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DISTORTS

No man knows himself.—Iching

Firstness

Blinded by the headlights, Sumner Kagan lunged off the road and slid
down the dirt embankment into the dark. Above and behind him
braking tires squealed furiously. Sav-age voices yowled as the
Nothungs, in leather streetgear, rolled out of their Death Crib and
chased after him. They were five viper-thin men with blood-bruised
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eyes and teeth filed to points.
"Run, Wad—run!" the Nothungs yelled.

At the bottom of the incline Sumner veered into the marsh. He looked
like a spooked cow in the dark, waddling heftily from side to side,
with only the Death Crib's head-lights shimmering off his smudged
and tattered shirt. He pushed into the tall grass, arms flailing wildly.
His night vision had returned and he could see clearly the squat
silhou-ette of the alkaloid factory on the horizon. He knew there was a
packed dirt path somewhere around here.

Not far behind, the Nothungs were whistling chains through the air,
howling, and cracking stones together. If he merely stumbled he
would be torn to pieces—the police could search the marshes for
weeks and still they wouldn't find all of him.

He thrashed through a brake of cattails, and then his feet hit hard
earth. It was the path, a straight run to the alkaloid factory. In the
west the Goat Nebula was rising. He screwed his mind into that
brilliant green spark and kept his thick legs pumping.

When he reached the chain-link fence of the factory the Nothungs
were close enough to pelt his broad, stoop-shouldered back with
scattered handfuls of gravel. There was barely time to find the hole
that he had sheared through the fence earlier that day. He found it
beneath the massive and mud-streaked billboard: NO GO!
TRESPASSERS SHOT!

He bellycrawled through and had to strain to haul his corpulent body
to its feet. He banged up a long metal ramp toward a broad staircase
that ascended into the dark galleries of the factory.

It was bad planning, he told himself, to have to climb stairs after such
a long run. It might all end here.Rau! His feet and legs were numb
with fatigue and his heart was slamming in his throat. He fixed his
eyes on the dark shadows at the head of the stairs and ignored the
pain that stabbed him more sharply with each step.

Just as he made it to the top, one of the Nothungs clutched at his
pants and ripped off his back pocket. Desper-ately, spastically, he
sprawled forward and kicked free. Strug-gling with his own
pendulous weight, he pulled himself to his feet as the Nothungs came
bellowing over the top.

Exhaustion staggered him but he fought against it. The big vat was up
ahead. He could see it below through the wire mesh of the ramp.
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The Nothungs were now coming up strong directly be-hind him,
ricocheting their chains off the pipes on either side. They thought they
had him trapped. Alone, in an aban-doned factory. That appealed to
their imaginations. Sumner had known it would.

The silver scars on the metal post, where the DANGER sign had once
been, blurred past him, and Sumner took its cue and leaped. The
knotted rope was there all right, and its stiff threads stung his pulpy
hands as he swung heavily to the other side. There were two sharp
screams behind him, two splashes.

Swiftly he looped the rope around the railing and, plod-ding off into
the darkness, found the broad pipe that would carry him back to the
other side. He staggered along it, adjacent to the ramp where three
silent Nothungs were meekly peering down into the darkness. An
emergency waterhose was just where he had left it. He had tested it
that morning.

One of the Nothungs was yelling across the darkness: "We'll find you,
fat boy! We'll rip you!"

"Aw, blow it out, screwfaces," Sumner said, just loud enough to be
heard. He had already turned the waterpower on, and as three rage-
dark faces spun around, he opened the valve. The blast clipped their
legs out from under them and logrolled them off the ramp, their wails
lost in the hiss and bang of water hitting acid.

Sumner listened deeply to the hissing water as he crouched with
fatigue over the limp hose. His breath was tight in his throat, and his
leg muscles were spasming from the hard run. He paused only briefly
before taking a canister of red spraypaint from its hiding place beside
the waterhose. With an unsteady arm he mist-scrawled on one of the
broad overhead pipes: SUGARAT.

Sumner didn't stop to rest until he got to his car in a lot behind the
factory. It was a standard bottle-green electric car, squarebacked,
with three small hard rubber tires and two scoop seats. He loved it
more than anything else. It was his home, more of a place of fealty
and comfort than the rug-walled residence he shared with his mother.

He slumped over and laid his head and arms on the cool metal roof.
When he caught his breath he opened the door and dropped into the
driver's seat, his head lolling back against the headrest. One hand
fingered the wooden steering wheel and the other dangled over a
carton of stale crumbcake. He stuffed a morsel in his mouth, and
though it was dry and powdery, a fossil of its original flavor spread
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over his tongue. He closed his eyes to savor it. He hadn't eaten in two
days. He had had to settle this thing with the Nothungs, and he
couldn't enjoy eating when he was thinking about killing. But now
that was over. It was time for the Tour. His stomach grumbled in
anticipation.

Stuffing another block of cake in his mouth, he slid the starter chip
into the ignition slot. He felt a warmth spread over him as he opened
the clutch, set the car in gear, and wheeled out through the elephant
grass.

Sumner and his car had a lot in common. They were both bulky,
squarebacked, and sloppy. Dunes of crumbs drifted out of the corners
and over stains of beer, gravy, and pastry fillings. Shreds of wrapping
paper, crushed cookie cartons, a bedraggled sock, and numerous
bottle caps were wedged between the seats and under the dash. And
there, beneath the particolored triangular Eye of Lami—which Jeanlu
the witch-voor had given him to protect him from his enemies—were
three words: BORN TO DREAD. Their am-biguity pleased him.
Besides eating, the thing he did most consistently and with the most
fervor was dread.

Anxiety sparked through him constantly. And though he hated its hot
taste in the back of his throat, he accepted it as one of the necessary

indignities of life. So he ate, as if his dread were something that could
be smothered somewhere deep in his gut, broken down, and digested.

But his real obsession wasn't food or anxiety. He wanted to be
dreaded. He wanted to be the legendary Dark One— magic shining
through his ugliness, indifferent to loneliness, deep and calm with
violence. He wanted everyone to know he was dangerous.

The problem was that no one ever witnessed his daring deceptions.
He was the Sugarat. And no one knew.

In the past six years the Sugarat had achieved a notori-ety that
fringed on myth. At first he had singled out streetgangs who had
humiliated or abused him. He had trapped and destroyed them for his
own gratification, never considering that there would be
repercussions. But his first few kills had created such a power
imbalance among the many gangs of McClure that street warfare
raged as it never had before. Rival gangs warred to fill the vacancies
the Sugarat had opened up. Firebombs exploded in the homes of gang
lead-ers. Assassinations bloodied commuter trains. Hand to hand
combat in the markets and shops became commonplace in the days
that followed each of the Sugarat's vendettas.
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Sumner thrived on this power. He began to kill more often, for
insults and slights he wouldn't have noticed before. He had become
important. He had found a way of shaking the world. Of course, there
was always the very real likeli-hood that one of his ploys would
backfire, but the dread of being mauled by a gang in no way matched
the loathing he felt for himself when he was alone and bored. It was
only dread and a little luck that had kept him alive this long.

But now the police wanted Sugarat, and that was some-thing else. For
six years they had known he was behind the spasms of violence
wrenching the city. They wanted him at any price, but there was
nobody, not one weaselly informer, not one witness or skinny-
shanked clue to point him out. Nobody knew the Sugarat.

That was why Sumner needed the Tour—to feel what he had done in
the past, to know who he was now.

He drove first along a rutted dