. The maumean was a huge muscular beast with
a mane of thick golden hair almost covering his piercing eyes...
and the teeth -- the teeth were as long as my fingers, more like
claws than fangs. The maumean tamer snapped his whip and poked at
the animals until they submitted. Then, to crown his performance,
he forced open the largest maumean's jaws and thrust his head into
the monster's throat until I could see no more of the man's beard.
The rear paw of the animal scratched at the dirt as if it was
exercising every restraint to keep from decapitating the master.
The trainer kept his head in for an interminable time. I sat
outside the cage, digging my fingers into my grandfather's arm
while pushing my face into his sleeve, watching with only one eye.
I was every bit as uncomfortable now as I had been then, except
this time it was my head in the jaws of the Fylgja.
My ears perked, and I looked hard, fearing that my movement would
excite something into a green rage. A bird carried a short call
high above me. I closed my eyes and sighed with relief. There was
something else out there, another individual. God, I hated the
Fylgja.
I managed my way back to the barn and pushed my way gently through
the overgrown doorway. The spastic growth had splintered the
gables and pealed the beams upwards, leaving them hanging in the
new trees almost as if in the process of exploding. There was
nothing I could use in here for a staff.
Near the cottage I found a piece of burnt timber that was just long
enough to serve as a crutch. I scraped away much of the charred
wood until I had a suitable rod. I thought it a bit ironic that the
only wood available was such a perfect length, complete with a
slight fork at one end that fit snugly under my arm. I noticed
that the knife had started to rust.
Soon, I was limping my way back to the bhatti. I had no trouble
finding my old path through the shrubs and weeds. Finally I came
to the tunnel I had cut through the wall of vines. I could hear
the little bubbling noises from the plants. I sat down for a while
to rest. After a few minutes I began to imagine that the plants
were moving just at the edge of my field of vision. I would turn
and they would be still. Nonetheless, I could not wait any longer.
After the first few feet, the tunnel became black. I felt for the
cracks in the bricks to guide me and had little problem until the

tangles kept snagging at my crutch. The throbbing of my heart grew
loud, and I could hear the heave of my chest as I strained to catch
any movement of the killer leaves that surrounded me. I quickly
became drenched with perspiration. My lungs ached. My head swelled
with dizziness. I fell.
I fell all over, rolling about in a lofty tumble, clutching the
camera to keep it from breaking. In the black, I carefully sat
up, gritting my teeth as I moved my leg. The camera and the glass
plate inside were safe. I wanted that photograph of the Pale
Horse. Unfortunately, I had tumbled so dramatically that I was
not sure in which direction I had been heading.
A tangle of ivy struck me in the eye as I groped to find my crutch.
I hated the Fylgja. I found the crutch and struggled to my feet.
Much to my surprise, I found three ways to go.I felt for the bricks
to discover which way the road went, but the pavement was all mixed
up. Why did I have to fall? I thought about the way I tumbled, and
I thought about the way the bricks had been leaning -- I just did
not know which way to go. I took a guess and started walking. I
kept my mind on the photograph. I had him as much as the Pale
Horse had me, and if... when I got back, I could show the others.
The snags no longer bothered me. I had not gone far when I smelled
something foul and heard the heave of breath all around. The Fylgja
had swallowed me -- and now had indigestion. When I came out of the
blackness of the jungle, I soon realized where I was. I was going
the wrong way; towards the waystation. I was mad and rather
defeated, but I still had five hours left to get to the inn.
I returned to the tunnel. This time, I put out a string of thread
from my leggings that dragged behind me. Now if I fell and became
disoriented, I could follow the string to see where I had come
from. In the gloom of the forest cave, a sound followed me, too
faint to make out above the pounding of my eardrums and the pat of
my soft leather soles. But, the smell returned... stronger now;
the fumes of a funeral pyre -- grotesquely familiar. I saw my
grandfather's face looking at me strangely from my memories. In
the absolute shroud of the woodland, it was as if he was standing
in front of me. Grandfather spoke, but I could not hear his words.
I reached out with my hand to find the old man's face with my
fingers, but there were only leaves. The vision went away.
I walked on. What was I thinking about? I did not remember, as if
the iniquity sapped my head like the fifth mug of a fine portly
brew. I felt obscenely hot and started unbuttoning my shirt. I
wanted to take off all my clothes, I was going to -- I was not
sure why. The heat passed slowly, replaced with nausea from the
aroma. The smell was not that of the horse. The fleshblackened
odor was from somewhere else. There he was, my grandfather:
standing before me. He was tall, I had to look at him as if I were
a five-year-old. His infirm form jittered with instability as his
lips parted and he said, "Boy, that is the smell of disease. The
rollows are sick with anthrax fever. We've gotta kill them."
The
rollows grazed the fields in front of the house, dotting the
landscape like tiny furry hills. Their big sluggish bulk lumbered
slowly, unkept and independent. They slept most of the time, in
the lake, in the road, halfway over a fence, standing -- it made
no difference to them. The ribbly rey grew high and fast to feed

them. Without the rollows to eat thousands of pounds of the ribbly
rey every day, the weed would have grown over everything. Without
the ribbly rey, the rollows would starve. The grand beasts
followed the ribbly rey wherever it grew. No fence could hold
either, so Father had to salt the edge of the pastures so that the
ribbly rey rhizomes would not creep all over the farm.
When the rollows had to be killed, the field was simply set afire
and everything within the fence line was burned. The rest of the
world was permeated with the choking fumes. A sharp sadness
swelled in my throat. I hated watching the rollows burn. They
burned for days, glowing at night from the smoldering bulk. I had
known that smell from my worst nightmares. My grandfather stood
by my side as we watched the fire spread. The rollows could not
run. One by one the fire caught their hair and the vines fed the
flames beneath them until each was consumed in a tower of fire,
shaking and crying until collapsing into a mass of burning flesh.
I remember the horrible smell. The smell of death in the velvet
corridor of leaves was the smell of Raspthane.
A chill crawled inside my spine. Speckles of light dotted the
darkness. I was getting sick. My chest sucked the air in short
quick breaths. I recall teasing Oatmeal, rearranging his
environment to see him scamper about in confusion. The forest was
playing with me. Raspthane seemed close. The light would come
through the leaves soon, I prayed.
I ignored first glances of flame and the eerie, not-quite- audible
sounds of the Pale Horse as he followed me in my thoughts. I
ignored the specks of light, as if Raspthane, in his veil of
flames, was waiting for me just ahead. Suddenly the smell was
gone. I limped forward a few steps; the glowing persisted. I was
afraid, wanting desperately to go back. What if I was going the
wrong way again? I dismissed my fears, convincing myself that my
imagination was running wild and unfounded. I saw that the glimmer
behind the trees was only sunlight. I had made it through the
tunnel, and I was on the right end this time. When I saw the sun,
I realized that I had less than four hours to get to the inn.
The jungle had come around thick from the sides, covering the
roadway with thorn bushes. I had to cut through many of the
thickets. I still did not understand why I was not attacked, but
right now I did not question that. However, the bushes no longer
swept clear of my path as they had. They fell in my path. The
tangles clung to my feet and scratched me until I pulled them away.
I fell once, and the barbed creepers cut through my clothes. I
kept going as the little spikes dug under my skin with seething
irritation. The path was so tight and my handicapped efforts so
clumsy that I could not pull the tiny spikes away without brushing
into even more. I hurried, patches of my clothing turning red from
the sticker wounds. The first clearing I came to, I took off my
clothes and laboriously pulled out as many of the spines as I could
find. I rushed, and when I dressed, I was greeted with more
scratches. The sun was still high enough to throw shadows on the
pavement, but the jungle was playing with me. I had to make it.
I would let nothing keep me here. My hands were shaking. I had
only three hours to get to the inn.
The closer I came to the bhatti, the smoother the roadway became.

I was hobbling along at a pretty good clip, looking ahead, hoping
to see the patch of yellow brick that would mark the road's end.
I did not notice a small hole in the pavement, just large enough
to catch my stick. As I thrust my weight forward, the crutch held
fast in an upright position, and I flipped completely over, landing
in pain more excruciating than I had ever was known possible. I
screamed. I kept screaming until I remembered where I was. I was
on my back, lying on what felt like a bed of nails from all the
thorns that had hidden themselves in my tattered clothes. I also
had a lump on my head the size of my fist. I took deep breaths,
wondering what I was going to do.
My thoughts had been scattered by the impact. I slowly sat up and
looked around. I was not out of the woods yet. I began to
struggle with the tiny spikes in my back when I remembered the
camera! It had landed in a small bush at the edge of the road.
I heard the crunching rustle of the leaves. The camera's wooden
body slowly sank into the shrubbery. I tried to move. As painful
as it was, I crawled over and caught the last bit of disappearing
strap and pulled. The bush pulled back. Removing the broad knife,
I took a swing at the base of the shrub. The knife held fast in
the wood, but the camera came loose. I struggled to get the blade
out and when it finally pulled free, I saw why it held so tight.
The steel had completely rusted, as if it had been weathered for
several years. I moved away from the curb and into a pool of
sunlight to look at the box. I shook it lightly. There was no
loose glass. I smiled lazily wincing through my discomfort. I
still had the exposure of the Pale Horse.
I started to look for my crutch when I was startled by the shape
standing in the middle of the roadway. Two feet high, it was the
lower half of my staff, held fast by the tiny hole in the brick
-- the only hole in an otherwise perfect outstretch of tiles. The
other half of the crutch lay uselessly off to the side. The
coincidence was suspect. I watched the silent woodland. The upper
canopy glowed green with the hidden sunlight that showered to the
ground, changing to a red hue with no apparent reason.
Then I remembered the red glow of Raspthane's presence. That was
what was behind the leaves. My back grew tight and goose bumps ran
up over my arms. I did not need him now! I had to get out. I
chopped at the leaves, trying to find another stick, but the ground
was clean. The lower shrubs were made up of briars, and the lowest
branches were at least a dozen feet high. My hands were bleeding,
and I was so tired. I looked up at the sky. I knew there were
only a couple of hours of daylight left.
I tried tying the two halves back together, but I managed only a
few steps before the strapping would become loose. I tried
hopping, using the staff to keep me upright, but the pain was just
too much. I did not have far to go, so I threw the camera across
my back, got on my hands and knees, and crawled. The light was
leaving fast.
In very little time, my hopes started to fizzle. My knees bled,
and my hands were scored by the thorns and brick fragments. The
unswept dung of the kettaketti-fylgja did not help much. No one
had been able to clean up before the road was abandoned. I was not
sure what would happen if I had to spend the night in the woods.

From the morning, I remembered the bone crunching snap delivered
by the jaws of the canal beast. It seemed a very long time ago.
I decided to rest for a moment and gently shifted so that I was
sitting. I pulled out the thorns I could find and grasp. The
jungle was becoming dark, and I was exhausted. My ankle throbbed
miserably. Looking back down the trail, I could see where I had
been. My hands and knees had left bloody prints. Staring at the
pulp of my palms, I watched my hands tremble. Even if I were only
a few dozen yards from the bhatti, I could not make it now. I
wondered how I made it this far. I wanted to lie down, but that
hurt even more, so there I sat, in the middle of the road. "You
won! Come and get me!"
I smiled. I laughed, but I stopped because it hurt. Then, far
down the path, the horse appeared from around the bend, his hooves
clippity clopping on the hard pavement at a funeral pace. He came
out of the murky shadows like a white phantom, his head low as the
shoulders bounced. I tried to pull the knife out, but the rusty
cleaver blade broke off and the blood on my fingers let what was
left slip away. I could not find the paring knife. All I had was
the camera and I had not come this far to crash it over the horse's
head. I took a deep breath and resolved to sit where I was until
death had me in its grasp. I could see his coal-black, empty eyes.
A tremor of nervousness shook me with each slam of his hooves. He
was so close, then closer. I closed my eyes. He smelled of rot.
I probably was not his first victim that night.
Then, the Pale Horse walked past me. I looked. Way up, nearly six
feet from me, his shoulders went by. I did not turn my head as he
passed me by, hoping that he might just ignore me; but, I could
hear him turn around and come up behind me. I felt his respiration
on my back, hot and moist with long breaths. I tensed, almost
screaming as I anticipated the coup-de-grace.
The brain-wrenching impact never came. The horse gently grabbed
my collar in it's teeth and pulled. His warm drool ran down my
back, and he tugged again, moving me towards the inn. I was very
confused. He did it again. His rhythm increased: pull, backup;
pull, backup; pull, backup. I was travelling much faster than I
could have crawled; almost as fast as I could have walked. I
grinned, watching the leaves go by when I heard my shirt. Riiiip!
I fell on my back, taut with pain. I saw the Pale Horse chewing
at the collar until it disappeared. He came back over me and
slobbered a bit. I so welcomed my new ally that I only wept with
relief, my soul was only warmed by the hot splatter of friendly
spit. I laughed. What a strange and wonderful friend the beast
had turned out to be! I leaned back and grabbed the animal's mane.
We took off. The friction of the road kept pulling at my pants.
I had to let go for a moment to tighten my trousers. I grabbed his
mane and we went on. My pants remained in place. Within a few
minutes we were on the yellow bricks. The Pale Horse shook me off
and trotted back down the road, disappearing into the green
darkness.
A raindrop hit me in the eye.
"Help!" I called as I crawled down the road. The sun had already
fallen behind the trees, and the bhatti shutters were tight. I
cried out again. Nothing. I dragged myself along, ignoring the

pain and trying not to look at the darkening sky. "Andrew!
Ghillie! HELP MEEE!" They could hear me inside, I knew. Still,
they would not come. They could not. It was too late.
I fell back all the way to the ground. The Pale Horse had gone.
Another drop hit me. Then another. I was so close. I wiped the
perspiration from my forehead with my sleeve. I was shaking harder.
My teeth chattered for a moment as I took in another last breath.
I could not swallow any more: my mouth was dry. Nothing -- there
was nothing more to do. At least I did not smell Raspthane. He
was not here yet. I wondered if I would have to face him before
the end. I moved slightly, and the pain in my ankle shot like a
bullet, right for my temples. What a fool I had been to go back.
I felt the camera box under my arm. I should put it at the door.
They might find it in the morning. At least I could do that much.
It would be out of the rain and Eugean could finally get a picture
of the Pale Horse, but I did not want to get up. I was at peace
with my ankle for the moment.
From the bhatti, I heard a crash. When I lifted my head enough to
see, my ankle blasted me again. It had to be broken. I put my head
back down. I heard someone yelling. Then I heard another slam.
Ignoring my leg as best I could, I looked again. At first I thought
the Pale Horse had broken inside, but then I saw Eugean fighting
with the innkeeper as he tried to shut the door. She had been
waiting for my return. When she ran from the door, the innkeeper
came after her until he saw me, and then he froze. When she got
to me, the poor man ran back inside and locked us both out. I
waved to the inn, trying to tell Eugean about the door, but she
ignored my efforts. "Are you alright!?" Eugean yelled as she ran.
"I twisted my ankle."
"The camera! You got the camera!" She was smiling all over when
she got to me. I almost thought she was bending down to embrace the
camera when she reached out, but her hands came to my face. "You
had us worried." Her eyes strained with sympathy as the edges of
her lips pouted with concern. She tried to help me up and got a
nice handful of horse spit all over her hand. "Yeccccch, what's
that?"
"Nothing, I'll explain everything, just help me inside."
She tried to pull me up. I yelled. She looked down to her own
clothes which had become wet from our embrace, and realized that
I was covered with blood.
"You are hurt," she exclaimed.
"We have to get inside."
"Oh no!" she looked at the door and than at me.
can I get you inside?"

She wept.

"How

"Give me your arm." She delicately reached around me and tried to
lift, but she slipped. I screamed. She cried. "Try again,
Eugean," I said.
"How can I touch you without hurting you?"

"You can't!" I had my own tears now. I gritted my teeth as she
helped me back up. As I unintentionally dug my fingers into her
skin, she moaned with her own discomfort.
It was dark enough that the innkeeper did not want to let us in.
Anything crawling out of the woods at dusk was questionable, and
I was particularly so. Ghillie was inside trying to convince the
man that it was alright. Darkness came around us like misty soot,
dampening our clothes with the fog. "Let us in!" Eugean cried.
She held me close, ignoring the thorns and slime as we waited at
the door. She was shaking with fear. "Let us in, Ghillie!" she
whined.
"Keep quiet!" I heard him shout. Then, after a few seconds more,
there was a silence. Someone was walking away. My heart raced.
Ghillie would not give up -- I did not think. I heard the bar being
lifted and the bolts retracted. Eugean sighed and lifted me away
from the entrance to let the door swing open. I wanted to scream.
It was Ghillie. Andrew was behind him, poker in hand and ready for
a fight. The innkeeper was hiding down the hall, peering around
a corner. Ghillie looked past us and shouted some Somachian
incantation. I watched the innkeeper and knew that the ritual was
his compromise. I grabbed at Eugean as she struggled to run
inside. "Not yet," I whispered. She looked horrified, but stayed
put. Ghillie's chant seemed to go on forever. He was casting away
the evil of the night from the front court so that we would not
carry any of it inside. Then, with terror-enriched strength, he
grabbed Eugean and tossed her inside. His hand slipped from the
slime on my shirt, but on his second try, I was well inside with
my face buried in the floor, as I heard the great oak gate slam
shut so hard that the stone walls rattled. The bar came down and
the bolts reseated. Gently, Andrew picked me up and carried me to
my room with Eugean tagging close behind. Ghillie sighed and went
for a drink.
I did not tell them what had happened.

They did not ask.

CHAPTER 29
EUGEAN

Eugean insisted on cleaning me up and wrapping my ankle. I was
more than awake as she bandaged me, every movement further
expanding my concept of tortuous. When her gentle hands finished,
she began to wash the bloody grime and pick out the thorns. I was
asleep before she was finished. I barely remember Ghillie coming
in. He stood against the wall as Eugean worked. When she got up
to get some more towels, he came to my ear. "I be not a brave man,
Cap'in." I smiled. His face was blank as he stood back again as
Eugean returned. She dipped a new cloth into the water. When I
looked back at my friend, he was going out the door. "Ghillie!"
He stopped. "Intelligence, fear and longevity are required of brave
men. Without all of those qualities, they would be but fools."

Ghillie appeared embarrassed, not wanting Eugean to know of his
confession of weakness. I swallowed to quench the dryness in my
throat. I was very tired and found talking a chore, but for
Ghillie, I had more to say. "Sometimes the brave and the foolish
are mistaken for cowards, but you are no coward and I do not travel
with fools." Ghillie smiled, sort of, and quickly left. Eugean
looked at me warmly. She was very beautiful in the lamplight.
The next morning I found that I had torn a lot of things in my
ankle. With all the suffering it brought me, I had been convinced
the bone was fractured, if not broken. Even with the lesser
injury, I could not continue for a tenday or more. I spent most
of my days sitting next to the big window at the back of the
tavern, watching the canal traffic and writing my log. I was
meticulous about what I remembered in those notes; however, I
would revise them for my final report to the Saskatchewan
Independent Messenger and Recovery Service. An abbreviated version
would be more believable.
Ghillie spent much of his time livening up the tavern with his own
reports to the locals. Always with a stein in hand, he spouted off
incredible tales about our venture and his exploits in the service
of the Consolidated Forces Air Corps. By evening his audience had
grown to over dozen laborers. As drunk as Ghillie was and as, I
was sure, exaggerated were his tales, I did not believe that one
of the men believed anything he said, but they laughed and nodded
their heads at each other.
His stories did have effect. I found that my inkwell and my own
stein were never empty, nor was I ever in want of fresh paper for
my writing. Our meals were prepared with a little more flair and
served by the head waitress who would neither relinquish the
privileged nor trust the job to any of her staff. Even the patrons
would take a moment to come by and shake my hand, asking me as best
they could about how my leg was coming along. The cold distant
looks of the first day here had turned to warm friendly smiles, and
I could only thank Ghillie for that.
Andrew, bored beyond himself, took to working with the laborers
just to pass the time. His strong back was welcomed and his
growing command of their language was usually sufficient. The men
had fun trying to pantomime through the confines of his vocabulary.
Some of them even learned a few words of Colonial, although many
of the phrases could not be shared in polite company.
Eugean set up a darkroom in the basement. Eugean spent the first
days making the solutions and developing the negative plates and
papers. The next evening she came out of the rootcellar with
twenty photographs from our trip. The patrons were absolutely
amazed at the magic images. Only because Andrew and Ghillie had
befriended them did they trust the mystic forces behind the strange
science. Ghillie reported to us whispered conversations amongst
the taxpayers. They speculated that the Pale Horse, or perhaps
even the Fylgja had sent us as angels of justice on a mission to
cleanse the countryside of evil- intentioned men by capturing their
souls in a flat dimension. In any event, after the pictures, there
were a few of the laborers who avoided us for whatever reason.
The prints were beautiful, despite their absence of color.

The way

the stark contrast of the pictures drew the truth from an image was
revealing. The way Eugean's photographs captured emotion and
expression so rich that I did not miss the color. Mine simply
looked incomplete without hues.
The next day, I kept the pictures at my side while I wrote.
Occasionally someone would come by to look at them and chat; that
is, I would draw sketches to detail the places where the
photographs were taken. Sometimes my visitors laughed and a few
just looked astonished. I never did know what they thought I
meant.
Late in the afternoon one of the men returned to see the
photographs. I think he came more to actually hold them than to
look. The man pointed out some smears. The picture of a caravan
had been taken along one of the forested roads. The blemishes had
not been there before. I hobbled down to the darkroom, waiting
several minutes before Eugean would let me in. "I found this. I
thought you might like to see." She looked at the smudges.
"That is odd." The negative was clean. "I must have smudged it
in the hypo or something." She promised me another print.
I was still looking at her when she handed the picture back to me.
Our eyes met and our hands touched as I took the photograph. I
reached up and pulled away her glasses. She was beautiful in the
candlelight. I did not bring out my memories of Sensia this time.
My feelings were for the doctor. Eugean stepped closer, her eyes
beginning to close. I met her lips, and for an instant, we kissed.
She threw her head down and pushed me away. "You've had too much
to drink." I had.
"What about you?" I asked.
"I've been sniffing chemicals for two days, its a wonder I can
think clearly at all."
"What do you mean?

You can't deny what just happened,"

"No. But, I do know that
other's throats. What we
there is no one else. It
to the stress of the past
distort my reality."

I said.

for half of this trip we've been at each
feel now is because... well, because
is a hormonal imbalance and a reaction
few days. I will not let your illusions

I laughed. "I would not want to distort your reality, not when it
has achieved such stability here!" I smiled with a reminiscent
chuckle as she looked at me sorely. Her stern expression did not
last long and she began to laugh as well.
"I like you," she said. "I did from the beginning, but I am not
going to get myself emotional over a messenger. You people do not
stay in one place long enough to take anything seriously.
"I understand," I consoled.
"I was hopping that you would." I really did not, but then, I was
just a messenger. As if to irritate the wound to my heart, she

kissed me on the cheek and sent me upstairs.
on the road again.

I wanted to get back

I woke up late into the night. The rain was hitting hard against
the shingles, and the gutters gurgled under my window as carved
gargoyles tossed the water out of their mouths and onto the
pavement below. It had been several days since I met the Pale
Horse. I was not afraid of him: Raspthane, yes; but not the horse.
Ghillie's warnings echoed in my head: "Don't go out at night."
Wise words for a Somachian, but I was an outsider. I got up and
listened to the rain. The room was stuffy and I could use a little
air. I thought about opening the window.
I swung the shutters to the weather. The ferocity of the wind and
rain was often enough to blow in the crevices and even occasionally
crack the panes, but tonight was very peaceful. The cold rain was
steaming as it hit the warm air of the forest and the fog was
already thick. I gathered some of the drops in my palm and bathed
my face in the coolness.
"Reeegerrree, reeegerrreee." A reptilian-winged frog glided
across the rooftop. When it saw me, it bared a nasty set of fangs,
then quickly flew away into the fog. Night creatures! Horrible
monsters were out there in the night. Bolt the shutters, and lock
the doors -- always. Never ever go out into the night. My
imagination let loose; I slammed the shutters tight, not wanting
to confront any other, perhaps larger, night- animals.
I slept in late that morning and missed breakfast. One of the
prettier waitresses delivered the meal to me. Her broad smile made
me suspect that there was something more than my breakfast on her
mind, but I politely dismissed her with a kiss on the cheek. Her
flustered blushing and pearly smile were amusing, but she quickly
exited. I suddenly recalled that she had been staring at me the
last few days. Her name was Lace. I wished she had been bolder.
I thought of Eugean. After breakfast I took a cool bath.
On the fourth day of my recovery, Eugean brought me a print from
the plate I had in the camera on my run of the botanical gauntlet.
The Pale Horse stood gallantly in the center of the frame.
"This is the Pale Horse?" she asked.
"Yes."
"What happened when you went back for the camera.
you.?"

Did he attack

"Actually, he brought the camera to me."
Eugean looked at me peculiarly.
supposed to kill people?"

"I thought the Pale Horse was

"That's what these people say, but if it was not for this animal,
I would have never made it to the inn before sunset."
"What do you mean?"
"I only made it most of the way.

Then I quit, too tired and too

late to get back before dusk.
with its teeth!"

That horse dragged me out of there

"I don't understand."
"He saved my life. I grabbed his mane and he pulled me out.
slobbered all over my neck."
"That was horse drool?"

He

She had an incomparable scowl on her face.

"That's what it was."
Eugean and I both agreed that we should not tell the others about
the photograph. She kept the negative with her, and I put the
print in my pack with the photograph of the fairies above the
atrium.
A tenday after my accident I felt well enough to walk a bit without
the crutch. We would be leaving soon. I had finished my accounts
and was interviewing Ghillie about the things he had heard to
complete my log. There were a few wives' tales and fables, but
the stories had little to say about my true interests: what was
outside in the night. Nobody here knew.
After two tenday, I felt well enough to walk to the next bhatti.
We took an entire day to pack. Eugean enlisted Andrew to help her
disassemble the darkroom. Ghillie went to the blacksmith to get
four strong kettas. I was putting away my notes and photographs.
I noticed the photo of the atrium with the smudges. The spots had
taken on a new character -- they were fairies. I still suspected
that the fairies had something to do with the sphere, but what?
Someday, I would ask James Guffingstrapp, but I knew that he would
not give me direct answers. He would have me go on a journey like
this one. For a moment I could not wait to return to City and tell
Sensia of my adventures, then I realized that she was dead. That
was precisely the kind of tales she so dearly loved to hear. It
was why she joined the Saskatchewan Independent Messenger and
Recovery Service. It was why she died. I missed her and my heart
pained with a moment of remorse. I missed her a lot. I wanted to
go home: to hell with my duty or my curiosity. To hell was where
all this would most likely take me anyway.
Many of the laborers, the innkeeper and several of his help came
to see us off. Eugean emerged from the basement with the last load
for the kettaketti-fylgjalaai. She tossed it over the wooden pack
frame and tied the camera and tripod on top.
"Is that it?" I asked my cohorts. The checklist was doubly marked,
and Andrew pronounced the load ready.
"Alright,
way.

which way?" I asked. They all looked at me in a confused

"What do you mean?" Eugean asked.
"We do have a choice. If we travel east, in two days we will be
farther from Litid than the Valley of Uberty. If any of you want
to change your minds, now is the time."

"Do you want to go back?" Andrew asked me.
I smiled. Taking my ketta by the rein and announced, "To the
Valley of Uberty!" -- and they all followed, waving to the friends
we had made at the bhatti and shouting goodbyes with words they had
taught us. Eugean pulled out her flute and played as we walked
through the canyon of green once again.
I did not think about going back for very long. There was no
point. I felt like I had in the desert: being fifteen hundred
walking-miles away from the ship was like not having a ship at all.
Besides, I still had a pouch full of documents to give to someone.
Even if I had given the papers to Marsyas, he could not have signed
for them.
I remembered the waitress, Lace, at the inn. She was very pretty.
Lace did everything short of throwing herself at me. I kept
thinking about her taut soft skin, the way it moved over her bare
shoulder. I wished that we had a couple of more days, dreaming of
Lace in my arms. I kept visualizing the way her hips kicked to life
when she walked through the main room. Everyone stared, even
Eugean, only her expression was far different than the seemingly
wolven hunger in the eyes of the men. Lace was admired for her
beauty, but lustful fantasizing was an outside concept to the
Somachians and I was sure that there were few that enjoyed the view
as much as Andrew and I: at least they were less frustrated. That
sort of thing was just not done there.
I remembered Eugean's eyes following the lines of my lips when we
were in the makeshift darkroom; her shallow breaths warming my
cheek; yet her words would not permit any romantic notions between
us.
Walking was worse than dying. My life would run through my mind
like an old entertainment visual from the last millennia; poorly
animated and done on a budget far too small. I felt very alone.
In the sunlight I recalled those things that had motivated me. My
friendships with Chauncy and Warnison, the adventure of being a
messenger, and, of course, Sensia.

CHAPTER

30

SASKATCHEWAN AND SENSIA

The rocking packs on Ghillie's animal metered my thoughts back
through the years, to the last assignment Sensia and I shared
together. We had only served together three times. S.I.M.R.S.
was careful to prevent situations where emotions could violate a
messenger's judgement. After my last assignment with Sensia, I
understood why the Service had that policy.
Forty-five messengers had been called in, with less than
twenty-four hours to report to Saskatchewan. The short notice and
harsh weather only pushed the messengers to function with greater

precision. The Saskatchewan offices, the original tenthousand-year-old home of the service, was a sprawling complex of
hundreds of identical, primarily abandoned enclosures of vast
immensity. Over the centuries, they had been used as offices,
aircraft hangars, manufacturing facilities, warehouses, and
operation centers.
Each enclosure had a clear fifty-acre roof covered with a series
of interconnecting and selfsupporting geodesic domes that gave the
appearance of a giant ten-compartment egg carton turned
up-side-down and supported two hundred feet above the floor by four
butte-like pillars. Outside, banks of solar converters and
windmill farms provided all power requirements.
The controlled environments within the enclosures were capable of
simulating anyplace on earth. Dozens of these buildings housed
environments from the swamps of the Geof Basin to the mighty peaks
of the Estobar Mountains. Years ago I spent three days in
Enclosure No. 043 where an exact recreation of the Sabinda Desert
was used for survival training. I still shake when I think of the
blistering and merciless sun. After the first day, there were many
times that a great deal of thought was required to convince myself
that it was not real, for even on the highest dune, I could see
nothing but wasteland.
Four enclosures were used for the manufacturing and conversion of
aircraft engines, and a half-dozen more housed facilities for the
revitalization of old ships into sleek fighting machines, but most
of the huge structures were empty, monuments to a time when the
Service provided nearly all the supplies at the peak of the war.
Enclosure No. 382, the staging area for the search and destroy
operation, had been activated just thirty hours before after
several decades of neglect. Tondalaya Pompion and her father,
Stewart, were the riggers for the operation. From their office in
Argid, they had drawn up the hypotheticals. All inactive messenger
equipment was housed in "the closet": two hundred enclosures
devoted to warehousing the world's largest junk collection. By
the time the Pompions arrived, No. 382 was brimming with equipment,
and the last of the Argonaut Bushwhackers class airships were
arriving from locations across the continent.
Sensia and I had not seen each other for nearly three tenday. She
braved the quiet snowfall of the Saskatchewan winter night to meet
my shuttle. Her embracing welcome was short as we followed the
others through the drifts to get out of the subfreezing
temperatures.
Jonquil Albacea, the Chief Executive Control Officer of S.I.M.R.S.,
had called an assembly. He was a small man, seemingly delicate
when in a crowd of messengers; but a quarter century ago, before
an accident impaired his eyesight, he was the golden boy of the
service. Jonquil still thought like a messenger, and now he ran
messenger operations all over the world. Without peer, Jonquil
had become the first "Control" in S.I.M.R.S. history to
single-handedly oversee the entire messenger division.
"Not all of us are here yet, but we must get things started. We
have a problem," Jonquil stated in his most serious demeanor. "The

United Continental Democracy has invaded the main fiber optic
trunks between the cities and we cannot pinpoint where or how. Our
northernmost information base, Heartland, has picked up stray
microwave transmissions that contained top secret data. Subsequent
searches have uncovered a small unmanned relay station operated by
the Recht Auf Verstandigen." Quiet murmurs penetrated the solitude
of the enclosure. The Recht Auf Verstandigen was the Democracy's
equivalent to S.I.M.R.S.. For messengers, they were the enemy;
equally skilled spies infiltrating and sucking secrets from the
heart Colonies. For the Cities, the front lines of the war had
secured borders that were mapped daily, but for S.I.M.R.S. and the
R.A.V. there were no fronts. Detecting the faint transmissions
could be the first clue to a massive invasion of R.A.V. agents.
As Jonquil continued, the talking ceased. "The R.A.V. infiltration
to the continent, let alone into the fiber trunk, greatly endangers
the Consolidation's position in the war, and, more importantly, our
operation as a Service. These fiber lines are S.I.M.R.S. lines.
The details are in the hypotheticals and the individual operations
manuals that are being passed out. We will meet again in eight
hours. Get ready!"
The service expected us to be at our peak in a few hours, but
Sensia and I did little more than stow our personal gear before
consummating our reunion. What wear I suffered from Sensia's
affections was more than made up for by the renewed spirit kindled
in our lovemaking. It was early in the morning when I looked over
her shoulder as she began reading the operations manual.
S.I.M.R.S. began as a small computer firm, Information Services
Group, which was contracted to design the Central Facilities system
City. Later they developed and operated the major fiber optic
lines between the cities and virtually all communications on the
continent. When the last of the cities were completed nearly a
hundred years later, political reforms socialized all city related
communications. Holdings of Information Services Group were
absorbed into the bureaucracy, all except one tiny branch office
in Saskatchewan, a little community outside the fisted jurisdiction
of any city. Information Services Group was reduced to its small
messenger service linking places not connected by the main fiber
trunks. From a tiny corps of messengers, the company grew, soon
building a fleet of high-speed assault aircraft that surpassed the
capabilities of the military's own ships. Additionally, the
messengers proved to be far more effective in espionage assignments
than their soldier counterparts. Contracts were soon signed to
supply the military with fighters and reconnaissance work in the
war zone was turned over to the Service. After hundreds of years
of efficient operation, the Service was asked to operate all
permanent communications facilities outside the cities, including
those the company had been forced to forfeit centuries earlier.
With new demands for reconnaissance, the word "Recovery" entered
into the name of the company. The power that comes with possession
of information kept the Service autonomous. The company had
established a policy of giving out information on a "need to know"
basis for employees as well as clients, keeping in mind that no one
should know more about anything than S.I.M.R.S.. Thus the critical
nature of the current threat. An invasion into the S.I.M.R.S.
information systems by the R.A.V. could cost the Colonies the war;

and more importantly, the Service could lose its primary client and
profits would plummet.
Jonquil had designated nine teams of five messengers each to exhume
the R.A.V. threat. Valimous had requested me for his team, but
because of the unavailability of Hazardous Environment Specialists,
we were separated at the last moment. In the confusion, I was put
on a team charged by Talon Achilles. All the team leaders were
penultimate messengers, each of them having served in the service
for an average of forty years.
Talon was not exactly attractive: not ugly enough to make dogs bark
when she came out in the daylight, it was just that she was not
beautiful and exercised what I thought to be an extreme effort to
denounce her femininity. Her linearly tall bronzed figure was
thick with muscle and filled out her otherwise lanky frame. Her
shoulder-length sunbleached hair was pulled tautly to the sides of
her face and tied functionally behind her head. The years in the
field had given her face a deep color. A finely worn mesh of
sun-grained lines crossed the firm skin around her eyes and mouth.
Unlike Valimous, there was more than a hint of her age. She looked
old even in artificial light.
Jonquil Albacea had a special awareness of Talon's capacity, having
been rescued by her from the throes of the R.A.V. when they had
captured him several years ago. Talon was considered a hard line
messenger. In her mind, the mission was always paramount, and her
heart held no unnecessary compassion. Jonquil was careful to
assign the most questionable team to Talon, knowing that she could
instantly shed any one of us with as much prejudice as needed to
complete the assignment. He seemed to think that she could carry
out any assignment exclusive of the team. Talon had been trained
in survival techniques of nearly one hundred environments, yet she
still did not qualify as a hazardous environment specialist for the
great snow wilderness of the northern latitudes. I offered that
unique knowledge to the group and that is why, for only the third
time, I was put in a team with Sensia.
Yataghan Gelea, a Tactical Specialist born in Artupuos, contributed
the skills of an assassin, able to kill with anything from a tree
stump to a bag of baking soda. Conventional weapons bored him.
Yataghan surprised me; his casually youthful mannerisms refused to
betray his fatally morbid talents. His handsomeness was
complemented with a boyish mug that could offer an innocently
disarming smile to put his victims at ease. But, as he put it,
"It's a living."
Cafard Satyr was an old friend from my early days as a messenger.
As a pilot, he had flown nearly every kind of craft capable of
getting off the ground and the rest he had crashed and lived to
tell about it: hence his title of Flight Specialist was well
deserved. At forty-two, Cafard was a survivalist, making his life
an overriding priority of any mission, an attitude I could
appreciate; but in Jonquil's eyes, Cafard was the most expendable
messenger in the corps -- with Sensia and myself close behind.
Sensia was my only junior in the messenger service at that time.
She was a Recovery Specialist. Talon's mastery of recovery
technology was so antiquated that the new equipment performed

poorly under her touch, so, despite Jonquil's better judgement, he
paired us under Talon's authority.
In the morning, gentle music stirred us from our sleep. The
riggers went through the temporary rooms built the day before,
pulled us out of bed and issued personal equipment. I took only
items I did not have, preferring the cargo that I had collected
over the years. My repeater had seen better days and was not
compatible with some of the newer ammunition. As attached as I
had become to it, the gun went to the disposal bin along with a
razor and the perishables in my overnight bag.
A hot meal was offered as the riggers continued to issue nearly a
ton of operation equipment for each of us. Each messenger was
provided a snowblader, a one-man tread and ski vehicle for
travelling over the snow. We would need them to carry everything
else, including enough self-heating food for two tenday in the
tundra.
Our Argonaut Bushwhacker, with its grey belly and camouflaged
top-half, was called the Omphaloskepsis Advocate. She was one of
the slowest and oldest of the Argonauts in the fleet, having been
in operation for nearly fifteen hundred years. Cafard noted, with
hope, that the only original part left after the countless
overhauls was probably the nameplate. Being that old, the
Omphaloskepsis was considered to have a certain mystic luck for the
messengers it served -- probably because no one would assign her
to heavy action. I could not help but feel better knowing that.
As we packed in the bitter cold of the morning, Valimous came to
my side. "It's been too long." His breath frosted white in the
bright lights of the staging area.
I stopped my work to face him. "Yes it has. I understand that your
team is going to take the point force into Heartland." I pulled
my parka hood back to hear him better over the noise of the engines
as each bushwhacker felt the hands of its new pilot.
"I would have liked to have had you by my side for this one,"
Valimous said.
"You've got Ilsid and Gastron, I've been on a few with them. You
guys should make one heck of a team. Rumor has it that Jonquil is
expecting you to clean up this mess before the rest of us set up
a base camp."
With a nervous chortle, Valimous dismissed my comments. "I made a
deal with Jonquil, he's sending my team to the only site with clear
weather. So, where is your first destination point?"
"Nivipolis."
Valimous laughed. "Good luck." He slapped my arm. "You'll be
snowed in there by the time this thing is over!"
"You heard the weather reports?"
"I certainly did.
debriefing."

Look, I've got to get back. I'll see you after

"Good enough." He smiled and left to talk with Talon.
From the hypothetical and what I knew about the country, Yataghan
and I put together an eighty pound survival pack for each member
in the event we were forced to go it by foot. Offensive weaponry
and analytical equipment would add more weight, bringing our
personal loads to one hundred and twenty pounds. The snowbladers
and sleds would carry four hundred pounds more of supplies. Even
more of the equipment would remain in the Omphaloskepsis. If
nothing else, messengers were always prepared.
As we sat strapped in for takeoff, Talon held a final briefing.
"Each of you have gone over the hypothetical data that concerns
your expertise. As you know, we are assigned to the Ladabor
Mountains. If the R.A.V. is there, we will take them out. Our
team code is `Penult'. If it becomes necessary to break
telecommunications silence, we will use that name to identify
ourselves and use scrambler frequency 4-2-9. As you know, penult
is traditionally used to code survival expectations of two out of
five or lower. We will also have the longest running operation.
Only team Ultra will require more time. They will also be in a
high-winded storm system. The front is a Keewatin Clipper and is
bringing to bear against a pocket of weather already along the
Ladabor Mountains. It does not look good. The Ultra team will be
in the mountains nearly one hundred miles away from us. They will
be our assist group, but in this storm I do not think we can expect
any backup. In these conditions it could take them days to move
that far along the mountains."
The Ladabor Mountains were very high above the tundra. A continent
of jetstreams were squeezed between the high peaks and the upper
atmosphere. Weather patterns were funneled along the Torngat
Mountains, the continental shoreline, and the Frore River;
converging from three directions in the pocket formed by the
Ladabor Mountains and resulting consistently in the worse weather
on earth. This time of year huge storms barreled across the
continent from the north. Affectionately called Keewatin Clippers,
they deluged the tundra with gale force blizzards. The Ultra team
had been assigned the area under the heaviest weather. I felt
confident that at least one of them would not survive. Valimous
and his Omega team would also be facing the brunt of the storm, but
he would make it. He always did. The storm would be sitting on
us next. I suddenly realized that they did not give us the
Omphaloskepsis Advocate because the mission was easy, they gave us
the ship because they did not expect us to return with it.
Talon asked Cafard for his assessment. He said, "We have fair
skies for nearly two thousand miles. We can come low that far, but
the storm will drive us above treetop level. Even with stealth
capabilities, it may not be possible to come in undetected. The
R.A.V. is going to be watching for us. If we try to fly above the
nimbostrati clouds at the front of the storm, we may be spotted
visually: if we go through them, we will be faced with severe icing
problems. That will drive us down with weight and jamb the intake
ducts, maybe even causing a thermocoupling reaction in the engines
and blow us up. In any event, I don't think we'll be able to get
the ship to Nivipolis clandestinely until the storm passes, which
will be at least three days."

"Well then," Talon responded, "we will fly in low as far as we can
and then travel the last five hundred miles overland." She looked
at me. "Can we do that?"
"Cafard does not want to be in the air, I do not want to be on the
ground." I sighed. "If you want to get there in less than three
days, we have to get at least as far as the Dire Rapids on the
Frore River. If we do not fall through the ice, we can follow the
river. The trip should take just over twenty four hours, but the
ice will be unsound in many places."
Talon asked, "How long would it take to follow a straight line
overland, bypassing the ice?"
"The landscape is rocky and the visibility will be low. Even with
visors, it will be slow going. It will add another 15 hours or
more to the trip, but we will not risk falling in the river."
Talon shook her head.

"What is our risk factor?"

I scratched the half-tenday of beard that had accumulated on my
chin. "Well, it's all on ice.... We have to be travelling about
forty miles per hour to get there in a day. I would expect to lose
at least one snowblader. If we assume that, and pack the point
snowblader light, we can anticipate a minimal loss. I will take
point. If I fall through, I will have what I need to get out. I
don't foresee any great loss-of-life, but we should bring the extra
snowbladers along."
Talon was pleased. "Then, that shall be our approach to Nivipolis.
Once there, two mountain guides will join us. Sensia, how do you
propose that we look for the R.A.V. installation?"
"Any leakage or accidental transmissions will be absorbed by the
storm. All optimal scanning frequencies will be blocked. The only
way around this is to use miniaturized aerial surveillance. I have
ordered up 90 grapho-ferrous coated balloons to carry miniature
plotter units. The coating will scramble any R.A.V. scans."
"How will the probes relay data to us?" Yatagan asked.
"They will transmit down in columnized microwaves to our coded
receiver stations. If weather permits, I will install laser
transmitters. Unless we can use aerial survey, or get some kind
of local fix at Nivipolis, we may be unable to find anything out
there."
Talon was pleased with Sensia.
can we expect, Yataghan?"

"If we find a R.A.V. station, what

Yataghan explained. "To be transparent, the R.A.V. must run as
light as possible. If I was in charge, most of my armaments would
be for self-annihilation first and double as defensive.
Additionally, each operator would have a small firearm capable of
a maximum amount of destruction in the shortest time period."
"You make it sound like a suicide squad," Cafard commented.

"Almost; this is a win or kill everyone proposition."
"If that's the case, how are we supposed to get out of this alive?"
I asked. From Talon's expression, I knew that my question was
inappropriate.
Yataghan continued. "First of all, we have to find them before
they find us. If we are spotted, they will quickly assess that
there are only a few of us. In fact, the fewer they think we are,
the less excited they will be, and that is good."
"I would think it would be to our advantage to keep our number in
the dark," Sensia said.
Yataghan replied. "Usually discretion is an advantage, but in this
case, we have to either appear clearly as a minor threat or not
appear at all. If we are discovered, we must establish their
strengths and force them into a Vanishing Mode."
Cafard, Sensia and I looked puzzled. Yataghan explained, "In a
Vanishing Mode, the R.A.V. unit attempts to disappear into the
landscape. Once out of the mode, they will be untraceable. They
are highly skilled at this procedure and we can be sure that they
have established dozens of hiding places for their retreat."
"Then, what is the advantage of forcing them into a Vanishing
Mode?"
"During the mode, they will not monitor us. Nor will they
communicate among themselves. When they disengage their
facilities, they will open up their entire operation to scan. All
jamming and anti-surveillance equipment will be shut down to
prepare for evacuation. This is the one vulnerable aspect of these
kinds of R.A.V. operations, but our window of opportunity will last
for less than an hour. That is all the time we will have to find
them. We must provide such a small threat that they will afford
the time to try to hide instead of setting up a defense -- blowing
us all up."
"That does not give us much time, especially in a hostile
environment," I said.
"If we are slowed by the storm, they will be to."
Talon added, "The hypothetical indicates that there are only two
R.A.V. transmitters... four at the most. The Ladabor Mountains
are the least likely place for any kind of operation. I do not
anticipate a conflict, but we must be ready because we will have
one chance to catch them if they are there."
The Omphaloskepsis Advocate moved out to the launch port. I tried
to get comfortable. The ship had originally accommodated three
men, but over the centuries new miniature components replaced the
original engineering and tactical equipment. Somehow they had
squeezed in the extra seats in the empty space left by the gear.
I slipped a leg and an arm into the gaping holes of the side
panels where long obsolete displays had once been. Yataghan and
Sensia were both small enough to find the seats. I suffered as
quietly as I could.

With Cafard at the controls and Talon in the copilot's seat, the
ship labored off the ground under the weight of its cargo. Cafard
kept the Argonaut close to the enclosure rooftops. After a mile,
we came to where Ecler and the Frore rivers met to form the
Missery. The tiny settlement of Saskatchewan, nestled in the crux
of the fork, was little more than a suburb across the river from
the mighty landscape of S.I.M.R.S. headquarters. Cafard navigated
to the banks of the Frore, remaining only a few yards above the
surface of the ice-pocked river waters. Ahead, where the river
momentarily straightened, I could see one of the other
bushwhackers. Three of the teams would follow the Frore before
turning north, but only we would follow the river into the heart
of the Keewatin Clipper.
The morning sky grew brighter as the sun burned the cloud cover
thin. In the flurries, Cafard had to fly by instruments. Sensia
read her hypothetical. In my memories I felt my fingers glide
through the long hair she had when I first met her. She had been
so delicate before she became a messenger. I did not dislike the
way she looked now, it was simply that her taut bronze skin and
cropped locks were part of the lifestyle that kept us apart. I
sat back, watching my love, hoping that this time together might
bring us close, again -- more truthfully, for the first time. Her
continual absence gnawed at my heart like a hungry jackal, and for
many months I had wanted desperately for a solution. I would think
of her every day and feel alone. What hurt me even more was that
I was with her at this very moment and the loneliness was still
there.
I ran my frustrations away by trying to turn my attention to the
mission documentation. Yataghan sat like some schoolboy at his
books, cruising the pages of the plates while he sat on his knotted
legs in a fanatic contortionist's pose. It just made me feel all
the more compressed on my little seat.
For a moment we passed through a break in the clouds and I saw the
tranquil surface of Lake Shilpit. The half-frozen lake would be
our last sight of open water until the mission was over. Frore was
a white river, running under a snowy cap that blended quietly into
the landscape. The sky was overcast, but there was no snow and
the visibility was good. The landscape was as desolate as an
albino desert was, broken only by patches of woodland holding
tightly to tiny outposts of soil poxed across the rolling hills of
rock. We had crossed the southern limit of permafrost.
An hour later we passed over the Dire Rapids. A hole opened in the
clouds, beaming a sharp column of sunrise light, and I caught a
glimpse of the black towers of cumulonimbi that fortified the
Keewatin Clipper. The clouds moved like a seething torrent of
mountains uprooted by the gods themselves. I knew I was about to
redefine my concept of bad weather. The blue sky disappeared and
we continued low under the dark clouds that hindered our way with
a hefty swirl of powdery flakes. Sensia had her plotter linked
with the ship's systems, monitoring the weather. "The other ships
will have started north. We are alone now."
Cafard turned on the interior lights as the sky became black and
the snow matted against the windows. "I want to go higher, this

stuff is starting to accumulate."
Sensia took another reading. "They can scan us if you go much
higher. You've got a ceiling of two hundred and twenty feet. If
the cloud density increases you'll have nearly a thousand, but not
yet."
"By then we won't be in the air!" Cafard yelled as he struggled
to keep the nose up. The ship vibrated and slammed in the wind
pockets. As soon as we were above the treetops, the ground
disappeared in the whiteout. The frame creaked under the stress of
the ice and airbursts. Cafard fought with the keypad to drive the
thermal wing elements hotter, but the ice kept building and the
Omphaloskepsis Advocate continued to shudder. The bottom thrusters
kicked on as air pockets sucked the pressure from under the ship,
dropping us like a yoyo within a dozen yards of the river. The
equipment in the hold floated up and crashed back to the floor as
we climbed back up to our maximum altitude. "Can I go up!?" Cafard
kept yelling.
"Not yet!" Sensia would scream back above the roar of the engines,
straining to clear themselves of the accumulating ice. With each
plummet, ice would crack free, sounding off like the hull was
exploding. I could see the apprehension in Sensia's face. She
wanted to tell Cafard to go higher, but the instruments indicated
otherwise. Only Yataghan seemed unmoved, continuing his reading
until the lurching tore the plate from his hands and sent it
ricocheting around the cockpit.
"Go! Go! -- Go up now!" Sensia yelled as Yataghan's plate flew past
her face.
"How far?!" he asked as the nose went up again.
"Three hundred yards!" Sensia shouted.
The hail started raking the Omphaloskepsis from below! Then,
larger stones raked the roof, cracking one of the skylight panels
before they stopped.
"I'm going to land." Cafard screamed. "We're icing up. I can't
fly in this crap without slammin' into something."
Cafard glanced at Talon who was pressing her fingers white against
the data plates in her hand. Frazzled, she simply said, "Do it."
The Argonaut pendulummed violently in the wind while Cafard and
Sensia looked for a landing site. The shifting snows hid the
coarse ground. Finally, using short range scans, Sensia located
a landing spot protected from the wind by a glacial boulder the
size of a house. Cafard rocked the ship down like a tumbling
autumn leaf. Gritting my teeth, I watched the snow blind my view
and then clear. Cafard only looked at his instruments. The
thrusters hissed and groaned as he drove them hard in the
microbursts and jammed the controls back, and all but shut the
engines down when the updrafts caught us from below. I could see
the great boulder. The wing tip would bounce about frantically
threatening to crush against stone, but Cafard held the
Omphaloskepsis away. Finally the landing gear sank deep onto the
snowbank and the ship sank to a stop.

We had most of the equipment ready in minutes.
any longer!" Cafard shouted.

"I am not staying

"We need a few more minutes to get out!" Talon called back.
"If I don't get out of here now, I never will." He started goosing
the engines, and the Omphaloskepsis started to rise. Talon reached
over and blew the emergency bolts on the forward cargo door, and
the hatch swung down. Cafard could not leave now. The drag from
the gaping doorway would pull him down. Cafard jumped down to the
hold. "You blew my hatch! What the hell is wrong with you?!"
"I have a mission to conduct here, Cafard."
"I am the flight specialist! I am responsible for this ship, and
I say we have to get out of here!"
"So leave!"
Cafard fumed as he began to manually crank the doors closed. "Damn
you all! I don't care if you kill yourselves, but you're not going
to take me with you!"
Talon jumped in her snowblader and started pushing mine out the
door. She was leaving. I climbed in as we were met by the
blizzard. I knew that if Talon made it out of the mission alive,
Cafard no longer would have a career. The Omphaloskepsis Advocate
slipped again, and I could hear the belly crash against the drift.
The landing gear on the left side was completely buried.
Cafard watched us leave the ship from the cockpit. Already the
drifts were beginning to consume the ship. I could hear the slow
drone of the engines as Cafard kept them in idle so that they would
not freeze while he thawed the ice from the wings. After a few
seconds I could neither see nor hear the ship through the weather.
I wondered if he would be able to get off the ground, but minutes
later he passed by overhead and then quickly turned back, heading
for Saskatchewan.
The river was flat and smooth with ice under several feet of snow,
a good fast roadway for the three-foot wide tread that ran the
length of the snowbladers. The front steering skis worked fast in
the powder. I took point, followed by Talon thirty yards behind.
She carried most of my supplies in case I fell through. With the
blizzard blinding our way, we had to use a radar-based scanner.
The readings were reflected into the helmet visor. In the bitter
cold winds, the masks warmed the air enough to breathe
comfortably. My respirator was different than the others, equipped
with a tiny scuba system. I would not have minded the extra
equipment except that it kept reminding me that I might end up in
the water. I wanted to forget that more than anything else.
Sensia and Yataghan trailed behind Talon, each towing a spare
snowblader. On thick ice we averaged over forty miles- per-hour.
I reclined in the seat, watching the ice thickness readings. This
was going to be a long trip.
A few hours later, I saw the plotter screen go wild. The ice below

me was losing integrity almost as fast as I was. Loud pops rang
through the air above the noise of the winds. I ejected a flair
marker, signalling Talon to stop fast. I raced my engines to get
past the cracking ice. The treads sprayed snow high into the air
as holes appeared in the ground underneath me. The snowblader
jumped ahead, then slowed as it sank, then jumped again with a new
grip on the packed drifts. Suddenly the warning light stopped, but
I pushed hard against the throttle, my heart pounding and my
muscles pumping. I was lucky, the ice had held just long enough
for me to get over. Only when the plotter showed three feet of
solid ice beneath me did I finally stop. I rechecked the plotter
again. I was safe. I looked back. Massive chunks of ice bobbed
and stirred in the currents. I swallowed hard knowing that I could
have been under the mess. I reconsidered my confidence and decided
that I had been stupid for ever coming on the mission. Someone was
going to die, and by taking point I had made myself the best
candidate.
Talon halted at my marker, but the cracking ice crept to her and
slowly lowered her snowblader into the river. She jumped free and
ran several yards back to the cargo sled and released the tow line
as the snowblader gently sank into the black water. The river
continued to open. Sensia was quick to help Talon pull her
supplies back as the ice popped under it. Finally, we were all
safe.
The frothing rapids had eaten away the ice above the river and was
now exposed. I found a smooth bank and drove overland to get back
to the others. Talon was soon settled into one of the spare
snowbladers. Nothing was said, we just went on with our senses
sharpened and adrenaline polluting our veins. The rapids would
present more trouble upstream. I laid out a course across the
rocky landscape that would meet the river where it calmed.
After a half mile of tedious and bumpy overland travel, the ride
was smooth. The ice-jambs and jutting rocks were buffered by
several feet of snow. Strong gusts sometimes blew us backwards or
laterally, and we had to slow our pace to keep control of our
machines. Additional delays were inevitable as the snow drifted
inside the open cockpit, demanding that we shovel ourselves out
every few hours.
We reached the southern limits of the tundra as the sun began to
drop in the afternoon sky and the clouds became dark. We made a
shovelling stop. Sensia and I climbed a knoll to scan. The winds
came down on us at speeds close to forty miles per hour, making it
difficult to stand still. Our suit arms and legs were heated, but
with the severe wind chill, the thermal batteries were draining
faster than I had expected. We had a thirty hour capacity, but
then nothing would keep us warm out there. I took my intercom jack
and plugged into Sensia's helmet so that I could talk to her
without removing my mask or using my radio. "Did you find
anything?" I asked.
"No," she answered. "The weather is distorting the scans. All I
can be sure of is that the sun is still somewhere above this mess."
"That's reassuring," I smiled.

She wrapped her well-padded arm around me. "I'm glad you're here."
"Me, too." I felt warm again. I hoped with all my heart that she
would never leave. I knew that she would. Nothing was permanent
among messengers. When Sensia and I returned to the river, we met
with Talon and Yataghan at her snowblader and we plugged in
together.
"Any sign of the R.A.V.?" Talon asked Sensia.
"Nothing.

The snow is too thick."

"What is our E.T.A. at Nivipolis?" Talon asked me.
"I didn't expect this much difficulty, but as long as we maintain
our current pace, we should reach Nivipolis in about nineteen hours
-- twenty-five hours after leaving Cafard."
"I guess that's the best we can expect," Talon said.
I said, "We will be on the tundra soon. Use the lights if you need
to stop us. The flares radiate too much infrared and there are no
trees to suck it up."
Talon commanded, "I want you all to keep your plotters on the wide
spectrum mode. There should be nothing out there. If anything
pops up, it is going to be R.A.V.."
We all agreed and then disconnected to return to our own
snowbladers. The woodland limit followed closely to the Frore
River. To the south, the forests of firs dotted the landscape,
becoming thin close to the riverbank. After a while, even the
trees were gone. To the north, there was tundra. Only the top
two feet of earth thawed enough to offer scraggly bits of life
during the summer months. The rest of the soil had been frozen
since it was created.
In the flatlands, I had to use the visor navigational programs just
to stay on top of the river. At high speeds the spongy ice of the
tundra was more dangerous than the Frore. The river was solid ice
now, and we would not fall through. In the land of permafrost,
winter temperatures rarely came close to the melting point. As the
gray daylight of the clouds withdrew, we used the floodlights to
see our way. By evening the Keewatin Clipper was upon us, hours
before we had expected it.
In order to cut some time off the journey, I would sometimes leave
the river at large meandering bends that went miles out of our way.
I was leading the point at nearly thirty-five miles per hour when
my front blades cut deep into the snow, sinking far into the frozen
mire of tundra below. I was catapulted into the air as if from a
slingshot. I caught my shin on the control shaft. My thoughts
suffocated in pain, and then I was aloft. The lights of the others
reeled past me as I tumbled through the sky, seeing nothing but the
black until I plunged into the drift. I found myself buried and
in tremendous agony. I tried to dig my way out but every movement
resulted in icy bolts of pain shooting up my leg, up my back and
into my arms. A lightheadedness was quickly overtaking me before
I realized my mask vents were buried in the snow. Then, a razor

crisp jab shot up my back from my wound.

I had broken my leg.

I had to dig my way around to get my hand to my face, but I managed
to turn on my scuba regulator. I could breathe again. I could
move my feet, but my arms were held tightly by the snow. I began
to dread the absolute grip of the snow much more than the pain.
I wiggled about, trying desperately get my arms free. The snow was
powder, I could not understand how it held me so tightly. Something
in my air that made me cough, a smell I that lingered in my mouth
and nose even when I held my breath -- the smell of burnt flesh.
My eyes tricked me in the darkness and I thought I saw a faint red
glow through the snow: Raspthane!
I drifted in and
something in the
way in through a
back of my neck.
hyperventilating

out of consciousness. I had hit my head against
fall, and a chilly bead of water had worked its
fissure in my helmet only to wander its way to the
I had misadjusted my regulator and was
with an excess of oxygen and adrenaline.

Someone was digging to me. I did not know who it was, but when
they pulled on my broken leg and the searing discomfort burned
through my marrow, I squared them away with a swift kick from my
other foot. Someone else grabbed my good leg and tugged. I
struggled through the pain and snow until my head was free. I was
surprised how easily I had come out. It was just powder! How
could it have held me before? I immediately pulled off my
mouthpiece to draw in fresh air. The freezing cold burned deep in
my chest, and I coughed as the air froze the moisture in my lungs.
Sensia was next to me, shaken, and her helmet was scraped where I
had kicked her in the face. My telcom no longer worked so Talon
pulled her mask off and removed my cracked helmet to check my
scalp.
"Are you alright?!" she yelled through the wind.
"My leg! I think I broke it!"
"How is your head?" Sensia asked.
"It's alright!" My ears had been instantly frostbitten. Sensia
dressed my cranial lesion before putting one of the spare helmets
on my head. The two women and Yataghan had plugged their headsets
together. The telcom in the spare I wore operated on radiowaves.
All the spares were like that. I regretted not having the time to
check out every piece of equipment.
Sensia and I pulled our masks off to talk again. "We won't move you
until we get your leg in a splint!" she yelled above the wind. The
snow was starting to get me wet and Sensia tried to break the
weather by hovering her body over me. I suppose it helped a
little. Talon pinched my extremities to make sure I had feeling.
"At least you didn't break your neck!"

Sensia screamed.

"Yeah!"
"You wouldn't be any fun in bed!" She didn't smile. It crossed
my mind that she did not say that to be funny. After she looked

at my leg she turned back. "You're supposed to laugh!"
"There is a time to laugh, and a time not to laugh. This is not
one of them." Talon cut out part of my thermal suit. The cold
did a lot to numb the pain as she prepared to set the bone in
place. "It won't hurt that much to travel! You only broke your
fibula!"
"Great," I shouted.
"Do you want anything for the pain?"
"Not out here."
"Talon wants to give you something to block your natural
endorphines! It will keep you from hallucinating if the pain gets
too bad!" The wind made her words almost unintelligible.
"Alright."
My face was getting frostbitten from the cold and ice was forming
around my lips. I could hardly keep my eyes open, they stung so
much from the wind. "Are you sure you don't want anything?! We've
got local anesthetics!"
"That's fine!

Just hurry up!"

Sensia gave me the injection, put my helmet on, and Talon went to
work on me.
By the time they got me into a fiber-thermalcast, I was exhausted.
The special cast kept me from putting any strain on my fibula while
diverting the stress of movement to my tibula. Although I was
unable to walk, I could still drive myself into Nivipolis. My old
craft had buried its nose in the ground and had thrown one of its
treads. The snow would soon drift over the snowblader so that the
R.A.V. could not find it.
Talon took point, but I would still have to guide the way. I
turned off the heat, and soon my foot was completely absent of
sensation and only an occasional bump let me know there was
anything below my knee. And then I knew nothing else. Whatever
Sensia had injected me with was helping.
My hands were numb from the vibrations in the controls. The jolts
sent throngs of agony through the localized nerveblocks. It was
all I could do to follow the lights of Talon's blader through the
night. In the dark hours of the night, Sensia gave me a second
injection. I never did remember most of the trip. Talon stopped
every few miles to ask me which way to go. I would come up with
a new navigation plate and she would lead us on. I thought of
Talon and Valimous -- the way a true messenger would conduct
himself while in a state of trauma. I kept a stiff upper lip and
tried my best to continue as if nothing had happened, only not very
well. At least no one could hear my screams.
CHAPTER
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NIVIPOLIS

The sun barely managed to get any light through the clouds. Most
of the time we had to use the headlights. The closer we came to
Nivipolis, the more I studied the navigational charts until I
figured that we should be in the middle of it, but there was no
sign of the town. My pangs of hysterical nausea quickly subsided
as I scanned the ground and found the tunnels and buildings beneath
us in the snow. I had expected drifts, but I had no idea that the
tiny community would be so well hidden this time of year. Had we
missed even by a few hundred yards, we would have been pressed to
find Nivipolis without using broad scanning or signalling for help.
Nonetheless, only using passive scans, I could not tell if anyone
was alive down there under the thick steel shells of the buildings.
I wondered if the Recht Auf Verstandigen had infiltrated and
destroyed the community in the last few hours.
A metropolis of almost two thousand permanent inhabitants,
Nivipolis had been the largest city north of the Colonies -seconded only when S.I.M.R.S. expanded its manufacturing and
headquarters operations in Saskatchewan ten thousand years ago.
Like all advanced communities north of the Woodland Limit,
Nivipolis was kept alive by S.I.M.R.S., which, unlike the cities,
had a paranoid interest in every corner of the hemisphere.
Nivipolis was a central hub for dozens of small communities of
native Ladaborians and provided a major trading center with the
largest summertime port on the Frore River.
My leg still hurt desperately. The snowbladers continued far over
the entombed city before we could see the entrance tubes, great
sheds large enough to accommodate two Argonaut Bushwhackers at a
time. An iceblock windbreak had been built to keep the drifts away
from the transport entrances. Even so, Talon had to lay a
low-yield thermal charge to clear and thaw the tube doors. As we
drove in, I could see where drifts had formed on the platform. In
this storm, they grew in just the few minutes it took for us to
drive onto the platform and for the hydraulic doors to ease tightly
shut. The floor slowly began to drop. The only light was a tiny
overhead fixture. This was not exactly a showcase facility. The
unpainted walls were rusted and beaten with centuries of use.
Considering that for half the year the tubes were the only way in
or out of Nivipolis I was very surprised that they were not
maintained in better condition.
Talon, having been to Nivipolis several times, was well acquainted
with the entrance procedures. As we descended, the ceiling
extended above us. From what I heard from the other messengers
that frequented Nivipolis, more often than not the elevator
hydraulics would fail, and the ships would have to shuttle up the
shaft to get out. I was glad things worked today. Our snowbladers
only shuttled down -- like rocks.
When the platform stopped, two more massive doors opened into the
main hangar facility. No less than thirty ships were positioned
in the open area that looked like a half-sized replica of one of
the enclosures in Saskatchewan.

Talon led us across the flightdeck. Our cockpits were packed with
drifts of the now melting powder. Repair crews, nursing a couple
of decrepit hulks, stared in disbelief as we travelled down the
central taxiway to the portmaster's office, leaving. They realized
that no one in their right mind would dare to cross the tundra in
this kind of weather. Not only was it fairly stupid, it was
downright suicidal; but then, we were messengers. I suddenly felt
like I was in the wrong profession.
Sensia came up beside me. The tread of her snowblader slapped the
hard surface of the taxiway like a centipede with duck feet. I
gave her a friendly, tired salute as she pulled her helmet and mask
away from her simple beauty. "I knew you could do it!"
I pulled my headgear off.
could I do?"

"I knew you were behind me.

What else

Dandy Green, the chief of S.I.M.R.S. operations in Nivipolis,
shuffled us into one of the offices. When he saw Yataghan and
Sensia carrying me in with my splinted leg, he asked me, "Do you
want to go to Medcore?"
"No," Talon replied without consulting me.
I screamed a bit as Sensia and Yataghan lowered me into a chair,
bumping my leg against the desk. Dandy looked at me to be sure I
agreed with Talon as I gritted my teeth. I would have agreed to
anything as long as no one moved me.
Dandy said, "Since the main office has suspected the R.A.V.
infiltration into the fiber system, all of the S.I.M.R.S. bases
north of the Woodland Line have stopped using the main trunks and
have been communicating only on the Secret Northern Isolated Fiber
System (S.N.I.F.S.)." Dandy had prepared several visuals with
charts, maps and arrows to emphasize his comments. "We have been
conducting periodic long-range sensor scans at all bases. Hay
Horse, Heartland, Est Point and Nivipolis have all had abnormal
readings. We cannot be sure what is going on, only that there is
the possibility that the R.A.V. has been operating in these areas
in the last tenday. The bulk of suspect signals have been coming
from somewhere east of here, not in the Ladabor Mountains, but in
the Torngats."
I sighed. The Ladabors are bad, but the Torngats are worse; no one
even monitors the weather.
Sensia spoke to contradict him. "Your graphs show that signals have
been more frequent, but the Torngat and Ladabor Mountains are
capable of building resonant signals, delivering all kinds of false
readings in the spectrums you are sampling -- especially in unusual
weather like this. What were the readings like a few weeks ago."
Talon was pleased with Sensia's aptitude. Dandy defended himself.
"I have compared these recent signals with the usual ghost
broadcasts from the mountains. They are too narrow in their
bandwidth and far too frequent given the severity of the weather
we have been having. This pattern is not an echo or a resonance.
It was identified first in Heartland and then at all the other

bases.

That is the basis of our extreme concern."

"You mean that these patterns are all that you have for this
region?" Sensia questioned.
"Well... yes, but only half of the signal appears to be random, the
rest of the signal contains symmetrical patterns. They have the
same pattern as high speed winds cutting across the mountain peaks,
but too frequent. We believe the R.A.V. may have a base in the
Torngats that picks up signals from their main fiber tap point and
relays them to a final transmitter somewhere high in the Baffin
Mountain Range where the information could be beamed to a
receiving station in the Gatsuan Ice Fields without our detection."
Talon pointed out, "In our briefing at Saskatchewan, they
indicated that the R.A.V. forces were probably in the mountains
north of Embarrass Portage and not in Ladabor. The climate there
is too foul to allow anyone to maintain a permanent outpost."
Dandy just smiled. "Jonquil has never lived in Ladabor. I know
of dozens of natives who live in the Torngats. The winter is the
only time they can mine callocryolite crystals. The ore can only
be cut from the rock when the subfreezing cold makes the
surrounding ichthenite brittle."
I was trained by some of the legendary tundra messengers who had
spent years living with the miners to learn the ways of Ladabor
Mountain survival. "The lore of the Torngats is considered
fantastic by the service as a whole, but if they can survive, they
can probably dig in for as long as they want." Almost like
Guffingstrapp in the desert, the miners could draw sustenance from
an otherwise deadly landscape. I knew of the abilities of the
Torngat miners: I also knew of the ingenuity of the R.A.V..
Talon asked, "Are you implying that Jonquil did not believe the
R.A.V. could survive out there and that is why he did not isolate
the location of the R.A.V. forces?"
"Precisely. Every team could converge to the range in hours.
are in the center."

We

A concern drew over Yataghan's face. "If this is true, we may not
be able to wait for Cafard to bring the rest of the supplies to us.
The Torngats are not like the Ladabors. We must isolate the R.A.V.
troops immediately. In landscape that desolate, hiding could be
quite difficult. Without the cover of the storm, they my not even
enter Vanishing Mode. If they see themselves as the convergence,
they will simply take out the first team to arrive along with
themselves."
"What do you recommend, Yataghan?" Talon queried.
"As soon as we can, cut down the distance between the Ladabor
Mountains and ourselves."
"Does anyone want to add anything?" asked Talon.
"I still have my most sensitive surveillance equipment on the
ship," Sensia commented. "Don't you think that we could wait for

Cafard?"
"No," Yataghan replied. "The R.A.V. cannot spot us under the
Keewatin Clipper. Any stations in the Torngats will only move as
soon as the Omega team starts to close in on them from the other
side. The only chance we have of cornering them is under the cloak
of this weather. We will have to leave as soon as possible."
There was a very good chance that we would get there and find no
R.A.V. outpost. There was a far better chance that the weather
would not let any of us return. I needed a holiday.
"We start tomorrow, then?" Talon asked, but I drifted into
unconsciousness somewhere in the conversation. The pain was
unbearable, but I think it was sheer exhaustion that drew my eyes
shut.
When I woke up, I was in Medcore. The place was sterile and
foreboding with individually wrapped emergency equipment hanging
on the walls between the gadgets. Within seconds a physician's
hand put a series of electrodes on my leg and the pain disappeared
in a wave of overwhelming relief; however, within seconds
everything else hurt.
"I am Dr. Sani Althea.

You are in Nivipolis."

"Take your time, I got no place better to go."
He smiled. I had been battered quite a bit. I was poxed with
bruises on my arms and chest. I was expecting to be put in an
ecphonemation tank. "We don't do that here."
As much as I did not want to be on the mountains, I had a team
depending on me. Sensia was depending on me. "I've got a mission
tomorrow. Put me in an ecphonemation tank."
"That is too dangerous."
"I do it all the time!"
"I know that, your scans show some significant neural
deterioration. The way they juice you fellows, I was surprised to
find anything in your head at all."
"What are you talking about?"
"City Medcore is still using traditional methods. They would
rather kill you than change procedure. S.I.M.R.S. has a better
attitude. You had a submersion five tenday ago. You are still
suffering from that. I would not juice you again for at least
another eight tenday!"
The doctor put a very large plastic cast on my leg and plugged
intravenous lines into my arms that carried my blood around the
room through all kinds of colorful boxes before returning it to my
other arm. I asked him for some pain killer so that I could sleep.
"I can't give you anything during a healing crisis. Your osmotic
processing rates are going to fluctuate as ailing cells all over

your body are replaced. Any suppressants could block the
efficiency of the process, or worse, cause further damage by being
absorbed too quickly. If you want to be on that leg tomorrow,
you're going to hurt a lot more than when you broke it."
A burning surge cut through my body, "But... !"
"Do some meditation or something. You messengers have had pain
toleration training. Wait an hour, and you will find it subsiding.
As soon as your body sets up, your leg will start knitting at a
rate twenty-eight times faster than normal."
So, I suffered.
Talon and Sensia came to see me. Talon spoke first, "Dr. Althea
says that you need at least 24 hours. I have decided to stay.
until then." I wanted to tell her not to do me any favors. "The
weather outside is frightful, too severe to go on without a trained
navigator."
"Where are we going to go, then?" I asked her.
"I've been going over the Nivipolis plotter reports with Sensia.
Over the last tenday, it is most likely that the R.A.V. is
definitely operating out of the upper Ladabor Mountains, or more
likely the Torngats."
"Could the signals be a decoy?"
"We do not think so," Sensia said. "We have signals from the
southern end of Foxe Lake, the Ecler River past the Woodland Limit
and from across the lake at Hay Horse. They are all very subtle
and would have been written off as background noise if we were not
looking for a R.A.V. operation, but I am positive that there is
something out there."
"Besides," Talon added, "all of the other suspect locations are
under the jurisdiction of other teams. Even the Ladabor Mountains
are in an overlap." Talon smiled with a disturbing contentment.
"Although, this time I think we're going to have them for
ourselves."
"Talon," I asked, "does anyone else in this team know anything
about mountain climbing?"
"Yataghan has done some on Nile," she said.
"Sensia hasn't done any, I know that.
trained, haven't you?" I asked Talon.

I suppose you have been

"No."
I looked at her with disbelief. "You're telling me that nobody on
our team besides me has any experience at all at this sort of
thing?"
"You have read the bios."
"Talon, right now the Ladabor Mountains are about the worst place

to be on the face of the earth. I'd rather be packing through the
Geof Basin with all the swamps and suckfish. Do you understand
what I'm saying?!"
"I know you're concerned, but we have a job to do. There is not
much a good messenger cannot do if he has to. I do not share your
concern. You can demonstrate procedures tomorrow before we leave,
then we will all know how to climb." Talon ignored me. She had
never failed a mission and now, with the R.A.V. so close to her
grasp, she was determined to go in after them.
"Talon, the Omega team is in Ladabor. They have five climbers.
Those guys run circles around #me#, and I don't think they're all
going to make it alive -- and they are going up the easy sides!
A thirty or forty mile per hour wind down here is going to hit
speeds of over one hundred miles per hour when it cuts over the
tops of those peaks? Those peaks are over ten thousand feet up.
That's ten thousand feet of climbing in killer winds. There is no
way!"
"I spoke with Dandy, and he is finding a couple of climbers to go
up with us."
"I don't want to go up with any climber who is crazy enough to go
up in this weather!" I said.
Talon cocked her head, surprised at my insistence.
your help, even with a healing leg."

"We will need

"That's another thing... "
She broke in. "Are you going with us or aren't you?"
There was a long silence. Sensia looked like a lost puppy as she
waited for my answer. Talon was going to go without me if I did not
agree. If she succeeded, I could be tried for insubordination, or
even of being an R.A.V. subversive, but with those winds, I did not
have to worry about that. I would die with everyone else if I
went with them, and I knew it; but when I looked at Sensia, I
became foolish. Making the only kind of emotional decision Jonquil
would be proud of. "Of course I'm going," I eked out in a hampered
breath. "I want to talk with your climbers as soon as you find
them." I prayed I would not regret my decision.
The Torngat and Ladabor Mountains were relatively young ranges,
formed only one hundred and fifty thousand years ago at the time
when the last great axis shift caused the eruption of Mount
Vascular and several other volcanoes. The ash sealed the earth
with an all-encompassing cloud of black dust. Up until a few
centuries ago, it was assumed that man first appeared on earth soon
after that. Only the giants of the oceans, ancestors for the
mutants of the Transmilitary Zone, could have survived the
catastrophe. For a hundred years the planet was cold and dark.
Mount Vascular and several other vents remained active for the
entire time pushing the molten rock of the earth's core across the
landscape to form the giant range of the Ladabor Mountains. The
young giants dwarfed the Squalid and Torngat Mountains which were
a mere five thousand feet high. Yet, through all this, a hand full
of scattered humans survived, refugees from a period of

civilization of which there is almost no written record and very
little trace.
In my tiny room, Sensia and I spent the evening together,
exchanging stories about our recent assignments. She loved the
life of a messenger. I wished that I could find that much pleasure
in my work. When our discussion finally arrived to the present,
I asked her, "Have you had a chance to work with any of the others
before?"
"Yataghan and I have conducted some recovery work.
in Maltus and Forthoman."
"You were gone for about seventeen tenday.

He was with me

I remember."

"Yataghan was the weapons specialist. He is very good. I think
that you will like him once you get to know him."
"What's he like?"
"Well, he is quite mellow. You would never peg him as an
assassin." She chuckled, "He kills like I use a plotter."
"He sounds like a sociopath."
"No! No... Well, he...," she thought for a moment. "Yes, I suppose
he is."
"Great," I said. "I gotta lead a bunch of novices up a mountain
and one of them is a sociopath. Do you realize how critical
teamwork is with something like this? If he starts making
decisions on his own, he will kill us all."
"No.

He has his loyalty."

"If we have one man that does not work with the team, he will
jeopardize us all by dragging us down the mountainside."
"He does his job. He is not an independent, not like
outlanders...," she checked herself. I did not think that she
was trying to insult me, but I was not sure.
"I know what you mean, Sensia.
specialists before."

I've worked with weapons

"Yataghan is different than most of them.
really is."

He is a nice guy.

He

"I'm glad. I hate working with murderous sociopaths that aren't
nice guys."
I smiled and she punched me lightly in the shoulder.
she jabbed.

"Stop that!"

I grabbed her hard. She pushed against me and kicked me lightly.
We fell back onto the floor, wrestling until we were on the bed.
She persisted, but my leg began to ache. The exertion took a toll,
and I felt very tired. I was far from well. I needed to rest, and
pushed her arms back. Eventually she gave up and left quietly while

I was falling asleep. If I could refuse Sensia's advances, I
supposed that I could overcome the mountains.
Talon woke me. She was with Dandy and two native callocryolite
miners, Kama and Timbo. This was not the first time the two
Ladaborians had been enlisted by S.I.M.R.S., and they both had
outstanding service records.
Timbo was a large man. He was barely five-and-a-half feet tall,
but he was a powerhouse of muscle. His jet-black hair cascaded
down his back, accenting a broad face and nose that brought out his
northlander heritage. Timbo had followed in his father's footsteps
as a callocryolite miner. The profession offered him a very good
living and provided contacts that could facilitate higher ambitions
in the Service.
Kama was Timbo's contrast. She was tall, almost six feet, with
a powerful figure that provided her with the broad- shouldered
strength of a climber and the womanly figure of a goddess. Her
hips, carved tightly against her flanks, tapered to the narrow
waist below a grand rib cage that carried the weight of her
pronouncedly firm breasts. The crown of this majesty of womanhood
was the face of a handsomely beautiful creature whose lines were
cut squarely from the rough fabric of the Ladaborian peoples, but
in a way that was too seraphic not to have a mysterious foreign
heritage. Aside of her black silken hair, she bore no resemblance
to Timbo.
"Talon says that you know how to climb." Kama told me. Timbo
looked at her with a little smile. There was something about her
northern accent... She had a City accent! She had extensive
language or cultural training, it would seem; however, she was a
northlander, and since she was not a full-time messenger, I found
her speech very peculiar -- and exotically attractive.
"I know climbing, but not the kind you do in Ladabor -- not in
weather like this."
"The Ladabors are foreboding, but they are not as treacherous as
you might think. The slopes are gradual and as long as we can keep
together and stay on the regularly travelled routes, we should not
have much of a problem."
"What exactly do you consider a regularly travelled route?"
"The easy way up the mountain," she laughed. "You just have to
know which way to go. No Colonial plotter or map plate is going
to tell you, the way changes with the season," Kama said.
I did not care for her lack of faith in plotter readings. I
believed in her knowledge of the mountains, but a good navigator
with his plotters, visors and environmental surveys should be able
to pick a route even better than an experienced local in any
terrain. "Do you seriously think you can lead a team of climbing
novices through this kind of weather?"
"We can get to anyplace that the R.A.V.could be. We will not have
to cross sheer faces or execute class ten climbs."

Class ten! I did not think we could handle a class three. I
looked hard at Kama. "That could put you in some pretty extreme
places."
Timbo elaborated. "Sensia has shown us all of the possible
transmission points. We can get you to any or all of them without
too much difficulty."
Sensia added, "The closer we get to a signal, the more we can
pinpoint it. We should be able to narrow our choice to a couple
of peaks."
"Fine. What is the survival factor for us if we hit just a couple
of the places?" I asked.
Kama answered, "We have examined the bios. Your skills will tip
the balance quite adequately. You and Talon can take care of
yourselves and Timbo and I can mirror the others. There will be
minimal loss of life."
"I don't want minimal. I don't want any!"
Talon looked at me sternly, "We have an assignment."
"Then, I guess we are going to go."

I sighed.

"Yes," Kama said as she lanced her piercing, coal-black eyes at me.
For a moment I was transfixed to her gaze. A barrage of words rang
in my head so intensely that everything but her eyes left my world.
Kama was evil. While I could not forget that harsh impression, my
adolescently social mind kept forcing my eyes down to her breasts
at every opportunity. Kama was a Venus.
When Dr. Althea released me, I went to find Sensia. She was not
in her apartment. I asked a few people if they had seen her, but
I had too much to do to go looking for her. Talon wanted me to
put together new packs for each of the members. I spoke with Timbo
to find out what climbing gear he recommended. His suggestions
were very similar to the mission hypothetical, but without Cafard
and the ship full of our extra supplies, I had to scrape up what
I could in Nivipolis. Oddly enough, we ended up with parachutes for
each team member. I was about to leave them when it dawned on me
that with the winds outside, we could use the silks to sail in
places that the snowbladers might not be able to go. Besides, if
Kama was going to drag us up class eight or nine faces, parachutes
could be practical safety equipment.
I found an old ice climbing manual to give to Talon, and I
explained some of the more important points that were missing in
the S.I.M.R.S. manual and then left her to study. Sensia was still
not in her room. When I arrived at Yataghan's apartment, the door
was ajar so I went in. At first I thought he was gone, the lights
were off and it was quiet. I could at least check his pack. My
search soon led me to the bedroom where I found Yataghan -- and
Sensia. The two were wrestling in an embrace of laughter in one
corner of the room, Sensia's jumper pulled open to reveal most
of her chest. Such immodesty took me by surprise.
"Sensia?" I called.

Her head jerked to me with a start. Her eyes were as wild as her
hair. She looked at me in a frozen surprise.
"Hi!" Yataghan greeted. I do not know who was more stunned, Sensia
or I. Yataghan was frighteningly unfazed.
In my heart I knew that Sensia had left me long ago. I just had
never wanted to believe it. The whole scene was so unreal that I
felt out of place. I was odd man out. "I'm sorry...," my voice
cracked. "The door was open," I said, turning to leave.
"No! Wait!" Sensia cried. "It's not what you think!" The image
of her half-open jumpsuit still blistered in my mind. When I
thought about it, I became enraged. She ran to me. "We were just
having some fun." Looking at her own chest she continued, "It just
ripped open. It was an accident. Nothing happened!"
I turned when I heard Yataghan laughing in the doorway. I spun to
face him. He laughed harder as he watched my rage. "You
thought..." He laughed on. "You thought that I was getting it on
with Sensia?!"
Had I been mistaken? Yataghan was a strange man. I did not know
what he was doing. He was guilty of being capable of doing
anything. I knew that the truth was permanently lost to me. "What
do you think?" I asked.
"Come on! What did you see?

Use your eyes,"

he conned.

"I... I saw you two rolling around on the floor."
"Wrestling! I've known Sensia for a long time.
me for help."

She always asks

"What do you mean?" I asked.
"Defense. Selfdefense and combat moves. We were just having a
little fun. Come on. We have to be out of here in an hour. I'm
not going to waste my time bedding your lady. I'm not stupid, you
know. We have a mission. We are all members of a team." It hurt
to hear him say that.
Sensia turned to him and then smiled at me. "You see, Little Vex,"
she only called me that when we made love. "That was all that was
going on."
I flustered. I wanted to believe Yataghan because I had to trust
him. He was a very dangerous man.
Yataghan laughed as Sensia embraced me. I wanted her to be with
me in my heart. Yataghan commanded, "Let's go over this new
rigging." I followed him back into the bedroom. Sensia left.
When I returned to Sensia's apartment, I was livid. "I will never
know what you do when you are away from me. Just don't mock me by
bringing your promiscuity home!"
"I am a messenger.

I cannot spend as much time as I would like

with you."
"So, you spend it with everyone else."
"That is not fair!"
"Why not!?

What is special about us?"

She stood there, speechless, unable to lie about herself to me.
The tears worked through the frustration and she wept, crumpling
to her bed with pouring eyes. That is what made our union special,
we could never deny the truth from one another. There was always
honesty between us, no matter what the cost. I said no more,
leaving her in a pool of tears. I hated her almost as much as I
hated myself. If only I was in Suffigston, I thought for a moment.
Then, I remembered Aerial. The thought of spending my life with
that little twerp was enough to make me think the new Sensia was
not all that bad. I could not go back to Suffigston, and Sensia
could never go back to the way we had been.
CHAPTER
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A DAY AND A NIGHT
IN THE TUNDRA

Leaving Nivipolis, we returned down the Frore the way we had come.
The Keewatin Clipper blackened the sky and thickened the air with
a dumped of windswept snow. After ten miles, we reached the mouth
of the Styx River. The Frore River fed two oceans a continent away
from each other. In the peak of the summer, it flowed northward
into Foxe Lake which emptied into the sea. As the Foxe froze over
late in the year, and the ice would form blocks and dams, forcing
the water south across the continent to the Missery at
Saskatchewan.
The Styx, by contrast, was always covered in ice. The constantly
cloudy weather did not allow the summer sun to thaw the river,
although a small stream would sometimes meander under the ice,
protected from the cold brutal wind. Caverns had been carved by
centuries of trickling water. At point, Talon used the plotter to
find weaknesses in the surface.
The gale force gusts continued to shove at the snowbladers and fill
the cockpits with the sweeping snow. I had rigged makeshift
coverings, nonetheless, we had to stop at least once an hour to
shovel out the snow. The thermal suits kept us warm in the twenty
below temperatures -- sixty below with the wind chill. After five
hours we found a spot sheltered enough to construct a windbreak for
a bearable latrine.
The flat of the Styx was a blessing, and the fast winds, sometimes
as fast as forty-five miles per hour, were always at our back. The
energy savings from the tailwinds was the only reason we would make
it to the mountains *with recharging. We had a set of small
windmill generators, but the weather would tear the blades apart

or burn out the coils. Even if we could recharge the snowbladers,
for them this was a one-way trip. Once our mission was completed,
Kama and Timbo would lead us down the eastern mountain slopes to
the beaches where Cafard could pick us up.
Even at top speeds of fifty miles per hour, the trip took nearly
thirty sleepless hours and covered well over nine hundred miles.
Staring at Kama's lights did little to keep me awake in the
darkness. My eyes were kept open by the hammering snowblader that
prompted my injury to haunt relentlessly in addition to the
cellular trauma my healing had left in my muscles and joints.
Marathon trips made my mind root out the cobwebbed memories of the
times I wished had never happened. Most recently, I found Sensia
with Yataghan a few hours ago. I kept replaying the scene in my
mind, and each time I remembered fewer of Yataghan's clothes. I
could see the material of Sensia's jumper fall forward for
Yataghan. Before she had become a messenger, she would not have
allowed herself that much exhibitionism if she was alone in a room
with a mirror.
I wondered if I would be as jealous of the mirror as I was of
Yataghan, who probably would care as much as the glass to see my
woman's breasts. Nudity was not a proposition among the men and
women who had spent much time in the Transmilitary Zone. A quick
fling was second only to death in availability -- both were for
sale, for exhibition or simply a gesture of fleeting emotion. The
war zone was a place where edible food was valuable and scarce.
Often a man's wealth was based more on how fast he could lay his
hands on a cylinder of peas than how much money he had in his
pockets to buy one.
Yataghan, with his casually murderous professionalism, grew up in
Artupous, in the middle of the only part of the world where his
skills could be honed with daily regularity. His eyes had been
far too exposed to the world to care, as I did, for the softness
and delicate curves of Sensia's body, her gentle demeanor or the
fragile emotions she tried to hide. I envisioned Valimous before
me, telling me that Sensia would never satisfy an experienced
messenger with the crude athletics that she used as an excuse for
sex. However, in places like Ladabor, where most women were not
only more inhibited and more less casual about sex, they were
extremely hard to find: being outnumbered by men nearly five to
one. The whole female population of Ladabor could not fill a block
of Artupous brothels. Compounding my vagabond imagination was the
disappointment in Sensia's eyes the night before when she had came
to my room and pouted her lips with obvious intent, only to be meet
with my refusal. Strictly and exclusively, my pain forced me to
ignore her. She was so enthralled with passion, I cannot say I was
surprised... not totally, that she turned to Yataghan.
I followed the glow of Kama's lights. Far ahead Talon, led the
way, followed by Timbo. Yataghan was behind me, and Sensia brought
up the rear. It was night, although it did not matter; all the
light had gone from the sky early that afternoon. The team had to
stop soon, the snow in my cockpit was starting to cover my hand
controls. I kept thinking about Sensia and Yataghan. She was a
messenger now, I wondered why I still loved her. I wondered if I
still did. Kama could be the new lust of my life. She was

incredibly beautiful in her own way. She had the face of a man,
an impression I gathered from the field of vague scaring about her
eyes and mouth. Someone had done a fine job of putting her back
together after a violent mishap. Kama reminded me of Tondalayo
the way her eyes lit up. She could smile and her face suddenly
would become renewed with an inviting femininity. She was
youthful, but not like the pale delicacy that had first attracted
me to Sensia. Kama was a woman of worldly proportions, emotionally
and physically. Dreaming on, I did not notice that Kama was
slowing. I was nearly blown over as I turned to avoid her
snowblader. Talon had signalled for us to stop to shovel out the
snow. I silently yearned for the lynching of the designer who left
the tops off these machines: he had to be from one of the cities.
Kama caught me looking at her. I almost fell off of my treads as
I scooped out the powder. She seemed different outside of my
fantasy. I did not really like her all that much. When I was
done, she came over to me and plugged into my helmet.
"Are you alright?" she said.
"Yeah, why?" I questioned.
"You almost ran into me. Is your leg was bothering you.
put you in tow."
"No, thanks.

I could

I was just tired. I'll be fine now."

"I'm glad."
I wished that Sensia had said that. A moment later, I was glad it
was Kama. For the first time in a long time, I looked at another
woman in that way without feeling like an adulterer. When I
continued to stare at her, Kama said, "Timbo and I are going to
need your help to get the rest up the sides of those mountains.
Are you going to be up to it."
"I'll be... I won't let you down."
She walked away towards Talon. I admired her wiggle. When I had
finished digging out my cockpit, I started back to see Sensia. I
was blinded by the headlights and snow as I walked. Finally
stepping through the beams, I saw a white figure next to her. It
was Yataghan. His two gloves were holding her to him while she
raised her hand to stroke away the snow from around his face mask.
I could not see well, and when I got closer , I realized that one
of the straps on his suit had fallen away, letting the environment
slice through to his skin. She was bonding a new strip to tighten
it -- all very innocent, sort of. I waited until she was finished,
and then she plugged her telcom line into my helmet.
"How is my love?" she asked.
"Pretty good. I've missed you up there." Her arms slipped around
me, pressing against me until I was very aware of the uncomfortable
separation of the bulky thermal suits. Our masks touched and she
rubbed her regulator against mine. "I want to kiss you." I could
see the smile in her eyes.

If only Kama said that.
"I'm glad you're with me," I said.
was. I liked Sensia, but it hurt a bit to say the words.

I

"Are you going to be up to climbing Mount Vascular?"
"I don't think the R.A.V. would put themselves on that rock.
There's too much wind."
"Well, wind or not, that is where the last signals have been coming
from."
"Are you sure?"
"Plotters don't lie."
"What about the other locations?"
"They are all negative now -- probably ghosts."
My mind started racing. We did not have anything in our favor.
The weather, the gear and the skills of the climbers all made the
chill outside my suit penetrate all the deeper. We needed a
miracle, and then I thought of the parachutes. "We will make it,"
I told Sensia. I think I believed it.
"I have a good feeling about this. This mission is going to be
fantastic, and we're going to share this one!" she pulled her arms
tighter around me, and I returned the embrace with the firmness she
expected. Talon pierced the blizzard with her hydrargyrum medium
iodides lamp, signalling us to wrap things up. Sensia smiled and
unplugged the telcom. In a few minutes were back in the
snowbladers running down the ice by the winds.
The tempest shifted the fallen snow into soft drifts, some several
hundred yards long and forcing us to detour across the rocky
icescape. The flakes would suck down the treads of the snowbladers
until we would hardly be moving at all. Where the drifted snow
had compacted enough, Talon would lead us up.
After another dozen drifts and a hundred more miles, the process
became routine. Talon approached each new rise faster,
spearheading through softer and softer snow. We are all tired of
the slow pace of the detours. With each new drift, she would cross
on snow a little bit softer, honing our skills with the snowbladers
until we were hardly going out of our way at all. Sometimes I
would find my snowblader traveling sideways up the snow hills,
slipping and jumping about horribly on the snow as it shifted under
us. Finally, she was leading us up the midsection of the drifts
were they crested at the end of the rise, peaking like an ocean a
breaker and dropping straight down on the other side. Each time
she would lead us over a steeper curl. Usually the drop was less
than eight feet and as the snowbladers approached the crest, the
overhang would tumble ahead of us and we would slide down a small
avalanche of the powder that spread out to form a natural ramp.
We travelled faster by following the river and fighting the drifts,
but Talon was taunting disaster.
I was going to talk to her the next time we shovelled out the snow,
but before I could, we came across a drift much larger than any we

had encountered before. The snow was softer and we were slowed to
only a few miles per hour. No mater how massive the drift, going
around had to have been faster. The sleds acted like anchors,
often burrowing into the ground under their own weight. The snow
came around the snowblader tread plates like sand. The incline was
very long and much higher than any other. The white was extremely
soft now, changing my snowblader into what seemed to be an
amphibious machine as the treads churned, half-buried in the sea
of flakes as they paddled their way through the shallows. The
threshing threw up a clouds so thick that Kama's lights haloed her
shape into something indistinguishably in the haze of the blizzard.
Timbo's lights bulged dimly on the fringes of Kama's beams, barely
perceptible at all. Somewhere far ahead, Talon continued unseen
in the thick of the night. Our processional continued to creep,
and the gales continued to push us along. The winds often knocked
me out of Kama's ruts and each time I was blown off the course, my
right tread would become completely buried, forcing my snowblader's
nose into the bank before I could compensate. I was getting back
into the rut after one of those times when I saw Timbo's lights dip
suddenly. Soon afterwards Kama's snowblader dropped over the
crest. Soon I was back into the ruts and well on my way to the
crest when I saw Kama's hydrargyrum lamp wave wildly into the dense
night sky -- an emergency signal. I waved my own light to signal
Sensia to a stop and left the snowblader several yards from the
edge, going ahead on foot to see what had happened.
Looking down the ramped crest, I saw a twenty foot drop. Below,
Kama was digging with her hands. In the distance, Talon's lights
were returning. Timbo was not there. I knew he was under the
snow. His snowblader had probably been caught by the wind as he
was coming through the cut and forced off the ramp. When Kama came
through he must have been buried completely.
I had packed a blower on her sled, just in case the R.A.V.
transmission equipment was buried. Sensia followed me back to her
sled. Sensia wanted to plug in, but I just untied the blower and
started dragging it. The cut in the crest was all soft snow and
I slid uncontrollably down most of the way, tumbling down and
landing with the heavy blower in top of me. As Sensia tried*
helped me to get out from under the machine, I saw Talon and Kama
were busy digging, but the more they dug, the more the powder
sifted back into the hole like desert sand. I looked back into
Sensia's eyes. I knew that she felt as helpless as I did.
The blower was cold. Sensia could not get it started. Watching
Talon and Kama work was like seeing deaf people argue -- the
emotions were silent, and the shouts were dark, but we all knew
each other's desperation.
Talon got up and stepped back, the storm quickly buried her feet
with windblown snow. I knew that Timbo was somewhere under where
Kama pulled at the ground, but there was nothing to do -- except
watch Sensia struggle with the blower. When I realized that the
motor was frozen, and Sensia was too hysterical to think quickly,
I struggled up the ramp and through the crest to get a supercharged
heater unit from my blader. The heater delivered a stream of air
searing enough to instantly vaporize the crystals. Any moisture
left behind would quickly refreeze.

Yataghan helped me get it from the sled, but several minutes passed
before I could get back down to the others. Kama had stopped
digging and was waving her arms at Sensia. Sensia had given up her
attempts to start the blower and was waving to Talon for help.
Talon pointed to me. Everything was in slow motion, forced by the
blizzard while urgency swirled our heads.
Every step was a struggle as the snow blew against us, and the
drifts shortened our legs until we took on the appearance of
long-armed midgets. When I reached Sensia, I found ice crystals
jamming filters. I could not work in the thick mittens, and after
fumbling with the machine for several seconds, Yataghan pulled off
one of my gloves. Stinging cold burned my flesh like fire. I
wanted him to put the glove back on, but he would not. He just
held it away from me, shaking his head and pointing to the heater.
I worked quickly as my hand numbed, the metal pieces stuck at my
skin as it turned blue. Then, the heater engaged and shot a jet
of hot air through the intake and the gearbox.
Fifteen minutes had passed since we had last seen Timbo. If he was
conscious and able to switch to the closed circuit breathing
system, he would still have a few more minutes of air left. The
scanner and suit warning indicators would be blasting in his ears
and the little red light would be flashing in his visor. If he was
alive, that should bring him around. The blizzard had covered the
hole, and Kama pointed to show me where to start. Sensia grabbed
my glove from Yataghan and pushed it back on my hand. I carried
the blower over to Kama and drew back the throttle. The snow
billowed, turning the air a thick white mass. I pushed the nozzle
into the ground and after a few minutes I hit something solid. The
warmed snow was wet and clung to everything. Sensia kept wiping
off my faceplate so that I could see, but most of the time the
fogging inside was worse. I began to sweat. The salty drops got
into my eyes, blinding me mercilessly. I forgot to reset my
thermostat and I began to overheat in the suit. The blower
vibrated frantically in an effort to rip itself from my hands. I
shouted and cursed, driving myself with anger and determination.
In less than five minutes, we had found Timbo under the snowblader.
Kama was the first to reach him. Her footsteps avalanched new snow
into the hole. He was not moving. He was dead -- it seemed. He
must have been knocked senseless in the crash or unable to reach
his respirator. Kama plugged into his helmet and started screaming
at him. She started a flow of fresh air through his respirator.
When Kama began to shake him, Talon pulled her away, and Yataghan
dragged her out of the pit. Talon wiped the snow from Timbo's
respirator to see the external readouts on his suit. Talon's
movements quickened, and I knew that he was alive and breathing.
Talon injected Timbo with an oxygenated stimulant. Yataghan came
back down and helped drag him out. Minutes later Timbo was awake
and the hole was all but filled by the storm. We had no time to
salvage Timbo's snowblader. He would use the spare.
The blowing snow had rebuilt the crest of the drift and Yataghan
had to set off a small charge to make a hole for us to climb
through. By that time, the snowbladers had been engulfed in new
drifts, and we lost more time digging out. All of our labors were
slowed miserably by the beating of the storm, and we had been
delayed nearly two hours. It took that much time for Timbo to

regain his full awareness. I was hoping that the weather would
break soon, but I knew that the faster we travelled, the farther
we were going into the Keewatin Clipper.
When we finally stopped for the night, we were still on the iceway
of the Styx. As far as I could see there was nothing but windflattened snow and the ribbon of ice we were following, a lousy
place for a camp.
While the rest of us covered the snowbladers and secured the sleds,
Yataghan used a laser drill to core charge holes deep into the ice
and then capped the ballistic sticks as he set them into the holes.
Talon wanted a hole to camp in. We would be protected from the
blizzard, we would also be buried in our sleep. Digging our way
out would be as much a feat as getting into the hole in the first
place. I did not like the idea at all.
Yataghan *ushered us a few hundred yards back the way we had come.
Going up wind that far was nearly impossible. It was hard enough
just to stand in one place. To maintain radiation silence,
Yataghan laid a wire line to detonate the charges. As I waited,
pacing to keep the snow from drifting against me, I knew that some
of us would not make it back -- perhaps all of us....
The ground shook. The blast rose high into the air, the ice of the
river tore from its ancient lair and was casting blinding billows
that were quickly swept away by the gale force storm. There were
no drifts, there were no mounds of ice, all the debris that was
carried aloft was cleared by the wind. I looked to the sky. Tons
of snow *was falling -- falling almost constantly for hundreds of
years, yet there had been little accumulation over all that time.
For the first time I seriously wondered, "Where did it all go?"
The blast was clean. A small pile of broken ice shards was in the
bottom of the pit. Along the exposed walls of the river ice was
a honeycomb of tunnels cut by the tiny flow of water that kept the
Styx an active river in the warmer months. The empty veins were
bone dry, the cold already hardened the melting caused by the
blast. I had been taking plotter readings for most of the trip.
Catacombs this large were rare in the Styx. Kama explained that
they did not like to use the catacombs, preferring to travel in a
larger enclosed tractor that protected them from the wind.
Unfortunately, a vehicle that large could be spotted in a plotter
scan even from great distances.
Kama, Talon and I spent several minutes exploring the holes that
were big enough to crawl into. Far into the ice, Kama found a
twisting cavern large enough to stand in. The uneven floor was
peppered with stalagmites of ice, would not accommodate us for
sleeping, but several intersecting man-sized tunnels would serve
as hard bunks.
When the cooking heater was set up, the melt fled quickly into
the dark holes without torturing us with the chilling moisture.
After the ride, my comrades were not much more than automatons,
quietly going through their rites in the stillness of the cavern.
The cramped space was soon just above freezing. For us, the
climate was exquisite in contrast after the hours in the weather
above and seconded only by the relief we all found once the privy

had been established. For the first time that day, we could talk
without our helmets and facegear, although there was not much to
say. We would need the sleep to scale the mountains tomorrow.
The hot meal was very welcome, and sat well with me as I tried to
sleep in my own hole. None of us was very far from the others, but
the twists and cragging walls of the caverns isolated us by sound
and sight. Once in my thermal bag, with the heat turned up, my
dreams lured me into a very deep sleep.
I was ripped from my sleep by the sting of cold air cutting across
my body. A frigid, but invitingly soft leg smoothed its way along
the length of my side, followed by another. Sensia had attached
her bag to mine in search of the warmth and loving of her favorite
man. The taste of her lips and the tight smooth contour of her
flesh under my hands absorbed my discomforts. A melancholy kind
of pleasure always found its way to my heart when I was with her,
quenching the pains of separation was as much as the rediscovery
of pleasure -- if only it was not so hurtful when we were apart.
When she was satisfied, she became still -- asleep with renewed
contentment. Unfortunately, I found the cramped tunnel unbearably
claustrophobic. After several minutes, I finally separated the
bags, careful not to wake Sensia, and retired in the pitch darkness
to a larger tunnel at the other end of the encampment. Again, I
found the sleep my body craved; the last of my hungers to be
satisfied that night as the fill of the hot meal and the
remembrance of Sensia against my skin washed my thoughts clean of
all my worries.
For the second time that night, the cold chill of the room laced
through my veins, jolting me from the comfort of a warm dreams.
A gentle hand and a soft pair of lips greeted my tired face. Then
I could hear her joining our two sleeping thermals together until,
with a suddenness, she pressed the entirety of her nakedness with
mine. Her body was warm this time -- hot and gentle. She came to
me with her back pressing against me, spooning to me with a comfort
of familiar closeness that did not demand the athletics of long
growing passions. Sensia must have been very tired.
I put my arms around her waist and drew her tightly against me.
Her moan resonated into my chest. I was about to drift away, not
having fully awakened from my previous sleep, when I raised my hand
through the shallow valley of Sensia's breasts -- only this time
it was not so shallow. My mind slowly let the sense of this
woman's nakedness form a new contour in my mind: the strength of
her back, the breadth of her shoulders, the touch of her long
fingers from the cup of her broad palm and finally the vast
firmness of her breasts which caught my attentions from the depths
of my blinding sleepiness -- all unfamiliar!
"Kama?" I asked. In the pitch darkness, she turned around to face
me. A slow lightheadedness raced through my forehead as the moment
seemed to barely move. She was smooth, gentle and delicate. Her
love was somehow genuine with a tenderness I had missed since I had
made love with Tondalayo. "I can't," I said. "Sensia is right
there. I can't do this."
"Listen," she said as she drew our heads out of the top of the bag.

I heard something faintly. It was animalistic. It was moving
fast, fighting with something in the darkness. It was definitely
Sensia, the song of love was explicit, and she was making love to
someone else deep in the tunnels.
"Who?" I whispered to Kama in the blackness, but Kama said nothing.
"Yataghan?"
She pulled me back inside the thermal. "I'm not going to freeze
tonight because you have some loyalistic ideas for the woman who
has slept with half of the messenger force."
I tried to push her away, but there was no room and her legs still
intertwined with mine and her lips were still inches from mine. The
idea of Sensia sleeping with so many men I immediately rejected,
but it resonated of truth. The sudden cold in my heart was far
worse than anything outside.
"Don't do this," she said. "You are special in her heart, but she
cannot hold to your expectations. You know how it is: no good
messenger will ever have a true love. We cannot be tied down to
just one other. Leave her to her whims. It cannot be any worse
than it is when you shackle yourself to the brief moments you two
have together."
I was shocked. Her words were pure like a diamond bullet slicing
through my beliefs. I had known all these things for so long, and
never dared to admit them to myself. With Sensia, I was not the
first, and I was never the only one. I remembered when she had
been so miserable. She was trying to be the woman I wanted her to
be instead of the adventurous soul that she longed to become. But,
even more shocking was Kama! She knew my feelings for Sensia as
if she was inside of me. "Why do you know me.... Why do you know
Sensia so well!?"
"Sensia and I have worked together. I do a few assignments each
year. Sensia and I are close friends. Don't question. Just be
with me tonight. Keep me warm."
"Are you crazy? You just say these things and then expect me to
perform like some trained pet?" I wondered if I was the crazy one.
I wanted Kama, but it was wrong. When I refused her lips, she
spoke with a hurt that came through with each of her words. "We
both love Sensia. She has done this to both of us. You aren't
the only one that she hurts."
I knew she was crying and when I raised my hand to her, a tear fell
to my fingertips. I did not understand what she had said
immediately, my imagination suffering from naivete. Kama nodded
through her crydrops. "We are the same with her," she said.
I would have been happy in Suffigston. Maybe I could go back to
settle with Chauncy in business. I could marry someone normal,
someone who would not pervert my love. Someone who could love me
as I loved her. I was not like Kama -- or Sensia. Sensia was gone
from me. I felt relief. I felt remorse. I felt vengeful, and I
pulled Kama close to me. I knew at that moment that I was one of
those people: I was a messenger, destined to live with the twists
of my own mind as well as the deviations held by the likes of the

Kamas, Sensias, Yataghans and Valimouses of the world. As the
thought of Sensia and Kama together repulsed me, I still had a
feeling for this woman: a sympathy that Kama shared with me as
well. Nothing was ever as it seemed -- or as it ought to be.
I spent the night with Kama. I could not remember the last time
I let my tears escape, but that night as we caressed each other,
we cried together. Kama's love was sensitive and gentle. Not even
Tondalayo had shown such tender affections. Every time I thought
I had sorted out my feelings for Sensia, Kama would speak of her
again, repeating the tender words Sensia had used to described her
love with me. "I've felt close to you from the first time Sensia
mentioned your name. You are her father, you know. You gave birth
to her freedom and her happiness." Kama's words cut deep,
contrasted and soothed only by the physical warmth she gave me by
her closeness. "I always longed for you," Kama continued. "I think
it was your love for her that kept me close to Sensia, knowing that
she received the extreme of your feeling the way she would take the
extreme of mine. I loved her so much. I never stopped, even after
I knew she would never be just mine."
I wanted Kama to disappear as I became drunk with the strangeness
of her words: they were numbingly sympathetic and sickeningly
grotesque at the same time. Poor Kama, poor me. I would always
love Sensia -- like *would love a sister or as a mentor winged his
favorite prodigy. Sex was only an expression for Sensia and I, an
expression that I had wanted to be special and unique between us.
That was gone now, but there was something valuable left, I tried
to convince myself. I somehow felt relieved that I was not
competing with another man, but things had become so twisted in my
mind.
For Kama, I had overwhelming pity: the woman was torn deeply,
longing for loving and passion. Kama was an educated romantic
renaissance woman whose life had been littered with such turmoil
that her soul had been shattered into a kaleidoscope of
frustrations -- her sanity kept in placed only by the methodical
symmetry of her lifetime of disillusionments.
I wanted to hold her forever, giving her the confidence so that she
would *no she was wonderfully bright and passionate and that anyone
would be glad to call her a bosom friend, lover or confidante.
When I tried to tell her this, she only rejected my friendship. She
told me, "You wouldn't understand. You're a man."
In a way, she was right. I did not understand her. Placing the
two women in love with each other was something that defied my
imagination. As my thoughts tried to explain how it was done, I
began to realize the implications. Feeling betrayed by Sensia, I
was jealous of Kama. I did not want to share Sensia with any other
man; but another woman, especially the one who I held in my arms,
was so foreign from my reality that jealousy, in the metamorphosis
of a twisted frustration, could not be directed at Kama. Women
together was just something that could never be as significant as
the binds of love between a man and a woman. Could it? Blind by
my ignorance, I pitied Kama. I needed to be loved. I needed to
get out from under the pain. "Kama," I whispered. "Could you love
me?"

"I would depend on you for your love.
this be only for tonight."

I cannot afford that.

Let

I felt safe with her answer, but I knew that Kama was a very
dangerous woman. I had no idea how her mind worked. I could never
trust her, something I was required to do during the mission.
We held each other for a long time. She wept quietly, and her
tears never seemed to stop. She wept quietly. Sleeping intertwined
with Kama was peaceful. I woke in the night when she stirred. I
smiled and held her tightly, thinking that she was Sensia. The
night held for me a restfulness and contentment I had not had for
a long time.
The screams echoed through the tunnels, resonating in the crevices
and then disappearing into the dark crannies. Sensia's voice
bitterly thrust me out of my sleep, jerking Kama awake as she lay
by my side. Sensia was calling my name. I pulled up my
undershorts as I leapt from the thermal bag. My feet slipped across
the smooth rounded surface of the ice floor as I turned on a small
handlight. Ahead, I could now hear Yataghan as he yelled at her,
"Quit squirming!" Her sounds of desperation haunted me. If he was
hurting her, I would kill him. "Stop moving!" he yelled, "I can't
breathe!"
Talon bumped into me as she came from her hole. She was dressed,
apparently having slept in her clothes. When she glanced at me,
naked in the freezing air except for my underwear, she was
surprised. Together, we slipped another twenty feet down the main
cavern to the hole where the screams were emanating. Talon shined
her light down the hole cut straight into the wall. Nobody was
there. The shaft had a slight downward curve, and I could hear
Sensia and Yataghan somewhere beyond it.
"What's wrong?!"
"We're stuck!"

Talon yelled.
Yataghan called.

"Please, get us out!" Sensia pleaded.
Talon opened Yataghan's pack which sat on the floor a few feet
below the hole. She pulled out a rope. Sensia yelled again,
"Hurry!"
In a constrained voice Yataghan called, "Shut up, you'll only get
us tighter!"
"You're breaking my legs!" she screamed.
Talon tied the end of the rope around one of the ice pillars and
dropped the line into the darkness. There was no response from
the other victims below. "Can you grab the rope?" Talon shouted.
Sensia moaned as Yataghan said, "We can't move!
pinned."

Our arms are

Talon looked at me. "Go down there and see what you can do."
was disgusted by the whole predicament.

She

By this time, I was beginning to freeze. Everything my bare skin
touched adhered. I should have gotten my thermal suit on, but
instead I jumped into the tunnel and descended without a single
protest. Sensia was down there and she was in trouble. When I
finally reached the two of them, their heads were all that was
poking from the thermal, caught in a space I would not have
attempted to fit in by myself, let alone with someone else.
"Help me," whimpered Sensia. A stream of tears poured from her
cold blue face. Yataghan looked at me with a helplessness I had
rarely seen on any man. I was hanging head first into the tunnel
with my legs wrapped around the cord, keeping me from slipping down
the shallow but slippery grade. For a moment I wanted to laugh.
The situation was so silly, despite the seriousness. I started
shaking.
I tied the cord to a loop on their thermal bag. The whole time,
I listened to Sensia's whimpers. "How could you do this to me?"
I asked her softly as I worked.
"Oh, God, I love you so much.
that."

You know that.

You have to know

"I did, Sensia. I did...." The words hurt. My teeth began to
chatter. I could feel the ice melting under my stomach. Yataghan
turned his head away as much as he could, keeping away from my
gaze.
"Yataghan," I said. "She's a slut, but she's mine, and I want you
to remember that." I should have yelled at Sensia, but that was
all I could think of saying.
"You get me out of this, you can have her all to yourself." Sensia
was mad and pinched Yataghan someplace crucial. He winced and
stared back at her viciously. I felt like leaving them both there.
I crawled back up the rope. I had lost the feeling over much of
my skin from laying on the ice. Talon and I tried for several
minutes to pull them out, but they were stuck tight. "I told you
to stop screaming!" Yataghan yelled. I went back down and was able
to turn on the external heating coil on the bag. "In an hour the
ice should melt enough for us to pull you out," I told them.
"You can't leave us here!" Sensia cried. I shook as much from the
thought of being trapped as from the cold that was turning me blue.
"I'm going back to bed.

We'll get you out in the morning."

The two of them tried to convince me to do something more, but
there was nothing to do until the ice started to melt. "Don't
leave us! We'll die if we wait much longer."
"Sensia, you will be fine.
breathing."

Just don't go to sleep and take turns

Yataghan knew I was right. He was suffocating as Sensia's breast
heaved at his chest every time he tried to breathe. My skin
crawled again as I imagined how it must feel to be squeezed tightly
in that little space, but it could not have happened to two more

deserving people.
"You can't do this.
screamed.

Don't leave me... not with him," Sensia

"Sensia, I can't help you.
"I hate you!
the nose.

You'll just have to wait."

I hate both of you!"

She tried to bite Yataghan on

He yelled at her, "Stop that. You'll kill us both!" Then he
shouted as he winced in pain as she did something to him below in
the darkness. Sensia broke down into quiet tears, relaxed.
Yataghan filled his lungs fully for the first time since she
started screaming.
She looked up at me through her tears, "I don't hate you.
sorry."
"I'm sorry, too."
bitch.

I'm

I was sorry for ever having set eyes on the

Kama was warm. She held me close to her body. I continued to
shake for another hour. Sometimes I thought she was shivering from
the chill of my skin, but she never let go. I did not really like
Kama, but she was honest and she was warm. That was all I needed
that night.
CHAPTER

33

THE FLANKS OF
MOUNT BAS-FONDS

The artificial light of the early hours painted Kama with an
irreverence. Her face expressed her premature age and her hair,
tangled and greasy from the unwashed days under the helmet, only
accented the crescent moons of tension that circled under her eyes.
The absolute beauty I had felt during the night had faded. Then
there was Sensia. She was a puppy, orphaned early by humanity and
suffering from the abusive kicks from those she had loved: she was
a messenger. I remembered when I spoke with Mr. Warner, when he had
asked me if Sensia would be a good messenger. She was always more
of the stuff messengers were made of than I would ever be:
neurotic, insecure and a dreamer. Now, when I looked at Sensia,
Kama and the others, I could not feel like one of them. I was too
sane -- too normal and well-adjusted to ever really be a messenger
in any more than name. Kama caught me staring. She did not smile.
I felt used.
Timbo helped me drag Yataghan and Sensia out of the hole. I don't
think that they slept at all. As we prepared to dig our way out,
Sensia came to me and hesitantly kissed me gently on the lips. She
said nothing and I returned the kiss the way she was accustomed.
She stared hard into my eyes, looking for something I don't think
she saw. Sensia knew that I had slept with Kama. Sensia did not

care as things were the same with me. I smiled because I wanted
to laugh... a sailor in every port, and I was just one of them.
Knowing that I no longer had to torture myself with a loyalty to
her was as much a relief as a betrayal. Maybe it was time for me
to let Sensia go all together. Nonetheless, I was determined to
play my part, business as usual at least until the mission was over
and I had time to think about this, and maybe talk it over with
her. I still wanted to love her; like an old habit that would not
die. I knew I was a fool.
Yataghan used a torch to quickly cut through the packed snow that
had filled the hole in the river. The flame glazed the tunnel with
ice that kept the amassed snow-fill from collapsing in on us. As
steam filled the air, the flame burned the oxygen from the
atmosphere. I passed out the tanks to plug into the respirators.
Yataghan had to stop every three to four feet and let the wet snow
crystallize. We arose under the dark grey skies of the late morning
only to face the job of blowing the snowbladers out from a drift
almost twice my height.
About an hour after we left the underground camp, we entered the
ice fields of Lake Tinculo. The solid depths of this lake had not
thawed since the last eruption of Mount Vascular. The snow would
not drift much, the winds were always high and the ground
extremely flat. Upon my advice, Talon led us at speeds approaching
one hundred miles per hour across the flat ice. I quickly regretted
my suggestion, the vibrations rattled the throbbing pain out of my
leg. When we stopped to bail out, Kama gave me an injection of
nerveblock. I asked myself again, "Where is the snow?" There was
very little on the ground and it had to all end up someplace.
I would have preferred anything to the mindless pursuit of Kama's
lights, but that was all I could do the whole afternoon. I was
tossing my thoughts in an exercise of stress and depression. Not
since my Paedochresis had I wished nothing more than to have the
day over with. Sensia was mine as much as ever, only now I knew
that she was whoring for the Service and that made me boil with
betrayal. I should have realized that she had become a messenger
to release her inhibitions as much as anything else. As a falcon,
she used her moment of freedom to hunt down victims, other
messengers, on which to deliver her passions. I was her keeper,
but I could not keep her from soaring. If I did, she would destroy
me with her despair. And, like a bird of prey must, she demanded
that her keeper provide her with the attentions she required to
survive. If I had not loved her, she simply would not have
returned long ago. Then again, a lanner would not care what her
keeper did with his nights as long as she was satisfied. I never
did like birds -- especially as pets.
Our pace slowed once we arrived at the eastern shores of Lake
Tinculo. Sensia had located the source of suspect radiation, and
Talon pursued a line straight to the R.A.V. signals directly to
Mount Vascular.
The darkness came early,
miles per hour at times.
substantial drift we had
I could see. We circled
to break the wind enough

and the wind blew harder, nearly fifty
We stopped at the foot of first
seen all day. The bank went up as far as
the snowbladers and erected a tarp shelter
so that we might have a bearable privy and

a place to remove our helmets so that we could plan our next move.
Even with the shelter, we had to scream to be heard. The words
were often lost under the whap, whap, whap of the shelter's walls.
"This is the end of the flatlands!" Talon announced. "The weather
will not clear for another couple of days! We are going to have
to go up in this! I want your ideas!"
"What do you mean, the end of the flatlands?!" I asked. "The
plates indicate another four miles before the foothills! How can
I tell you what to do until I get closer readings!"
"This is the Grand Drift!"

Kama said.

"Never heard of it!"
"The heavy clouds that are too low to cross the mountains dump all
their moisture here. Everything that does not freeze hard to the
ground or is blown into the Grand Drift!"
Timbo contributed. "It comes out about four miles from the mountain
base and goes up about ten thousand feet."
I did some figuring. "Then... let's see.... The peak is about
another two miles to the east... that leaves a six mile base rising
to the top of the ridge. That would make the average -- just the
average to be about 22 degrees of incline!"
Talon added. "The first two miles are only about ten degrees!"
"Then rest is something about 30 degrees, right?!"
"Wrong!" countered Kama. "The base smoothes out and just before the
high peaks, it shoulders. That puts the average slope at nearly
45 degrees!"
"45 degrees?!" I looked at her intensely. We could not climb a
glacier like that, particularly if there was any loose surface
snow. "That's going to be hard to climb!" I commented
sarcastically. I shook my head. "Let's see what you've got,
then." Kama and Timbo gave us their cartographic data for our
plates. The S.I.M.R.S. maps did not indicate the Grand Drift.
Timbo explained, "Until the storm passes, the winds against the
cliffs will not permit the vertical drifting to fall under its own
weight, but it will be dangerous to scale!"
"Are there some other routes that would at least get us up?!" asked
Talon.
"The weather is the problem," Kama said.
go without using a scanner!"

"We cannot see where to

"That's what I was trying to tell you back in Nivipolis!"
screamed. "You can't climb in this weather!"

I

Talon looked through me as she thought for a moment. "We do not
have a choice. We have to be at the top of the ridge in 24 hours!"
Timbo and Kama frowned.

"We might be able to work our way around

the edges, but it might take longer than a day!" Kama said.
"Our window is set!"

Talon insisted.

I suspected that Timbo and Kama were not what they seemed. I knew
a lot about climbing, I knew a lot about surviving in these
conditions and there was no way to do both. Our two experts were
either novice fools or sadistically crazy.
"Alright,"

Timbo announced.

"We will go straight up!"

"Wait a minute!" I could not sit idly by any more. "You know we
can't climb up this without establishing a route. Either you use
a plotter scan of this stuff, or you can just kill us all right now
for all the difference it will make!"
Talon was firm, "Any scan this close to the R.A.V. would be far
above clandestine levels! Unless there is some other way to get
up there..."
"What about the parachutes?"
my mind.

I asked as a bizarre thought entered

"What parachutes?!" Kama wondered.
"I figured we could use parachutes and let the updrafts carry us
up the mountainside!" I said.
"I thought you knew about the mountains," Timbo said, dismissing
my comments as ridiculous.
"It was practiced in the Teu Sarbin Mountains and along the
southern ranges of the Squalids!"
Timbo was not pleased with my suggestion. "The winds will rip you
up if the rocks don't!"
I continued my arguments. "There is a record of using them in the
Ladabors a few thousand years back. It's all right here in the
hypothetical reports!" I handed Timbo my disk. "As long as we
know where we are going to end up, it should work!"
Kama was in agreement with Timbo. "A parachute could not hold up
in these winds; there is no control!"
Timbo shouted. "There is no way to make an accurate jump at the
top in this wind! You could easily overshoot the top and end up
as a stain midway down the slopes on the other side of the
mountain!"
"I know, but what chance do we have if we climb!" Kama and Timbo
were quiet. They were not as crazy as I had thought. Talon smiled
and asked me, "What do you have in mind?!"
"I packed a couple dozen high wind chutes. We can use them to drag
us up the slopes. As long as we stay on the ground, there should
be no problem. If you can give us a landing position, we could get
everything but the snowbladers up the side of this rock in a few
hours."

Talon turned to the northlanders. "If we do not get up this face
within twelve hours, we will most assuredly lose the R.A.V.."
"We will find a site at the top!"

Kama said.

Timbo looked at her like she had betrayed him. "If you try to drag
your way up, you'll just cause an avalanche!"
"If we do not use the parachutes, we will have to wait for the
storm to lift before we can go on." Kama said. "If you had only
had the time to climb up the east side of the mountains, there
would be no problems."
Yataghan joined in, and the conflict started taking sides. "You
know that we can't get close to the R.A.V. without using the cover
of the clipper storm. The cover of the snow is the only reason we
have been able to get this far."
Sensia added, "He's right. The signals come from up there -- when
I can pick them up." She pointed into the blind white nothing
beyond the storm.
"You are not a climber. You know nothing about the snow. This is
dangerous! Too dangerous." Timbo looked straight at me as he
continued. "You should know that better than anyone."
"I know three things," I said. "First, it is not safe to climb:
the wind is too strong, and the snow is too unstable! At least one
of us will not make it no matter how carefully we ascend! Second,
we have to decide what we are going to do right now! There will
be no place to stop and talk to each other on our way up, and even
with our helmets off, the wind would literally carry our voices up
the mountainside! Climbing is not safe if we cannot communicate!
Third, we are all experienced jumpers! I think we should try
something all of us know how to do!"
"Wait," Timbo barked. "I've been up and down every peak of these
Mountains and it's all razor-edged top! If you can't pull out of
this parachute act onto a two foot wide peak, you're going to be
a hundred feet from the ground a second later!"
"What about Mount Bas-fonds?!" Kama said.
and cut over!"

"We could go up there

Timbo looked at her viciously. "Mount Bas-fonds is too.... You
can't climb it.... You're going to have to cross the Antipathique
Ridge to get to Vascular!"
"Only
year,
ridge
There

if the snows have peaked the south ridge!"
"This time of
the top will have peaked high and there is no way to walk a
crest in this weather! It will be like walking on a razor!
is absolutely no way to do it!"

"Mount Bas-fonds has a plateau at the north end. We can drop down
to the rock ledge on the east slope and use the old tail to go
right around the mountains! It will be an easy ten miles south to
get to Mount Vascular!"

"You are dreaming, Kama.

Don't get their hopes up."

"Is this side of Bas-fonds clear enough to parachute up?!"
asked. "We need snow the whole distance!"

I

Kama answered. "Yes! Bas-fonds is a pillar, an old volcano core,
older than Mount Vascular. The flanks were chewed down by the
winds before the rest of the range was formed! It is the only
mountain with straight sides."
"That means avalanches," Timbo interrupted. "Not once every few
years or just during the spring -- avalanches happen whenever the
snow has the least excuse! It is the most unsafe mountain between
Est Point and Lowness."
Kama barked back at him. "That is only in calm weather! The snows
will not build up in a storm like this!" Kama was getting mad at
him. Timbo remained silent.
I had been looking at the plates as they had talked. "I see a rise
on this side of the plateau -- about 25 foot high ridge! What is
that like?"
"It is mound-shaped and easy enough to climb over!"
expounded.

Kama

"Is it a good windbreak?!"
"Sometimes," said Kama. "But the wind changes right at the peak.
Instead of going up, like it does on the face, it rips straight
across with all the force that is dammed up by the mountains! I
have only been up there once! The gales were the hardest winds I
have ever seen, and that was on a clear day!"
I was reassured that Kama had been up there. No plotter readings
can replace personal experience. "How wide is the top?"
"About seventy-five yards."
I smiled.

Mount Bas-fonds would be the perfect spot.

"There is still a problem!" Timbo said. "Mount Bas-fonds gets all
of the weather. That is where the mountains funnel the storm.
There is no place else on this planet as bad; and, you want to
parachute down it's throat! This is insane! We have to find
another way!"
"We have no alternatives, Timbo!" Talon barked. I kept telling
myself that dying was not part of my job. Talon should have been
a soldier. The cities could have provided her with a steady supply
of warm outlander bodies to throw into the line of enemy fire.
Talon saw the worry on my face and came to my side. "We all knew
this mission was going to test us."
"Talon, this mission is not going to test us, it is going to kill
us! If you want the mission completed, we should have better odds
that someone is going to survive the ascent!"
"If we wait and take the time to climb, the R.A.V. will be gone.

That is all that matters." Talon did not mind dying in her boots,
and her attitude was becoming frightfully apparent to me.
Timbo was quiet, only his grimace told of his disagreement. He was
a climber. According to his bio, he had only made six jumps,
making him as inexperienced at parachuting as the others were at
climbing. Even so, I could not help but think that he was just
trying to be disagreeable to break the spirit of the others. Kama
started looking through the plates for a landing sight, and the
rest of us went to sort the equipment.
Soon Kama was leading us north to the base of Mt. Bas-fonds. I
counted the miles and minutes. The travelling seemed to go more
quickly now that I knew exactly how far we had to go to get to the
mountain. It was like tending the generator on Father's farm. The
kilowatt hours would click by as the dials turned. I could watch
the spiders spin in the corner. For amusement I would herd ants
and beatles into the cobwebs and watch them slowly become entombed
as the spiders worked. That was what I might do to Yataghan. If
Sensia were a beetle, I might let her be. The life of a beetle
could not be more pathetic than her own. Besides, chances were
good that something would catch her.... Little messenger beatles
crawling across the snow, ignorant of the monstrous R.A.V. arachnid
waiting for them to enter the death trap of Mount Bas-fonds.
Murder was a method of death as natural as any other.
When we stopped, the slope was steep and the snow soft. Timbo came
over to me and plugged into my helmet. "What do you think now.
Will the snow stay put without falling on us?"
"We are here. Let's just do it," was all I said. My plan should
work. He tried to look through me and then jerked the cord out of
my helmet and left. Through the blizzard I could only see his
silhouettes as he walked to Kama. He plugged in. Her arms began
waving about in the midst of an argument. Kama left Timbo and went
to Talon. I did not like this. We needed each other to get to the
top. It was too easy to hesitate with someone you did not like -possibly sending them to their death. After several minutes, Talon
came to me. She plugged in and showed me a plate.
"There is an outcropping of rock called Rebarbatif Epine Dorsale"
Her hand pointed into the veil of the storm. "It runs under the
Grand Drift from the top of the ridge. The snow on top is packed
and will not move. There are a number of outcroppings, so I don't
think we can get up that way, but if we have to get down, the
formation will provide a solid path down without the fear of
avalanche. We are going to leave a snowblader and most of the
cargo here. Do you agree?"
"Is this what Kama recommends?" I asked.
"We worked it out together and she supports it."
"Alright."
"You tell the others what is happening. I'm going to get some more
details from Timbo."
"Good luck."

Her gaze became harsh.

"Do you have a problem with him?"

"Not yet."
"I want you to forget your personal attitudes until the mission is
over with."
"I want to live through this as much as you do."
"The mission is what is important.
you understand?"

That is why we are here.

Do

"Yes."
Talon unplugged and walked into the darkness.
In the wind, repacking the sleds to lighten the load became next
to impossible. Two people had to hold down the cargo just to keep
it from blowing away as Talon or I lashed boxes down. The work was
laborious and sometimes futile. At times I could not keep my
balance as the blistering weather slapped at me. When the loads
were finally redistributed, several pounds of gear had been swept
away into the white wilderness. There were a lot of things we
would not need unless we had to come back down. By the time we
left the Rebarbatif Epine Dorsale, it was late afternoon.
When we assembled at the base of the Mount Bas-fonds, I outlined
the procedure. "The parachutes are Airborne Elite issue and have
been modified for high speed winds so that the vents in the top
are much larger! You will be able to regulate your speed quite
accurately: close the vents, you go up fast; open them and you
slow down! There will be no way to stop or come back down without
releasing the chute! The winds will only get stronger as we get
closer to the landing point! Everything is the exact opposite of
jumping from the sky!"
Yataghan asked, "How will we carry the equipment?!"
"We will be operating with a two stage system! We *well each have
a conventional parachute harness. Two twenty foot strap lines will
connect the top of the harness to the sled! In these winds, the
parachutes can haul up to five hundred pounds of equipment,
depending on your weight!
"Once the chute is opened, the trip will feel and operate just like
a regular jump! You will be travelling at about 30 miles per hour
within ten feet of your start! A second jerk will probably lift
you free of the ground as the supplies take hold!"
Kama asked, "Then we just slide up?!"
"Yes!"
"How will we be able to stop at the landing site I give you if we
cannot see?!"
"We will have to use an altimeter! The chute can be set to release
automatically, or you can do it manually; either way, the

parachute and supply load will disengage simultaneously! If you
release the supplies alone, the winds will jerk you instantly to
twice your previous speed! With winds speeds of 60 miles per hour,
the pull could exceed eight gravities, resulting in severe trauma
including hemorrhaging and shattered bones!" My throat was getting
sore from yelling above the wind.
Yataghan asked, "What's to keep the load from sliding down the
mountain when we let it go?!"
"There are three grapple mortars that will go off when the sled
is released! You will still be attached to the sled by a two
hundred foot, two thousand pound test line that will be uncoil from
your harness! Once you are on the ground, you must anchor your
winch into the ice and haul the sleds off of the mountainside!"
"You actually expect us to execute a precision jump under these
conditions? What makes you think we will be able release the
grapple lines and still maintain control of the sleds?"
"We have plenty of time and enough equipment to provide a suitable
safety margin!" I had no confidence behind my words. I knew that
the mission was doomed, but I did not need someone to explain it
to me. Timbo did not like being part of a team. He did not behave
as a messenger, and I did not trust him -- not with my life. I
wanted to be able to watch him. "I need you to help supervise the
launches!" I told him. That would keep him down here until
everyone else was up.
"Someone must handle the top! I've been up there before! I'll go
first!" Timbo announced. I was surprised at his volunteerism, but
I knew that he was correct: someone who had been up there before
should go up first.
"Kama, I want you to take point."
"No, Timbo is a better climber.
do. He should lead."

He knows Bas-Fonds better than I

Talon smiled at me. She was comfortable. There was nothing more
to be said. For a moment I looked back over the endless snow to
the west. I was here for the duration, regardless....
Sensia gave me a quick kiss just as I was about to put my helmet
on. Kama was watching and turned away from me when I saw her. I
felt uncomfortable in my own skin. As I was working with Yataghan
to wrestle against the wind to fold one of the tarpaulin shelters.
I had a sudden image of Yataghan having sex with Sensia. I was not
repulsed until visions of all the others started to accumulate.
I did not want to be a casual second with Sensia. The clash with
the unchangeable moral attitudes, permanently imprinted in my soul
while a child in Suffigston, had caused me never want to make love
to Sensia again. She was committing perfidies to vows never made,
but ones I had always assumed. Perhaps I could still love her like
a mentor loves a prize student, but forevermore, our sex would be
fouled with her casual approach. Yataghan lost his grip of the
canvass in one hand. The end shot wildly into the air. I suddenly
realized there was no reason to keep the shelter. We would not
need it. Yataghan struggled to capture the corner when I let go.

The material wrapped in the wind and chased into the sky, tearing
free of Yataghan's grasp. Then, it was gone. We looked at each
other for a moment. I wanted to kill him.... I remembered him
squirming in the tunnel and felt satisfied. Still, I needed him
as much as he needed me. I could see him dead another time. I was
not sure what he was thinking, but I did not like it, whatever it
was.
The base of Mount Bas-fonds seemed no different than anyplace else
along the mountains. I was sure that there had been more than the
one attempt to parachute up mountains in this range, but I could
only guess that no one survived.
To each helmet I mounted three lights to cover an one hundred and
eighty degree arch. I double checked the parachutes and calibrated
the altimeters. Nothing seemed to be right. Even the parachutes
were packed so that they would not open properly. I outfitted the
sleds with grapples, but four of them would not work, frozen as if
they had been welded. One of the ropes broke in my hand from
thermal fatigue. The service had designed the line for use in the
Transmilitary Zone, it left a lot to be desired in other climates.
It took little time to make the corrections, however we had none
to spare. I had a bad feeling.
The thirty-five mile per hour gusts that ripped past us while we
worked could be magnified enough by the time they reached the top
they could be strong enough to blow us off of the plateau even
without the parachutes. I wanted to wait until the winds subsided
a bit, but Talon insisted that we go now.
Starting with Timbo, I gave the same instructions to each of them
as they stood strapped and ready. "An indicator light will signal
you when you have reached twelve thousand one hundred and
forty-five feet. At that altitude, the safety pins will detonate
so that you can pull the release. After that, there will be a
visual ten second countdown in your helmet visor. At the start of
the countdown you will hear a beep like this." I activated the
tone. "You must open all of your parachute flaps to slow down as
much as possible. Only shut them again if you stop completely.
At the end of the countdown, a green light comes on," I showed him
the light, "that gives you sixty feet, roughly two seconds, before
you have to pop the cables."
"What kind of wind forces are we talking about up there?"
asked.

Timbo

"Maybe as low as fifty, but more likely somewhere over ninety.
Your ground speed will be around thirty miles per hour." The
tightened expression in his eyes let me know what he thought of the
plan. "When you're on top, use the back set of grapples on the
sled to tie down the equipment. Then go to the ridge, which should
be about two dozen yards to the north. And for God's sake, don't
try to stand up. That wind could blow you off the other side when
you're twenty feet away from it." I disconnected my telecom line
and helped him strap in.
He tapped my helmet as I unplugged. He was ready. I looked at
Talon. She signaled me to hurry, but there was nothing she could
do to make me go any faster. I would not compromise the safety of

the messengers I was sending up. In fact, I was not confident that
anything I could do could keep the mountain from killing them.
I went behind Timbo and opened his small pilot chute. I held it
tightly in my mittens as I walked up the slope. When all of the
line was extended, he raised his arm to signal that he was ready.
I let go and ran out of his way. The wind pulled the main sheet
from his pack. The canopy billowed full and yanked Timbo off of
the ground like a doll. The sled straps fed perfectly, and Timbo
jerked again as the five-hundred pound sled slowly started up the
hill. Seconds later everything had disappeared into the blizzard.
I sighed. I really wanted Timbo to make it.
Talon had to wait twenty minutes: enough time for Timbo to climb
to the plateau, anchor his winch and get his load off of the
mountainside. I plugged into her helmet and gave Talon a final
seminar. In her voice I could hear the suppressed mixture of
excitement and fear. I thought she was a brave woman only because
she had lived so long. Fools usually die young.
She asked no questions. When it was time, I pulled her pilot chute
and let it go. The main parachute popped open. In her haste, she
opened the flaps and the fabric gaped, dragging her slowly up the
hillside. She was a good field messenger and a good skydiver, why
was she having problems? Then, she closed the flaps halfway and
sprang into the air, the sled dragging behind her. I took a few
steps toward her as she vanished. I told myself again that she
would be alright. I just wished that I could have believed it.
My hand had fallen asleep. It had given me problems since I used
the blower to dig Timbo from the drift. That seemed like weeks
ago. The sky had become white darkness. In Suffigston, tornados
sometimes cloud the sky with green and red. I was reminded of
that. I was cold from frustration, shaking with an internal
discomfort. The parachutes were my idea. I did not want anyone
to die.
Kama was next. She showed no fear, looking intently into my
as I gave her the instructions. Like Timbo, she had been up
before. However, when I mentioned the potential windspeeds,
eyes widened. She had been in winds that fast. Just before
disconnected, preparing for her final ascent, her expression
changed just for a moment, and she said, "I love you."
I did not need that.

eyes
there
her
we

The darkness soon took her away. I wondered if I had sent her up
too soon. If Timbo or Kama were having any problems, someone could
easily get killed. I would know when I got up there. I felt as
if I was trapped in the caves at Mt. Slilip one more time. I saw
Warnison from an old memory, asking me not to leave Suffigston.
I saw Raspthane threatening me with eternal torment if I left.
Why did I leave? There were no good reasons any more, not as I
stood up to my ankles in snow, leaning my weight against the wind.
I looked at the clock. There was still time be haunted by the
great mistakes of my life.
Sensia was ready when she stepped up to the launch point. The wind
had picked up a few miles per hour. I set the altimeter alarm to
twelve thousand one hundred and thirty-five feet. She squeezed me

tightly, nuzzling the cheek of her helmet on my shoulder. I looked
at her straps one last time. Everything was perfect. I tapped
her helmet twice and drew out her pilot chute.
Sensia took the launch hard, keeping her flaps completely closed.
I winced, knowing how much it must have hurt, but just before she
vanished through the snow she gave me the thumbs up. I sighed.
I prayed for her. Timbo's objections rang through my ears. If
only we had radio or at least visual contact with them. They could
be all piling up on top of each other, running over one another
with the sleds.
The snow swirled near me. The vapors twisted, knotting solidly
into a throbbing twister. The base broke into twin pillars rising
above my head and blending through the wind to form the figure of
Raspthane.
The white blizzardous flame of his clothing darted about alive as
if it were hot. I told myself that I was seeing only the shadows
from my caplights in the thick winded snow.
"Go Back!" the wind roared around my helmet. A stiff blast of
powder blinded me for a moment, and then the shape was gone. I
could see farther now, it had been only the storm. Yataghan was
looking into the sky where Raspthane had stood. He plugged into
my helmet. His mouth opened and his hand pointed. Behind his wide
eyes, he found no words to speak. For a moment, I thought he had
seen Raspthane, only I knew that the monster was strictly a figment
of my own dreams.
"Did you...?"

Yataghan asked me.

"What?" Yataghan could not have seen Raspthane.
"Did you give them enough time?" He asked. I sighed and gave him
a nod. Yataghan was frightened, as much as I was. The dizziness
I had felt when I believed he had seen the demon, had left me
completely. Yataghan was ready. "I trust you. I respect you."
"I will see you up there.

Good luck."

It had been twenty minutes since Sensia had disappeared up the
slopes. I harnessed Yataghan to the sled and wrapped the last few
feet of his straps into the packs. The winds calmed a bit,
somewhere just below forty miles per hour. Then I could wait no
longer.
I tapped his helmet.
"Are you alright?"

He was anxious.

I plugged into his helmet.

"Let's get it over with."
My heart sank as Yataghan slowly ascended, his flaps open.
alone.

I was

I could not have been more trapped than if I was in a buried
coffin. I had to walk to keep the snow from drifting up my legs.
I wanted to sit. I had not sat down for hours. I was tired. I
was hungry. I was warm in the sanctuary of my suit, but I could

feel the stiffness of the ice as it caked in the folds of the suit.
The storm roared around my head with deafening intensity. I stood
on dead frozen earth. I looked into the dead frozen air. The air
was so cold here that I could dehydrate just from breathing the
air: the frigid temperatures could freeze the moisture in my lungs
and as my body compensated, bodily fluids would be depleted while
the fragile lung tissue crystallized, eventually cracking and
hemorrhaging -- drowning me in blood. I tried to think of
something else.
I was alone. Not even the tracks of my cohorts were left in the
snow. The blizzard consumed every sign of our existence here. the
snowbladers were drifted from sight. Even my cargo sled was gone
except for a few specks of casing poking through. I would let the
parachute pull it out of the drift. For a moment, I saw something
out of the corner of my eye. Nothing was there, but I was
beginning to find the wait unbearable. I began to walk in circles,
trying desperately to think of things that had made me smile.
After a few minutes I noticed that my tracks were being covered in
the time it took to walk around the circle. A moment later I
looked around and could see nothing familiar, only the absolute
white of the storm. I was lost! I spent several minutes searching
before I found the drift covering my sled. There was no sign that
Talon or the others had never lived. I wondered if I would be just
as alone when I reached the top. The timer sounded and the morbid
thoughts dissipated... slowly.
I stood with my pilot chute clenched in my fist with the ends
beating frantically around my hand. I looked at the clock one last
time and let go.
The main canopy caught instantly blowing out in the gales until I
was yanked from the ground. The straps dug into my skin even
through the padding of the thermal suit. I felt a pain in my
back, the kind I would feel for days. I opened the flaps a bit.
When the sled straps played out, I popped up a bit higher, gently
under the stretch of lines and straps.
My lights burned uselessly into the pale night. I could see
nothing but the faint contour of the sled trailing me and the
washed orange of the parachute above. I watched the reflected
indicating numbers climb in my visor: forty-five miles per hour.
I opened the flaps a bit, trying to get a feel for my control.
The slope gradually became steeper. Occasionally my feet would hit
the snow bank. The powdered snow would exploded and the wrenching
of my fracture offered new excruciations. Closing the vents, I
kept off of the banks, but soon I was travelling nearly fifty miles
per hour. I saw tears around some of the flaps. The wind was too
strong. I pulled the cord, the flaps half way opened, only I did
not slow down.
Snow packed onto my faceplate. Even when I wiped the white away,
the residue distorted my vision. The higher I went, the more the
snow layered on my glass and the lights until I could no longer
see. My pounding heartbeat competed with the roar of the storm
rattling against my helmet. Breathing deeply, I kept my wit,
pulling the flap cords hard and pushing the air out of the cute
until I began to slow. I would have to jump by the numbers: I

would never see the top when I got there.
been prepared for this.

None of the others had

The altimeter was running through the last digits of the
eleven-thousands. I cleared my mask one last time. As best I
could tell only five of the thirty flaps were badly tattered. The
first tone sounded, and the safety pin on the release blew out with
a sharp thump against my back and chest. Pulling down hard with
all my strength, I was able to get the flaps open. My ascent
stabilized, but I was still moving too fast! I would kill myself
if I dropped at these speeds!
My face mask blurred and matted with snow. The glow of the number
rampaged on. Everything was obtuse. I pulled harder at the flap
lines, but the wind was too strong. I unsheathed my knife and
started desperately cutting one of the three parachute straps
hooked to my right shoulder. The strap sliced through and the snap
ripped a hole half way through the center of the parachute. The
final alarm sounded, and I began to spin as the torn chute twisted
in the wind. In less than a second my legs caught tightly in the
sled straps, cutting off the circulation. I could not stabilize.
The altimeter was climbing and so was my stomach. "Get out!" I
screamed as I punched the release.
I fell uncontrollably to the ground with my feet bound in the
straps. I hit the slopes hard and bounced up the slope in a fury
of legs and arms until I became still -- except for a gently
sliding. Only my breath was knocked out of place. The thermal suit
maintained integrity as the straps had bit into my legs.
Nonetheless, I felt the wetness of the blood matting the fabric
against my skin while the life came back to my strangled limbs.
As I tried to sit up, I realized that it was not gravity pulling
me down the slopes, it was the wind tugging me up the mountainside.
A moment later I felt a firm nudge. Still blind, I put my hand out
and felt the sled being pushed up the hill by the gales. I brushed
the wet icing from the caplights and saw the sharp extended
grapples coming at me!
The wake of snow plowed up in front of the sled ahead of the lazy
creeping ascent, lifting me higher until I was able to reach the
cargo tiedowns above the runners and pull myself between the
quadraspikes. I drew another blade and cut away the sled straps
that still twisted fast to my legs. I knocked against some of the
tiedowns and watched as a few of the lighter pieces of cargo
slipped away.
I wrapped my legs in the lashings to hold on and rode up, listening
to the howling resonations set up in the wind. The least bit of
slack in my suit was caught and spanked by the gales until much of
my skin was numb from vibration.
I was able to keep my visor clear now, and in the beams of my
caplight I was able to make out a large shape a few yards to my
right. I was could not tell if it was another sled, but there
would be nothing else out here.
I watched the altimeter. I was near the top so I ignited the rear
grapple mortars down the slope. The wide blades released deep into
the snow and set fast as the straps fed out. I hoped that I was

headed towards the plateau. If I ended up on the ridge, the wall
of snow would end suddenly with a sheer drop cliff on the east
side.
Suddenly the sled teetered for a moment at the edge of nothing,
giving the winds opportunity to catch the flat bottom, lifting it
slowly up-side-down. I tried to jump as the sled flipped on top
of me, but as I got up, I was snatched in the storm like a brittle
autumn leaf and thrust into the sky.
My caplights beamed wildly into the dark sky. I could not even see
the ground until I slammed, flipped and flopped like a mountain
perch yanked from a lake onto a hot cooking iron. No matter how
hard I tried, I could not help being tumbled across the plateau.
At least I had not missed Mount Bas-fonds.
With all of my strength, I spoked my limbs and stiffened, trying
to force myself to the ground. At first, the wind tossed me high
like a sail, twisted me sideways to the wind and dropped me
unsympathetically onto the ice. My hand hit first. Pain ruptured
through me with far more intensity than I had ever endured from my
broken leg. The wind kicked me in the air again. I still kept my
hand thrust out with all my concentration. Stiff! Stiff! Stiff!
I did not want to fall off the mountain! I could not stand the
pain! I could not hold on, my mind was drifting into
unconsciousness just as I settled to the ice for the last time.
At last, the storm did not pick me up. I hugged the flat ground,
but I began to slide. My hand was killing me. Nonetheless, I had
to work.
I had tied five ice axes to everyone's harness before the ascent.
I was very glad I had as I planted one of mine hard into the ice.
I stopped. I was breathing hard, almost ready to pass out with the
crushing pain. I pulled myself up and hung one of my harness
carabineers over the exposed axe point. I remembered where I was
and tried not to forget. I could see my swollen fingers wrenched
awry down to my wrist. I felt sick. My hand did not even look like
a hand anymore, more like a long lost crumpled glove from the back
of a summer closet. I wanted to go back to the closet and look for
the other glove to the set. Instead, I jammed another ice axe into
the ground. I had to try several times to bury the handle into
the freeze. I did not want to leave it, the handle would become
so uncomfortably cold in the ice. Taking a chain of carabineers,
I hooked myself between heads of both axes as they poked up inches
from the ground. With my good hand I was able to put in an ice
screw and tie off. The wind could no longer move me -- not without
making footprints in the snow. My heart pounded and my asundered
hand throbbed. Once again, I began to notice the roar of the
Keewatin Clipper as it beat against my helmet. I was in shock -shocking, wasn't it? I closed my eyes to think. I should turn off
my lights to save the batteries. I did and the dark was like a
night underground... a knight over ground in a meat grinder,
pre-canned and unopened. I shut my eyes. I was too tired. I
watched and listened as I sat safely in my jiggle suit, watering
my eyes with the wiggly ways of the wonder. I was safe. I did not
need to do anything more. The snowflakes were butterflies... very
fast butterflies... wary berry butterfields of buttercups in balmy
breezy byways... I kicked her in the face... ha ha....

"Of all the things he has lost today, he will miss his mind the
most," Grizwald said with a smirk. Yes, service with a smirk,
just the way I liked it; but for now, I only lost consciousness.
My mind would have to wait.
CHAPTER

34

I, PENULT

My hand throbbed -- the sensation was excruciating -- as if my hand
were a balloon filled with acid and suffocating with barbed
bindings. Oh, God, it hurt like a thousand stubbed toes freshly
crushed at the drop of a sledge hammer -- numb and dull with
overtones that traumatized my arm all the way up to the shoulder.
I had been screaming. My helmet was beeping. I knew where I
was... but I was mistaken. This was not Nivipolis, I had been
there. I was a little cold, I was outside. I was blind -- no, not
blind, worse: I was on the top of Mount Bas- fonds. I switched on
my plotter. I was relieved that I could see the flashing altimeter
numbers were there. My hand hurt and I was too tired to abolish
the sedulous pain.
I turned off the alarm. I was somewhere on the plateau. My left
hand was broken; I could not tell in how many places. With my
right, I cleared the snow from my facemask and turned on the
caplights. The ground was gently rippled as if a calm lake had been
instantly frozen.
The thermal suit and helmet, being one of the greatest inventions
ever developed by a messenger in the history of the service, had
many devices to keep one alive in a cold isolated environment.
Aside from providing a computer controlled climate that regulated
heat and water loss, the suit had pockets, snaps, straps, and loops
for holding everything necessary to survive for days. Yet, right
now I was admiring the one feature I had never used before. Within
the layers of thin thermal material were cells that could be filled
with polyfoam to totally immobilize any part of the body in case
of injury. I inserted the capsules into the proper cells and
popped them. In a couple of minutes a hard protective cast had
formed over my broken bones all the way up to my elbow. I
disconnected the heating element to my gloves and let the cold numb
the pain. No longer did my every movement jolt me with torrents
of pain. Still, my ears hurt from the tears.
I rested for a few moments. I had been on top of the mountain for
nearly an hour. Using the control keys on my chest I engaged the
plotter survival programs and instantly knew where I was: about
twenty feet from the cliffs at the eastern cliffs. The wind had
carried me across sixty-five yards of the icy top. The others
should have established themselves along the shallow ridge on the
west side. Now, all I had to do was get to them in winds that I
clocked at 125 miles per hour! Even if they knew I was here, it
was far too dangerous to come out here to rescue me. I would have
to scale my way to the back to the north side. As long as I did
not lose ground, I would be safe. I inhaled deeply, trying to

clear my head of sleep, and my hand began to hammer my veins like
air in a mile long rusty pipe.
I could not tell how poor my visibility was since there was nothing
to see. I was no longer crying, but still had to blink my eyes
clear. Something dark appeared in the black, tumbling toward me,
hitting me squarely in the head before blowing on. It was one of
the packages from the sled and there was about 490 pounds of
additional stuff where it had come from.
I would have to move out of the way. Because of the intense wind,
I needed to make a just as if I were on a sheer cliff face. I
struggled to find what equipment I had. There was a pair of toe
and sole cleated crampons. Without them to secure my feet to the
ice, I would not be able to climb with a broken hand. After
several minutes, I was able to strap them on; and with the steel
spikes set solidly in the ice, I rearranged the ice axes. The
winds had calmed to just seventy miles per hour. I began to regain
some feeling on my skin where the wind had been beating my clothing
against me. I left a safety line on the ice screw and started to
pull myself along, using my good hand to plant an ice axe ahead
of me and advance against the storm. Every couple of dozen feet
I would plant an axe handle into the ground and tie off the line.
After a few minutes, the wind picked up. Even with crampons, the
gusts pushed me back. I had a few compressed-air screw-piton
drivers, but I wanted to save them in case things got worse. I
laughed, wondering how things could get worse, but another
container slid from out of the darkness and skated by momentarily
catching the safety line and yanking it hard. I lost my grip. I
grabbed for the ice axe, but I used the wrong hand and my broken
fingers recoiled in a stubborn, unyielding pain. I slipped,
jamming my cleats hard, scraping slowly through the ice
breathlessly towards the eastern ledge. The ice rippled against
me. Suddenly I stopped with a jerk. The safety line had caught on
the ice axe. I started to breathe again as a bead of nervous sweat
stung in my eye. I was so tired.
I had been climbing about an hour when I was startled by something
big moving just to my left. It came down fast out of the west.
I knew instantly that it was my sled, driven by the blizzard to the
edge of the mountain. The grapple straps, torn by the weather,
flapped wildly as it went by. Much of the load was already gone,
far more than I had seen go by. Maybe the others had removed the
gear before the sled broke loose. Someone -- maybe all of them
were alive. Then, again, the cargo could have all fallen by while
I was unconscious.
I reached the hill that ran across the northwest edge of the
plateau, merely a pimple on the face of the mountains and far
smaller than the plotter or Kama had indicated. This was the
designated point of rendezvous; however, there was no sign of the
rest of the team. I examined the plotter again. I was near the
middle of the rise. To the north was the Antipathique Ridge and the
trail that eventually led south along the Passerelle Ridge to Mount
Vascular. The wind velocity was only fifty miles per hour in the
protective cradle of the hill. I would be able to crawl instead

of climb. The crampons and an ice axe were all I needed to keep
my ground.
I had only gone a short distance when my path started a slow
descent. For a moment something clicked in my mind. Antipathique
sounded rather foreboding. The very nature of the word seemed
obnoxious, whereas Passerelle seemed welcome and, well, passable.
I had studied a few languages and the roots of these names seemed
slightly familiar, but it was so long ago -- but Timbo had said the
Antipathique led to easiest route, so that was the way I went.
I was desperately tired, and it was well into the early hours of
the morning. I was disgusted that they were not here. Talon might
have left me for dead to pursue the mission. Nonetheless, the
others, even Timbo and Yataghan, would have waited at least this
long if they thought there was any chance that I was alive. Kama
would have made them stay after last night -- and naturally Sensia
would have... I think she would have.... Since I had learned of
her new promiscuous nature, she might have preferred me out of her
life, content with Yataghan's companionship.
With each step, the piercing drive of my throbbing hand soon took
on new meaning, a parallel suffering to that which Sensia had
inflicted. All those months, nearly two years.... She would crush
the life out of her own mother if it was convenient. I loathed
her, recalling all the months I was alone because she was too busy
to return to the city. She was out whoring around the world while
I sat waiting for her in the frustrations of heartache. I wanted
to show her how it felt. I wanted to break her hands and tear open
her thermal suit, exposing her to the storm to show her the true
meaning of frigid. Vengeance was paramount in my mind...
especially now that I knew the truth, I was haunted by her memories
and now the echoing of her moans as she made love to Yataghan the
night before. Death to the bitch.... no, just make he suffer
disfiguring tortures and then, when she is begging for death, I'll
show her my mercy and let her live the rest of her life a fallen,
broken, shamed woman. After all, look what she did to me?!
Revitalized with a vivid passion, I moved quickly along the ridge.
I kept scanning for thermal sources (bodies) in the blizzard, but
there was no radiation and I dare not do an active scan. Despite
the hopelessness of it all, I did give the mission some
consideration.
The Antipathique was only a few feet wide and the winds pushed hard
to send me over the steep east slope. I walked just below the
razor top on the exposed side. My ice axe holding me up and close
against the crest while my crampons dug into the packed snow at my
feet.
I burned with vengeance. Not only towards Sensia, but to the rest
of the team -- except Kama -- and to the Service for making me come
out here. The pain would not let up. All of the nerveblock was
with the others, or lost. Faced with unconsciousness, I challenged
the neural bombardment and my mind became much more stimulated than
it had been for years. I could actually feel Yataghan's neck in
my grasp as I strangled the shank of the ice axe. I was equally
upset with myself for not carrying a plate map to lead me down the
east side to the rendezvous point. Even if I got off of the

mountains, there would be no one to find me or anyplace to go. I
scolded myself again for not having my distress transmitter. It
was with the equipment in the Omphaloskepsis Advocate. While I had
been careful to place one with each of the others in the event that
they became separated, I had failed to take mine out of the pack,
but it did not matter now, because I had purpose -- nothing could
stop me.
The winds sweeping up the face of the ridge pushed me solidly
against the snow, preventing me from falling and making me feel
several pounds lighter. In retrospect, the extra buoyancy was
probably the only reason I did not slide down the mountainside.
I had dismissed the danger in my scaling methods in favor of the
speed I was permitted me. For all practical purposes, I should have
tumbled down in an avalanche of snow started with the vengeance
exaggerated impacts I used to set the spikes of my crampons. My
mind burned, until I came across two ice axes. I had to think hard
to make sure that they were not my own. For a moment I thought
that I might my mind might be fogging, but I was a messenger and
trained to keep my head sharp. Indeed, I recognized the axes, but
I knew I had not placed them there since I had just arrived. A
rope vibrated wildly as it arced into the darkness as if the other
end were tied. The hitch at the axe head was a tension knot,
holding fast only as long as pressure was applied and then the user
could, hopefully, tug at the line until the knot fell apart and
freed the rope. The pull of the wind had kept the knot from
releasing. It seemed like a silly knot to have unless they were
short on rope, but one thing was certain, at least one of my
comrades was alive.
I smiled. A great worry had been lifted from my shoulders. I had
not killed them with some foolhardy plan. I breathed deeply for
several minutes until I was calm. The vengeance was gone. I did
not actually mean the cruel things I envisioned... not much.
I used the rope to help get along. The eastern sun was shining
low somewhere across the hidden ocean behind the clouds, painting
the world in a sad grey. It was midmorning already. I turned off
the caplights to preserve the last few hours left in the batteries.
As I came to the top of a slight rise, I saw something moving ahead
-- lights! I climbed faster, maintaining a pace that would not let
the fluctuations in the wind catch me off guard. I could see much
farther along the east side. The storm's furry greatly subsided
beyond the crest. As I approached, I saw that someone was dangling
dangerously a few feet down the east face of the mountain.
I could see only two sets of caplights -- no more; one from
whomever was dangling and the other from the rescuer. Both sets
danced wildly. As I came closer, I realized with stark clarity
that the top man was not trying to save anybody: he, or she, was
about to bash the other with an ice axe. He struck clumsily in the
wind.
Without my caplights they would not see me. He struck again. I
came from behind the assailant, grabbing the raised ice axe before
it fell for the coup de grace. I could see the eyes inside the
helmet: Timbo! He was hitting someone. I looked down for a

fraction of a moment before he could raise his hand to me. The
horrified victim below was Talon. I countered Timbo's first strike
at me with my own ice axe, and again. The alloy shanks strained
with the blows. He wanted to kill me. Me?! What did I do? He
probably also had slept with Sensia! Yes! He too had slept with
Sensia -- I could see them together! His next blow twisted the
axe from my hand as I tried to deliver my own blow. Timbo raised
his blade above me... that was it, I was going to kill him and
string his intestines out for the spare rope we needed! I raised
my cast against him as he brought down the axe at my head. The
blade went clean through my arm and held fast. There was no pain,
only a fresh jolt of exhilaration! I laughed in his face! Timbo
hit me in the stomach, forcing me to buckle. Well... maybe I might
not kill him. Then I realized where the blade was and buckled even
more. He was still out there... what now! I had too... what,
what... I looked up. He grabbed the axe handle and jerked at it.
I recoiled, falling away as the axe pulled free.
He slept with Sensia! He slept with Kama... he slept with
everyone and now he's trying to kill me! He probably killed her!
The axe came down again. I dropped onto the west side of the
slopes and slid a dozen feet before I could catch myself with my
crampons. The wind would not let me drop forever. When I stopped,
I saw Timbo standing on the ridge twenty feet away, waiting for me
to crawl back up or die trying. He had killed Sensia! I knew it!
I would tear away the crotch of his thermal suit and give him a
case of blue balls that he would not soon forget! The wind had
died down to sixty or seventy miles per hour. I could not move up
without slipping. There was nothing I could do. I had no more ice
axes -- that would not stop me! Nothing could keep me from Timbo!
I would kill him. He was dead, I could touch his heart and with
the tips of my fingers I felt it explode.
I saw my knife cutting through his chest and before I finished
playing the scene in my head, my blade had stuck fast in him to the
handle, driving the steel shank through his sternum. His hand
dropped the axe and went to the knife. He tried to pull it out.
Even from my distance I could see the blood almost spray from the
wound as the blade moved. I was stunned. The wind should have
made a fifteen foot throw next to impossible. If the knife came
close to its mark, there was no way for it to stabilize in this
wind, the second rotation would have placed the blade against the
force of the storm and should have slapped it flat against his
chest -- if it hit him at all. My position was awkward and
off-balance. I could not have thrown the knife that hard. The
more I thought, the more I could not remember pulling the knife
from my sheath. I remembered very clearly losing my knife when I
cut the parachute away -- yet now it was firmly in Timbo's heart
as he fell to the ground.
My eyes winced. I was in pain again. I was no longer thinking
clearly -- if I ever had been -- but I knew that I was not
hallucinating. I had just thought about killing Timbo and now he
was dead! I had to do things. I found hard snow a few feet below
me and by digging a trench and clawed my way to the crest.
Timbo was not moving. I looked at his chest, and then at my arm.
It was too cold to bleed. Talon was hanging on, unable to move
without sliding down the hillside. I picked up Timbo's ice pick

and stepped my way down closer to her "Hold on!" I shouted, but
she could not hear me. I wrapped a rope around one of the axe heads
that stuck from the ground and then tied it to my harness. I tied
a carabineer to the other end and threw it down to her. The rope
missed, and when she tried to reach for it, she slid further down
the hillside. Talon slowed, but she could not stop. There was
nothing I could do as I saw her go over the edge. Moments later
through the thick air, I saw her tiny body halt on the slopes fifty
yards below. There was no storm down there, only the gentle fall
of the snow, peaceful. I waited, but she never moved.
To get to Mount Vascular, I would eventually have to get down to
the flat ground where Talon laid. If she was still alive, an hour
would make no difference. There was little I could do.
The others; I had to find out if Timbo had killed the others. The
force of the storm prevented me from standing once I reached the
top. How could this have happened? I just wanted to be somewhere
else.
My kidneys hurt from the weight of my bladder. Despite the
negative sixty degree windchill, I relieved myself on Timbo. Not
a single drop of urine hit his body. The storm just carried it
away. I would probably get frostbite, but I would not live long
up here anyway so it did not really matter. I laughed. If only
Chauncy could see me now -- the Great Adventurer had come to this.
I had emptied all of Timbo's pockets, searching for anything that
might help me get to Mount Vascular. One of Timbo's plates had
been loaded with the maps. I followed the route he had outlined.
I went north along the Antipatique, away from Mount Vascular,
trying to find the cut on the east side that led down to the only
winter climbing route to the summit of Mount Vascular. At least
Timbo had been leading us in the right direction. I was confused.
If Timbo was an R.A.V. agent, he could have just led us to the
wrong place. Anybody could get lost in this weather and no one
would question his motives. If he was not R.A.V., why was he
trying to kill Talon.
After a half hour crawl, I was near the Rebarbatif Epine Dorsale.
I saw a pile of supplies. For the first time today, I smiled.
When I got to the bundles, I found Kama propped up against the
other side. She was hurt. Her thermal suit had been patched in
a number of places. The shoulder and left arm of her suit were
inflated with the foam. When I crawled in into her sight, she shot
up, as if she had seen a ghost... or perhaps Timbo. She tried to
stand, but the wind caught her and tossed her to the ground several
feet away. We looked at each other for a long time before she
crawled back and hugged me with her good arm. Kama's tears
streamed down from her beautiful deep blue eyes. Having broken my
own telcom cord, she plugged into me. The storm resonated with a
loud hallow echo inside our helmets that made it almost impossible
to hear her.
"I thought you were dead!"

she said.

"I wasn't so sure about you, either!"
"Have you seen Timbo?!"

"Yes!

He is dead!"

Her eyes widened.

"What about Talon?!"

"They're both dead!"
"What happened?!" she sniffled through the tears of pain and grief.
"I found Timbo trying to throw Talon off of the ridge. I had to
kill him." I was loosing my breath. The air was thin up here.
I gasped for more air. I had forgotten how hard it was to breathe
until now when I could disrupt the meter of my respiration with
talk.
"Is Talon alright?!"

Kama was unable to think through the pain.

"No. I wasn't able to do anything." My words caught on the
swelling in my throat. I held back my own emotion about Talon's
death, having been exposed to Kama's tears like an infection. "If
I just had a little more time I would have been able to save her!"
We looked at each other. Somehow, I felt that she was crying over
some thing else. I had my nightmare, and she had hers. They were
very different somehow. For an instant, Kama's tears stopped.
Something was going on in her head. Then, as if on cue, the tears
popped forward again. "Timbo was trying to kill me when Talon
tried to stop him. They went off that way." She pointed from
where I had come. "He broke my collarbone."
"What happened to the others?" For a moment I wondered where all
of my hate gone. Sensia now mattered very much to me. I was not
sure I loved her any more, but I still cared.
"Yataghan parachuted up after the winds picked up!" Kama said.
"He was run over by his sled and broke two or three ribs, a leg and
he had a bad concussion. His helmet is cracked." Her voice was
beginning to fade, and I could hardly hear her over the wind.
"Is he conscious?!"
"When he left he was!"
"Left?

What do you mean left?!!"

"Sensia took him down the Rebarbatif Epine Dorsale!"
"Was she alright, then?!"
"When they left...." I sighed with that news. Kama continued. "You
love her very much, don't you?!"
"I guess so!"
"We have to get off of this rock! No one will ever know where to
find Sensia and Yataghan!" Kama said.
"Don't they have rescue transmitters?!"

"Timbo destroyed all of them over the last two days!" I remembered
thinking that I had left mine on the ship, but I was sure that I
had packed it. Timbo must have taken it. Kama explained more.
"He wanted to walk out of here and leave us all just to die. Talon
fought hard! She wasn't going to let him get away with it!" She
smiled at me. "I'm glad you're alright!"
"How come you didn't wait for me at the ridge?!"
"We saw your sled upset. Talon said you would just get carried away
over the eastern cliffs! We all knew she was right! When you start
fighting with hundred mile an hour winds, you die! I'm sorry! We
really believed you were dead!" Her eyes were dry.
I had to get off of the mountain. I had to for Sensia. I thought
of her waiting at the base of Mount Bas-fonds. Recovery
Specialists have the responsibility of cleaning up after the
Weapons Specialists; however, this time Sensia had to clean up the
Weapons Specialist. She had the most medical training. If
Yataghan was going to live, it would be because of her.
"What do you want to do?!" Kama asked.
"I want to get off of this mountain!
pickup!"

I want to get down to the

She looked up at me for a moment. Something odd was in her
expression. A faint urgency crept across her face. "We have to
go up! We have to find the R.A.V. station!"
There was always a time to give up.
you up to it?!"

I thought this was it. "Are

"No," she said.
"Neither am I!"
"That does not matter!
the station!"

We must continue! We can still eliminate

"With what?!" I asked.
"You killed Timbo.

You can still fight!"

I remembered the knife, how the blade found it's way to his heart.
"Fighting Timbo was different!"
"No, we have to get rid of the transmitter!"
sound like Talon.

She was beginning to

I had a weak moment in which my hand did not hurt, and I felt
comfortable on the mountain. That was the only reason I said,
"Your right, We must go!" I took an eliminator from the cargo.
The safety line between us blew out several yards as we crawled
slowly down the east snow-covered slope of the Antipatheque Ridge.
She had no use of her right arm, and I had no use of my left. We
made a good team. We brought no cargo, we could barely carry

ourselves. The wind and cold made eating almost impossible. The
events of the day made food repulsive. I might never get the
chance to eat again. The thought did little to settle my nerves.
Kama and I soon found the path down the east side of the ridge.
We no longer had to crawl. I had a hard time standing at first.
I had not slept in over a day. An hour later we found Talon. She
was still alive -- sort of: she was comatose. Her neck was broken
along with her arms, legs and ribs. Only the suit held her
together. She was my friend. Suddenly her chest stopped moving
all together. There was nothing I could do. That last moment as
she grabbed for the rope kept playing out in my head over and over.
Sometimes she even grabbed it. If only I had been quicker. I
probably could have found out if Timbo was with the R.A.V. if I had
the time to do a complete global computer search. So could have
Sensia. A real messenger would have done that. I did not belong
up here, I was a farmer like my brother. Timbo would have made a
good farmer, he was just like Jermain. I prayed for Talon's soul;
her epitaph should have been more than my inadequate thoughts and
memories of such a great woman: an accomplished messenger and a
great loyal friend to many. Kama and I had to leave.
Down below I could see the smaller peaks as if the storm on the
other side of the mountains never existed. The snow billowed off
of the ridge top like a low cloud over our heads. The sun was a
round fuzzy ball in the haze; but, for the first time since we
entered the Keewatin Clipper, we could tell where it was in the
sky.
Along the Passerelle Ridge the walking was easy. The eastern
approach was quick and by the afternoon we had made it to the big
mountain. The head of one of my ice axes broke off. I fell, but
only a few feet. It was a long time before I got up as I rocked
with the pain of my hand.
My head was numb from the lack of sleep and awake from the
agonizing of my broken bones. My eyes burned with the dryness.
I watched my feet move forward one by one. As we approached the
twelve thousand foot mark once again, Mount Vascular became a
foreboding wall of rough stone. Even the snow could not find a
surface to cling in many places. The crampons and ice axes found
easy holds in the porous rock. Kama led the way for the first
thousand feet. After that, her exhaustion slowed her, and I had
to lead.
The wind became stronger as we neared the summit. The leaking
signals from the R.A.V. transmitter were getting stronger. I could
even pick up the radiation from the power source. We were five
hundred feet from the summit when I started to cut around to the
western side of the mountain. Soon we were crawling, trying to
hold onto the rocks as we entered the domain of the ninety mile an
hour winds. The storm shook at my clothes until my skin was numb.
I was getting colder. My batteries were dying, and I was about to.
For the first time, I knew I would never make it down the mountain.
Kama would not survive without me. Sensia would never be found.
Yataghan... I really did not care what happened to him, not any
more. When we were only a hundred yards from the R.A.V. base, Kama
stopped me. She plugged in to say something. "I just want you to
know that, whatever happens, I will always love you."

What an extraordinarily odd thing for her to say. She sounded like
Sensia before she went a long mission to prostitute her way across
a continent. Oh well, things like that no longer mattered.
The slope dropped off sharply. The west face was almost a sheer
drop and completely covered with packed snow and ice. I could not
imagine anyone surviving at a post in an environment like this.
The harshness gave me a great deal of respect for the R.A.V. men
that were up here with us. I climbed above the signal source,
dangerously close to the summit. In winds that were now well over
one 120 miles per hour. I could no longer move without being
securely tied to an ice screw. Every foot had to be preceded by
the planting of the ice axes and the loosening the rope. Kama
seemed lost in my technique as she watched my every move, feeding
the a line out, inch by inch. She was so tired.
We were close. The plotter no longer could give a distance reading
from the transmitter. I could not see anything yet, and was very
puzzled. For a secondary safety line, I coiled 300 feet of line
around a pair of foot-long screws planted deep in the ice. The
safety would pull free if I needed it. Kama was tired and with her
bad shoulder, she could not hold her line for long if I slipped.
I inched my way down against the storm.
When the plotter indicated that I was at the transmitter sight, I
still could not see anything. 14,294 feet. Nothing. I tied myself
to the mountain and fiddled with the plotter keypad at my chest.
There was no mistake: this was it. I put my hands into the snow
and quickly found a small red cube that certainly looked like a
R.A.V. device. Across the box, in big yellow letters, were the
words "UNBANDIG GANS #3".
That was it. There was nothing else. I looked at the device for
a long time. Using my knife I broke it open. There were several
adjustments and meters. Prying past the control panel, I checked
to make sure there were no explosives inside. Then I started
adjusting the knobs. The plotter registered the changes as I
altered the frequencies, composition and power of the transmission.
There was no receiver, just a transmitter. A little toy box that
gave coded signals, programmed weeks -- even months ago, then
probably dropped by airship. The whole thing was all a bad joke.
If only I could share this moment with Sensia. She would have
laughed. I laughed. This was it. This was what Yataghan risked
his career for; what Talon had died for. This was all there was.
Timbo was just here to make sure we died before we found it.
"Unbandig Gans", I remembered reading translation equivalents a
long time ago. I did not have any idea what "unbandig" meant, but
some distant association equated "gans" with geese or goose. Why
would they put some bogus transmitter out here and call it some
kind of goose? They must have planned to lure more teams into the
storm to kill them, and out here, a single SIMRS infiltrator to
kill off a dozen men.
Timbo could have killed most of us if he had stayed on the ground
and sabotaged the parachutes, but I was too careful with the
equipment, and I put him in a spot when I refused to let him go
last. Such a waste.

After several minutes I started
and ran the safety line through
more slack, the wind would push
I did not want to use my hand.
ice screws, I saw Kama.

back up again. I set an ice screw
a carabineer. As Talon let out
me slowly up the mountain side.
When I was just a few feet from the

"Timbo did not break my shoulder!" The voice was Kama's, but she
transmitting! I waved for her to stop, then I realized that there
was no reason to maintain silence any more. "Talon was the one who
broke my shoulder! Then she tried to kill Timbo and me when she
found out who we were!"
For a moment I did not understand.
"I do not want to do this." I saw her knife come down across the
rope. My safety line still had several yards left on the coil, so
for now, there was nothing holding me back. I slid up the peak.
Cramming an ice axe in the slope, I came to a hard stop. my feet
dangling toward the summit under the force of the storm. I hung
upside down. Kama had left.
There was nothing to do. I condemned myself for not seeing
through Kama's lies. My blindness had caused the death of the
entire team. I thought hard back to all the conversations Kama and
I had. There really was not much to alert me -- a sentence here,
a word there. Something should have given her away, but nothing
had. Stupid!
After about ten minutes, my good hand grew tired. Gradually the
wind beat my grip loose and the axe shank slipped through my
fingers. The safety line started to play out. The farther the
wind took me up the mountainside, the faster I went. I knew the
summit was nearby, and then I slipped off of the mountain. I was
airborne.
The safety line played out all the way and drew me to a yanking,
teeth gnashing halt. I twisted around like an abandoned yoyo,
caught in the veil of snow that blew off of the peak. Through the
blizzard I sometimes could see the blue of the sky to one side.
Then, I could not see anything, not even the peak. I was
horizontal!
Only my aviation training kept me from becoming ill in my
of rotation. My neck ached from the downward beating the
gave my helmet. I was surprised that the rope was holding
It would not be long now, only a prolonging of the pain.
down to release the safety line from my carabineer, but I
not. Even my knife was gone. I had to wait.

torrent
storm
at all.
I reached
could

Poor Sensia; she would have to wait so much longer. If only I was
with her. My eyes were heavy and my head cloudy. I rested my
helmet against the safety line as best I could while the currents
beat on me. I could hear the cord humming. According to standard
operating procedure, now was the time to engage my distress
beacon. I laughed. I did not have a distress beacon. I did have
the R.A.V. transmitter in my pocket. I was surprised that I had
not lost it, particularly since I did not have any reason to keep
it. In one last ritual, I pulled the transmitter from my chest

pouch. I had to take off my glove to twist the dials. My glove
was sucked into the atmosphere. I activated the transmitter. I
put my hand in my pocket and let my thoughts wander. The rope or
the ice screws would give out soon. It did not matter. Nothing
mattered. Thinking of Sensia, my thoughts drifted into dreams of
better times when I rested in her arms.
The roar of the wind drew me from my peace. My neck was very sore,
now. The storm was loud, louder than any wind, making a noise
similar to a pair of floundering fighter engines. I expected the
noise to go away; but, it just remained with the same intensity.
I used my feet to vane the wind and stopped twisting. The rope
was starting to knot under my weight and rotation. There was not
much time left before the line broke
The blast of sound was coming closer. Through the haze of the
blizzard, I could see something dark just beyond the curtain of
white. It was edging closer to me, jerking a few feet in every
direction as the storm beat against it. A ship! Some fool was
flying through this mess. I was amazed that he was able to
stabilize in the shifting blasts of the storm. This weather should
have gingerly tossed him into the mountainside or lofted the craft
out over the ocean. I began to spin again.
Quite suddenly, the massive shape disappeared. A hallucination, I
thought. My mind was sick with lack of sleep and food. That must
be it. The roar that still held in my ears was probably some after
effect. Then, the dark shape came at me with more speed. The ship
was fast and without hesitating, it threw itself at me. I put out
my good arm and legs to take the impact, but as soon as I did the
wind spun me around uncontrollably. The aircraft slammed into my
rib cage. The pain sliced through my mind, intensified by the
jerking of the wind. The ship was not a hallucination.
The ship pulled back. The name on the side was Omphaloskepsis
Advocate. Cafard was in the copilot's seat, smiling like a pig.
Another, much larger man was at the controls. Timbo was trying to
kill me again! No! Timbo was dead. This was another R.A.V. team
come to finish the job. Cafard must be a double agent! No...
Cafard could not be a double agent. If he was, he would not risk
his ship to kill a dead man like me. I knew Cafard, and he would
not risk his ship for me even if I was alive, and right now I
barely qualified.
On the next pass, the wing came at me from below; much slower this
time. The top escape hatch was open. Cafard was looking out
through his parka hood and goggles, just like a giant fly. I used
my legs to stop spinning, watching the fly try to snag my legs.
The approach was gentle this time. The clear canopy of the
flightdeck gave me a full view of the cockpit. Valimous was at the
controls: the fool. Through the pain, I smiled. I could grow
strawberries her if they ever got close enough... The bat guano
was in season if I could only get to the caves.... The ship came
right beside me until I was against the glass. Cafard grabbed my
leg and started pulling me in. I wanted to pass out, but he kept
pulling and yanking me awake. I looked at the rope begin to fray,
finally. My chest agonized with the movement. His grasp fought
against the rope. The ship bumped me in the throes of the
turbulence, hitting my ribs again... eating me like a fried

salamander or a snake stew... Then, the Omphaloskepsis Advocate
lunged forward, and I slipped into the ship. Just as quickly, the
rope jerked me halfway out of the hatch again, slamming the edge
of the port against my chest -- against the teeth of them all...
them big teeth of his. I wanted to die. Eaten alive by rats would
have at least been quicker. Valimous was there, I saw his face.
He was going to kill me before I could be saved. Cafard came at
me with a knife as I dropped into the cockpit. I fell back.
Cafard was an enemy agent and he was going to stab me. I tried to
raise my arms, but I could not see with the glass and the wind and
the blue fish. As the blade came inches from my neck, the knife
sliced through the cord. The rope jumped out of the hole, spirited
away by the new freedom.
"We got him!" Cafard shouted. He nearly stepped on me as he pulled
the hatch closed again. He did accidentally kick me as he
struggled with the latch. That last burst of agony was all that
I could take and the rats came to bite my breast, claw my hands
with their infecting rat nails and something else just as nasty...
but I forgot what. I could read it in the report... Geof always
saved me the juicy tidbits....
CHAPTER 35
THE BITTER END

I heard engines. Valimous was binding my chest when I came to.
"Where am I?" I asked, wincing as he pulled the tape under my back.
"Can you sit up?"
"I don't want to."
"It will make this a lot easier."
He helped me up. I saw clear skies out of the port. We were
somewhere over the storm -- the Keewatin Clipper. I remembered
dangling from the mountain. "How did you find me?"
"The operation ended five hours ago. We found the R.A.V. station
in the mountains near Heartland. When your team did not respond,
Cafard and I decided to see if you guys made it over the mountains.
That's when we picked up some strange signals from -- or rather
just beside Mount Vascular."
"I'll bet you were surprised to find me out there."
Valimous laughed.
happened?"

"It was my first air-to-air rescue.

What

"We picked up two freelancers in Nivipolis, Timbo and Kama. As
things turned out, they were both working for the R.A.V.."
I went on to tell him what had happened on the top of the
Antipathique Ridge. He was struck hard by the news of Talon's

death. He looked away from me for a long time.
first time that they had been very close.

I realized for the

"I'm sorry," I offered.
"We all are.

What about the rest of the team?"

"Kama said that Sensia took Yataghan back down the west side after
he sustained injuries."
"Can you trust her?"
"She tried to kill me, but she never lied to me. They are at the
base of the Rebarbatif Epine Dorsale."
Valimous cringed.

"That bunch of rock is a death trap."

"They did a pretty good job on us, huh?"
"Those plate maps you had in your pockets are misguidingly altered.
You would have never gotten off of the mountain with them."
"All that matters now is that we find Sensia."
"If she is alive, we'll find her.

Don't worry."

I continued the story, telling him how I found the transmitter and
how Kama cut me loose. He laughed. Even now, after all was said
and done, I felt a passion for her.
*Valiamous continued. "Your lucky that she did not finish the job.
I recall that we had a thermal reading on the east slopes. From
what you say, it is probably Kama."
"What are you going to do?"
"Nothing."
"Shouldn't we bring her in?"
"She cannot get off the mountain with a broken shoulder. There is
too much climbing. Besides, we couldn't pick her up until she got
to someplace flat."
"What if she gets away?"
"To where, no R.A.V. ship is going to come near this area. The
territories are all covered by patrol ships now. If she wants to
get rescued, it is going to have to be by us."
"When can we start looking for Sensia?" I asked.
"You aren't going to do anything for a few days, but when we get
back to Nivipolis I'll assemble a search party. If she's alive
now, she will be alive tomorrow when we hit the base of Rebarbatif
Epine Dorsale. Don't worry, kid, she'll be alright."
Dr. Sani Althea put me in one of the ecphonemation tanks.
Apparently I was far worse than I looked. When I woke up two days

later, I was out of the tank. I could barely open my eyes for more
than a few seconds at a time at a time. As I found the use of my
voice, I asked for Valimous.
"You look much cleaner," Valimous complimented.
"Help me up. I'm tired of sleeping and my back hurts." Dr. Althea
nodded her permission, and I sat up with Valimous' help. I had
only one question running around in my head. "How is she?"
Valimous smiled. She was alive. At first I was relieved, but his
expression was so tranquil that I half expected him to say that she
was still a great lay or something else equally crass. "She's
fine," Valimous said. "Do you want me to bring her in?"
Initially I did not know why he asked me that, but as I though
about seeing her after all that she had done to me, I was not sure
that I did want her to come in, but I would have to face her
sometime. "Yes, send her in."
She was not smiling when she came to the door.
"Hi," I offered.
"Hello." She walked to me. Her hands folded in front of her lap
while she stood beside the bed. She wore a blue dress, not fancy
for an outlander, but quite bold for a citidweller. She was trying
to look nice, the way she looked when I first met her. I had not
seen her in something so nice in a long time. It was outlander -she knew I liked her that way. "Are you going to be alright?" she
asked. I turned to Dr. Althea for an opinion.
The doctor replied, "You're going to be sore for a tenday, but the
bones have mended nicely. I have put in orders for a tenday rest
period."
She looked at me for a long time. Valimous watched us a few
seconds and then went over to the doctor. "I think they want to
be alone," he told her, and the two of them left.
"What do you want to know?" I asked Sensia.
"Do you still love me?"
I still cared, and I still wanted her, but she had hurt me. The
pain of her infidelity was beating hard against the back of my
brain. My heart had been crushed. My love had been abused and
betrayed. I was about to say that I still loved her, but the words
got stuck in my head. I parted my lips, and from my mouth came the
cruelest word I had ever uttered.
"No."
She was looking at my feet, her hands twisting together as if she
was trying to tie her fingers in knots. She jerked her head back.
A bold tear streamed across each cheek. I had not wanted to hurt
her. I just wanted to let her know how badly she had hurt me. My
hands trembled as they wanted to reach out for her -- to draw her
to me so that we could be together again, but my fingertips held

fast to the bed. My body just sat as my eyes watched her bleed more
emotion in those few minutes than she had ever allowed me to see
in the years we had been together. I was avenged, but I was
ashamed.
She approached me with her quivering lips, trying to kiss me. My
face remained rigid. I would not let her brush away what she had
done. When she finally drew away from me her head shook with
devastation while her palpitating diaphragm sucked up
hyperventilating gasps. The whites of her eyes were so pooled with
tears that I knew she could not see, and the skin that surrounded
the green irises was flush with remorse. I was amazed and stunned
at the image she had thrown at me. I tried to turn my head, but
my eyes had become transfixed and wide with the realization that
I had finally hurt her. All the loneliness, all the emptiness, all
the hopes and dreams that had been shattered -- all of my pain came
to rest on her at the same moment leaving Sensia withered like a
once beautiful flower pressed dead in the pages of an ancient book
of romantic tales.
Her tiny steps began to carry her backwards to the door. I tried
to say her name, but my throat was tight and I could not open my
lips. My head still fought with the sleep and my own tears were
pushing their way to the surface. My lips parted and my tongue
began to form her name when she turned and burst out of the room,
running far away before my calls could reach her. "Sensia! Wait!"
My legs betrayed me, and as I stood in an attempt to go after her
my body dropped to the floor.
Valimous ran in.

"What did you do?" he asked.

"Something very stupid."
I was never quite the same after that. The traditions of my family
had impressed fidelity among the deadly sins that were the
subconscious foundation of my moral fiber. For a long time I
thought that her infidelity was why I felt differently towards her,
but that was not the real reason. I simply wanted her forever. We
both lived for our dreams, and she was mine... my endless love.
It was the loneliness that was the core of my suffering -loneliness and a loss of hope.
When I left Nivipolis, Sensia was on a mission in the Colonies.
By the time I returned to City, I was called out for another
mission, the service had little regard for doctor's orders. I left
a long note for Sensia in the bedroom, pleading with her to forgive
me. She never came back to the apartment. Instead, she she spent
her nights in the city at the messenger quarters. Inevitably, I
was on a mission whenever she returned. She never acknowledged my
communiques. Her next mission led her to the Indos Transmilitary
Zone for the last time; a place I had never gone -- my specialty
was specifically domestic environments.
Heartbroken, I drafted my resignation while on an extended mission.
When I returned to City, Geof Hassenic, unexpectedly greeted me on
the flight deck. Before he said a word of greeting, he thrust an
envelope at me.

"What is this?"
His solemn expression did not change. "Sensia is authorized to sign
that. In her absence, I thought that you would be the one to make
the authorization of disposal." All hard copy had disposal
authorizations since paper was only used for top secret or
controlled information status -- my resignation not included.
I smiled at him. Geof was good for a joke every-now-and- then.
I never did understand is humor entirely. I wanted to stall until
I could figure out what he was up to. "If the authorization should
come from Sensia, I cannot sign this."
His expression did not change. I had always been able to see one
of his gags coming. Citidwellers were always such dreadful liars.
He did not look me in the eye, but he was deathly serious. "Open
it. Sign it."
The page explained Sensia's new mission.
this! Only the agent can read this."

"I should not be reading

"No," Geof said. His face was knotted with concern. "If the
messenger is rendered out of commission, then a new agent must be
assigned by a third level manager -- me."
"Has something happened to Sensia?"
"I'm sorry, I just have assignment justification. All I know is
that she has been taken off of the active roster." He would not
look at me.
"She is on a silent assignment for the company, then?"
"I don't think so."

Geof was almost to the point of tears.

"They would not tell you if she was," I said.
"No, but this does not follow standard procedure."
"Why... What is different?"
"We have recordings. We have tracings to where her ship went down
in the Indos Zone." Mt. Vascular was a picnic compared to the
Indos Zone. Not only was the Indos Zone the tactical center of the
war, but the area consisted of one thousand square miles of
tropical swamp. The average survival period for a single person
was less than forty-eight hours. Her ship went down. I suddenly
realized what his words meant.
The tail of the paper rattled as my hands began to shake.
have sent a rescue team in, haven't they?" I asked.

"They

"Two days ago."
"Where... where is she?"
"I do not know."
My head throbbed.

She had to be alive. "Did they find the ship?"

"Not yet. According to the latest environmental activities report,
they believe that it has been devoured."
"What do you mean -- devoured?"
"There was an Anthrax Balluga in the area. They think...." Geof
looked over to the corner and swallowed hard before he finished.
"They think that the Balluga ate it."
"Ate it? A whole ship?!"
"It... it was a big Balluga." Geof did not want to talk any more.
He turned his head away and cleared his throat before continuing.
"There might have been two of them."
Sensia might not have been in that ship. Sometimes decoy
operations are made to put the Democratic forces off guard. "...but
they have not found her body."
"They won't find anything."
"I want to go."
"What?"
"I want to join the search party."
"No. You don't know anything about that area. You can keep track
of the reports from here if you want. The only reason you will fly
out of here is if you get an assignment. Not only that, there will
be no longer be a search party in a few hours. She has been
missing far too long. She is dead."
His words hit deep. He was right. Sensia was dead. I would never
see her again. The report slipped from my fingers and disappeared
into a nearby turbine intake. I was numb. I had devastated her.
She could not have functioned at her best after that. If I had
only forgiven her in Nivipolis she might still be alive. There was
no way to go back, and no way to ever be as happy again. Sensia was
gone. Geof led me inside. In the quiet of the office he said, "I
wanted to tell you before you went to see Mr. Sposyk. He wants to
see you in his office as soon as you can."
I did not want to see Sposyk, not now. He let Sensia become a
messenger. A wave of anger quickly swept through me only to shift
to shame as I remembered that he would not have nominated her if
it were not for my recommendation. What a fool I was. "Call
Sposyk. Tell him I will be in his office before the end of the
day. I have some things to do."
Sensia had taken most of her things from the apartment long ago.
There was a blouse that still carried her sent, a tuft of hair that
had accumulated in a brush, a few reports, and a box of trinkets
and mementos. She had taken all of the books I had given her.
There were over one hundred, and then she took them like she took
my heart. For a moment, I felt relieved. Then, the first tear
rolled across my face. There was one book left. I had a craftsman
in Argid bind it just as they bound all books thousands of years

ago... each page was cut individually, truly a work of art, but I
never found the chance to give it to her before we went to Mt.
Vascular. The book was part of a diary: a messengers diary. His
name happened to be the same as mine. She would have loved it.
I held the pages to my breast, curled in her favorite chair and
watched the clouds go past the large picture windows, as she had
always done; and there, I cried for her -- and for me.
The day was ending when I finally arrived at the S.I.M.R.S. office.
I could feel the eyes on me. The old place still reminded me of
the first days I had spent with Sensia. Mr. Sposyk stood as I
entered his office. He never stood. He had a speech -- he had a
speech for everything -- but it did not come out when he opened
his mouth. I almost thought he was disappointed when he asked,
"Geof told you?"
"About Sensia?

Yes," I replied.

"Your a good man. I want you to know that. Sensia was good, too.
I am going to need your help to get through this. The Service has
lost three good messengers in the last tenday. Policy dictates
that you should have some time off, but I want you to get back on
assignment... for the Service."
My lip quivered with anger. I stood straight. My fingers wrapped
together. I was going to hit him. I was.... I cocked my arm just
as he turned away to reach for something behind his desk, his head
moved just out of range. There would be no resolve by breaking his
face. My arm was back down by the time he turned back. I was
still livid. My fist came down hard against the desk. The papers
and data plates shook, and Sposyk's eyes became wide. I reached
into my pocket and threw down my resignation. I was going home.
"I have something for you," he said as he looked down at the
envelope. He handed me a plate and a power unit. "Watch this."
I picked up the plate as he picked up the envelope. Inserting the
power disk into the back, I engaged the screen. Static filled the
visual datafield. Mr. Sposyk explained, "She was low on power when
we picked this up. This is all we could get with the
enhancements."
Through the fuzz, I saw appear, fade and then return again in a
field of interference. "Pilot cannot... failure to... main power
supply... going down... coordinates.... ..... final transmission...
Tell.... I love him very... ...sorry... did... Tell him
that...." There was nothing for a moment, and then Sensia
reappeared on the screen. She was hurt. Blood was smeared across
her face. She seemed so alive. For a moment I believed that she
was still out in that swamp somewhere. "...gave me my freedom.
I lived my dreams. I was happy because of him. ....not to cry for
me." A tear wandered over her cheek, and as she opened her mouth
to speak, the signal whined and sputtered with a resonance
characteristic of a melting transmitter. The plate went black.
I waited for more. I knew there would be nothing, but I waited.
"I am not going to submit this last transmission to the Official
Record. I think that it was rather unprofessional of Sensia to
send personal messages during a distress call. I want you to study
the plate. Take as long as you like." I never expected Mr. Sposyk

capable of compassion or understanding sentiment. I would put the
plate with her things. I thought about the books. They were the
only things she took, besides her traveling cargo. She did not
take the books to spite me: she took the books because they were
her dreams. Her own reality and fantasy had become as near to the
dozens of authored lifestyles as she could have ever hoped. I had
given that to her. I smiled. Mr. Sposyk cleared his throat and
picked my resignation up from his desk.
I stood still as he read the letter. Looking up to me, he said,
"You have a punctuation error on the third line. Resubmit this
when you can express yourself with more accuracy." He held out the
sheet to me. Being a messenger had been my dream, just as it had
been Sensia's dream, and now I would have to live it for the both
of us. Weather or not I was happy was not the issue -- somehow.
I took the letter from his hand. There was no punctuation error
in the third line: "I no longer believe that I have any further
significant contributions in any capacity whatsoever to the
Saskatchewan Independent Messenger Service"
I saw Sensia's father at the memorial ceremony. He had lost his
daughter long before I lost her, but the finality of death was
still a painfully absolute. He walked away from me when I
approached him. There was nothing to do but go on and wade
through bitter memories until I was someplace else.

CHAPTER 36
THE FOREST OF WOOD

The red bricks of the Somachian roadway passed methodically under my
feet as I tried to believe that I could have done something to keep her
from growing distant... to keep her from dying. The service had killed
Sensia, and now it was killing me. I spent the day glancing back at
Eugean. Today, she had put aside her hat. The crimson highlights of her
earth-brown hair caught the sunlight like flowing ruby facets. By the
time Sensia had bronzed, her eyes had been corrected. As fasionable as
it was for reble messengers to use corrective lenses, Sensia found
specticals too inconvientent. Eugean still had her glasses propped on
her nose. I could not help but imagining that she wanted to be a
messenger so that she could explore the unknown parts of the world. Her
lenses and wire frames caught the sunlight with gold. I felt warm
inside. I sometimes wondered how I ever saw such radiance in the simple,
soft features of Eugean's face. She did not have the statuesque glamor
that attracted me to Kama, or the unparalleled youthful curves that kept
Tondalayo on my mind. Thin and plain, Eugean's features somehow became
full of life when she moved and spoke so that no artist could ever
capture her absolute allure. Eugean was the way Sensia should have
been.
While I was deep in thought I had kept the pace slower than usual, but
we had left early and it was almost noon when we reached the first
bhatti. Andrew and Ghillie wanted to stop to talk to some laborers.
The time would give my ankle a bit of a chance to rest. Eugean insisted

on rewrapping the bandage.
Our reputation had preceded us. The men gathered around Ghillie and
Andrew with some reverence. The roadway from here to the Valley of
Uberty was some of the oldest of all of the highways, and the taxpayers
were proud that they had worked on this grandfather of a road. Many of
the three dozen patrons seemed out of place in fine clothes and
enveloped in an air of aristocracy. It was almost funny to see them
lend some proper etiquette to the business of resetting bricks and
sweeping the pavement of heplock dung. Again I was confused by the
accents and local expressions and barely understood the phrases I
thought I had mastered since we left Litid. Ghillie later explained
that they came here for the social and business contacts. For several
weeks a year, this and a handful of other bhatti hosted elite groups of
businessmen that had turned taxpaying into an exclusive rite of a
fraternity. Their civic pride and humanitarian nature seemed to be the
common link between all of them.
That night a great labor party was held. Not long after the festivities
began, I left the others in the crowd. I needed the sleep and to rest
my foot.
The next morning, Andrew and Ghillie exhibited their overindulgence.
If there had been any turtles around, my cohorts could have had a hard
race. I established the pace for the morning -- as slow as it was with
my ankle, Ghillie and Andrew had a hard time keeping up.
After the second waystation the woods opened. The leaves no longer
pressed together to form the solid walls on each side of the roadway.
The forest quickly thinned out to reveal a floor of open grasses and
shallow ferns beneath a canopy of mighty trees of many species. The
diversity of wood was as unnatural as their consistent size: all
between three and five feet in diameter -- no saplings, just old
trees... probably one hundred and fifty years old or more.
I stopped Ghillie.

"What is this place?"

I asked him.

"This be th' Forest o' Wood."
So what? I looked long and hard into the spanses of tree trunk pillars.
This place was much more inviting than the rest of the forest. Only the
croplands had been as open, a place where men were allowed to walk. My
eyes flashed at Eugean and Andrew. "Ghillie, are we safe to travel
here?"
"Cap'in, if y' met Marsyas, y' been on ground that be sacred as any
here. Y' got nothin' t' fear." He glanced at Eugean and Andrew as he
continued, "This be the land o' th' Pale horse. Only honorable men can
hope t' live here -- th' rest best keep away."
Eugean said, "All those men we saw at the last bhatti are there because
they are honest?"
"Men o' solid moral standin' they be."
I asked myself how unselfish my own thoughts were. I was only here to
exploit Somach, find a suitable population to fill green Colonial
uniforms; but more sinister, I would be willing to destroy the forces
at the helm of this bizarre horticulturist's nightmare if it would lead

me to the answers I wanted.
Andrew showed less concern, but I knew the thoughts ripped through his
mind, reciting the uncallous manner with which he left his wives as well
as dozens of other instances that could prove without doubt that he was
the most selfish man alive -- or rather that was how I judged him.
The canopy of leaves blanketed the world as far as we could see and the
high branches came together above us blocking the sky. The leaf sifted
sunlight shed a pale green evenly over all that we saw. Every tree was
thick and ripe for a carpenters blade. The varieties were far too
diverse for any natural forest, and seemingly cultivated to yield a wide
diversity of woods: hard, soft; dark, light; deciduous and evergreen -but all excellent for woodworking.
Suddenly Eugean cried, "Look over there!"
Through the thousands of giant trees, a pool of sunlight fell to the
floor of the forest like a lone sunbeam through thick clouds on a rainy
day.
"Ghillie, I want to go in there."
"Well Cap'in, y' can go in, but y' can only do it again if y' come back.
Y' got t' be protected t' walk th' forest."
"How do we get protected?"
"Y' need t' have an ichthys or a gris-gris."
I pulled the Resama Bijuli from the pouch around my neck and willed the
orb to the size of a grapefruit. It grew heavy in my hand as it
expanded. "Here is the ichthys. Now what?"
Ghillie did not speak at first, he was still transfixed on the sphere.
"Y'... y' gotta ask th' Fylgja...."
"Ghillie, all I want to do is see why there is a hole in the trees.
I just do that?"

Can

"We're all from th' outside, but y're th' one who be some kind o' wizard
here. Look at what y' done that nobody else c'n do. Th' rules just
don't apply if y' don't get caught, so don't ask me what you should do."
All eyes were upon me, waiting to see what I would do. I let the
leather pouch with the Resama Bijuli hang outside my shirt, displaying
it in an improvised ritual. Sucking in a lung- full of confidence, I
went to the curb.
With a jerk, the knee-high bushes and frond-covered shrubs convulsed
away to form a clean, untrodden earth opened through the green for
several yards in front of me. I halted abruptly with the action of the
plants. I heard Eugean gasp. Then, the woods were quiet. I watched
for a few seconds, waiting for the ferns to move again. I turned
around. The others all looked at each other for a moment. "You guys
don't have to come in if you don't want to," I said.
Andrew was the only one who said anything. "If we do not try to follow

you now, we may never learn if we are able."
I faced back to the forest. Some of the plants rustle as I took a step
onto the rich black soil. I reached down and picked a handful. The dirt
was held loosely together and protected from the runoff by a weave of
lichen and fungal rhizoids. I raised the earth to my nose and found it
pungent with organic materials, mostly leaf mulch and guano. I smiled
as I realized that I was, most assuredly, the only messenger in the
Service that could sniff out a mix of guano in a handful of dirt. This
was the first bit of topsoil I had seen, let alone examined, since we
left the farmlands nearly one hundred leagues back. Bits of decomposing
leaves peppered the soil, but nowhere across the expanse of the land was
a dead leaf to be seen; as if the place was manicured. The others
watched me diligently, so I tried to look thoughtful.
"Look at this." I handed the soil to Eugean as she stood on the
pavement, but as I dropped it into her hand the clump contracted and
popped out of her hand and onto the pavement where it inched its way to
the curb. My throat suddenly went very dry.
"I thought you were handing me dirt!" Eugean screamed.
I was as shocked as she was. I picked up the bundle of earth as it
wriggled snailishly along. It flaked under my touch. Picking away the
soil, I exposed the "root fibers"; but the ends, where I had torn it
from the ground, were bleeding. Andrew was close enough to see. He was
very quiet. Eugean looked at the bricks with disinterest, and I became
angry. Her curiosity had become very passive in the last few tenday.
She was just like a sociologist. This had become my expedition. I no
longer felt any obligation to explain my problems and discoveries to
anyone else -- particularly when I did not want to. My hand was now red
with the fluids of this tiny... I was not sure what it was. It recoiled
from Eugean like a creature, but it did not have the proper structure.
I placed the bundle of dirt onto the ground where it immediately merged
and intertwined with the surrounding soil. I was flashed with
lightheadedness as it occurred to me that I was walking on something
alive.
The branches parted, leading me towards the splash of sunlight. I waved
the others to follow, but now only Andrew and Eugean followed. I had
know idea what I was doing, but walking through the trees I remembered
the rapid growth of the sycamore through the pulverized waystation.
This forest could as easily be a few hours old as it could be a few
centuries. There was one other point that I began to consider: the wrath
of the night that clams the unpure of heart -- the round pegs in a
society of square holes. Such judgement and recourse reeked as much of
pagan legends as it did a judicial system.
The wrath of the trees was severe. I felt like a small child being
supervised under the stern parenting of a religious zealot. Anyplace
else, nature's rules always included words like usually,
every-once-in-a-while and occasionally; yet here, there was a unified,
almost conscious, environmental behavior. Never had I been in a place
where the earth was so purposefully alive.
Did the plants have telepathy? They looked no different than northern
species, but they moved fast, defying the very nature of their cellular
structure... as if they had a nervous system. I wondered if the little
stringy creature I had pulled from the dirt was not, in fact, part of

a nervous system! For the first time, I suspected that it was the
plants alone that were the unified force. The little fibrous creature,
with its quick reflexes, could be a major component to the unnatural
behavior. After all, it was the only life form I had seen here and no
where else.
This was not the only instance in nature of seemingly disjointed
thinking networks. For example, some insects working enmasse
communicate through secretions and dances, but there, the community
structure seemed almost geneticly based. Birds, separated from their
species, would still instinctively know when to nest and how to conduct
ritualistic courting without ever having seen them performed. Fish with
relatively small thinking capacity spawn in tiny streams, swim hundreds
of miles out to the oceans and then return to their birthplace to
reproduce. Such mysteries among animals had been documented by largely
ignorant scientists from the university. Much of that type of behaviour
was considered speculation even when it was confirmed by messenger
reports. Nonetheless, there was nothing among the cobwebs of my head to
speculate the answer here: I still understood the potential of the
plants to act, maybe even to kill off all the natural groundborne
animals on the entire island. I was getting scared.
I saw small varieties of canaries, sparrows, swallows, parrots,
starlings, and assortments equally common birds whose names eluded my
study of ornithology. The small animals in their splendor of hues
darted about with playful peeps in an orgy of flight. I had very rarely
seen the island birds, although I had always been able to hear them
above the canopy; and here, even where the openness beneath the treetops
would provide vast areas for flight, the foul would not leave the direct
light.
Below the one hundred foot canopy, in the center of the pool of midday
gleam, sat a tree stump. The path ended there. I marvelled at the
jagged bare wood, chipped away in enormous shards by what must have been
a razor sharp blade behind inhuman strength. Yet, there was no sign of
the missing tree. No branches, twigs, woodchips, damage to other
trees... nothing.
I tried to move off of the pathway to see what was below the greenery.
When I parted the fronds, I saw fragments of leaves and bits of twigs,
but not as if a tree had been felled. I carefully waded through the
foliage. The plants no longer yielded, but they did not attack. I
heard a gasp of breath from the others as I pushed about in the weeds.
Andrew and Eugean remained on the path, waiting in a state of horror to
see what would happen. I smiled to myself, this was the first time in
a month that I treated plants they way I had all my life.
I was several yards on the other side of the stump when I imagined that
the earth shuddered. I stumbled to keep my balance. An earthquake, I
assumed at first, but my fellow travellers seemed undisturbed. "Do you
feel that?!" I called back to them.
"What?" Andrew asked.
"Nothing." I imagined that the ground was alive beneath me: the scales
of a mighty dragon. Never leave the trail was the message -- not even
if you were a Keeper. A slight breeze came through the cavern of
leaves, picking up a chill as it went. Everywhere, the leaves whispered
like tiny voices, and the birds suddenly shot into the sky, darting

wildly until they could find their way far into the sky. Eugean grasped
Andrew tightly as Ghillie looked about frantically. Then, there was a
blanketing quiet. A bead of nervous perspiration trickled down the
small of my back. After a few deep breaths and moments of stillness,
Eugean stepped back along the trail, waiting for us all to runaway.
Ghillie signalled me to come back. Andrew glanced at the stump and then
back to me. Eugean looked about to cry.
I knew that I should have gone back, but I did not. There was no
variance in the tranquility as I walked closer to the massive tree
stump, wider than I was tall. I drew my arm over the notches on either
side of the great splintered oak center. The cut was fresh of this
season. So much timber must have kept the sawmills busy for several
tenday, endlessly slicing down the girth of the wood into lumber. There
were at least eight hundred tight rings across the section, making this
tree older, by centuries, than any oak I had ever seen before; and this
was only one of many in an entire forest of equally majestic species.
I looked at the seasons recorded in the rings. There were no fires,
there was fairly consistent rain and endlessly rich soil; furthermore,
there were thousands of pin sized holes permeating the wood. Those
nearest the living wood at the perimeter were black with a spongy rot
while the ones in the inner wood were solid with a white pulp. The odd
veins were too parallel to be tunneled by insects. Some parasitic plant
must have attacked the tree; yet the rings were wider where the hols
were more dense as if the leaching nurtured the tree.
"Please, I want to go!" Eugean begged, her legs bonded tightly together
and her arms wrapped around herself. She glowed with perspiration and
terror. With my head swimming with curiosity, I led the others back
over the path to the road. As soon as we came to the pavement, the
winds picked up for a moment, and in the rustle, the path disappeared
as mysteriously as it had emerged.
"I do not want to do that again," Eugean protested. Dead wood; that was
all Eugean was. She did not care if we found out what was going on in
Somach, she simply wanted to go home.
"I think you should consult us next time you want to do something like
that," Andrew said. I saw his hands still shaking.
"You did not have to go in --"
"What do you want!" Andrew demanded. "You take charge of the expedition
and the moment you get us into a mess, you say, `Hey, I'm not
responsible!'"
"Andrew, I am responsible! I am responsible for a mission, and in case
you have not read your packet, you are expendable! We are all
expendable!"
"I am not expendable!" he countered.
"No?

Why do you think they sent you here?" I asked him.

Andrew looked away from me.

Ghillie smiled.

"I don't want anyone to die," I said. "If you want to get us out of
here, go ahead. If you can go back without a report, then go ahead.

How much is your life worth if you're grounded!"
Andrew sniffled and drew out a long breath before exchanging accusing
looks with Eugean. They said no more.
With the
rhythmic
from far
followed

birds gone and the breeze still, I heard a faint and slow
pounding. The others pivoted quickly to the sound that came
up the roadway. I grabbed the rope around my ketti's neck and
the road towards the sound. The others followed.

We had gone several hundred yards when we came across the next
waystation. A dozen men worked under the weight of a huge
eight-yard-long wedge of tree trunk as they slid it off of a scaffold
and onto a long cart pulled by team of kettaaketti- fylgja. Many of the
men of burnt red complexion wore gloves: their soft hands had were
unaccustomed to hard labor from spending most of the year behind
administrative desks. The others were naked to the waist, their skin
bronzed and their bodies rough and brawny with years of back-breaking
labor as full time farmers, sailors, fishermen, and traders. The
apparent mix of culture was far more dramatic here than any place we had
been outside of Litid. These were exceptional men, gathered here not
because of their expertise in a craft, but because their purity of heart
marked them for survival in the bosom lands of the Pale Horse and the
Fylgja. Ghillie was busy explaining these things to us as we stopped at
one of a dozen water casks near a long wooden bench where some of the
men rested.
The water was cool and refreshing, much sweeter than the warmed mineral
permeated stuff found over most of the island. As we sipped, fifteen
men came out of the forest path alternately staggered under a nine-yard
long wedge as thick as my arm was long. Perspiration drained across
their bodies, complimented by gnarled faces as they marched to the
methodic count of the last man. The slow pace and bulging sinews made
clear the load pressed the limits of each individual, thrusting over one
hundred and fifty pounds on the shoulder of each man. From the look of
the wedge, it had come from a tree as great as the one once supported
by the stump I had examined. The men walked sideways between the beams
of the shoulder height gantry. By tilting the scaffold, the wedge slid
onto a cart.
After the log was in place, the men broke their regiment and came to the
casks to refresh themselves. Ghillie started asking questions. When
the men had answered, Eugean prompted him. "What did they say?"
"They be woodcutters."
Andrew was impatient. "We can see
the trail?"
"...just a tree.

that! What is on the other end of

They're cuttin' down a tree."

Andrew's eyes widened.

"How can they cut down a tree?!"

"This be th' Forest o' Wood.
trees..."

The Ban-fylgja harvest the chosen

"Wait a minute," Andrew interrupted. "We've just come through a hundred
miles of forest that ate people for an evening snack. Now, you say
these men have just marched into the woods and rip one of those suckers

down." Andrew turned to me. "The ground is alive, isn't it?" I
shrugged my shoulders. Andrew ranted on. "These guys walk on it like
they are on a holiday outing. This is nuts." Andrew paced across the
pavement.
"Andrew," I said, "do you want to see what is on the other end of this
trail?"
"No! ...yes.

If you go, I want to go."

"What do you think, Eugean?"
"I think you should tell us what you are going to do before you do it,"
Eugean demanded. "I want you to hear what we have to say before you go
off and threaten our lives."
"Alright, what do you have to say?"
"I want..., I want you to listen to Ghillie more. He knows this place
better than any of us."
I nodded.

"Ghillie, what do you think?"

"Well Cap'n, if I say go, you go.
place."

If I say no go, we end up in th' same

I burned from his audacity, but he was right.
"Yes, we will all end up dead!" Eugean conlcluded.
Having remained in the background, Andrew cleared his throat to get our
attention. "I see a bunch of regular men walkin' around like this was
a regular place. I suppose we're gonna have to find out what's in these
woods."
"Andrew!" Eugean reprimanded harshly.
Andrew continued. "Doctor Stetson, I know you have a report to make and
a mission to do, but if I go back to Deja with something that does not
make sense, not only will I never fly again, but I'll get a laundering
by the Mental Men that will turn my brains to sweet bread, and I would
much rather wrangle a Pale Horse than have that happen."
"Your just the pilot, what do you think will happen to me?" she offered
for his consideration.
"I know what they do with University Professors."
"Do you think I want to spend my life correcting grammar and double
checking data for other peoples reports?"
"I am not a Professor; I'm going to be left in a white room with probes
in my head while you categorize vulture bone readings. On a tough day
they might ask you what colors the labels should be. May I remind you
that in a cranial debriefing, nobody is going to even ask if I want my
brain scrambled, lightly over or sunny side up! I am going in with him,
and if I go back at all, I am going to have a report that will save my
butt!"

Eugean was miffed, but quiet. Andrew would not go back without a good
report, and neither would I. For a brief moment I thought about just
staying here forever, but only became nauseous. I was going to find
explanations and that was that. "Ghillie, can we use this trail?" I
questioned.
Ghillie went to one of the lumbermen to ask. A moment later he returned.
"They welcome y' t' use th' trail, if y' got the blessin's o' a Keeper."
"We have the ichthys, isn't that good enough?" I asked him.
"This be the domain o' a Ban-fylgja."
"So."
"Dis be not your trail. I'm not gonna walk a Keeper's trail without his
blessing." I looked at the woods knowing that there was nothing I would
not do to have the chance to walk in there. I recalled the tremors that
shook my feet when I went to the tree stump.
Eugean was still angry at having lost all authority.
going to do now?"

"What are you

I took the sphere out of the pouch once more and let it fill out into
my palms. "By the powers vested in me and the authority offered by the
Fylgja, I bless Ghillie, Eugean and Andrew and bestow upon them all of
the protections of the gris-gris and the ichthys." The words were
meaningless to me, but my fellow travellers seemed to be consoled by
them. Then I looked beyond them. A flood of silence rushed through the
activity in the forest. The workers had stopped. There was only the
rhythmic pounding from inside the forest to make the scene more like one
of Egan's photographs as the color seemed to fade from astonished faces
of the workers. They all knelt towards us, eventually bending their
heads to the ground. I was a magician mistaken for a God, or perhaps
it was the Resama Bijuli that had prompted their courtesy.
"What's going on?" Eugean said in a soft voice that startled me in the
quiet.
Ghillie looked sternly at her, and Andrew sternly whispered, "Shut up!"
Embarrassed, I went to a few of the workers and gestured for them to
rise and go about their work. Slowly the men resumed. "Lets get going,"
I said, desperately trying to avoid the eyes on me.
Ghillie, Eugean and Andrew followed me down the trail. The methodical
pounding of several hammers against metal rang through the trees. The
rhythm cycled, each hammer sounding on the wood or iron, and forever
the patterns changed, never repeating as the beating continued. Half
a league from the waystation, the path broadened as it curved, providing
room for the wedge bearers to turn with their nine yard burden held
high.
As we came over the final rise, I was the first to see a grand sunbeam
piercing through the forest canopy where a sprawling beech tree had died
and defoliated. Now the branches laced the bright sunlight before it

pooled on the ground. With each step, I could see more of the tree.
The vast network of branches was being supported by an elaborate
scaffolding as the great tree was being carefully dismantled by five
woodcutters. Their blades ripped through the small limbs in few strokes,
echoing clearly through the greenery.
Just below the lowest branches, nearly eight yards from the forest
floor, a lone lumberman of incredible size cut with massive swings of
his wide-bladed axe. He was like Valimous, a man whose muscles shown
as if he had no skin, dwarfing the others as small a child must be
dwarfed by his parent. His mammoth features drew power behind his
blade, and, with each deep blow, handfuls of chips exploded from the
thick trunk as if it had been hit by an eliminator. The cutting shards
fell into a tarpaulin, never to disturb the fronds and leaves far below.
Each axeman had the same kind of canvas or wide basket to catch debris.
Four paths wound under the latticework, connecting the dozen main parts
of the superstructure that rose upwards to the sunlit branches above.
"Where is the other tree?" Andrew asked. It took me a moment to even
realize what he meant. The large wood wedges being brought from the
forest far too big to have come from the cut limbs of this tree. There
had to be a second tree under harvest.
As we went down the hillside, I figured out that the sensitivity ground
cover demanded that the tree be dismantled piece by piece and the chips
be collected. My revelation came with a crystalline intensity that I
could not fathom. It was as if the plants themselves had somehow told
me this fact. For a moment I felt akin to them as if they were a new
appendage, weaved with the control of my will and the sensitivity of my
touch. I could feel the plants observing us: like a phobia. I had
experienced this in the desert when I saw the woman's hand come for me.
This place seemed linked to her: to Vivian.
I felt confident that I was welcome, but the others were freshly
distant... I was looking at our little party from the plants point of
view. I found no way to communicate so I became afraid -- afraid of my
friends. I was deep in thought when something suddenly stopped.
In the complex beat of the falling axes, the loud resonating blows of
the giant had ceased. He was looking at us, like the plants were
looking -- and I could feel it all. I thought quickly. We had water at
the way station, perhaps it had been tainted with stimulants. No, the
sensation was different. I was very calm, my thoughts were clear and
orderly, yet I was still weary despite my enhanced senses.
Within seconds, every man on the tree was aware of us. The mighty
lumberman effortlessly eased himself out of the scaffolding, avoiding
the ladders that had been built for the much smaller cutters. His arms
were as big as any other man's legs. Reminding me of the monkeys I had
seen near Barqunazo, he moved about, often barely touching his feet the
crossmembers until he was out of the latticework. The woodcuters went
back to work. The giant man came directly to me and pressed his palms
together just under his chin in the traditional Somachian greeting.
"Namaskaar.

Mero naam Weyerhauser ho. Ma ban-fylgja chhu."

(I salute the god in you.
a Keeper of the Forest.)

My name is Weyerhauser. I am of the Fylgja,

I had heard the Somachian words before; yet this time I understood
exactly what was said: not just the words, but rather the meaning and
intent behind them as if a veneer of dishonesty had been lifted from my
ears.
"He thinks that you are of the Fylgja!" Ghillie blurted with amazement.
"I know," I said. For the first time since I had been on the island,
I offered my hand to a man. He understood this foreign custom without
explanation and shook firmly as my fingers became lost in the greatness
of his palm.
"Tapaiko ghar americaa ho?"
Without thinking, I replied, "Yes, we are from The Colonies.
you know?"

How did

"Tara pahilo! Tapailai biyar manparchha?"
I smiled. I was not hearing anything he said, I knew the thoughts
behind them. I was electrified with excitement. Weyerhauser and I were
the same. His casual approach to our conversation gave me confidence
that I was not out of my mind. "Yes, I think we all could use a drink."
"Aaunu!" he replied. He could actually understand me!
Eugean and Andrew were astonished, twisted in confusion as they somehow
missed the conversation despite my understanding; but Ghillie was
mortified. Eugean had to pull at him to get him started as we followed
Weyerhauser down the path. "What is going on?" Eugean asked Ghillie.
"They understand each other!"
"So?"

Eugean was not willing to understand the implications.

"He don't understand Somachian `n' Weyerhauser don't understand
Colonial. Don't y' see...! They hear each other's brains."
"Oh." Eugean was not prepared to except the implications. She might
have even been so astounded by previous events that this one, the
greatest of all, was merely another in a long line of unexplainable
amazements that had become daily routine for her. "What did they say?"
she asked.
"Weyerhauser, th' lumberman, seems t' think that our messenger friend's
o' th' Fylgja, `n' asked if we're from The Colonies."
"But, where are we going?"
"Weyerhauser's offered us his ale."
Eugean mumbled, "This is a nation of drunks." We were all tired, but
Eugean seemed removed from reality, festering in the anger she had found
with my leadership and Andrew's lack of support.
As we walked down the path to the scaffolding, Weyerhauser asked me,
"Tapaaiko naam ke ho?"

"Ma Nemo chha," I replied, another phrase I had learned, but now I used
them as easily as Colonial vocabulary. I saw the words from
Weyerhauser's point of view. My heart pounded as a grin forced its way
to my lips.
Weyerhauser led us high into the scaffold to a platform with several
kegs packed in ice. He drew four mugs, and we all sat back watching
and listening to the dripping shower of melting ice. Ghillie tried as
best he could to translate for Andrew and Eugean as Weyerhauser spoke
to me. I understood him to say, "It has been a long time since I have
met a Keeper who was not a Ban- fylgja or a Tarkaari-fylgja," literally
a Forest Guardian and Fruit Guardian: Keeper's of the Forest of Wood and
the Valley of Uberty. He was bound with emotion as he spoke, and I
found it hard to sort through the blizzard of intense detail I got from
him.
"Weyerhauser, I am on a quest.
Fylgja."

I wish to learn the nature of the

Weyerhauser laughed. "You shall travel long before the Fylgja finds a
use for you. Then, you shall find your ichthys and gris-gris and
forever be a servant. You are just a young Keeper. You must be
patient." Weyerhauser did not look that old to be calling me young;
still, he was Keeper and if he was like Guffingstrapp, he might be
ancient.
Ghillie asked, "Tapaaiko ghar kahaan chhu?"

I could not understand him.

"I have lived many years," Weyerhauser said and thought. "I have been
Bon-fylgja for at least...," he thought for a moment in terms of
thousands of years and finally the events became too numerous and
finally too painful to count. "What does it matter? The years are all
the same, the faces blend into friends replaced by sons and grandsons.
What is the use to count?
"How did you become a Keeper?" I asked.
"There is only one way to become a Keeper." I wanted to believe that
he was wrong, that I was no Keeper, but I only became frustrated as I
tried to convince myself that I was just like everyone else. I
certainly was not like Weyerhauser, and I was definitely not like
Guffingstrapp. Weyerhauser explained. "My soul was captured by the
Jaaro Sinha." His brow furrowed with heavy images that time had been
unable to erode. "I saw the new colors. I felt the Little Men of the
Woman-fylgja. I lost myself in the slow change of the Jaaro Sinha -never again to be mortal; forever to serve the Fylgja. That was a very
long time ago." Weyerhauser's impressions daggered through me until it
became clear that the void I had encountered while tracking
Guffingstrapp was, in fact, the Jaaro Sinha. The void must have been
real.
So depressing were Weyehauser's feelings when he spoke of the Jaaro
Sinha that I could not make out their Colonial equivalent until Ghillie
translated. Jaaro Sinha was Somachian for "Cold Lion" -- just as
Guffingstrapp had said! Such a masochistic rapture of painful cellular
growth and shifting senses could not have had a better name. "It
happened to me just like that!"
The lumberman looked at me with a satisfied grin on his face, knowing

that he and I had shared the experience. He said, "After the change, the
Tikolosh keep watch over young Keepers for the Woman-Fylgja... to keep
them out of trouble. After the change, the Tikolosh led me to Litid."
From Weyerhauser's mind, the Tikolosh conjured images of the same
mischievous fairy spirits that had plagued my dreams from my youth.
Since the Jaaro Sinha had found me, they had entered my reality. Knowing
Weyerhauser had made my insanity into a folles a deux.
Weyerhauser continued. "I was called to the Council of Trees. Marsyas
gave me the Milansaar Baandar." He pulled on the chain around his neck
until the talisman appeared from out of his open, sleeveless shirt. The
small golden charm had a tiny monkey dangling between two circling
branches, looking just as Weyerhauser as he had climbed down from his
work to greet us. "Marsyas gave me a gris-gris rock of the Ban-fylgja."
I was overwhelmed by the telepathy, almost too caught up in the
experience to hear him. "Do you understand other keepers without
talking?" I asked.
He laughed. "There are some of them I do not think I will ever
understand. We need no noisy words to chat... even when the do not
speak common tongue."
"From the outside -- "
"Keepers from the outside?!" Eugean blurted at Ghillie as he translated.
"From where?"
"From the outside,"

Weyerhauser said as he thought about it more.

"From the Colonies?"
"It was so long ago...." He laughed again, "I had forgotten that I was
that old. He came three thousand years ago.... He too, travelled with
mortals... I think."
Senile and immortal, what a combination -- or maybe he had just had so
many thoughts that he could no longer keep them straight. I was not
like him. I knew that I was still growing old with the rest of
humanity. Weyerhauser's body, at inhuman age, appeared to be at the
last decade of youth.
Weyerhauser began to smile as he spoke again. "I remember the man. A
short fellow, whose face was lined with worry. His name was Grand
Keeper, and his name was just as peculiar as yours... it was... Jaaki...
no, James Latamous Guffingstrapp."
I became faint. James had been here! He had lied, or rather perverted
his answers with avoidance. How could he have sent me into this without
some warning? Weyerhauser smiled and said, "You remind me of that
little man. His ichthys was round, like yours. He had no gris-gris,
just a little box with pictures on it."
"Was it a box about so big?" I gestured the dimensions of one of the
late model plotters, "...with a row of buttons like this?" Using my
finger, I drew the array invisibly on the tabletop.
"Yes."

Guffingstrapp had found a way to get a plotter to work here!
I wanted to strangle that little lecherous man: James knew about the
electrical failures here and he did not tell me. "I don't even know
what I'm doing here. This is really ridiculous. It was James
Guffingstrapp who sent me down here! He told me to find whomever is in
charge... and there isn't anybody. He knew that. He probably knows
more than I do about this place. What's a quest without a purpose?"
Weyerhauser laughed. "Brother, we who serve the Fylgja have only one
quest -- to appease the Fylgja. I am confused by your thoughts. Are
you truly of the Fylgja?" He smiled.
"I don't know, Weyerhauser.

I don't think so."

"To find out such things would be a good reason for a quest.
have the ichthys and the gris-gris of a Keeper?"

Do you

"All I have is this." I took the sphere out of the pouch. Without my
guidance, it grew to the size of a grapefruit, surprising me almost as
much as it did Weyerhauser.
"The Resama Bijuli!" he exclaimed. I heard Ghillie say, "There is a
legend of one sacred ichthys that has the power of all the all
gris-gris.... It is the Silver Lightning!"
"This is the same gris-gris that Guffingstrapp brought, isn't it?"
Stunned, Weyerhauser slowly shook his head as if a in pain. "Nemo...
Wahaa Batuwaa-Fylgja hunuhuchha." There was such emotion behind
Weyerahuser's perspiring brow that the meaning was lost to me.
I listened as Ghillie translated for the others, "Weyerhauser says that
you are the Batuwaa-Fylgja, the human embodiment of the Fylgja spirit:
an all powerful guardian whose very breath was felt in all life of the
earth." Ghillie stared at me. "Weyerhauser thinks that you are The
Keeper of the Earth.
"It is late," Weyerhauser said.
I looked at the sky.

The sun was still above the trees.

A veil of secrecy corroded my telepathy, his inner thoughts became
buried in a quagmire of worry and gloom all directed at me.
"We make paper from the wood chips." Weyerhauser pointed down to the
tarpaulin. We all looked down. We looked down for a long time.
Weyerhauser was uncomfortable. I did not want to look at him. I was
embarrassed with selfconsciousness.
"The cutting team would bring down branches from the top down while I
score the girth. We split the wedges before bringing them down." We
all looked up. I saw the order, the specialization. The process was
mechanized just as if the job were being done by citidwellers. Young
apprentices fetched tools and pulled ropes. Journeymen wielded the
blades and attended to the rigging. And the craftsmen, tied crucial
knots and scored the cut points. That was the tour. I looked at
Weyerhauser. His eyes were empty. He wanted us -- specifically me -to leave. We bid farewell to Weyerhauser, and he quickly swung back
into the trees.

I felt very alone. Being with Weyerhauser was as close as I had ever
been to any other human being; yet he had shut me out. The joy was as
if the first few months I had spent with Sensia had been distilled into
a few fantastic moments, complete with the same kind of single
mindedness I once felt with Chauncy. If only I were in Suffigston, I
could be whole -- and I would have never tasted the perfection of
conversation I briefly shared with Weyerhauser. "Thank you Weyerhauser.
I will always remember the time we spent together."
"So will I, so will I."
When we returned to the roadway, I saw how long the shadows had grown
and knew that there would be just enough time to reach the bhatti. The
last loads of wedges were being loaded onto carts pulled by teams of
four slow kettaaketti-fylgjaali. We fell in line behind the caravan.
We arrived at the inn just as the prismatic clouds of sunset darkened.
Weyerhauser and his crew were only minutes behind. I watched as they
quickly stowed their tools in a shed next to the mill and the grand pile
of disassembled tree parts. The forest was quiet. The air smelled of
greenery. I was very glad for this adventure. I felt alive, just as
I had the first time I descended into the guano caves. Adventure tasted
sweeter and cleaner than anything a relationship could offer. The
adventure was only greater with pain and frustration, something I could
never appreciate with a woman.
CHAPTER 37
THE BAN-FYLGJA

The "Forest of Wood Bhatti" was one of the largest inns on the
island, with nearly two hundred rooms more often than not filled
with three hundred or more men. I thought that four more travellers
would go unnoticed, but I was wrong. We were "the outsiders," and
by the time we had arrived rumors had saturated imaginations like
swarming bees. Four of the best adjacent rooms had been emptied
for us. Even our kettas had a special place in the barn. The
service and accommodations were superb, not just for us; you see,
this bhatti was home to the Ban-fylgja and was therefore a sacred
place. It was cleaner, brighter and more spacious than any of the
other inns.
Several centuries ago, when the original bhatti was expanded to
accommodate the laborers as the surrounding forest opened up for
cutting, master stoneworkers, prided by the glory of building a
home for several Keepers, devised several community baths fed by
hotsprings. Eugean could not appreciate the natural salts. She was
intimidated by the two dozen men already soaking, and exposed
herself only behind the privacy of a makeshift dressing curtain.
She wrapped herself tightly in a towel and, red faced, stepped into
the water, bathing cautiously. No one would have noticed her
nudity: they were all staring at me.

The dining room was massive, vaulted above by a ribcage of massive
oak beams. Throughout the ages, woodscraftsmen had paid their
labor tax here by cutting the wood needed for their trade. Many
of the artisans left decorative carvings in the walls. For a
moment, I felt as if I was in the Big Room again. The good food and
the beauty of the main room were almost as pleasantly surprising
as the missing smell of scuzzy bodies. After staying in so many
other inns, I had almost grown used to the pungent scent of hard
worked laborers was unhampered by underarms caked with the aluminum
and zirconium drying agents common in the Cities. Here, the
patrons were squeaky clean, tainted with a faint walnutty scent
from the natural waters. The cleanliness and grandeur left me
homesick for Suffigston.
The women, many of them wives of the lumbermen, moved swiftly
through the rows of long tables and bench seats to deliver brimming
platters and bowls. As we ate we were joined by five men, all tall,
tan and draped in loggers garb. Two of them were built with
massive frames like Weyerhauser; they sat directly in front of me.
The other three sat where they could beside Eugean and Andrew. As
the two large men opened their mouths to speak, I knew that they
were Keepers of the Fylgja. Just as I had with Weyerhauser, I
could understand their every word. I was overjoyed.
Ghillie fought to interpret my words into Somachian for the three
cutters as well as keeping up for Eugean and Andrew. Oddly, there
were no introductions. Names were understood. It was so natural
that I did not think about it until afterwards when Ghillie asked
me their names: Macmillan and Bloedel.
Macmillan began, "We would like to speak with the Batuwaa- Fylgja."
They were not afraid as Weyerhauser had been; however, they were
overwhelmed with curiosity. For Macmillan and Bloedel, the
Batuwaa-Fylgja was not something to be feared, just the "Keeper Who
Travelled". Perhaps Weyerhauser was wrong about me.
"Please feel free to speak with me and my friends," I said.
The two Keepers began talking as if they were one, the sentences
tennising between them and always coming from a common thinking.
Ghillie hardly had a chance to breathe.
Bloedel said, "We were hoping that you might stop by our tree
tomorrow."
"I would like that," I said and smiled, knowing that my new friends
could provide me with many of the answers I needed. "I saw the pile
by the mill, you must be have cut quite a bit."
"Yes, but nothing compared to Weyerhauser. He can take a tree apart
with his hands as fast as we can with a blade."
I asked, "How can he keep up with you?
you have youth on your side."

There are two of you and

Macmillan laughed and Bloedel spoke, "What do you know about age,
your not old enough to be young."
Macmillan went on, "Weyerhauser still calls us boys."

"Well, how old are you?"
Macmillan kept laughing as Bloedel answered. "Somewhere over
seven.. eight... maybe nine?"
"I don't think it has been that long," Macmillan recanted.
"Eight thousand years then?" Bloedel compromised.
"Eight thousand, but not a day over...."
My jaw dropped. I could not be. The holy scriptures in the tomb
of the Community Hall had been around forever, and these men calmed
to be as old as the Great Book -- as old as the Cities! "I didn't
think that even Weyerhauser was that old."
"He's not," said Macmillan.
Bloedel continued, "He is much older, but he does not concern
himself with such thing."
"Keeping track of age is such a difficult thing to do."
shook his head.
"There are only fifteen years,"

Macmillan

Ghillie commented.

I was perplexed. "What do you mean?"
MacMillan and Bloedel looked at me oddly as Ghillie explained that
the Somachian calendar repeated ever fifteen years. "It takes
fifteen years for a boy to become a man. It takes fifteen years
for a journeyman to become a craftsman. There is no need to count
more because nobody but the Keepers live long enough for it to
matter. Nothing ever really changes."
"What about history -- folk lore?" I asked.
"For them, there is only `long ago,'" Ghillie stated.
Macmillan spoke up, "Young Keepers sometimes count."
"We remember our cutters," Bloedel returned and then they began
talking as one.
"It is hard," Macmillan added.
"We remember them all."
"When a man is gone, all that is left is a memory."
"We must keep all the cutters alive."
"That is our destiny."
"How many Ban-fylgja are there?"
"Oh, I don't know."

I queried.

"Let's see...."
"Probably five, we count as one."
"Why is that?" I asked.
"I have a gris-gris," Bloedel announced.
"I have the ichthys," Macmillan added. "Bloedel found the gris-gris
rock in a mud hole."
"I brought the rock to Litid.
dues."

I came to pay my family's labor

Macmillan continued the story. "We met aboard a boat. I joined up
to work the summer months. I wanted to be a mate. It was not in
my blood."
"For the slack in his knots the captain lost a spinnaker sail!"
"It was only a topsail!"
Bloedel shrugged and smiled, it was obviously an old argument.
"Macmillan saw my gris-gris, and his face all but fell off. His
necklace had the same pattern as the stone -- the Ban Putali
stone." Again, the meaning was deep and I had to wait for
Ghillie's interpretation to learn the name was the "Forest
Butterfly."
"An Aankhaa Fylgjalaagi came to see Bloedel's wonderful stone."
"Everybody wanted to see it."
"We did not have to work for weeks! Someone would always take us
home for a meal and a bed just to hear how the stone and necklace
were found."
"Mortals are easily amused."
"Yes."
I smiled and asked, "What amuses a Keeper?"
"Mortals are cause for amusement.
"Absolutely!" I laughed.
amused by mortals.

Do you think not?"

I was not a Keeper, but I certainly was

"...only, they are never around long enough," Macmillan said.
I asked, "You mean that they are taken away by the Pale Horse?"
Macmillan took a deep breath. "The stories tell of the Pale Horse
stealing souls into the night -- that is not true. It is the Khaali
Bhitra that snatch them away." Macmillan's face was matted with
torment as he remembered the horror he had once faced. I could
feel his pain paralyzing me with despair that I had only felt
before in my greatest moments of depression. It was the loss I
felt when Grandfather died -- when I first arrived in City, and

when I realized Sensia would no longer love me.
Macmillan broke the silence.

"We can live with the Pale Horse."

"I have only seen the horse twice.
times."

Macmillan has seen him more

Macmillan went on. "I have seen him in the woodland -- watching,
looking and stepping all over the plants! Mortals never see him,
except when they are about to be taken."
"Sometimes they see him a few days before," Bloedel argued.
"Weyerhauser believes that the horse is the spirit of the Woman
Fylgja."
"I tell you that I have seen the horse up close.
a boy horse," said Bloedel.

He is definitely

Ironically, I did not remember. In my encounter I was more
concerned about what he was doing than his gender -- if, in fact,
Pale Horses can be sexed.
"No matter,
night."

it is not the Pale Horse that takes people into the

"No, no, no."
There was a quiet moment, interrupted only by Ghillie catching up
with the conversation. "What happened when you got to Litid...
when you first met?" I asked.
"The Aankhaa Fylgjalaagi called us to the Fylgja."
"All Keepers must someday see Marsyas,"

Bloedel authoritated.

"Marsyas will tell what your destiny is to be," Macmillan
elaborated.
"Have you seen Marsyas?" Bloedel questioned.
"We have all seen him." I said looking at Ghillie, Andrew and
Eugean.
"MacMillan looked confused.

"All of you?"

"Yes," I reported.
"But, only you are a Keeper?"
"Well, that seems to be the case," I admitted.
"Then...."
"But...."
I offered, "We just went in and said hello, that was about it."
"Was not your destiny revealed?"

"I am not sure what you mean." I said.
"Marsyas has given you a name, Batuwaa-Fylgja."
"Your name is your destiny."
I thought about it. Marsyas had called me the Batuwaa- Fylgja: the
Keeper who travelled. Indeed, I had not stopped travelling since
I had spoken with Marsyas, so for the last few tenday I had been
the Travelling Keeper. In fact, I had not stopped travelling since
I walked into the Jaaro Sinha. For a moment I almost believed that
I could end up wandering the earth for the rest of my life, but I
knew that I would eventually wander back to Suffigston, and there
I would stay.
Macmillan spoke in solemn tones. "It was a strange experience to
have a tree tell me that I was destined to be a cutter, as if a
mother handed me an axe -- telling me to go after her children."
"I could not cut for a long time," Bloedel said.
my gris-gris."

"I would plant

"I would cut; Bloedel would run the mill."
"I did not cut until after my first wife was taken away,"
Bloedel's voice strained.
"She was a good woman, but she had become frail with mortal age."
I was surprised. "I didn't think a Keeper could get married."
"Married!

That is all we do!"

Macmillan shouted.

"Macmillan has had twenty- five-- "
"Nineteen! You tell that story to much! Each time you give me one
more wife," Macmillan complained.
"Once you had five at one time."
"That was long ago. I had young wives and very old wives. I would
need two wives just to take care of each one that grew very old."
"Now he only has them in pairs."
Macmillan did not particularly enjoy the ribbing, "You had seven
at one time."
"When?!"
"...when Lasbat was working with us."
"That is true. I guess I did." A massive grin crept across his
face . "Those were good times."
Polygamy was fascinating for me. In Suffigston marriage was a
status ritual reserved for the most important people in the
community, so in a community in which everyone married, it seemed

logical that the most important people would marry allot.
Nonetheless, marriage was an institution designed to beget children
so none of this made all that much sense. In the end, Macmillan
and Bloedel were Keepers and could do whatever they wanted as long
as Marsyas did not take them away. "Do all the keepers get married
as often?"
"Weyerhauser does not."
"He is not married now."
"He is sentimental."
"He has never wanted to outlive his mates."
"He did not marry once during the Black Century."
"What was that?"

I wondered.

"The Black Century? Very bad."
"The skies were gray for a long time...."
"...several years."
"Most of the people died or grew sick and weak."
"Many were carried off into the night."
"There was even another great city like Litid, called... well...
I can not recall."
"It was the city of the Didi-Bhahini....
"Bigger than Litid."
"A mountain came out of the sky and crushed the whole city -- that
is what the Didi say."
"No one lives there now, just the Fylgja."
I was curious, "Was that during the Black Century?"
"Of course!" As old and experienced as these two Keepers were,
their world was still very myopic.
"The black rain brought the deep shadows to the day."
"There was little to eat."
"There were no more fish.
"The crops had no yield"
"Whole forests vanished in a single night."
"Scotia became a barren rock.
"We all went to Punatoo."

"The cold winds from the south killed everything here."
winds from the north killed everything there."

"The hot

"Terrible... terrible."
The destruction was absolute. They saw cold deserts where there
once were farmlands and ice storms where there were jungles. Such
climatic changes would seem impossible, certainly within the last
millennium. I asked, "How did it happen?"
"...A fire mountain," Macmillan said. In his mind the ground shook
and the trees fell down for several days. Giant black clouds
bellowed up from the earth. I was sure that he had seen a volcano.
"That is what the Didi say." The images the two Keepers saw were
not their own. Clearly, the volcanic vision was acquired from
another Keeper.
Macmillan went on. "I had a dream. The Tikolosh told me to go to
Punatoo. The Tikolosh showed us how to make bread from stone."
"Everyone came to us: we were the Keepers." I recalled studying
the eruption of Mount Vascular. The dark clouds that covered the
earth for decades started the Food Wars. That was ten thousand
years ago. Macmillan looked rather solemn, his eyes staring hard
into the emptiness of the room. "We thought we were going to die."
"We were both so tired we could hardly move -- for years and
years."
"We feed all the people."
"Today we cannot even bake muffins." Macmillan laughed.
"Weyerhauser is the only other Ban-fylgja that could make food."
"Every day.... That was all we did."
"We made bread from the earth."
"We fed the kettaketti-fylgjalli and they gave milk."
"That was all there was to eat."
"The Didi say that we could make food because we are the
Bah-Putali."
"We fed many people."
"But Weyerhauser fed thousands."
"The Didi Bhahini tell that story."
"The Didi call Weyerhauser the Man-fylgja."
"Weyerhauser wants only to be a simple cutter."
"If you ask him, he will say that a simple cutter was all that he

ever was."
"He once told me that he never wanted to be a Keeper."
"He hates it when people get old."
"-- when they are taken by the night."
"We do not like it."
"There is never anything to be done."
"Many people died in the Black Century."
"Many, many people." A wince crossed Bloedel's face as he struggled
with his memories. "The Black Century was a long time ago, but
never long enough to forget."
There was a moment of silence.
Bloedel suddenly brightened with a forced smile.
have a visit from a Keeper."

"It is fun to

"We seldom get visits from Keepers."
"We are all so busy."
"There has not been another outside Keeper for a long time."
Keepers of the Fylgja were all from Somach, weren't they? That is
why I was not a Keeper... why I could not be a Keeper. "Was his
name James Guffingstrapp," I said.
"Yes," Bloedel remembered.
"He was so short.

Very strange looking."

"It was the way we both looked like him during the Black Century."
"Our skin became scaly."
"Our hands and feet became crusty."
"Our fingers grew together."
"Our face begins to rot."
I was impatient.

"Tell me about Guffingstrapp."

"He was feeble -- like an old mortal."
"He was smart."
"He was the Keeper of something... What was it?"
I answered. "He is the Keeper of The Colonies."
"I could never remember that." Indeed, for the Ban-Fylgja,
"Colonies" was nothing more than a hard to pronounce meaningless

name.
"He wanted Keepers to go back with him to The Colonies."
"Keepers never leave Somach.

We are needed here."

"Guffingstrapp could not understand."
"We are Ban-fylgja!"
"We are all Keepers of the Fylgja."
I asked Macmillan, "Can a mortal have an ichthys without being a
Keeper?"
Macmillan continued, "Sometimes fishermen have an ichthys.
are touched by the Jaaro-Sinha.

They

"The are mortals."
"They live long -- many years.

Still, they are mortals."

"They do not have a gris-gris. The Tikolosh come to them as Winter
Fish and take them to where the catch is best. That happened to
me after I found the Ban Putali."
Ghillie interrupted, "That be like Pax Gremial's story.
he has be an ichthys."

That chain

"An ichthys is a powerful talisman."
"...even for a mortal."
"What kind of power?"
Macmillan took a deep breath, "Luck, good fortune."
"The ichthys can draw the aid of the Tikolosh."
"The ichthys is the destiny of the Keeper."
"We wear the Ban Putali.

We are cutters."

"We can protect our men from the Khaali Bhitra."
I queried, "What exactly is the Khaali Bhitra."
"The Khaali Bhitra is the rotting part of the earth."
"...as small as a bush -- as wide as the ocean."
"I think it is the raw spirit of the Fylgja -- that is what I
think."
Their images reminded me of the hole Marsyas uses for a mouth. It
went on forever as if Khaali Bhitra were bigger on the inside that
the outside. ...all those men somewhere inside. Memories of the
Khaali Bhitra came back to haunt them. The subject quickly
changed, and we continued for hours until Macmillan and Bloedel

became tired of their own talking. I told them that we would come
to their tree in the morning, planning to spend another night at
the bhatti.
After the two Keepers left, Ghillie and I found new meaning in mass
consumption. We toasted to each of the cities and colonies,
everybody either one of us ever knew and just about everything else
-- including Dr. Stetson and the kettaaketti- fylgjaali in the same
breath. Many of the taxpayers and lumbermen joined in our toasts
despite the strangeness of our words. It was fun for them, and
many of them needed some merriment after the intensity of what they
had witnessed. Ghillie explained that drinking with a friendly
Keeper was the best insurance against things like the Black Century
or the wrath of the Khaali Bhitra, all horrors most of them had
never heard. Gradually, the laborers dwindled off. It had been an
exhausting day and tomorrow promised to be the same.
Eventually, Ghillie and I were alone in the room. We sat quietly
for a long time, bathed in wandering firelight from the vanishing
blazes of four great hearths recessed in each side of the hall.
I asked, "Had you ever heard of the Ban-fylgja before?"
"Sure. That's one o' th' reasons I wanted y' t' go t' the Valley.
I didn't know they be thousands o' years old, I just know that they
be smart."
"Where are all of the animals, Ghillie?"
He looked into his mug. "Are y' ready for another?"
"Every time I ask you that, I never get a straight answer from
you."
"The animals be on the other islands."
"What kind of animals are you talking about, ketta?"
"They got sheep -- funny sheep, but they still be sheep."
"Just sheep?"
"Just sheep `n' foul:

chickens, turkeys... critters like that."

"Are they on farms?"
"Where else?"
"I suppose they all have to be put inside every night?"
"O' course."

His words bit with obviousness.

"What about WILD animals? Where are all the rabbits, possums,
raccoons, snakes and rats? You can't tell me there are no rats!"
"I don't know. Y' hear `bout snakes, lizards and reptiles, but I
never seen any. `sides, they live in the water."
"No dogs or cats?"

"No."
"What about birds of prey?"
"A few, but not many.
th' Fylgja like that.
think."

They feed on other birds `n' I don't think
There c'n never be `nough birds, I don't

I remembered the guano in the soil, the primary nutrient aside from
the black waters of the Zoe. "What about bat-winged frogs?"
Ghillie almost chuckled. "Bat-winged frogs?"
"I saw one late one night, out on the gables."
"Y' opened y'r shutters?"

Ghillie was a bit astonished.

"I don't any more."
"I'm glad t' hear that!" Ghillie raised his mug. "T' th'
reptilian dragons o' the night." With his lips he tried to chase
down the brim of his mug as I pulled his arm away. He almost fell
off of his chair as he leaned forward, to drunk to realize what was
happening.
"You still haven't told me about the animals."
"What be there t' tell?
those that fly."

There be those that be on th' farms `n'

"Did the plants kill them off?"
"I don't know.

Nobody knows.

I tell y' that all th' time."

"Then what about the horse that we saw after the fire?
be just one horse in the whole country."
"YOU saw th' horse.

There can't

Nobody else did."

"Horses have to have little horses to have more horses."
"This ain't just a horse we be talkin' `bout. This be th' Pale
Horse `n' he's lived forever. There don't need t' be more than
one!"
Ghillie went to the tap and filled his mug. He fell gently against
the wall and put the stein to his lips. Ghillie kept looking at
me even as he drank. When the half-empty tankard came away from
his mouth, he talked through a mustache of foam. "I drink a lot
so I don't think `bout thin's that don't have answers. When y'
drink, that's all y' think `bout! Quit askin' or worry `til y'
die."
Ghillie used his sleeve to soak the suds from his mouth. I sighed.
There was so much I did not understand. There was nothing said
between us, not until we parted at the door to his room.
"Goodnight," I said.

"Yeah."

CHAPTER 39
NEURAL TRUFFLES
IN BIRDLAND

When the morning sun was above the trees and it was safe to open
the shutters, I returned to my room. The floor varnish had been
blistered, the paint on the wall scorched, the bed sheets burned,
the furniture broken into splinters, and the shutters were jammed
closed behind the shattered panes. The strange exception to the
destruction was the photograph of the Pale Horse. When I came into
the room, Ghillie had it in his hand, examining it carefully.
"Y'r pictures be real special," he said as he handed me the
photograph. The horse was looking directly at me. The beast had
moved last night. I was not even sure that he could see the
animal. I looked at the window. With the shutters open, the space
was far to small for the horse. I looked about the room again,
but there was nothing that had been spared the devastation. I
realized that the Pale Horse had come from the photograph! There
was no other way to get in and out of that room.
The clouds never left the sky that day as we continued down the
road. We were very close to the valley. The red bricks rolled
over the steep foothills and the kettaketti-fylgjalaai labored up
the grades. Had the beasts not paced the way, we would have tired
ourselves out prematurely with the humidity and warm air sapping
our strength. The overcast skies bathed the exotic tangle of life
in a dampened misty light that was made all the gloomier with the
silence of our walk.
At the waystation, the quiet was broken by a surge of birds flying
from the trees in such numbers that the sky became dark with a
fantasia of canary colors. Out of the corner of my eye, I
sometimes had momentary glances of what looked like the Tikolosh
fairies mingling with the flock, but I never found their little
bodies when I turned my head to see.
Andrew and Ghillie spoke together several times just out of earshot
while Eugean beamed with a euphoric contentment every time I looked
at her. I was feeling something for her as well. I remembered my
mistake in trusting Kama against my instincts. The fog of emotions
could be deadly for a messenger.
I suspected that Eugean's newfound affections began when she
realized that I might be a Keeper and not a mere "love `em and
leave `em messenger." Sensia loved me as a messenger, even Kama
was attracted to me because of what I meant to Sensia, not because
of who I really was. Then again, here, I no longer knew who I
really was. I suddenly felt very cheated.

The changes first came when the Rassama Bijuli entered my life.
As Macmillan and Bloedel had said, the ichthys and the gris-gris
only restricted the raw powers of the Keeper. I did not need a
sphere to hold me back -- I did not even want any power. I loathed
the day I met Guffingstrapp. I loathed my whole life. Most of all
I hated the changes occurring within me.
Through all that had happened, the only thing that I had done
differently was to carry the ichthys at my breast. I had been
wearing it when I arrived, when I spoke to Marsyas, when we lost
the camera and every time I had seen Pale Horses or other monsters
in the night. I contemplated the Resama Bijuli working like a
magnet to draw out the vileness of the earth. The trinket was no
more than a shackle for a Keeper if it had any effectiveness at
all. In a sudden burst of anger, I tore at the sphere, chafing my
shoulders as I broke the leather thong around my neck. With a
single pitch of my arm, the bane of my heart flew into the sky and
out of my life, disappearing in the thick dense treetops of the
jungle.
"What be wrong with y'?!" Ghillie shouted with more anger than I
had thought him capable. "We can't enter th' valley without that!"
"It's a toy, Ghillie. Don't you understand that the rules don't
matter any more. WE... We, us, the fools you travel with, are all
from the outside. The truth here only applies to little people who
cannot see beyond the Fylgja!"
"Th' Fylgja be all that counts on Somach.
powers o' th' Fylgja!"

Y' gotta bow down t' th'

"You don't even know what the Fylgja is! Is it a god? Is it an
animal? Is it some bizarre collective consciousness of all the
plants? You have no idea what it is!"
"It eats men's souls.

That be all I need t' know!"

"Ghillie, I am not a Somachian!
out was my job, but now --"

When I came here, finding things

"Nobody knows what the Fylgja be."
"Guffingstrapp does! He sent me here, and he knows what's going
on. He had a plotter with him and it worked! He probably had a
ship with him and an onboard library that could run diagnostics on
anything here. If the Fylgja didn't stop him from conducting
business as usual, why should it stop us?"
"Y' don't know what y're up against.

Y've gotta use some reason."

"I am. The Tikolosh have been bugging the bejeebers out of me for
the last two days. They are right here. I can see them. I don't
belong here, Ghillie. This whole place is scared of me."
"Why!?"
That was a good question. Ghillie knew what I was talking about.
Andrew was watching carefully. I could tell he was not quite sure
he knew what I meant. Eugean was stupefied and frightened. She was
so blind that I wondered how she managed to stay alive with all

that was going on. I would have to watch out for her. I was still
angry. "I don't need the Resama Bijuli. I am a Keeper of the
Earth."
"I'm tired o' all this crap. If y' be so smart, just march into
the forest `n' find some answers! Y' be one o' them environmental
specialists! Y' still think y're alive! Prove it!"
There had to be a way to show him that there were answers to be
found, and that we were alive. I didn't know how to answer Ghillie
immediately, but when I did, my thoughts became crystalline with
purpose. I marched directly to the side of the road and kept
going. The leaves jerked away from me, opening a hole as I
strutted into the green. I sighed with relief and then felt a most
immodest pride knowing that I did not need the sphere, only my
confidence, to perform my unexplainable magic. I was exceptional.
If only I could make sense of what was going on.
I faced back to the others. Their wide eyes and gaping mouths made
me realize how bizarre this place was. "MAN WALKS IN WOODS"
headlines would read and everyone would be astonished; and I
thought I had seen some strange places before I came here. "You
see!" I shouted.
Ghillie was unmoved.
I was getting upset with him. One miracle was not enough. I
reached over and pulled one of the stems. It snapped. A wave of
movement emanated through the forest from where I stood. The
shutter of leaves sounded like an echo. Eugean gasped and Andrew
pulled her to the center of the pavement.
"Y' don't got t' prove nothin' more t' me! PLEASE stop!" A stiff
hot breeze roared through the woodland. I looked down at the stem
in my hand, it was bleeding. Looking more closely, I saw the black
veins identical to the ones I had pulled from the earth. They were
everywhere. I ripped another stalk -- the same thing. The torrent
grew stronger. The great branches and trunks waved about wildly.
I looked up, hearing the straining of the branches and seeing dust
swirling about. I was not sure if the wind was moving the trees
or the trees were causing of the gale.
"Get back here!" Ghillie screamed. I paid no attention to him. I
got down on my knees and pulled away the soft dirt from the roots
of a small tree. There, I saw the soft black fibers leaving the
plant. I dug along, searching for thicker veins and as I found
them, I followed the line as it joined a pipelike main tuber. At
my gentle touch, I drew blood. This was no plant. Tasting the
fluid, it was sweet, not a protein base. I rubbed the dark fluid
between my fingers without any congealing. Despite the color, the
wetness reminded me of spinal fluid. I continued to dig along the
ground. After a while I could no longer hear Ghillie calling to
me through the botanical commotion. The plants still moved out of
my way as I went on without looking back. Finally the vein ended.
I cleared the soil from a strange growth the size of a man's head.
All of the black fibers ended into a TRUFFLE.
The wind was still very strong, and I had to squint my eyes from
the debris. I reached down to examine the wilted thing and as my

finger touched it, I was struck by a blow to the back of my neck.
Ghillie! My head was lazy, and I could hardly keep my
consciousness as stars filled my vision. I was dropping to the
ground, but I was unable to. Before I could realize why I was not
falling, I was dozens of feet in the air. Branches were around me,
under my arms and legs, lifting me into the treetops. Ghillie was
not anywhere to be seen. A tree had hit me! Neural truffles ruled
the jungle! Plants with a brain!
I remembered the cross section of the tree stump we had seen. The
veins ran through the primary xylem where the water and minerals
flowed. The tiny black fingers branched into the secondary xylem,
which is the hard wood of normal trees, and must be soft with
enzymes, almost to the consistency of bast until the plant dies and
the core of the tree has time to dry.
The flexibility would allow movement, but the strength would come
from where the power of all plants come. When plants split
boulders of granite and reclaimed great monuments to man, there was
only one force at hand. "Water pressure!" The movement had to be
hydraulic. That still did not explain the rapid growth, but I was
elated with my new discovery. When I returned my attention to
where I was, I found myself fifty feet above the ground in the
solid throws of an elm. The wind had stopped and the forest had
returned to normal. Below, I could not see my path, nor the
roadway. In the distance, Ghillie called my name, but the shouts
were far to faint to understand, and at that distance there would
be no use in shouting a reply.
The climb down was surprisingly easy for an elm. Limbs seemed to
be just where I needed them in order to get down. The tree was
covered with sap and splitting bark, having sustained considerable
damage in the effort to pick me up. I was very glad to see that
this was, for the most part, a normal tree; only a lot more
flexible and at the mercy of a parasitic neural truffle.
When I came back to the others, Eugean met me with a kiss. I told
her, "Everything will be alright, you'll see." She half believed
me. Andrew and Ghillie, who were more experienced with fractures
in their own reality, only had new fuel for fears. What could I
do when everything I knew was wrong?
For now, we followed the red brick, and I kept to the center of the
pavement. The jungle was quiet except for the birds. At first,
I thought little of them, just another flock of sparrows or
starlings, but the further we went, the more chatter we heard. The
Valley of Uberty was a kingdom of birds.
We soon arrived at an inn that had once been as sprawling as the
Forest of Wood bhatti, but most of the expansive stone wings held
only empty windows opened to ivy-covered inner walls bathed in
light passing through naked arches that once bore the weight of the
slate shingles. Clustered around the main hall was a section of
well kept rooms equipped with a battery of heavy wooden shutters
and the firm straight lines of the sound roof. The ghostly tribute
to the past was inappropriate in a place where leagues of roadway
could be consumed overnight by the surrounding nature. Even so,
I got the impression that the old buildings had been there for many
years, yet the plants were more than capable of devouring the ruins

overnight.

I felt uncomfortable with those monuments so close by.

Suddenly a burst of life shotgunned through the crusted walls as
thousands of birds flocked through the open windows in impossible
numbers. From the look on Ghillie's face, I could tell that he had
never seen such a sight either. The sky blackened with the cloud
of wings. The memories of the Khaali Bhitra and the Pale Horse
jumped from the recesses of my head and filled me with terror.
Quickly, the flock thinned and our world brightened enough to see.
Seeking refuge, we hurried quickly to the tiles of the bhatti yard.
I slowed as I saw a young woman split a fifty pound sack of mixed
seed and then shovel the grains across the tiles as far as she
could throw. The red brick was yellow and white with kernels. The
others stopped and watched with me while the blanket of fowl
descended onto the pavement in a single body. The girl was lost
in the feathery color, disappearing altogether for several seconds
until most of the birds were pecking at the ground. She shovelled
more seed out across the flock.
As we watched, my attention was
spread wings of an eagle; then,
hawks joined them. The feeding
warning, but did not move. For
the hunters effortlessly above,

drawn far above the inn, to the
a second and a third appeared. Two
birds began to cry loudly with
several minutes the thermals kept
waiting.

With sudden intent, all five predators came down from different
directions. In a mad burst of flight, all of the birds were
instantly airborne, filling the sky with a crazy confetti of hues.
The predators were lost in the cloud, and we fell to the ground to
get below the aerial scramble.
When the excitement settled, I could see the large birds pacing the
red bricks, now free of nearly all of the grain. The girl shouted
and waved her dress in broad motions, but the large birds simply
wander out of her way, paying little attention. She would not get
too close; after all, the birds with their razor beaks and powerful
talons stood nearly half her size. The could do far more to her
than she to them.
I saw her pick up a small canary that was squawking with protest.
The tiny creature had been limping about helplessly on the ground
with other birds that had been injured in the exaggerated escape.
The eagles and hawks picked at the two dozen injured that the woman
could not gather. After a few minutes, the stuffed scavengers flew
off. The woman went inside, with her rescue.
That evening we had kukhuri stew. Eugean would not have any once
she found out that she was eating animals she had seen flying about
hours before. She thought the birds were so pretty. Later we had
the chance to talk with the young girl we had seen outside.
Ghillie translated. Her name was Guliyo- baero. She had saved as
many of the birds as she could, but many died of their injuries,
and as usual, the cook confiscated her fatalities to provide the
rare treat of fowl for the patrons of the inn. Eugean found it
repulsive that the girl would lure the birds in the first place.
Guliyo-baero explained: thousands of years ago, the Fylgja made
a gift of the abandoned buildings to the birds so that they might
tend to the Valley of Uberty by depositing guano to nourish the
soil. The Bhatti Keepers were responsible for feeding the birds,

but the daily feeding always resulted in the death of a few birds.
I knew that she did not realize that the process thinned the sick,
clumsy and old birds from the flocks, keeping their numbers strong.
The predators had food and by keeping the birds moving, they were
stronger for their work in the valley. Because of this, Ghillie
was unmoved by the poor girl's plight. The system did not bother
me, but the Fylgja should have been able to balance nature without
the expense of Guliyo-baero, breaking her heart as she tried
desperately to save the lives of the injured birds before giving
some of them up to the chef. The poor girl wept over her dilemma,
but would continue the ritual passed on to her by her grandmother.
Guliyo-baero led us to a little alcove tucked in one of the gables
of the attic. She had built rows of tiny wooden sickbeds to keep
safe the pathetic creatures while she nursed them. The birds that
could, flew about freely and she knew them all by sight. As I
listened to Ghillie's interpretation of how Guliyo- baero fought
to save as many of the birds as she could, I finally lost my
appetite for kukhuri stew.
Having spent most of the day travelling over the steep foothills
of the Legifer Mountains, I found myself tired and a bit sore. I
felt uneasy about having rooms on the first floor, but not enough
to protest. I just wanted to be alone that night. Almost four
years ago to the day, I had been staring into the face of Sensia's
father. His daughter, the woman whom I had loved and hurt so much,
still haunted me; but now as I remembered her, I was reassured of
my own humanness through my inhumanity. I was not some demigod.
I could not wait to get off of this forsaken island. Things would
be different then, back to normal. Maybe then I could be with
Eugean and be the man that she wanted. I could even go back to
Suffigston; after this, I would never want to leave. I thought of
Chauncy and smiled.
Before I met Guffingstrapp, everything made sense. I had always
believed that the world consisted of a carefully woven tapestry of
answers. The Tikolosh first to try to compromise that clarity.
They were everywhere, poxing my dreams from the time I met Chauncy.
They were in the Adrean caves, spouting philosophies as useful as
Guffingstrapp's profoundly boring evening tales. I remembered when
I killed Timbo -- how vividly the knife seemed to just materialize
in his chest after being lost in the snows. Perhaps the wind had
caught it and twisted it to him in a trick of fate. I knew that
was not possible. I did not believe the Tikolosh did that... not
really. Then, there was Raspthane, he was real here. At home, I
had only seen him in my dreams. I could almost smell him even as
I sat in my room, but there was a much uglier creature that dwelled
on the island and now pursued me: the Khaali Bhitra.
I suddenly needed someone with me. I needed to be reassured that
I was not crazy. I wished Sensia was there. I wanted to talk with
Weyerhauser, but not really. He was afraid, and I wanted
explanations that a frightened man would not know. I wanted to
know what to do with my life: I wanted to be with Eugean, just like
the night before; I was not worried then. Life was pleasant, at
least.
I heard three tiny knocks at the heavy wooden door. I went to the
handle, still in my travelling clothes. In the hall I found

Eugean, standing radiantly in a linen gown.
"Can I come in?"
The lamps
light she
moved for
caressing

she asked.

had been turned down for the night and in the dim even
looked like an angel. "I'm glad you came." Her hands
me, flowing over the velvety worn leather of my vest and
the collar of my shirt.

"Shut the door," she said as she walked into the room.
missed you," she added.
"I missed you, too.
asked.

I did. "I

Did you get any pictures of the ruins?" I

She looked surprised or at least rejected by my question. "Yes.
I have many. I asked you to go with me, remember?"
"No."
"I wanted you along to see if we could get closer."
"I blessed you, isn't that enough?"
"I can not make a path open through the bushes.
that."
There was something in the way she said that.
was a Keeper, too. "Why are you here?"

Only you can do
She thought that I

She looked down to her feet, and then brought up her face slowly,
just far enough to show me her sly grin. "I want you." she
replied.
"Do you want me, or a Keeper?"
She brought her head all the way up to face me. "What is that
supposed to mean?"
"Do you want to sleep with me because I'm a Keeper?"
"No!

I want to be with you because I love you."

"I just find it coincidental that last night... between us,
happened after talking with the other Keepers. They think I'm a
Keeper. Do you?"
"I do not know." Her expression quickly soured. "What is wrong
with you?" she asked me. "I came here to... I want to be with
you. Why won't you let me?" Sadness sat heavily in her eyes. I
did not want to hurt her, not now... not like I hurt Sensia.
I sat on the bed. Only moments ago I wanted her here and now I was
not sure. Eugean embraced me the way I needed it. When her soft
face brushed against my cheek. She was beautiful. For a moment
I was happy again. I needed someone to make me feel mortal, to
give me the reassurance that I was. She helped me with the buttons
on my clothes and then dropped her robe as she joined me in the
bed.

Eugean moved slowly, twisting with pleasure as she held me tightly.
I was so close to her at that moment. I let my consciousness
wander. Before I realized what was happening, my thoughts had
fallen into hers. I could feel what she was thinking, the way her
muscles performed. I went down deeper, through her passion. I saw
a Keeper there. I could not even recognize him at first, until I
realized that he was me. Below, down deep, beneath expressed
words, I sought her ecstasy. The endorphines came alive;
compounded by adrenaline and a complexity of hormones. I could
feel them, the way they came into her body and the way they made
her surge with pleasure. I pushed hard at the urges within her,
exciting the chemicals that she sought and driving them into her
blood. All the feelings she had longed for came forward in a burst
of intensity. Her heart raced, pounding like a thousand horses,
on the verge of fibrillation. I was so inside of her that I did
not hear when her diaphragm spasmed, pushing out her lungs in a
wild release past her vocal cords. I came through the animalistic
sensations of her body, into her thoughts again. Siege!
Invasion! Nakedness! Terrifying vulnerability! She was in trouble
-- in shock with a fear of penetrating danger battering her soul.
I retreated to my own consciousness and felt her hands pushing at
me. She was weak and could not press hard, but the intent was
there. Her mouth was agape, wide, her jaw almost pulled out of its
sockets with the strain. Saliva trickled off of her chin as tears
lined the sides of her cheeks. A drop of blood pooled under her
right nostril.
"Eugean?

What is it?

Say something!"

She was not breathing. I pushed firmly on her ribcage with a jerk
that sent air back into her lungs. Her breath came out with a
scream of such desperation that I fell back from her. A wheezing
gasp drew in more air, just enough for another burst of terror that
raged with such hoarseness that I would have thought she had been
crying out for hours. Her eyelids popped back and there was only
the whites of her eyes.
"Eugean! Eugean!" I shouted. Then, one at a time, while her
breath was still, her irises came down from behind her opened
eyelids. The blood from her nose was all over the side of her
face, dripping into her hair. She had bitten her lip as well. I
tried to reach my hand under her head, but her hands slapped me
back.
"GET AWAY FROM ME!"
"Eugean, what's wrong?"
"Leave me alone!"
"Eugean?"
"Don't come near me!

Don't... don't touch me!"

Someone was pounding at the door. Andrew and Ghillie shouted to
be let in. When I opened the door, Ghillie was reassuring several
men and women and convincing them to return to their rooms. Andrew

came in before I could say anything. When he saw Eugean he turned
to me with a rage in his eyes, as if I had betrayed him. He asked
her, "What happened?" and then came closer to her to see how badly
she was hurt.
"He... I... I hit my head on the headboard," she said. Ghillie
looked closely, looking for other bruises on her shoulders, neck
or face. There were none. I went to the side table and wet a
washcloth for her. "Thank you," she said very coldly. Andrew
cocked his head to stare at me with loathing. Eugean touched him
as she wiped the blood and cooled her forehead. "Nothing happened,
really. I will be alright."
"Are y' sure?"

Ghillie asked.

"Yes, thank you.

It's reassuring to know you are concerned."

"What else was I gonna do?"
She kissed him on the cheek.
"Y' be absolutely sure?"
"Yes.

I am fine.

Andrew smiled with difficulty.
"Thank you. You can leave now."

Ghillie queried.

I will let you know if I need anything."

Andrew got up and looked at me accusingly.
tomorrow," he said.

"We have an early day

I smiled at him as he let himself out the door.
to Eugean, she said, "Don't touch me."

When I came close

"What's wrong?"
"You know what's wrong."
"Not really."
"You violated me."
I was confused at her words.
come here tonight?"

"What was last night?

Why did you

"Not that way -- not sexually."
"Eugean, give me a hint.

What are you talking about?"

"You were inside my brain. You raped my head!
else in there; understand?!"

I don't want anyone

"I thought..." I was confused. I did not really believe I had
been inside of her, but she thought so. "I thought you would like
it."
"I did not."
"I thought you did." I remembered the feelings that ruptured
through her body. By her own thoughts, it was pleasure she had
never experienced before.

"I... I like you to love me... the normal way, but stay out of my
head!"
"You didn't feel good?"
"How I felt has nothing to do with it. The concern here is that
you were inside of me doing things. Please understand how
disgusting that is?! I don't ever want anyone to do that."
"...Not even a Keeper?"
She knew what I meant. I knew that she had never thought about me
being a Keeper as the real reason she came tonight. I knew that
she was even more betrayed by my comment. She realized that she
wanted me to be a Keeper. She had wanted to be with a Keeper, but
now she was not so sure. "No, ...not even a Keeper." She got up
and put on the robe.
"What are you doing?" I asked.
"I'm going back to my room."
As she walked out the door I slipped inside her, just a bit so that
she would not notice my presence. She was unbelievably repulsed
by my violation, yet she absolutely yearned for the unbelievably
overwhelming bliss that I had delivered to her. Nonetheless, she
would not want to be near me for a long time. She was afraid of
me. Now, I was afraid of me.
I put on some clothes and wandered the halls for some time before
ending up in the tiny attic alcove where Guliyo-baero nursed her
birds. They were asleep, huddled in their little nests of cloth
scraps. I lit the lantern on the table. The smell of burning fish
oil perfumed with distillates wafted about the room, over powering
the smell of antiseptic and animals. I shut my eyes, and my elbow
came to rest on the lamp table while my palm pushed hard against
my forehead in an effort to think.
A tiny heart, beating slow and irregularly, floundered. There was
a painful infection and internal bleeding sapping the life out of
one of the small parrots. I found him quickly. His wing had been
broken in the patio frenzy a day or so ago. In his memory was the
panic as the eagles came down. When the burst of birds came up and
blinded him. He sprained his wing and fell hard onto the pavement.
Inside of his bird thoughts, I found happiness, enough happiness
to carry away the pain, letting his tiny dreams take over. His
body rested easily once more. I wanted to heal his wounds and give
him a new life, but I could not patch all of the damage quickly
enough. He died, there, cradled in my palms.
Healing little bird wounds should have been no feat for a Keeper,
but now there was no life to bring back. Death was something
permanent beyond the powers of even a Batuwaa-fylgja. What could
I do right? I could barely see through my tears. My ears hurt, and
the swelling in my throat nearly strangled me. I almost wished
that it had. My hands had the touch of pain and suffering on them.
My only compassion was in death. Why was I different, why was I
cursed?

I placed the lifeless body on the table directly under the light
of flame and I sat next to him. Someone was behind me. I did not
care. Guliyo-baero walked out of the darkness. I heard her suck
back her own tears as she stroked the quiet feathers with her
slender fingers -- gently, very gently. She was the only one in
the world of the Fylgja who had to cope with death. The fishermen
caught their catch, but fish were for catching. Birds were for
serving the fylgja, not man. Guliyo-baero had become to attached
to each of her little patients and had found herself in a private
hell no other Somachian could comprehend. Her thoughts were loud,
pleading with me to hear them. The frail girl suffered with death
every day. When she spoke I did not understand the words, but her
sorrow pierced blindly through the marrow of my soul.
She sat by my side, and I took her head to my shoulder, stroking
her long hair as we cried. Something the bird had told me stuck
in my mind. I could see "happy". The parrot had been to the
Valley of Uberty many times, and his favorite place was in the
bosom of the lily fields that stretched for miles, as far as a bird
could see. The colors -- all colors -- exploded with intensities
from all directions. The sweet smell of lavender blanketed the air
with a calmness that sedated the worries of eagles and the
anxieties of hunger. With a calming pathos, I went inside
Guliyo-baero to giver her the image. She knew where it had come
from. It did not matter that I violated her mind. She knew that
I was the Batuwaa-fylgja and was not afraid. I had given her a
gift of immeasurable value -- because that parrot knew, in his own
way, what Guliyo-baero had done for him, and he was grateful. The
tears poured out, wetting her hair. My sniffles were echoed by her
own as my hand met with the streams on her face. And so we sat,
holding each other, both of us having found new self worth in our
grief.
She was asleep when I left the attic. Eugean and Ghillie would not
speak with me unless they had to. The swell of wrenching emotions
held to my chest. Had I been alone, I would have cried again. I
was alone among friends for reasons I could not fully grasp. I
remembered the Kilckestid. Among the volumes of the poem were the
verses:
Women weep
Vines of torment descend upon the earth
Death is all
The blackness runs across the sky
Life is hope
There is no other strength
The words were nearly twenty thousand years old. Historically,
every ten thousand years turmoil besieged the earth. Was this the
beginning of the next disaster? Was I to be the center? No, I was
but a little man with little thoughts. I could destroy myself and
the people I loved, but the world would always be safe from me.

CHAPTER 40
KAHAN BHATTI BADDHI
PANI HOINA

Where the jungle ended, we walked through wild groves of fruit
trees covered the landscape. Fields of exotic vegetables spread
out across the foothills. The pickings were far more abundant than
any of the hydroponic gardens of the cities. Eugean had
commandeered Andrew and Ghillie to help her take pictures. I was
preoccupied with Grizwald, the only Tikolosh whose name I knew.
The little fairy had been hanging around for several days, darting
about the corner of my eye. It took me a couple of days to
convince myself that he was merely a figment of my paranoia. That
day I got the urge to see if I could make him visible to the
others. I figured that evening without an ichthys that I could do
that much. I closed my eyes and concentrated.
I heard the others stop. "What are you doing?" Eugean asked. I
looked at the others as they stared into the trees. Their faces
went pale as they saw the faint outline of Grizwald. I had to
think hard to keep him out in the open. Andrew and Ghillie gazed
at the little frightened man as he struggled to fall back into his
invisibility.
"You're hurting him!" Eugean yelled.

"Let him go!"

I looked at Grizwald as he agonized. For a moment I went inside of
him. I WAS killing him.
"Let go of him!" Eugean whacked me hard over the head with her
walking stick. Grizwald disappeared instantly. Eugean stared at
me with blazing eyes as chest heaved with adrenal breaths.
Suddenly, the stave fell from her hands and she blinked with
inspiration. "That... that was a fairy?" She took a moment to
catch her words. With a confused blank look on her face, she walked
back past Andrew and did not stop until she was almost to the last
bend.
"What's going on?" Andrew demanded.
"I wanted you to see a Tikolosh."
"A fairy?

That was a Keeper fairy?"

he wondered.

Ghillie was staring at me. I knew what he was thinking simply from
his expression; he despised me. Andrew and I sat at the curb while
Ghillie disappeared around the bend to find Eugean. "What are we
going to do when we get to the Valley?" Andrew asked.
"I don't know. All I can tell you is that we are near the end."
"...and every end is a new beginning," Andrew said.

How trite; how true. I wished that he was not so clever... or so
smart -- whatever made him say that. Beginnings always led me
farther from home.
"So, that was a fairy," Andrew mentioned.
"That was a fairy," I told him.
"Do you think they have been following us?"
"Yes." I went to the pack and removed the photo of the Atrium
taken from the tower. Grizwald remained as solid as ever. I gave
the picture to Andrew. He looked at it for a long time. "Do you
see them?" I asked.
He nodded and then looked up, searching the upper branches all
around us. He stuffed his hand in his shirt, scratched his side
and then ran his fingers through his hair. "If we are going to
cross the mountains, I should find myself a hat and a good coat."
"Andrew?"
He handed me back the photograph and focused his eyes on the cracks
between the bricks. "They are always around?" he asked.
"I have only been able to see them the last few days. They are
still pretty fuzzy to me, but they become more visible the closer
we get to the valley."
"They might be clear for you.... You're crazy! You know, truly
gone fishing! I don't know what kind of outlander tricks you got
up your sleeve, but I know the difference between magic and
miracles."
"No, Andrew.

All of the Keepers have seen what I have seen."

"They have not seen the outside."
"Andrew, what do you think?" I asked him.
"The truth?"
"Yeah, Andrew.

I don't need anything else from you."

He smiled. "I suppose you don't." He cupped his fingers over his
mouth and then rubbed his face slowly. When his hands came down,
he said, "I think that we have travelled too far on the island.
Something has certainly changed you, and I know I am not the same
man I was when we arrived. I think Ghillie is right."
"What is Ghillie right about?"
"We are all dead."
"Dead or not, will you still help me to get back?"
"I would like nothing better, only I am not sure that we can under
the circumstances. "

I smiled at him.
better to do."

Andrew looked away and mumbled, "There is nothing

The sign above the inn read, "Kahan bhatti baddhi pani hoina," or
"the last bhatti." From here on, the highway was paved with yellow
bricks. No one dared pass beyond there without an ichthys or the
blessings of a Keeper. Beyond was the land of the Tarkaari-fylgja,
the Keepers of the Fruits and Vegetables.
The bhatti was bathed in perfumes from the blooms in the
surrounding fields and orchards. The canal system started here
and the river only a few leagues beyond. At the loading docks were
two shallow-draft ketches. A tall masted yawl waited to be loaded.
The mast stood tall above a jumble of sharpies and lateens.
Kettaaketti-fylgjaali had pulled the ships upstream from Litid.
The crews would stay only the night before returning swiftly to
Litid with the keel low to the water line with the holds and sails
filled. At Litid the boats would unload or continue to points all
over the islands.
Even in the late afternoon, the bhatti was cheery and bright. Four
hearths and a spectacular array of lamps fought off the slight
chill of the night. The inn had only seventy-five rooms;
surprisingly few considering how much the entire country was
dependent on the tiny oasis for a large portion of its food supply.
The place was crowded. The boat crews had three and four men to
a room as it was; and the harvesters, who remained for several
tenday, were not obliged to share. All of the rooms were filled
except for one, which was offered to Eugean. Andrew, Ghillie and
I were given cots to use in the main hall.
As I sat near our cots, talking with Ghillie about what we would
do the next day, I became very distracted. My legs had hurt for
several days, but I thought that was just from the walking and my
ankle injury. Today my body ached all over. I could not understand
why I was so sore.
The meal, mostly of deliciously ripe fruits and sauteed vegetables,
did much to liven my spirits, but the discomfort persisted. I was
looking so piqued that Eugean volunteered her bed so that I might
rest. As I was leaving, we were approached by four men. Each of
them bore an amulet around his neck, they had to be Keepers: the
Tarkaari-fylgja. The closest one wore a broad hat over his
broom-faced whiskers and tattered green robe. He spoke for them
all. As with the other Keepers, I had no trouble understanding him
as he said, "You are the bidesi who has come among us. You are the
Batuwaa-fylgja."
"I have been told that I am the Keeper of the Earth, yes."
"You have been TOLD this by Weyerhauser?"
"Yes."
"We are the Tarkaari-fylgja. This is Libby.. Ralston... and
Beatrice. I am Nabolne."
"Namaskaar," I greeted him. "This is Andrew Lipp, Eugean Stetson
and Ghillie Weise."

Nabolne continued without recognizing the others. "Batuwaa- fylgja,
how long are you to be in our valley?"
"Not long.

I am trying to find the Pale Horse."

"He is here. Today the Khaali Bhitra was here as well." I could
feel Nabolne's terror. He was afraid of me. "The monster of the
empty inside swallowed an orchard in the valley -- an orchard where
five of my men worked. The Khaali Bhitra is a creature of the
Batuwaa-fylgja. How may we appease you so that you will spare us
your wrath?"
I was puzzled. I looked at Ghillie. His gaze was stern and
unrevealing. After a moment he whispered, "The Khaali Bhitra be
believed to be creature o'the Batuwaa-fylgja -- at least that be
what I hear."
I turned back to the tall Keeper. "Nabolne, you need not appease
me. I did not send the Khaali Bhitra to you. It has appeared for
reasons I do not know. If you tell me how I might help, I will do
what I can to prevent further tragedy."
Nabolne looked hard into my eyes. The hall, full of men, was quiet
except for the crackling of the fire and clank of the dinnerware
from the kitchen. Eugean moved behind me, her eyes going from face
to face in a fearful tension that I could feel without entering
her. Andrew was the only calm one at the table; his attitude was
of stone.
Nabolne sat down across from me, his eyes searching the top of the
wooden table for something to say -- an answer to his fears.
"Weyerhauser believes that you have brought the Khaali Bhitra and
that the beast will not leave until you have made a peace."
"Is Weyerhauser here?"
"No, he is in the Forest of Wood."
"Then, how do you know this?
way."

I saw no messengers pass us by on our

"That which concerns us is made known to us."
"Is that how you and I can communicate?"
"You are a young Keeper to be so unfamiliar with the ways of the
Fylgja." He looked at me sternly, his fear altering to disgust.
He only held me responsible for the death of the men. "In Folly you
might find the powers to draw forth the Khaali Bhitra. Do not be
careless with your gifts; there will be only grief if you are."
I was not sure what to say, or what he wanted. My diplomatic
training was; however, very clear. When in doubt, be polite and
modest. "I hope that I may learn to be prudent, although I do not
understand what abuses I could have committed to bring the wrath
of the Khaali Bhitra upon you."
"Young Keeper, what is done is done.

It matters now only that you

use your ichthys to bring the beast of the empty inside to bay,
shackle him once more to the earth and keep him at rest."
My ichthys... the Resama Bijuli was gone! I HAD THROWN IT AWAY!
I struggled to speak, unable to look into Nabolne's eyes.
"I... I lost it."
There was no expression on Nabolne's face, but the others looked
tragic as nightmares fought alive from the darkest corners of
devastating memories. Nabolne got up, his eyes useless in his head
as some realization absorbed his consciousness. He was in shock.
He walked away. The other Keepers began to follow him. "Wait!"
I called.
Only one Keeper, Libby, turned. The crowd of men and women who
looked on all seemed to be caught in brackishly horrific state.
I felt as if I were in a crowd of somnambulists, living despite
their own death. "What's going on?" I asked Libby.
He glanced back at the Keepers, watching them as they headed out
of the room. They would not help him, Libby was alone with me.
Somehow, he was not horrified; afraid and most uncertain, but not
afraid. The memories that savaged the others were absent from his
experience. He spoke calmly, although his hands shook. "The Khaali
Bhitra is no longer asleep. The Khaali Bhitra is the threat of the
Keeper, and a Keeper without an ichthys disrupts the careful
balance of the Fylgja. When this happens, the Pale Horse comes and
the Khaali Bhitra do more than appear and wreak a night of terror,
they cleanses the earth. The Valley will be lost, the Zoe will be
lost. Men will be forced from Somach... forced into unbelievable
hardship as the most sacred ground is destroyed. The Khaali Bhitra
will not stop until the Fylgja is safe from the intrusions of
mortals and Keepers alike."
"I don't understand.

Why is this happening?"

"A Keeper without an ichthys is a river without an ocean. His
strength will swell with unbridled devastation until it claims the
land and becomes a new sea."
"I am that river?"
"Without the ichthys you stop the natural flow of the future. The
Khaali Bhitra will stop you. The Khaali Bhitra will stop us all."
"Everyone?"
"When the Pale Horse comes tonight, the Khaali Bhitra will come
too. We will all die now that you cannot return the blackness to
the ground."
"You mean I need the ichthys to get rid of it?"
"Yes.
"Can't I use your ichthys?"
"No.

The Khaali Bhitra is coming for the Batuwaa-fylgja.

You must

use the ichthys of the Batuwaa-fylgja."
"But, what did I do?"
"Isn't the loss of your ichthys enough?" Libby asked. His words
rang in my mind as he turned away from me. Ghillie had stopped
translating long ago. The absolute hopelessness of the situation
was conveyed with a staggering clarity. Ghillie walked to the bar
and filled his stein. He would not be sober when the end came.
Andrew sat at the table for a while, then his mug was empty. He
went to the kegs. Dragging a chair against the wall, he sat; his
arm comfortably within reach of the wine tap. Two girls moved
about the room with pitchers of spirits. They kept the glasses
filled. Their steps were unconcerned, they had not yet learned of
the deaths of the harvesters or been told of the impending danger.
By meal's end, several men had collapsed where they were,
suspicious of the danger of the night and well content with
inebriation. The quiet hopelessness upset me. I was not sure what
I could do, still, the drink stayed from my lips. If I were to die
tonight, I would die fighting. Eugean sat quietly by. She watched
Ghillie and Andrew intently. She had no one to turn to. For her,
the situation was hopeless. I wanted to say something, but I had
no words for her. I was the cause of all of this, somehow. I
really did not understand what was going on. I felt cheated. No
matter how I tried to explain the situation to myself, I was
frustrated by how unfair it seemed. I think life could have been
pleasant if it were only fair.
I looked at her for a long time before her gaze turned to me, and
then the confusion in her expression turned to fury. I offered her
my hand. She turned away from me. "Do not touch me." Still, she
did not leave.
The great night-long logs burned bright, cindering the wood faster
than I had expected. I had been so distracted by my worry that I
had not noticed what had been going on around me. The pain of my
muscles saturated my body, but I had not done anything to be sore.
I looked for other things. In the firelight, the colors of the room
looked abused, reduced to light pastels. The silence of the room
was crisp, and each movement, no matter how small, echoed
throughout the hall. I was watching Andrew pour another draught
when I heard the crash of the liquid curl and twist into the bottom
of his glass....
The colors, the sounds, the pain -- they were all the same as other
times in my life. I remembered in Nivipolis, when I felt the cells
in my body change one by one, rejuvenating in the ecphonemation
tanks. What I felt in the Valley was similar, but more intense.
The other time that I felt exactly this way was in the desert, in
the void. The Valley of Uberty existed within the Jaaro Sinha.
I went inside myself. For reasons that were not clear, I knew that
I was changing. Within hours I would be complete different from
the organism I was when I came to the island. I knew then that
Keepers were not men. They were animals of a different species,
as different from man as man from ape. While I marvelled at the
experience, I also wished I had never left Suffigston. I did not
want to be something inhuman.

"I need to use your room," I told Eugean.
"You can do whatever you want." She was mad at me; everyone was.
I had done something stupid, but I could not go back and find the
sphere, not now, not in the dark. Maybe tomorrow I could go back,
but I could not even remember where I was when I threw it. There
was no use trying, the Resama Bijuli was lost. I left Eugean. She
had no one to turn to and did not understand what was happening.
I felt sorry for her. I knew there was nothing I could do, but I
kept trying to think of something. I could no longer deny that I
loved her.
I took my pack to Eugean's room. The shutters had long been closed
for the night, but I knew that just beyond the stone and wood was
the forest and the headwaters of Zoe. The nearby hot springs were
certainly the center of Fylgja. The water must hold my answers.
If tomorrow came, that would be where I must go.
I removed the wrinkled photograph of the Pale Horse and placed it
on top of the chest of drawers. I propped myself up in bed and
watched the picture. The horse was back to his original pose, just
as when I took the picture -- behaving as a captured image should.
"Chevalier, I wish that you could show me the way through this.
What must I do to rectify my errors?" My destiny seemed to lead
only to an expansion of my ignorance. I closed my eyes. In a
mindless fantasy I imagined that the Pale Horse would materialize
and lead me to the truth.
I heard wood strain in the chest. The horse, no longer shackled
in the conventions of photography, moved about in the frame of the
paper as easily as if he had been on a visual screen. I blinked,
pulling myself more erect. A trickle of perspiration ran past my
eye. Disbelieving what I was seeing, I mustered the courage to go
closer. I tried to pick the paper up as he danced about, but the
weight of the horse had been transferred to the page. I struggled
to pull it forward, but the legs of the chest collapsed with a
thud. The picture split the top of the dresser and fell through.
In succession, the fronts of each drawer cantered out as the image
fell through to the floor.
I stepped back as the cabinet jumped. The sides exploded and the
wood fractured as the full-sized beast emerged. The tassel hairs
of his ears rubbed against the ceiling beams. There was no place
to go as the hot moist breath that fell onto my face. My back was
against the outside stone wall, and the horse stood between me and
the door. Suddenly the Pale Horse stepped to me, his teeth bared,
threatening me with a nibble against my shirt. The horse toyed
with my collar for a moment, and then suddenly I was in the air,
my feet dangling from the ground as the leather of my vest dug into
my armpits. I was spun about, inhaling the beasts odorous breath
and watched the empty room as I was gently swung from his mouth.
The white phantom carried me over the bed and gently set me down.
Jerking hard, his hind legs slammed against the stone shook the
building. Dust fell from the rafters as the mortar exploded out
of the cracks. I turned my face to the flying specks as the horse
hammered against the wall again. The window shattered from the
force, and the wooden shutters flew open and shattered. The

splintered remains hung precariously from only one hinge on each
side. The power was certainly not that of a mortal beasts. On the
third impact, the wall broke through, collapsing into rubble as a
massive section of the stonework broke free and slowly fell into
the night mist with a giant crash. The moist vapors rolled into the
room like a slow wave. Biting my collar once more, the Pale Horse
gently lifted me from the safety of the floor and set me outside
in the fog. I watched dumfounded.
The crumbling stone had left a gap across four rooms. Whomever had
been inside the exposed rooms had escaped. They were probably in
the main hall with the others, waiting for the end. The hot nose
of my mentor pushed me along. The warm wetness of the night air
clung to my body, dampening my clothes as if I had been in a rain.
Within the thickness of the haze was the smell of rot. I felt
dirty. I wanted to go back, but the horse pushed me on. The
grasses opened up for us. There was no light, no lamps and no
moon. The spectrum shift brought on by the Jaaro Sinha let my eyes
see infrared radiation. The plants and rocks looked like ghost
images from an improperly developed photographic print.
The horse was persistent, nudging
the horse, after all he had saved
apprehensive about where he might
where I was going -- particularly
I went inside the Pale Horse.

me
my
be
if

onward. I was not afraid of
life, but I was very
leading me. I wanted to know
it was to the Khaali Bhitra.

I could not understand where I was at first, only that I was inside
a Keeper of the Fylgja. I saw that the Pale Horse was a Keeper
without an ichthys. An ichthys channeled it's Keeper, forging his
destiny. The Pale Horse was so unrestrained without one that he
hardly existed at all. He was, in a way, everywhere and
everything. He was equally nowhere and nothing. The Pale Horse was
slave to laws of nature I could not understand, and held no
allegiance to my physics. It was the ichthys that separated him
from other Keepers. I wondered why none of the other Keepers had
figured that out. Like the Pale Horse, I had no ichthys to hold
me back. We were both ALL powerful.
On a far away hilltop, I saw a woman -- the woman in my dreams -with hair of chestnut cascading down across a dress of lace. I
tried to figure what part of what I saw was horse, but I could not
tell where the horse ended and she began. She was much more than
a memory. Her name was Vivian. She went deeper into the mind of
the Pale Horse, but I followed. Suddenly my way was blocked by
shadows -- the Khaali Bhitra. I snapped out of the horse
instantly, shaking from the thing inside of him. I was not sure
whether I had witnessed the real monster or merely a recollection;
but now, at least, I knew where I was being taken.
The leather of my soles squeaked with wetness. I had no idea how
long I had been walking. Finally, the grasses and ferns would not
yield and I had to stop. I shivered with a new chill in the air,
and lost sight of the Pale Horse. "Come back!" I yelled, but he
did not. The trail had disappeared behind me. My feet shifted to
maintain my stance as the earth shook beneath me. I could smell
the freshness of turned soil. A seething organism smelling of the
worms, grubs and burrowing insects emerged as an absolute blackness
from the earth. There was no warmth to what was surrounding me.

It was absolute black: The Khaali Bhitra.
The sounds of tearing roots and treelimbs ravaged through the
woodland. The ground slipped from my feet, and I was suspended in
the emptiness. I was blind. The fear of all my phobias came upon
me. Such an ending would befit my behavior of the last few days,
but there was no reason that my friends, innocent accessories to
crimes I was not even sure that I had committed, should be punished
by the wrath of this thing. There was no justification for further
slaughter. None. I became very angry -- I became down-right
furious!
Strength boiled in my veins as I felt the thing begin to digest me
mentally and sensually. The flash of the dagger that had killed
Timbo came through my mind, then there was the night in the
waystation with the pillar of fire. I did those things! I could
kill! And, if I could have killed Timbo long ago, presently I was
Keeper of the Earth, and I should be no match now. This time, I had
no knife, but the Khaali Bhitra had no flesh. There would have to
be another weakness. Within the essence of the Khaali Bhitra would
be the answer. I went inside.
The vapid desolation of the monster was far greater than I could
have imagined. There was nothing except a secluded loneliness that
tore at my soul. I had been sucked up into the emptiness so
quickly that I could not fathom how I came in. I could not return
to myself. In desperation, I sought to unite myself with anything
so that I could bring my concentration out of my isolation. For
a long time, there was nothing. I was terrified. Then, I felt
a presence of wonderment and grace just beyond my reach. There was
a pool of crystalline liquid, much too pure to be water. Standing
on the lake, in the robe of her long auburn hair, there was a woman
-- Vivian. She found my attention and pointed directly to my heart
in a gesture I could not fully understand. Then, Vivian was gone.
There were so many things just beyond my reach. I had to get to
one of them -- ANY of them. Unity was perhaps the only answer...
UNITY! I realized what Vivian meant. I could find all answers
within myself. I spread my quest across my memories and dreams.
The course drew me inward, everything entered my consciousness.
I found a strength that cored the marrow of my soul. With that
find, I realized that I was within all life. The source of my
being was the source of all things, and I had found the Fylgja
residing within me. Clinging to the guardian spirit, I could never
disappear. I would be the sand pebble that nullified the great
absolute emptiness of the Khaali Bhitra, for my presence made the
nothing, something. I knew that as long as I was there, the
blackness would never claim Somach. I had arrested the Khaali
Bhitra, and was now condemned to remain where I was for all
eternity. I had found my destiny -- I thought.
I felt the dampness on my skin. I was within myself once more.
A wrenching agony crept through my body, and I knew that I was in
the Jaaro Sinha once more -- in the Valley of Uberty. I could see
the warm glow of the plants. The Khaali Bhitra was gone. I lay
down on the soft bed of earth with a moss-green rock for a pillow,
exhausted beyond words by my ordeal. As I fell into sleep, I
wondered if I would ever understand what had just happened.

CHAPTER 41
THE YOUNGEST
TARKAARI-FYLGJA

Libby shook me awake. The sun was high. When he pulled me from the
shallow mud and tried to pull me upright, my legs would not support
me. I wanted to sleep, but he would not let me. He half dragged
me down a path cleared by the forest. Slowly I realized where I
was and who he was.
"What happened?" he asked.
I remembered a dream about being dragged into the night by the Pale
Horse, but then, I was out in the forest so I was not so sure that
it was a dream. Honestly I told him, "I don't really know."
He looked at me oddly, but did not question me.
"As long as you're alright."
Considering the night before, I was surprised that he was so
concerned. Unlike the other Keepers, Libby seemed concerned. He
seemed to appreciate my situation; perhaps enough to give me some
realistic answers about what was going on here. "Libby, I was
wondering... I want you to see what happened so that you can tell
me what you think happened."
"What do you mean?"
"I want you to read my thoughts."
"I do not understand," Libby said.
"Like the way we talk to each other, I want you to read my
thoughts," I said.
"I can not go into your mind and take your thinking."
"Why not?"
"The knowledge of the Keepers is given by the Fylgja.
ability to go inside the minds of others."

We have no

"Libby, I can."
"Nabolne was afraid of you. He believes that you are a wild Keeper
come to destroy Litid"
"If I wanted to wipe out Litid, that would have happened last
night, don't you think."
"Well, that would follow."

"Let me show you what happened when we get back to the inn."
The path wandered about for a quarter league, leading directly to
my room. A gaping hole in the thick stone wall left three rooms
open to the forest. Shutters of all the remaining windows had been
kept tightly latched. "Is everyone alright?" I asked.
"They are alive, but they are very afraid. They know that the
Khaali Bhitra came for you. All of the Tarkaari-fylgja are looking
for you. We knew that you were still alive because the Khaali
Bhitra had not come for us."
"There is something I want you to see now." We crawled over the
stones and back into my room, sitting down on the bed.
"Libby, I want to show you what happened to me last night."
He smiled.
"I am going to let you see what I saw.

Do you understand?"

"A Keeper leads a monotonous life. Something different, change...
even death would be welcome, if not preferable to what I have
become accustom to. I do not fear the coming of new things as
Nabolne and the others. Show me. I want to understand."
I had found another adventurer, and I smiled with him.
As I went inside of him, his eyes widened as the images of what I
had experienced poured through his mind. Libby was amazed -amazed that I could give them to him. The astonishment only left
his expression for fits of shock and grimaces of anguish. When he
followed my memories inside the Khaali Bhitra, his face went limp
with the same contentment that had overcome me. For the first time
I realized that what he felt was the same elation that I had given
to Eugean the first night I entered her: perfection. His
breathing and heartbeat stopped as his body fell back on the bed.
I was inside of him and knew that he was still very much alive. I
led him to the Khaali Bhitra, and he saw what I had seen the night
before. After a time; as it must have happened with me, Libby's
heart started once again. As I came out of his mind, his lungs
heaved with fresh breath as he came slowly back to his reality once
again, suffering from the experience as much as I had last night.
Libby tried to get up. I helped him up, and we both groaned.
"How... how did you come back?"
"Come back from what?"
"The Fylgja."
"Do you mean the Fylgja or the Khaali Bhitra?" I asked.
"The last place you took me... the glow, the warmth, the absolute
overwhelming intensity: the Fyljia -- was it not?"
"I don't know." It occurred to me that the Fylgja and the Khaali
Bhitra were so similar that they felt the same. I was confused.

When Libby was able, we supported each other and made our way to
the main hall. We were both in need of a day of sleep to recover
from what had happened. Everyone at the inn was there, waiting.
Eugean stood when she saw me, as did many of the others patrons,
shocked to see me alive after the destruction they had heard coming
from my room last night.
Libby announced, "The Khaali Bhitra has been returned to the earth
by our new Keeper!" The overwhelming astonishment continued on
every face. I had no ichthys to fight the thing. I should have
died. Slowly, like a passing wave, men began to rejoice, and then
they were all roaring with celebration, crowding around me, bowing
before me and touching the backs of my hands for luck. Even
Ghillie was glad to see me. The wine poured once more and the
chief busied himself to fulfill the renewed appetites. Staggering
from exhaustion, I retired to my room. I was a champion. I did
not need a wall to protect me from the outside. Besides, the
daylight was the time of man. As I sat on my bed, I watched outside
the gaping hole. The plants were claiming fallen wall. The
rootlets chiselled the stone into gravel. The growth was so fast
that I could hear the seething life bubble away, although it was
impossible to see anything move. As I layed back, I was lulled
to sleep by the pops and cracking as the fallen granite gave under
the hydraulic pressure of the plants. The masons, glaziers and
carpenters would be here in a few days with boat-loads of stone,
wood, glass and hardware. In a tenday, the gap in the wall would
be a memory. Meanwhile, I would sleep.
Except for Libby, the Tarkaari-fylgja had little to do with me.
Nabolne came to ask when I would be leaving. I knew that he blamed
me for the death of his men. He would not talk to me, he just left
the room. I felt guilty for no reason that I knew of, but there
was so much about Somach that I was sure that I would never know.
I had brought change, and with my arrival came death. I was kin
to the Khalli Bhitra, or if Libby was correct, I was a brother to
the Fylgja.
Libby must have seen my confusion. He said, "Nabolne does not
understand the way I do. Nabolne and Weyerhauser are the two
oldest of the Keepers. What one of them knows, the other knows."
"Isn't what we shared this morning the kind of knowledge they share
with each other."
"No. The vision they have is not that clear. They know little
things, only enough for the Fylgja to speaks through their mouths:
`that which concerns us is made known to us.' Nabolne and
Weyerhauser understand."
"They understand, but they are afraid."
"They are very old and wise keepers."
"I am sure that is true.

If they will not talk to me, why do you?"

"I am not afraid. Tarkaari-fylgja have been around for more
millennia than even they can count. They remember a Keeper who
went into the night without an ichthys: the Pale Horse took him...

but I think that they may be wrong. The Pale Horse has helped you.
The Khaali Bhitra must have gotten him. I came along a century
later and took that Keeper's position here. I am a young Keeper,
but I think that they do not like me for another reason as well.
My boy's harvest more fruit and have a better time of it than any
other crew. That bothers them. That is not the way they believe
things should be done. You've upset the balance enough that they
are afraid. They are afraid for me. If I do that, they must be
having a horrible time with you. It will take a long time before
Nabolne and Weyerhauser believe that you will bring the cleansing
of the earth and destroy Somach.
"So what do you think?" I asked him.
"I think that you are the Batuwaa-fylgja. I think that you have
brought eternal change to Somach. The Didi Bhahini tell of the
great rebirths of the earth. When man becomes saturated with his
own ideas, evil returns to spoil the earth. The Fylgja will soon
become distraught, lost in the hopelessness of man's demise, and
the blight of humanity will be cleansed from the earth. Look at
your own world as I look at mine. Dark thoughts are everywhere.
Men have become immersed in themselves and have become reckless
with their respect to the very nature from which they have come."
"Here, on these islands? This place is the most harmonious
condition of living I have ever seen on the face of the earth!
Where is it falling apart?"
"Nabolne and the other Keepers, they will not accept you. The Didi
Bhahini have become consumed with consistency. Life does not stay
the same. Granted, we are all caught in cycles, but there are short
cycles and long cycles, ones that give us seasons and ones that
give us evolution. I am not an old Keeper, but I do know that I
am not accepted by the old Keepers. The Fylgja have put me here.
They should accept that, and me.
"I do not say this because of selfish reasons, I say that because
of what I see. The change is here. There are fewer new roads and
many more old roads are taken. Many ships are lost to sudden
storms. Many men are taken into the night. The men we loose are
not evil or grating against the ways of the Fylgja, they are
passive and thoughtless -- that is why they are taken. The Fylgja
sees the weakness in the people. As Somachian's pacify, so do the
Keepers."
"Then you should lead the people to where they need to be," I
commented.
"Keepers are not leaders, nor are they shepherds. A shepherd
guides and nurtures his heard, that is the role of the Fylgja. The
people are harmonious with the Fylgja. They do not need to be told
what to do, it is the Keeper that needs to be told because he is
not harmonious. We are the misfits and tag-alongs, not our people.
We are the fields of grass the shepherd uses to nurture his flock,
and we have become lifeless... stale. The Keepers cannot support
fresh life because of the old ways. We are the ones that have
condemned the earth, only most of us are too blind to see that.
We have forced the Fylgja to bring you hear."

He had shocked me. "Libby, this place is a paradise compared to
where I come from. There is no fighting, no killing, no disease,
no suffering... a paradise!"
Libby laughed. "Is Somach a paradise for you?"
"No."
"Here, man has thrived in harmony -- but also in fear. People must
be permitted the freedom to express themselves without fear. The
control must come from within each individual. When peace can be
achieved on earth by the goodness in men's hearts, then we will
be of the Fylgja. That is our only salvation."
"I don't understand what you're saying..."
"I think you do," Libby said.
"You speak as if there was an alternative to the Fylgja."
Libby laughed heartily so that his eyes drew tight and
showed brightly from his broad grin.

his teeth

"Libby, have you been off of this island?"
He smiled at me, "Little brother, I am from a tiny village in
Formosa. I fought in the war. I died in the war..."
"You died?!"

For a moment I wondered if Ghillie could be right.

Libby smiled. "As a man of hopes and dreams, I died.
Keeper, not a man."

I am a

"Oh."
"When I left the war, my life was a long search for who I was -until I came to this place. After the great cleansing, our mission
will be to go out into the world and help the mortals rebuild,
guide them to form societies where we can enjoy each other's
goodness."
"But, you just said that Keepers were not shepherds..."
"Confidants and wisemen are never shepherds. People have to find
the Fylgja within themselves. We Keepers have to realize this and
gain a new modesty. Then we can be very useful."
I smiled at him. For the first time in many days I was happy. I
had found a true friend of odd equal. I laughed. "I think I know
why the other Keepers do not relate to you."
"I think that you know too much,"

he laughed with me.

"I want to finish my mission. Libby, everything that has happened
to me has led me to the headwater of Zoe."
"The source of Zoe is not a place for men nor Keepers."
"Has anyone ever gone there?" I asked him.

He looked beyond me as he remembered. "Long ago, two Keepers went
to the headwaters, but they did not come back. Know one knows what
happened, but I do know that you will not get there without an
ichthys."
"I got rid of the Khaali Bhitra without an ichthys, didn't I?" I
reminded Libby.
"True, but the Khaali Bhitra is not the Fylgja."
I remembered that he had thought that the darkness was the Fylgja.
I asked him, "What is the difference?"
He smiled and paused, looking to the ceiling as he interpreted his
feelings. "Everything in Somach has the Fylgja somewhere inside of
it. That is how things exist here. The Khaali Bhitra is... well,
a condition of the Fylgja -- I suppose."
"I'll take my chances."
tomorrow?"

I said.

"Can you take me to Zoe

"I can point you in the right direction, the Fylgja has made it
known to me that I shall not go."
"How."
"I am afraid. Keepers are only afraid of those things that pose
grave threat."
I was not about to discount telepathy after what had happened to
me, but being afraid did not seem a valid form of communications.
"Has a woman ever gone to the headwaters?"

I asked him.

Libby's eyes lit up like he had been struck in the back of the
head. I was still a little inside of him. I could see that he
remembered my experience inside the Khaali Bhitra. Vivian was
standing at a large pool. She was there, at a place that could
very well be the spring and lake that fed Zoe. "Vivian.... You
think she is the Mother Fylgja?" he asked.
"Mother Fylgja?"

I wondered.

"Some of the elder Keepers have met the first Didi-Bhahini. She
has not been seen for thousands of years. They say that she is the
where the spirit of the Fylgja began."
"I believe that the lake in last night's vision was the headwater
of Zoe. I think the Fylgja is there and my answers."
"I wish you luck."
According to the old stories Libby had heard, the river Zoe from
here to the source was laden with falls, pools and treacherous
banks, defying any manner of craft. The thick foliage and rocky
ground of the foothills was unyielding to even the Keepers. The
only way to get close was through the Valley of Uberty, and then,
the last leagues would be closed without with the blessing of the

Fylgja. I was unrestricted with convention, and hoped that the
supposed powers I was afforded as the Batuwaa- Fylgja would be
sufficient to get me there.
My fellow travellers were more agreeable when I told them I was
going into the Valley. Eugean confided that she still loved me for
who I was, and I apologized for hurting her. She said that we
would be would be friends again, and nothing more, if that was
possible. Her mind shouted at me with a renewed enthusiasm, and
with little effort I saw the inside of her thoughts; she had seen
something new in me. The Keeper was nice, but now she loved the
hero. The Jaaro Sinha had changed me, but not nearly as much as
I had in Eugean's imagination. Again, she reminded me very much
of Sensia. She was certainly an experienced and idealistic woman.
I did not want to admit that I had fallen in love with her, but her
smile warmed my heart, the smell of her body was sweeter than any
blossom, and the way the sunlight caressed the texture of her skin
was magical.
After Eugean had forgiven me, she had spoken with Andrew, and he
was no longer convinced that I had brutalized her. His renewed
friendship was more than welcome. Ghillie had regained his
confidence in me after the bout with the Khaali Bhitra and no
longer had any hesitations about following me to the source of Zoe.
He wanted to find out what the Fylgja really was as much as I did.
Andrew would follow me because he was having a good time, if for
no other reason. I always suspected that he was mentally deranged.
The morning came early and my three compatriots and I left down the
yellow roadway an as the Tarkaari-fylgja and their army of
harvesters gathered their tools. Expecting to return before
nightfall, we left the kettaaketti-fylgjaali, taking only water and
food for an afternoon meal.
The exquisite beauty of the forest was wrapped by misted greenery
that reigned high above a shower of blossoming color woven with a
lace of fronds and tall shoots. All varieties of fruit were there
for the picking, but, without a gris-gris and an ichthys, we dared
not touch a single morsel. Despite my seemingly successful
encounter with the Khaali Bhitra, I no longer had the Rasama Bijuli
and I did not want to tempt fate. With each step, the Jaaro Sinha
was plaguing me with soreness as well, but I knew that today I
would find what I was looking for and that kept me going.
We had been travelling almost two hours along the dew- moistened
glaze of yellow tiles. The birds were wild in the air, and bees
darted about. In the last three tenday I had occasionally seen a
bee hopping from blossom to blossom, or at least I thought I did.
With Grizwald and the other fairies flying around I was never sure.
The others had not noticed. Not even humming birds could pollinate
every blossom with the efficiency of bees, but how could any force
seclude insects over such a large area. There had to be more or
this was the only place in the world where plants lived and insects
did not. The ecosystem was terribly distorted -- well, I knew that
already.
Eugean gasp behind me. I turned to her and saw fear pull her face
taut. I looked far up the roadway and saw the Pale Horse. His
broken reflection glistened from the wet brick pavement. Andrew

glanced nervously back and forth between me and the horse. I had
to remember that this was the first time they had ever seen the
beast. The horse made an uneasy circle as if to draw us closer,
and then he looked at me again. Unlike my conversation with other
Keepers, the horse spoke without a vocabulary of images; his
thoughts was pure and explicit as if they were my own. I
understood and explained to the others, "There is nothing to fear.
The Pale Horse will lead us."
"Where?" Eugean asked.
I was not sure, but before I could answer her, Ghillie cracked his
voice as he whispered, "Cap'in, I don't wanna go."
"It's alright Ghillie, the Pale Horse is of the Fylgja.
of an Aankhaa Fylgjalaai."

He is kind

"What about all the people that have died?" asked Eugean.
"Khaali Bhitra or one of the night monsters does that sort of
thing." Ghillie's eyes met mine. "I have seen them, Ghillie.
There are animals here, but they come only in the night. The Pale
Horse is on our side."
"Then y' be th' first t' go," Ghillie demanded. "But, `afore y'
take `nother step, I want y' t' bless us all."
"Alright." I started with Ghillie and put my hand on his shoulder.
"I bless Ghillie and take him unto my protection and the protection
of the Fylgja in this land of the Valley of Uberty. May no harm
come to him as long as he respects and honors the Fylgja."
Ghillie was satisfied. I repeated the blessing for Eugean and
Andrew. As we neared, the Pale Horse turned and slowly walked
ahead. A short distance later, the animal stepped onto a narrow
dirt path, and we entered a world that reminded me very much of the
atrium. I thought of the neural truffles under the soil. When I
was a boy, if I had read a book about a place Somach, it would have
been my favorite for many years. There was so much mystery
requiring so much faith, all that was required to lead a simple
life.
In the slight breeze, the leaves brushed my clothes -- not to bar
my way -- just light caress. They did not touch the others. Even
the Pale Horse with his extreme girth cleared the leaves. I was
the only one.
The cultivated appearance that dominated the rest of the island
gave way to successive change; from the darkness of dense growth
to open acres where the only canopy was low clouds. In more than
one place the sunbeams cascaded into an amphitheater filled with
an audience of blossoms and ripe fruits hanging boldly in balcony
of branches.... I excused the unnaturally intense colors and my
uncanny appreciation of metaphors to the Jaaro Sinha, the effects
of which were most pronounced by the prickly ache in my chest and
head.
At last we broke through the darkness for the last time. Nestled
in the bosom of the Legifer mountains was a vast lake. White

birches posted above the undergrowth banding the beach. The
panorama revealed a sprawling lake in the middle of the paradise:
the headwaters of Zoe.
The water was so clear that I would not have been able to see the
shoreline had it not been for the surface reflections that mirrored
the sky. In the middle of the lake, one hundred yards from our
shore, shafts of sunlight broke through the clouds and brought a
warm glow to the crystalline water. The Pale Horse toured the
beach, making a perimeter in the sand. I knew that this was as far
as we could wander.
I went to the edge of the forest and found several bushes laden
heavily with raspberries. Not touching them, I cupped my hand
around some of the fruit wondering how grand they would taste and,
much to my surprise, they popped off of the stems and filled my
palms. Beaming with satisfaction, I went back and offered them to
the others. Ghillie refused them. I remembered the story of
Princess Didi and the guliyo-chini berries, a tale that was well
ingrained into every Somachian. "Ghillie," I said, "if these were
guliyo-chini berries, how could you refuse them?"
Ghillie pondered for a moment. "I suppose y' be right, Cap'in."
As we stained our hands with juice, I noticed that the clouds had
moved, but the shafts of sunlight that came to the center of the
lake remained in place as if they were pillars of glass. All the
while, the horse remained far enough down the shoreline to leave
the others at ease. A warm breeze teased through our hair. The
leaves shuddered. Gradually the winds picked up. The clouds
thickened, but columns of light remained unvarying from the
position in the lake.
"I want to go back," Eugean said with apprehension.
the way we had come. The trail was gone.

I

looked back

Ghillie jumped up. Before he could say anything, a low rumble
echoed through the mountains. The winds lashed at the water,
driving peaking waves onto the shore. I felt the same way I had
when I was with Guffingstrapp aboard the Ore transport IX.
"What be happinin'?" Ghillie shouted to me through the now gale
forced winds.
"Is the Khaali Bhitra coming?!
grasped me.

Is it?!"

Eugean screamed as she

"No! The Khaali Bhitra is much darker. This is something
different." Immediately the Pale Horse started darting about and
silent lightning travelled across the now black sky. The golden
shafts remained fixed despite the moving clouds.
"What're y' gonna do?!" Ghillie yelled.
"I'm going to see what happens." I was the only one unafraid.
The Jarro Shina had done more than enhance my senses, I was now
numb to fear -- or rather, I had become immune to it.
"Do something," Eugean begged. I hugged her tightly as while my
collar blotted her tears. The Pale Horse and the lightning dance

wildly. The clouds thickened with darkness and rolled quickly by.
The forest began to flutter and sway with the wind. The frenzy
intensifying every moment like an organic farruca.
The beast suddenly bolted straight for us. Ghillie quickly dragged
Eugean from my arms as the Pale Horse's hooves pounded the sand at
my feet. His giant forelegs went up above my head. I was too
astonished to move, yet there was something in the lake that so
overwhelmed me that I was forced to look away as the Pale Horse
was about to trample me. In the glowing light of the unmoving
sunbeams, a woman stood on the lake: Vivian.
My thoughts anxiety was stolen and replaced with complacency. The
horse calmed as well and stood quietly before me. Lightning arced
across the sky infrequently and a cool light breeze that reminded
me of the ocean was all that was left of the violent air of the
storm. I understood that the Pale Horse did not want me to go...
"Go where?" I said aloud, but the Pale Horse's thoughts were cold
and veiled in his confusion. I stood, and I stroked his mane.
"Make sure that they are safe," I told the horse. I knew that he
would protect them with his life -- as it was.
Eugean screamed. Lightning came out of the sky and touched me with
the noise of a thousand crashing waves. The fire of the bolt
grasped me wildly. I was certain that I was burning. I saw the
wind pull into the skies, leaving the beaches quiet. The lightning
continued to arrest me, squeezing me down to the bone, but I felt
no pain for my consciousness opened up far beyond my mortal senses.
I saw Andrew, Ghillie and Eugean although they seemed very far
away. They could not come with me. I told them, "The horse will
guide you back." They heard me even though they were tiny, and I
was high in the sky above all of the Valley and into the white
blackness of the clouds and unconsciousness claimed me.

CHAPTER
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THE JIVATMA

For the first time since I had entered the valley, I felt no pain
from the Jaro Shina. The sudden relief left me lightheaded. I
took several deep breaths. A smooth easy feeling saturated my
mind. I was not sure what was happening and I was not sure that
I cared. Total... totalitarian... easy light ideas, fulfilling me
as I awoke. I opened my eyes and for the first time I realized
that I was lying down. I was loosing consciousness again. I cut
through the mental glaze by struggling to feel my toes, and
fighting to focus my eyes on something that was around me.
I stood quickly, almost tumbling, but reorientation quickly found
me. My footing slipped and I quickly sat down again. Slowly, I was
able to collect my thoughts and keep them from wandering. The air
was thin and hard to breathe, yet I had no lightheadedness. I

was lying down. When I opened my eyes, I saw a white robed figure
with boyish features. Standing and approaching me, I saw that she
was a woman. Aside from her deceivingly short hair, she could have
been a Citidweller.
"Greetings, Little Keeper." Her speech was not Somachian. I was
not sure if she had moved her lips at all: she was a Keeper. I sat
up. All around the crags and bare cracked rock of a mountain peak
surrounded me. I could see out onto a cradle of rock dotted by
dozens of white robed men and women sat unmoving with blissful
expressions. There was absolutely no wind, which was undeniably
queer for high altitudes. I wanted wind to kiss my face and prove
that I was awake. I felt awake, but I knew that I had been with
my friends in Somach only moments ago, or perhaps that was a dream
as well -- everything was so strange. I felt unsure of the reality
of my own imagination. Had I not been in Somach, I would have
believed I was dreaming. I wanted to wake up.
Sleep had always been a sanctuary for me. During long missions,
sleep would shorten trips. During sever depression, sleep would
offer escape. That all changed in the last dozen tenday. Since I
had met Guffingstrap, I have had no dreams. I began to think back
about how my life had changed since I had met Guffingstrap. I sat
in the soft grey light that penetrated the tight mist evenly. I
felt more as if I were in a large room than on a mountaintop.
Nothing seemed real, as if I were in one of the enclosure
environments at Saskatchewan.
The woman smiled as she "spoke" to me again.
Her mouth did not move. Her words were unclear, yet I understood:
I would never wake up -- this was not a dream.
"Where am I?" I asked.
"This is the Peak of Judgement." Again the voice was not from her
lips.
"Alright, why am I here?"
"You are a Lost Keeper."
"Oh." As always, I was not going to be given any reasonable
answers. I sighed. "Well, then. Who are you?"
"We are the Jivatma-fylgja." Marsyas had said that the Jivatma
were the unbridled spirit of man that constantly threatened the
harmony of the Fylgja. I was confused as to why they would call
themselves Jivatma-FYLGJA if they were constantly in turmoil with
the Fylgja, or at least Marsyas and his camp. From the tree's
perspective I would have expected the Jivatma to be a terrorist
group. I would wait and see what happened. I hated Somach. The
whole place was nothing but an unpleasant, unexplainable enigma.
I had given up trying to get explanations. As I watched, I thought
about my fight with the Khali Bhitra. I thought about the
immortals I had met, and I thought all the improbable or impossible
events that had happened to me. Perhaps I had become autistic.
Everything seemed real even though it was unrealistic. Now, I
would be content to die at home, not here -- that was all.

I waited a long time, but the woman only stared at me unblinking.
"Is Vivian here?" I asked.
"Names do not concern those who are here.
Jivatma-fylgja."

We are one.

I shook my head. What should I have expected.
Horse?" I asked.

We are

"Where is the Pale

"There are no animals here."
"Who is in charge?

Who can answer me?"

"I am with you, we are all with you. Be restful, new Keeper.
time you will know what it is to be one of us."
"Little questioning Keeper, we are the Jivatma-fylgja.
with us and be one with us."

In

Be content

I looked around again. There were no plants or animals. The
embodiment of the Fylgja was nature -- and that was gone. Each of
the robed figures sat staring at me. I watched carefully, but none
of them blinked or moved, not even to breath. They were all
immortal!
"Am I dead?"
The woman smiled a little more -- ALL the Jivatma sitting on the
hill smiled. "That is up to you."
In all the time that I had been on the island, I had never felt so
helpless. Even more than the Khali Bhitra, the Jivatma was
overwhelmingly intangible.
I tried to stand, but I was dizzy. The woman was by my side and
helped me back down. I wondered if I had been drugged. I hoped
that I was dreaming. She smiled at me one last time and walked
down the boulders to a cut in the stone that led beyond the fog.
In the silence I heard a low-pitched drone as the Jivama-fylgja all
began humming in unison.
I waited. The fog slowly lifted and the sky drew darker. Through
the haze I could barely tell that the sun was setting away from me.
I was on the east face of the peak. The living statues on the
mountainside did not move. I wondered how they could sit there so
long, but then, I had no reason to move either. I was, in fact,
blissfully content.
The mist moved away, dropping to reveal the nearby peaks bathed in
the pastels of twilight. I did not want to spend the night up
here. The temperature should have already dropped, but after
sunset I expected much worse at those altitudes. I got up and
walked down to the natural path that the woman had followed. The
entire mountain barren except for the white robed Jivatma that
speckled the rock like sacred stone monkeys. I soon reached the
other side of the mountain.
For the first time since I had arrived on the island, I saw the

sunset. The colors echoed away from the orange globe as spokes of
light pointed through the sparse evening clouds of red and yellow.
The azure high above me was unbroken except for the silvery disk
of a full moon that kept a bright white light as the sun moved on.
The familiar view warmed my heart and made me feel that home was
not so far away.
I could see clearly the slow motion of the sun, but I had no sense
of time. My memories slowly became inaccessible.
After descending several dozens of yards, I saw the woman that had
greeted me. She was sitting half bathed in the golden orange
sunlight and half in the intense blue light of the twilight sky.
The contrast lighting reminded me of the theater. If all the world
was a stage, I must have been stuck in one of those avant garde
travelling productions like those that had so often been run out
of Suffigston because the elders could not tolerate nor understand
the controversial plots -- if they indeed were any. But, I had read
many things from many lands. I understood the message and the
technique of the strange plays, and I knew that for the most part
they were simply a result of good, even traditional scripts,
conducted by a naive troupe that could master neither the classic
nor the conventional theater and therefore subjected the rest of
the world to poor interpretation. On the mountaintop, the script
was hidden in a lack of performance, by a cast of stagnant Jivatma
who had probably never mastered the conventional, let alone the
controversial. I understood the frustrations that had bothered the
elders of Suffigston -- this was all nonsense, and far to much of
it to be healthy.
I came up to the woman. She did not move. "What do you do here?"
I asked. She did not speak. The sun slowly dropped from the sky.
The blue gradually wrapped around her until the abient light
disappeared in the stark shadows of the moonbeams. She sat quietly
for some time. The cold of the night never came. I was convinced
that I was hallucinating.
"Go up," the woman commanded, startling me. "Go quest your answers
on the Rock of Judgement. There you will learn what you shall
know." I waited for her to say more, but she only closed her eyes.
"Thank you," I said.
There was only one easy route up, the one I had been followed
down. I followed the trail past the ledge where I had arrived.
Below in the distance, other mountain peaks broke through a bank
of clouds. From the shape of the range I figured that was indeed
in the Legifer Mountains -- still on Somach.
At the peak was a small plateau where three Jivatma- fylgja sat
facing each other. I sat at the end of the path for several
minutes, maybe hours. I felt that I should be in the space between
them. Watching them all carefully, I entered the triangle. I was
overwhelmed by the sensation of the Jaaro Sinha, but this time I
felt no pain.
"Sit, please," one of them said without moving.
"Are you Jivatma-fylgja, too?"

"Yes." The genderless voice came from all three of them at once.
I sat down.

"What kind of Jaaro Sinha is this?"

"This is the Issue of Knowledge.

These bodies keep the Issue."

"Can you tell me why I am here?" I asked.
"There is a girl in Scotia."
Before me was a pretty young woman, just entering marrying age.
All around me was the main room of a house. I was off the
mountain. Even though I was standing only a few feet in front of
her, she did not take notice of me.
"Do you see her?" I heard the Jivatma-fylgja say.
"Yes.

She is unhappy.

What's wrong?"

I asked.

I was in a barn loft. I saw that the girl had made love to a young
man of her age. I did not want to watch the blatant invasion into
their privacy. To the Jivatma-fylgja, there was no invasion. "I
do not understand? Why are you showing me this?"
I was inside the main room, watching her again, only now I could
see a new life growing inside her belly. I realized that she was
unaware, but then her mother suspected. Her mother was afraid and
would not tell the young girl's father.
"What about the boy?

What's going on?"

The lovers were not married.
"Alright.

They can get married, can't they?"

The Didi Bhahini taught the ways by which people lived in the land
of the Fylgja. Another woman, wearing an embroidered scarf over
her head, spoke to several people in her home. She was a vision
of beauty, a Didi-bhahini. In my vision the woman spoke. "The
gift of life is a blessing to be shared between husband and wife
and no other." There was something else behind her talk. Sex in
and of itself was not objectionable or offensive. Although sex
was discouraged outside of marriage, there was no disgrace in
having sex before marriage. The gift of life and the providing for
the well-being of the child was all that mattered. Abstinence was
practiced out of respect for future children, and marriage was not
a contract between man and woman but between parent and child, the
adults making commitments to the unborn child, not to each other.
The Didi-bhahini was shouting at me.
thoughts.
Children are our only value.

She had such strong simple

Children are the only treasure.
New life is the purpose of the living.

No effort shall be spared for the development of a healthy,
right-minded child.
I was not sure that I liked the idea of a "right-minded" child.
The ideology seemed proper, but with such forced naivete, that the
usefulness of the knowledge had become somehow perverted.
"This is your challenge," the Jivatma declared loudly in a voice.
"What's this all about?

What kind of challenge?"

"Jivatma-fylgja stands judgement over all Somachians.
discord of men by the wrath of the night."

We right the

"You mean that you send the Khaali Bhitra out to get them," My
hosts were not pleased with the way I had rephrased their purpose.
"The Jivatma-fylgja does not punish, we merely render judgement."
"The hangman is under your employ, so what's the difference?"
Ignoring me, the voice continued. "Behold your first judgement."
Before I could protest I saw the young couple being separated by
their families. The fathers of the lovers felt that the evil
curiosities of youth had lured their own child into perpetual moral
decay. Marriage would normally be an acceptable alternative, but
the fathers could not see their way to peaceful resolve and
fighting ensued. Finally a barn was burned. Within days, the
situation would develop into a killing war where lives would be
lost, including the lives of endeared youth.
"What shall Jivatma do?"
"I don't know.

they asked me.

You tell me?"

"This is your decision."
"Couldn't you send a Didi Bhahini or an Aankhaa-fylgjalaai to talk
to them?" Instantly, I saw that the mother of the young girl was
a Didi Bhahini, but her words could not quell the hate in her
husband's rage. He felt that his daughter had been taken from him,
having hoped all of his life that she would remain a virgin, a
qualification necessary to become a Didi Bhahini. His rage burned
very deep.
"Then he must be stopped, somehow," I said without any particular
method in mind. Then, I saw the Khaali Bhitra brutally enter the
man's house and take him screaming into oblivion. The reaction of
his wife was calm; she knew the ways of the Fylgja; but the
children were horrified. The ensuing months brought hunger. Being
on one of the satellite islands, the Fylgja had less control of the
plants and the crops had to be farmed conventionally. I saw the
boys working in the fields to harvest a failed grain, then they
travelled unsuccessfully in search of work. The young girl married
her lover and was forced to live with her in-laws where she was
ridiculed until she finally left in desperation, taking the young
child with her. Having no place to go, she became lost, wondered
the roads past dusk and was taken by the night. There was no
resolution.

The voices commanded, "You are a Jivatma-fylgja now.
place to make such decisions."
"This is what you people do?!
killed at night?"
"This is your destiny.
Wisdom."

It is your

You sit around and decide who gets

This is the destiny of all Keepers of

"No!"
"You must choose what shall happen to these people.
waiting."
No more was said. I saw no more images.
between the three men.

They are

All was quiet as I sat

The night passed and the rising sun brought the mist of the day.
I wanted to leave, but I had nowhere to go. When the sun set, the
sight was not as beautiful as the evening before. The moon was not
as full, but continued to bathe the mountaintop in the same grey
light. The three Jivatma did not move. Nor did I. The next
morning I realized that I had to leave or be with them forever.
I tried to get up, but forgot what I was doing. Hours later, I
remembered that I had wanted to leave. Finally, my mind could not
fathom what I was thinking about, or why I was waiting. By that
time, the night had returned. The voices of the Jivatma- fylgja
spoke again. "What must we do? Unless we execute our duties soon,
all will be lost and the innocent will die."
The problem they had presented me returned to my thoughts. There
were no good alternatives. If the fathers -- instigators of the
conflict -- were taken away, the families would fall into poverty,
and the hardships would be unbearable. There were no police, the
men could not be tossed in jail for a time. There seemed to be
nothing to stop them. Unless... unless something happened that
would shake them up enough to realize they were wrong: an
earthquake or flood. Perhaps a bolt of lightning. That seemed to
be the way to go.
The voice explained, "Natural catastrophes alter the attitudes of
a community. This problem cannot be permitted to escalate and
require such drastic solutions."
"Well, what am I supposed to do?"

I asked.

"You are thinking correctly, continue."
"We've got to shake them up, take away the purpose behind the
hatred." Inadvertently I thought that simply killing them both the
children. The two things the fathers valued the most, but that
would be no better than killing the fathers in the first place.
Before I could think further, I saw the young lovers being accosted
by the Khaali Bhitra, facing a horrible death in the clutches of
the rot. "Wait, that's not right!" I shouted. "That isn't one of
the options. Children must be protected!"
"We must set an example for all,"

the Jivatma told me.

"But what you want to do isn't right."
"The families will be at peace once more."
"NO! You can't do that. What about mercy?! What about all this
stuff you believe in -- about the welfare of children being
paramount?! You can't just throw that all away! You have to let
them live!"
In the morning, the sun came up somewhere behind the clouds. Two
families united in grief. They would help each other. The
remaining children would prosper in the renewed goodness and
harmony and under the guidance of fathers with properly adjusted
morals. Within the community, other young people, now terrified
from what had happened to their friends, would refrain from
premarital sex. All was well in the most perverted and sorted way.
The Jivatma-fylgjaali were Somachian terrorist.
Marsyas wanted Somach protected from them.

I understood why

But, youth, the commodity held dearest within the bosom of the
souls of these people was abused and killed to teach everyone a
lesson.
"I will not be one of you!

I will not be an executioner."

"We judge so that men might exist in the perfection of the Fylgja."
If the Fylgja was God I no longer wanted to believe. I had more
blood on my hands. I hated myself, realizing that a few years ago
I would have agreed with the Jivatma; this was the only LOGICAL
alternative. If I could have gone to those families and shown them
what the Jivatma-fylgja had shown me, no one would have had to die.
There WERE alternatives!
I stood, feeling a new cold as cutting wind bit at my exposed skin.
I had to concentrate to find my hands and feet and spent several
seconds trying to get them working in a coordinated fashion. I did
not feel drugged, my mind was sharp, but my body felt as
uncomfortable and unnatural as month old unwashed clothes.
I stepped out of the triangle formed by the three Jivatma- fylgja.
They continued to smile and refused to move. The sky was clear.
And as the sun rose, new warmth hit my skin making the wind less
cutting. I could see for hundreds of miles.
My feet slipped on the snow that I had not noticed before, yet now
covered all that I could see. All of the Jivatma- fylgja were
gone. I was cold and alone, again.
I ran down the path, wrapping my arms around myself to fit my
hands under my armpits. I found the ledge where I had arrived and
crawled under, trying to shelter myself from the deathly cold. I
knew I would not last long. Snowflakes began rush by in the
increasing force of the wind, thickening the air until I could only
see a few meters. Already, I was fighting frostbite, and my breath
crystallized in the hair around my mouth. From out of the white,
I saw the woman who greeted me when I had first arrived. She
brought a full length white fur coat.
"Wear this and keep warm."

Her lips moved!

She spoke

distinctively in Colonial. I nodded and quickly pulled the coat
on. "Follow the path down to the ocean."
"I must get back to the valley."
She pointed to the trail.

"There is only one path for you."

I would not argue as long as I could leave. The fur began to take
the chill away. I found mittens in the pockets and the hood
sheltered my face from the wind. From a fold of her toga, she
pulled a small leather pouch on a cord. "You will need this." She
opened the pouch into my hand, and the Resama Bijuli rolled onto
my palm. I smiled, cracking the melting ice film on my beard. I
felt better much better with the sphere around my neck.
"We plucked you from the Valley. We believed you to be a lost
Jivatma-fylgja. We saw Wisdom within you. We did not realize that
you are Wisdom. We are but your humble servants." She bowed.
"Do you know where I am going?"
"You shall accrue the earth. To do so, the planet's entirety must
be your path." As her words ended, so did her form. She was gone.
A clear path led me down the mountainside. Once in the low clouds
below the peaks, the warmth returned to the air. Eventually, I was
forced to opened the coat to let the cool ocean breezes vent the
hot pockets inside the fur. By afternoon, I had reached the beach.
The scrubs and grasses that had opened a path to lead across the
foothills and dunes had all disappeared in the shuffle of the wind
when I looked back.
Tired and worn, I discarded my clothes on the white sands and swam
out into the clear, waist-high waves. The water was cool, but not
uncomfortably so as I would have expected for those latitudes.
Out where my feet no longer touched the white bottom, I could see
fish passing me by through the crystalline waves. I wondered why
the Colonials were so afraid of the water. I looked back at the
shore. The beach was small, blending into mighty granite cliffs.
Even with experienced climbers, the outwardly leaning rocks that
rose for miles were more than I would want to tackle. There was
no sign of a path. I wondered how I had gotten down.
I sat on a large rock in the sun just at the edge of the water.
With any luck, a ship would be by that could give me passage. As
I had climbed down the mountainside, I had seen a small island off
the coast. From maps that Ghillie showed me, it must have been
Punatoo. According to Pax, the island held the only large trading
port on this side of the Legifer range. If I could get there, I
could find portage to Litid or Cantora.
I had a lot of time to think about the Jivatma-fylgja while I
watched the tide slowly inch the waves closer to me. I wondered
if the Colonies had their own Jivatma Keepers. I thought not. Why
else would we need our own justice system. The system was as
distasteful as the divine logic of the Jivatma- fylgja but
infinitely more merciful -- or neglectful. Not ever getting caught
in the system me out of the judicial process altogether: an
advantage of being a SIMRS messenger. Unfortunately all Somachians

were subject to the decisions of the Jivatma-fylgja no matter what.
I still cringed at the thought of spending an eternity as one of
them, forfeiting individuality and emotion to melt into a monotone
consciousness. Blech.
I was uncomfortably toying with the idea of spending the night on
the beach when I saw the first sails. A small schooner within the
reef was heading north by northeast under full rig. I waved the
coat; the white skin contrasting wildly against the scrubby trees
that grew along the base of the mountains. As my arms grew tired,
I saw the sails shift. The captain brought the canvas in stay as
the bow pointed into the wind for a change of sails and course.
After several minutes, I could see two jibs go up, and the mainsail
filled out once more. They were coming back for me.
The hull was squat like the ships I had seen in the canal, sitting
in the water like a fattened pig. She seemed high in the water,
perhaps a draft of only ten feet -- shallow enough to enter Litid
Harbor -- but too squat to support a mast high enough to catch
fast winds. The sails were not cut for aerodynamic efficiency, but
rather to make sure the ship would not capsize if hit by strong
gusts. I almost had to laugh as I watched the lazy boat fight with
itself in the wind and waves, trying desperately to move at all.
The captain and one other mate came out in a dinghy with a lugsail,
almost as clumsy as the mothership.
"Namaste!" the captain shouted.
"Namaste!" I replied the greeting.
"Tapai kahaa janne?" he asked, but I did not quite remember what
it meant.
My head searched hard for the translation. He wanted to know what
I was coming to... no, he wanted to know where I was going.
"Litid jaane baato kun ho," I said trying my best to figure out
how to say I was going to Litid. He looked confused. "Ma ali ali
Somaachi bolchhu," I said, trying to tell him I didn't speak much
of his language. He smiled, both amused and confused.
"Kahaa baata aaeko?"
I had no idea what he asked. I missed Ghillie's translations. The
captain pointed to me and then to the shoreline in both directions,
then walked his fingers in his hands as if to ask which way I had
walked here from.
"Ma bata...?" he said.
(You from..?)
There probably was no bhatti within walking distance. No wonder he
was confused about what I was doing here.
I pointed up the mountain and said, "Jivatma-fylgja."
The captain's face turned green.

"Tapaai Jivatma-fylgja?"

he asked.

(Are you Jivatma-fylgja?)
"Ahaa. Ma Batuwaa-fylgja chhu," I answered.
(No.

I am Batuwaa-fylgja.)

He sighed with relief. I did not blame him for wanting to have a
Jivatma Keeper aboard, but to him, being any other kind of Keeper
was all the explanation he needed. He shrugged his shoulders and
welcomed me aboard with a broad smile. I would not condemn him to
the night and Keeper business was no concern for mortals as far as
most Somachian's were concerned. Certainly a regular Keeper could
only bring him luck.
I wished that I had the list of phrases I had worked out with
Ghillie. Even with that I was unsure that I could understand the
crew. Their accent was different than any I had encountered, and
even the simplest of phrases were difficult for me to understand.
Nonetheless, the captain talked on, mentioning Punatoo several
times. I nodded, "Yes, Punatoo!"
On Punatoo island, my appearance drew the attention of the
Aankhaa-fylgjalaai. My crude Somachian was barely sufficient to
let him know that I wanted to go to Litid even though the Aankhaa
was well versed in the different dialects of the islands. He
arranged to put me on one of the schooners leaving in a few days.
Although the time passed quickly as I played games with the sailors
in the main hall of the bhatti, I was very concerned about Ghillie,
Andrew and especially Eugean. I could only guess that the Pale
horse had taken them safely back to the bhatti. With each passing
day, the possibility increased that they might get to Litid before
me, leaving for Cantora before I could hope to catch them. Even
more terrifying was the prospect of being left behind on the
islands, destined to live out my eternity as a Jivatma-fylgja or
some other equally loathsome Keeper.
On my third day at Punatoo, the Aankhaa-fylgjalaai brought me to
the shipmaster of the large schooner "Sajilo Suruwaala". The
captain was returning to Litid after delivering supplies of wood
and fruit, probably harvested by the Keepers I had met a few days
ago. Now, with his holds brimming with ice packed and lightly
smoked fish, he was returning to the capital.
the Sajilo Suruwaala was built to navigate through the shallow Zoe
as well as the harbors along the ocean and was ever bit as
unsailable as the schooner that had picked me up from the main
island. Soon after I was on board, a dingy with several strong
sailors towed us from the docks. The flax sails filled and the
ship lurched forward. My spirits lifted with the canvas, but the
initial speed was short lived. The breezes calmed and as we
approached the main island. I realized that our path along the
northern shore would take us directly into the easterly wind.
Although we never had the wind at our back, the sails would act
like a sideways aircraft wing. Instead of lifting us, the sail
uses the wind to push us sideways and ahead, leading us diagonally

to the island or out to sea. To keep going west, the captain would
"tack" or change direction and sail position of the sail in a
zig-zagged course that kept us either four points (four compass
points or forty five degrees) to the north west or four points to
the south west.
Sometimes, when the wind was particularly calm and we came into a
tack too slow, the broad bow would come to a halt in the water.
After a great deal of hustling, the crew would change the rigging
and get the sails filled, but we would have to move backwards to
swing the bow out of the wind and moving. The captain was forced
to "wear" the ship at every tack, making a loop so that the he
could gibe (switch the sails from one side to the other) with the
breezes at his back and keep the ship moving at all times. The
process was dreadfully slow and we seemed to spend a quarter of our
time going east instead of west. With each loop, I could not help
but to think that the time spent was how much time I would miss
meeting up with the others. Minutes were enough to keep me
stranded here for life.
At the start of the day, the captain had smiled at me often. He
knew I was a Keeper and carried an ichthys. With the increasingly
slow pace, he kept looking at me with more and more apprehension.
Keepers were supposed to bring swift winds. By the end of the
second day, he would have sooner wanted a dead albatross hanging
from his neck than be on board, then again, being a Somachian, he
could not know what an albatross was.
At sunset the ship came into the protection of a small bay with a
bhatti nestled closely to the shore. The unusually small inn was
only a few dozen leagues from Punatoo, and boats only stopped here
because of bad weather or calm winds. Both conditions were rare
to the islands. The captain and the crew were obviously uneasy at
the slow progress. Somchians loathed anything out of the ordinary.
My spirits were dampened for other reasons. As best as I could
tell, I had not seen Ghillie, Andrew and Eugean for almost a
tenday. They would have already started down the Zoe.
The third day wind come out of the northwest by west and let us
keep a westward course with hardly any tacks. At the beginning of
the day he sailed almost north, with the sails rigged the way they
had been. When we were just out of sight of land and he would
tack. At beamwind, he ran up a giant jib (front sail), twice the
size of any I had seen before, with a small staysail directly
behind it. The massive flax sail billowed out, catching the wind
and straining the lines as the crew set the lines. Like a private
cloud, the white canvass dominated the sky to the port bow. The
ship would lurch forward, breaking diagonally across the waves, six
points into the breeze and the downwind side tilting into the water
until the waves came up the side of the deck. Everyone held tight
to the guardlines along the windward side of the gunwales. I could
look down and see the barnacles clinging to the side. Barnacles
belonged underwater, and for hours I expected the ship to fall all
the way over, but the Sajilo Suruwaala never did.
That afternoon as the captain tacked and. leaned the ship severely
from one side to the other, I slipped on the deck and shot
helplessly across the planks. My heart raced as I hit my head.
Dazed, I thrashed about to grab something as I slid to the sea, but

everything I reached for was gone before my hand could take hold.
One of the crew grabbed me as my feet slipped into the froth. Half
the crew watched in suspense as he dragged me up and tied my
flotation vest to one of the stanchions in the center of the deck.
With a smile, he looked into the fear and excitement behind my
landlubber eyes. Wrapping my hand tightly around the wooden rail,
he told me to hold. That was one of the few times during the trip
that I understood anything that was said. As for the mate, he
walked across the forty degree slope of the deck to the wheel house
as if his feet were on ancient granite, and I was jealous.
Five days out, the winds changed again, and the Sajilo Suruwaala
was forced to tack into the westerlies the whole day. Ghillie,
Andrew and Eugean could have reached Litid if they had taken a boat
down Zoe.... They might even be well on their way to Cantora.
Considering that I had no idea how long I had been on the mountains
I did not know how many days had passed since I had last seen them.
If I were to miss them... I did not want to think about it. The
sails were filled and the waves gave a satisfying illusion of
speed, but the shore and mountains passed by so slowly that we
seemed to be still. I hated sailing.
On the seventh day, the schooner turned into the murky currents of
the Great Channel. The wind was behind us, and a mighty jib was
hauled up once more. The masts creaked and popped as the flax
sails palmed the wind and drove us forward as never before. The
captain realized that I was keeping a vigil and kept to the center
of the channel so that we could see tiny green strips of shoreline
along the horizons on either side of the ship. Nothing could slip
by. As for speed, the captain constantly coaxed sails; he knew the
value of his perishable cargo of muscles and fish. This same
concern prevented him from diverting his course to Cantora -Keeper or not that I might be; his sailing orders were from the
Fylgja by the providence of the sea harvest. When the Fylgja
offered a catch to fill his hold, he was obliged to carry it to
Litid.
Ghillie could have easily gotten Andrew and Eugean to Cantora by
now. We passed a few ships, but none had strange passengers. My
only consolation was that the wind was at our backs and the rigging
was well-set for a dead run for Litid and as little time as
possible would be lost if I had to catch a boat for Cantora. I
spent my time in the spray of the bow, under the shadow of the
jibs, searching for that first glimpse of a passing boat that might
have my friends aboard.
Soon after leaving the bhatti on the eighth day of the voyage, the
ten mile wide channel split to conform with the shores of Einkorn
Island. My hopes began to fade.
The captain spent several minutes shouting to the skipper of one
of the northbound sloops. I could not understand the captain
completely, but through his pantomime, he explained to me that a
special boat had set sail for Cantora three days earlier with no
cargo, only three strange passengers. At least fourteen days had
passed since I had last seen my friends. I had missed them,
perhaps by only hours from the time they left the Grand Channel.
I was now faced with the very real prospect of being stuck in
Somach forever. I could not imagine that there were more than

three strangers in the entire country. The next day I would be in
Litid. I would know then if I was too late.

CHAPTER 43
THE RANGER

The grandeur of Litid was as magnificent as ever, bathed in the
golden tones of sunrise as the night fog burned away from the
landscape. The blue and white stone, glazed with the night rain,
reflected a vision more of a delicate fairy castle than that of a
great metropolis. I had hoped that Eugean was able to capture the
sight with the camera, although the absence of color would be a
sorry betrayal to the magnificence of the view. For a moment I was
lost in the sight, unconcerned about my plights. To spend eternity
here could not be too harsh a condemnation. My pleasant thoughts
were from childhood dreams of paradisiacal castles, a utopian oasis
of hopes from the seemingly endless pains of frustration that
checkered and fouled my reality. There was no other land I had seen
that was quite like here, but still, Somach was exclusively a nice
place to visit -- if that.
There was no sign of Ghillie and my fellow travellers on the docks.
Through my crude mastery of the language, I asked the harbormaster
about them. Without a translator I could not be sure if he had
seen them leave or if he would watch for them. It had been many
tenday since my stay in Litid and what little I remembered of the
dialect would serve me little better than if I had never been there
at all. The frustration was unbearable. I had to find someone
with whom I could talk: I had to find Pax Gremial.
I moved quickly from the harbor, but the curving streets led me to
one conclusion: I was instantly hopelessly lost. I wandered about
for a while hoping to find something familiar but the only way I
remembered to get to Pax was by going through the main atrium, and
I could not even find that. As luck would have it, Pax Gremial was
a bit of Litid institution, and the first passerby to whom I
mentioned his name provided me with directions by the only way I
could understand them; the young man guided me to Pax's house.
Pax was not exactly glad to see me at first. His face turned
white, and I thought he would collapse until he regained his
composure after several moments of erratic breathing. "Dey tell
Pax dat y' be dead. I no expect dead people at me door... not eben
in de night."
I laughed. "I'm not dead, and I certainly did not mean to scare
you, but I desperately need your help. Have you seen Ghillie and
the others?"
"Oh yes, dey be here." My heart soared, but Pax had only a
limited grasp of past and present tense. I swallowed my elation
as eh finished. "Dey say dat y' go t' sacred place o' Zoe. De Pale
Horse, she take y' int' de sky wit' great fire. Dey say y' be dead

`n' I t'ink dat be bery bad. Y' see, Ghillie, he got beeg knife
for y'. Most beeg knife wit' pictures all ober de blade." He
cupped his hands, closed his eyes and pursed his face in an effort
to recall the sword. His eyes peered out from under a serious
forehead furrow and he said, "She be beautiful. Almost more
beautiful dan me boats!" He laughed.
"Where are they?" I asked with intolerable directness. I hoped
that Pax would understand. The years of diplomatic training could
not suppress my impatience. I had to know now, and I felt that Pax
would understand.
But Pax was a Somachian, used to slow friendly conversation. In
Somach, when often you did not see your friends for dozens of
tenday, the custom was to first ask about the time that had passed
before plunging into the present. Pax was affronted. I could see
that he wanted to tell me his stories. Stories were his life,
after all. Pax walked away from me to a keg in the corner of the
room and drew two pints. He pushed one stein into my hands. I
drank. I drank hard, sucking down most of the container in a single
swallow. I was as thirsty as I was tense. I had not slept well
for several days. Pax looked deeply into my eyes. For the first
time since I had become a messenger I knew that I had fallen apart
-- that I was overwhelmingly desperate despite my attempts at
composure.
Pax took me by the shoulders and sat me down. He patted my cheek
and held my arm as he spoke. "Dey go t' Cantora four day ago. Dey
go in de most fast boat."
I was crushed. Pax knew how I felt, having lost his own hopes and
many dear friends while living his dreams. But, Pax was not
finished. "No, no." Pax smiled at me, not to console or comfort,
but to tease. There was something he was not telling me.
"What is it, Pax"
"De boat de sail be de most fast boat, but not de SPECIAL fast
boat!"
"Their gone, Pax, for two days in the fastest boat!"

I screamed

"Y' no worry," he pacified. "Pax got fastest sloop in all de
land... in all de ocean! Today she sail in from de South Island.
We go now `n' we go fast! We got de ichthys o' de Lady o' de Lake!
We catch de wind, we catch de boat, we catch destiny!"
I froze.

I was with a mad man.

I was in Somach. I had seen
the source of Zoe. If only I
I was abandoned here, perhaps
my Vivian was the Lady of the

Vivian in the middle of the lake at
had been able to talk with her. If
I would go back to find her. Perhaps
Lake from Pax's story.

Pax took the gris-gris of the Great Waters out of the little
cabinet and placed it around his neck. "We gonna find `em. I
gonna get Pahilo t' find all de best crew . We gonna get y' t'
Cantora!" Assembling his family, Pax shouted orders to his two
eldest children as if he were their Captain. With amused and eager

smiles, they ran out into the streets with messages for Pax's
SPECIAL crew. Doxy broke into tears and left the room.
"I don't remember meeting Pahilo,"

I told Pax.

"You meet him once, last time y' be here. He be da best number one
mate in all Somach. He go on de mountain wit' me t' see da Lady
o' de Lake. He be a good man. He know what t' do!"
Pax pushed me through the closets of his house and with Doxy's
help, they outfitted me with all of the clothes I would need for
a long voyage. I kept protesting, wanting Pax to have us get under
way as soon as possible, but he just kept holding clothes to my
shoulders and heaping articles into piles.
When he was finished, he instructed two of the younger children to
pack the selected items and carry them down to the docks.
Meanwhile, Pax and I started through the streets. He had his books
of worth and value tables with him, and we stopped at several shops
where Pax bought goods, ordering his purchases to be taken to his
boat as soon as possible. Pax signed away bits of property and
goods he had accumulated from his shipping business: a
kettaketti-fylgja working the canal; kegs of beer presently being
consumed in a tavern in Cantora; the robe of a visiting dignitary
from Punatoo -- it all seemed all very silly to me to have such a
barter system, but the method supported an economy. I shrugged my
shoulders and tried my best to understand his explanations,
imagining in my own mind that most of the papers of ownership and
books of worth had no true meaning. Everyone was honest and
everyone worked within the system. That was all that mattered.
As we travelled, Pax explained about
"Long ago, I wanna build fast boat.
how. Twenty year later, I finish de
many fisherman `n' many trader, but,
Y' gonna like my boat, `n' she gonna
as far as y' eber wanna go."

his special most fast ship.
I be a boat builder to learn
boat. I make many boat for
dis boat, she be de most fast.
like you. She gonna take y'

"Pax, the only place I want to go right now is home."
Pax winked at me and laughed.
As we came through the Grand Archway that opened to the mainway of
the harbor, Pax pointed to a tall mast at the far end. "Dere she
be." The wooden mast spired nearly fifty-seven meters into the
air. It rose gallantly above every other ship by more than twelve
meters. The shroud lines glistened in the rays of the afternoon
sunlight to break through the clouds. The mast alone was so
unreal, even here, that I could not help but smile. For the first
time in several days, I had genuine hope.
We continued around the grand boulevard, meeting Pax's friends
along the way. They joined to form an entourage that followed him,
listening to one of his stories. Some of the sailors carried
seabags of their own belongings, and others carried supplies that
Pax had ordered along our way there. Pahilo met us with the last
of the crew. Pahilo was a huge seafaring man whose face wore years
of sun. His broad shoulders yoked over a frame of muscle I had
seen on few men half his age.

"Dere she be! De Ranger!" Across the stern, in colonial letters,
was the only foreign word on the islands: "RANGER". A tear came to
my eye. The silly little man that had delighted me with his
stories was a magician -- and maybe an angel. The mast climbed
endlessly into the air, and beneath the rigging, the forty-five
meter golden brown deck seemed to go on forever. Even at high
tide, the Ranger sat below the pier, lower than any other
oceangoing boat in the harbor. She was built for speed. For all
of her length she was only seven meters beam to beam at her widest
point, like a needle in the water. Looking down from the pier, the
Ranger appearing to be levitating. The smooth tight curve of the
hull tapered to the stern and bow at such an angle that her
stationary waterline was only two thirds of her over-all length.
"Dis little boat, she gonna be in Cantora in t'ree days." Three
days! The trip usually took five days or more. Only the fantastic
Pax Gremial could say those words and make them true. My heart
pounded and the excitement intoxicated me with hope. I was going
to get home.
There were eight seamen, all men who had sailed with Pax from the
old days. They reminded me of Valimous with their stamina,
strength and above all, their age. I felt like a messenger for
the first time in many tenday: I was part of a crack team
undertaking an impossible journey. The stern expression of Pax's
face only intensified my confidence that he was reliving his youth,
enjoying the chase with the spirit of a young man and the knowledge
of a well crusted sailor. These were his best men on his best
ship, and Pax was about to give them all a run for the money,
another legend that would be told beside the hearths in every
bhatti in every port for generations to come.
The hold was filled with dried and fresh fruits and vegetables.
Extra sails were stowed and ropes coiled. The heaviest cargo was
sand: dozens of sandbags with eyelets sewn in the corners were
lashed down below for ballast. Pax sat with his pen and paper to
carefully figure the draft calculations for maximum speed.
Below deck, there were only three rooms. The kitchen and dining
area were small, but still a luxury usually not even found on large
boats since a cold lunch usually sufficed between stops at one of
the many oceanside bhattis. A door led from the kitchen directly
into the hold. The cargo pit doubled as the pantry. Immediately
aft was a small storm cabin could sit most of the crew comfortably
in case the ship was faced with bad weather. At the bow was a shop
that held every tool known to shipbuilder or sailcutter. From
there, any repair no matter how large or small could be done right
out on open sea. There were no bunks (there were no bunks on any
ship in Somach), but I could tell that this sloop was designed for
a long ocean voyage: the kind Pax had always dreamed of.
In less than two hours the ship was readied. A rope was tied to the
bow as it pointed into the docks. The line was looped through a
mooring at the end of the pier, and several of the harbor hands
pulled on the tow until The Ranger was catapulted into the main
waters of the cove. The harbor jig and trysail went up, quickly
driving the Ranger into the open waters of the Great Channel and
away from the chorus of cheers from the crowds on shore.

In deep water, Pax ordered the cargo boom into action. The crew
untied three large wooden flats carved like wings; each was five
yards long, two yards wide and six inches thick. I could see the
boom curve under the weight as the winch hooks lifted the giant
planks. Slots in the top of the deck were uncovered and as the
Ranger close-hauled into the wind, the crew lowered the massive
flats into the holes, angling them to the stern. I could imagine
that they stuck out of the keel like three great ventral fins.
"De boat, she got five meters o' draft when she got de centerboards
in -- too deep for de ports. I take dem out in de harbor, `n' back
dey go out here. Dis makes her tall `n' fast. Dis be why we go
quick quick all de way t' Cantora!" Pax laughed. The trysail and
harbor jib came down smoothly, and the tiny sails were stowed away
as more mates drew impossibly long rolls of cloth from the hold.
Some of the bundles were almost two thirds of a yard in diameter
and demanded seven men, including myself, to drag the weight out
along the deck.
The crew hoisted up the mainsail and soon after, the first of two
jibs. The men seemed to wind the winches for an eternity before
the sail was in place and tied to the mastlines and boom, but as
the sail rose, a great roar of air billowed the cloth tight in an
instant, and the wind was harnessed. Those sails were not of flax
as were the sails of the Sajilo Suruwaala; they were woven light,
from cotton! I could not imagine cotton growing on Somach, the
climate, as strange as it was, could never accommodate the plant.
Other than my own clothes, I had not seen any linen since we
arrived. Be that as it may, Pax had his cotton sails, and I
understood their importance. Flax sails were heavy, and flax sails
as large as Pax's mainsail would only hang straight in a light
breeze and tear down the mast in heavier winds, but cotton -cotton could get us to Cantora in a few days!
Pax amazed me. From the helm of his floating masterpiece, Pax
barked continuous commands to his crew, having them run frantically
across the deck, trimming the sails or changing the jibs at every
gybe. The men were not young as their vigor would suggest, but I
was sure that they could all make fine messengers.
Now that we were on the open waters of the channel, I started to
truly appreciate the rigs that Pax designed. The ship lifted up in
the water so that only the narrow beam held to the water as if we
were going to fly. The sheets sucked up every bit of wind in the
two front jibs and the mainsail, sending the Ranger darting through
the waves at the slightest breeze. But the wind was strong today
that the breezes chilled me as we travelled upwind. I put on one
of Pax's jackets.
Having been away from the ship so long, I was sure that Andrew
would have to make some repairs before lifting off. If nothing
else, some of the parts would be crusted from the salt air. After
our landing, the hydraulics would need to be bled, oiled and
pumped back up. That would take a couple of days. My old
traveling friends would be there for a day or two more. For the
first time, I knew that I might have a chance of catching up with
them.

At every sunset, Pax found a bhatti just as the sun touched the
horizon. The men, despite their confidence in Pax, cowered with
nervousness as their captain raced for those last few miles
critical to make the voyage the fastest trip ever made from Litid
to Cantora. Only in the safety of the main halls, everyone relaxed.
There was almost no drinking among the crew.
The evenings with Pax were delightful. He kept asking me questions
about tales Ghillie had told him about our journey to the valley.
Such a storyteller as Pax would refine the reality into borderline
believability when he repeated shipmasters and sailors the new
yarns. Even so, as far as Pax was concerned, my adventures could
only match his by the single fact that we had both met a Lady of
the Lake.
The next morning, the crew was ready to leave before sunup. Pax
watched through the cracks of the main door until the fog lifted
enough for him to see the Ranger. Then, he would demand that the
innkeeper prematurely open the bolt, and the men would scramble to
the ship. They trusted the ichthys around Pax's neck to deliver
them from the Pale Horse as the last bit of the night was burned
away with the predawn light. Both mornings were like that, and I
was right behind Pax as he went outside, almost pushing him with
my anxieties to reach Cantora.
The small sails went up fast. Then, as we were clear of the reefs,
the crew would lower the massive centerboards into their slots and
drive the great wooden pins through the stayholes. With the ship
secured for deep water, the large sails were brought out and
hoisted. Again, we would be travelling fast in the slight morning
breezes. The crew's hidden fears were relieved as the sun broke
over the ocean. The direct light lanced through the thickness of
the lingering night air, warming their bones with the rays of dawn,
but we were always far from shore by then. Pax showed no fear as
he taunted the sun. He was convinced that there was a Great Keeper
aboard, and he felt the power of the ichthys around his neck.
I asked him, "Pax, the Ranger is not built for just cruising
around the islands, is it?"
"De Ranger c'n get fresh fruit t' anyplace on any island before dey
rot."
"That's not what I mean. This ship is for a special trip. You
want to go back to see the Lady of the Lake." I smiled at him with
my accusation.
"Why Pax wanna do dat? De Lady say t' stay away. Eben so, dere
be lots o' ships dat c'n go over de ocean. Y' no need a fast one
like de Ranger."
"But you need a kitchen, a full shop, room for bunks and a crew
that is brave enough to do it."
Pax looked at me sternly. "Pax no want t' go. Dere be no way t'
get back. Pax get lost `n' never come back. If y' go `cross de
blue water, y' want a beeg fat boat, like a beeg fishin' schooner.
She c'n take de storms. Little thin boat like de Ranger, she be
tossed right over. Dat tall tall mast be too tall t' take into

storm. I no go far in Ranger.
night."

She need a harbor t' go t' at

"Pax, every other ship is a bathtub. Everybody else builds ships
to carry cargo and work in shallow water. The ranger is built to
go fast, even I can see that!"
"Y' smart, but y' be young. Pax, here, be old man. He no go out
on de ocean. He build boats. No fish catcher job for me; dey
smell bad `n' dey messy. I make ships `n' I stay clean."
"So, you just like to build them now.
that you don't like to sail them?"

You're trying to tell me

Pax leaned back in his seat, throwing out his chest, "I let ot'er
people fill dem up `n' sail them all de time, but sometime I get
dese old coots out `n' we go, go, go wit' de sails up high `n' de
gunwales cutting t'rough de water. But, we be old. Look at dem.
Dey not sailors no more. Dey old men and dey just do dis `cause
dey remember what it used t' be like. I got t' tack."
He did not want to talk any more and promptly left to supervise a
convenient change of sails. I watched the precision of the crew.
Pax was hiding something from me. There was no doubt in my mind
that Pax dreamed of sailing to distant lands.
The moving deck of the Ranger was a sanctuary. The wind, cutting
into my face and the billowing of my clothes blasted away my
concerns. As long as Pax was at the helm and I could count the
bhatti as they went by with their tiny harbors patiently awaiting
slower ships, I knew that I had a chance.
The ranger had twelve sails on board, all meticulously crafted by
Pax over the years. These were the finest sails his little company
could make, probably the finest on the islands. A sloop rig could
can only use three at one time, sometimes four, but over the trip
each of a dozen different sails came out one by one to catch
specific subtle changes in the wind direction and speed. The Ranger
kept plowing through the water at nearly four leagues each hour.
Often sitting on the windward bow, I could see out across the
azure water as the waves periodically crested with froth as the ran
to the shore. A few times I saw fish the size of a man dance in
the waves alongside the bow, their fins darting above the waves,
but soon they would grow board of the race and swim on.
Occasionally they would leap out of the waters entirely, and I
would watch them intently from the extreme forward reaches of the
deck, ever mindful that one slip would find me dinner for the huge
beasts -- if they were so inclined.
Sometimes when the wind hit us from the side, the ship would heel
into the water, and the leeward gunwales would vanish under the
clear sea as we broke the waves. Every time, I would tremble as the
deck slanted into the water and the half the crew scrambled below
deck with ballast while the others leaned far over the high side
to keep the ranger right.
The Ranger had no problems tacking; the boom would swing quickly
and the sails would shift in a single gentle movement. The crew
would scamper to trim the sheets or change the rigging as a jib

spanked into the wind. How eight men managed the great fields of
white canvas, I would never understand. Six great winches with
extravagantly geared transmissions drew in the sail lines amazingly
fast, and the crew pulled at the ropes with unbelievable speed, but
it was the unison of the crew that made the shifting canvas fall
smoothly and fill quickly without slowing the Ranger. The
technical perfection made me smile. I had hope. I felt good.

CHAPTER 44
THE RETURN TO
CANTORA

Cantora appeared as the sun crested in the midday sky. My heart
raced. I kept at the bow with Pax's spyglass, trying desperately
to see if the Trust In Recourse was still on the beach. I fumbled
with the focus and struggled to steady myself against a bulkhead
to get a steady view. After several minutes of searching I found
the ship. My friends had not left! My excitement continued with
the new prospect of seeing Andrew, Ghillie and especially Eugean.
After several minutes I looked at the Trust In Recourse once more.
I could make out a portion of the undercarriage that had collapsed,
leaving the nose tucked into a dune. The rear landing gear sat
half buried in the waves of the sands. I remembered when we
landed. The high tide mark had been several meters away and the
ship sat on firmly hardened ground. I could not believe that the
ocean had shifted things so much. Still, the ship did look in
tact, and if worse came to worse, we could set up a distress
beacon; all the same, I expected someone to be making repairs, but
the more I looked, the more I saw no signs that anybody had been
near the ship Pax had the crew extract the centerboards and strike
the mainsail, bringing the Ranger gently into the docks. Some of
the fishermen and sailors on shore spotted the sloop come in,
riding high on the water with the port side deck cutting deep in
the foam. They could see that the Ranger carried little freight
and moved too quickly to be a trader. There was special cargo
aboard. Soon a crowd had gathered and many more fishermen and
sailors were running to the dock cheering and waving with a
carnival excitement. I could not help imagining a similar scene
at ever port the Ranger entered.
The bow tieoff would mark time for the voyage. The harbormaster,
responding to the shouts from the crew, kept his eye on the sundial
and water clock to record the precise moment the Ranger was
secured.
Pahilo stayed with the crew to secure the Ranger while Pax and I
made our way to the main bhatti. Urged by the tale of the voyage,
many of the seaman followed Pax to the inn. Pax quickly found out
that Ghillie and Andrew were at the Trust In Recourse. Eugean had
was in her basement darkroom, busy developing the last of the
exposed photographic plates, and while Pax amused the crowd of
sailors and townsfolk in the main hall, I climbed down into the

darkness below the wooden floor.
"Eugean?" I called. There was no answer. I lit a candle and found
a heavily draped corner at the far end of the dirt basement.
"Eugean?" I called again.
"Who is there?

Ghillie?"

"It's me."
"Don't come in yet."
I put out the nearby lamp to blacken the room and slipped between
the sheets to the dim red light of the painted lantern.
"I told you.... " Eugean did not finish her words as she turned
around. The glass negative dropped, but stuck upright in the soft
dirt of the floor. Then in an excited effort to embrace me, Eugean
kicked and shattered the glass. She just smiled and kissed me
hard. "We thought that you were dead." Her tears wet my cheek as
she rejoiced.
"I'm fine.

I'm just glad you didn't leave without me."

She stepped back for a moment, drying her tears of glee with a
linen kerchief. "We would have, but... I wanted to wait, I really
did. We even waited a couple of days at the bhatti in the valley.
Libby thought you would come through. I mean, so many other things
had happened to you, maybe a bolt of lighting would not... Libby
was convinced that if the Khaali Bhitra was no match for you, that
there was little you could not overcome. I am so glad you are
here." Her embrace was tender this time.
"What happened to the Trust in Recourse?" I asked.
"Ghillie is working with Andrew to complete the maintenance.
Andrew does not tell me much," she said. I was not surprised.
"I'll bet that you've been down here since you arrived."
"You would not believe my pictures. I cannot wait to get them back
to the University. I even have one...." Her eyes revealed a
striking thought. She kneeled and gently picked up the dozens of
fragments that were scattered on the floor. "This was the only
negative I had of the Pale Horse." She was almost in tears again.
"It's all right. He is not very photogenic."
The Trust In Recourse looked in shambles. The front landing
carriage had collapsed. A long piece of driftwood was wedged in
the struts. "Ghillie?! Andrew?!"
Andrew popped his head out waving his arms. "You're not dead!
in the world did you manage that!?" Andrew's firm embrace
surprised me, being uncharacteristic of his staunch machismo
etiquette.

How

As he put his hands to my shoulders, I said, "Andrew, how do I
manage anything? Believe me; if I knew, I would be happy to tell
all."
"Ghillie!" Andrew shouted as he led me to the ship. "Come out here!
I want you to see something!"
Ghillie jumped from the door way on the far side of the ship and
crouched to walk under the fuselage. Wiping his hands, he seemed
rather nonchalant about my presence. "Y' made it. Good." He shook
my hand firmly. Somachians did not shake hands.
"You don't look that surprised," I noted.
"We ran int' Weyerhauser. He said that y' be one t'catch up before
we left. His words be hard t' take lightly."
I smiled. "This is true."
Andrew looked puzzled.
anything like that."

"I don't remember Weyerhauser saying

"I don't think y' be there at th' time," he replied casually.
"Now, we can be stuck here together," Ghillie added.
"How bad is it?"
"It's bad," Andrew said. "Really bad. The whole ship is suffering
from some sort of caustic rot. The carriage collapsed from
fatigue."
"What about the driftwood?" I asked, pointing to the front landing
carriage.
"That? I've been using that thing to try and bend it back. Every
time I push on it, the stantion gear breaks apart. I was doing
more damage than repair, so I gave up," Andrew said.
"Will it fly again?" I asked him.
"All of the circuitry has been affected. The batteries are dead,
and the engine is fused. The metal here, especially along the
coast, does not hold up well."
" Andrew, what are you talking about, a little oxidation or what?"
"Gold, silver, platinum, stainless steel, nickel -- everything on
the ship is breaking down."
I took a closer look at the landing gear. "Hold up well!? It
sounds like the ship has been weathered for decades! So what's
left to do?"
Ghillie added, "Well Cap'in, looks t' me like y're stuck here."
I refused to accept that. "I'm getting off of this rock, and I
don't care if I have to swim." I ran my hand along the mechanism.
A residue of rust came of with the paint and covered my hand. I
asked Ghillie, "How come the other metals on the island have not

corroded?"
"There be a Keeper of the Stone, Leukotome he be.
magic on th' metal, th' metal never rots."
"More magic!"

If he make his

I was becoming aggravated.

"Without a plotter, I can't analyze a thing. If you want to know
what Leukotome does, your gonna have to ask him."
"I will if I have to."
the time now."

I looked out over the ocean. "We might have

Ghillie asked me, "What are you going to do?"
"Leave, Ghillie.
off this island!

If it takes me the rest of my life, I'm getting
Andrew, do you want to get out of here?"

Andrew scoffed and said, "You know the answer to that.
last another year in this place."

I wouldn't

"How about you, Ghillie?"
"My home be here.

I stay."

"Well, the rest of us are leaving," I said with as much
determination as I could muster.
"But, how?" Ghillie asked.
"By boat if we have to."
Ghillie was quick to point out, "There be no way y' can get far
`nough away in a day t' keep th' Fylgja from takin' y' at night."
"If it is possible, Pax Gremial and the Ranger ought to be able to
do it."
Back at the bhatti, Pax laughed hard.
for dis kind o' adventure."
"Pax, all I need is a fast boat.

"I be an old man -- too old

We can do it," I said.

Ghillie, Andrew and Eugean sat intently as they listened to the two
of us.
"Y' gonna need a beeg lot more dan a little boat.
t' navigate out o' sight o' de land."

Dere be no way

"You've done it, Pax. You left the islands. You said that a
Somachian always knows which way is home."
"How do de landbelly like y' know t'in's about what go on way way
out in de ocean?" He was a stubborn man, arguing in circles, but
I knew that no mater what he said, he could not top my ace in the
hole.
"Pax," I said. "I am a Keeper.

That's how I know!"

Pax thought about that for a moment and shook his finger at me. "If
y' be a Keeper, like ebery person say y' be, let me see y'r
ichthys."
I pulled the sphere out. The Resama Bijuli was warm, probably from
being in the sun most of the day. I dropped the orb into his hand.
Pax pulled his own gris-gris out, holding it in his opposite palm.
His face became serious as he recalled knowledge hidden and unused
for many years. "When I be on de mountain in de air -- a long long
time ago, de Lady o' de Lake, she tell me t'in's. She give me de
gris-gris o' de Blue Waters t' guide me t' Litid. When I get t'
Litid, de gris-gris work no more -- I no go away from Somach eber
again. She say dat de Great Keeper would bring t' me de ichthys
for dis gris-gris,`n' den, Pax go out across de water once more.
If y' got de ichthys I get y' home. Pax do dat for you, if y' be
dat Great Keeper."
Pax turned the gris-gris over to reveal a small hole the size of
a pea. As he drew his charm closer to the Resama Bijuli, the
silver sphere became smaller. When his palms pressed together, I
could feel the heat as the two amulets fused. Even in the
daylight, the light within his hands became so bright that his skin
became red, and I could see the silhouette of his bones. When the
light died, Pax drew back his fingers. The triangular design on
the face of his ichthys began to move. The narrowest point slowly
turned to Litid. "Dis be de way home. Now, Pax c'n go. We all
go."
Pax was quick to assemble his crew. They had all followed him to
the edges of the earth once before, quite literally as far as they
were concerned. They had been chosen by the Fylgja long ago. Pax
never asked them if they wanted to go, for he was the captain and
they were the crew. They trusted him with their souls, not just
their lives.
From memory, Andrew drew up the navigational maps covering Somach
and the southern continent. We would sail to the lower Patagonian
Islands, go north along the coast four or five thousand miles to
the mainland and then head directly across to the island of Bazal.
From their, we could easily reach Deja. Pax could use the same
route on the return and with the gris-gris of the Blue Waters, he
would have little problem finding the way back.
The captains of the other boats, enthralled with the possibility
of aiding the great adventure, offered what supplies they could.
Our original host to the island, Gudgeon, arrived that day to offer
his services as the Aankhaa Fylgjalaai of Cantora by soliciting
contributions of non-perishable food from the townspeople. In the
few hours before sunset, nearly all of the supplies the Ranger
could hold had been gathered in one of the dockside warehouses.
Pax would have us ready to sail the next day.
As the innkeeper finished his rounds to make sure all the shutters
were secured for the night, Ghillie took me aside. "I've got
somethin' t' show y'." He led me to his room and carefully shut
the door. "I'd a long talk with Weyerhauser. We were alone, as
y' 'n' I be know. Weyerhauser be not speakin' t' `em since they
be goin' back t' th' Colonies."

"I'm going back, Ghillie.

Why do you want to tell me?"

"Weyerhauser knows what y' be, Cap'in. He say that y' be struck
by lightnin' in the Valley `cause the Jivatma-fylgja thought y' be
one o' `em."
"Yeah, but after a couple of days, they decided I wasn't their kind
of Keeper."
Ghillie's eyes widened. "That be precisely what Weyerhauser say.
They did that t' him too, only they kept him a lot longer... years,
centuries maybe, he not be too sure."
"Wow.

I wouldn't have thought that he would have stayed."

"Y' be from the outside. Y' knew that y' had a choice. Think
`bout livin' here all y'r life. If y' learn about th' Fylgja, y'
know that a Keeper's got a destiny. There be no choices."
I smiled, appreciating what he said more than Ghillie would ever
know, but wishing that Weyerhauser had told me that himself.
Keeper or not, I felt that I had never had much choice in my
destiny, and had more than my share of regrets.
Ghillie, continued. "Weyerhauser walked off the mountain `n' left
Somach. Cap'in, y' got to understand, Weyerhauser, he been off the
island! He said he been lookin' for the purpose o' the
Batuwaa-Fylgja -- just like you!"
"Did he find what he was looking for?"
"Yeah. He found it. He said somethin' very strange 'bout that:
he said he once was th' Batuwaa-Fylgja -- sort o' in an actin'
capacity, just for th' Century o' Darkness."
I... I was following in Weyerhauser's footsteps. I immediately
wanted to call off the voyage and return to see Weyehauser. "What
happened?"
"He didn't tell me that. He said that y' had t' find out on y'r
own. That be th' whole purpose o' bein' th' `Travellin' Fylgja'."
"Did he tell you what Batuwaa-Fylgja really means?"
"The Travellin' Fylgja be a Keeper of Wisdom, that be all."
"Not quite, Ghillie. There is much more meaning; Weyerhauser
believes that the Batuwaa-Fylgja is the holder of destiny over all
of mankind."
"How do y' know what he thinks?"
I laughed.
thinks."

"I am the Batuwaa-Fylgja.

I know what a Keeper

"One last thing he said be very strange. he said that y' would
come back from wherever y' got blasted t', but I never told the
others. Eugean didn't need false hopes. She wouldn't leave the
Lake for the longest time. If it weren't for the Pale Horse

carryin' her most the way, I don't think we'd `ve gotten her back
before nightfall."
"I am glad you all got back safely."
He smiled coyly.
"So, Ghillie, you wanted to show me something?"
"Yes. Oh yes indeed." Ghillie went over to his largest canvas bag
and took out a long and slender shaft draped in a chamois wrapping.
Placing the length on the bed, he pulled away the leather to reveal
a glistening damascus sword. Ten thousand folds on the
blacksmith's anvil strengthened the steel and created beautifully
delicate characters of a language long since dead. Never had I
heard of metal folding executed with such precision that letters
could be formed in the patterns. Chauncy's craftsmanship was
amateurish by comparison. I slid my hands around the spadone
handle, long enough for both of Weyerhauser's hands. The sword
weighed nearly forty pounds.
Well oiled, the blade fractured the light like a diamond, focusing
long narrow shafts all over the room. Once in my hands with my
fingers wrapped tightly over the worn ribs of the handle, the metal
became light and manageable, balancing far lighter than I could
imagine possible. The sphere had the same character, light weight
if held properly, no matter how massive its appearance. Such metal
would defy physics for the user's benefit. But, there was no such
thing as a magic sword, and soon the strain of my arms urged me to
put it down.
"Weyerhauser say that this be th' sword o' the Batuwaa- Fylgja.
He wanted me t' give it t' y'. And that tale be why I not be
surprised t' see y'."
"You kept this from the others?"
"Like I say, I not be wantin' t' get their hopes up, just in case."
I smiled at him. Ghillie was quick, and I liked having him by my
side. "Are you sure that you won't come with us when we leave?"
"I got a good life here. I got a wife `n' a couple of kids who I
love very much. The Fylgja let me travel about from time t' time
'n' chat with th' outsiders 'n' I got a long time t' enjoy what I
got. Y' know what they say Cap'in; what makes a man happy be
havin' somethin' to do, someone to love 'n' somethin' t' hope for.
There be nothin' out there that could satisfy me more."
"I'm going to miss having you around."
"Be that so?"
"We might not agree all the time, but I trust you with my life."
"Y' not be so bad y'rself, even if y' be a Keeper." The edges of
his lips curled up, just a bit. Before he could become embarrassed
by sentiment, Ghillie's attention returned to the sword once more.
He pointed to some of the lettering in the pattern. The characters

were from an old Colonial language, but the words made no sense.
"Gram Balmung," Ghillie said. "That be what Weyerhauser calls th'
blade. He say that be what y' would call it too."
"Gram Balmung." I was not sure what to do with the sword, but the
blade was truly a fine piece of workmanship and would be a
possession I could not help but to treasure. I hoped that some day
soon I could show Chauncy the sword. Ghillie handed me a small
carved bone vial filled with oil. The etching had a great dragon
being slain by the cavalier wheeling the Gram Balmung through the
monster's heart. I wet the sword with a few drops and wiped down
the length before returning it to its wrappings. I remembered the
big room in my mother's house. There was a spot above the
fireplace where such a sword could be placed: a trophy of my
exploits. For a moment I pondered settling and marrying a simple
girl and leading an equally unhindered life in Suffigston. Chauncy
and I could work metal the rest of our days. I knew why Ghillie
did not want to leave, his home was here.
[[[
That evening, the after-dinner stories were interrupted when the
chef stormed from his kitchen screaming for Pax. There was a small
matter of two hundred gallons of olive oil that he was furious
about. Gudgeon had made the deal for the oil with the innkeeper,
but the chef, not consulted in the transaction, cared little for
the problems of foolish sailors -- what someone would with that
much oil on a boat was beyond him. Besides, that was all of the he
had for the summer season.
Pax calmed the man. After a short time, the chef spoke with a
modest tone, and Pax smiled before ordering "Stripe" from the
servers. The seawater lager was called Stripe simply because of
the large red line brushed across every keg. The crowd roared a
cheer and gave congratulations to the chef for what must have been
his initiation into the brotherhood of islandbound contributors to
tomorrow's spectacular adventure.
Neither Andrew nor I could imagine why Pax would need two hundred
gallons of olive oil. I would have thought that he could better
use the space for a few hundred gallons of water. Even when water
was available from islands we came across, getting water would
certainly delay us several days over the entire journey. Pax was
lost in the crowds before I could question him further, and I soon
forgot the oil as Andrew told a story about how he met his first
wife in the badlands of Erabi.
By the time Ghillie and Eugean joined us, Andrew and I were well
on our way to being intoxicated. Eugean took me aside. "I want
you to see some of the photographs."
"Now?"
"We will not have time tomorrow."
I looked at the others. "Well, alright."
I expected her to take me to the basement, but instead she took me
up the main staircase. "I thought we were going to the darkroom."

"I have disassembled the darkroom." She grabbed my hand and pulled
me up the stairs. I was not up to moving so quickly and she tugged
more. "Come on."
"What's the hurry?"
She stopped and looked back at me.

"Are you drunk?" she asked.

"Not quite, you got to me first."
"Good." There was a lilt to her eyes and walk that made me wonder
what kind of pictures she was going to show me. She led me into her
room and shut the door behind her. "Hi."
"Ok, where are the pictures?"
"They're over there, but that's not what I brought you here for."
"Eugean, are YOU alright?"
Her smile dropped from her face.
I had forgiven you."

"I just wanted to show you that

"For what?"
"For the other night."
I was confused for a moment, the beer having deadened a noticeable
percentage of my thinking capacity. "You forgive me?"
"Yes.

I want us to be friends."

Thinking back, I remembered the night we spent together in which
I wandered into her consciousness. "I'm glad you want too. I never
wanted to hurt you. I didn't do it on purpose, you know."
"Just shut up and be with me tonight," she commanded. I liked the
idea for a moment, but she was after something. I could hear her
thoughts.
"I think we should work on being friends first," I suggested.
"You do not want to love me?"
"Well, I don't know. I think we should wait before getting too
wrapped up in each other."
"What are you trying to tell me?" Her voice became sharp with
intolerance. "You do not want me now. You make me fall in love
with you, then just walk away. What should I expect from a
messenger!"
"That's not what I mean, Eugean! I want what is between us to
grow, to blossom into something great when we have a better
understanding of what's going on."
"I know exactly what's going on."
"What?"

"You want to toss me aside now that we are going home.
someone back in City, is that it?"
"Eugean, listen to me.
even have a dog!"

You've got

There is no one else... nobody.

I don't

"People don't HAVE dogs -- they eat them."
"Well, where I come from it's different. Anyway, I just want to
be friends right now, the best of friends."
She looked at me sternly. "Are you afraid you are going to have me
or afraid that you are going to eat me?"
"Something like that. I can't say that what happened last time
wouldn't happen again."
"I do not care."
"I don't want to do what I did again.
what I did."
"We can find out."

I don't even know exactly

She came very close to me and smiled.

"I admire your courage, but there is no use in being my guinea pig.
This is something I should find out on my own."
"No!" I was surprised by her insistence. She calmed a bit and
continued in a smooth tone, "I kind of liked it. It was
different."
"Cutting your finger off is different."
"I am serious.

You have a special touch."

"Thank you, but I can't do it without getting into your head."
She paused for a moment. "Oh?"
"I thought I really loved you, but now, I'm not sure..."
"You just can't fall out of love!" she stated.
"It

wouldn't be quite right, me knowing everything you think."

Eugean thought about that for a moment.
are not inside my head now, are you?"

"Can you block it?

"You have loud thoughts. Sometimes I hear them.
what you want to say before you do."

You

Sometimes I hear

She said nothing.
"Eugean, please be patient with me."
"Patient! There is not going to be any privacy on the boat.
know that. This is our last night."

You

"Please wait until we get back to Deja. We will be different than
I am here. I won't even have the ichthys any more. I'll probably
go back to my old self. I can be how you want me to be then." I
looked down at the floor boards, remembering that I was never much
of a conformist.
"You can't be how I want you, not if you change."
"Change what?"

I asked.

"I said nothing." Eugean looked very confused. I had heard her
thoughts. I knew what was behind her words. I wanted to fall in
love with her, but I could not... not if she wanted a Keeper. I
was a conquest, something to be studied instead of being loved.
"What are you doing?" I looked up to see her lips move, but they
did not, and the next words she spoke were silent and only in her
head: `You pig, you're ruining my life. If you can really hear me,
just leave!' The first drops of the night's rain splashed onto the
shutters. I got up and started for the door. Eugean's face went
limp. She had not really believed that I had been inside her head,
but now, she knew.
"Wait!" Eugean cried out to me. I stopped. She just stared at
me. I was what she wanted, but not what she expected.
"Tomorrow we will be on the boat. You'll feel better." I
remembered the first voyage with her. I was in the bow of the boat
in the shadows of the jib. I remembered a moment when all my
worries were gone, when I let the extensive beauty of the sea swirl
in my head, intoxicating me with a carefree repose. I put this
image inside of Eugean's head.
Eugean looked at me oddly, her eyes passing on, not focusing on
anything in the room. She swooned and then stepped back to the
bed. She thought the scene was beautiful, but there was something
uncomfortable. The boat went up and splashed into the waves,
dipping again before the bow broke high on wave and eased against
the water as the midship and stern took the crest. The movement
-- Eugean got up and staggered about the room as if she was walking
on a moving deck. She found the chamber pot and threw up. She was
seasick.
"Thank you for letting me know how AWFUL it is going to be!" she
said with a sarcastic frown. I changed my approach and went inside
again. She was still bent over the pot when she started to wave
her arms in protest to me. I went in to the labyrinth of her inner
ear. I followed her sensation around until I found the tiny spot
in her brain where the inner ear, eyes and stomach all coordinated
to alarm psychomotor imbalance. In one swift thought I
disconnected the impulses and I was out, back into my own head.
"I'm not sick!" She looked at me sternly.
sick tomorrow either, am I?"

"I'm not going to be

"No."
"I told you once not to do that.
I meant that!"

If I could, I would show you that

"Are you mad?"
"What do YOU think?"
"I don't know."

I did not think she really was angry.

"Of course, I'm MAD!"
"Are you afraid?"
Her gaze lancing at me with her mixed emotions.
know everything about me!"
"No, I don't.
anyway."

"I should be!

You

I don't want to, and I don't think it matters

"Well then, I am not sure that I am mad." Eugean stared at me,
trying to decide how angry she really was. "Sometimes I wish I had
never met you."
"All the time?"
"No.

Not all the time."

"Should I leave?"

She was still furious.

I asked.

"I... I think so."
I turned to the door and set my hand on the latch.

"I'm sorry."

"Me too."
As I walked out, I felt like I had done something villainous.
felt as I had when Sensia left me.

I

CHAPTER 45
BLUE WATER

The pounding was after me. Something big and black twisted around
my body. I fought desperately to get free. The pounding rang
through my head like thundering horses. I fell, still entangled
in the terror. I opened my eyes wide and suddenly the sound
stopped. I lifted my head from the pillow to see the night. A dim
light came in from the cracks in the shutters. The sun was almost
up. I rubbed the sleepers from my eyes and reassured myself that
I was awake until the pounding started again. "Get up!" I heard
Ghillie call from the hallway. I sat up and cautiously put my feet
to the cool wood floor. Only then did I concede that I was safe.
When I opened the door, Ghillie's face beamed with excitement. I
wished he would go with us, and I imagined he wished that I would
stay. The last hundred or so days had brought us close. We,
Ghillie and I, were strangers in Somach, not like Andrew and the

doctor, but rather as bigger-than-life men. I was a demigod, and
he was the undead. As a survivor and a man who shall forever taunt
faith, Ghillie had more than the luck of a messenger, and I was
convinced that he was every bit as immortal as I was even if I
still had my doubt that I was immortal at all. I was still half
asleep, a traditionally philosophical state for me. I returned his
smile and said, "I'll be down shortly."
Ghillie just smiled at me for a moment before leaving down the hall
to pound on Eugean's door. I suddenly remembered what Eugean and
I had said to each other the night before and wanted to crawl back
into bed to hide my embarrassment. I did not know how to handle her
any more. I finished dressing and pulled on the topsider shoes Pax
had given me. I sadly put my old boots into my pack, saying
goodbye as if they were old friends. I fought with my hair a few
minutes, cleaned my teeth with my wooden bristle brush. The
hickory aftertaste was welcome; whatever had been chasing me in
the night was still on my breath. I wondered if I had eaten it
when I woke up. It had to go somewhere, didn't it? I hoped that
the salt air and sunshine would clear my head.
When I saw Andrew in the great hall, I knew he had been up all
night drinking. I watched his fork as he tried to shovel breakfast
into his mouth. One of the tavern girls watched as Ghillie
supervised a procession of sailors with the olive oil casks slung
across their backs. She was very pretty. I remembered her from the
first time we were here. I should have spent the night with her.
But, she was probably married or something; besides, they did not
do that sort of thing here. Too bad. I took a swallow of juice
and looked at her again. I was still tired, not thinking much past
a functional level. I wanted to take her with me; then again, I
felt about the same way about the beer and the stone walls of the
bhatti. I wanted to take it all with me. I realized how much I
had enjoyed myself on the islands. The friends I had found along
and the incomparable beauty I had seen -- no matter how strange -was something I would certainly never find again.
There were nearly a thousand people at the docks to send us off.
I wondered where they had all come from. Cantora had a population
of only a few hundred. As the crew readied the harbor sails, we
said goodbye to Ghillie. Andrew shook his hand firmly as two
Outsider friends always should. Eugean hugged him tightly and wept
openly. I could see Ghillie fighting the lump in his own throat.
When Pax grabbed Ghillie's arm, I saw something in the way they
said goodbye that made me think Ghillie never expected to see Pax
again. After all, few people came to Somach, and nobody ever left.
When I came up to Ghillie, there were new tears in his eyes. I
did not expect that and found myself choked by my own emotion.
We had been through a lot. I hugged him tightly. "I'm going to
remember you, my friend."
"Remember that y' be Wisdom, `n' talk o' me when y' see Weyerhauser
`gain."
"I'm never coming back, Ghillie."
"Never be a LONG time for a Keeper." The smile left his face.
After all this time, I had no idea what a Keeper was. I wanted to
laugh: even the Keepers had no idea when it came right down to it.

They could all tell me what they did, but none of them knew why or
how. I was sure they had given up trying to figure out who they
were centuries ago. I sighed. After spending the better part of
a year looking for answers, I had learned only that I did not know
what I am. I had spent most of my life very certain that I knew
who I was. I was certain of my purpose and confident that some day
I would be successful and happy. I had been convinced that being
my father's son, an acclaimed messenger and a great adventurer was
all that I needed to know all about myself.
I had found a very different sort of definition of self in Somach.
Being a helpless servant to a greater power was something I had
always appreciated in my own relationship with God, or the supreme
being I had been impressed with as a child; however, the Fylgja
was more, or perhaps less, than a god. The Somachian concept of
self as a subservient being was similar to the popular thinking in
Suffigston. I never took to religion the way I might have if I had
not had to crawl so hard to get out from under the wrath of my
brother and the general suppression I suffered as a second son.
However, in the dizzy frustration that had overcome me since I had
been here, I wondered seriously if I might not have been better off
shrouded in the ignorance that had once prevented me from
witnessing the solar eclipse. My family, fearing the end of the
world, spent the day in the Community House, forcing me to go with
them for "my own good." Perhaps if I had never developed my
curiosity, I would have never discovered the overly eventful and
tragic road that had led me to Somach. I was not sure that I had
ever been happy since I left Suffigston, and now, I at least felt
that I had been happier there.
Pax had given the order to get under way. I jumped aboard as the
lines were let. The crowd waved little white handkerchief-sails
at us for good luck. Through the spastic salute of white movement
I could see Ghillie at the front of the crowd standing frozen
except for the sunlight catching a glint on the occasional tears
that rolled down his cheek.
Once we were past the reef, the grand jib and mainsail came up and
the centerboards were pinned. I was glad to finally head for home.
I remembered Grandfather. If I could, I would have given up being
a Keeper in an instant if I could be like him. He was never strong
in the time I knew him, but he was compassionate and never too busy
to answer my questions. He was not just an adult, he was one of
my best friends. If I could be like him, life would be better.
Chauncy and I could make splendid things, and in the winter months,
I would teach my sons and grandsons how the world really was. I
remembered some of the eligible girls back home. When I became
successful in business, it would not be difficult to find a good
wife with broad hipbones for bearing many children. My thoughts
would be in Suffigston while I watched the ocean go by. I smiled
just because I was glad I was alive, something I had not done for
years.
"Blue water!" Pax cried in two languages. The men all stopped
whatever they were doing, which was not much since all the sails
were full and hard on the wind, and they looked out across the
waves. Indeed, the water was now a deep blue with the reflection
of the sky. No longer did the color of algae and marine fill the
sea as it had when we were above the continental shelf. Below us

was a mile or two of water. The big creatures lived out here. I
glanced at Andrew. He was staring at me. We both knew about the
incredibly large things that could be swimming under us. I
remembered Regal telling me that water was unfit to observe, let
alone crossing over. Andrew and I would keep our secret. If we
ever ran across a sea beast, there would be nothing we could do.
I hated blue water for my own reasons, but Pax was smiling. To
him, the deep ocean meant that we were beyond the reach of the
Fylgja. The Legifer mountains were below the horizon, and the
waves were all that there was for as far as I could see. I felt
suddenly very alone.
During lunch, Andrew, Eugean and I sat together. I was concerned
about the weather. The whole day we had been sailing into the
wind, tacking ever few hours to keep a north westerly course. I
asked Andrew, "When will we be able to get in front of this
headwind?"
"The winds come down from Deja and follow the coast."
"You mean we're going to be sailing into the wind the whole trip?!"
"Well, if we're lucky, we might find the wind veering west when we
get to the Patagonian islands."
I began to worry. "Andrew, I thought that currents usually followed
the tradewinds."
"They do."
"Then, it is possible that between with current and the wind, we
may be practically standing still even though it looks like were
going fast?"
"Could be," was all he said.

I could not eat any more.

At sunset, the sky blossomed with evening colors. Pax and his men
had not seen a sunset for over thirty years. That was the last
time ANY Somachian had left sight of land and been free of the hand
of the Fylgja. When darkness came, most of them went below and
talked in low mumbles, trying desperately not to be afraid. Pax
remained at the helm, sailing with a small rig for several hours
before tossing out the sea anchors. I watched as he carefully let
out the anchor lines so that they matched the distance of the
waves, and the resonance of the ocean held us in place. The
expressions of the crew reminded me of Chauncy's face when we were
deep in the mines and the flimsy beams were all that were between
us and death.
Pax and the crew locked themselves in the storm cabin. Andrew,
Eugean and I found a spot midship, put out pads on the deck and
wrapped ourselves in blankets against the chill of the night air.
For hours I could hear the restlessness of the crew. Even for me,
being out under the stars was a very strange experience after the
secured rooms of Somach. I sat up for hours, just watching, then
the lapping of the waves against the ship, and then the rock of the
deck lulled me into a deep sleep for the first time in many days.
Not once did my dreams disturb me.

At first light I found the crew stepping over me as they drew out
the sails and pulled in the sea anchors. "Be awake, sleepy people!
Dere be places t' be got t'!" Pax yelled. The sun was behind tiny
clouds at the horizon. The quarter moon was about to touch the
western horizon. Andrew managed to get a little breakfast for
Eugean and I.
"How is your seasickness?" I asked her.
"I felt poorly last night, but I sat up for a while, and the nausea
went away." She turned to Andrew as she scooped more of the warm
mutton onto her plate. "How far do you think we have gone?" she
asked.
He laughed, losing part of the mutton onto the floor. "We just got
started! One day out and you're asking how far we've gone?"
"Well... I want to know."
"We have about two... not one, but TWO hundred miles under our
belts -- maybe."
She did not like his grin, knowing she was the brunt of the humor.
"I just wanted to know."
I smiled at them both.
"That is to say, we no longer have four thousand miles to go. It
is only a mere three thousand and eight hundred and fifty -- or
so." He chortled.
Then, with a smirk straining behind her frown, she replied, "With
Andrew on board, it's going to be longer."
"At least it didn't rain last night," he said, forgetting Eugean.
"I thought it might. We had some real low clouds come through,
and the moon had a halo that was quite distinct."
"Do you think it's going to rain tonight?" Eugean asked.
"We might have a front coming in."
"High pressure?" I wondered.
"High pressure, low pressure -- it started in the south and it's
going to be cold."
"I thought all the wind was coming out of the north?"
"Weather patterns kind of wander around, coming up from the polar
regions and then getting blown down this way after it crosses the
Patagonian islands.
"Oh."

I frowned.

Andrew continued. "If it comes from the south, it might just bring
a change in wind direction and get us moving a little faster."
"Oh."

I smiled.

That afternoon the wind stopped altogether. The sails hung limp.
Pax tried for an hour to maneuver the boat and he would
occasionally catch a ripple of the canvas or a billow against the
hull, but the Ranger remained unmoving in the glassy ocean. As we
waited, the only sound was from the little waves caught under the
hull at the water line.
Eugean went to Pax as he sat at the side a few feet from the wheel.
His feet dangling just under the guidelines over the water. "How
long is this going to last?"
"One hour, one day, one tenday. I got no answer t' dat." He
pointed up. "Y' see de clouds." Little wisps o' white sat frozen
in the sky. Dey no move. Dey no move, we no move. I t'ink we wait
today. Den tomorrow; de wind, she be back."
Eugean sat with Pax for a long time before coming back to Andrew
and me at midship. Even on the afternoon's rock steady deck, she
still kept her hand on a rail, untrusting of the ocean.
"What are you going to do?" she asked me.
"Wait for wind.

What else?"

"Can't you do something, your a Keeper?"
"Eugean, if I could wiggle my nose and put us back in City, I
would, but as far as I know, the only way I make wind is just like
everybody else."
"I am sorry I asked."
I looked back at the water. She was about to leave when I called
to her. "Eugean." She turned back. "I want to do something, I
really do. I just don't know how -- or even if I can."
"I know."
As Eugean walked to the bow, Andrew commented, "I don't mind
sitting here. It beats the crap out of being in a storm. We got
water to drink -- I'm in no hurry." He smiled at me. I needed
that.
We drifted all that day. I had a kite that once disappeared into
the sky. I watched for it. This was the kind of place that lost
things might end up. I would rather be lost anywhere else than on
an ocean. Only in an ocean could I be afraid all the time. The
depths held incredible monsters, and the surface was a wasteland
far more imposing than any desert. By its very nature the ocean
was a world of movement. Near the water, the breezes might stop,
but one hundred or two hundred meters above the air moved so fast
that it could rip any sail from the halyards .
The very top of the jib would sometimes wave at me. Sometimes the
rocking of the boat would be enough to shake the sail, but other
times I knew that it was the wind, teasing me as it had with my
kite. I watched the waves bobbing up and down as we were slowly
being carried back towards Somach. Nonetheless, the currents moved

us undetectably. Andrew and Pax had hoped that swift winds would
carry us quickly enough that we could navigate by the sun and the
weather, but that was guesswork as much as anything else. When it
came right down to it, we would not know where we were until we
got there.
I felt very ignorant not knowing where I was. Very little bothered
me as much as that. For most of my young life, I had no idea what
was going on to mold my life. I never even wished that my brother
Jermain would go away. I had been aware that I had an alternative
to life under his thumb. I still did not think I had a choice.
When I was a boy, I spent hours imagining how good life would be
when I had grown. Grownups seemed to have so much control over
their life. Many times as an adult, I wanted to be a child again,
wishing for the delusions of hope that came with a future. I was
convinced that no mater what point I was in my life, I would always
see some other part of it as being better. Perhaps I had missed
my best years, or worse yet, perhaps I was living them now.
I watched for the kite from my childhood, trying as hard as
possible to ignore any worry about the creatures the lurked below
us. After my stay in Somach, I was not sure that the kite was gone
or that it would not show up when I most expected it. Life was
coincidental and cruel to have changed all of the rules this far
along. I should have never left Suffigston where the people were
"right minded" and each day went by with a predictability that made
me feel secure just thinking about it. Even in the midst of a
disaster, my neighbors and family were always there to help put
back the pieces. Nothing really awful happened in Suffigston, not
like here. If I were dying in a cave or stranded in a snowbound
forest in the middle of winter, I would have hope. Someone could
find me. There would be a chance that I could save myself, but in
the middle of the ocean I was a tiny anomaly in an emptiness as
lonely as the Khaali Bhitra. Were I to step over the side the
water would surely suck me away as quickly and permanently. The
ship might be able to turn around, but slowing the Ranger for a
rescue would be nearly impossible. Indeed, the Khaali Bhitra was
like an ocean.
I found myself breathing deeply and I felt suddenly tired. I
leaned back onto the deck, putting my hat over my face and went to
sleep. Finally, I was away from the boat.
Something made a sound. I opened my eyes, sat up and looked
around, but I was alone. Then I saw some of the other crewmen at
the far end of the deck. I heard the wavelets lapping against the
hull and glanced up to see the sails hanging like giant limp flags
of surrender. We were at war with the ocean, and loosing
miserably. I put my head back down, wanting to get back to
wherever I had been before I woke. It had to be a better place
than here.
I had not dreamed of the Jivatma or the Khaali Bhitra because I did
not want them to exist. I had enough trouble with Raspthane, and
he was only in my sleep. At sunset I woke up in a cold sweat
tangled in sweaty clothes. My fears would have quickly gone if it
were not for the vividly mysterious night shadows that surrounded
me. No closet of paranoia ever held as many threats as each
passing hour held for me, and I refused to think about it. I went

back to sleep.
I woke up again just after sunset. As the last of the skyglow was
leaving the western horizon, Pax spoke softly to his mates. They
took down the limp sails and carried them below. That night even
Andrew slept below, the prospect of wasting away in a sea of horse
winds brought a deathly chill far more imposing than any aftermath
from stories of legendary Pale Horses. That night, I was alone on
deck. The moon was like a bright kite drifting across the sky.
I imagined that I could measure our passage on the waves as the
tiny planet moved through the empty sea of stars. With all my
sleep that day, I was still very tired.
In the morning, the crew sat like statues. Not a word was uttered
for hours after the dead sails were raised. I walked the length of
the boat several times to stretch my legs, exchanging glances with
the mates and wondering what they were thinking behind their
stares. In Somach, I had gotten used to people thinking about me.
I would often catch searching eyes or have someone walk up to me
and spend a few minutes trying to converse with me in Somachian,
usually without much success, but all they wanted to talk with the
mysterious traveller. Most of them were satisfied with a smile.
I hoped that they all left less afraid me than they had been.
Warnison had a collection of broken parts acquired from visitors
of acclaim whose ships happened to Suffigston because of mechanical
difficulty. The parts were scattered along the tops of cabinets
in the front room of the store. In Somach the taverns had mugs.
In the Colonial cities friends exchanged art, but the practical
people of Suffigston gave leftover junk as tokens of friendship in
hopes that someone else could bring renewed life to the drek. Each
bit of junk had a label expressing the old use and previous owner.
I had read about some of the gift givers in City records. Many
were all idles for me: flyers, messengers, explorers, scientists...
just like Valimous was before he became a friend. I never thought
of myself ever being on the other side of such affections. I felt
like I cheated them by getting to know anyone who adored me. By
befriending them I would only dilute to destruction another dream.
Such fantasy was designed to inspire and guide. Andrew, Eugean and
Pax all looked at me for answers. Like a disforming plague, I was
haunted by my experiences in Suffigston because everyone who looked
at me looked at me differently than they had before. Now they
trusted me, and now Pax and I had promised a great adventure, we
led the crew and my friends willingly into a murderous wasteland.
I wondered how I ever got myself into such a position.
The first crack of the sail broke the air as a whispering breath
of wind licked our faces, springing life into the expressions of
everyone. My destitute thoughts were quickly evicted. With
hopeful tensions everyone watched the sails, silently, breathing
slowly and concentrating for signs of movement. Gradually, the
breeze teased the linen, but for hours we watched the sails waving
about, threatening to fill but always falling limp before snapping
taught with wind. By midmorning, the gusts came consistently and
the cloth pulled at the lines, moving us along at a delicate pace.
By noon, the sails were filling out consistently, and we moved
slowly back and forth in our windward course. Andrew did his best
to plot our path on his maps. He felt confident that our west

northwest course would still lead us to land despite the days that
we had spent drifting. Pax kept the canvass up well after dark.
The night brought still winds. As the crew packed the sails in the
moonlight, Pahilo and the rest of the crew kept an eye out for
dreadful things coming out of the ocean.
Again, I spent the night alone under the stars, reminded of the
nights Chauncy and I had spent out in the backlands hunting for
bauxite and guano. I was looking up, trying to find familiar stars
along the northern horizon. As the hours passed, I noticed a star
to the south that seemed to hover above the horizon. I had
forgotten the name from my training days, but I did remember that
there was a star, like the north star, that sat still in the sky
almost due south.... south! I had a cold realization. Since the
gris-gris of the Blue Water always pointed to Litid, and the star
was always south, we could triangulate our location! I laughed out
loud and slapped the deck several times in my excitement. We were
no longer lost.
Andrew quickly came topside. "What... what's going on?"
"What be wrong?" Pax's eyes were as wide as he could get them in
his half-asleep state as he followed Andrew.
"Get your gris-gris, Pax. We're going to make sure we don't miss
the continent." He had the amulet around his neck and placed it
on the top of the deckhouse. "You see that up there?" I pointed
to the south star.
"Yeah, it's the Antarctic Crosshairs," Andrew said.
"You would agree that the cross is pretty close to due south."
"Close... Yeah."
"Well, if we line up the gris-gris... " Andrew understood. He hit
his palm against his forehead. "I had forgotten about the stars.
Heck, I haven't navigated by stars since I was in flight school!
If we go too far south, the arch between Litid and the cross will
be greater than seventy degrees. It's so easy."
I looked at the arrow and then carefully drew my bearings to the
heavens. "It is about eighty," I observed.
Andrew looked a little pale. He got down next to me so he could
see the stars and the ichthys at the same time. "Let me see this."
He looked long and hard to make sure the bearings were correct.
"I think you're right."
"What do you want to do?" I asked.
"Change course."
I would have a smart-ass for a pilot. Andrew put the ichthys back
into Pax's hands and showed him the new path. Finally Pax
understood that we had been on a course that would lead us past the
islands and into open sea beyond the continent. Somachians never
left sight of land for a very good reason. I vowed never to sail
again, even with proper instruments.

Pax was unsure what we were talking about, exactly. Even the pilots
of Somach used points on shore to triangulate positions, avoiding
reefs and shallows -- but there was no shore here, and the stars
were merely a confusing twinkling sea of points. "How c'n y' be
sure dat de stars no move from de last time y' see dem."
"They do not move Pax, we do. They...." I cut myself short,
realizing that I would have to start by explaining that the world
was not flat and that the stars were not tiny lamps carried by
birds or whatever. "Later Pax, later."
Andrew made readings every night thereafter, and I recorded his
observations along with a copy of Pax's notes for the day. In the
true spirit of bureaucracy, I spent hours condensing all of those
notes into my own journal. By now I had given up writing for my
superiors. Little I had seen could be explained or confirmed
reliably without a plotter.
All the next day the sails were filled with light to gentle breeze.
Pahilo had his men throw out a weighted line with several knots and
ribbons to clock our speed. At best, we moved at about ten miles
each hour, but we had no way to tell how strong the counter
currents were until we took the evening measurements of the stars.
Even so, we would need to travel for a few days before we could
reliably measure a change in the arch between the south star and
the horizon and verify our progress.
The Ranger left with over three hundred gallons, enough for at
least thirteen days, twenty if we conserved it. Now, with the
ill-fated winds, Andrew speculated that it would take at least
twelve days to find the Patagonian Islands and five tenday to
reach Deja. That day we started rationing water.
Eugean joined me on the deck after the sails were struck in the
last rays of daylight. The gentle breeze shook the halyards and
shrouds, coaxing them to singing to the beat of the waves. The
full moon seemed very unnatural to the crew. The talked quietly
amongst themselves, working quickly to get below and away from the
false sun. I had not seen a full moon for over nine tenday.
Eugean watched me stare at the sky for a long time before she spoke
to me. "How are you?"
"Fine," I said.
"Do you still hear things?"
"Things?" I queried back.
"Do you still hear people's thoughts?"
"Sometimes..." I tried to remember the last time I had heard a
thought. I had been preoccupied with my own since we left Somach.
"People aren't thinking very loud, and I haven't tried to go
inside."
"You do not know that you still can?"
"I don't like to think about it."

"Try me."
"What?"
"Go inside me, see if you can still do it."
so slightly.

She was smiling ever

I returned a wilted little grin. I did not understand why she was
saying this. "Do you remember that only a tenday ago you never
wanted to see my face again?"
"I did not say that. Your face, I like. I specifically wanted you
to keep your little brain fingers to yourself. That was all."
I chuckled -- I could not help it. The little muscles beneath her
eyes pulled tight and she had to cup her hand to her lips to keep
from showing her amusement.
"You really want me to?"
"Yes."
"How come?" I asked.
"Because, I like you."
I laughed, "I'm just a likeable guy, huh?"
"Yes; my buddy?"
She made me feel good, like she had for so long during the trip.
"Why do you think I should go inside of you?"
"You should because you are curious. You want to know if you can
still do it. You want to know if there is something more."
She was very correct. The power of telepathy had been something
I always wanted -- up until the day I found myself strolling
through people's thoughts.
Eugean put her hand to my shoulder. "Not a day has gone by since
I have known you that you have not searched for who you really are.
Is there anything more important?"
I put my hand over hers.
"I owe you my life. Anyone can save a life, but you have enriched
mine far beyond I had ever thought possible. I will gladly
sacrifice a few moments of privacy for you. It is the very least
I could do."
Eugean had changed. The woman I brought to Litid was selfcentered and single minded. She could not have said those words.
"Alright, Eugean, I'll do it."
She drew a long breath.

"Yes."

I closed my eyes and concentrated. At first nothing happened.

I

was hoping that my Keeper idiosyncracies were all gone, that I was
normal again... I saw a dream -- a pleasant dream about being
home: someplace I had never seen with friends I had never met.
They were speaking Somachian. Those were not Eugean's thoughts.
They were thoughts of someone else, one of the sailors. I left,
travelling closer, trying to focus on Eugean.
Something took my mind away suddenly. I opened my eyes and jerked
back trying to get away -- trying to pull back into myself by
remembering what I was like. For an instant I could see Eugean.
She seemed very far away. She said something to me, but I could
not hear. Then, she was gone. The boat was gone. Everything was
gone!
The Khaali Bhitra had captured me, but what was it
Shocked and scared, I went inside myself to locate
the Fylgja -- just like before. The glow was easy
Everything appeared the same as before except that
light I saw was NOT the Fylgja.

doing here?
the essence of
to find.
the distant

The light came out of the distance like a floating marble. Soon
glow seemed the size of a watermelon. Slowly I came closer until
the whiteness had become as big as a house. It began to come
faster, growing larger, but still very distant and stretching out
for as far as I could see like an endless wall of brightness.
Finally the source had become too big to have any discernable
shape, spreading out beyond the horizon.
All at once, the light was upon me, going on forever, as
fulfilling and complete as the Khaali Bhitra was not. All of this
was inside of me -- inside everybody!
Vivian said, "Do not go in. Stay with us nameless Keeper, Keeper
of Wisdom. Do not let it take you." The whiteness was coming into
me like a cancer, tearing me apart and absorbing me like a
digestive enzyme. Bliss was entering me, fogging my mind like the
Jivatma. I was frightened as it began to suck me up. I wanted to
go back.
I was alone.
individual.
"Not

yet..."

"Not

until

The light was gone, and I was free.

WE are

I was an

ready "

The voice was soft, from lips I did not recognize. I thought for
a moment that Vivian had spoken, but the words were from some place
so deep within myself at the same time that I was not sure. "No,"
I agreed. "Not now."
I saw someone... I saw myself standing. I... He was much handsomer
than I had thought of him -- I was. He was much smarter... very
wise indeed. His touch was gentle, if not sometimes clumsy, but
above all, I loved him -- myself?! I was confused. I loved him
as a friend first. I loved him as a mentor second. I loved him
as a protector, a Keeper, third. And, finally, I loved him as a
lover. But this was me I was thinking of. Where did I get this
image of myself?

I went back, recessing further into my own physical being. I was
a WOMAN! I had been changed into a woman! No. No, I had always
been a woman. I remembered everything about being who I was, but
it was not that way when I lived it. My memories became confused
with two sets of parents and... and... two childhoods? Where was
Chauncy!? I lost Chauncy and Grandfather!? They were all gone and
in their place were strangers I had never seen before, and yet,
strangers I had always known.
I was inside Sensia! No. no... she was dead. This was not Sensia.
I did not -- this woman did not sleep with other messengers: she
could not. This was someone else. I was someone else. I was
inside.... I was inside Eugean?
Yes, I was inside Eugean. I knew EXACTLY what I had done to her
back at the bhatti. It was about as disgusting as she had charged.
I was embarrassed. I left, fleeing to my own form and the feeling
of my own body merged inside of Eugean. I knew I had inadvertently
shown her what was inside of me. I could finally see out of my own
eyes and then hear with my own ears as a dizziness fell me back
onto the cargo hatch. Little stars danced in my eyes as I looked
up the length of the sail. Eugean was there, beside me -- laughing
and crying at the same time.
She calmed to silent hysterics as she spoke. "You got lost! You
thought you were me! That was great!" Laughing tears dripped on
me as she leaned over me. Then, she strapped her face with
seriousness. "You are the saddest human being I have ever known."
She fell to my chest, laughing again. "I can't believe you got
lost in my head."
"I didn't think it was funny."
"I know.

That makes it sad."

With her cheek still against my vest, she asked,
aren't we?"
"Of, course."

"We are friends,

I smiled forcibly.

"I was just thinking." She leaned back, her face wet as she
sniffed, wiping the happy tears with the back of her hand. "You're
going to have to go through this kind of thing for the rest of your
life."
"So?"
"Let me clarify. You are immortal. You are thereby different."
Her giggle started just a little with her next observation. Her
lip pouted as she continued with a squeak. "You are just a
itty-bitty wittle baby Keeper." She was so adorable when she did
that. I could have hit her. Her laughter soon died into a warm
smile that made me feel good that I was alive. I loved Eugean, not
like Sensia: I loved her the way I always wanted to love someone.
With Eugean, I was whole. I could trust her. I wanted to love her
as a man loves a woman, but the euphoria of a climax would
compromise my concentration, and I could not be sure where I would
end up. When I thought about it, I wasn't sure I would ever want

to be lovers with anyone again. How far my mind was from the day
I had met Tondalayo. I laughed, and Eugean joined me.
In the morning I woke up in Eugean's arms. Andrew winked at me as
I went below for breakfast. I smiled back without trying to
correct any of his incorrect assumptions. Eugean and I were never
alone for the rest of the trip. The warm evenings and the
darkening of the moon brought Andrew out. Over the next few
nights, one by one, the rest of the crew started sleeping under the
stars. Every few nights it would rain a bit, and everyone would
scurry down to the cabins. The crew did not seem to mind, but the
smell of heavily-worked and sun-baked bodies, washed only in
saltwater and then stuffed into the tiny cabin like so many
sardines in a can, did little to make the place bearable when we
were all below. Still, despite those moments and despite the
dangers, I loved being on the ocean. I savored the moments of
quiet all the more knowing that few men had ever crossed blue water
under sail.
CHAPTER

46

THE COAST

A scream from my dreams brought me awake. I felt the hard deck
and became uncomfortably aware that I had rolled off of my mat.
My neck was sore. I heard the cry again -- an animal cry. I
quickly sat up; I was alone. I sighed. The ocean was still there,
just like it had been for every one of the last thirteen days.
A shadow crossed at my feet, and I heard the scream again. I
looked up. Birds! Three albatrosses were circling the mast
looking below for food. I jumped up and ran to the top of the cabin
to look across the horizon, but there was no sign of land.
Nonetheless, I knew from the seagulls that we were close.
The next day Pahilo stood watch high in the mast. When he finally
sighted land, the crew cheered, and Eugean strangled me with a hug.
The celebration could have been no greater if we had crossed the
Dread Ocean. We had done it: we had crossed the blue water.
The smell of land was in the air. A quiet anticipation had
captured everyone on the Ranger. This was our milestone; one
fourth, the hardest fourth of the journey, was over with. Our
journey would be a leisurely sail up the coast except for the short
cross from Prove to Bazal, a short and safe jaunt even if out of
the sight of land.
The islands we passed were all little more than rocks, some only
a barely larger than the boat. As the islands became more massive,
we went in closer looking for freshwater inlets. Despite our water
conservation, we had only a few days supply left. Unfortunately,
even the larger islands were little more than a few square miles
of rock to which trees and scrub bushes clung to desperately
against the seasonal weather. Not one of them had anything that
resembled a river or stream. We had only a few dozen gallons of
freshwater left. I wished that Pax had left the olive oil back in

Cantora and carried a few more gallons of water. "Pax," I once
asked him when we were between three tiny islands, "why are we
carrying all that oil?"
"Li'l Keeper, y' be a landbelly, y' be!" he laughed. His deep
laughter bounced his slight equatorial paunch, and he almost gybed
the boat, trying to control his amusement. There were some things
about Pax I never thought I would understand.
On the morning of the eighteenth day, we discovered an island large
enough to support a freshwater spring. I had Pax circle the
island. By evening we had located a harbor. I was optimistic that
we might find a stream inside the cove coming down the slight
valley that cut far into the island. The big sails were struck
and replaced by a harbor jib and trisail which pulling us slowly
through the shoals as Pahilo took soundings and at the bow. Two
of the other crewmen went out in a little catboat, trying to find
a way through the reef. As night fell, Pax went back out to deeper
waters and dropped anchor. Tomorrow we would go in.
In the darkness, it rained hard. With no guarantee that the island
water would not be brackish, Pax ordered the spinnaker booms and
poles to be rigged across the deck with fresh sails. The
catchbasin drained into a ten gallon keg.
The ocean was flat and the wind was still as the rain beat down.
Pax came to me and shouted above the noise of the storm beaten
canvas. "D' y' think y' could watch the rig t'night."
"Sure Pax."
"I'd watch it myself, but...."
"I know Pax.

This is a bad night."

"The crew, they be uneasy this close t' land." He pointed to the
island. The looming black shape was almost indistinguishable in
the pouring rain. The Khaali Bhitra was black in the same way. As
the boat moved on the water, I was unsure if the darkness was an
island at all. The rake of drops made the surface boil with
agitation. If something was to come out of the night, I wanted to
be as far away from the crew as possible.
"Go below Pax, I will see you in the morning."
I kept dry under the low ceiling of the linen and watched. I spent
the night pushing at the pockets of water to keep the canvas from
ripping under the weight and changing the barrels until the rain
finally ended. An overwhelming stillness replaced the roar of the
storm. The quiet stressed my senses. I looked out. The waves
had been dreadfully calmed by the beating raindrops. Nothing
moved. The deck sat still and the tiny wavelets licked the hull
so gently as to make no sound at all. In all the time I had spent
near an ocean, never before had it been this peaceful. I looked
out into the darkness, straining to see across the water. To one
side I could look into the black and know that there was nothing
but water for as far as I could imagine. To the other side, I knew
that there was some little speck of land poking above the forever
of water. I knew that it was out there somewhere. I had become

used to the Khalli bhitra. The land made me nervous. I had a very
hard time believing that there was nothing lurking out there. I
refused my fears and counted the barrels several times. That night
we had captured over thirty gallons of freshwater.
Pax left the sails in place for the morning and let the warming
sunlight and renewed breezes dry the canvas into supple freshness.
Meanwhile Pahilo went out with two crewmen in the catboat to find
a way through the reef. We could see them go back and forth under
the clouded sky taking depth readings. In early afternoon they came
back after finding a course. The Ranger's centerboards were drawn
and the small sails were lifted once again. Pahilo remained at the
bow, shouting directions to Pax in the tiny boat as he guided the
ship through the shoals. No one seemed to breath as Pax kept at
the wheel, following Pax's directions. I could see the shallows
in the clear of the water. I felt that I could walk to shore
without getting me knees wet, but Pax sailed on. For a brief
moment I thought of what might happen if we were to catch on the
rocks, but I quickly cleared my thoughts. My life could not have
led me to an eternity on the puny little landscape we were
approaching. As I tried to forget, Pax threw all of his strength
into the wheel to cut the boat sharply, but the lumbering ship
moved slowly to follow his urging, turning in a slow easy arc
unbecoming of even my father's rollows.
Something hit the hull and scrapped the length of the bow.
ordered some of the crew below to examine any damage.

Pax

"My friend, y' know de water!" Pax yelled at me.
I knew he wanted me to inspect the boat. Of all the things I did
not want to do, I knew that was what he wanted.
"Y' be a good swimmer?"
"Yes Pax."
"Good."
My heart sank. I went along as Pax barked commands and several of
the crew came to me and tied a rope around my waist. I saw Andrew
at the other end of the deck. His smile betrayed his amusement.
"Pax, if you want me to climb over the side I want you to stop."
Pax looked at me woefully. He was following Pahilo in the boat.
Although we were only crawling through the water, any reduction in
speed would mean that Pax would have to forfeit all control of the
Ranger to the tides. My lip began to twitch.
"We pull y' back.

We no let not'in' happen t' y'."

I was handed a glass bowl and gently lowered overboard. The clear
water swirled around me and my feet dangled near the rock and sea
greenery as I moved slowly by. Pahilo and the other men on the
line kept me half out of the water, and without getting my ears wet
I was able to examine the damage by dipping the bowl into the water
and looking below the agitated water. The Ranger was bare-wood
brown where the paint and barnacles had been scrapped away, but

there was no splintering of the wood or deep gouges. For that,
Pax had risked my life -- sort of. When I was on deck Pax thanked
him. I looked at him sorely, he laughed, and I did not speak to him
for some time afterwards. I knew the damage needed to be inspected
and I knew that I was a better swimmer than most of the crew, but
I could not help to think that Pax had put me overboard because I
was a Keeper. For Pax and the crew, dipping a Keeper seemed to be
a ritual to bring good luck; besides, Keepers were supposed to be
immortal. What better candidate for a dangerous job than someone
who could not die. Whatever the reason, the crew certainly was
affected. They all smiled more afterwards. They talked more
amongst themselves. I could not tell Pax that I was only a Keeper
when I was in Somach. He would not understand that. In a couple
of tenday I would be a farm boy in Suffigston. I would no longer
have to live the weird half-truths and distorted friendships that
had plagued, not only on this trip, but for every day since I had
left Suffigston. In Suffigston I would know who I was, and more
importantly, everyone else would to. I was not upset with Pax.
I was upset with myself.
Within a few hours we entered the harbor. The birds cackled and
sang as they flew around the boat in the cool breeze. They seemed
grey and colorless compared to the fowl of Somach. After the
anchor was dropped, most of us swam the last few dozen yards to
shore. The water was dreadfully cold, and we were all shaking when
we got to the beach. The catboat followed, loaded with casks. It
was the end of spring, almost summer, and with every gust of wind
that came through the woodland, tiny wildflower petals would rain
on us like a confetti of snow, speckling the grey-green beach rock
with a glitter of light pastel color. The ground felt strange
under my feet after all the days at sea. When I closed my eyes,
the island seemed to move with the waves. Eugean kissed the
ground. Andrew beamed, running in what almost looked like a dance;
his hands in his britches, protecting them from the cold wind as
his hair whipped about in disarray while his feet kicked about with
glee and excitement.
None of the crew would go beyond the beach, clinging to their
sacred observance of the plants and leaving a barrier of water
between them and the wilderness. Within moments of setting foot
on land I could tell that the Fylgja was not here. Scrubby trees
and long-needled pines seemed to populate most of the beach area
with a few other species popping up here and there. The wilderness
grew wild, plants fought each other for light, water and shelter
from the wind; pushing and shoving over the seasons to greedily
punch out beyond neighbors and crowd out intruders. Digging briefly
in the sandy soil I conferred that there were no neural truffles
in the soil. I pulled at some leaves to show the crew that the
plants were neither vicious nor very fast. They only cringed.
Eugean, Andrew and I that were left on our own to explore for
firewood and a spring.
The travelling was easy, and Andrew, Eugean and I soon found a tiny
stream. We quickly climbed across the rocks into the small
mountain at the center of the island. The coldspring was less than
a half-hour walk, but the way back took longer as we removed the
plants from the trail. Returning to the boat and convincing Pax
that I had found a clear path to the Spring, a few of the crew
grudgingly volunteered to help carry and fill the casks. As it

was, we did not finish until late afternoon to carry four hundred
gallons to the Ranger. Throughout the day, them spoke quietly and
worked quickly to avoid staying the night, but when the last cask
was loaded below, Pax and Andrew agreed that there would not be
enough daylight to get through the shoals before dark. The
anxieties heightened as the sun set. Andrew suggested that I sleep
topside, away from the crew. Some of the crew preferred that I not
be on the boat at all.
There was a patch of fine sand that was just large enough for
Eugean, Andrew and I to stretch out for the night. It had been too
long since I had slept on something that was stationary. Andrew
and I remained awake for some time enjoying the sensation.
I woke with a start. The motionlessness was unsettling and I kept
dreaming that I was falling off the boat. A few hours before
sunrise I awoke again. I had bruised my arm on a rock as I
thrashed to keep myself on my dream boat. I sat up on the beach
and listened to the waves wash the shore. The trees whispered in
the wind; and for the first time in many tenday, I closed my eyes
and let the night forest fill my soul. Sometimes I thought I could
hear the howling of the Khaali Bhitra under the rustle of the
leaves.
Leaning back, I looked up at the stars. I wondered if I could have
stayed on Somach. I wondered if I would end up a Jivatma-fylgja.
I fancied myself as a Ban-fylgja like Weyerhauser, but the more I
thought about it, the more I did not want to be something inhuman,
and the less I wanted to live forever. Again, I thought of
Suffigston. Eugean was an outsider everywhere but the cities, and
I knew that she would be as out of place in Suffigston as she was
in Somach. If she would agree, I would take her home with me, but
I knew her well: she would not put up with a rural life.
If only I had one year in my life that I could be happy, I would
feel that I had lived a full life. One year, that was all I
wanted. No, one year was too much to ask for. If I could be happy
for fifty tenday... If I had never been happy, how would I know
when I was? Would I be content? Would I be in love? Contentment
was not enough, but love might be. I looked at Eugean. I wanted
to love her so much, but she was still a citidweller. She was not
a messenger. She certainly was not a farmer. My future would have
to be with someone else, but who. Suffigston would be a hopeless
place for me to find someone. I was a second son, all but
unmarriable, and after a life on the outside, I doubted that a home
town girl could comprehend intellect, let alone possess it. If I
could stand going back, surely Eugean could as well. She was so
close to being the perfect woman for me... so close.
We had spent two days getting to the island and gathering water.
I showed Pax how we could use firewood to replace the peat we had
burned in the kitchen stove. He was leery about burning wood.
Night logs especially cut by the Ban-Fylgja were burned at roadway
inns near the Forest of Wood, but no where else in Somach was wood
treated with such irreverence. That evening, one of the crewmen
sprained his wrist while the ship gybed. Pax was convinced that
it was a sign from the Fylgja. They were displeased by the
woodburning. Pax was much happier eating cold meals, sleeping
wrapped in blankets and not tempting the Fylgja.

After eighteen days we had reached the main chain of Patagonian
Islands. As Andrew had hoped, the winds were diverted by the
larger landmasses and the gusts came from the
south. For the first time we could run with the wind instead of
into it. After an hour of steady wind, Pax shouted orders. With
particular enthusiasm half the crew scurried into the hold while
Pahilo and several others ran about adjusting the rigging and
putting out a long pole directly out over the ocean from the mast.
The winches were readied with new heavy-duty ropes, bringing on
deck with them the smell of resin.
Pahilo secured a harness to the dozen grommets in the upper end
while most of the sail was still in the hold. I had seen them
bring out and pack several sails. It was always an event,
seemingly impossible to accomplish with the number of men we had,
but the huge sheets always got up and came down without ever
touching the water. But this sail was obviously different. My
curiosity was peaked. The rigging was very foreign to anything I
had seen on a Somachian ship. Granted, I was not a sailor, but
between the unusually quick stepping moves of the crew and the size
of the rigging, I expected something spectacular.
The men chanted, metering there work as they wound the winches and
coiled the rope, bringing to deck the first yards of a new sail.
The wind instantly caught the light fabric and like a freshly
wakened giant, the white hulk grew, pulling and tugging frantically
at the restraints. No sail had ever fought so hard. It was a
living thing as soon as it touched the wind. Pahilo and Pax
screamed and sweated. For minutes the white kept coming, more sail
than I imagined could be folded into the hold. The wind and sail
bullied the crew, sometimes knocking off their feet or carrying
them off the ground as the mass emerged. One of the smaller guide
ropes was caught in front of the fat belly of expanding sail and
before anyone could cut it away, the hemp snapped under the strain.
I stepped back, retreating back to the cockpit. I wondered if Pax
knew what he was doing. I was reminded of Raspthane in the
incomprehensibility of anything so big coming out of, what I now
was forced to consider, a tiny ship. I could almost believe that
if the thing kept going up the way it was that the Ranger would be
pulled out of the water like the tail of a kite.
As the fear subsided and in a moment of force composure I accepted
that the sail was going to keep coming out, the crew suddenly began
cranking the winches frantically as the lines began to go limp.
The sail was coming out under the power of the wind, racing the men
for the slack. "If de sail get `nough free rope, she fray de ropes
o' tear out de grommets," Pax said with a suspenseful smile.
Finally the ropes caught as the last bit of sail leapt from the
hold. With an unprecedented roar, the fabric exploded into a grand
dome above us. The ropes snapped tight, and throughout the Ranger
the hardware, rigging and superstructure shouted back at the sail
with a chorus of snaps, cracks, creaks and groans. My mouth fell
agape. I waited for something to break. Something had to. Then
the ship lunged forward and the Ranger steadily gained speed. I
could hear the bowspray foaming. The ship began to lean. Pax
shouted commands for trimming all the sails. The big sail was only
one of three. One of the big jibs was puny under the shadow of

the giant spinnaker sail. Even the mainsail that rose above the
back half of the ship seemed dwarfed. I still waited for disaster.
Pahilo tightened the halyard lines that straightened the mast. I
looked up and saw the 30 (check) yards of mast bending nauseatingly
forward under the strain. The big ropes, some too large for me to
wrap my fingers around, turned as if they were trying to unwind.
Still the ship leaned more, the bow being driven hard into the
waves. Andrew, Eugean and I tied ourselves down as the deck was
pulled to a hard angle. The leeward gunwale was submerged. Three
to five feet of deck dipped under the froth, and we had to keep a
foot on the cabin walls to stand up. It took me several hours
before I felt confident that the ship would not capsize.
Pax talked about his sail. The nine hundred square yards of hand
tailored cotton sail took years to make. I could see from the
strips of individual cloth that the sail was not simply a large
jib, the spinnaker was curved to blow out like a parachute. The
sail was an unusually light cotton blend fabric interlaced with
reenforcing fibers of special thread Pax made himself from rocks
and special plants given to him by Keeper who travels the Valley.
The polymer thread was far to advanced for chance development. The
design and pattern was far more complex than any textile work I had
seen on Somach. I had never before suspected Pax of being an
outsider. Then again, he was one of the handful of Somachians that
spoke freely with foreigners. I questioned him, but he had no
unusual inspiration that he could account for. I wanted to inquire
more, but I realized that it did not matter any more. I was going
home. I was no longer a messenger. Eugean was laying down under
the spinnaker, watching the sky show without any trouble. She
thought it was beautiful, and that was all she thought about it.
I envied her. She was blessed intellectual contentment -- or
absence.
With each day, the air became warmer. After a tenday, we left our
coats and jackets below. Andrew and I tore our pants into shorts
and wore nothing else. The crew kept their long pants but in the
next few days their shirts came off. Pax laughed, "Dey look like
fishbellies, dey be so white `n' dose funny little dark heads dey
got, all brown wit' de sun... makes dem look like a funny feat'ered
bird." Pax looked as bad as the rest of his flock. Pax joked, "De
men be embarrassed t' be so nekkid `bout a pretty woman like
Eugean, dat be why dey turn all red. It be no sunburn dat pinks
dem up like a salmon." Pax winced as he said that, his own back
so sore that he was unable to sleep that night.
With each evening anchor drop, the crew came alive. Pahilo or
Eugean would play a small pipeflute and the men would dance and
sing; rejoicing in their freedom from the terrors of being lost in
blue water and the dreadful reach of the Pale Horse. Andrew,
Eugean and I were now getting a grasp of Somachian sea terms. We
were adopted by the crew and started sharing duties. With my sore
muscles, I found a new appreciation for the old men of the Ranger.
Not suffering from depressions or frustrations, I found that I was
neglecting my log. The entries for five days filled a single page.
The wind was with us and there was nothing to do but strive for the
perfect tan during the day and watch the stars sail the night sky.
Suffigston seldom entered my mind. There were times when I wished

I could stay on the Ranger forever.
Three tenday from Cantora, clouds came rolling out of the north
bringing a thick storm. The big spinnaker and mainsail were
replaced by sturdy flax canvas. The wind became fierce, and within
a few hours the waves were cresting at nearly six feet, pitching
pools of water on deck. Pax took the Ranger out to sea to avoid
the reefs around the islands. As night fell the waves towered
above us, and the Ranger would wash with the big crests. In the
pouring rain, the men stuffed canvas bags with rags and poured in
olive oil. A line was tied between the sacks and a deck cleat, and
the crew tossed the bags overboard. The sea anchors and oil bags
were carried ahead of us the storm. The smaller waves, four foot
or less, stopped punching hard at the boat as the oil spread out,
and we kept from banging ourselves against the boat at every jerk
of the waves.
From the cabin window, I watched Pahilo crawl along the deck to
each of the anchor lines, adjusting the length so that the resonant
pull of the waves kept us from drifting away from the oil pool.
He would carefully wrap each rope in cloth where they entered the
hawseholes to prevent fraying.
Despite the efforts, the ocean was far from calmed. At times I
could look out of the portholes and seen no sky on either side of
the boat. Moments later there would be no ocean. The rock of the
big waves treated us like a baby being tossed into the air only to
be caught in by strong parental hands. I was only two, but I
remembered the first time my father missed me. I trusted the ocean
to catch the boat, just like I had trusted my father. When I had
first seen the Ranger, I was very impressed by it's size. Now I
could only think of the boat as small and frail.
Pax had been outside at the wheel. He opened the door, and the
spray of the ocean whipped through the cabin. He ordered four of
the men topside. They scrambled about to strike the sails and
replace them with still smaller canvas. The rain had stopped, and
I came out on deck to watch. As the boat came down into the trough
of the wave, we were in a pit of ocean. The sensation was horrid,
like being swallowed alive by something as great as the Khaali
Bhitra. Pax fought to maintain a smooth course. There was no real
danger as long as he kept us away from the island shoals, but the
darkness made that all the harder to do. At least it was not
raining and we could see the islands a mile or two in the distance.
In the black early hours of the morning, silent lightning spidered
across the clouds. The bright flashes struck terror into Pax and
the crew.
"She be comin' soon!" Pax yelled through the gales.
"Who?!" I shouted above the noise of the wind and waves.
"De Lady of de Lake!

She come in de lightning!"

"Pax, that's just a storm!"
"Y' done seen dis light `afore?!" Pax asked in astonishment.

"Yes, it's safe. It doesn't strike anything in particular!"
"Dere be not'in' `particaler' out here but dis boat!"
"Don't worry, Pax!"
I spoke too soon. The first strike came for the mast, thrusting
down the shroud lines to the side of the boat and setting the sea
aglow with fluorescent orange. Pax jumped, his eyes and mouth wide
as the thunderclap hit. The rest of the crew jumped high and
scurried to get away. With no where else to go, they all ended up
in the cabin. Pahilo stood tall, his eyes afire with the horror
as he waited for Pax's orders. I saw his loyalty. As long as Pax
stayed on deck, Pahilo would not abandon his post.
"It's alright, Pax!" I said.
I went forward to the mast. The shrouds were all intact and the
mast seemed undamaged except for a little St. Elmo's fire that hung
to the masthead. Pointing to the glow, I said, "Tikolosh, Pax!
That's all it is! They are playing games with us!"
"I no like de games!"
"It's going to be alright!" I knew that the ball of light that
hung to the mast was no fairy, but Pax seemed calmer at the
explanation. Nonetheless, I did not wait for a second strike; I
moved back to the cockpit. "It's going to be alright, Pax!" He
looked at me for a long time, glancing occasionally at the
whitecaps. I smiled at him, suppressing my own uneasiness as much
as I could. Finally he ordered some of crew back on deck; Pahilo,
who would never go below as long as Pax was on deck, was the only
one who had remained at the winches, but he could not trim the
sails by himself in this weather.
In the black dawn, the wind grew stronger. The waves crashed down
on the Ranger. The flapped scupper holes that let the water off
of the deck were inadequate, and the cockpit was continually knee
deep in water. We huddled in stuffy cramped cabin. Every few
seconds the bow would be tossed in the air by a new swell.
Everything rattled and occasionally something would work loose and
roll across the floor, or the lean of the boat would crush us
against each other or slam us hard against the woodwork. The
hardest part was seeing the crew, all masters of the sea, sit
helplessly, able to do no more than wait while at the mercy of the
storm. Even the desert was not able to make me feel so small.
Alone on deck, Pax remained tied at the wheel trying to keep the
Ranger heading into the waves. The two small storm sails pulled
angrily at the stays and halyard ropes, relentlessly threatening
to burst from the rigging. Pax held them on against the storm,
pushing the boat through the mighty waves. Every few hours,
Pahilo would relieve Pax and my old friend would come below to rest
and to dry out. He would strain to smile at the men and give an
optimistic report.
Hours had passed, and the gale increased. In shower of ocean,
Pahilo made his way through the hatchway to help Pax. Through the
tiny window, I saw him tie his harness to the thick hemp lifeline

that ran the length of the Ranger. He put out the next set of oil
bags. I could not understand what difference a little oil would
make on such a choppy sea. The window steamed up from my breath.
I put back the storm cover.
Those of us who were inclined had a cold bit of jerky and dried
fruit for breakfast. No one was sick, but the sound of the waves
breaking across the deck and the rattling of the kitchen copperware
was enough to make Andrew, Eugean and half the crew lose their
appetite. The rest of us had to wrestle with our food to keep it
from flying around the room.
By noon, I had to get out. Sitting in the cabin, smelling the
bodies and seeing the expressions of worry, I felt trapped as I had
not felt since I had been trapped in a cave near Suffigston. I
opened the storm cover of the tiny forward porthole. I could see
Pahilo, alone on the forward deck, fighting the lines as he sheeted
the storm jib. A swell engulf him up to his waist. His safety
lines held. I could see the next crest behind him. Suddenly,
Pahilo was silhouetted by the sky. Then, the green splashed
against the glass and I could see nothing. When the sea cleared,
Pahilo was coming forward, holding onto the safety line against the
pelting rain at his back, and the wet that curled around his
ankles. He was walking carefully, but not with much difficulty.
I figured that it was safe enough to go topside.
I had to push hard to get the hatchway open. A flood burst inside
and the sharp spray of rain stung my face. As I hesitated one of
the crewmen pushed me out before the next wave hit.
Pax was at the wheel a few yards away. "Get down! Get below!"
He was outlined in darkness against the sky. Several inches of
water sloshed at his feet. As the Ranger slipped down the swell,
the sea came up like a mountain, swallowed the transom and
threatened to engulf the entire ship. Pax just sat there.
"Pax!" I yelled, but it was too late, the ocean had nearly
covered him and was coming for me -- only it never arrived. The
ship leaned into the wall of water as the wave enveloped the stern
and the last foot of the boom. Pax's shoulders and calm expression
were all I could see of him as the wash of saltwater rushed around
me. Then the wave receded until the deck was clear. The scuppers
opened wide to let out most of the water. A streak of windblown
foam came off of the next peak and into our faces.
"Y' CRAZY! Get down! Y' be swept away up here!"
"I'm staying!"
"Den tie down! Get dat rope `round de cleat `n' tie down!" While
I worked, the stern was thrust high above the ocean and the bow was
buried into the trough of the wave. I had no time to sit before
the stern dropped again. The swell came from behind with impending
speed, and I thrust myself down next to Pax and grasped the rail.
I held my breath to keep from throwing up from the compulsive drop
the stern took, and I found myself unable to believe that the
comparative jostle I had experienced in the midship cabin and the
tragic bronco ride I was receiving in the cockpit could existed on
the same boat.

When the wave hit the stern, it bathed Pax and me in oily water.
My hands held fast to the rails around the cockpit, but my feet
left the deck. Only when I saw the terror stricken expression on
Pax's distant face did I realize that I was no longer above the
boat. The ocean was sweeping me away. Quickly the safety lines
jerked me hard. I slipped under, and the diluted briny olive oil
shot up my nose. The guide wires scraped my legs, and the ocean
salt burned at the wound. As the stern popped out of the crest,
I found myself hanging on to the side of the hull up to my chest
in water -- trying to cough my guts out.
Before I realized what was happening, Pax was lifting me across the
gunwale and at the same time, fitting a rope under my arms to tie
me down. Pax jumped back to his seat. I tried to pull myself all
the way onto the deck as the stern began to drag in the next wave.
I saw Pax tieing himself down. Then, I was underwater. The ropes
pulled hard into my skin. My lungs convulsed with seawater. I
coughed and lost my breath. With all my might I tried to pull
myself all the way onto the deck, trying desperately to get to air.
The sea was too strong, shoving me harder back into the ropes as
I suffocated.
The ocean flushed by instantly. I sucked in the wet air and
coughed hard. The next wave was already covering Pahilo as he
struggled across the forward deck. For a moment the bowpoint was
clear. The crest came towards us, rolling over the midship with
two feet of water. Now only my feet dragged in the sea as the
stern lifted out of the wave. I hacked and cough one last time. All
I could see of the midship now was the mast and the housetop. The
bow was lost beyond the swell as Pahilo moved about on a clear deck
while the sea rushed to devour me again.
I still was not quite all the way on deck when the stern dropped
suddenly into the trough of the wave. The line Pax had tied around
me kept me to the deck and in the weightlessness of new wave, I had
only to pull slightly on the safety to swing myself through the
wash and above the cockpit. I fell hard against the boards as the
crest passed, but water filled the cockpit as I lay pressed firmly
against the floorboards and lost my air. I pushed frantically to
get up, and as the water receded, I could finally sit and gasp for
breath, my head dizzy from the impact shock. I wished that I would
die just to get things over with.
Pax was tightening my safety line. Pahilo was at the mast now. The
next swell towered almost thirty feet above him and devouring the
bow as we came out of the trough. In the near gale winds, he
stepped lively back to us as the ocean started to leave the
scuppers next to me.
Pahilo jumped onto one of the wooden hold covers as the crest
washed past him, lapping at his deck shoes. I looked over to Pax
as I tried to figure out what to do. Pax pointed to his feet.
Imitating him, I wedged my feet under a bit of wood that stuck out
near one of the scuppers. I took a deep breath and grit my teeth.
My heart pounded wildly as I waited for the sea to hit. The wave
pushed me off the bench, but I stayed in the pit, buried in the
oily mess up to my shoulders. The wave passed quickly, and I
turned to see how soon the next one would hit us. My heart sank
as I saw a wall nearly five yards above me, lapping at the transom.

It hung there like a specter as we came into the valley of the
wave. then the water came forward to suck at Pax and me while the
midship was dry past the low water line.
I was scared. A smaller sloop would be dancing like a yoyo,
tossing the crew inside like a pair of dice at a crap game, but the
Ranger cut through the waves like a knife. I watched the ocean try
to cover the deck and realized that the only dangerous place to be
was where I was sitting. It made me wonder why I was there.
The rain started coming down hard. Sometimes I could hardly see
the mast. Pahilo was dragged a few yards closer to us as the sea
rushed past him, and then he was safely beside us. I looked out
at the height of the crest. There was nothing but rain sheeting
across the horizon. The foam blew off the crests in well marked
streaks. I smiled at Pax as the crest passed the stern. Pax
looked at me, but did not smile.
The trisail pulled wildly. I could see a small patch of sky in the
middle. "She gonna go free soon! Dis wind be too strong t' sail!"
I watched Pax's wrinkled hands work at the wheel. The ship started
to turn out of the wind. He ordered Pahilo to trim the sails, but
by the time he got to the mast the trisail opened up like a
blossom. The storm jib held, pulling the boat beam into the wind
and the Ranger leaned hard as waves cut across the deck all at
once. I watched, half buried in the ocean as I held on to the
cockpit for dear life. The water crashed across the ranger from the
port side and as the ocean pushed us over, the mast tip came down
to meet the crest of the last swell. The deck pointed to the sky.
I held to the cockpit as if I were climbing a sheer mountain.
Pahilo walked on the tiny cabin walls and the sides of the hold
covers to get forward. He slashed the lines as fast as he could.
Finally the storm jib popped up high above us like a giant
fluttering butterfly and then dove into the ocean. At the crest of
the giant wave, the Ranger began to right. The mast came up to the
sky once more. In the brief moments before the ocean attacked
again, Pahilo cut the last sheet line and the canvas disappeared
into the darkness. The Ranger was barepoles to the wind. Pax had
no control aside from the rudder and the incredible force of the
wind on the mast. "It gonna get rough now!"
"Rough!

I thought this WAS rough!"

"I seen worse!" Pax ordered Pahilo below. He handed me a knife and
told me to go forward to cut the sea anchors away. Pax looked at
me oddly. Maybe he thought that a Keeper could not be washed away.
I was hoping he was right.
As the third swell hit, I made it to the bow. The sea was like a
boxer between rounds, panting and resting; gathering strength for
the next attack. The surface would suck and swirl and then lash
out again with hissing whitecaps pouring water across half of the
deck. Out there, away from Pax and without the protection of the
cockpit, a chill ran through me. I froze when the next crest came
down, flattening me against the deck. My hands strained to hold
the lines as the crush forced out the last bit of my breath. Then
the sea was gone again and the rain sprayed my face like needles.

The anchor line moved about, pinching my fingers and slipping away
from the blade. After a couple of waves the rope broke free. I
looked up to see the where the next crest was. The bow was already
riding high. As the bow went up the crest, shooting into the sky
as it broke through the whitecaps, my head was poking past the
gunwale. I could see the ocean almost four yards below. I looked
ahead. Through a slight break in the mist I could see a foaming
mass of white caps: a reef!
"Pax!" I called. He could not hear me. I hustled recklessly down
the deck before the next wave could catch me. "Pax!" I could see
his face as I reached midship, the water cascading about the
cockpit, covering him below the waist. He knew something was
wrong. I grabbed at the rigging as the water washed over the deck,
holding me back as if they were trying to prevent me from warning
Pax about the combers. I got back to the bridge and with one
movement hooked on the carabineer and wedged my feet into place.
A swell caught the transom and drenched us. My hands pulled free,
but my feet were still tight between the floor slats and the walls.
Then the wave was gone. "Reef ahead! We have to go another way!"
"Which way it be?!"
"Four points to the port bow! It comes all the way down on the
beam! We have to go the other way!"
"Y' be sure?!"
"I be sure, Pax! I know a reef when I see one!" This was why Pax
had stayed on deck after we lost the sails. He knew that we were
close to land. Pax turned the wheel hard. With the stern being
forced by the wave, The Ranger turned nearly sixty degrees before
the next wave hit. The bow and the mast were caught by the wind
and the starboard side dipped low into the crest. White horses of
foam raced across the deck as a wave ripped across us cruelly,
determined to kill us all and bury us deep in her bosom.
For a moment I thought the Ranger would be overturned, but as the
bow went over the top of the crest, the ship righted and came down
the wave nearly vertically. We were sideways against the waves and
it was much worse than before. Pax yelled for Pahilo and some of
the other crew. He wanted the harbor jib put up. The three men
scrambled about, fighting the gale force winds. The tiny sail was
rigged forward and low, trimmed tight so that the wind would catch
only a little triangle of cloth that was exposed.
"We try t' keep up wit' de waves! De sail, she push us away from
de reef! We be safe, you see!" Pax was scared. He had been in
rough seas before, but those big waves and the threat of the
mysterious reef made him shake.
The waves were nearly one hundred yards from crest to crest. Pax
could not use the sea anchor or the oil, most of which was gone
anyway. Now the choppy waist high waves slapped across the deck
constantly making working almost impossible. I was amazed at how
much the oil had calmed the water. Pax had one last choice now,
to run with the waves. If the Ranger could stay in deep water,
nothing could sink her. The hull was tight and the boat was long
enough to smooth out almost anything the storm could give. Pax

knew this when he built the Ranger.
The Ranger lit out over the evil green, riding the waves out of the
wind. For the moment the reef was gone. I stayed with Pax and
prayed. After an hour, the rain began to let up. The choppiness
became more severe. Pahilo took the wheel. For the first time in
nearly four hours, Pax went below. I was right behind him. Pax
had slept little the last two days and was feeling his age. He was
snoring moments later. Finally, I too was asleep.
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From: JBallard@ebicom.net
Newsgroups: alt.tasteless.jokes,rec.humor,alt.humor.puns
Subject: Re: Funniest Doctors names???
Date: Wed, 17 Apr 1996 10:43:23 -0700
Organization: EBI Comm, Internet Service Provider
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References: <4gpvd6$qe2@news.paonli <Pine.SUN.3 <4idenu$akv@uuneo.neosoft.com>
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NNTP-Posting-Host: pmtup10.ebicom.net
Mime-Version: 1.0
Content-Type: text/plain; charset=us-ascii
Content-Transfer-Encoding: 7bit
X-Mailer: Mozilla 2.01 (Win16; U)
Xref: uucp.one.net alt.tasteless.jokes:88768 rec.humor:236787 alt.humor.puns:17844
Dr Costley -actual nameIn Tampa there was a Gynecologist named Richard "Dick" Long.
#! rnews 1400
Path: uucp.one.net!news.one.net!imci5!pull-feed.internetmci.com!
news.internetMCI.com!newsfeed.internetmci.com!uwm.edu!news.cse.psu.edu!
news.cc.swarthmore.edu!netnews.upenn.edu!news.voicenet.com!goodnews.voicenet.com!
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From: panther@voicenet.com (Barbara)
Newsgroups: rec.arts.sf.written
Subject: Re: James Morrow
Date: Sat, 20 Apr 1996 01:23:12 GMT
Organization: Voicenet - Internet Access - (215)674-9290
Lines: 23
Message-ID: <4l9hpr$jjv@goodnews.voicenet.com>
References: <4l2587$2h1@Nntp1.mcs.net>
Reply-To: panther@voicenet.com
NNTP-Posting-Host: ivyland239.voicenet.com
X-Newsreader: Forte Free Agent 1.0.82
Arnold Christianson <spicoli@mcs.com> wrote:
>Just pulled "This is the Way the World Ends" out of mothballs
>and re-read it. What a wonderful, troubling, vivid, textured
>novel! I almost forgot what a charge I'd gotten out of it the
>first time. I never read any of Morrow's other stuff. Never
>got around to it, I guess. I might just remedy that now.
>"World" was nominated for a Hugo, if I remember correctly.

>If you see it, buy it.

If you buy it, read it!

>Arnie
And while you're at it, read _The Wine of Violence_. It is one of the
best novels I have read about the role of violence in society.
Barbara
"The unexamined life is not worth living. On the other hand,
too much processing and you get Velveeta"
- Duncan, "VR5"
#! rnews 1261
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From: chopperb@daemon.apana.org.au (Frank C.)
Newsgroups: alt.personals
Subject: SWM, 29 from Melbourne ISO SWF - and curious to see if this BBS will
work???????
Date: Sat, 20 Apr 1996 08:51:44 GMT
Organization: Daemon Public Access Unix (03)563-8438
Lines: 16
Message-ID: <4l8chu$8uv@ramus.apana.org.au>
NNTP-Posting-Host: dialup-03.apana.org.au
X-Newsreader: Forte Free Agent 1.0.82
Hi ladies,
well, yes, ladies you've heard it all before. I'm a SWM 29, from
Melbourne (Australia), professional, 5'9", good looking - or rather
handsome (enough of that!) - NO children, wives or hangups (!),
Sagittarius, in search of a single, reasonably attractive mature
young lady (21-35), with intellegence preferably (sorry-don't mean to
be patronising !!) for friendship. I am also posting this message out
of sheer curiousity to see what sort of response I get from all you
female users of the net out there who are genuinely interested in
responding to this BBS. Please drop me a line. Thanx!!! No strings sorry, binaries -attached!!!!
Regards, Frank!!!!
#! rnews 1705
Newsgroups: sci.astro.amateur
Path: uucp.one.net!news.one.net!news.accessus.net!nntp.alaska.net!news3.agis.net!
agis!franklin.icok.net!news1.agis.net!agis!news.maxrnd.com!news2.cais.net!
news.cais.net!news.ac.net!imci4!newsfeed.internetmci.com!in1.uu.net!hodes.com!
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From: freeman@netcom.com (Jay Reynolds Freeman)
Subject: Re: Brandon 63 mm f/5.6 refractor reviewed
Message-ID: <freemanDprDx7.AuG@netcom.com>
Organization: Netcom Online Communications Services (408-241-9760 login: guest)
References: <freemanDpnxqt.5qn@netcom.com> <4kllfu$ora@linus.mitre.org>
Date: Fri, 12 Apr 1996 17:00:43 GMT

Lines: 20
Sender: freeman@netcom18.netcom.com
>
>
>
>
>
>
>

... Baby Blue Brandon ...
You astutely picked up on the importance of using a mirror diagonal
instead of a prism diagonal with a fast F ratio. [...]
The faster the F ratio, the greater the false color. Its not a
function of the quality of the components, but the nature of physics. This
holds true for other fast scopes. Teleview, AP etc.

Indeed, the bit about spherical and chromatic aberration due to a
prism is one of the most important forgotten facts of telescope
optics; use of a prism in essence guarantees that modern fast
refractors cannot perform. I note that Tele View ships mirror-type
diagonals. Meade does so with their ED refractors. AstroPhysics has
a two-inch mirror model and a 1.25-inch prism type. Lots of the
less expensive small fast goodies do not, though. Lumicon lists a
mirror-type 1.25-inch diagonal, but it is rather expensive.
-Jay Reynolds Freeman -- freeman@netcom.com -- I speak only for myself.
#! rnews 1408
Path: uucp.one.net!news.one.net!hermes.achilles.net!news4.ottawa.istar.net!
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From: frgsn@primenet.com (William George Ferguson)
Newsgroups: rec.arts.sf.written
Subject: Re: "Honor Among Enemies" Sample Chapters!
Date: 14 Apr 1996 20:22:01 -0700
Organization: Primenet Services for the Internet
Lines: 15
Sender: root@primenet.com
Message-ID: <3171c0ad.2433750939@news.primenet.com>
References: <4kge1k$22l@news.onramp.net> <robertaw-1004962229590001@blv-pm16ip19.halcyon.com> <4kq17c$a1j@aklobs.org.nz>
X-Posted-By: ip21-243.phx.primenet.com
X-Newsreader: Forte Agent .99d/32.182
robertaw@halcyon.com (Robert A. Woodward) wrote:
>:>> But she will succeed anyway as usual.
ferguson@dist.maricopa.edu (William George Ferguson) writes:
>:>However she will probably suffer terrible personnel losses, because she
>:>wasn't given information/resources she needed to do the job
>:>
>
jottle@kcbbs.gen.nz (John Huttley) wrote:
>personnell or personal??? ;)#
Personnel (trust me on this, I work in Human Resources, I know how to
spell my job title). Although at least one of them will probably be
personal.
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From: ruben@tapir.caltech.edu (Ruben Krasnopolsky)
Newsgroups: rec.arts.sf.written
Subject: Re: Sub light Space Opera?
Date: 19 Apr 1996 08:29:41 GMT
Organization: California Institute of Technology
Lines: 17
Message-ID: <4l7itl$89@gap.cco.caltech.edu>
References: <1996Apr18.134159.9543@wisipc.weizmann.ac.il>
NNTP-Posting-Host: goldie.tapir.caltech.edu
Fishman Michael <michael@wiscon.weizmann.ac.il> wrote:
>rbuttigieg@vulcans.caamora.com.au (Ralph Buttigieg) writes:
>|> G'day All
>|>
>|>All the interstellar space opera I have ever read has assumed faster then light
>|> travel. Has anyone ever written good interstellar (not interplanetary) space
>|> opera that was limited to the speed of light?
>|>
>|> ta
>|>
>|> Ralph
>
>_Protector_ , _The ethics of madness_ Larry Niven
>_Ender's Game_ Card
_Footfall_ , Niven and Pournelle
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From: bdecicco@sunm4048ar.sph.umich.edu (Barry DeCicco)
Newsgroups: rec.arts.sf.written
Subject: Re: Help-sequel to "cold equation"?
Date: 18 Apr 1996 17:40:55 GMT
Organization: School of Public Health
Lines: 45
Distribution: world
Message-ID: <4l5ur7$4nk@lastactionhero.rs.itd.umich.edu>
References: <4juuuk$r3c@newsbf02.news.aol.com>
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<4kee73$bnt@hptemp1.cc.umr.edu>
NNTP-Posting-Host: sunm4048ar.sph.umich.edu
'Cold Equation - Revisited' was the title, I believe.
I can't remember the author, although it was a woman,
and either Mercedes Lackey, or someone edited by
Marion Zimmer Bradley, is what I keep thinking.

Barry

In article <4kee73$bnt@hptemp1.cc.umr.edu>, templet@rocket.cc.umr.edu (Kristen
Templet) writes:
|> Jean Lamb (tlambs@magick.net) wrote:
|> : No.19/SH <76702.716@CompuServe.COM> wrote:
|>
|> : >>> Please help me! I know within the last year or so, someone
|> : >wrote a sequel to the great short story "The Cold Equation"-(can't
|> : >remember the original author). I think it appeared in Analog or
|> : >maybe Assimov's but not sure. I've checked many sources and some
|> : >people remeber that it exists, but still can't find name of author
|> : >or where it appeared. I'll check back here for responses.<<
|>
|> : And Donald Sakers wrote basically a solution he came up with to "The
|> : Cold Equations", wish I could remember the title!
|>
|> I think it was called "The Cold Solution" (maybe). But what I'm thinking
|> of was more likely published 5-3 years ago in Analog or Asimov's. It was
|> definately a followup to "The Cold Equations" though.
|>
|> Starfox
|> Always with Honor

find name of author
|> : >or where it appeared. I'll check back here for responses.<<
|>
|> : And Donald
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In article <4kee73$bnt@hptemp1.cc.umr.edu>, templet@rocket.cc.umr.edu (Kristen
Templet) writes:
|> Jean Lamb (tlambs@magick.net) wrote:
|> : No.19/SH <76702.716@CompuServe.COM> wrote:
|>
|> : >>> Please help me! I know within the last year or so, someone
|> : >wrote a sequel to the great short story "The Cold Equation"-(can't
|> : >remember the original author). I think it appeared in Analog or
|> : >maybe Assimov's but not sure. I've checked many sources and some
|> : >people remeber that it exists, but still can't find name of author
|> : >or where it appeared. I'll check back here for responses.<<
|>
|> : And Donald Sakers wrote basically a solution he came up with to "The
|> : Cold Equations", wish I could remember the title!
|>
|> I think it was called "The Cold Solution" (maybe). But what I'm thinking
|> of was more likely published 5-3 years ago in Analog or Asimov's. It was
|> definately a followup to "The Cold Equations" though.
|>
|> Starfox
|> Always with Honor

find name of author
|> : >or where it appeared.

I'll check back here for responses.<<
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CHAPTER 48
VIVIAN

We huddled under the narrow ledge for nearly an hour as a windy
sprinkle dampened the air. The thin clouds swirled above us around
and around in circles. Occasionally, the sun broke through a hole
near the center of the pivot. A pool of light would drop down to
the center of the calm lake of blackness. I watched carefully and
became quite sure that the sunbeams did not move when they
appeared, just as they had not moved at the great lake that was the
source of Zoe. I felt as if that spot was the center of the earth
around which all things rotated. Indeed, I felt as if the light
was more than sunlight, but a shaft of eternity falling to the
complete emptiness of the Khali Bhitra. For the first time since
my Pedochresis, I found a moment of complete understanding.
Everything, absolutely everything was divided into two categories:
black or white; good or evil; alive or dead. The pages of binary
programming that rattled my brain as a youth came back in a wave
of frustration. My reality mirrored that of a machine. Either
their was existence, or there was no existence.
The Khali Bhitra was not a thing. Physics ended at the sore of
this lake just as it would at the speed of light. Life ended there
as well as much as life ended at death. Beyond, far beyond
anything I imagine, was something else. Someplace where there was
no time, someplace where there was no separation between me and all
that I saw around me, someplace there was no will or fate. That
place had pierced through a hole in the fabric of the human
consciousness. This lake was an extension of something I could
never understand.
At last, I felt I knew the answer to what had happened to me in
Somach. Whatever I found here, I could not believe. The lake was
the place of ultimate displacement. Faith would have to be my
answer. In Suffigston, faith was the reason for living for most
people. For the rest, the people with faith kept them going.
Floating mountains and black lakes were things I could never fully
understand. I knew that. Whatever concept I would walk away with,
if in fact I could, would be a concept of faith. In Suffigston I

was taught that there was a supreme being. In Somach I learned of
the Fylgja. There was not much difference to the man who suffered
the wrath of either. I was not lucid as I had been at the Issue
of Judgement, and I hurt as I did in the Jaaro Sinha, but the
trouble free feeling that accompanied me much of the time I was in
the Valley was with me now. The hole in the center of the clouds
opened a little wider. The darkness of the lake rippled with
disturbance and minutes later the waves reached the shore, lapping
at the rocks without a froth. Instead of the sound of washing
waves, I listened to rocks tumbling over each other, rattling
around and knocking together as if they were in one of the tumblers
my Grandfather used to smooth agates into jewelry stones.
After several minutes I noticed a glow where the sunlight fell far
out on the lake. I kept watching. I felt very small next to the
lake. I felt very helpless. Oatmeal, my dear mouse, trusted me
despite the ease with which I could have crushed him in my hand.
I could sit here by the black lake and trust that it would remain
fast beneath the tranquil surface and not come out and crush me.
Under the light, the surface began to slowly rise. At first all
I could see was a dome of blackness, but gradually the shape rose
like a pillar and became lighter until the dark was completely
replaced by a loose skin of gently dancing lace capped with a long
cascade of flowing hair.
"De lady... She be de Lady o' de Lake!" Pax whispered as loudly
as he could. I had almost forgotten he was there. When I looked
at him, I saw that he was flush with nervousness -- something not
even the ocean storm was able to do. Then I understood; Pax was
not afraid, he was overwhelmed. Meeting that woman again was his
life-long dream.
Since Pax had first described her, I imagined his Lady of the Lake
being the same woman as Vivian, who haunted my dreams since I was
a child; but I could not tell. The lady walked across the surface.
A calm breeze caught her long auburn hair as it intertwined with
the fabric of her modestly sheer gown. The closer she came, the
more radiant she appeared, as if she had taken some of the glow
with her as she left the sunbeams. That woman could be the
Woman-fylgja that Grizwald and the other fairies spoke of and who
plagued my dreams with cameo appearances. Still, the woman before
me was so much more tangible than the one in my head that I could
not tell if they were the same.
"Dis be de way it once be long ago.

Just de same."

Again, I had found myself so absorbed with the woman that I had
forgotten that he was there, and even where I was. The black lake
had come closer, and now was only a few yards from our feet. The
woman was a specter, luring us away from the dangers of our
reality. I was certain that she was an agent of death. "Pax, let's
leave."
Pax did not answer immediately. When I turned to him, I saw him
smiling. "Pax stay. No harm come t' Pax here. De Lady be here."
The woman was almost to the shore.
"Pax! Let's go!"

She came closer, almost to the rock shoreline. "Pax!" The woman
raised her hand at him. She whispered something in Somachian, and
he slowly began to vanished.
"PAX!

COME BACK!"

He was already gone.

I staggered away. She looked up to me and said, "Do not be
afraid," but I was not about to trust anyone who vaporized my
friends.
"What have you done to Pax?!"
approached.

I kept moving from her as she

She walked gently across the rocks.
friend."

"No harm has come to your

"What have you done with him?!"
"I have sent him back to the Ranger."
She was speaking to me in Colonial! Not only that, but she knew
the name of our ship. Granted, "Ranger" was printed boldly on the
bow, but how could she have read it when the ship was under the
mountain? "Why should I believe you."
"Look for yourself. Use what you possess and find Pax. Know that
he is safe." After a moment I realized that she wanted me to use
my telepathy. I suspected some kind of trick to get me out of my
body, but she said, "I do not deceive you, Little Keeper." Since
she could read my mind, she might as easily alter my perception to
believe Pax was safe. I felt helpless. "You do not have to trust
me. You must only trust in yourself. Look, Little Keeper, see your
friend."
I was at her mercy. I took a deep breath, concentrated on Pax.
Quite instantly and unexpectedly I saw him being pulled out of the
red water by Pahilo, safe and very much alive. I was relieved.
"Pax," I said from inside of him, "I'm alright. Tell Eugean I'm
fine, and that I'll be back as soon as I can." I knew that he
understood.
I wanted to go with Pax, but I could not carry my body with me. I
felt better, confident that I had seen Pax. When I returned to my
body, the woman said, "I am astonished that you are such a young
man," she said. "For Wisdom, you have such youth."
"I want to know... " I thought for a moment. I might only get one
question. What did I want to know more than anything else?
The woman spoke before I did. "You seem a very old child, Little
Keeper. I see you coming from a place very far away, a long time
ago."
"I am from the Colonies. I have been travelling for a long time."
She probably knew that, but I did not know what else to say.
Suddenly a chilling discomfort overtook me, almost as if I had
entered the Jaaro, but the feeling was less, not as intense. Parts
of my life were quickly being forced into my head. The Lady of the

Lake was searching in my memory, dumping out moments I had not
thought of in years. The chill grew stronger. I felt uneasy as
she continued tearing away at the walls I had built. Seeing so
much I had hidden made me look at myself in a way I never had
before. I was a spoiled little boy; a manipulated wimp, a crusader
without a cause. I was alone and confused, I always had been and
most likely always would be.
She went deeper, to a place in my mind I had never seen, reaching
out to other people, whose memories were somehow living inside of
me. Beyond my dreams and illusions were images of a grand palace
with horsemen at my side, all riding steeds that could have been
the brothers of the Pale Horse. These were my men and my horses
in a way. Since I could not have been to that place I assumed that
I had created it in my imagination, but the vivid clarity and
accuracy was peculiar to my dreams.
"You are from a land I have not seen for a very long time."
"I am from Suffigston in the Colony of Nework."
Without hearing me, she went on. "I see the majestic hills of
Green Barimore, but long before this age. In you I see much of
Merlin. If only you were he, but that could not be; such a young
Keeper you are."
Suddenly I had no thoughts. She was inside of me, or rather I was
inside of her, listening to gibberish. She was not sharing
telepathy with me like the other keepers had, she had so many
thoughts that I could not keep up. In the garbled mess I found her
mind combing though my own memory for something dark and light at
the same time. She was looking for something that was very
familiar to her, something absolute. Then from within the depth
of my soul she discovered what she was seeking: the Khaali Bhitra!
Shocked, my heart began to race and I panicked, desperately trying
to pull away, but I was caught in a confusion, the more I tried to
concentrate on reality, the closer to the blackness I came. I began
to be sucked inside.
"Stop that!" I shouted, and she jerked her head back in surprise.
"What are you doing?!" I demanded.
"You have stepped upon the lands of Somach with power and wrath
that I have never before witnessed. You followed the Keeper of the
Khaali Bhitra as if he knew you..."
"Who?"
"To the people of that land, he is known as the Pale Horse.
Certainly Should I not want to meet the friend of such a great
Keeper. I repose from the tranquility of the Khaali Bhitra knowing
that you shall serve our moment with wisdom and compassion." A
smile drew across her face and her eyes crescented with a genuine
warmth. I wished that she would say at least one I could
understand. Then, my mind touched on something. She was
inadvertently putting her own thoughts in my head. She thought of
me as if I were some clumsy, but cute, homeless puppy.
"You brought me.

You made me come here, didn't you?"

"In a way I suppose; yes, I did."
"You destroyed the Trust In Recourse?"
"What matter is a clump of foreign creation.
belong on Somach."

Your ship did not

"But, why?! What's the point of making me suffer, making us return
home by boat?"
"You could have done whatever you pleased. You had no need for the
Colonial air ship. You had no need of a boat. You are the
Batuwaa-fylgja." She smiled at me. I waited for her to say more,
but she did not. I was sure that she had not blinked since the
first moment I saw her. She could not have been human, of that I
was convinced.
"Did you want me to stay in Somach?"
She had to think for a moment. Her eyes never left me, but her face
furrowed with a confusion. "Why do you hate me with such
intensity?" she finally responded.
How could she not know?! She had been reading my mind since I had
arrived, and I certainly had given the idea much thought. I said,
"You made me go through all this. Doesn't that give me the right
to hate you?" I was furious. I had travelled for nearly one
hundred days to get what I needed in order to leave the bizarre
world of Somach only to end up here, in a dreamland far worse.
"You spoil me with your pain. Please, do not loathe me. I have
done none of the deeds of which you accuse me."
"You are in league with the Khaali Bhitra!"
I instantly became ill with discomfort. I watched her wince as if
I was seeing my own face. I had said something horribly
inaccurate, but why was I feeling her response? As she spoke, her
words were filled with distress and sorrow. "No, the Khaali Bhitra
is part of you just as it is part of all Keepers. Fear and anger
are issues of man, in the same measure as his own judgement of
himself must be."
"Judgement! Man has no need to judge himself when he has somebody
like you to do it for him!"
"I am merely a Keeper, like yourself."
"...like the Jivatma-fylgja?"
"You are not of the Fylgja, nor am I."
"I thought that you WERE the Fylgia: the Woman Fylgja."
"The Fylgja is a place. My peace is the heart of the Fylgja. The
Fylgja is simply a place. Long ago, the Fylgja was the earth.
Now, it has been limited to my wandering island and fair Somach."

"The Fylgja does not guide you?"
"No. Little Keeper, I do not have answers for you. Your quest
shall be your answer. Be of this moment, not of a defeating
harmony."
She was talking gibberish again, but I was determined to understand
her. Perhaps a simpler question would yield something more
constructive. "What is your name?"
Very quickly I found myself thinking about other moments of
frustration in my life. I wanted to remember all the things I had
forgotten. So much was useless dreck and pointless incidents
flushed by that I had trouble remembering where I was and what I
was doing. I grabbed at one of my childhood memories and
concentrated, fighting the urge to sit back and watch. The woman
was looking for something in my head. As she went through my ideas
like a tornado, rearranging the memory patterns and delicate recall
structures I had established over my life. Then she passed on.
I found my myself moving beyond my own memories, watching ideas I
had never thought of fly about me as she tore through new piles of
experience. I found her image intermingled and discovered that I
was witnessing a search in her own mind. Everything was piled
about in heaps of cluttered mess. I could not envision how someone
so mentally disorganized could even survive, let alone be an
ancient immortal. Her pain and emotion guided her, diving into a
refuse memories, searching for the last moment she suffered
similarly.
I had spent a lifetime carefully tieing and filing my memories by
ordered facts and correlated imagery. I prided myself on being
able to remember important things quickly and easily, and had
always suppressed the bitter experiences that always strived to
resurface whenever I was distressed. The woman had connected
everything by emotion. No similar facts were placed together,
nothing had anything significant to do with anything else attached;
so much so that I could hardly recognize anything she was thinking
of.
Finally she stopped. Before me was a mass of decomposing concepts,
encrusted in foreign elements as if it were a miners tool left to
rust and had become overcome by mineral deposits to the point that
the original function was unidentifiable.
Carefully, she plucked through the mass, examining and then
discarding each thought one by one until she saw the core. I could
see fragments of people and events that made her happy, as is she
had placed something inside of them to keep it alive while she
forgot about it. Still, there was a deep pathos she was feeling
as the recollection of better times unfolded. I understood why she
hid something good beneath painful memories that needed to be
forgotten so that she would never suffer by having it close by to
reminder her of what she no longer had.
Gradually, I was able to look beyond the mass she was attending,
and I saw all the memories. I had become accustomed to organizing
things by time, place, similarity in my own mind, and I had a good
idea of how much I had remembered, but the woman had collective
pockets of recollection far beyond anything I could imagine, and

all of it was patched together with emotion. As she continued to
scrape through to what she was looking for, I became painfully
aware that she no longer organized her thoughts through concrete
reasoning because so much was exactly the same. She must have
lived for tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of years.
Everything had been lumped together into vague concepts that, as
far as I was concerned, had no real meaning. She would never give
me a straight answer about the Fylgja or Somach because she had no
straight ideas.
Finally, she uncovered what she had been looking for. I had
thought she was looking for her name, but what she came up with was
an idea with no beginning or end, intertwining within itself with
indecisiveness, yet lustrous and hypnotic with an attractiveness
that was delightfully disarming. At first I saw a trap. I started
to withdraw back into myself; however, I paused when I considered
the idea she had found, not as a nemis, but as a child: innocent
and naive as well as possessive and demanding -- out of necessity,
not out of design. She had stopped looking through her memories,
and I found that I now could easily step back into my own mind.
"I am Vivian."
I was shocked that the unrecognizable thing was her name;
nonetheless, it seemed to suit her. For one brief moment I was
pleased with myself. After all the years of searching, I finally
found my Vivian. Unfortunately, I now wished that I never had.
Her name still had fragments of memories tasselling from it. Her
mind was so loud that I could not even block out the emotions that
troubled her. I understood that her name had been unspoken and
unrecalled for countless years. She had been alone for all that
time, waiting for someone to return.
"What is going on?!" I demanded.
"Little Keeper, for the past, you have only to look where you have
been. For the future, you have only to look within yourself."
"How?"
"I am not a bird; I cannot tell you how to fly. I am not the
Keeper of the Earth; I cannot tell you how to see."
"Then tell me what happens in the night, when the Khaali Bhitra
comes?"
"The dark is a fear man has because his eyes can not see, that is
all."
"But people die!"
"They offend plants, wander from safe ground or come across a night
predator. Did you go out at night in Suffigston?"
"What do you know about Suffigston?"
"Poor little Keeper. You look, but you cannot see. It is sad that
you must be led so patiently. Despite this, you remind me of

Merlin.

He was much like you."

"Are you going to answer my questions or not?"
"You must go on, find your place and step into your position as the
great Keeper that you are."
"I don't want to!

I'm just a messenger!"

"You can no longer be a messenger."
"I AM a messenger.

That's why I am here!"

"You have already become something more. You do not believe what
you know is true. You will always be in battle with yourself;
fighting through perceived truths to find a deeper reality that is
not there."
"I know what is real."
"Am I?" she asked?
"Yes."
"Why?"
"You're there... I'm talking to you."
"Perhaps I am an illusion.
not be one more?"
"No.

You are real."

Am I not of your dreams?

Could this

I wanted to believe that.

"Then, tell me what I am?"
"You are a woman."
"To be a woman, I must be of flesh and blood."
"Well... yes."
"Am I of flesh and blood?"
"Well... um.... You are a Keeper, the Woman Fylgja."
"A Keeper is only an illusion of man. The Fylgja is a mountain that
skates across the horizon inducing judgement in the night and
providing a comfortable plenty in the daylight. Are these things
possible within your reality?"
"They have to be."
"Is the Khaali Bhitra real?" she continued.
"Yes."
"If it is real, it must have an identity."
"You know what it is!

Why don't you to tell me?"

"Until you have felt the power of the Khaali Bhitra, you shall
never know what it is. Once felt and harnessed, just as with all
power, the Khaali Bhitra becomes the tool to accomplish many
things. I walk within the Khaali Bhitra because it is a peaceful
place, not like the coarse illusion of reality."
"The Khaali Bhitra kills people.
there?"

How can you find sanctuary

"You have found sanctuary there.
your quest must be?"

Are you that unclear about what

"I never knew I had a quest."
"You are a Keeper. Your quest is to find your service to mankind."
"How do I do that?" I asked, hoping that for an answer I could
understand.
"You must learn. Continue the road of the Keeper to which James
Guffingstrapp has unknowingly guided you."
"You know James?"
"I know of the Grand Keeper. I know of all Keepers, yet I do not
believe that he knows of me."
"No? He was in Somach. Surely he must have heard of you when he
talked to the Didi Bhahini or one of the Keepers?"
"Guffingstrapp does not like the sanctity of the old ways. He is
a callous thing that sees only himself. He will not see past the
depths of the technology he has forced upon the world. I, being of
harmony, wish only to maintain perspective. Live and let live is
nice as long as everyone agree. Man is not very unified and
constantly strives for his own destruction, carrying the rest of
life with him. That is not right. That is why man created the
Fylgja in an image he treasured. The Fylgja is home, the
simplicity of the past without the threat of the future. It is
beautiful, is it not?"
"You're telling me that the Fylgja was created by men?" I was
astonished at the implication of a society advanced enough to do
that.
"This mountain is of man; it is the soul of the Fylgja."
"How could men control plants? I thought the Fylgja was like God,
isn't it?"
"Is a neural truffle a God? What is God but an explanation for what
we do not understand?"
"No," I corrected her. "God has to be more.
the guidance by which men live."

God has to provide

"Is not the divine guidance humanity strives for unexplainable?
God is hope and faith where there is pessimism and question."

"God DOES exist."
"Of course, but for each man God holds a different meaning; a
different hope and faith, an answer to what is beyond our reach.
Man must explain his nature, there must be something that motivates
mortals." Seeing the thoughts beneath her words, I understood that
Vivian had little hope and faith. Her sanctuary in the Khaali
Bhitra was all that gave her the strength to live. She wanted no
more than to be part of what was within the blackness. That was
her religion. I watched the lake. "All of this cannot be
man-made!"
"Long ago, the ancient fathers of the Somachians had advanced their
creative abilities far past that of the Colonies. They had learned
to manipulate the basic essence of life itself, enabling them to
create their own elements and their own life forms to serve their
needs. But, in haste to improve the world for themselves, they
all but crushed life on earth.
"The creators found themselves dying as a civilization. To prevent
this from happening again, they placed ten control centers on ten
great ships. Within the crystalline rocks, they placed the core
of a manmade being called the Fylgja. Mankind was removed from the
planet except within the ten sanctuaries. Furnished with what the
builders believed were the qualities of God, the great biological
ecosystem controlled men's fears, and thus controlled men
absolutely. Through all these things, the creators of the Fylgja
ensured the survival of future generations of mankind."
After a moment, Vivian continued. "Yet, the Fylgja was built by men
who could not envision forever. They did not anticipate the wrath
of the earth itself. Typhoons, continental cataclysm, axis shifts,
global temperature changes and magnetic fluctuations all took a
toll."
"But how could those things affect something like this. I was in
the storm, I know that your mountain is not being affected at all."
"That is not correct. My mountain is replenishing, that is the
cause of the storm. The ships utilize the energy of the earth to
continue. When the continents drift farther apart, a storm such
as this one will require more oceanic energy, leaving less and less
for recharging. Long before the Colonies, the Fylgja mountains
began to fail. Only two continue to operate. One has fallen on
Einkorn Island; its powers hindered, it now controls only the
island of Somach and influences Scotia, Vie, Punnatoo and South.
I have kept this one alive to sanction Somach with a buffer between
them and the mechanical evils of the Colonies. When, under the
guidance of Keepers like James Guffingstrapp, the mortals have
soiled the earth and devastated themselves once more, Somach will
be the new seed of the earth."
"Guffingstrapp does not want to destroy the world."
"No, yet before the Colonies men again devastated the earth by
their own hand. They tried to harness the energy of the earth by
cracking the crust. Undreamed disaster followed as the world
shifted back to a comfortable repose. If it were not for other

sanctuaries of the Fylgja, man would have vanished from the planet
as did most animal and plant life."
"I can believe this ship, and the neural truffles, but how could
a society of men create something like the Jivatma-fylgja and the
Khaali Bhitra?"
Vivian smiled at me. "Somach was dying when I came to the mountain
-- after Merlin left. I nurtured the Valley of Uberty." She
looked back to the black lake. "The Khaali Bhitra came soon
afterwards. Khaali Bhitra may have brought the Jaaro Sinha...
Perhaps it was here already, I do not know -- the two are
inseparable. I found myself as a Didi-fylgja for a long time, but
I could not remain with mortals, they come and go so quickly. I
have been here since. That was a long time ago. Before
Weyerhauser was the Keeper of the Earth."
"Weyerhauser?"
"Long ago.... He was a good Keeper, providing the range of human
freedom without allowing the destruction of human knowledge.
Weyerhauser is perhaps the oldest of all of the Keepers of the
Earth. When his work was undermined at last, and the earth began
to die once more, he could not face his failure and retreated to
the sanctuary of Somach -- he is a great Keeper.
"Now, as Guffingstrapp and his contemporaries bring the mortals
closer to self annihilation. The Fylgja is dying. I fear that
Somach will not survive the cataclysm. I had hoped that you might
be able to help us. I saw much of Merlin in you, and Merlin would
have helped."
"What do you want me to do?"
"I would have you stop the War of the World that the Colonies and
the Democracy are foolishly escalating. I would have you tame the
devil Raspthane, preventing him from having mankind enslaved in
hopelessness as he attempts to become Keeper of the Earth."
"That's just great. I'm supposed to save the world from
Raspthane." Raspthane was my dream, not hers! She could not be
talking about the same one. "Who is Raspthane?"
"He is a young Keeper who seeks the dark power of the Khaali
Bhitra. He initiated the Great War for this reason."
"The war was started because of the famine,"
her.

I tried to correct

"Raspthane caused the famine. He is the cause of my woe. He is the
reason I walk here. As long as I am here, he will not dare
enter... not until he is strong enough."
"Well fine, what do you want from me?"
"You are a great Keeper. Your quest shall lead you on many
adventures. I cannot guide you. I can only hope that as you can,
you shall be our champion: for the Fylgja, the Khaali Bhitra, the
Keepers, and for me. We need a champion to prevent Raspthane from

enslaving us all."
"OK, let's just say that I might be interested. What would I have
to do to get rid of him? If someone like you can't do it, what
makes you think I can?"
"You have been a messenger," she said.
world."

You know of Raspthane's

"If you think I want the whole world to end up like Somach, you're
wrong. That whole place is really twisted. You want me to let you
enslave the world like Somach instead of letting Raspthane enslave
them?"
"Look at what he has done to the people of the city. Look at what
he has done to all of the men and women who are forced into
military service to fight for the Colonies or the Democracy. He
fathered the great giant beasts of the seas and the terrible
creatures of the Indos. Is that worse than the nights of Somach?
The Fylgja allow men to retreat from the night. There is not that
luxury where Raspthane rules. His wrath is merciless and
encourages men into corruption."
"Well, I'm not going to help anybody. I just want to go home."
I could not help overhearing her loud thoughts. She was asking me
to be her champion; yet, she thought of me as little more than a
waif in the fields of life, barely able to stand and stumbling
blindly through a shallow glade of tall grasses that towered above
my head -- all the while expressing optimistic efforts, believing
that the journey would soon be over. There was another thought:
the waif was starting the journey that would be his life, taking
him up the tallest mountain of wisdom. The image came from her.
The image was clear. The journey was to be very long and equally
hard. I did not want to go.
"Go where you must, Little Keeper," she said. "I can not tell you
where your destiny lies. I know only that you will travel far.
That is the way of the Batuwaa-fylgja. When you have seen all, you
will decide our fate."
"I can't even decide my own fate!"
"You shall find your way. It is time for you to go on. Go back
to Pax and find your way to the home you left. Where you go, you
will not find the home you seek. THAT sanctuary is within
yourself."
I wanted to talk more, but I felt a distance coming from within me.
I was away from the mountain. I was above the ocean, falling to
the red water. I splashed under and struggled to the surface. The
Ranger was a few yards away in the calm red water. The mates threw
me a line as I fought the weight of my clothing. Pax helped me
aboard.
The Ranger was leaving the mountain -- I thought. Then I saw that
the sea anchors were still out. The mountain was moving. Pax
ordered the storm sails up. He wanted to follow the floating
island so that we could remain under its protection until the storm
passed. I tried to explain to him that we were in a hurricane, and

that the floating island was merely in the eye of it, but he
insisted on remaining under the giant ship of the Fylgja, but the
winds underneath the ship constantly shifted and we could not keep
up.
CHAPTER 49
THE OPPONENT IN THE SKY

We followed the mountain two days before it disappeared in from
sight. Several hours later the storm broke up, and by the next
evening, the sky cleared, and we saw land. Pahilo started playing
the flutepipe again and the smiles were reborn on the faces of the
crew. We discovered a deep spring fed bay that offered fresh water
and place to bathe. Everyone washed clothes. The salt in our
clothing was particularly uncomfortable, and we were never quite
sure whether the clothing was wearing us or we were wearing the
clothing.
After we had travelled along an uninterrupted coastline for three
days, Andrew met with Pax and I at sunset. Since we had sailed
four days in a storm without sight of land, no one was sure where
we were. Andrew stated, "I'm convinced that this is the continent
and not an island. I think that tomorrow we should turn east."
After the hurricane, we all felt uneasy about blue water. To make
matters worse, our navigation system of a gris- gris and the stars
was rather crude, and our chances of missing Bazal completely were
high. We agreed to sail east for seven days and then try to make
it back to the continent if we found nothing.
Fortunately, soon after we past the sight of land on the next day,
fresh breezes started favorably out of the north northeast, and
with the spinnaker thrusting above the bow, we glided through the
sea.
At the end of the second day of blue water, a wall of towering
nimbostratus clouds tumbled in out of the north like the dust of
a thousand desert horsemen. The crew was quiet. Pahilo put his
flute away. Pax ordered the big sails down and we continued
running under the small white of the storm jib and trisail, waiting
for a storm that never seemed to come.
The waves became choppy, and the breezes remained gusty and strong,
bringing us along at a good pace. The rumbling of thunder fanfared
from far away, but we continued to wait for the rain. Pahilo and
the crew trimmed the sails and worked desperately to get a little
more speed to outrun the horizon of black. The Ranger seemed very
very small.
I anticipated a squall but when the front came upon us the winds
did not change much, it just grew cold and prematurely dark as the
afternoon sun disappeared behind the thickness of the weather.
Lightning high in the atmosphere flashed silently through clouds.
For an instant the deck would light with a shine whiter than
daylight. Then a bolt would find the sea. The shocking explosion
would rattle our bones, and the Ranger would strain and creek under

our feet. Every rumble brought the men low, crouching slightly and
talking in quiet voices, waiting for the wrath of the Khaali Bhitra
to overcome them. I went back to the cockpit to sit with Eugean
and Pax.
"Are you alright?" She asked.
"Yeah, why?" When I saw the expression on the others' faces I knew
something was unusual.
"Your skin is so white. You look dead." I looked at my hands.
It was as if they were translucent. I did not feel that well come
to think of it, almost as if I were inside of the Jaaro Sinha, but
the aching was superficial. Inside I felt strangely hollow.
Eugean shouted at me, "Get below!" As she stared at me in horror,
she pushed at the crewmen who stood nearby. They looked at Pax.
He was very confused but nodded for them to go down. I looked back
down to the bow, half expecting a tidal wave.
"Eugean! What is it?!"
"Your hair is standing on end." She was right. I could feel it
now. Lightning was about to strike. "Come on!" As I followed her,
the boat lit up. I tried to shade my eyes, but my arm convulsed
-- my entire body convulsed. Within the midst of my muscular
frenzy I barely held on to my consciousness. Eugean's face was
wide with shock, and her body folded like a little frightened
animal. I started to fall -- I thought. The ground left my feet
and I tumbled, but I never hit the deck. The lifeline on my
harness pulled tight as if I was hanging, ripping at my shoulders,
hips and thighs. My flotation vest tore away. I was hanging,
spinning, but all I could see was the sky going around and around.
I struggled in my own skin, but nothing would work. My arms,
legs... everything but my eyes was frozen in painful convulsions.
I was out. I felt my mind being drawn away from the pain and
dizziness. A fire burned. The trisail blazed at my back. With
great suddenness I was away from my physical self. I sighed in a
thoughtful sort of way and started up for the plane of dark clouds
that was the bottom of the storm. Looking back, I could see my body
was pulled against my lifeline by fingers of lightning that came
down from the sky and danced in a corona of light to the ocean
below. The Ranger was held in a cage of fire.
Spinning through the clouds, the charge of the bolt umbilicalled
me to both my body and to whatever was above. An anonymous
darkness came inside of me to probe my thoughts exactly as Vivian
had done. I pushed back and lined the intruding tentacles with my
own exploration. I saw a vastness of knowledge within me that had
burnt my invader at the touch. They were looking for... they
wanted something inside of me -- they wanted the Khaali Bhitra?!
But, I had thought that was being attacked BY the Khaali Bhitra!
Yet the knowledge inside me embodied such a thirst for completeness
that any mind that touched it would be absorbed. I was confused.
I was scared. I had a monster in my soul, ready to devour anyone
who came close to me. Was I the Khaali Bhitra? Was that why I was
not destroyed when I had gone inside of it? I held fast to the
probing thoughts as they made contact with the darkness. PAIN! My
intruder was frightened -- absolutely terrified of... ME?

I had never felt the kind of horror that my intruder was suffering,
down to the marrow inescapable terror. Only once had I experienced
anything like that. Long ago Chauncy and I had found a narrow
passage in one of the caves that led to what had looked like a vast
deposit of bauxite. I had to go into the tiny hole but caught my
hand by my side and became stuck. I had one hand free, but that
was all. The fastness of the rock held me and seemed to get
tighter. The more I fought, the harder it was to move. My toes
twisted inside the confinement of my boots. My free hand could not
find anything to pull on and could not come back even to scratch
my nose, which had rapidly become itchy. I was stuck. I dropped
my flashlight and the impact left me in darkness. The feelings of
claustrophobia filled me with binding terror. My mind raced with
panic and my imagination ran wild. Then, I heard the squeak. Tiny
hungry rodent sounds, scurrying in front of me. I felt something
go past my hand. "Chauncy! Get me out! Chauncy!" That
absolution of my terror forced a tension through my body that cut
my breath short and I began to suffocate. I tossed my hand in
front of me, hoping to push the hungry vermin from getting close
to me. The sharp teeth cut at my hand as I swung it, then at my
elbow. I could not feel the rats, but I knew they were there,
waiting for me to tire. The rock squeezed at me. My socks and
pants held fast against my legs, choking the life from my skin in
their tightness. I could feel things, maybe a rat, at my belt,
digging away at me as I tried to squirm free in the tightness. My
thoughts returned to the pet mouse I had as a young boy. One
fateful day Jermain held him tightly in his hand, poking Oatmeal
uncomfortably and then yanking at his tail until the poor creature
began to turn in his own skin, finally suffocating. I remember the
droplets of blood that clung to its tiny body where its eyes and
mouth had once been. I was almost as crushed as the poor animal
as Jermain handed him back. I felt like that mouse. The rock and
rats were like the hands of my brother. I was thrashing out,
yelling for Chauncy to get me out when I hit my head against the
roof and knocked myself out. In the cave, Chauncy had found another
way into the cavern ahead and was able to pull my limp body out.
There were no rats. I had cut myself on sharp points of rock. I
never did go back into small places like that.
That hallucinogenic desperation was the only thing in my experience
that I could compare to how my invader suffered after having
touched the blackness in my soul. I felt the intruder squirm. With
my own mind I sent images of the Khaali Bhitra up the mental
strands to intensify his torment.
Inside of my foe, far from the ship and still in the clouds, I
found footing in a softness that was much like a mountain of
powdery snow. Instantly the softness turned to searing flame. I
let go of the fingers that were probing me and darted about,
looking for a way out. The heat brought incredible pain, but the
fire did not take the color from my skin or blacken my clothing...
just pain.
"Be still!" came a deep overbearing voice from somewhere. The
flames died, and I turned to see a giant clothed in the burning
light -- red with the heat. His piercing cat eyes sent chills
across my skin. Two great spiralling ram's horns had grown from
his head. A massive lizardous tail ran from the base of his spine,

twirling hypnotically above his shoulders. The strong claws of his
hands reached forward to point at me. In a voice that shook me
like the thunder, he said, "Keeper! Do not anger me! You will
cower to me at the thought of my wrath." I did. He was a demon
from my oldest nightmares: Raspthane. "I will haunt you for
eternity if you give me cause. Go home! Be who you must and never
venture into my realm again!?"
"Y... y... y... yes sir." I tried not to breathe, but my sinuses
and lungs still ached with the heat. My eyes blinked frantically
as I tried to watch him. I swore that I would never poach an egg
again.
"Very well. Be off with you and let me not see you beyond the
hills of your homeland, for I am Raspthane, and I shall be your
endless nightmare if we once more cross paths!"
I slammed back into my familiar consciousness. I fell into the sea
with my lifeline still holding me to the Ranger. Thunder clapped
with a jolting thrust that shattered every porthole on the boat.
As I paddled in the water, it began to rain. The Ranger moved
again, no longer being held fast in the water. I quickly found
myself being dragged through the waves so quickly that I could
hardly stay catch a breath. I saw Andrew on the deck pulling at
my line.
Pax swung the boom out as far as he could to get the burning sail
away from the stays, and then he cut the canvas into the ocean.
The crew threw buckets of seawater where the sail had fallen to
the boat. The fresh shower of rain helped quench the flames, and
then it was over. Without missing a beat, Pax ordered new sails
from the hold and had them reefed for the stiff wind. As I climbed
on board I noticed no odd expression, as if no one had seen me
carried into the sky.
"What happened to you?" Eugean asked as they helped me below.
"I don't know." I never did tell Eugean about Raspthane. I did not
want to deal with Raspthane -- or Vivian. I was sure that Andrew
had seen me dangling in the air, but he never spoke of it.
The sky cleared during the night, and we continued our course east.
Pax seemed more distant after his sail had been burned. I knew
that his problems would end when I left his ship -- so did he. A
few days later, the seagulls started flying around the mast,
waiting for scraps of food to be thrown overboard. The next day
the blue water ended. The endless shore was beautiful in the glow
of the silhouetting morning light. For the first time since I had
seen my encounter with Raspthane, Pahilo played his flutepipe.
Spirits were raised just by the sight. The music brought with it
the optimism that our adventure was soon over. My imagination
played the hero's welcome I would find when I finally returned
home. Home.... I was finally going home.
CHAPTER 50
DEJA

We travelled four days along the coast before an aircraft spotted
us. The patrol craft was almost small enough to land on deck had
our sails been down. Pahilo and the rest of the crew were
dumbstruck, having never seen anything that big fly before. The
pass was low and loud with the engines roaring. Every man had wide
eyes.
The craft took the second pass much slower, and then hovered close
by. The name below the cockpit window was Latchkey of Observation.
Almost all colonial airships had extravagantly meaningless names;
not like Ranger. An amplified voice from the ship said, "Cease and
desist! Drop your sails and prepare to be boarded!" Pax was slow
to follow the instructions, amazed that the colonial scouter could
float in the air like the mountain.
"Pax! Stop the boat and let them board!" I shouted above the roar
of their engines.
Pax gave the orders. The Ranger came into the wind, and the sails
luffed. The crew struck the canvas. Minutes later, the patrol craft
hovered abeam. The side door opened and out came a man dressed in
an air corps jumpsuit and helmet, looking like an insect. A
gangplank was set, and two soldiers came aboard. "Who is the senior
officer?" Pax shyly stepped forward as the others watched with the
fear pumping hard in their veins.
"I be in charge.

I be Captain Pax Gremial."

"Hand over your Authorization of Journey."
I stepped forward and answered for him. "This ship is sailing
under orders from the Saskatchewan Independent Messengers and
Recovery Service. I am the representing messenger. We are
presently on an urgent mission, bound for the military base at
Deja."
"Then, I must see your identification plates," said the faceless
soldier.
"The plates were lost several tenday ago.
papers."

I do have diplomatic

"Papers?"
"Data on a thin sheet made of pressed cotton and crushed wood
fiber."
"We only accept official documents."
I smiled. "What I have is a lot more official than any plate.
bears the signatures of the Keepers of the Colonies and the
cities."

It

"We shall see. Go inside." He pointed for me to go into the
Latchkey of Observation. I looked at the others to tell them to
stay, but before I could, the cockroach drew his eliminator.
"Move!"

"I'm going, I'm going."
I was seated in one of the well-upholstered chairs in the tiny
cabin. "Identification check," one of the men commanded. Soft
bright screens lit up with my image. In a smaller screen a young
computer-generated woman said, "Place your hands upon the desk
directly in front of you and rest your head back." As I did, the
screens went black except for one small yellow dot on the center
monitor. "Please look directly at the indicator and refrain from
blinking." A dim red beam probed the back of my eye for retina
identification. The desktop took my fingerprints. The headrest
was taking my alpha patterns. "Subject is impersonating a known
criminal. Detain -- use extreme caution. Subject is intelligent
and presumed violent." A sharp pain racked my brain. I fell into
blackness.
When I awoke, I was sitting in the cockpit of the Latchkey of
Observation with my wrist and feet strapped. I watched the
monitors. The aircraft was towing the Ranger. Only two of the
helmetted men were on board, the rest were on the deck of the boat
guarding the crew, Andrew and Eugean.
"What's going on?"
"You are under arrest. We have orders to transport you to Deja.
You will serve your sentence there for your crimes against the
state."
"What crimes?"
He laughed. "The list is too long, and I'm sure you can figure most
of them out."
We entered the Deja harbor at dusk. The tiny local fishing boats
were puny, and their craftsmanship primitive next to the Ranger.
I could only catch a glimpse of Eugean and Andrew far down the pier
as the Latchkey of Observation landed. Several armed guards ran
aboard. "I wish to speak to the SIMRS representative," I said.
"Remain quiet!"
"Just let me speak to someone in charge."
One of the soldiers thrust his fist hard into my gut. "You are not
authorized to speak unless requested to do so, traitor!" They
dragged me from the ship and led me past the ancient prefabricated
military issue buildings. Every few minutes one of the guards
would hit me with a club, keeping me moderately senseless and
writhing in pain. They would drag me to my feet and push me along
the poorly lit corridors of faceless gray-yellow. When we stopped,
one of them unlocked my cell using a handprint scanner. There was
no name or number on the door. They tossed me roughly into a
filthy little cubical. Near the ceiling was a small bared window
too small to crawl through even if I could remove the bars. The
only light came from the beacons outside. It was too small to
escape through even if I could remove the bars. The room was barren
aside from the two cots and a sanitary basin. I sat collapsed on
the floor recovering from my beating. Besides, I had nothing to do
until a SIMRS straighten things out. I kept hearing pounding from

nearby rooms. I tried to sleep, but every half hour there was a low
flying airshuttle that would waken me if the pain from my beating
would not. My dreams were unpleasant, mostly involving Raspthane
and the tortures he would surely put me through if I did not go
home.
When morning finally came, my door opened. A man dressed too fine
to be a SIMRS representative entered. "I am Elmer Bihl, the
defending investigator for Andrew Lipp and Dr. Eugean Stetson.
They have both asked me to handle your situation. Unfortunately,
under the circumstances, I cannot."
"Then why are you here?"
"If I can provide evidence that you have coerced your associates
into unknowingly committing treason, then I might be able to prove
them innocent. After all, you are here under a deception."
"Just what are we accused of doing?"
"That is not relevant.
has happened."

All that concerns you is that I learn what

"What kind of attorney are you?

Where is MY attorney?"

"I am not an attorney. I am an investigator. As a spy, you are
not entitled to an investigating representative. You are not a
citizen."
"I am a citizen! I'm from Suffigston and I've been working for
SIMRS for seven years!"
"You are an imposter. Our identification systems are not so simple
that they can not see through your disguise."
"But I AM me!"
"We know that. That is why you are here. Retina imprints,
fingerprint replacements and plastic surgery are not enough to get
past us. The one thing that cannot be changed is your brain scan
and your scans are not registered in the computer."
"If I am a spy, what I doing out here on a boat?"
"You were in Somach to make alliances for the Democracy. We have
caught two others like you in the last seven tenday, one of them
right here on Bazal, the other in Tullirsanto. You will be unhappy
to know that we have also disrupted your operation in Barquinazo."
"I don't know what you're talking about. Talk to Wilsig! Talk to
Warner! Talk to Jonquil Albacea! They all know me!"
"They have seen your identification and have confirmed that you are
an imposter. You infiltrated Colonial water beneath scanner
detection with a foreign crew. You silly Richt Auf Verstandigen
people think that you are so clever."
"They can't be as dense as you!"

"Do you admit to being an imposter?"
"No!

Ask me anything about me."

"That will not be necessary.
Pilot Lipp and Dr. Stetson?"

Can you tell me how you deceived

"I don't know! Look, where are the others?
Pax and the crew?"
"They are all spies like yourself.
morning."

What is happening to

You will all be executed in the

"How do you expect to strike a treaty with Somach if you
cold-bloodedly murder their citizens?"
"Do not take us for fools. We have Somachian speech samples.
University experts can not understand a word of their language.
If they were from Somach, they should at least be able to speak the
language."
"You don't have any Somachian linguists! Andrew and Eugean are the
leading experts! Andrew can talk with them. Why don't you get him
to verify? "
"The qualifications of our consultants are irrefutable. Many have
studied Somachian with Dr. Stetson and have just as thorough an
understanding."
"Did you bother to read the logs?" I asked
He laughed. "Yes, we have examined yours as well as those of
Captain Lipp and Dr. Stetson."
"Doesn't that explain anything?"
"Talking trees, a mystical Pale Horse, killer plants ruling a
country... that is all a great fairy tale. We will send more
messengers to Somach. We will succeed. For now, I need to know
the truth. I need to know what you did to so drastically altered
the thinking of Lipp and Stetson."
"The logs are the truth!

What about the photographs?"

"Paper visuals are not accurate documentation according to the
Consolidation of Forces or SIMRS."
"SIMRS uses paper for all of their top secret documents."
"You'll have to talk to a SIMRS agent about that."
"Fine, when can I?"
He laughed again. "SIMRS will not deal with spies. You killed one
of their own messengers, one of the best. Why should they help
you?"
"Who did I kill?"

"Why, the very messenger you are impersonating, of course."
I never thought I would find it difficult to convince someone I had
not killed myself. I was at a loss. "So, what is going to happen
to Andrew and Eugean?"
"The tribunal will hear the case and make a decision this
afternoon. I have little time to assemble my report. For their
sake, do not drag them into this unnecessarily."
"If I am a spy, why should I help you."
"I believe that all men seek restitution before death. Saving the
others might be the one redeeming thing you do in your whole life."
"Are you serious?"
"Of course!"

he proclaimed with insult.

"Tomorrow they will die."
"This is great. I'll agree to any story you want me to if it will
save them. I don't know what you want, but the logs contain what
really happened."
"I'll tell you -- the analysts might have believed most of the
entries, most of them, if you had the correct brain scan."
"That is in the log.
patterns."

The Jaaro Sinha must have modified my wave

"Alpha patterns cannot be altered."
"Talk to James Guffingstrapp. He's a Keeper. He knows about this.
Heck, he was even IN Somach. Why don't you talk to him?"
"Grand Keeper Guffingstrapp does not involve himself in military
legal proceedings. Do you have any idea how many people we get in
here who demand that he look at their case?"
"But, I know him personally.
assignment to find him."

Look at my record, I had an

"You killed the man Guffingstrapp knew. Why continue with this
nonsense. Help the others. If you have any humanity or compassion
at all, admit your guilt and tell us what happened so that they may
be saved."
"You write me up a statement. It doesn't matter what it says as
long as they will believe it, I'll sign it."
"You must tell me what happened.

I may not prompt you."

"What happened is what's in the logs! That's what happened!" I
was on my feet. I was just about ready to take a swing at him.
"That's just not good enough."
"Then, GET OUT!"

He was already heading for the door. "Let me out!" He nearly
pushed the guard over trying to get out of there. I must have been
quite a sight. There had to be something I could do, some way to
save the others. I knew that there was no way to convince a
Colonial court that anyone was innocent. Outside of cities, anyone
charged with a crime was guilty until executed. Judgments were
made long before arrests. The only positive attribute of the
system was that the computers were responsible for gathering the
irrefutable evidence before the arrest was made. Since the
computers were capable of gathering some information independent
of people, I always assumed that the system made few mistakes. The
computer network took my scan and did all the comparison analysis
and was my sole accuser.
The situation seemed so hopeless. To have gone through so much and
travelled so far only to be executed for no good reason. What could
I do? I might have been able to trick the guard to get out of the
cell, but there were so many soldiers in the compound. I could not
hope to handle them all. If I could only get inside the heads of
the Justice Tribunal and have them order our release. Even then,
we would still be wanted. The Tribunal simply oversees the
recording of evidence for a plasma tank of judicial software. At
most the tribunal would put off the execution for a time, letting
the computer and a Council of Judgement in City review the
evidence. For Pax and his men, who would never get a review and
who were not subject to pardons, execution was imminent unless I
acted that night.
I searched outside of my body. I wanted to find my way inside of
anyone who knew something about this place, but I could not. The
sea of minds was endless, and I became lost within thousands of
strangers. I needed to find someone I knew or someone I had seen
so that I could latch on to a thought, but it was of no use.
A soldier brought a tray of mystery meat and processed vegetable
mash. Military processing had that effect on everything. I could
not eat. There was no table. The food would not sit level on the
lumpy mattress. I placed it on the floor in the center of the
room. I stared at the smelly lumpy mush for a long time. There was
nothing else in the room to watch.
I thought I heard something in the cot across from me. Moments
later I heard it again. The rustling moved, I could see the
blanket jerk slightly, then what ever it was fell down near the
wall and onto the floor. I leaned down until I could see under the
cot. There was nothing. I looked back to the plate. If I could
just find a way to find my friends, then I might be able to do
something. I heard a faint scratch from under the cot. A tiny
wire stuck out just within sight, but then it was probably just my
imagination. With any luck I would wake up into the sanctity of
some padded cell of some loony-bin.
I saw the little wire again, this time as a whisker attached to a
mouse nose, just like Oatmeal, the pet I had as a boy.
"My little friend. If I could tell you what has happened to me,
you would be amazed. Your adventures would seem so minuscule if
you knew of my stories. I would.... Your adventures! Oatmeal,
where've you been today?" I went inside his little mouse mind.

It was fuzzy, mice not thinking like people do. He had been to a
clean place with curved hardwood walls and lots of rope: the
Ranger. There was lots of new food that made Oatmeal feel content,
but he knew that the prison was the best place to eat. He
remembered a particular room with many feet and legs and lots of
food, but that was a very dangerous place to eat. I could hear the
men talking, but Oatmeal did not remember the noises clearly enough
for me to understand. Oatmeal was not afraid of me anymore now
that I was inside of him. He understood that I did not want to
hurt him and that I only wanted to find friends. Oatmeal had no
friends, only little mice to help take care of every once and a
while. His relationships with his mouse "wives" reminded me of
Andrew's marriages.
Oatmeal wondered what kind of mouse I was to be so big. I was a
"grup". If it were not for all the food, the world would be better
off without grups, at least that's what he thought. Today, I
agreed with him.
"Oatmeal, I'm looking for my friends Andrew and Eugean." I
concentrated hard on every thing from their faces to the shoes I
last remembered them wearing. "I want you to go to them so I know
where they are."
He understood, a little. I told him that there would be better
food where my friends were. He liked that idea and scurried off.
I was seeing through his eyes. He went through a little hole in the
prefabricated wall, performing a little mouse hustle. He went
under the building, directly to the other side of the block and
climbed into a pipe that led to another cell holding an
incarcerated soldier.
"Where are the other grups, the one with short hair and no face
eyes?" I asked, referring to Eugean's glasses. Eugean was such an
ugly beast in his view. I never imagined anything could see her
as beautifully as I did. Actually, Oatmeal's interpretation of
beauty was limited to keeping warm, relieving hunger, and resolving
his seasonal hormonal cravings; all of which left little room for
aesthetics. With the exception myself and a hand full of prisoners
and guards who fed him, all grups were horrible and frightening.
They were the only grups who had soft wiggly fun hands -- without
sharp pointy or long fast hard extensions that he had to run from;
and they were the only grups whose hands and faces Oatmeal
remembered. I was relieved that Eugean had taken to feeding the
little mouse or I never would be able to find her. She was safe,
her face streaked with tears and her hear disheveled, but otherwise
fine.
Oatmeal wanted to check out the food first, but I put a taste in
his mind along with Andrew's image. Oatmeal trotted back into the
hole without question and went back outside. Walking along a beam,
he went under the building again and came back up in a new cell.
Andrew was there. Oatmeal found the bowl. It was empty. Andrew
had thrown it across the room. I told Oatmeal to stay out of
sight. He had a little mouse feast under the cot were the food had
landed. When he was content enough to be distracted, but still a
little hungry, I asked Oatmeal to find Pax. He hesitated at first,
wanting to digest his food without running about. I placed the
excellent taste in his mouth, then he was off in a scurry.

He had a long way to go through the compound. I kept getting him
out of the pipes and crannies that were his usual path so that I
could see where he was going. Oatmeal did not like the exposure,
but he was careful. He waddled when he walked, making me dizzy.
The fuzziness of his black and white eyesight made me strain to
see. Oatmeal knew every inch of the compound; he was a man -- or
rather mouse -- about town.
I knew that this was the right direction from his tiny memory.
This was where all of the new grups were... and there they were -millions of uncountable feet. Mice did not have a very good
concept of numbers; either things are too much, not enough or just
right. Oatmeal found some food, but he was very frightened and
decided to literally high-tail it out of there.
I wanted to know where all the mono-shaded grups were -- the
soldiers. Oatmeal did not want to go there, that was the room with
danger. He was afraid. His tail hurt whenever he thought about
those grups. Once again, I showed him how sweets taste and
associated it with the one-shade grups. He decided to go. Knowing
where the barracks was might allow me to delay the troops a bit.
Perhaps Oatmeal might even stumble across the weapons lockers, but
Oatmeal had no concept of what a weapon was.
Trot, trot, trot; Oatmeal went along near the base of the
buildings. Coming to a road, he went down a sewer. It smelled
alright to him. A little later, he entered a building through a
large electrical conduit. Swiftly, he made it through a hole behind
a cabinet. I could see military boots. This was the barracks
recreation room. The men were laughing. Oatmeal's hearing was
tuned to very high frequencies and I could not understand what was
being said. He scurried along through the cabinets using his night
vision to find a tasty morsel or two.
I showed Oatmeal a picture of an airship, specifically a fighter.
He recognized it. The big things were loud and offered no hiding
for a mouse. Besides, there was no food there. They were the
"nubgles". Trucks were also nubgles. In fact, most tables and
chairs were nubgles. Oatmeal showed little differentiation, in the
same way I still have difficulty differentiating citidwellers. He
would be little help now. I thought I could at least lead him to
some sweets after all of his trouble.
Oatmeal's olfactory senses left much to be desired. As
oversensitive as they were, they seemed to leave him attracted to
the most vile of odors. Finally I saw a box that seemed to contain
dried prunes. That was sweet. I told him to get inside of the box
of dried fruit; he would have something good to eat. He gnawed
for awhile, then smelled something inviting. "Stay here, Oatmeal."
He would not. He trotted over to another smell. I thought it was
rather disgusting, rotten and fouled meat of some sort, but he
liked it. It was a little crumb of something, sitting on a little
sliver of steel above a piece of wood. The image was blurred, but
somehow familiar.
Oatmeal sniffed for several seconds. He was suspicious. The pain
in his tail told him to stay away, but the hunger in his bloated
and pampered tummy told him to go on. There was a spring of sorts

and a bit of wire. "NO! Oatmeal, stop!" It was too late, the
trap sprung and a sudden pressure cut Oatmeal in half. He was
still alive, dying with me inside. I had to jerk myself out before
being sucked into his death.
I was almost as crushed as he was. I coiled in pain, but as I
recovered my own senses the splitting sensation passed. My back
ached horribly. I should have seen that it was a trap. When I was
in Suffigston, I had set them all the time. I would not set
another -- not ever again. If only I had listened to Oatmeal's
intuitions. He knew that the barracks was dangerous. Yet I knew
that I was not to blame.... He had done so much for me. I should
have been able to save him. Images of Eugean and Andrew came into
my head. In the morning I would be thinking the same thoughts
about them; crushed by the military wrath just like Oatmeal. Not
even the Jivatma-fylgja were that cruel.
In the early hours of darkness I knew I had to take action, but
there seemed nothing I could do. The room kept reminding me of the
hopelessness as I tried to clear my mind. There was a slight
hissing from the toilet/sink that was affixed to the wall, no more
than a spigot and a basin corroded with the years and soiled with
use. What stains and filth a high pressure hose could not clean
from a distance was never attended to. At least it did not smell
as bad as it looked. The condition of the cell was most likely the
condition of the base, neglected and unkept. The men here had
probably not seen battle in a long time, if ever. They would not
be the honed fighting corps of the RAV or SIMRS. Of course, I have
not had that much hand to hand combat training either, but if I had
to fight my way out, I might have a chance. There was no moon. At
least that was in my favor. I would not let the others down, I had
to move.
"Guard!" I shouted with as much pain and suffering as I could
imply. After several minutes of agonizing screams the guard
finally arrived. His handprint opened the door. "Shut up!"
He had his eliminator drawn to me as I lay rolling on the floor.
"Shut up or you won't have to wait until tomorrow to die!"
With a suddenness he could not have expected, I shot my foot for
his groin. He went down, and I kicked him again, sending his
weapon out of his hand. The guard struggled to get up, but I came
down on him hard, popping bones loose in his rib cage. I was too
proficient, too accurate considering my elementary training. I
remembered the knife in Timbo's chest. Perhaps the fairies guided
my blows -- it did not matter, he was going for his eliminator.
I jumped for him, centering my knee on his injured chest. With my
hands I grabbed his hair and began to beat his head against the
floor until he did not move. I did not think he was dead. I was
thankful of that. Killing would have been far too easy.
The door was open. The corridor was empty and quiet. Every door had
a hand scanner. I pulled the guard over my shoulder and carried
him to Eugean's cell door. I put his hand to the scanner. Nothing
happened. There had to be a procedure. My door was the only one
open in the hall. When he had opened it up, there were none open.
I went back to my cell door and placed his hand on the scanner,
closing the cell. I returned to Eugean's cell and quickly had her
door open.

I dropped the guard as she threw her arms around me. "They were
going to kill me!" With tears in her eyes she greeted me; then,
with sudden clarity, she noticed the man on the floor. "What did
you do to him?"
"He's just unconscious," I said, almost not believing it as I
looked at all the blood that matted his hair and dripped over his
face and uniform.
"Where are the others?" she asked.
"Andrew is down the hall."
"Help me drag him down there."
Within minutes Andrew was out of his cell.
he asked.

"Where do we go now?"

"Pax and his men are next."
"How far is it?"
"About one hundred yards from here."
"We should have guns."
"We've got his," I said, pointing to the guard's eliminator.
"Andrew, you've been in prisons before, where is the surveillance?"
"I'm sure the cells are covered, but I think the halls are clear.
Even so, we should put someone in this uniform. He looks about
your size," he said glaring at me.
"If they know what goes on inside the cells, they know we are out."
"If they knew, they would have done something by now. He was
probably the only one at his station. That gives us a little more
time. Now, get in the suit."
I did not want to. "You know protocol, you get in it,"
Andrew.
"It isn't my size.

I told

Besides, I'm not so good with handguns."

"What makes you think I am?"
"You are a messenger. You're trained to be." He was right,
unfortunately I had not used an eliminator for years and never on
people. I had prided myself on that. "Let's put this guy in one
of the other cells. It will keep him out of our hair for a while."
Once in an empty cell, we blocked the surveillance camera. Eugean
washed some of the blood off the uniform and practically stuffed
me inside the damp suit. "You look quite handsome in a real
uniform," she said sarcastically. When she smiled, I felt a little
optimistic.

At the end of the hall, there was door with a tiny a window covered
with ages of dirt. Even through the grime, I could see that no one
was watching. The only problem was that there was a hand scanner
next to the door, and the only hand that would work we had locked
in a cell. I kicked myself for being so stupid.
"What do we do now?
Eugean asked.

Do you think they know we have escaped?"

Andrew almost laughed,

"I wouldn't quite call this escaping."

"Now, we just wait, I guess."
Eugean straightened my uniform a little. When she came close to
me I caught her musky scent, reminding me of nights with her. She
was quite a woman. I could see her neck pulsate just above her
collarbone while her eyes remained wide with questions that never
reached her lips.
Andrew kept looking through the dirty glass window, fiddling with
his fingers to vent his pent emotions. "Someone is out there."
I had the eliminator in my hand. I could feel it vibrating; the
energy store was beginning to degenerate.
"What are they doing?" Eugean queried through her apprehensions.
"I can't te...." Andrew flung himself to the wall as a blast
shattered the window. The shower of liquid vitreous shards sprayed
about. Eugean screamed as she was spatted with the hot bits. I
felt fragments of the tiny glass burning under my skin, but I was
not hit badly. I jumped across the hall, pulling Eugean down.
"Where did it get you?" I asked her as she calmed.
"Everywhere!" she screamed.
I looked at her. Her hair had been badly singed in many places,
and many specks of cooling glass clung to her shirt. The tiny
glass fragments were very small and cauterized the skin as they
went in, making a clean but very painful wound -- as I knew all
too well. She cried for both of us. "What do you think?" I asked
Andrew, wincing with my own suffering.
"I think they're going to kill us one way or the other."
sarcastically. He was scared.

He smiled

"How many of them do you think there are."
"Maybe five... probably three -- I don't know."
"If we wait there will be more."
"No doubt." I looked at Andrew. Eugean was whining in my arms.
I felt as if I had a very bad sunburn, or a mild case of
superficial radiation poisoning. I was thankful that the spray had
missed my hands and I had been wearing the helmet. Eugean was not
so lucky. Her face was freckled with tiny impacts. She had been
hit worse than I first thought. I could see a bloody tear come
from her eye. "Can you see me?"

"Yes. But, it hurts so much." More than one of the tiny specks
had burned into the white of her eye. "It hurts when I blink."
"Keep your eyes shut."
She cried.
"We'll get you out. I promise." She reached up and started to
gently feel for her wounds. As she moved, the tiny burn holes
opened. Her face was soon covered in a clear reddish wetness. She
was in shock.
"Shit! Look at you!"
over!"
"I know.

"You're bleeding all

I'll stop in a few minutes."

"Few minutes, hell.
that!"
"Andrew,
worse."

Andrew shouted at me.

How are you gonna fight hand to hand like

I don't have much choice, besides, I've been through

"Just don't bleed to death on me!"
worse than I was, I told myself.

He made my condition sound

"What do you want to do?" he asked.
"Surrender until I tell you," I replied.
"They'll kill us!"
"I said, `...until I tell you?'"
He understood.

"Are you sure you want to do that?"

"Would you rather fight three or thirty of them?"
He looked at me for a moment, and then at Eugean. He put his face
near the window and shouted, "We give up! Open the door and let
us out!"
The door slid back into the wall. The hallway was clear for
several yards. I could see the guards hiding behind a security
station and in the doorways. One of them shouted, "Throw out your
weapons and come out slowly. I want to see your hands."
Andrew looked at me. I nodded, and he threw the gun out into the
hallway. I shouted, "We need help! We can't walk out."
Andrew smiled. He liked my plan so far and he knew I was making
it up as I went along.
There was a silence. I could hear them thinking. There was no
mercy -- we were traitors sentenced to die. They would not reason.
Finally a soldier shouted, "Move into the hallway where we can see
you."
"What do you think?" Andrew asked me.

"Let's see what happens."
going to shoot.

I knew that more than one soldier was

Eugean and I remained as Andrew stepped out. I felt
squeeze tight against the trigger of an eliminator.
pushed the soldiers hand up and off mark. The guard
tension in his grip. He was waiting, too; for all of
out.

a finger
The commander
released the
us to come

I focused on the soldier's confusion and hatred and was able to
sort them all from the grand pool of beings. Soon I was soon
inside of each of the guards. I gave them all a bit of confidence
and fingers eased. They would not shoot us before the order.
Andrew and I helped to lift Eugean from where she sat. She
screamed as her burning intensified. She started to bleed more.
So did I. My clothes were damp with sweat and blood. Still inside
the minds of the guards, I witnessed their shock as they saw Eugean
with the many trails of blood across her face. None of them
expected a sight like that.
"Where is the guard?"
"He is in one of the cells. We locked him in." The commander's
mind clicked. His comrade was safe. He also realized I was inside
of him, and was terrified, "FIRE!"
The eliminators came up. I had to stop them! I blocked the nerves
down each arms, but I kept going and without realizing what was
happening, and I entered their weapons.
I felt cold and lifeless, shocked from entering a non-living
object. I touched the hypocallocryolite crystals. They could not
support a consciousness, and I fell inside of the gravitational
field as if they were part of the Khaali Bhitra. I was no longer
separate -- my consciousness melded together with the imploding
atomic structure held tightly within the fifth force. I went past
the molecules and through the protons. The boundaries of charmed
and colored quarks along with other such mots towered around me
like vaporous stars in an immense galaxy. I went farther down,
past the cataclysm and disaster that existed within the fusion
reaction until I found the tiny energy fluxes that swirled to make
plasma matter. I understood the hypocallocryolite crystal as
something other than an event of physics from this universe. The
tiny reaction ran through the course of time. It was not an object
or place, but rather a state of being. It was a brightness of
power and a darkness of loneliness -- it WAS the Khaali Bhitra.
At this essence of existence, I twisted my thoughts, deciding that
the weapons should never fire. Within the Khaali Bhitra I was able
to pull myself to the light of it's everything and slip through to
my own mind as if I had done it a thousand times before. My senses
filled my head, and I screamed with pain. I opened my eyes. I was
kneeling on the floor. I saw the guards shooting at me. I failed.
I had been hit.
No. The eliminators were not working. The pain was from the from
the specks of embedded glass. I could hear a high-pitched shrill
from the hypocallocryolite crystals. "Retreat to the shelters!"

the commander shouted.
"Get up!"

The men dropped their weapons and ran.

Andrew yelled at me.

"We have to get out of here."

"What happened?"
"You're asking me?! They tried to shoot us, and you fell to your
knees and started screaming. Next thing I know all the eliminator
alarms sounded as if they are going to reach critical mass!"
My mind was still too blurred to focus on technical details. He
yanked me along as he carried Eugean, chasing after the soldiers
to the outside. I saw red "Nuclear Emergency Alert" signs
flashing, and a loud buzzer was yelping through the halls.
Everyone at the base would be heading for the shelters, leaving the
defenses on automatic. I wondered if we were under attack, but
then realized that the wild eliminators would be more than enough
reason for the alert. I had been trained that some larger weapons
would reach critical mass, but usually a hand gun simply
degenerated: an antimatter hole would opened up when the fusion
reaction broke free of the gravitational field. The control would
fail and everything within six feet would be sucked into a
needle-point sized density weighing several tons immediately
falling several miles into the earth under its own weight -- and
that was just degeneration. I had no idea how devastating a
critical mass implosion would be!
Outside, prison lights on high poles bathed the world in a
blue-green. What few soldiers we saw were all running for the
shelters. No one paid attention to us. "Where are the others?!"
Andrew shouted. I pointed the row of buildings Oatmeal had shown
me. I asked, "What are we gonna do?"
"If we go to a shelter we will be arrested again. Besides, the
soldiers won't have enough time to get Pax and the crew to shelter.
It's up to us!" Eugean had passed out from the pain as we jostled
her about. Without the adrenaline surging through my veins, I would
have been in shock long ago. The slow fuzziness in my head made
me wonder if I was in shock yet. Nonetheless, I had to keep moving
to stay alive, so I did.
We went down the path with Eugean slung between us, her arms over
our shoulders with her feet dragging behind. I was sweating hard.
The perspiration stung my wounds and diluted the dried blood,
making my skin a slippery mess. Eugean was just as bad, and we had
to keep stopping so that I could get a grip on her. Finally, Andrew
picked her up by himself.
I was still slightly connected with the reaction going on inside
of the eliminators. The lighter elements all lost electrons,
protons and neutrons as they combined and fused to form heavier
metals. As the center molecules became heavy, they became more
unstable, sucking up particles logarithmically until their reaction
would need to instantaneously devoured hundreds of tons of
molecules in an attempt to stabilize. The resulting mass of
superheavy material would smash itself into another dimension, or
fall through the earth's crust to the center of the planet; a mess
either way.

The interrogation compound where Pax and the crew were being held
was farther than I had imagined. Oatmeal had taken a much faster
route through several buildings that we had to go around. As we
arrived at the structure, Andrew asked, "Do we have time to get
them out?"
"From the way things are going, I think you have bout three
minutes. If you go alone you might make it."
"Where are they inside?"
"Take the long hall to your left. There is a security station.
Open the cells and start calling, they will hear you. I'll take
Eugean to the ravine and meet you there. Remember, three
minutes...!" As he disappeared into the compound, I dragged
Eugean across the road and down into the ten foot culvert. Soon
after I put her down, Eugean came to. "What happened?" she asked
groggily.
"There was an explosion of glass.
"I remember."
"Be still.

You were hurt."

She winced in pain as she tried to move.

It won't hurt so much."

"Where is Andrew?"
"He went to find Pax."
"Are we still in Deja?"
"For a little while."
She moved her eyes and began to cry with the pain.
her tears again. "I can hardly see you."

Blood was in

"We'll get you fixed up when we get out of here." I did not know
where I could take her. She needed an ecphonemation tank right
now. I would have done anything to keep Eugean from dying in my
arms.
"I love you,"

she said.

My pain went away for a moment. Nothing else mattered quite as
much as those words. I found an unhurt spot on her forehead and
placed a kiss there. "I love you, too."
Andrew would have to act fast. The ground began to shake with the
instability of the fifth force gravity. I left Eugean and crawled
up to the edge of the ditch to watch for Andrew. In the last
moments, he burst through the door of the interrogation compound
with Pax and the Ranger crew following. "Hurry! There is no more
time!" The virile old men tumbled over each into the gully,
splashing into the water at the bottom. As I stood at the lip of
the gully, I threw the last man in as the first eliminator reached
critical mass.
The crystal fell apart. The stockade vanished into itself: faster
than the blink of an eye. The immediate area imploded into another

dimension -- taking with it nearly eight thousand cubic yards of
earth, water and air. Instantaneously the surrounding matter rushed
to fill the vacuum, dragging half of the base with it.
To me that meant that I was literally sucked out of the ditch high
into the air. The pressurization change bloated my skin,
stretching my guts in less than half the atmospheric pressure I was
accustomed to. I never did hear the sonic boom as the emptiness
filled: I was unconsciousness.
CHAPTER 51
DIGGING MY GRAVE

I felt as if my brain was exploding. Someone was screaming my
name. I opened my eyes, but could see only a red field of
twinkling stars. My body ached as if I had been squashed. I could
not scream -- I could not move.
"Don't let him die!" Eugean shouted. I could barely hear her
through the unbearably loud high-pitched squeal. "Do something!"
Slowly, I began to see through a tunnel of blur. I began to hear
a little better, but my head throbbed with uncontrolled pressure
and I could hardly tell what was happening around me. When I tried
to move the pain blackened my eyesight again and the ringing
intensified.
My eyes started to see again. I was on my side. I was in the mud.
Uprooted manacured grass was scattered about along with mutilated
debris. There was no light except from distant fires. "How badly
is he hurt?" I could not recognize the voice. The bodies moving
around me were little more than shapes in the darkness.
"I don't think anything's broken, but he had a pretty bad
concussion," Andrew replied.
"Can he be moved?"

Eugean asked.

"I want to wait until he comes to."
name.

Andrew started shouting my

I managed to move my lips. "Don't... move... me...."
"Listen to me. We have to get out of here.
and then we have to bug out."

You have a few minutes

"Leave... me..."
"If we leave you here you will be executed in the morning."
"Move... me..." Eugean was stroking my hair. I could see the
buildings, or what was left of them. The tall light poles were
gone. I could only see by the light of tiny fires that had started
in the rubble. I remembered our escape. The implosion had dragged
most of the walls and upper structure a few yards across the lawns.

Everything was so much more like hell.
Andrew.

"How... is... Pax?" I asked

"He's fine. The crew are all pretty well off aside from bloody
noses and headaches. Three are still unconscious, but they will
be alright."
"What happened?"
"You were at the top of the ditch, making sure everyone got down.
The implosion sucked you out."
"That was... kind of... stupid."
"Next time, keep your fool head down."
"Thanks, I'll... keep... that... in... mind." I did not want to
get up. I brought my hand in front of me. It was covered with
sweat and blood. "Am I bleeding... badly?"
"No. No more than before.
part."

It seems to have stopped for the most

Eugean was holding something under my nose. The ringing in my ears
continued. "I have... a concussion, don't I?"
"There is some blood in your tears. Your ears bled a bit.
your nose stops, you should clear up."
"What about the glass?

When

Is my skin bleeding from that?"

"Not much. The depressurization seemed to extract most of the
fragments, doing as much damage coming out as it did going in.
I've got some bandaging on your chest and neck.
"My hand... Why is my hand bleeding?"
"It's not, you just got messy. You lost a bit of blood and you lost
it all over the place, but you're not leaking any more."
"Good thing I... don't have... a date tonight."
bit.
Eugean was not quite so convivial.
with me."

Andrew laughed a

"You do have a date tonight,

"Sorry, I don't... have my... calendar with me." I moved to look
at her, but everything hurt. When I finally forced myself onto my
back, I was horrified at the sight of her. She was caked with
blood. Her left eye, the one that had been hurt, was shut with
swelling and her cheek was red with tears. Across her face tiny
sores had begun to heal. She smiled at me and immediately winced
with pain. "Are you alright?" I asked her.
"Well enough."
"Do I... look as bad... as you?"
"Worse.

Your hair is a mess."

Her hair stuck out like a head of

snakes, matted with her own dried body fluids.
"Can you get up?" Andrew asked.
I tried to sit up, but did not get very far before my head spun,
and I almost passed out.
"Well, I don't know what to do about you," Andrew said.
"Get... out... of here."
"I won't leave you. If I can get you the Resama Bijuli from the
back of gris-gris, could you heal yourself?"
"I could... try."
me.

Andrew ran over to Pax and dragged him over to

"I see y' be `wake, my friend?"

Pax said as he sat by me.

"Yes."
Andrew asked Pax, "Where is the Resama Bijuli?"
"De soldiers, dey take it.

Dey take everyt'in'."

Andrew's heart sank. He looked at the acres of wreckage. The
Resama Bijuli was lost. "What now?"
"We have... to leave. We have to find... an airship... and get out
of here. Help me up" Pahilo and Pax picked me up. I almost passed
out again. Eugean was by my side, being half carried by one of the
other crewmen.
"Why we no take de boat?

De boat, she be fine," Pax asked.

"They would come after us in the fighters. We have to find a
transport and then destroy any other working aircraft."
There was movement in the rubble, hands and arms sprouting up as
men unearthed themselves. A few stunned soldiers walked about with
their helmets off. Their heads were throbbing and blood trickled
from their noses and ears. Those who had made it to the shelters
would remain there until the all clear was given. If there was no
radiation and no chemical contamination, the first observers would
emerge within the hour. Getting to the airport and readying for
takeoff would take at least that long.
Andrew led us past some of the buildings that remained standing.
That far from the center of implosion, the bushes and trees were
defoliated, but still rooted in the ground. There was no glass in
any window and many of the buildings seemed to lean to ground zero.
I could have been wrong about the buildings; my head was spinning
and everything looked cantered.
I could see the airport
had several hangars for
were tied down outside.
undercarriage broken by
again. I knew that the

in the distance. The twelve acre facility
maintenance. Most of the dozen aircraft
Only one was kneeling with an
the shockwave. I felt my nose bleeding
others were fighting similar pains in their

heads.

"It won't be long now," I told Eugean.

A squad of armed soldiers came around the corner of the last
building. "Halt and identify!" one shouted. Another screamed,
"Those are the prisoners!" Shots were fired. We scattered. Two
of Pax's men got hit by the eliminators. I could not believe what
was happening, not when we were so close to escaping. I was
furious. I dropped as Pahilo fell from a blast. As I tumbled I saw
a shot strike Eugean, ripping through her middle like a hot iron.
I could feel the life draining from her, and there was nothing I
could do.
I turned to her assassin with all my rage, fully prepared to
persecute him with whatever mortal and immortal strength I could
muster. An attack of sensasion brought my sight clear and my mind
sharp. I stood up, tall and straight. There was no pain now. New
light came from the heat of the bodies, and I could see far beyond
spectral colors. I became luminous and everything around me light
with such brightness that even the soldiers with helmet visors had
to sheild their eyes. They saw me: a vision of death in a uniform
of blood walking briskly through the injured and dying bodies of
my friends. Eugean's assassin raised his weapon to me. I raised
my hand.
His weapon fired. The impact fortified me with new energy. Then,
from my fingers I thrust out a tendon of lightning that
instantainiously burnt out his entrails. My pleasure lessened as
the searing went through his heart and lungs. I touched his pain,
and then his mind and saw his family -- his wife and two children
who loved him very much. He was only doing his job.
No matter, the destruction would be my message to the colonies, a
protest to the fist of rule they immpossed on Suffigston and
everyone else outside their system. The other soldiers ran. I
would obliterate all of them. I would envelope Deja in my wrath
and let no man live who I could not call friend. I raised my hands
again, feeling the surge of power filling my veins with the fury
of the Khaali Bhitra. I controlled it. Now, I would use it. I
felt the minds of all the soldiers, and I squeezed my fists to
crush their breath -- feeling the life being forced out from
between my fingers...
Instantly I was gone, suspended in nothing, without my body.
"Grizwald?!" The little Tikolosh fairy was floating close by me.
I could feel an emptiness within myself -- the same feeling
experienced by Raspthane at the touch of the Khaali Bhitra. My
mind was being sucked away! "What are you doing?" I demanded.
"I'm here to see what you're doing -- before it's too late,"
Grizwald said.
"What do you mean?"
"You're being absorbed into the Khaali Bhitra."
"What?" I queried.
"You have used the Khaali Bhitra for personal gain.
very smart."

That is not

"I don't understand?"
"You are trying to kill off everyone in Deja," he explained.
"But... I've got to stop them."
"You can stop people without killing them -- especially with
absolute power. It only goes to show you that power corrupts and
absolute power corrupts absolutely... most of the time."
"What's happening now -- to me?"
"You're going into the empty inside to live eternity in
nothingness."
"Well, can I stop it?"
"Stop what you're doing."
"I'm not doing anything anymore.
here."

I let everyone go when I came

"You did not let your power go."
"What power?!"
"You have the Khaali Bhitra inside of you.
"How?"

You must put it back."

I felt myself being absorbed by the blackness."

"You must not cling to it. The Khaali Bhitra only wants its own
darkness. If you let go, you will not be sucked in."
"I don't know how!"
"Forgiveness, friend.
Khaali Bhitra."
"Forgive?

Forgive and you will no longer need the

What about Eugean, Andrew and Pax; everyone will die!"

"So then, let them die. You must forgive if you do not wish to
spend the rest of eternity in the empty inside."
"I have to save the others!"
"One thing at a time. If you are sucked away into nothingness,
then you won't help anybody," Grizwald said. I took a couple of
deep breaths and tried to forgive. I still thought the jerks
should be strung up and shot for what they had done -- by someone
else, if not me. The fairy interrupted me. "Try harder, you only
have a few minutes. Do it one at a time, just to get started."
I thought about the lawyer, Elmer Bihl. He had not really done
anything. He was just doing what he thought he should. He should
live. The guards who shot through the glass -- they really did
not mean anything personal by shooting at us. I would forgive
them. Still, that was not enough. I could hardly see Grizwald
as I felt myself dissipate into the emptiness. There was the
soldier who shot Eugean; he was a good man. His family stood out

in front of me. I had ruined their lives -- I was as diabolical
as the Jivatma. When I was a boy I had lowered a spider into a
candle flame by his own thread. I did not like spiders;
nonetheless, it was all senseless. What had I done? What kind of
monster had I become? Perhaps it would be better if I fell prey
to the Khaali Bhitra. "How did I change? How could I have been
so blinded?" I asked Grizwald.
His ticholish voice was higher now, harmonized as if there was
someone else talking in unison with him. "If you do not try to see
past the end of your nose, you won't. To understand is to have a
thirst for learning. Wisdom is the key. Give the parts of
yourself that you dislike to the Khaali Bhitra. Only by holding
on to them will you be swallowed."
Everyone; Guffingstrapp, Marsyas, Weyerhauser, the Jivatma- fylgja,
Vivian, Raspthane, and now Grizwald: all of them spoke in rhyme
without giving me the answers I needed. Now, this little runt
Tikolosh would have me doomed to the black eternity of the Khaali
Bhitra. "What do I do?!"
"I could tell you the knowledge you need to be a farmer, but until
you have tasted the black fertility of bottomland soil, a farmer
you will never be."
The power remained. My emotions boiled. I wanted to do something,
but I had no idea how to use the Khaali Bhitra constructively. The
blackness was not the energy I had drawn to heal the little bird
at the bhatti on Somach. That other force was what had allowed me
into the minds of others. The Khaali Bhitra was an absolute and
wild power that could not be tamed: not by me, not now.
"What do I do?!

Tell me, Grizwald!

Tell me NOW!"

"Give the Khaali Bhitra that which is your bane." Grizwald saw my
anger, and he was afraid. I thought about blasting him into dust,
but that would serve no purpose. He was trying to help me, or he
would not be here. He was afraid because I was a Keeper. This had
all happened because I was a Keeper. I did not want to be like
Guffingstrapp or Weyerhauser -- or any of them. I wanted to be
like my Grandfather and Warnison; that was all. I had not wanted
to become a Keeper, but I was, and how I conducted myself was
purely my choice. After all, I was all powerfull -- and therefore
all-to-blame. I had to forgive myself!
I turned to the Khaali Bhitra and reached for it. Raspthane had
been faced with the same consuming hunger, and he had been afraid,
yet in Somach, I had touched the emptiness, and I had survived.
I was inocent then. By forgiving myself, I was inocent once again.
I stopped struggling. I was not being punished, as I had thought.
My fear absent, I no longer tore myself appart. In the past I had
found my way out of the Khalli Bhitra and now should be no
different. Yet still, I could feel the blackness inside of me.
The changes of the Jaaro Sinaha was complete. I faced the
emptiness as a full Keeper for the first time. Perhaps I could no
longer get out, but I was all powerfull. Did not that include the
ability to reverse the changes brought on by the Jaaro Sinaha?
I had lost my anger. I was being consumed with flame.

I wanted to

scream, but I had no breath. I felt as if my limbs were being torn
away and my flesh was being torn from my bones. I knew that I
could stop at any moment. I dearly wanted the suffering to end,
but I wanted to be mortal even more. The torture continued,
coarsely stripping away the changes the Jaaro Sinha had inflicted
upon me, sending me back to my old self, or so it seemed... so I
hoped.
I was at peace. I had found the golden light of the inner depths
of the Khaali Bhitra, the essence of life and the truth of all.
I was free and satisfied. The flow of time and events were at my
hand. I could see the past and future as if they were one. Time
was an illusion of will, destiny was a presence of totality, but
where I was, there were no limits. I understood what Marsyas had
ment when he spoke: "that which concerns us is made known to us."
It was all there. I found that the Fylgja was as Vivian had said,
a blend of the sciences of a lost civilization, the builders of the
mountains, and I found the more magic qualities of the Khaali
Bhitra, the father of the Keepers and... in a way I was confused,
for the dark blackness was -- Vivian's lover?!
I wanted to see further, to the creation of life and the purpose
of humanity, but I could not. I had, after what seemed like months
of learning, found the limits of the Khaali Bhitra. The dark thing
was of this earth, not of the hereafter or the herebefore. Looking
deeply for the beginning, I saw a child. Looking to the end, I
saw the same child. The Khaali Bhitra was once a man! I knew now
that I too was a man. I was finally free of the changes forced on
me by the Jaaro Sinha.
I understood why the immortals, the Keepers, had first to be
mortals. The Khaali Bhitra only held the secrets of the earth, not
the secrets of life or of God. There were far too many things to
know than I could ever remember. I had found my own humility and
my humanity. I had been shed of the powers of the Batuwaa-fylgja.
I returned to the middle place where Tikolosh travelled. Grizwald
was there. "You have returned. You shall be a great Keeper!" I
wanted to tell him that I was no longer a Keeper, but he was gone.
A foul smell was in the air -- a chemical drum had been overturned,
perhaps. The sky was black. I was back in Deja. I was standing,
my pain was gone. Many of Pax's men were on the ground stunned and
moving slowly, but none of them appeared wounded.
Eugean! I quickly ran to her. Eugean's head was cradled in the
arms of a woman whose fair skin seemed to glow in the magic light
of an unseen moon. She was naked except for her long auburn hair
that kept a modesty about her. I was suspended in disbelief. Deja
was not a place of the Fylgja. I could not understand how Vivian
could be here and outside of my dreams.
Andrew was by my side as I watched. Vivian pressed her lips to the
red faceless pulp and gave the breath of life. I could see my
love's chest heave with a new air. Eugean's eyes blinked, free of
burns and wounds. As the Lady of the Lake pushed the dirt and
blood from Eugean's skin, the flesh became renewed and pink with
freshness. I sighed, Eugean was alive.

"Are you alright?"

Andrew asked me.

"I think so." I paid little attention to him. Eugean smiled at
me as I came to her side. She put her hand on my cheek, and her
eyes followed the lines of my face. We embraced long and hard.
Her wounds were gone and her tears now were from joy, seeing me
again. I looked to Vivian. "How is she?"
"She is well, young Keeper."
"Thank you, but I am now no longer a Keeper," I said.
"You shall follow your own destiny, my champion.
you."
"You don't understand.
"Be that as it may.

I shall wait for

I am going home."

I shall wait."

I asked Vivian, "Can you help us to escape?"
"Yes," she said.
Andrew asked, "Where are the soldiers?"
if they had been no more than a dream.

The patrol was gone, as

"They are safe, below in their shelters. They will stay there
until sunrise." I had not killed them, I could not have. When I
looked up, Vivian was at my side. "What happened?" I asked her.
"Your compassion kept them from death."
"Then we gotta get out of here. Can you let us fly to Cantora to
drop of Pax and the others?"
"I cannot change the nature of the Fylgja," Vivian said.
I asked Andrew, "We have to get Pax and his boat out of range
before these guys wake up. What if we blow up the aircraft?"
"That won't work. It only takes three or four hours to get a new
squadron here. They will find the Ranger."
Vivian spoke. "I can offer him the protection of the mountain
until he is safely in blue water. The Fylgja will look after him
from there."
"Good. That only leaves Andrew, Eugean and I.
the colonies."
Andrew's eyes went wide.

We can fly back to

"We can't go north, we're wanted now!"

"I want to go home, and I can clear us if I can get to James
Guffingstrapp. Do you want to go back to Somach?"
"Well, no. I have had enough of that place."
"No offense."
Pax smiled.

He

turned to Pax,

Andrew continued. "We can get to the Colonies, but we are going
to need more than one fighter. Can you dogfight?"
"I have been trained."
"By SIMRS?"
"Yes."
"Then you're as good as any Colonial pilot we will come up against.
The good ones are all over in Indos. If we keep low and to the
west coast of Prove, we can probably get you home without much
problem."
Vivian announced,
"No!"

"You cannot take Eugean with you."

Eugean protested as she clung to me.

"What do you mean?"

I asked.

"She was dead when I came to her. My ways are strong, but I needed
the soul of the Fylgja mountain to keep her in life. Without the
watch of the Fylgja, she will soon die. She must return to
Somach."
"What about the soldiers and Pax's men? You brought them back.
What about the guy I blew up -- the one who shot Eugean."
"None of them were dead."
"But, I killed the one who shot Eugean."
"This is true, and you are the one who brought him back to life,
not I. I do not have the powers of the Batuwaa-fylgja." I needed
Eugean. I looked into her sad eyes. She could have been my wife.
I never wanted to let her go. Now, I felt as if I had been ripped
in half. "I can take care of her."
"You have given back the powers of the Keeper. There is nothing
you can do for her. If she is to live, she must return with Pax
and remain under the care of the Fylgja, just as Ghillie had to
remain there."
"You mean that Ghillie died, too?" Eugean asked.
"His body perished long ago. He lives now to serve you in Somach.
That is the wish of the Khaali Bhitra."
"No!" I commanded. "This can not be.

Eugean is going with me!"

"I am truly sorry, but there is no other way."
"What about me?" I asked.
"No.

"Don't I have to go back?"

Your healing came from within yourself."

"Then I shall return to Somach to be with her." Andrew was shocked
at my words. He was not going back and he needed my help to get

out of here.
Vivian said, "You know that there is nothing there for you. If you
were to return, the Jaaro Sinha would find you. You would become
the Batuwaa-fylgja once more, destined to leave Somach, or become
one of the Jivatma-fylgja. Somach is no place for you. Go home
and seek the sanctuary that you have so longed for."
"I can't just leave Eugean!"

I shouted.

"You must." I realized that what she said was true. There was no
way that I could return to Somach. I had to move on, even if it
meant leaving Eugean.
Andrew spoke to Vivian, "Pax cannot leave.
ichthys."

He doesn't have his

Vivian held her hand out to the great sailor. In her palm was the
tiny amulet with the Resama Bijuli tucked neatly in the back. "Pax
will find his way home."
The Ranger sat in all of her glory at the end of the longest dock,
unscathed from the implosion. Eugean gave me the photographs,
except for one -- one of me. Andrew and I collected our gear on
the dock. Pax's men had stowed food and water they had found in
one of the nearby warehouses; enough for a three tenday crossing
of blue water.
Eugean cried. "I don't want to go.
you. You can't leave me now,"

I feel fine.

I pulled her to me and held her tightly.
you, Eugean. I never want to."

Let me come with

"I never want to leave

"You will always be in my heart, my love."
Vivian stepped to Eugean.

"You must go back, and he must go home."

Tears ran down her face as she clasped me tightly.
she whimpered.

"Don't leave,"

I held her as close as I could... the emptiness that filled me
choked my words. "I'm so sorry."
"They have to get underway," Andrew said.
Eugean kissed me hard.
"...nor I you."
love you."

"I'll never forget you."

My own tears were strolling down my cheek.

"I

Pax helped Eugean on board, and from the deck of the Ranger he
called his goodbyes. Her eyes never left me, and I watched her
silhouette until the sails were lost on the darkness of the night
sea. Eugean was gone forever. When I turned to Andrew, Vivian had
vanished as well. I felt very alone.
"We have to go," Andrew said.

"I'm going to miss her very much."
ashamed at my show of emotion.

I wiped the tears from my eyes,

"Come on," Andrew hurried me.
CHAPTER 52
IN PRAISE OF GOOD POSTURE
AND
TRUSTWORTHY WORKER

Distant clouds along the horizon moved south amid the confusion of
sun speckled patches of color. We would not have long now before
the soldiers emerged from the shelters. Andrew led me across the
runway, directly for a hangar sheltering two thin craft that looked
to be little more than cannons on landing gear. The ships had
short stubby wings that seemed impractical on the large ship; they
were obviously Lowcutters. The "Trustworthy Worker" and the "In
Praise of Good Posture" were sleek single-man fighters that could
reach speeds of greater than fifty miles per minute. Their lines
were smooth and single- mindedly designed for fast fighting. I
remembered Andrew's stories about the Lowcutters. I was excited.
"When you get inside, put your radio on scramble mode twenty-seven.
That will keep the Colonials from listening to us for a little
while. I'll lock onto your ship and engage the directional beam.
Then, whenever you are on automatic pilot, you will follow me."
"Sounds easy enough."
"If I say... `blue water', change your frequency and scramble codes
to the next preset."
Lowcutters had so much range that the ships had a compartment for
personal gear. Virtually every mission ended up thousands of miles
from the departure base. The sword that Weyerhauser had given me
was too long for the cargo closet, so I had to tie it down in the
cockpit. By the time I had finished, Andrew had found a couple of
helmets and parachutes. Through the broad hangar doors, I could
see the orange light brightening the landscape.
The instrument panel was completely foreign to me. I recognized
a few of the read-out panels, but I had to push the "Help" button
for prompting; then, I was able to lock the radio to Andrew's
frequency and start the engines. The right hand control was for the
main thrusters with a button on the top for thrust lockdown. There
were five other switches to engage the weapons and a fire trigger.
On my left hand control handled the tilt for the lower vertical
engines. The forefinger trigger engaged booster engines, and a
thumb trigger activated the air brakes. Simple enough, I hoped.
"Find the auto pilot and lock it on to radio remote," Andrew
communicated.

"Alright."
changed.

I flipped the startup switch.

Many of the screens

"I'm going to put in a flight program to get you out of the hangar
and into the air to ten thousand feet. You won't be able to hurt
yourself up there."
"Wh...whhat do you mean `hurt myself?'"
"You're going to have to learn to fly this bird, and the controls
are extremely sensitive." Andrew had control now. The top set of
monitors changed from checklists to camera images from all over the
ship. The visuals incorporated radar and sensor data, much of
which was also superimposed across the windshield. The engines
revved up. The autopilot was in countdown, and I was about to take
off.
"Are you ready?" Andrew asked.
"I guess." Gently the Lowcutter lifted. I saw all of the hand
controls moving by themselves. My heartbeat quickened. I was
excited as I had rarely been since my training days. The adrenal
rush was pushing the loss of Eugean from my mind. I now had more
power at my control than ever before -- I believed. And my ability
to control the machinery would mean my life or death.
Just outside the hanger, the ship quickly climbed, jamming me down
hard into my seat until I was at ten thousand feet. Below, the
implosion had created a half-mile wide blossom of devastation
leaning inward to ground zero. I was almost as surprised by how
big the base was as how little was left of it. The cameras were
programmed to lock onto foreign ship movement. Instantly I could
see Andrew following me up on three screens, but there was another
Lowcutter coming up on his tail "Andrew! There's another ship
behind you!"
"I know. We might need a sidekick.
control."

I've got it on remote

"Are you going to be able to fly both ships?"
"I've done it before.

It's just like having your own wingman."

"Fine, but what do I do now?"
"Take it for a spin. Only try to stay above ten thousand, and
don't take it up past twice speed of sound. Even at these
altitudes the turbulence along the coast could knock you out of the
sky as quickly as any stone wall."
"You have me on remote.

How do I get control back?"

"Flip the switch to normal."
"Alright..." I pushed the button and put a slight pressure on my
controls, instantly shooting forward into an uncontrolled spin.
I overcompensated and started spinning in the other direction. I
finally stabilized after a moment of breathless panic. The
controls were very sensitive.

"Try some rolls, loops and things, but watch for the warnings on
the windshield display. That will let you know when you are
hitting your limits." After a few minutes, I was having fun. Fast
flying was not all that different from the few ships I have
flown... well, I needed all the airspace above Somach to make a
U-turn at top speed -- that was if I did not black out from the "G"
forces... but other than that there was not much difference.
"Do you have your doppler radar on?"

Andrew asked.

"Where is it?"
"Directly below the autopilot on the weather radar controls."
"I see." When I turned on the scanner, one of the side screens
lit up with a three dimensional. I transferred the image to the
corner windshield display. "What does this do?"
"It measures wind speed and pressure pockets.
changes from red to green?"
"Yeah.

Do you see the

There are a lot of little blue spots too."

"Yes."
"The blue spots are air pockets, and the red line is a front. They
get lighter and less severe at upper altitudes, but near the ground
where the colors are dark, hit any one of them at over one 1600
miles per hour and you will break up. At lower speeds you could
knock out an engine or at least lose your breakfast."
"I'll keep that in mind."
"If we get into battle, that little display could be your best
friend. You can use the thermals to climb faster and drop at low
speeds, and if you're really good, at high speeds you can force the
enemy to crash into the turbulence -- just like an invisible
mountain."
"What else do I need to know?"
"Speed means friction and vibration. There is a space between two
clear shells of the canopy filled with circulating coolant. You've
got to have the system running a few minutes before you hit
anything over mach one. If you hit mach four without having the
hull cooled, you'll roast even with your suit fully sealed. If
the fluid turns orange, it is too hot: slow down to a few hundred
miles per hour or the canopy could blow out."
Walls of pressure, self destructing coolant: all things I wished
I had known before he had gotten me in the air. "Is that
everything I've got to worry about?"
"The rest comes with experience. And right now, I'll give you
some. Keep on my tail and just do what I do." He was in front of
me in seconds. The remote controlled Lowcutter swung ahead of him
and we began maneuvers. He twisted, I twisted; he climbed, I
climbed; he rolled, I ended up a hundred miles away. The lessons

continued.

Dogfighting in Lowcutters would be impossible.

In nature there are many neural toxic animals that remain hidden
until they strike, and then recourse is too late. That was how a
Lowcutter fought. Only unlike those animals, the Lowcutter had the
ability to disappear as quickly as it appeared.
After a half hour of following him, I asked Andrew, "Shouldn't we
be getting out of here before they come after us?"
"I suppose.

But first, your next lesson."

"There isn't time," I insisted.
"Just hold on to your pants. I want you to engage your weapons.
I'll go first, you watch." Andrew's ship came low over the airport
as he let his rockets loose. A line of high velocity fireball
overtook several of the planes sitting on the ground. "Your turn."
I went down fast and was able to lock several targets. As quickly
as I pushed the fire button, the targets lit the sky. A few more
passes left all the aircraft were destroyed. "Not bad," Andrew
applauded as he led me away from Deja.
From this high up I could see the sails of the Ranger as a tiny
speck of white catching the first light of the sun on the black
waters of the unlit ocean. Eugean was down there with Pax. I
would miss them both, but I would never get over leaving her.
Closer to the horizon I could see the mountain of the Fylgja. In
the morning light the sun skipped off of the black lake, reflecting
for the first time as if Vivian was saying her farewells.
"We must stay low to avoid sensors," Andrew said.
For two hours we moved swiftly across the tops of the waves until
we found the shore of Prove. An hour later we were over the tall
mountains of the west coast, sliding up coastline undetected.
I wondered what it was like in the lush dark green valleys and the
rocky peaks of the range. My mind wandered through my past, to the
many days I spent with Eugean -- and Sensia. I also remembered
home. I would be there soon. I could not be as happy without
Eugean, but Suffigston was some place I belonged and some place I
would not ever be forced to leave. The town was isolated enough so
that the military would never find me there.
I did not notice Andrew breaking and nearly ran into his tail.
"SLOW DOWN!" he shouted too late. The ship roared with vibration
as if being showered by rocks. I had hit a high pressure front
followed by a barrage of thermal pockets. Jerked around like dice
in a cup, the straps were all that kept me from becoming a thin
upholstering all over the inside of the cockpit. I was going down.
I went into a spin. The shaking was more than I could stand, and
my mind became numb. One of the rear engines quit. I eased up on
the controls for a moment to see where I would go and found myself
upside down, hurtling to the beach above me. I engaged the
vertical thrusters, steadied the plane in my power fall and then
put them in reverse with the brakes on, forcing tons of air out the

top of the craft. I stopped a hundred yards from the ground. Only
my hands continued to shake. Hanging upside down with sore
shoulders, I rested for a moment. My eyes focused, and I noticed
the ringing in my ears.
Somewhere long ago I had seen a crudely animated visual, a product
of a long-dead culture, that showed a little rabbit in a primitive
broad winged aircraft. Gremlins had sabotaged the plane and this
poor bunny was screaming horrifically as the aircraft spiralled to
the ground nose first. The wings ripped off with the acceleration.
At the last moment the ship ground to a halt in midair, inches from
the earth. The rabbit hopped out and said, "Lucky for me I ran out
of gas."
"Are you alright?" Andrew asked.
"Yeah."
"Lowcutters will fly themselves. Pilots only confuse things. Keep
in mind that this baby can push twenty gees on you, and the human
body can't take about eight."
"I think I've got it now."
"Then get right-side up, and let's get going!" He was angry. "Set
the warning on your doppler and pay attention. Your windshield
indicators will show you when I change course or speed."
"I'm sorry, it won't happen again."
"I'm trying to get you home in one piece.
don't help!"

I can't do that if you

"Alright! I'll keep my eyes open." I had never seen Andrew so
upset, but the day had been a rough, and neither of us had managed
to get much sleep. I scanned radio frequencies to help keep me
awake. We were only a few hundred miles from Tullirsanto. The
relay station there should offer a lot of talk after what happened
in Deja. I used the computer to unscrambled one of the busier
frequencies.
"...everything is down. I cannot see a single fighter that could
be operational," said a distant pilot.
"Are there any hostiles in the area?" asked someone in Tullirsanto.
"Scanners are clear."
"Relief ships will be there soon."
"The escapees have taken at least three Lowcutters.
that they have headed south to bases in Somach."

We believe

"Shall we pursue?"
"Negative. Several of the fugitives have escaped in a sail
watercraft. They are reportedly heading south. You have orders to
search and destroy."

"Affirmative.

Search and destroy...

a sailboat?"

"I am transmitting visuals, do you copy?"
"Affirmative." The pilot paused for a moment and then gave orders
to his patrol. "Concerned Leader to Faithful Industry and Loyal
Optics, do you copy visual?"
Several seconds later another pilot reported, "Sail craft is in
sight. Bearing two-one-zero."
"I see it, Faithful. She is organic. I cannot lock onto her."
"This is Concerned Leader, conserve missiles. Fire elimination
pulses. All we have to do is sink her. Circle once and then
attack in order." Faithful and Loyal acknowledged.
"Concerned Leader, this is Faithful Industry. I have an engine
shut down. I am breaking away and trying for more altitude." I
could hear the fright in his voice.
"Concerned Leader, this is Loyal Optics. Engine failure in both
main thrusters. I am slowing to emergency speeds."
"Concerned Leader, do you receive us?"
"Yes, damn it!

I hear you!

Mayday, mayday!

Deja, do you read?!"

"Yes, we read, Concerned Leader."
"We are going down. Engines dead, computer malfunction on all
systems. We are going down. Do you read?"
"We hear you, Concerned Leader. Atmospheric disturbances are
blocking our scanners, can you give a position?" There was no
reply.
I smiled. With Vivian as guardian, nothing would happen to the
Ranger. I listened as Deja tried to reach the pilots. One of the
rescue ships from Tullirsanto was issued to search for survivors.
As it left Deja, a new transmission came through. "Hail, Deja."
I recognized Vivian's voice.
"This is Deja.

Identify yourself."

"Be warned that no airships will be permitted south of your
location."
"Identify yourself?"
"The Fylgja will permit no military invasion into their domain.
Let this that concerns you be known to you."
"The attack on Colonial aircraft can be considered an act of war.
Such an unprovoked action will be met with retaliation."
"Your ships were preparing to destroy our ambassadors of good will.
The ships have been rendered inoperable. The crews are safe and
will return to Somach. If you wish the return of your soldiers,

you must expedite them by sail. No other transportation will be
acceptable. The Fylgja have spoken." The Colonies would try to fly
their best fighters across the ocean, never understanding the
forces they were up against.
"Identify yourself, please identify."
Vivian said no more.
I continued to scan the airways for more signals. A few minutes
later I found strong unrelayed, unscrambled ship-to- ground
signals: "We have them on our scanners. Ships confirmed as
Lowcutters. Request affirmation, are they hostile?"
"Affirmative, Despondency One.
in that sector."

There is no sanctioned air traffic

"Request procedure?"
"Hail and receive prisoners.

Escort the ships to Tullirsanto."

"Permission to attack upon negative response?"
"I repeat, we would like to maintain the integrity of the ships,
but our first priority is to capture or terminate the spies. They
must not escape."
I switched frequencies and called Andrew.

"I think they found us."

"I heard. They are about twenty minutes away. I'm going to send
the drone after them to draw them into a trap."
"How many are there?"
"I don't know. Tullirsanto does not have that many ships. Since
three went after the Ranger, probably no more than twelve."
"TWELVE! How are we supposed to fight twelve?!" I screamed.
"...by the seat of our pants.
shoot them down."

Just stay out of my way, and let me

"You're crazy."
"I'm getting you home,"

Andrew stated.

The drone Lowcutter soared high and vanished over the mountains.
"Now we disappear," Andrew said as he dove down to treetop level.
We slowed gradually for the next few minutes and then turned up a
valley and hovered. "Blue water," he said and I advance the
communicator to the next frequency Andrew had preset into my
computer. I could hear him again. "We stay here and wait until
they are close. I'm going to send you the drone visuals on the old
frequency. Until then, keep silent."
There was no place to land. I put on the autopilot, and I relaxed
as I watched the signal from the drone. Andrew was very good at
remote flying, hugging a small river and staying below the tree
line. There was no way our pursuers would see or scan the drone

before it was upon them. Finally, the drone scanners picked out
nine enemy ships approaching in attack formation. Switching to one
of the drone cameras, I saw the ten fighters roar over the remote
craft. They were not Lowcutters. They were sleek new Assault
Falcons, not as fast as the Lowcutters, but they could outmaneuver
us at slow speeds. We were doomed.
Andrew fired the boosters on the drone, and the ship shot out of
the trees like a bullet and immediately into climb that would have
killed a pilot. The wide loop put the ship high and above the
Falcons. Six of them split from the formation, spiralling in a mad
dash to get away. "Scramble! He's right on top of us!" I heard
one of the pilots shouting.
"How in the hell did he get there!?"
"Where is he?! Where is he?!"
"Scramble! Just get out of there!" I could barely monitor what
was happening as the Lowcutter reached `half speed', making the
visual transmission a blur. Another sonic boom registered.
"For God's sake, where the hell is he?!" A pilot screamed.
"He's on our tail you ass, SCRAMBLE!"
A thousand yards from the three slower ships, Andrew dropped five
"rocks". The ships tried to break away, but by that time the
Lowcutter was a mile in front of them and the rocks exploded
lancing thousands of molten chunks of shrapnel through the Falcons
like a giant shotgun blast. The drone was hit by the shockwaves
from the explosion, rattled frantically, dropped in altitude and
damage indicators started screaming, but it remained in the air.
The airways went wild with transmissions. "Mayday! Mayday!
going down. No control..."
"I am hit!

I'm

God! I cannot pull it out."

"Eject if you cannot pull out!

Eject!"

"Where are the Lowcutters?"
"I have got it!

I am coming out!"

"I cannot stay up. Vertical thrusters do not respond!"
"Eject!"
"I have it! Despondency One, I'm going to check things out."
"Did Champion Three get out?"
"Negative. I have no verification." There was a squeal as a
transmitter melted down. "Did you see that?! Arnon has been
struck!"
"Is he out?!"

"I could not see. I think he went down with his ship!"
"Can anyone see the Lowcutters?"
"I see a parachute!"
"I see it, too.

Who is it?"

"Max got out!"
"Where is Charlie?" I heard another squeal on the radio and the
shake of a blast came over from the other ships.
"I don't think he got out."
"Despondency Two is still in the air."
"Where is that bastard?

Did anyone see where he went?"

"I have him!"
"Where?"
"Vector bearings on send, now!"
"I got you Champion Four. We are coming in for support."
"How many are there?"
"I only see one."
"There are supposed to be three.

Where are they?"

"I only see one!"
"Champion Two and One; go topside, and see if you can scan over the
continent."
"Affirmative."
"He is running!

I know he is running."

"Shall we pursue, Despondency one?"
"Despondency Two, can you make it?!"
"Scanners out, one cooling cell hit and discharged. I had to
lighten things up a bit, but I'll be alright as long as we stay
below mach one."
"Do you think they can hear us?"
"Who?"
"Them! We are fighting our own ships. They have coded
unscramblers."
"You are right!"

"This is Despondency One. Maintain communications silence." The
shock of the explosion had done some damage to the drone: one of
the vertical thrusters quit and a braking shield was torn off.
Rocks were not designed to be used at low speeds (under Mach 1).
Andrew brought the drone around to try to engage the four remaining
airships. He soon was tight on the tail of another Falcon.
"He has me locked! Some one get him off! GET HIM OFF OF ME! GET
HIM OFF!" Just as the drone's system engaged, the Lowcutter main
computer failed, and the missile wandered off helplessly. "What...
He missed! Yaawwwooo!" Our craft was damaged worse than I had
first thought. Andrew turned the drone around, leading a high
speed chase toward our position. "He is definitely running!" One
of the airmen proclaimed.
"He had me! What happened?!"
"Shut up and follow him!"
"I cannot reach mach two!"
"Then, fall back and stay off of the radio!"
At mach two, Andrew had one defense. Missiles could not be used
in air to air combat since they would travel slower than the
aircraft. Andrew took the ship high to stable air currents. Four
Falcons followed. I wondered what Andrew was doing. I did not
want to dogfight. The Lowcutter drone hit a cloud bank and braked.
I could hear the ship straining to slow while the radar showed four
of the ships go by.
"Damn it!"

a pilots cursed.

"What's going on?!"
"SLOW DOWN! THERMALS!"
For a moment, there was silence except for the rumble of resonating
ships being shaken senseless.
"This is Despondency Two, all engines stalled out, heading down -I am going for a walk!"
"I see him.
open."

The top hatch is clear, he is out with parachute

"Where is that Lowcutter?"
"I have him on the scanner... I lost him. He's somewhere below...
Correction, he is...." The radio squealed.
"Champion One, come in!"
"This is Despondency Two. I have the Lowcutter in sight.
One is down. There is nothing left."
"I thought you were going home? Where are you?!"
"Sending vectors, now!"

Champion

"Receiving." The vectors were scrambled and sent via short range
directional signals so that we could not discover their position.
"Locked!

I have him locked!

Missiles away."

My screen went blank. The Lowcutter had been hit.
had eliminated five Falcons from the attack group.
"This is Tullirsanto to Despondency One.

At least Andrew

What is your status?"

"We have engaged the enemy and removed one of their ships.
not made contact with any others."

We have

"Despondency One, account your losses."
"Tullirsanto, we have reason to believe that the enemy is
monitoring our transmissions."
"Understand, Despondency One."

There were no more transmissions.

My communicator beeped. Andrew was calling me on the other
frequency. "Keep quiet, and follow me." Andrew kept tight to the
mountains. The Falcons were only a few minutes away. I wondered
what he was going to do. Every time we passed by a gap in the
peaks large enough to get a scanner reading, Andrew would adjust
his speed, pacing the enemy.
My heart pumped hard. It was one thing to follow a dogfight from
a drone's cameras and quite enough to be engaged myself. I had
studied thousands of aerial tactics and was far better versed in
theory than any Colonial pilot, but I was still a novice fighter.
Without Andrew's help I was not sure that I could win. I had been
overwhelmed with horror when I saw the drone get hit. I could not
imagine the same thing happening to the In Praise of Good Posture.
Andrew engaged his boosters. I could not see him for a moment as
he sped far ahead. I cut in my own rockets and sank hard into the
seat -- my teeth bared and my eyes pushed hard into the back of my
head. For a second I could not handle the controls, and the weight
of my arms bruised my elbows. I was about to pass out when the
control system in the suit pushed tight at my stomach and back to
force my blood back into my head. My ears felt like they were
going to burst. The ship rumbled, and then the acceleration
decreased; my lips covered my teeth once more.
Suddenly the Falcons were on our side of the mountain. Two were
engaging Andrew, and three were on my tail. The pursuit signal
screamed as one of the Falcon's weapon system locked onto me. I
could not shake them, and then the first missile was fired. In
desperation I cut in the brakes not thinking that I was almost at
mach two. The superficial cuts, squeezed by the gee forces,
spilled blood straight out over the control panels. The missiles
could not compensate from their projected course and flew by me
along with the two Falcons. The straps cut into me, ripping
through the cloth and opening my skin like a too-ripe grapefruit.
The vibrations set in with the turbulence, rippling through the
cabin. I bit my tongue as my teeth chattered together. The straps
slammed at my collarbone like hammers. I was lightheaded until the

shaking finally stopped. I was now going only a couple of hundred
miles per hour after the few seconds of braking. My nose and ears
were bleeding. I would not do that again.
The doppler showed an explosion. A plane had gone down. I prayed
that it was not Andrew. My hull temperature was nearly five
hundred degrees. The coolants were holding out, but the cabin was
heating up. My left collarbone hurt unbearably. The two Falcons
that had been after me were miles in front of me now. I engaged
the throttle to catch up with them. I smeared the blood from the
screens and wiped my nose. This was not my day. I was just a
little under mach one, and the ship started rattling from the
turbulence of Falcons. When they finally realized where I was they
split. Unfortunately, I was going too fast and passed them both
up. I was in such pain that I did not want to pursue them, but I
could not leave Andrew alone with all three.
"Andrew!" I wasn't sure that he was alive.
here. We can outrun them."

"Let's get out of

"No, we can not. There are too many contrary air currents in the
area."
I slowed a bit and made a hard turn around a mountain. One of the
Falcons was following me tightly. Suddenly I heard the pursuit
buzzer: the Falcon had locked his missiles on me. Without
thinking, I dropped a rock and detonated it just as it passed my
tail. The shock wave slammed into me, and the engines fluttered.
The buzzer stopped. The Falcon was gone.
Another Falcon was soon in its place behind me. The warning went
on again, and I went into a hard roll and dive. The warning went
off. I began to pull out. From the rear camera I could see smoke
coming from the Falcon. I heard the buzzer again. I rolled. He
still had me. I was going to die! I saw the first flash of the
missile ignition! ...the Falcon exploded. There was no way that
he could have blown himself up. It was almost as if I still had
the powers of the Batuwaa-fylgja. But, that could not be. I was
no longer a Keeper.
I slowed down a bit, looking for Andrew on the scanner. He was not
out there. I hovered in one of the valleys, hiding from scans in
the protection of the mountains. Sitting in the cockpit with my
hands trembling, my head spinning and my whole body sore, I took
the time to push some of the torn material across the lesions on
my shoulder. I had lost a lot of blood. All the controls were
sticky. I used the magnetometer to detect general movement.
Something was out there moving slowly through the mountains. I had
to wait until it was closer to see if it was a Falcon. I punched
up the `Help' mode from the computer. I knew that the Lowcutters
had pigeon missiles that I could operate much like Andrew had flown
the drone Lowcutter. I could chase down the Falcon with one of
those. I found the instructions and went down the checklist. The
Falcon was very close. I had him on radar now, only a few thousand
yards away.
I was waiting for his scanners to find me, but my ship had not
moved and would not register clearly through the trees. I knew
where he was. I launched the pigeon and watched as it sailed up and

out of the forest. He knew where I was immediately. I sent the
pigeon. His eliminators blasted in pattern, trying to hit the
missile, but I outmaneuvered him. Before he could get high enough
to use his boosters, I locked the missile on target. The boosters
kicked in, but before the pigeon hit, his eliminators prematurely
exploded the missile, but only yards from his ship, and the shock
waves rammed into his tail. "Despondency One, this is Champion
Four. Coolant system inoperable, main engines out. I need
support." There was no response. I came up out of the trees and
started to follow him a few miles behind. "Despondency One, this
is Champion Four. I need support. Can you give me support?"
"I am engaged! Can not assist! Good luck!" There was no more
talk. I had been attacked by four ships; that left Andrew with the
last one. I kept following the Falcon.
"Get back here!" I heard Andrew calling.
"But, there is another one left."
"I don't care, just get back here." I turned the ship around and
returned for the west coast. As I came over the mountains I saw
a flash off to my right. Champion Four was down. Andrew had been
fighting him for a long time. The pilot must have been very good.
I was thankful that Champion Four had gone after Andrew.
"Come on, we have to get back to Somach." I was glad to hear
Andrew's voice, but did not understand why he wanted to go back.
"But..." I noticed that he was not scrambling his signal.
was he going to Somach for?

What

"Don't ask any questions, just get over here and follow me. We're
going home to Somach." As I followed, we headed north. Then, I
understood his ruse. I was very tired.
"Can you take my controls?" I asked him.
"Why?"
"I'm going to go to sleep."
"Were you hit?"
"I'm a little messed up."
"You gonna make it?"
"Yeah, don't worry."
No one followed us. Six hours after the fight, we crossed the
Missery halfway between Bayton and Capital. The sky was
prematurely darkened by a long stretch of frontal clouds. We
remained at subsonic speeds and cruised above the treetops to keep
from being spotted by city and airship scanners. I wanted to stand
up so badly. I had not done so for nearly twelve hours. The
toilet facilities in these fighters left much to be desired, and
I hadn't bathed in fresh water for nearly a tenday. Home would be
such relief in so many ways.

CHAPTER 53
THE LIBRARY

Mt. Slilip was lost in the towering clouds that clung to the
eastern side of the range. In the upcoming tenday, the hills would
explode with the green of spring. The familiar landscape of the
Colonies warmed my heart and pacified my suffering from the wounds
and lost love.
Long ago, Chauncy and I had climbed the rolling slopes of Mt.
Slilip. At the peak, as we looked out on the world, I told
Chauncy, "There are far more miles beyond this that we will never
see. Such wonderment that lies out there must be as grand as the
cities themselves." I was young. I had never seen the cities.
At that moment we both saw our destiny to be the most comaraderic
of explorers, bound for adventures far more glorious than searching
for bauxite or guano. I was wrong. I was wrong to ever believe
that life beyond our familiar mountains would somehow be better
than what we had.
As Andrew and I came down into the clouds, the rain came down hard.
Using instruments, we found the town and landed in the main avenue.
I knew that Warnison would welcome me back without question and was
not prepared for any conflict I might find at my Father's House.
I could see a few lights coming on through the rain as people
stirred to find out what the noise was about. Andrew had climbed
from the Trustworthy Worker long before I had a chance to unfasten
my harness. As my canopy opened, the rain fell on my face. I was
too sore to move and just sat in the cool refreshing shower
watching the steam veil the ship as the drops hit the hot metal
skin. Andrew gave me a hand getting down the slippery steps of the
fighter. The ground was muddy with several days of rain, and the
air was crisp with a familiar damp coolness I had not felt since
I had left here in the fall over seven years ago. The town was the
same except for a large metal building that stood where Chauncy had
wanted to put his foundry.
Warnison Bhandar was the first to approach us. I remembered when
he had given Chauncy and me the horses and supplies for my first
search for bauxite. I was very glad to see him. "You have come
home?!" he said in his galoshes and overcoat.
"Yes.

I have come home."

"Who is this fellow that you have brought with you?"
"This is Andrew Lip. He is a pilot for the Colonial Forces. He
was good enough to escort me here. I'm not quite the navigator he
is."
"As always, I am very happy to see old friends and to meet new
ones. Come in. Come inside, out of this nastiness." I walked
stiffly from sitting so long and from my injuries. Warnison got

under my good arm and helped me along to his home behind the store.
He did not seem curious as to why I was here, in such bad shape.
That was the way of the people of Suffigston. Some of the women
put me down on a bench in the big room to work on my wounds. We
were given towels, a nightshirt, and long flowing robes of ornate
color. I could soon smell the beginnings of a hot meal being
prepared for the two of us. Along the walls were paintings of great
moments in family history. There was only a single unlit light
bulb. Many lanterns had been brought in to bathe the room in an
insufficient yellow light.
"What happened to the electricity?"

I asked Warnison.

"Most of the power is used for the smelting of bauxite."
"That cannot be.
"No.

Surely there have been more generators built."

Chauncy has as much as he needs, and there is little more."

"That's crazy. My generator could put out enough power for two
Suffigstons."
"Eat now. We can talk in the morning. It is good to have you
back, son." His familiarity was a bit distressing. Had nothing
changed? I felt that I had slipped back in time, as if I had never
left. Had I not brought Andrew and two fighter planes with me, I
would not have thought anybody would have noticed my absence. A
gentle hand helped my shirt off. I winced. The soft touch explored
the inflictions I had received inside the In Praise of Good
Posture. "Does it hurt much?" The words were spoken from even
gentler tones in a song of syllables. It was a voice that brought
back memories of pleasant times. "Aerial?"
"I knew that you would come back." Her hair was long and fell into
her face. She had been sleeping. I held back her hand from my
shoulder and pushed the hair from her eyes. She had changed! She
was no longer the young girl I had left five years ago. She had
blossomed with the elegant lines of a lady. "I waited for you."
she said.
"Waited...?"
"My love was pledged to you long ago. I am too old to marry now."
She was barely nineteen. In the city, she would not be of age for
another two years, still learning the skills of her parents.
Suffigston was different. Womanhood was purely a biological
proclamation. "Let me tend to your wounds."
I was too tired to protest or hide my pain as she drew away my
bandages. My skin was tender everywhere. I smiled at her with
gritted teeth. She hid her face a bit, suffering from a mild
embarrassment. After a while, I finally understood why she was so
stressed. My recollection of the customs of Suffigston had blurred
over the years. As I was, she was a victim of her birthright. As
the second borne daughter she would normally be destined never to
marry. Only the long friendship of our fathers had allowed for
the exception since my elder brother and her sister were both
pledged by old tradition to first borne of other houses. If I did
not marry Aerial, she would forever remain a spinster servant in

her father's house. I placed my hand to her cheek. She pressed
against my palm, cradling it against her shoulder. There was a
long moment before she let go and started dressing my shoulder.
I assumed that this was why Warnison was so quick to welcome me.
His daughter would be much happier and of much more value to him
by bringing someone with my skills into the family. Perhaps it was
not such a bad idea. Working for Warnison would be more rewarding
than returning to my father's farm where I would have to work with
Jermain. My future would surely be in town with Chauncy and
Warnison. Nonetheless, Eugean remained in my heart. Things were
changing fast, but I knew where I wanted to be. "I'm not leaving
again," I told Aerial. "I'm here to stay." She smiled, her lips
surrounded by an equally red blush. I thought of Eugean.
After a quick hot meal, Warnison led us through twisting and
progressively smaller hallways to a pair of bedrooms. In contrast
to the hallway, the ceilings were high and the walls held a great
echo. Both Andrew and I were fast to find sleep on the huge soft
beds.
The Ranger cut hard through the water with the wind at the beam.
The mighty spinnaker filled with the ageless wind pulling us
onward. Eugean was laying on deck, carefree as she sacrificed her
lily white tone to the sun. We were not returning to Somach.
Eugean and I were going off to be together forever. There would
be no Fylgja, no Colonial Forces, only the peace of an expansive
white beach lapped by crystal equatorial water. Behind us would
be the lush forgiving forests of a tropical wonderland.
In the cockpit, Pax manned the wheel. Next to him, Andrew studied
his maps and navigation, determined to lead us to our paradise.
Such a friendship I had with Andrew I could never find anywhere
else. I felt the spray of the bow cutting through the waves. I
was wet with the coolness of the water and warm with the glow of
the afternoon sun. A cloud crossed the sky and when I looked up
I saw that Raspthane was blocking the sun from the ship save for
a spot of light that bathed Eugean. "Go away! Leave me in peace!"
I shouted, waving at him like a mosquito.
"You shall return home! See my wrath and return home!" A low
rumble crossed the sky. Eugean had not noticed the darkness nor
Raspthane's words. Andrew was still absorbed in his charts, and
Pax was suddenly fighting madly with the waves in his rain gear.
At the horizon I saw a mighty swell, larger than any I had seen in
all the storms we had survived.
"Everyone get below!" They could not hear me. "Eugean! Get
below!" She still sat in her tiny pool of sunlight facing the sky
with closed eyes. The horizon of water came closer and I tried
desperately to reach her, but I was pulled back. I could no longer
stand, and I had to drag my body along the ropes to get to her.
The sea wall was coming faster, towering over the mast as if the
Ranger were merely a child's washtub toy. "Eugean!"
In the inky waters I could not see past my nose. I held on as best
I could. The harness dug into my skin. The water rushed by and
I held on. When it was over, the sun was bright again and the sky
was clear. The fresh breezes popped the sails full and dry. The
wave had left the ship the same except that now I was alone.

Eugean, Andrew and Pax were gone.

"Eugean!" I cried.

"Eugean!"

I opened my eyes. I did not remember where I was in the darkness.
When I sat up, I looked for Eugean. She was there only in my
dreams. I was home. Still groggy, I closed the shutters from the
night and went back to sleep.
Vivian was outside on the Pale Horse. I awoke again. I was in the
great halls of a bhatti that was strangely like the Big Room in my
father's house. At first I was frightened, but then knew the night
would be safe as long as I was with Vivian or the horse. They were
of the Khaali Bhitra, just like I once was. I opened the window to
face the Pale Horse squarely to his nostrils. Vivian stood behind
him, still a vision of beauty to which no mortal female could ever
compare. "Why are you here?"
"Do you not wish us to be?"
questions reasonably.
"I need to find Eugean.

Vivian still would not answer my

Raspthane has taken her."

"Fear not. She was rescued from the waves by the Pale Horse.
has brought her to me, and I will care for her."

He

"Where is she?"
"Fear not, Little Keeper, she is well."
"But I must see her. Let me see her once more." Vivian said
nothing. A form of a woman came to me from the darkness. The form
was that of Aerial.
"I want to see Eugean."
"It is best that you do not," Vivian said. If you know of her,
then Raspthane can find her. With me she will be safe and well."
"I want to be with her! I love her."
"Justice lies within you, not in a supreme administration. Be
comforted by her safety and ever mindful of your threat. The
Batuwaa-fylgja must find his place on his own."
"I'm not a Batuwaa-fylgja anymore!
Don't you remember?!"

I had to give that all up.

"A Keeper is a Keeper until death."
"She's right, you know." Grizwald said as he floated timelessly
in the mist of the evening. He was in the desert. Vivian, the
Pale Horse and the bhatti all fell away to the sands of the
wasteland.
"I want to go home."
"You are home," said Grizwald. "You are at home everywhere, for you
are the Batuwaa-fylgja."
"I'm not a Keeper!

You were there when I gave all that up. You

know that!"
"That which concerns us is made known to us. Return to the past
if you can. See how the Jaaro Sinha has changed you. No matter
what you may do or how much you may try, you will never be able to
deny what you have done and what you have seen. That shall forever
be."
"I'm a landsman, just like my grandfather!"
"You are No One. That is your destiny." There was a noise, and
Grizwald vanished into a mist that was rising from the dunes.
Something was moving behind me. I opened my eyes. The flat white
was quite unexpected. The sheets wrinkled up to the wall like
clouds. I was back in Warnison's house.
The shutter was open, and the window panes fractured the morning
sunbeams into a quilted patchwork of light across the sturdy wooden
furniture and parquet floor. The decor was simple and plain, yet
much more elaborate than anything that could be found in Somach.
Here, the detailed ornamenting of the furniture was complex, but
lacked in the unparalleled tightness found in the work of Somachian
craftsmen. Here, the bedpost had continuous curves of the lathe and
the smooth evenness of the plane was evident. In Somach, things
took a more fluid form without the precise symmetry and squareness
of the Colonies. Sometimes I wondered how the Somachians could
have assembled furniture seemingly without joints. Without Eugean,
I would miss everything about Somach, always wondering if I was
wrong not to go back.
Getting up was a chore. My muscles were stiff. I tried to stretch
a bit. I knew that I would be back in bed before much of the day
went by. I put on my robe and went to the open window. I
remembered that I had closed the shutters tight. The cold morning
air chilled me. Across the lawn, one of Warnison's sons was turning
the soil in a two acre garden. An old mare pulled his plow.
Warnison was no farmer and had insufficient machinery for the
tasks. He did, however, have many horses and children and
gardening was an effective way to keep them busy and fed.
My clothes had been cleaned during the night and were neatly folded
on a dressing chair in the foyer. It took me a while to figure
out how to dress with one arm in a sling.
Andrew was not in his room, so I decided to the main hall. I lit
a lantern and quickly found myself lost, wandering through dark
corridors caked with dust and aged from neglect. The maze of
smooth stone and plaster walls led me to forks and crossings that,
not only lost me in their confusion, but made me wonder how any of
the rooms could have four walls with right angles. I was in the
old part of the house. The rooms were small and the craftsmanship
simple, marking hard times for the builders. It looked more like
a fortress than any house I had ever seen. The masonry finish had
long since crumbled away from the rough of the bare rock. The
wooden floors bowed about as if they had been patterned after
gentle ocean waves.
I was about to turn back and head the other way when I noticed a
light coming from underneath one of the many doors. The latch was

covered with dust. I turned the handle silently, and the wood
opened. The light was coming in from a window with an unhinged
shutter. The room was grey with dust and glazed with cobwebs. The
walls were misshapen, and in the dim dust clouded sunlight I needed
a few moments to realize that this was a library. The books that
covered the wall shelves were probably older than the Big Room by
uncounted centuries.
I removed a volume. I could not understand the words. I followed
the illustrations, lavish and hand painted. The book was printed
on an old wooden press with movable letters. I had never seen one,
but I knew the mark it left on the pages. The acid free paper was
a fine cotton blend that would withstand centuries of storage as
long as the book was kept shut. The atmosphere had scarred the
edges of each page with yellow and black. Many of the other books
were in even better condition, each page had been preserved with
stabilizing resins. Only the leather bindings had deteriorated from
exposure to the air. I went on, looking for a title that I could
read. There were hundreds of reference books, the kind that had
not been used in Suffigston since the cities opened the University
Associated Libraries to the landsmen. That was nearly five
thousand years ago. Even the outlanders used electronic based
systems now.
The books had examples of all sorts of print: movable type, carved
plates of metal and wood, visual scanner, laser printing, jet
spray, matrix impact, and cursive handwritten (which I had only
seen a few times in my life). But, most of all, I was surprised
by how much the Colonial language had changed from the time many
of the books had been written.
I explored on, browsing through what I could understand and
ignoring the time. The collection covered several fields of
interest; classic literature, geography, exploration, sociology,
general history, and magic. All categories included books of
several languages from many cultures, across time and around world.
I even found one volume that covered the customs of Somach! The
descriptions were vague and not very accurate, as could be
imagined, yet it told far more than I had known even after my first
few days there. The existence of such a comprehensive cache of
literature in Suffigston came to me as much as revelation as a
shock.
The shadows were far along the floor, away from the doorway. I had
been there for hours. Excited, I managed to pry myself from the
books. Warnison would be worried. I went to find the others. I
found the Big Room so close that I could not have imagined how I
had gotten lost in the first place.
The Big Room was bright. The light that passed through the immense
frosted glass skylight that ran along the peak of the vaulted
ceiling bathed the room in softened sunlight. Several children
worked about the room, and unmarried daughters were scattered about
with sewing and weaving.
"Good morning," Warnison greeted me.
him.
"Yes, I think it is."

Andrew was sitting next to

"Your friend has been telling me a bit of your adventures."
"He has? Did he tell you about Deja?"
"A bit. I didn't know that messengers were pilots. These fighter
planes are quite something. I would think that they would have
dropped you off in a transport if you were going to stay any length
of time."
I made no comment.
"You'll have to do something with it, you can't just leave it in
the street -- clutters the place up... bad for business," Warnison
chuckled.
"Yes, I suppose your right."
"Are you planning to stay long?"
"I'm sort of retired now.

I was hoping to settle down here."

"You're going to give up the messenger business?"
astonished.

He was a bit

"I've been all that I could be in the Service. The service is a
job, not an adventure. Now, I want to find the peace that I left
behind."
Warnison smiled. "I would be proud to have you as my neighbor -I would be proud to have you as my son."
I was taken off guard by the offer of his daughter. In a society
of arranged weddings, the only way he would ever find out if I
would honor my marriage contract after my absence was to ask me,
or for me to tell him. However, if I were to stay and gain
acceptance from the community, I would have to marry Aerial.
"I am honored, Warnison," I said, trying to be as polite and
impartial as possible. Nonetheless, Warnison beamed with a smile
that betrayed his happiness to the world.
"Let's get you some breakfast.
"Yes.

You must be hungry."

Thank you."

I sat down next to Andrew, and he said, "You've got quite a
friendly place here. Sounds as if he wants to adopt you."
"I was betrothed to his daughter before I left.
offer is still open."

Apparently the

"This is what you wanted, isn't it?"
"Eugean..." I began.
"Eugean is history. If your looking for a relationship to last
forever, your gonna be disappointed. You have to take what you can
get and forget about yesterday -- or tomorrow."

"Aerial was just a scrawny little kid when I left."
"She ain't scrawny and she certainly isn't little -- not where it
counts."
I chuckled. "No, she's not." But, she was not Eugean either.
Andrew was right. The only relationships that lasts forever are
those that do not end, and all relationships must come to an end.
I was here, now, and I was not going to go back to Somach, Eugean
or the Service. With Eugean I could only have the woman I wanted.
With Aerial, I could have the life I wanted, I thought. I smiled.
Andrew was right. I had to forget the past if I wanted to be happy
here.
"Look, I don't want to seem ungrateful for the hospitality, but I
want to get going in a few days," Andrew said.
"Where?

You can't go back to the Air Corps."

"No."
"If you want to stay here, I'm sure you would be welcomed.
even find yourself a wife."

Might

Andrew laughed. "No, you have the best of the lot; besides, I
already have enough wives. I was thinking of looking a few of them
up. I've got some friends in Forthoman that are always looking for
a good pilot. They could even get me a good deal on the
Trustworthy Worker."
"You can't sell a fighter like that."
"Why not? The Colonial Forces are always willing to buy good
planes back."
I smiled.

"I'm going to miss you."

"Oh, you won't hold still for too long.
"No.

Maybe I'll see you again."

I'm here to stay."

Andrew looked at me warmly with a great deal of disbelief.
if that's the way you want it."

"OK,

"That's the way I want it."
"Do you think your friend Bhandar might be able to get a hold of
about five thousand pounds of aircraft fuel?"
I laughed.
him."

My arm protested and immediately stopped.

Still sore,
most of the
the library
just like I

I went back to bed after breakfast and stayed there for
next two days. Aerial helped me to collect books from
to pass the time. Together we sat quietly and read -had with Sensia so long ago.

"You don't have to stay with me," I said to her.

"I'll ask

"I want to," she said.
"Aerial, I have been gone a long time.
think..."

I don't what you to

"I am not doing this to impress you. I am not afraid of being
another matronly servant in my Father's House or in my Brother's
House when that time comes. This place is my home. I am happy."
"Are you happy."
"Yes."

Neither of us spoke for a while.

"I thought that the reason you were glad to see me was..., well so
that you could get away."
Aerial smiled. "I do not have to run about the world to search for
things I have. I am glad you are here because I have always liked
you very much."
"Oh."
"You are interesting and pleasant, and you are never boring."
"No?"
Aerial laughed. "No."
CHAPTER 54
COMING HOME

When I came down the long, deeply rutted road that ran through my
father's land, I felt as if I had never gone. I could smell the
freshly turned fields that went out almost as far as I could see.
The huge trees that lined the drive had always pointed the way out.
When I was a boy, there were many times that my bones ached and my
shoe leather burned with an urge to just walk away and never
return. For all the good things that home had meant to me, there
were many sufferings under the hand of my brother and the passive
ways of my father. And now, I returned here to find salvation from
life's injustices, which were the reasons why I left in the first
place.
As I came closer to the house, the road had become difficult for
the horse. The middle was high with weeds, and the ruts were thick
with the mud from yesterday's storm. The stones that had paved the
old road were buried and strewn to the roadside. The earth had
been turned early and the dirt was white and dry. A few of the
fields were wild with weeds and neglect.
Far off to the horizon, I could see the smoke and steam of the
tractors. The dirty engine blackened the exhaust with precious oils

leaking through rotting seals. Father would never operate equipment
in that condition unless he had to, but the fields had already been
planted and there seemed no reason to run the tractor in such
disrepair.
The white glass of the greenhouses stretched across the foothills
of Mount Slilip. In the center, my father's house spread out in
the gray colors of bare stone, and the dark slate roof. The house
was the same, except for the facade which was almost unseen. I was
shocked. Displaying the House Colors was part of the family honor,
framing the main entry and welcoming all comers with a glorious
banner of ornament showing them the way to the Big Room.
Grandfather had always painted the House Colors before he left in
mid-spring. He had turned the mastership of the house over to
Father, upon the occasion of Jermain's Paedochresis. From then on
my grandparents lived in the homes of more distant relatives and
close friends for a good part of the year, but Grandfather never
missed a season for the painting. That was one of his greatest
pleasures. Nearly every year I had helped him mix the paints and
match the brush strokes over the ancient pattern first designed by
some long forgotten artist of the family. Now, the pattern was
barely discernable.
The old corral was no longer standing. I remembered when it was
filled with the horses of visitors. In its place was only a
hitching post. There was no place to unsaddle my horse or put him
out.
I felt unwelcome. The Grand Hallway had no coats on the pegs.
Ahead the Big Room, abandoned and grey, far different from how I
remembered. The warm electric lights were gone, and the naked
wires travelled about the rafters in sections, coming from nowhere
and leading to the broken hardware. The musty air smelled of fungal
rot. The room, half buried into the hillside, was always cooler
than the outside, but now it was like a cave -- cold and
depressing. Long ago, even when I was first to arrive in the Big
Room in the morning, I was never alone for more than a few moments,
and there was always the color of cloth or tapestries to play with
the electric light. It had been a nice place. The tapestries were
gone, stored for safe keeping. The walls were bare save for
ancient paintings and knickknacks from times so long ago that they
were their only history. I wondered if it was possible for the
House to have been so bland, and my thirst for a place to return
to had distorted my memory so completely. For a moment, as I
watched the room and recalled the faded colors of the front mural,
I was very confused.
Aunt Hildy came into the Big Room with a pile of torn clothes.
She dropped the bundle and looked about to scream when her wide
lips called my name. "Where did you come from?"
"I have come home."
"God save us all!" Her glee was suddenly stifled as she quickly
looked around as if to see if someone was with us. "Will you...
will you be here long?"
I smiled.

"As long as you like."

"I want you to stay forever, my child."
"For you, I will stay forever!" My mother's sister would always
be one of my favorite relatives, "Where are the others?"
"Your mother is in the kitchen." She smiled, "Welcome home, my
boy." She hugged me gently, avoiding my slung arm and kissed my
cheek. Up close she looked very old. Her eyes were sunken, and
her complexion poxed with little infestations. She smelled worked
and unbathed. I remembered her smooth skin and the sweet smell of
lavenders that she would always leave as she passed through a room.
She was so different!
The heat of the kitchen was as I had remembered it, with the moist
air steaming the polished copper and steel pots and pans hanging
from the walls and rafters. There, over the large stove, I found
my mother. "Hi."
She turned to me with surprise. Her eyes pooled as she recognized
me, and with a whimper she threw her arms around me. I was stunned
at first, never having been given such affection from my mother
before.
"You're home.

I knew that you would come back."

"I'm home, Mama.

I'm here to stay."

"You do not know how I have wished for your return." As she held
me in her arms, Philander came into the room. I saw strain in the
paleness of my sister's skin and the sleepless circles that cupped
her eyes. Her long flaxen hair was cut short now. She always
loved her hair long and flowing. It was what made her elegant, she
would say. She looked so bleak. She did not know who I was at
first: my clothes were very foreign, my face bearded and my hair
long. Yet, when her eyes recognized me, Philander jumped at me,
and I recoiled with pain as my collar suffered the jolt. With
tears in her eyes and a deeply long face, I offered a more tender
embrace to both of them.
"I've missed you, both of you, very much," I said with tears in my
eyes.
"What happened to you?" Philander cried.
"I am a messenger."
"I knew you could make it!" Philander announced. "You were the
one. Suffigston was always too small for you." I saw a glaze of
tears over her eyes. "I wish you had been first born."
Mother was quick to reprimand her. "Hush child, you should nare say
such things!"
"But, that's what I think!" Philander was always as free spirited
as I was; she could have been a messenger. Watching her now, she
was but a frail, sickly child. "Tell us of your adventures," she
demanded.

"The wonders and adventures of the rest of the world hold no lure
when compared to Suffigston."
"Oh please, tell my what you have seen."
"Philander, nothing as beautiful as you and mother."
"Pleeeeeease!"
"I will, later. There will be plenty of time now."
loud noise from the someplace far in the house.

There was a

"That sounds like Jermain. He's so awful!" Philander commented.
Mother scolded her. "Be respectful of your brother!
House!"

It is his

I swooned with her words, not quite willing to comprehend them.
"Where is father?"
The only sounds were from the hiss of the steaming pots and the
bitter snap of the fire within the iron of the stove. Neither my
mother nor my sister were prepared to speak. Then, Philander
offered, "He died... not more than a year after you left." I had
abandoned my family when I had left. I should have known.
"Jermain is the master of the house now."
"How did it happen?"
"An accident... a methane explosion," mother said.
"The electrical plant?!" I questioned.
"Yes." I turned way. The plant was safe! The methane system was
completely sealed and there was nothing that could explode.
"He was gone instantly," Mother said. I should not have left.
There was nothing wrong when I left. Besides, Jermain should have
been running the generator, not Father... I should have been
running it!
"There was nothing you could have done," Mother concluded. She
bowed her head, still fighting with her own silent remorse. "There
was nothing anyone could have done." Mother loved him very much.
We all loved him. I always wanted him to be proud of me. I always
tried. I thought that me being a messenger would somehow put me
right in his eyes. But he was not here any more.
"Hannah had a baby." Philander said through sympathetic tears.
I smiled back at her. "She's quite a little handful, you should see
her."
"How is Hannah?" I had not realized how much I missed my older
sister. We were never that close, but she was high spirited and
very funny. It was always difficult not to smile when she was
around.
"She is well. We used to see her when we would go to Suffigston
for Sabbath.... We don't see her that much any more...."

There was shouting in the Great Hall. Fear covered my sister's
face like a sudden rash. Mother pulled Philander to her side.
"You shouldn't be here now!" mother told me.
"Why?"
I heard Jermain storming in, yelling at Aunt Hildy.
"Why did you let him in?!" Jermain shouted. I heard my aunt
crying. The pain of my wounds evaporated as my blood boiled. I
went to the archway where I could see Jermain standing high above
my aunt as she hid her face from him as if she expected to be
struck. Jermain knew I was there. "Get out!" he shouted.
Emotions clashed inside of me. "You have no right to be here!"
"Why have I no right to be in my Father's House?"
"It is MY House! And, I am telling you to leave." I looked at my
aunt and then turned to see Philander peering over my mother's
shoulder.
"Look out!" Philander shouted. I turned just in time to catch
Jermain's fist with my face. My teeth cut into my cheek, but the
blow did not move me from my feet. I shoved my fist into Jermain's
stomach and he buckled, trying to suck air back into his lungs.
I lifted my knee swiftly to his nose. There was a foul sound as
the cartilage flattened against his face and blood burst from his
nostrils. Jermain wheezed. I lifted him straight and jolted him
enough so that he could start his breathing again. He sat for a
moment, just long enough to regain himself and then shouted. "Get
out of my house! You are not my brother, and you are not welcome
here."
"I do not like what I see, Jermain. I knew that you had a streak
of meanness, but I never imagined you to be capable of this."
"What do you know about things? You ran away! You left when MY
father needed you. We could not run this farm alone. He died
because of you!" Jermain came at me again. His fists found empty
air as I came through his arms and put my palm under his chin,
wrapping my fingers around his neck. His throat was not quite as
big as the forearm that carried him back two steps and slammed the
back of his head against the stone of the hearth while his feet
dangling inches from the ground. As a child, subjected to his
persecution, I had dreamed many times of doing this to him, and it
felt good!
His eyes bugged out and could not focus as his nose bled down my
arm. I squeezed, and a melodic gurgle played from his throat as
tinted spittle bubbled from his lips. He looked so nice that way.
"Put him down!" Mother cried.
Jermain had turned Father's House into a prison of despair. My
fingers trembled with emotion. I had never before wanted to kill
anyone -- except perhaps Timbo... and maybe Eugean's assailant.
I was as bad as Jermain! I put my brother down.

No one came to his aid as I sat him down. I tilted his head back
so that he could breathe. His eyes shut and passed out.
"You shouldn't have done that," Mother said.
"There are a lot of things that shouldn't have been done.
Philander, get some cotton strips. We should pack his nose before
he wakes up. I'm going to find what I need in the kitchen."
Mother looked at me confused. Jermain's nose was forced flat
against the right side of his face.
"We should get the doctor,"

Philander said.

"I've done this before. I'm willing to bet I know a lot more about
how to put a nose back together than Doc Ethmoid. He does more
work on horses than he does on people. Besides, I've seen some of
his handiwork." Nobody argued.
I sent Aunt Hildy to fetch Andrew with one of the medical kits from
the Lowcutters. Jermain began to wake up, but I pressed my finger
lightly against his nose until he passed out from the pain. When
Andrew arrived, we used an anaesthetic to keep him under. In a few
hours I had Jermain's nose packed. When I left, Jermain had the
beginning of two massive black eyes. I had a bit of a shiner
myself. At least his nose would heal properly now.
I was glad to see all of them, except for Jermain, but I would not
be coming back. The House was Jermain's House now, and I was not
welcome. Andrew and I left through one of the doors that opened
to the fields. I wanted to have one last look at what my father
and his forefathers had built. I was amazed -- the power plant was
gone, the fertilizer production facility had been levelled and was
now a hog pen... everything I had made had been destroyed. Inside
the greenhouse, the plants struggled in soil. There was no
hydroponic technology left. Above, the roof was peppered with
broken and cracked glass panes. Unable to look on, I left.
"What's going on? Or shouldn't I ask?" Andrew questioned as we
rode back to town.
"I don't know, exactly," I said.
"You know, if you want to leave with me, I would be glad to have
you along."
"Why don't you stay for a while.

You are more than welcome?"

"I have no doubt about that, but Suffigston is just another sleepy
little backwater town for me. However, you have got me to thinking
-- about someplace to go back to. I never really had a home. The
only place I was ever really happy was with my wife."
"Which one?"
"Any one of them -- it doesn't matter." I had to smile at his
indiscretion. "I mean, I wouldn't have married someone I wasn't
in love with." He paused to look at the sky. "I want to get out
of here before the clouds lift... go north along the mountains and
follow the trade winds. I know some people in Desdier that could

take care of me until I can get enough fuel and supplies to make
it to Forthoman. Wanna come?"
"I don't think so."
"I seems to me that you can do little here."
"I don't know. I have to find out what happened back there. I am
worried about Philander. She has changed so much."
"You have been gone a long time,"

Andrew noted.

"I want to settle down."
"You are a messenger. I have never knew a messenger to keep still
enough to kick the dust off your feet, let alone settle down.
Coming back here is just a dream. You are cut of different fabric
than these folks. If you were not when you left, you certainly are
now."
"If I can get some help from Warnison and Chauncy, I think I can
get some work."
"Are you thinking of Aerial?" Andrew asked.
"No...

Well, a little."

"A woman is not a good reason to quit your travelling.
suffocate you. I know, I have been there."

She'll just

"I don't want to go with you to the war zone. I can't go back to
SIMRS. I just want some stability and someone I can share it
with."
Andrew chuckled.
"What is funny?" I asked him.
"I was just thinking. Katland -- she was the first one. I think
the reason I left is that she made me want to stay. I'd like to
see her again."
"Sometime you'll have a good reason to stay put.
become difficult."
Andrew smiled.
stay."

Leaving may even

"If you think that is possible, maybe you should

We rode out of the foothills along one of the back roads to the
rear of the Bhandar house. The dozens of Bhandars had gathered for
dinner. Warnison was not surprised to see the color of my eye.
He simply asked, "Your brother did that, didn't he?" I was
surprised at his directness, and before I could answer, he read my
expression and said, "I didn't think he would hit you, or I would
have told you."
"What would you have said?"
"He doesn't like you.

I don't think he likes anyone, not since

your father died." Warnison caught himself in his unintentional
directness. "They did tell you, didn't they?"
"Yes."
"I'm sorry.
very much."
"Yes.

I really am. He was a fine man.

I liked your father

I know."

"I should have told you."
"No.

I think you were right.

I heard it from my mother."

"I'm sorry about the eye."
Andrew added, "You should be more sorry about his brother."
Warnison almost smiled. "I've heard about messengers. I can't
imagine your brother was very smart about dealing with you."
"Do you know what happened to my father?" I asked Warnison.
"No. Not really. I think you should talk to Chauncy if you want
to find out more. He was there when it happened... the explosion.
He could tell you if he will, but he doesn't talk about that
night."
I smiled a sad smile at Warnison.

"Thanks."

"I was wondering... have you changed your mind about staying her?"
Warnison asked.
"It all depends. I would like to, but I no longer have a place in
my Father's House."
"You have been betrothed to my daughter Aerial. I shall eternally
have a place in my home for one of my sons. Business is growing,
and between Chauncy and myself, we need a top-notch programmer if
we are going to stay up on the freewinger grid as a main stop."
"A main stop...?

Suffigston?"

"Certainly. Since Chauncy has been manufacturing, and I've opened
a full service repair shop, they've been coming here pretty regular
for supplies and trading. Its getting to be a big operation. If
you want to stay, you will be more than welcome." Aerial had
positioned herself in listening range while doing some sewing a
few feet behind her father.
I offered him my handshake and said, "Sir, I would be honored to
be your son. I humbly accept Aerial to be my wife." He smiled,
and a little squeal came from behind him as Aerial overheard us.
I smiled at her. I expected her to blush, but she did not; she
only stared back with a sly content grin. She intrigued me. I
wanted her for my wife, not because she was beautiful, or because
the marriage would secure my position in Suffigston. I wanted to
marry her because she was a dynamically independent woman. Every
woman I had loved had been worldly, but never confident with their

independence. For the first time, I had no question that I was
making the right decision.
A small contingent from each of the thirty-four families that lived
in the shadows of Mt. Slilip came down to visit me. I recognized
only a few of them. But they did not come because they remembered
me either. They came because of long lost ties with my father or
in pursuit of my services as a programmer and engineer. Business
was survival, so intentions were never deeply veneered. Favors
were never counted but always given freely. Warnison, with one of
the largest families and most powerful businesses, had delivered
more favors than almost anyone else who had been asked. He depleted
his stocks for the needy when the times were hard, and all he asked
in return was that they did not ask when they did not have to. I
felt relieved to be in a place with so many honest people. I was
reassured that men did not need the Khaali Bhitra to keep them
moral.
There was quite a crowd for the evening meal. The visitors brought
presents: some of them as intangible as extensions on credit or a
promises of future trade; yet all gifts were valuable, and many
were contributions for the evenings hospitality. The fat pig for
the feast was a gift along with piles of cakes, pies, potato
dishes, vegetables and every manner of local palatizer. In the Big
Room the jugs of wine and brew were lined up for the taking. And
the crowds of people kept coming. That evening nearly one hundred
and fifty people filled the benches in the Big Room at the Bhandar
house.
Chauncy was lost in the crowd for several hours. He would wait
until the celebration was over to approach me. Friends would
reunite and welcome each other in quiet moments, when the peace of
the room could let them talk freely about their truest thoughts.
Andrew and I stood back to back, barraged for hours with questions
about the fighters blocking the main street. The men of Suffigston
always had a thirst for a good story, despite their mild drinking
habits, as compared to the Somachians. Andrew had long been a hard
drinker, and I was still suffering from the tendencies of Somach
where my cup was never near empty. The more drunk we got the more
we talked about unbelievable things. They all loved the stories
-- unused to lies and strained exaggerations, they believed it all.
In the early hours of the morning, the guests were shown to their
rooms. Andrew and I found ourselves lost in drunkenness. Aerial
led us in a staggering mess to our own rooms. I was a bit
embarrassed at what I imagined I must look, smell and act like, and
I seemed to remember apologizing to her the entire journey to the
rooms.
In the dark of the morning I woke up on the floor still in my
clothes. I poured a tall glass of water from the pitcher beside
my bed and did my best to continue sleeping my hangover away
despite the protests of my collar bone.
Warnison included six thousand pounds of aircraft fuel as part of
Aerial's dowry. As the sun climbed into the sky, burning off the
last bit of crisp dew, Andrew left with both Lowcutters. He would
be able to sell them if anyone could.

Andrew and I had shared nearly one hundred consecutive breakfasts
together, and that morning seemed no different that any of the
others. I was almost surprised that his departure was so casual,
but our quests were quite different now. He could never be a
craftsman or a farmer, and I would never be a pilot -- and that was
all there was to it. I do not believe that either of us expected
to see the other again, and I do not think that it mattered. The
time we spent together and the bond of friendship we had formed
would never be forgotten -- and that was all that counted.
I would miss my pilot friend.
CHAPTER

55

CHAUNCY

Chauncy's foundry was half-hidden behind stores Warnison leased for
the sale of the home industry products from the local Houses. The
stores had been no more than shacks and cubbyholes of long shelved
dry goods and textiles when I left; but now, with the frequenting
of freewingers, the cloth and leather goods had national demand and
more space and better facilities had replaced the shacks. The
Jackmans, for example, now sell nearly two thousand pair of shoes
a year. Baxa Jackman brought his family from obscurity and now
employs most of his extended family and a good many of the
freelaborers around the mountain. He was able to marry his sons
and daughters into some of the largest Houses around. A familiar
story was told at most of the other Houses as well.
Within the foundry, there was every manner of machine to forge,
mold and cast metals. At every work station was a man showered
with sparks and shadowed by his work. The clash and searing
screams of the metal were everywhere. High above, an overhead
crane roared past with a load of castings. I had never seen such
industry except in the bowels of the rows of ten acre enclosures
at Saskatchewan.
I found Chauncy supervising the casting of five engine blocks. The
drama of his work was in full play as the sweaty men, bathed in the
heat of the molten steel, maneuvered the multi-ton winches to pour
the searing aluminum lava into the sandcasts. Tinsels of light
flew about as dark pools of cooling metal swirled about the
openings of the molds. At last the final block was cast, and the
huge spitting bucket of liquid strength was drawn back to the
furnaces.
Chauncy shouted a warm greeting at me that I could not quite hear
above the noise. He placed a firm slap against my back and led me
to from the bustle of the metal works into the woodland that was
just beyond his factory. "You know, I never did expect you back.
I thought you would find something better than crawling around in
guano caves."
I laughed a bit.

"There is a lot out there, Chauncy.

Most of it

is batshit."
He raised his hand to the foundry and said, "Well, this stinks
less, but there is a lot more profit. I've had a hard time with
the electricity. I put together a small plant here, but nothing
like what we had."
"We'll have to do something about that."
"Yes." That was all there was to it. I was now under Chauncy's
employ. No contracts, no papers to sign, I didn't even need a
brain or retina scan. In Suffigston, your worth was your word. I
had never realized how similar Somach was like Suffigston. Still,
he had to have had a serious problems with his refining or he would
not have welcomed me into his company so quickly. "Now, are you
going to tell me what you have done all these years?" he asked,
getting back to friendly conversation.
"You should have come along." I told him a
gone, and how I ended up with the Lowcutter
store. He laughed, seemed quite amused and
glad he was to have me back. "Did you ever
Dobbin girl?" I asked.

bit of the places I had
in front of Warnison's
once more told me how
get married to that

"Aullay Dobbin? Yes. Aulic, her father... you remember him?" I
nodded. "He is using his horses to haul the ore for me. Aullay and
I have been married for... almost two years now. We have a son."
"No kidding?

What's his name?"

"We named him after you."
"I'm honored -- it's not much of a name though."
"I guess it all depends on how often you have to hear it." We
talked about his family, and then he pointed to my face and asked,
"That's quite a shiner you have -- your brother?"
I watched his face closely, wondering where he was leading. "We had
a little disagreement."
"That's what he said." I was surprised that Chauncy had seen him
since then. "He was at my Father's House the night before last,
trying to convince him and my brothers to start a petition to get
you out of Suffigston. At first, Ceile thought seriously about it
-- you no longer belong to a house, and Jermain did a pretty good
job of making you out to be a contemptuous vagabond. Kyle saw
through your brother's hate, and Father eventually ordered Jermain
from the house until he could speak of you with a civil tongue."
Chauncy smiled.
I remembered Jermain saying, "You left when MY father needed you.
He died because of you!" The words rang around in my head until
I could no longer hear Chauncy as he went on. I asked, "Chauncy,
what happened after I left -- Jermain, Philander, mother...
everybody has changed."
"When your father died, Jermain took it real hard. Jermain was an
angry man. He had few friends." I had not realized that before,

but in retrospect I knew that Chauncy was correct. "He never spoke
to anyone for any reason other than business, and then he was just
impossible -- changing power rates all the time and cutting off the
service for all kinds of reasons. He kept using maintenance or
some kind of failure for an excuse, but we noticed that every time
he had a fight with someone that their power would be sporadic for
a few tenday. Putting up with him was not worth the trouble.
Within a year, he lost all of his customers. He hates me because
most of the business came to me when I started up my own generator.
Jermain chased everyone away. In fact, that's what happened with
your sister. Philander was betrothed to Hiram Daedal...."
"Yes, I remember that: she should have been married off a few years
ago. What happened."
"Squiz, Hiram's father,.. he knew the value of the marriage with
the two farms adjacent to each other. The two families could plant
and harvest as a single group, and Hiram and Jermain would then be
brothers. The marriage would have been a grand thing to unite
those houses."
"Why did Squiz change his mind?"
"When Jermain took over the House, there was no cooperation. He
wanted to be alone, so he isolated the business of the farm. He's
just not one of us any more. When Squiz saw this, he wanted no
part of the House, and neither did Hiram for that matter. Luckily
Hannah was already married before all that happened."
I was livid at my brother.
had the chance."

"I should have wrung his neck when I

"What good would that have done?"
"He would stop ruining everyone's lives."
"...and you would be banished. If they all didn't hate Jermain so
much, you would probably be lynched for killing the Master of a
House. But, with him, no one would find such a murder a disservice
to the community. Do you remember when Constance Brobourg died?"
"She died about a year before I left, right before she was to be
married to Jermain."
"Jermain was devastated."
"I remember."
"I think that is when he changed.
got his eyes on Aerial."

About a year after you left, he

"What?!" Jermain always liked Aerial, but he was supposed to have
married Dacytal!"
"He was supposed to, but Jermain didn't see it that way. He went
straight to Warnison and asked for Aerial."
"He was crazy! Marriages are only arranged by Masters of a House.
Was father still alive?"

"Not only was he alive, he reprimanded Jermain in front of half of
Suffigston at the sabbath meeting."
"Wow." I had to feel a little sympathy for him: if only he was not
so stupid about things. If only Father had not been killed.
"Mother said that Father died in an accident at the power
generator. I don't understand, how it could have happened."
Chauncy put his head down a bit and then looked into the forest as
he spoke. He did not want to tell me something. "There was no
accident."
"What do you mean?"
"Jermain tried to fill your shoes in business. Your father
realized Jermain couldn't handle the running of the electrical
plant and gave my brother, Kyle, the job. As it was, Kyle did not
want to run it and I ended up doing most of the work with Ceile.
Jermain refused help until your father made him work the night
shift."
"Things were running alright then?"
"Fine, we had thirteen Houses on-line all over that side of Mt.
Slilip and were planning to run power lines around the mountain
using your plans for transformer stations."
"What happened?"

I asked, half not wanting to hear the answer.

"Jermain was always up late at night, and Ceile and I would come
over before dawn and take over for him. Jermain used to be a
reasonable man. I could count on him as much as I did your father.
That all changed. There were a few nights when the generator shut
down..."
"How could that happen?" The system could run itself for nearly
forty-eight hours without maintenance.
"Jermain always would fiddle with things that didn't need to be
fiddled with. He didn't know how it worked. He was trying to save
fuel he said."
"We burned garbage! We always had plenty of fuel, and at slow
speeds the lubrication binds up. Didn't he know that?"
"I told him... "
"Why didn't you just have Ceile or someone else take over? Heck,
Philander could have done it right."
"I know, but your father wanted Jermain to eventually take over the
operation, so he kept Jermain working. Your father always wanted
you to take over the record-keeping, power and fertilizer
production. He said that together you and Jermain would be able
to run the House better than anyone ever had."
I was shocked. "I never knew...." Jermain was always a gobetween, and I always believed that because father thought I was

a little too big-headed, too sassy for... for a second son. I
remembered that first walk I had with him in the field before my
Paedochresis. He talked to me all day long. That's the way I
always wanted him to be -- to know what he thought about things...
and me. I wanted Father to be alive. I was getting choked up,
unsure if I could listen any more.
Chauncy went on. "I had... I had a lamp and a voltage alarm set
up in my room so that I could see if the power went out during the
night...." Chauncy was having a hard time getting his words out
as he watched me thinking about my father, almost on the verge of
tears. "One night, the lamp in my room flickered... and then after
a couple of minutes the current died completely. I heard the
explosion. It shook the whole house... broke a lot of windows."
I turned away. I did not want to hear what happened, but I had to.
"Go on," I told Chauncy.
"When I got there, most of the plant was in flames. Jermain was
in shock, running around like... like I don't know what. He was
trying to get inside. He got burnt pretty bad -- but there was
nothing anyone could have done. It was an inferno. I spent a long
time getting Jermain settled down. There was nothing we could do.
All the neighbors heard it and came to help. Then I realized that
Jermain had been trying to save your father. Jermain never told
me that he was in there or I would have gone in myself, before the
flames took the whole building."
"But what happened?" I said through my tears. "It shouldn't have
exploded. Father knew how the plant ran, he wouldn't have done
anything that would have made it go like that."
"That's what I thought. Jermain was in sort of a trance for
several days. I started to rebuild without him. That's when I
discovered what had happened." He stopped.
"What?"
"There had been a bad fuel mix, and the steam valve was plugged.
The boiler exploded and tore open the methane pipes. Your father
was right in there... trying to save the plant when the explosion
killed him. The lights were flickering for about ten minutes
before the explosion. He would have had just enough time to figure
out something was wrong and get out there."
"Jermain should have checked it out!"
Jermain's neck.

I could feel my hands around

"I don't think Jermain would have."
"Why not?! It was his job, wasn't it?!"
I was not accustomed to finding.

My voice struck octaves

"I think Jermain was the saboteur."
I could not believe what I was hearing. Jermain would not have
killed Father. "How come? What made him do it?"
"This happened a few days after Jermain proposed to Aerial.

He

had already wiped out most of your computer programs -- not the
programs your father used, just your private ones. I still have
the copies you gave me."
"What was he thinking?"
"He went a little crazy after you left anyway... wouldn't talk to
anyone unless he had to. He was really strange, especially when
anyone mentioned you. He really hated you. Right after all this,
the plant blew up."
"I can't believe this."
"I don't know what to tell you,"

Andrew said.

"I'm going to straighten him out!"
"There is nothing you can do."
"He can't just get away with this!"
"He's sick.

There is nothing you can do."

"I can throw him out!

Why can't I get him banished?"

"He is a Master of a House.

There is nothing you can do."

I slammed my fist against the wall.
should have never left.

"What has happened?!"

I

"I want you to promise me something." I could not answer him.
"Promise me something." I looked at Chauncy as he continued. "I
known you. I want you to promise me that when you go back out to
the House, that you will bring me along. I don't want you to do
anything stupid."
I was almost blind to him when I whispered, "Sure."
"I mean it! I don't what you to do anything that is going to mess
up your life. You have to remember your sister and mother. There
are a lot of people that need your help. You have to do things
right the first time. You don't need to get yourself in trouble."
"No."
He took me back to the Bhandar House. I was collected by the time
we arrived, but I was still furious. I saw Chauncy talking with
Warnison. Warnison looked concerned. I wanted to take things
back, put them right, the way they were before I left Suffigston.
I wanted Father back and Philander happy. Things should not be the
way they were, and I was now responsible for setting things right.
"You are No One."
Grizwald.

The voice came from some darkness far away:

"I'll change things. I'll make things right! If only I was still
a Keeper, then I could make quick work of Jermain -- I could send
him into the Khaali Bhitra." I walked towards a far away light.
My feet sank slightly on the moist pitch black earth. As I came

closer, I saw that the light was made up of the colors of my
father's House. My grandfather was there, brushing the luminous
paints onto the smooth stonework. He turned to me and said, "These
are the colors of your Brother's House. You must always respect
that."
"Why?! The House no longer holds the colors. Where have you gone,
Grandfather? I will help you paint them back."
Jermain stepped through the door and proclaimed, "They serve no
purpose here now that Father is gone." Grandfather walked away.
I tried to stop him, but he had vanished.
"The house must bear it's colors or fall into moral dilapidation.
All who are inside must suffer the gloom of the consequences." The
words were from my lips, but Grizwald was making me talk.
Jermain bowed his head, "You are right. Were you truly my blood
brother, I would listen to you. But, alas, you are not, and our
family is destined to die out with my failure to marry."
"You can marry someone else. You are the Master of a House.
are no bachelors more eligible than you."
"There are no bachelors as sorrowful as I.
our family name shall die with me."

There

I shall die sad, and

"Quit feeling sorry for yourself and clean up your act!"
"It is of no use. Despair is my destiny." He was crazed. I wanted
to strike him. He would not change, but I would feel better.
My name rang through my head from far away, outside of where I was.
"You are No One!" The voice was deep and hollow. Jermain
returned, draped in a sheet of flame. The heat danced about the
ram horns that grew from his head. His pointed tail played about
in the air. He was in the body of Raspthane. "I shall suffer your
Father's House so that you will know my wrath! Keep your word and
remain in your homeland. For, if you leave, I shall return and
weave destruction within the House of Bhandar as well!"
I convulsed up, ready for attack. I was standing on my bed,
teetering on the softness of the mattress. I had been asleep. The
window was open, and the door was shut. The night breeze chilled
the room. I was confused. I wanted to walk out into the Great
Room and find my father sitting there, ready to convince me that
I should never leave home, but I was not in my Father's House. I
looked at my hands. They were worn with age. I was not a young
man anymore. I had left home -- I had come home. My father was
dead. I was in my room in the House of Bhandar. I cried.
Just after breakfast I was talking Warnison when to my surprise,
Philander came running into the Big Room and said, "I must speak
with you."
"What's the matter?"

She had been crying.

"Is there someplace we may go?"
parlors.

I took her inside, to one of the

"Tell me what has happened."
"I need to leave the House." Her head dropped down and she turned
away. She did not want to come to me for help.
"What has Jermain done?"
"Nothing... really."
"Philander, you came to see me. What is wrong?"
"Uncle Bilot and Uncle Zimble are the only ones working the fields.
There is hardly anything to plant. Last year locusts destroyed
most of the crops. Mother and Aunt Hildy had to practically beg
for food just to get us by."
"What was Jermain doing while all this was happening?
he run things?"

Why didn't

"I don't know where he goes most of the time. I think he just
wanders through the greenhouses and forest -- I don't know. When
he's there he yells at us. Mother is so hurt. I wish you would
come back."
"It's Jermain's House.

What do you want me to do?"

Philander started to cry. "I don't know. He is just so hard on
her." Philander was the one who had looked closest to death. My
poor sister. Jermain was wasting everything with his own haunting
sorrows. What a pathetic wimp he was.
I held Philander in my arms. "I'll do make things right, I
promise." After a few moments she got up and pulled herself
together. I wiped the tears from her cheeks.
"I have to get back. He wouldn't like it if he knew I left."
was even more outraged.

I

"He won't let you leave?"
"No.

Only Uncle Zimble can go.

The rest of us have to stay home."

"I'm coming back with you."
"No. Not now. I don't want you to hurt him!" She had seen my
rage. I calmed as much as I could. Philander studied my face for
a long time. "Father told me once that he wished you were
first-born." Her words stung. I never suspected. Why did he not
say something -- just that he loved me! "I think Jermain always
knew Father liked you best. I heard him a few times, when Jermain
did something idiotic. He always wanted Jermain to be like you."
I held her again. My poor sister. My tears fell into her hair.
She had to go back. I brought her to her horse: a pathetically
undernourished animal. "Promise me something," she said.
"Anything."

"Promise me you won't kill him. If you did, they would take you
away. I couldn't bear that. That would be worse than living in
that House the rest of my life."
"I promise." When I went back to Father's House, I would take
Chauncy with me. He was the only one who could stop me from
pushing my worm of a brother off of the face of the earth. I
watched until Philander was over the hill. I should have gone with
her.
I was not sure what to do. I walked up the road to the top of the
hill to watch Philander cross the next valley. When she was gone,
I went into the woodland. I was soon as lost in the hills as I was
in my thought. I wanted to find a valley so remote that I might
never find my way back. I wanted this to be a part of an
undisturbed dream that would vanish in the morning that would never
come.
I was far into the foothills of the Rataban Mts. when I fell to my
knees on the soft earth. "What can I do?!" In my desperation, I
found my only answer. I must kill Jermain. As if a voice spoke
to me in the instant of revolution, I heard the command. Then, I
recognized the voice of Raspthane.
I followed the calling. I found myself on old trails of long ago,
heading towards the old House. The sun was high, coming hard
through the treetops and finding little room on the forest floor,
salting the darkness with islands of brightly lit leaves. The
natural tranquility did nothing to soothe the torrent of intent
that fevered my thoughts, blinding me from reason. From a small
ravine came a delicate mist that traveled high to form the
ballooning clouds that shrouded me and in the coldness.
I saw Vivian standing as beautiful as ever. "Be true to yourself
and do not fall into the hands of this evil." I was awakened as
if from a sleep, but I had been awake. I was still in the
woodland. I was calm. The horrible chill that had caught my
marrow and drew forth the want of my brother's blood was gone. "It
is Raspthane that torments you even here." Vivian's words were
sweet to my ear. I was overwhelmed with her calm and was suddenly
at peace with myself. I had no more room my hate. "Do you see his
work? Do you see where Raspthane wishes you to go?"
"Yes." My words were weak in my throat. I could hardly speak as
the peaceful lure of Vivian drew me still further from my contempt.
"Raspthane has taken your brother. It is not Jermain who is awry
in your Father's House. Be kind. Be strong. Do not be blinded
by the falseness that ails him."
"But, what should I do?
sister."

I can't let him torture my mother and

"That you shall resolve with a clear mind and firm purpose. Fare
well, my little Keeper." She blew a kiss to me, and I felt it
brush against my lips.
The mist cleared. I was alone in the forest once again. I was
sure that I had been dreaming, but the effect was real. There was

no hate in my heart. I pondered her words for a moment and then,
like the surge of the tide, I discovered a simple solution. If I
had a place for them to go, I could take my family away from
Jermain.
I found Warnison at dinner.
"Warnison, I want to ask something of you."
"What can I do for you?"
"I would like to be married to your daughter as soon as possible."
"My boy, I must admit to my daughter's beauty, and she is certainly
desirous, but cannot you wait a few tenday for us to make plans for
a proper ceremony?" His face broke into a smile.
"For your daughter, I can wait -- not long, but I can wait."
He laughed.

"What is on your mind, son?"

"I'm afraid that my motives are much more concerning.
Jermain is treating my family cruelly."
"I understand your fears.
time. How may I help?"

I fear that

Many of us have been suspect for some

"I wish to remove them from Jermain's house for their own safety.
I need a haven for them, and as your son I would hope I could bring
them to the House of Bhandar."
Warnison's grin blossomed again. "You know, I was hoping that you
might say that. You are of your Father's House, and by that right,
the only one who can rightfully offer sanctuary to them. I can
only offer permanence as guest in my house. Philander and your
mother have always refused." Jermain could have taken action
against Warnison for their return. Such were the ways of
Suffigston.
That evening at a grand dinner, Warnison formally announced the
wedding. To celebrate, he would invite all of my family. As
Warnison continued, I became lost in memories of my father. I
wished that Father could have been there. He and Warnison were the
best of friends and so loved the idea that someday the two families
would become one.
I kept remembering Vivian's words whenever I burned for vengeance.
I knew that Jermain was suffering from a sickness. Whether from
Raspthane or from his own twisted reasoning, I had no right to
judge him as if I were a Jivatma. I remembered, long ago, we played
-- not often though... Jermain was smiling because we were both
having fun, something I had not remembered for a long time. He had
not always tormented me. For the first time in years I thought of
him fondly.
I took a long walk, eventually leading to Chauncy's home. After
bringing him news of the wedding, I asked him, "Will you go with
me to collect my family?"

"When do we leave?"
"At first light."
"I'll have Aulic send over some horses and a wagon."
true warmth behind his words, just like old times.

There was a

CHAPTER 56
THE RESCUE

The door to my Father's House was bolted. I never remembered the
main gate ever being bolted, but today, all the doors were barred
tight. Chauncy had brought the five Dobbin brothers to help.
Using our shoulders, we quickly brought down one of the side doors.
We found Jermain standing on a table in the Big Room. I could
hardly see him in the dim light. "Be gone with you all! Have you
no respect for the Master of a House? Away with you or you shall
face the consequences!"
"Be still, Jermain!" Chauncy shouted. "My friend, your brother,
has come to ask the company of his family in the celebration of his
upcoming wedding to Aerial Bhandar. Do you wish to come?"
Jermain was caught completely off guard. When he was confident we
were not going to attack him, he replied. "Kind sirs, I have no
mind to wish my brother well for any reason. Furthermore, I cannot
be bound to observe his celebrations. What the others wish is no
concern of mine. If you find them, tell them all that they should
stay here and finish the urgent projects of the House that have
been greatly neglected. They have no time to abuse with
merriment." I began to shake and my feet urged me forward.
Jermain flinched as Chauncy grabbed my arms. I remembered
Raspthane and took a deep breath. That was not Jermain talking.
"We shall, Master Jermain," replied Chauncy. "Tell us, please,
sir; where could we find the other residents of the House?"
"I know not!" His nose was healing well, and most of the dark
color had left his eyes. I wanted to correct that. I found my
fist clenching as he drew nearer, but then he disappeared down one
of the corridors. I had to be calm. I concentrated on Vivian's
advice.
Chauncy and I split up with the men to search for my relatives.
Aunt Rose and Aunt Cynthia were in their rooms with the doors
barred and nailed shut from the outside. "How long has this been
going on?!"
"Just today. When Jermain found that Philander went to see you,
he put us all in our rooms under lock and key."
"There were never any locks!"

"He put them on just after your father died. He said that he
needed privacy. I do not understand him; I just do not
understand."
My hatred melted away. His behavior was undoubtedly that of a very
ill man. A man to be pitied and not struck. Still, I had to
constantly remind myself.
Uncle Bilot and Uncle Zimble were working in the greenhouse,
unaware that Jermain had locked up the women. They were almost as
surprised as we were to find that it had happened. We quickly
assembled all of the personal belongings we could and began to load
the wagon.
Chauncy returned with my mother and Aunt Hildy. They had been
locked in their rooms as well. "Where is Philander?" Mother asked.
"I don't know.

She wasn't in her room," Chauncy said.

I turned to Mother. "Is she still in the same room?"
"Yes. Do you think Jermain could have done something to her?" The
fear on her face sent a chill through me. Jermain was not right.
"No.

I'll find her, I promise."

Chauncy and I went back in through the maze of passages and
corridors. We shouted Philander's name as we went on through every
hall in the house. "We have to find Jermain. He will know where
she is," I said. After nearly an hour, we returned to the Big
Room. I heard Jermain. "They will stay! Nobody leaves unless I
say so. This is MY house!" He was waving an old combustion weapon
in the air. When he saw me, he pointed the muzzle to my chest.
"I know who you are, and you will not take away what is mine. You
always wanted to be first-born, but you are No One. Not first
born, not any-born!"
"STOP!" Mother shouted.
"You're a whore's son, tossed in our fields like discarded refuse!"
"Jermain! Say no more!" she cried.
"No, mother! He's a demon and he comes back from the dead to haunt
me! Why can't you see that!"
"Jermain!" she shouted again.
"You were never a real son in this family. I remember when they
found you. I was only seven, but I remember!"
Mother turned to me and pleaded, "Pay him no attention, son.
does not know what he is saying."

He

"I know, Mother."
"You see! He even has you lying! Show him the box. If he sees
in the box -- sees the truth -- then he will go away!"

I stepped closer to him, still confused as to why my mother was so
upset at his words. "Where is Philander, Jermain?" I asked him.
"I won't tell you!"
"Where is she, Jermain?!" I could feel my venomous attitudes
focusing on breaking Jermain's body.
"You can't have her!" I came forward, and Jermain crouched down,
pulling the gun tight to his shoulder. "Don't come any closer,
or I'll shoot!" He was such a little snot. "Stop!"
"Please, no!" Mother cried. I kept on, the old weapon had not been
fired in so long that I knew it could not work.
Jermain squeezed the trigger.
BANG!
The flash lit the room, and the crack of the discharge echoed
through the rafters. I felt a sharp pain in my chest and tumbled
back as flames bit at my shirt. The fire went out as the soft lead
ball dropped to the floor, leaving only a seared spot of flesh
where it had hit me. The aged powder was no longer capable of
delivering much of a punch.
Mother had fainted. I took Jermain's arm, fully prepared to rip
it from his shoulder, and asked one last time, "Where is she?"
"...in the barn!" he whimpered. He shriveled into tears. "You
couldn't hurt her if I hid her there." I was as disgusted with him
as I was with myself. I knew that none of this could have happened
if I had remained in Suffigston. I let Jermain go, and he crumpled
to the floor.
"Make him look in the box, Mother! That will show you that I am
right! No demon can look into the box from which he came!" Chauncy
and one of the Dobbins watched over Jermain as I went to the barn,
trying to ignore the stinging at my chest.
The barn doors were all bolted from the outside. It was dark
inside, and had not been cleaned in over a tenday. The air was
pungently stiff with the smell animal defecation. Even stronger was
the smell of something that had died. All I could hear was
squawking and cackling of the fowl. "Philander?"
She raced out of the darkness and into my arms. Her clothes had
been badly torn, and her skin and hair was caked with dirt. Her
words were labored in the jerk of her lungs as she cried. I hushed
her as I wiped the dirt from her face. "He... he wanted me, to...
to stay here, with him!"
"Everything is all right now."
"He's going to kill you. Go away. I'll be fine." She tried to
push me away, but she was weak. She smelled of urine and dirt.
She was hurt, trembling at my touch. I had her blood on my hands;
Jermain had beaten her. My veins swelled with tension. I heard

Raspthane again, but I shut out his words.
"I'm taking you with me...
of Bhandar."
She broke away from me. "No!
We can't just leave him."

I'm taking everyone back to the House
I have to stay.

"Look at what he did to you, Philander!

Someone has to stay!

He could have killed you!"

"He only did this because he thought you were going to hurt me.
He's all mixed up, it's not his fault."
I had to remember that she was right. He was in no state of mind
to have blame put on him. I, on the other hand, could have been
here when my father needed me. I could have prevented all this
from happening. Just as Jermain had said: it was my fault. "As
long as someone is with you, and you will be safe to come back
here. I'll even make sure that someone takes care of him, even if
I have to do it myself."
"Promise?" she said through her tears.
"He is my brother." Had he not been, he would be dead. "Philander,
what did he do to you?" I asked, pointing to her bruises.
"I... I fell down, I'm alright really."
She was alright.

I took her to the light.

"What happened with your clothes?"
"These... are what I do housecleaning in -- can't you remember?"
They were the same second-hand clothes she always had worn when she
cleaned the dingier parts of the house, but they were rags now with
tears and holes from wear. To look at her I knew he had abused
her, but I had to believe her. She wanted me to.
I picked her up into my arms and carried her to the wagon. Mother
comforted Philander in her arms. Two of the men carried out a
chest with my name engraved across a greened bronze plate mounted
across the strappings. I did not remember ever having seen the box
before. I went inside to find Chauncy in the Big Room. "Did you
find her?" Chauncy asked.
"Yes, she was in the barn."
"Jermain ran off.
to do?"

We can't find him anywhere. What are you going

"He is the Master of the House.
carrying out?" I asked.

What was that chest the men were

"Jermain insisted that we take it. Your name was on the plaque,
I assumed that it was something of yours."
"No."
"I emptied the firearms locker. I thought there was some pieces
missing, but I couldn't tell for sure," Chauncy reported.

"No one could find everything in this place." The dark cast of
depression could practically be peeled from the walls. Without
more light I could not even see the filth that had accumulated in
the house, but it was there -- I could smell it. Mother would
never let the house get this decrepit if she could help it -especially not the Big Room, that was her pride.
Chauncy said, "I didn't realize it was this bad. I haven't been
inside for a couple of years. Had I only known..."
"You were here when I needed you, Chauncy."
"I am sorry."
"I know.

We all are.

This never should have happened"

I had the men bring the horses back with us and turn out all of the
other livestock to pasture. Some of animals had already become
chronically diseased because of the filth and lack of attention.
At least they would have a better chance in the fields. What
little crops were coming out were so pathetic that they would not
suffer noticeably from grazing or trampling.
I did not look back as we left. If I never saw that house again,
I would want to remember the way it had been when I left seven
years ago -- when my father was alive. In the sunlight my family
was grey and lifeless. They had not been eating well, that was
obvious, but the bleakness in my sister's eyes told of such horrors
I could not fathom; she watched with tears as the house fell beyond
the crest of the hill. The House was still home no matter how
horrid the place had become, and she knew of know place else.
That evening at the Bhandar House, the City Broadcast Service had
an update on the war. Hundreds of people from Semongeiiea had been
forced from their homes. I watched, seeing the faces of my own
family -- lifeless, heading nowhere, the security of a lifetime
stripped from them. Just one day at a time, that was all I could
concern myself with. I learned how to do that in Somach and had
prayed I could forget that hopelessness here, but there was no
peace from change.
I visited my Uncle Bilot in his room. His few and simple
possessions lay stacked neatly on the chair and the small table
beside his bed. "Hello, Uncle."
He looked at me with his sunken eyes. His lips contrasted very
sharply against his pale complexion. I had always remembered him
being very tan from so many hours in the sun-baked fields. "Things
are a mess. They certainly are," he said.
"How are you doing?"
"Not so good."
"What's wrong?"
"I've been a bit under the weather for the last few tenday. I just
can't seem to get any better. If I only had a bit of meat to build

up my strength..."
"What have you been eating?"
"Bread, Beans, potatoes -- everything's dried or canned -- nearly
all of the greenhouse plants suffer from blight. Jermain won't
let us slaughter anything. What meat we have had your mother has
brought from Suffigston."
"How long has this been going on?"
"Jermain got worse about a year ago -- after one of the mares died
while delivering a colt. Jermain became quiet, as he had when your
father died. He would not let anyone open any of the shutters.
He would not let anyone visit." Talking was wearing my uncle down.
His dry mouth snapped with each vowel.
I poured him a glass of water, and he continued. "Zimble and I
were the only ones left to work the farm. The hired help and the
family from other Houses... they all left, or Jermain told them to
leave. He even kicked me out once, but I did not go. Without
Zimble and I, the farm would have died." He laughed weakly. "It
has died." One corner of his mouth curled up. His eyelids hung low
as he looked at me.
"You did make a go of it." Running the farm was hard work before
I left and there were eight of us working the farm then.
Not even two of the most capable men could hope to maintain a farm
as large as our House. The situation was hopeless for them.
Again I was torn between anger and pity for my brother. My uncles
would have their first good meal in some time, and I made sure that
some of the girls would nurse for them until they were feeling
better.
My mother smiled when she saw me at her doorway. Her words were
slow and her eyes sunken with lack of sleep. "My son. I am happy
now that you are back."
"I only wish that I had not left."
"Do not blame yourself. You would not have been happy here. There
was nothing you could have done. Jermain is the Master of the
House."
"I would

have never let him treat you like this."

"You are here now. That is all that matters. Your father would
be proud of what you have done today. Now you must take care of
Jermain."
"How should I do that?"
"He is troubled." She sighed and turned her head down.
longer help him, not now."
"What about Philander?

"I can no

He seems to listen to her."

"NO!" The sharpness of her words caught me off guard.
not let her go back there for any reason!"

"You must

"Why, mother. What happened?"
"I think he might do something to her."
"What?"
"You saw her. I try to keep him from her, but I don't know a lot
of what he does."
"What are you saying?" I asked.
"I just think...
any more."

It would just be better if he did not see her

"Alright, Mother."
"I remember when your father would come home with you two. Your
faces were always so grim and serious. He always came in behind
you, smiling so that only I could see. Being with the two of you
was what made him whole -- and just before he would go to sleep he
would tell me everything that had happened that day.
"He never liked to see you two fight. He always said that brothers
outgrew that in time.... He loved you, though -- the way you would
make the best of whatever happened and do all those technical
things. He was proud of Jermain because he could always make
anything grow, `...even from a bare rock,' he used to say. We
wanted to see both of you running the farm together. Just before
he died, your father thought you would come home, and together you
and Jermain would work the farm. ...He so loved that dream."
"Mother, when we left the house you brought a chest that had my
name on it. What was that?"
"Oh, that.

Nothing."

"Is that the box Jermain was talking about when he called me a
demon?"
She turned away. "I don't remember."
"This afternoon... Jermain wanted you to make me look into that
box, didn't he?"
She looked at me quietly.

"Yes."

"You don't want to tell me about this?"
"It is something that your father and I never wanted you to know."
"Mother, you do not need to tell me..."
"No. There is no reason to keep it from you now." She took a long
breath. "One winter, your father found a chest in the field.
There, in a skin of lynx was a babe. That is how you were brought
to your father's House."
"I... I'm not your son?"

"You ARE my son, just as much as Jermain is, but you are not of my
blood. That distinction is no measure of my love for you!"
"That can't be, Mother.
Jermain's brother."

We look so much alike...

I have to be

"No, my son. This chest is where you came from." Suddenly
Jermain's words became clear in my head. I was not his brother -I was not our father's son, Jermain had said: "You were never a
real son in this family.... You are No One. Not first born, not
any-born." I was shocked. I had lost my family and my identity.
"Whose child am I?"
"You are mine!"
"Do you love me more than Jermain? Is that why you want me to take
care of him after all this!" She remained silent. "Then you must
love him more. He is your son." There was now a great sadness in
her expression. Her hands twisted at her fresh dress: the first
clean dress she had worn in several days.
"Your brother is a vile man, now. After what he has done it is
very hard sometimes.... I love him only because he is my son and
because he was once..." Tears were in her eyes. "He was once a
very wonderful little boy...." I loathed Jermain. I tried hard to
purge myself of my hate and for a moment, I no longer felt anything
for him. I suddenly felt distant from my past.
"The chest is yours," Mother said.

"There, in the corner."

I removed several bags and dragged the box into the middle of the
room. The edges were all of forged steel, and reminded me of the
metal work I had seen on Somach. The lid and the sides were gently
curved out of hardwood with a thick dark lacquer. There was an
anticipation in Mother's expression. Jermain had shouted, "Make him
look in the box.... No demon can look into the box from which he
came!" I wonder if she had any doubts about letting me look
inside; I certainly did. I might not melt, but I might find things
that would keep me from my peace.
And, if I did find my demise inside, I would know that the
Batuwaa-fylgja nothing more than an instrument of the devil.
Weyerhauser spoke of me as being the omen of impending doom. I
hesitated. Mother watched.
I lifted the lid. A lynx skin lay across the contents. I slowly
pulled it aside. There were several bits of cloth and tiny infant
clothes. A small stuffed sock-monkey danced harmlessly about in my
hands as I picked it up -- the product of loving hands I would
never know. I remembered this from some other time, long ago.
Under the material, deep within the folds of cloth, was a large
leather-bound book. The handwritten entries was in a script foreign
to anything I had ever seen. The text ended on the fourth page.
Under the book was a fine bone pen carved with intricacies.
"Your father found you, just a baby, swathed in the soft skin."

"Why have you kept this from me?"
"We kept it from everyone. I had been bedridden several tenday
before. No one outside the house knew what was wrong and many of
the family were not surprised when we told them that I had been
pregnant."
"Surely someone suspected?"
"It did not matter, did it? No one questioned that you had come,
and no one knew of a woman who could have borne you. You have
always been my son and you always will." She smiled. That box was
my heritage. There were two small leather pouches nestled in the
firs. I opened the string and dropped the contents into my hand.
It was a gris-gris -- Pax's gris-gris of Blue Water! "Do you know
anything about this, Mother?"
"No... No, I don't remember that, but it has been a very long time
since I have seen inside." I opened the other pouch. Into my hand
rolled the Resama Bijuli. I felt transfixed on the sphere. This
was my inheritance from my past! I had forfeited my powers as a
Keeper. I now wondered if I had forfeited my destiny. What was
I? My mother called my name a second time before I heard her.
"Are you alright?"
"Yes. It's just that...
"The marble?

I know what this is."

What is it?"

"Well, I've seen another one... a long time ago." I turned away
from her and concentrated. The Resama Bijuli did not move. I
sighed... I was mortal -- I had truly given up the burdens of the
Batuwaa-fylgja. I smiled.
"What is it?"
"Nothing.

Did Jermain always know about this?"

"He was with your father when he found you. We were going to tell
you when you came of age, but you wanted to leave, and your father
thought that it would only push you further away. He loved you
very much."
I should have stayed, "Mother, can I have these things?"
"They are yours and not mine to give."
"Thank you for telling me."
to see Philander now."

I kissed her on the cheek. "I'm going

"What are you going to do about Jermain?"
"I don't know."
"I must tell you that he often has spoken of murdering you.
believes that you are a demon, I am sure of that."
"I will be careful."

He

"May God bless you my, son." `...and forgive us all,' I thought.
I dragged the chest to my own room. I could not carry it with my
arm in a sling. I had always wondered about my name: that I should
be named after an inscription on the top of a chest was something
I had not expected. I was amused. I set the chest down near the
foot of my bed. I opened it for a moment. Taking the Resama
Bijuli from its pouch, I fashioned a long leather strip through the
eyes of the pouch so that I could wear it around my neck. I felt
a comfort with it at my breast. I could not use it, but it held
a presence for me that seemed correct.
I noticed that there was a wooden cover across the lid of the
chest. It was obviously a compartment. I pulled the plaque away
with little effort. A long flat metal stave had been squeezed into
the space diagonally inside the lid. As I lifted it out, admiring
the simplicity and accuracy of the work, I realized that it was the
scabbard to a sword, complete with a belt. I immediately thought
of the fabulous sword of the Batuwaa-fylgja I had been given by
Weyerhauser, the Gram Balmung.
I put the fine blade from under the bed and opened the chamois
wrap. I grasped the handle and felt the weight of the silver shaft
in my hand. I wanted to pick it up, but my shoulder... my shoulder
felt fine, for the first time since I had arrived. I shed my sling
and lifted Gram Balmung with both hands. Inside the chamois, the
Gram Balmung had seemed to weigh nearly forty pounds, but now, as
I held the sword fast in my right hand, it felt no more than ten.
The grip led my hands as I swung it. The metal was strangely
light. I felt as if I could let go and the sword would remain
suspended in the air.
I brought the scabbard up to the tip, sending the length of Gram
Balmung deep into the sheath and the sound that was made produced
a singing of the metal. The two steels married as if they had
never been separated. I was amazed. How such a sword and scabbard
could come together with such seemingly deliberate coincidence
frightened me. I was certainly the center of some mighty focus.
I felt manipulated and naked -- out of control as I had never
experienced before. My reality had been pushed to the limit of its
elasticity. Now, with the Gram Balmung in my hand and the chest
of secrets at my feet, I knew that I was being puppetted with
strings I could not see and by a force that was far more complex
than the Fylgja. If this were so, then the fall of Father's House
could be much more than a progression of sad mishaps. There were
things out there, guiding and ruining my life. I kept the Gram
Balmung in its scabbard and placed it under the mattress. The
sword was important. I did not know why, but it was my weapon -the only weapon I had against my misunderstood fears. Just as the
Gram Balmung, the scabbard and the Resama Bijuli could not exist,
let alone have come to my possession from a mysterious box hidden
in my own home, Raspthan could not be real. For that reason alone,
I could not dismiss the possibility of a battle -- at least a
battle within myself. I was so confused.
Philander sat in the corner when I came
clean now, wearing a baggy night dress.
scarred. I had seldom seen her barefoot
lady-like, as she used to say. She was

into the room. She was
Her feet were callused and
before; it was not
deathly thin, a pale shadow

of the woman that I remembered. The red fire of her hair had faded
with her spirit. Loose strands of white-grey cobwebbed over what
was left. She had grown so old, and she should still have been so
young.
"I didn't know if you were coming back,"
"I missed Suffigston.

she said.

I missed my sister."

"It is so dark in here. I thought that the demon might come for
me." I suddenly realized that she thought that I had abandoned her
in this room.
"I would not leave you, Philander." I came to lift her from the
corner, but she pulled away. After a moment, I sat on the floor
at the other end of the bed. "What's the matter?"
"I thought you were real.

I thought you really came back."

"I have; I am here, now."
"Are you my brother, or the demon? Jermain thinks you are the calf
of the dragon who takes on human form to torment us in our House."
I spoke to her softly. "How can I prove that I have come home?
am real."

I

"I just don't know. My younger brother took me from the barn and
away from Jermain. He is a good man. I would know him."
"I am that same man. I am your brother, Philander."
She looked up at me. Her eyes were blank. "He never speaks to me
with my true name. He always calls me... things." I tried to
reach for her, but she recoiled. "No! If you are my brother, do
not touch me. I can be sure then."
"Alright.

I want to help.

Can you tell me how I can help?"

"No. Jermain will be forced to kill you. You must leave."
looked at me oddly for a moment and then whispered my name.
is you?"

She
"It

"Yes."
"Come sit with me then."
I was careful not to touch her as I sat beside her. I was very
worried. She smiled. I asked her, "Who is forcing Jermain to kill
me?"
"He is inside Jermain's head. I've seen him. You can't fight him.
He will destroy you just like he has destroyed Father and the
House."
"Who?"
"The demon....

He is the one who tells Jermain about you."

"The demon?"
"He makes Jermain do things."
"Has anyone else seen the demon?"
"No. Mother doesn't know. Just me and Jermain. He won't let
anyone else see him." For a moment, I wondered if she was simply
as crazed as Jermain, having found refuge in a dreamland to cope
with the things he had done -- but I was the one who had climbed
levitating mountains and had travelled Somach. I would listen to
her. Philander was smart. She could tell me what was real, I
hoped.
"How long has this been going on?"
"I first saw him five tenday ago. Then, whenever Jermain...." Her
face was wet. I could hardly see her eyes under the pool of tears.
Her nose cried with her eyes and the strength of her desperation
made her words faint almost beyond my ears. "Whenever.... When
Jermain was alone with me... He..." As she sat, her hands
wandered behind her head as she brought her chin down to her knees.
She felt for something behind her head. "My hair... " I
remembered the prideful little girl who had such long beautiful
lengths of golden red hair. When she was sad or unhappy, she would
always hide her face in her silk locks, crying into it until things
were better.
"What happened to your hair?"
"He took it so that I wouldn't cry."
"You can cry now.

You're safe here."

I put out my hand. She took it and pressed it against her cheek
the way she used to caress her hair. "I wish you hadn't come back.
I wish you had stayed away. Now he will kill you."
"Jermain?"
"The demon is waiting for you.

That's why he is here."

"There are no such things as demons, Philander."
"No! NO!

You must listen to me!

He is after YOU!"

"Alright, what does he look like?"
"He's all red and fire... fire all over. He's like a dragon
sometimes. Sometimes he is a man with ram horns. Other times he
looks like... he impersonates someone else..."
The image of Raspthane haunted me. "What is his name?"
Philander cried. "I don't think he has one." It could not be
Raspthane, he was a dream conjured up from nightmares long ago.
He was not real. He could not be. She was frightening me.
I sat with Philander through the night.

I had nightmares; running

from Raspthane and trying desperately to save my father, Mother,
Philander and even my brother from my demon. Vivian was there,
telling me that I had nothing to fear and explaining my plight in
riddles. I awoke to blood curling screams -- Philander's screams,
but they could have been mine. She calmed when I came to here.
She was afraid and did not want me to leave, even in sleep. The
quiet of the room and the comfort of my arms soothed her pains; and
after some time, she was resting peacefully. I had my own fears as
I sat in the darkness, afraid to sleep, I knew that I was doomed.
CHAPTER 57
THE EXORCISM

Suffigston had become my worst nightmare.
In the morning, Warnison and I got the wagon teamed and horses
saddled while we waited for Chauncy. Three of the Dobbins'
returned with us, bringing several feet of rope in case we had to
restrain Jermain. I put the Gram Balmung on the wagon, hidden
within the chamois. If Jermain was possessed by some demon, I knew
of no holy words that would work better than a magic sword. As an
added precaution I also had the Resama Bijuli in a pouch around my
neck. I kept telling myself that I was in Suffigston where magic
did not exist, but after wearing the Silver Lightning for so long
while I was in Somach, I felt better with it under my shirt.
Philander came out, followed by Mother. "Let me go with you!"
Philander demanded.
"Make her stay here!" our mother pleaded.
Philander excitedly clung to my arm as she tried to sway me. "I'm
the only one who he will listen to. I can convince him not to kill
you,"
"She must not go back!"
I looked at them both. "Philander, Jermain is hateful because of
me. This is something I have to do myself."
"No! He will kill you!

Please don't go,"

my sister cried.

"I will be careful."
"NO!
Several people held Philander back as I climbed on the wagon. Next
to me, Chauncy took the rains and started the team. I refused to
look back as she continued to wail. Even after we were out of
sight, I could here her screaming for me to come back. She would
ever be the same after what Jermain had done to her, and I was not
even sure what that was. My family was crazy. Had I not left
Suffigston things could be different. Had I not left, perhaps even
I would not stand up to Jermain; he was still, after all, the

Master of a House. If I killed Jermain I would not even be able
to return to Warnison's house. The law was the law, and the
murderer of a Master of a House was put to death: no trial, no
defense.
I could see Philander's point of view. Even if I won I could
loose. I rubbed my face with my hands. I had no idea if I had
made the right decision to face Jermain. I had no idea where to
put the blame. I should have never left Suffigston. I should have
never existed. And, even if I was not to blame, I would most
certainly kill Jermain and then without doubt be guilty.
The ride was long. Chauncy and I drove the wagon while the other
men followed on the horseback. Chauncy told me of his life. He was
happy. Hearing his contentment, I was jealous. For all the
adventures, and all of the excitement I had found in the
Saskatchewan Independent Messengers and Recovery Service, I was
never as happy as he appeared to be at that moment -- and under the
circumstances, I knew that he was not overjoyed. Maybe, if I could
stay here with Aerial at my side, then perhaps I could be as happy
as he.
"What do you want to do when we get there?"

Chauncy asked me.

"I don't know. There may be more to this than just my crazy
brother. I think that he might be influenced by devils?"
Chauncy laughed, but as he watched my face and recalled how
absolutely bizarre my family had become, he understood that I was
serious. "What... what do you think is possessing him?"
"It may not be anything, just something Philander made up in her
head to cope with things."
"You know, she has been through quite a lot. "
"Chauncy, I have seen things that you would not believe -sometimes I don't believe them.... although, they were very real
at the time."
Chauncy was very perplexed. He examined my face for a long time
before he spoke. "Let us suppose that we are going to face demons
and devils. I'm not saying I believe in them, but, just in case,
what are you going to do to fight them?" I found the Gram Balmung
under the seat and brought it to my lap. I gave the firm length
of lamb's skin to Chauncy and took the reigns. "It's quite heavy.
What is it?"
"Take it out."
Chauncy pulled the wrapping back and nearly fell off the wagon when
he saw the craftsmanship in the metal. "This is fantastic! Where
did you find this?!"
"That was given to me by a man named Weyerhauser who is said to be
immortal. He claimed to have had it for at least ten thousand
years."
Chauncy laughed for a moment, but as his eyes scanned the sword he

saw something that dropped his jaw. "Are these letters?! `G'...
`R'... `Gram Balmung'. "What does it mean?"
"I don't know. The words are so old that not even Weyerhauser knew
what they meant."
"Weyerhouser, they immortal..."
I nodded.
"This isn't possible." Chauncy labored to pick up the blade and
held it for close examination. "A genius was at the forge! I have
never seen anything like this. Were there any more?"
"I don't think so."
"You brought this thing along in case we meet a goblin?"
"Can you think of something better?"
"No, but I will say that now that I have seen this sword, I believe
in magic. This kind of craftsmanship can not exist." Chauncy's
wide and wild eyes never left the sword.
I smiled at him. "I brought you along because you have seen giant
worms in underwater caverns -- you have seen the impossible before.
I expect you might be able to face it again."
He took a deep swallow with the resurrection of those memories.
"Do you really think that... I'm supposed to hang out with you
while you fight off whatever is possessing Jermain?"
"I don't know that he is possessed, but I want you to know what I
am prepared for."
"If you are asking me to believe in goblins, I need to know one
thing: have you ever actually seen one?"
Had I ever seen a goblin? I was not sure. I would be crazy for
believing in them without have seen one, and I would be even more
crazy if I believed I had actually seen one, because, of course,
they do not exist. "How could I be sure if I have seen a goblin?"
I answered him.
"Great," Chauncy said with all the pessimism he could muster. He
handed me the Gram Balmung as if it were hot and took the reigns,
and he remained quiet after that. I wrapped up the sword and was
about to put it under the seat when Chauncy stopped me. He shook
his head and stared at me. When I leaned back he went back to
driving. I saw the fear behind his eyes and remembered something
Valimous had said, "Fools are hero's without fear, and usually
ended up dead."
The mountainside was peaceful. Early spring blossoms and young
shoots were coloring the forest, framing the fields as they were
being turned for planting. It was almost two hours before we
reached the edge of my father's fields. In my hands, I felt the
sword shake in the chamois, then move. At first I thought the
movement of the wagon had caused the sword to slip in the scabbard,

but then the blade jumped out farther. The handle poked Chauncy.
"Careful with that," he reprimanded. Opening the chamois, I saw
that the Gram Balmung had inched nearly a foot out of the metal
sheath. Grasping the handle and the scabbard, I tried to push the
blade in, but it jump farther out. "What is wrong?" Chauncy queried
with a confusion I had not seen in his expression for many years.
"I can't get the blade to go back." By this time, the Dobbin
brothers had noticed me wrestling with the steel and rode
nearby to see what I was doing. Yaud Dobbin asked me, "The steel
is wild! What's wrong?"
Chauncy answered, "It is a sword that seeks evils and shall protect
us from any that may be the cause of Jermain's madness." I was
impressed with his explanation considering I could think of nothing
to say.
"That's right," I added. "Now it will no longer stay sheathed
because it has such a loyalty to our cause." My explanation sounded
good, in any case. Suddenly, Gram Balmung sprung free from the
scabbard. For a moment the blade waved clumsily as my hand coped
with the weight, but then the steel found freedom and settled
lightly in my hand, pointing to the house. Chauncy was staring at
me with wide eyes that could only match the astonishment I held in
my own expression.
"This thing is a big one, isn't it?" he asked.
I could not answer.
I noticed that the Dobbin brothers had fallen further behind and
were talking quietly among themselves. They were bright boys and
probably figured out that what I told them was crap, or perhaps
they were heros like Chauncy and me. I could feel Gram Balmung
become lighter as it slowly twisted in my hand, pointing like a
compass needle to our destination. Then, Gram Balmung began to
sing.
The handle burned at my fingertips, and I could not let go. The
piercing scream of the metal did not cease until we were at the
facade. Inside the pouch, the Resama Bijuli grew larger and hotter.
When I looked back, I saw that the Dobbin brothers had stopped
several yards down the drive. They would come no closer. They
were neither heros nor fools. I wished that I had the same option,
but I did not.
"Chauncy, you can stay here if you like."
"No. This is going to be like old times." Chauncy opened the door
and pierced the darkness with the electric lamp. As I held Gram
Balmung with both hands, the metal screamed again. Suddenly, I was
the steel and Gram Balmung was the soldier: drawing from me my
sight and my hearing the magic worked my feet and moved my arms;
yet it was my will and purpose that drove us both. As I entered a
room, the blade pulled at me, swinging my body from side to side,
searching for danger. Chauncy had a hard time following me as we
went through the hallways. I could see without the light, as if
I had Oatmeal's mouse eyes. The colorless vision pierced though
the darkness, and explosions of intensity drew my attention at the

tiniest movement.
After travelling through many hallways in the ancient wings of the
house, Gram Balmung suddenly yanked me straight and faced me to a
great old door.
"What is it?" Chauncy asked.
"Something is inside."
"What? What?"
"Give me a minute and I will find out." The blade drew back and
thrust down fracturing the wall in a shower of shards and sparks
before laying open the thick oak of the door. On my second pass
I had struck one of the hinges and the lock, splitting the metal
without effort, and the massive slabs of oak fell to the floor.
I was amazed!
The room was vaulted with high wooden ceilings. Thousands of years
ago, when the house was still quite young, this had been the Big
Room. Now it was a forgotten chamber of neglected sentimental
refuse from hundreds of generations: the furniture and crates were
piled everywhere.
"Please, please!
"Jermain!"

Do not hurt me," came a weak voice from inside.

I have come to meet the demon that haunts you."

He poked his head out from a pile of antiques. "But, you are the
demon! ...aren't you?" His voice was as pale as he was. The Gand
Balmung pointed past him into the darkest corners of the room.
I had no hate for him now that I was so terrified of what was on
the distant side of the room. I spoke to him softly. "No. I am
no beast. I am no more than your brother -- through my love for
you if not my blood."
"Then why have you tormented me?"
"I have been gone all these years. Only now do I return."
"You have returned to torment me!

You have taken my wife!"

"Your wife?! Aerial?"
"NO! No! My wife! You have taken her away from me."
"I took no one but our family."
"She was to be mine. You were to be slaughtered, and she was to
be mine. He said so. He bound us into matrimony barely a tenday
ago!"
"Everyone is safe, Jermain.

They are all at the House of Bhandar."

"Not Warnison! You should leave Warnison alone, although he
deserves to rot in hell. You turned Aerial against me!"

"I have been gone, Jermain. If you would like to come with me, I
can take you to Mother, Aunt Hildy, Philander... "
"You stole her!

You stole my wife!"

"Aerial?"
"No, you fool, you stole her yesterday?"
"Who, Philander?"

I was very confused.

"She is not Philander, she is Spes! Together we would have brought
life back into this house, but because of you, there will be no
more life!"
My mind was reeling, trying to grasp what he had said.
WED Philander?!"
"Spes! She is Spes!
husband and wife."

The dragon performed the ceremony.

"YOU have
We are

"No! Jermain! She is our sister!"
"There was no one else for either of us. It had to be." I wanted
to grab his face, and press blood from his eyes. He had crushed
everything that I had held dear. Demon or no demon, he was a man,
and when I left he was certainly capable enough to make up his own
mind. I pulled at the sword, trying to draw it back so that I
could strike my brother, but the handel would not move. I pulled
at it again, yet the steel was as secure as if it had been driven
into granite. Chauncy was there still. He watched, too confused
and captivated to move.
In the midst of my frustration, I realized what I was doing. "This
must STOP!!" I yelled. The touch of the Khaali Bhitra shattered
though my mind and then all my hate was gone. I had to strain to
even remember why I was in the room. I realized that and I was able
to see the pathetically weak little man who stood before me. He
was not even Jermain anymore. He was a puppet. I could feel the
strings that drove him. They were in the room. They were pulling
at me. They wanted me to fight Jermain, but now, all I could do
was pity my brother.
"Come forward and present yourself!" I cried to the demons.
Jermain began to shake. The frustration mounted through my spine.
Jermain was about to mistakenly come out from hiding when a deep
echoing voice came from my lips: "You have been summoned." A surge
of vitality shot through up my arms so that I could not move them.
I saw the gleaming sword point come down to bear on Jermain as he
stood a few feet from the silver of the tip. There was a tightness
in my chest and a sudden blackening of my sight followed by an
exhausting drain as all my strength left me. I could barely stand
as I saw Gram Balmung glow intensely. A bolt of molten force burst
from the point and struck Jermain in the chest. The explosion of
light swirled about the room like cool flames pouring around the
rafters. As the wisps of power came together in the center of the
chamber, I could feel my stamina returning and stood straight once
more. The vision of a dragon formed in the flames atop the mountain
of old surplus: the face and tail were those of Raspthane.

A mighty roar of a laugh bellowed through the hallways. There was
a fear running about in the back of my head, forcing a
lightheadedness through my temples. Out of the corner of my eye,
I saw Chauncy. He stood stunned and in shock, having dropped the
lantern which now lay at his feet in several pieces. The brightness
of the flames burned with the intensity of a million lamps into
every small crevasse of the chamber with a searing heat. My eyes
and nostrils were drilled by the dry heat. Jermain stumbled and
fell down in a silent exhaustion. I new right there and then that
I would never hold my brother accountable for any cruelty he had
ever committed.
"Little Keeper, how clever you are," came the thundering bellow of
the dragon's hot lungs. "You have found me. Now you must die."
I felt the Resama Bijuli burning intensely at my chest. At any
moment I expected my shirt to catch fire. I felt the strength of
the sword, I held no emotion. "How do you wish to kill me?! I
have Gram Balmung, and it longs to taste your flesh!"
The great hollow laugh echoed again. "Poor little fool. Had you
kept your Keeper strengths you might be able to see me as I am.
I have no flesh for your sword to bite." What if Raspthane was
right? "Your brother is weak. He has failed. The others of your
beloved homeland find a love for you too strong for me to be
troubled with. I shall just have to snuff you myself."
Jermain... I knew of no one in the community that was more of a
cowardice wimp. Raspthane must be weak himself. None of this was
"real". I had the sudden thought that since this was all make
believe, I could do anything I wanted! So, I told him, "I'm
warning you, Raspthane! I will not tolerate this impudence!" My
empty threats made me feel a little better.
"I tempt your Sensia, and you do not forgive. For that you suffer.
I tempt your Eugean and she is forced into exile. I tempt your
family, but you still refuse to accept defeat." For claiming
responsibility for all of my lifelong pain, I immediately shifted
all the guilt and anger I had ever felt to Raspthane. He was such
a manipulative bastard.
Then, the dragon said, "You are a bothersome man. Were you to be
a tiny mortal, with tiny wishes and tiny satisfactions, I could
pass you by. But now you are a festering wound to me. Be my
irritation no more." The dragon's tail glowed intensely until a
ball of flame launched against me. As the brilliance hit, the Gram
Balmung sucked in the blow. Even so, the deafness of my ears and
my eyes failed as I fought to keep conscious. Gram Balmung fell
from my hands.
When a second volley came to me I was defenseless. This time I
felt the brush of searing heat as it came around me. My chest
filled with a crushing explosion of fire, but then it was gone.
There was nothing around me but the cool damp air of the room
illuminated in Raspthane's now dim glow.
The beast screamed in a low guttural resonance that launched
through the halls like an earthquake. Raspthane's body was

saturated in a brilliance of steel light and his limbs withered in
the power. For a moment, I thought that he might die, but he did
not. The glow quickly dissipated. Dragon Raspthane had lost the
cocky tone he had offered me before. "What trickery is this?" I
felt a weight around my neck. The Resama Bijuli had grown under
my shirt. Raspthane gasped and recoiled ever so slightly. "What
have you there on your chest? Tell me!"
"I have the Resama Bijuli!"
"A man of tongues. You have had teachings of the Fylgja!" Then
Raspthane brought himself up as straight as he could and bellowed.
"Little Keeper do not try to outwit the great Wizards and Keepers
of a world you know so little of. Put such trinkets as the Silver
Lightning away and let them be. They shall only be your demise."
I held out my hand accusingly and, to my utter shock, the sword
leapt back into my fingers from far across the floor. Perhaps I
was powerful, or at least Raspthane was convinced of that: I knew
that a good bluff would be my ace in the hole. I knew what fears
frightened Raspthane the most. I shouted, "Shall I bring forth
the darkness of the Khaali Bhitra?! With as little effort as you
have witnessed, I can drown you in the blackness of the Empty
Inside!"
Raspthane paused. I looked intently at him. He scratched his
chin. He was very careful with his words, searching in himself to
guess how much I had learned. "It has been a tiring day. This
corner of your earth I shall grant to you now. Yet, heed this
warning! I shall not tolerate your meddling outside of these
mountains. You may have your threats, but another time, I may be
forced to see the true colors you bear, and then be sure that all
you say is nothing less than truth."
I stood taller and commanded, "I have no dealings with you if you
do not present yourself in Suffigston, for here is where I am, and
here is where I shall stay."
He pondered my words, lifted his arms, and the crippled dragon
vanished in a torrent of dancing flames. As the smoke forced into
my lungs, the chamber was plunged into a thick blackness. Gram
Balmung's singing ceased, and the blade grew very heavy as if the
metal suddenly changed from magnesium to lead. The tip slowly came
to rest on the stone as I coughed. "Chauncy! Are you alright?"
"I guess," he spat out through the smoke. Chauncy managed to
reassemble the electric light. "What was that?"
"Raspthane."
"He sounded like he knew you pretty well!"
"No. Well, I don't think so." I was very uncertain: after all,
Raspthane had claimed responsibility for the great losses of my
life.
"Where is Jermain?"
"He was just over..."

I did not see him any more, but within a few

moments of searching we found him cowering in another corner.
"Don't... don't hurt me. I didn't mean to....
only way -- the only thing that made sense."

It was just the

"Sense?" I wanted to laugh. "I won't hurt you, Jermain. I want you
to come with me to the House of Bhandar. You can be with everyone
else."
He stood straight as best he could. "I don't think so.
Master of the House, and I need to stay here."

I am the

"You should be with the others."
"No." He could not hide the shame in his voice. "I do not want
to see them." He walked over to the row of windows along the long
wall, opened the glass and unshuttered the darkness. He blinked as
the sunlight hit his eyes. He trembled and then fell into the
patch of light on the dusty floor. He was dirty and unbathed
beneath his tattered clothes, and his eyes were still black and
swollen from my beating. A tail of the bloody packing hung from
his nose. He pulled at it, winced, and then cut the red wet gauze
with his knife.
"Jermain, have some food with us in the Big Room.
He nodded.

We can talk."

I felt very weak. My shoulder throbbing for the first time in
days. I had trouble carrying the sword. Chauncy took it from me
as we walked. Jermain opened more of the windows, leaving the
glass wide to vent the musty smells. "The house is dying," he
said. "The Dragon Raspthane has fractured the foundation, and soon
it will fall. There is nothing to be done." The great beams in
the Big Room showed cracks, and the roof was sagging. Even from
where I stood, I could see the signs of stonecutter fungus and the
tiny signs of termite work. "Nothing more will grow near the
house. The soil has been salted by Raspthane's presence." Jermain
turned to me with a tragic smile, "Not even your bat guano can
force life back into the bleached earth."
"I don't want to leave you here, Jermain."
"Where can you take me? There is no place else. I have taken all
of the life out of the House, and I have no more life in me."
"I'll ask if the others want to come back."
"No. They should not come. This place has the smell of death, and
that will not leave; no matter how many brushes are worn away
scrubbing at the walls."
"What about Philander?"
Jermain said nothing. He sat down out of the light of the window.
"She is the only one who cared. For that, Raspthane... for that
I crushed her." I could hear the swelling in his throat as the
tears started down his face. I could no longer hate him. Jermain,
through his weakness, had welcomed the fall of my father's house;
but it was my presence in the house, no matter how innocent, that

had brought Raspthane here. Our private shackles of guilt were
burdens neither of us could forget, and through this we now had a
pathetic commonness that made us truly brothers.
I was content
else. He was
Chauncy and I
new beginning
tomorrow with

that Jermain was no longer a danger to me or anyone
right that there was no place he would be welcome.
left him sitting in the sunlight. It would not be a
for him, just a festering end. I would return
more food.

Chauncy was still a little white. As we left the house, I said,
"Chauncy, I want you to promise me something."
He responded with a glance.
"I don't want you to talk about the sword or Raspthane or anything
you saw."
"Why?"
"This adventure does not belong to Suffigston. None of this should
have ever happened. Raspthane will not return, so there is no
reason for the story to be told."
"I shall say nothing."
"I would appreciate that."
it: not even to me.

He never did say anything more about

CHAPTER 58
HOME

I returned to my father's House every other day with food for
Jermain. Mother and the others would not go back. Their memories
of the last years would die hard, and they knew that the old house
no longer could sustain happiness. After several tenday, Philander
went with me on my visits. Jermain had become very weak with a
mysteriously consuming ailment. Less than a tenday later,
Philander returned to the house to care for him. She would never
marry. She had lost all interest in other people and seldom was
heard speaking except in the presence of Jermain or myself. If I
could have change just one thing, I would have made my sister as
beautiful and happy as I had remembered her. Even with her
dampened spirits, I believed that having Philander by his side may
have been the only thing that kept Jermain alive.
Most of the land and all of the greenhouses remained barren. Not
even weeds would grow. Raspthane had raped the land of all
fertility, as he had done to the House. The few outlying fields
that offered life were rented to neighbors, and the modest income
was enough to provide for Philander and Jermain. Philander always
kept the shutters of the Big Room open. In the light she put
brightly colored drapings across the walls and flowers from the
hills, but the rest of the House remained as bleak as ever.

Not long after my combat with Raspthane, I came to Warnison with
something that had been bothering me. "I was wondering who kept
the old library."
"Library... the one down the hall?"
"No, there is another one."
"You'll have to show me."
We walked the corridors from the halls of smooth walls and straight
lines to dark drunkenly warped features of the oldest passages.
The door had become stuck. I had to push hard to move it. When I
brought the light in so that he could see inside, I saw the wonder
in his face. He said, "Yes... I remember this now. It has been
so long... My father would not permit anyone in this part of the
House, but my grandfather came here. He would show me this place
and sometimes read from one of the books. I had almost forgotten...
Yes, this is a very old room."
"Was this a family library?"
"No. This was the wing of a visitor. Grandfather said he was a
man who lived forever: a guest in this house for nearly two
thousand years. That is what my grandfather said. When Grandfather
died, I never came back here.... There was more -- there are three
other halls, larger rooms, that house the rest of the library. The
one next to this one is the largest."
My heart pounded. Aerial and I had only explored the first room,
and had become so captivated with what we found that we never
bothered to look for more rooms. Warnison opened the door at the
far end of the room. The next room was nearly fifteen yards long.
The high rafters had been propped and supported with a half dozen
huge beams. The floorboards had collapsed in the center, sucking
up the rug and several pieces of furniture. A dusty chair leaned
at the edge of the gap on the very brink of tumbling into the
basement; but the thousands of volumes remained on the wallshelves.
Warnison spoke again, "I don't remember his name. Grandfather
usually just called him `The Keeper...', `The Keeper of the Earth',
I think." I paled as Warnison continued. "I always wondered what
he kept besides books. The man had travelled, as you have. He was
supposed to have been in every town there was and had known all the
languages of the world. I think my grandfather had a knack for
exaggerating. I never believed in the Keeper tale."
I was amazed -- the library of a Keeper, perhaps a Batuwaa-fylgja.
Within these walls could be the answers I had sought. "Would you
mind if I read these books?" I asked with a shaky voice.
"All of them?" he laughed.
"As many as I can."
He knew I was serious, and after his puzzlement, he laughed again.
"Not at all, but if you are going to spend much time here, I think
you should do something about the floor."

I grinned. I knew that only a Batuwaa-fylgja could tell me the
things I wanted to know, but I never thought that he would have
been long dead, or that I would find his wisdom in Suffigston. I
lifted a few of the volumes from the shelves. Some were written
in Colonial. I could use the computer to translate the others.
Then, I came across a wall of shelves containing thousands of
volumes of what looked like a handwritten journal -- millions of
pages accounting the life of the Keeper who had been here. Alas,
the words and letters were foreign, unlike any I had ever seen.
I examined one of the leather covers. I had seen the tooling
before, the same patterns that I had found on the volume packed
within the trunk where my father had discovered me as a babe. The
volume of blank pages had apparently come from the personal
journals of the Keeper of the Earth. I was very confused, but now
that I was living here, I would now have time to search for
answers. There were millions of pages, maybe even billions!
My work with Warnison and Chauncy was quite rewarding. I found
myself absorbed in the restructuring of an economy. I adopted many
of the accounting and business systems used by the Saskatchewan
Independent Messengers and Recovery Service into Warnisons
business. Aerial had always been good with programming and research
and we spent many hours at the terminals together. I remembered
the afternoons she and I had shared long ago when I had put
together an inventory and quality control system for the store.
I was young then, and I never recognized her genius.
On our wedding day, Warnison asked us to contribute a token of our
bond to the House of Bhandar by placing something on the walls of
the Big Room. Aerial was the one who suggested that I give my
finest possession: Gram Balmung. Warnison had only heard of the
sword from the sketchy stories the Dobbins told. When I showed him
the weapon, Warnison was so struck by the majesty and perfection
in the work of the blade that he placed it above the fireplace, the
most honored wallspace in the house. Gram Balmung, in the shadow
of the mantle, remained brilliant as it caught every bit of light
from the room as if it had a luminescence of its own. For myself,
every time I went into the Big Room, Gram Balmung was there with
a flash of its blade and a glint of the scabbard -- calling me to
new adventure. I would often remove the steel from the wall and
silken the metal with a coat of oil until the urge passed.
I was very happy with Aerial. We were inseparable, spending tendays
without ever being apart. Aerial soon mastered basic carpentry as
she helped to build a new home for us in the old wing where I had
found the library. We moved in to the restored halls with the
anticipation of filling it with many children.
My life was nearly absolute as Aerial and I went through the
volumes, discovering all we could about the places of the earth the
Keeper had travelled. We searched for his name, but never found
a reference, only the words "No One" wherever his name should have
been. With no better clue, "No One" was what we called him.
Somach was accounted for along with the several hundred lands once
governed by the Fylgja. They were all gone now, occupied by the
Colonies or the Democracy in their quest to further the Great War.
My only frustration lay within the mysterious language of the

journal of the Keeper of the Earth. In the University Associated
Libraries I could not find an alphabet to match the characters.
There were translated notes and quotes from the journals in other
books, but they were few and only affirmed that the books were the
diary of No One. To the best of our figuring, the Keeper had kept
the diary for over one million years, recopying it onto new pages
as the papers degenerated. Still, without finding a key to the
language. Most of the volumes remained silent.
The fairies no longer plagued my life. Occasionally Grizwald or
Vivian would come to me in a dream, but only to see how I was doing
and tell me of the happiness that Pax, Andrew and Eugean had found.
I was never happier. I loved Aerial more every day that I was with
her.
Two years had passed. Jermain's sickness persisted. On our visits,
Aerial and I would help Philander to carry him into the sunshine.
The dead trees and eroding fields were a depressing sight, much
more so than the brightly decorated walls of the Big Room of which
Philander was so proud. When we could, we would take the wagon and
travel far away to a tall grassy knoll in the foothills below Mt.
Slilip and spend the afternoon picnicking in the blowing fields,
looking out across the vast green valley that cradled Suffigston.
Jermain loved those afternoons, but his health often prevented us
from moving him, and the trips became more and more infrequent.
The last time we brought him to the knoll, it was spring, just as
the blossoms had painted the hollow. I lifted my brother and
carried him to the edge of the slopes so that he could witness the
splendor of his homeland once more. We sat under the great canopy
of a sycamore as I supported him. As the day drew to an end the
sun found a hiding place behind the richness of the yellows and
reds of the hills, all crowned by the heavens in streaks of glory
light through the clouded sky. He was crying.
"I have been so happy today."
"So have I, Jermain."
"I never thought I could be this happy again. I wish Mother were
here."
"Next time, I will ask her to come."
"No. Let her be. Just tell her how much I love her." He was
looking at the grey of his fields, sitting like a hole of sadness
in the fresh abundance of the surrounding hillsides. "I am so
foolish," he told me. "I could never see the kindness in your
heart... I never could."
"I had little compassion when I was young."
"No. It was there. That's not something that you acquire It is
something that you have when you come into this world." He wiped
the tears from his eyes, but they did not stop. "I am sorry, you
know that," he said.
"Don't be. We can't change the past -- it doesn't matter anymore."
I was very sorry for leaving, blaming myself as much as he blamed

himself.
"The house will be yours when I die.
"I don't think so.

I know that you can save it."

Raspthane did a pretty good job."

"Please try. You can do it. I can see the magic in Aerial's
heart. The two of you can begin anew there. Bring back the spirit
of our forefathers. Bring back the life."
"I will try," I replied.
too. He was dying.

He smiled and more tears came.

I cried

A few tenday later I arranged an expedition with Chauncy and four
of the Dobbin brothers. The old reserves of bauxite and guano that
Chauncy and I had established were insufficient for the new orders
of fertilizer and aluminum products. I went on the trip to ponder
and resolve my troubles as much as for any other reason. When I
had left Suffigston the first time Raspthane had destroyed my home
in my absence. His actions were directed at me. My existence was
my crime, but I was culpable nonetheless. With my brother's ailing
health, I found myself unable to resolve my guilt any longer.
Four days from Suffigston, we discovered a new entrance to what was
probably a leg of the bat cave where we first mined for guano.
Yaud, Stammel, Zain and Ladino Dobbin had established a camp while
Chauncy and I explored the caverns in search of guano and bauxite.
That evening, as the campfire burned long after the sun had set,
Chauncy was expounding the stories of the good-old-days when he
bravely led the expedition with me by his side in search of ore and
riches. It was his story, not the way I remembered it, but far
more exciting nonetheless. I left the light of the flames and
wandered into woodland where the moonbeams littered the forest with
a confetti of light in the velvet darkness.
I did not know how long I had gone when I saw a glow of firelight
ahead in the cold of the night trees. At first glance, the
pulsating light of yellows and greens flickered like a dozen
fireflies; but as I came closer, I saw the overbearing faces formed
in the trees as they rose high with the shadows over the flame.
I was quiet as I approached. There was only one man in the
clearing. I came into the camp from the side, not to be hidden
from his sight by the glaring light. "Hail, there! Is this camp
welcome to weary travellers?!"
There was no reply. I called again, but the little mannish shape
did not move. I came through the forest snapping and cracking as
noisily as the fire to announce my approach. The man was tiny and
wore clothes too heavy for the heat of the summer night. His face
was hidden under the brim of an oversized hat. The little man was
marvelously odd, I thought. I stopped when I entered the knee-high
grass of the small clearing. Two summers ago a tall oak had
fallen, providing the open space and the wood for the fire and a
grand log to take myself off my feet.
I listened for a horse; there was none. I looked for his pack;
again, there was none. As he lifted his head, bringing back the
mighty brim of his hat, I saw his nose, poking out of his grey

peppered beard.

There was no mistaking; "James Guffingstrapp!"

"I expected you here yesterday," he said.
Playing innocently to his words, I replied, "I'm sorry that I am
late, I was a bit busy."
"No matter, I like these woods. The trees here step on the
footprints of men. Long ago, the grand ancestor of this dead oak
provided comfort to me for a meet much like this. This is where
I once met another Keeper -- a Great Keeper of the Earth. That was
a long time ago, when I was about your age. Now, I meet a young
Keeper here."
"I'm not a Keeper anymore.
For the first time I saw his eyes as they widened at me, raising
the brim of his hat so that it looked more like a bonnet as the
brim shadow swallowed the cap. "There is no way to return. Once
you are a Keeper, a Keeper you will always be. There is no
changing destiny, and there is no returning to the past. You
should have discovered that in your travels."
"I gave my powers back to the Khaali Bhitra."
"The what?!"
"The Empty Inside."
"Look kid, I don't know who told you that crap, but there is no way
to get out of being a Keeper."
"Oh.

Well then, have you ...uh... come to take me prisoner?"

"No. There is no cause to feel hunted, you are now `No One' in the
eyes of the Colonies."
"What do you mean?"
"I thought that by giving you the Signet of No One, that you would
find its use." His eyes sank back to the lights of the fire.
"What signet?

What are you talking about?"

"When the change of the Jaaro Sinha becomes complete, your mind
will have grown -- you brain energy print has all changed. If you
wear the Signet of No One, then the computers will delete you.
Where is the one I gave you?"
"I gave the signet to a friend.

He needed it to return to Somach."

"That is too bad."
"I have another, though.

I found it when I got back here."

His eyes came back up. "There is only one Signet of No One."
"I found another, really."

"You are mistaken. The Great Keeper gave me his with the
instructions to offer it to a Keeper who would be able to follow
in my footsteps. You had one and now it is in Somach. There are
no others"
"But, I have this a new one." I still wore the Resama Bijuli and
I dropped it into his hand so that he could examine the sphere.
"Where did you get this?" he queried.
"Well, I sort of inherited it."
had found the sphere inside.

I explained the chest and how I

"I had expected that you could fill my shoes when you returned.
You are not just a Keeper. There is something special about you.
I don't know what it is.... just, something very special."
"Tell me, James, why have you come to see me?"
"I read your journal and realized that you had discovered far more
about Somach than I had. I suspected that you were not to be the
Keeper of the Colonies. You were destined to be a far greater
Keeper. Like the one I had met here long ago. And, I thought you
might have something to ask me after all this time."
"Well, yes. There are a couple of things I was wondering about.
Why didn't you tell me that you had been to Somach, and how come
you were able to use a plotter while you were there?"
James laughed. "I expected a much more difficult question." He
smiled through his mustache. "Somach is an unbelievable place. It
is a place where a Keeper should go to understand himself. That
is why I sent you. I could not tell you about my ventures. I knew
that when Marsyas contacted the Keepers of the Colonies, requesting
an ambassador, it was time for you to be sent. As for the plotter,
that is quite simple. I found that there was a powerful magnetic
field pulse being emitted from Einkorn that prevented things from
working. I simply built a metal box to isolate the pulse from the
electronics inside. Actually, it didn't work all that well, and
I lost the readings by the time I left."
"So the pulse is the reason that there is no lighting, disrupting
any buildup of negative or positive ions."
"The field also helps to invoke the artificial weather, keeping the
island warm and wet. I never did like the climate."
"What about Vivian and Raspthane?
Are they Keepers?"

What did you do know about them?

"I never heard of Vivian before reading your log. She is obviously
a Keeper of sorts. Raspthane I have never met either. All I know
of Raspthane is what the Keeper of the Earth told me. He is the
plague of the Great Keeper. His purpose is to enslave the earth
for his own pleasures -- whatever they may be. A Keeper is a
powerful being, what he would want with such absolute control is
beyond me."
I was frustrated by his answers and thought aloud, "If only I could

read the journals."
"I left it at City.

It will be in the computer when you get back."

"No, I mean the Journal of the Keeper of the Earth. I found the
journal of No One. The only problem is that all of his entries are
in a language for which I cannot find a translation."
"Ritane."
"What?"
"It is in Ritane, the ancient language of the Keepers. His name
and yours are the same, Nemo. It is the word for No One in the old
language. He was Nemo the Great, and you are the new Nemo, Little
Nemo." How simple. Nemo was on the plaque of the chest. I was
named after the Batuwaa-fylgja.
"Could you help me with the translate?"
"I am no scholar, and I never had the opportunity to master the
language -- I don't believe there is a Keeper alive who has."
"Oh."

I was deeply saddened.

"I brought some of your things." I brought out a small crate from
behind. "They had destroyed most of your old stuff before I found
out what had happened to you at Deja."
I looked through the box. Much of it was what Sensia had left.
In the bottom there was the book that I had wanted to give her
before she died -- a book about a messenger named Nemo: a book
called The Tenday of the Jaaro Sinha. I opened random pages and
read my life; stunned and amazed. Everything was all there... the
Adreian Caves, the Trust in Recourse... the meeting with the
Ban-Fylgja... and, a few pages from the end, a meeting with a funny
little man at a night campfire. I laughed out loud, eventually
falling from the log.
"What is it?" he asked.
"Tell me James... you are a Great Keeper, you should be able to
tell me: when is the future, the past?"
"In the end, of course."
If she had not died, Sensia would have read this -- I would have
read it. I wondered if I could have changed anything. And now, it
did not matter. If only there was a sequel to tell me the rest of
my life.
I did not stay much longer. Guffingstrapp was as disturbed about
what he had learned as I was about what I had found in the book.
If only there was another book.
When I returned to Aerial, she was excited about my meeting with
Guffingstrapp and the book.
"There are some volumes that you must see! Come!"

She led me to

a stack of volumes she had been studying while I was gone. "I
think your book is from the journals! I have found some
translations of Ritane in some of the notebooks. The Keeper's name
is Nemo and many of the volumes are dated into the future!" I was
still calm, and she was puzzled. "What's wrong?" she asked.
"I don't know that I want to know what is in them."
"Well, I do! I want to know what's going to happen to you, and I
am going to find out!"
"Aerial, what good would it do?"
"You would know... !
from happening."

You could change things, prevent bad thing

I smiled.
"What are you thinking?" she asked.
"If you change things before they happened, then nothing is changed
because you prevent them from happening. After they happened, it
is too late."
"That does not make any sense." I went to through her research,
watching for the occasional word she had been able to cipher. It
was gibberish except for one or two lines.
"No, Aerial." I left the work, and pulled her into my lap. "You
are all of my future I need to know about, because with you I will
be happy, and nothing else is important."
"I will not stop working on this, you know.
is inside of these pages."

I will find out what

I smiled again, convinced that someday she would. I knew that no
matter how much I did not want her to, she would continue.
That would be something, to read my own future.
In the months that followed, I forgot about the journals. They
were always there, but remained untranslatable. Aerial and I spent
our time with the rest of the books. I forgot about Guffingstrapp.
I forgot about Raspthane, and I forgot the pains of my guilt from
having left home. I was a Keeper, not a man. Happiness would
elude me for much of my life as it did for all Keepers, but I was
determined that I would savor the sanctuary of Aerial's love as
long as I could. I no longer wanted to leave Suffigston. The
glint of Gram Balmung could no longer rekindle any urge for
adventure. There would be time for all things: that was my
destiny.

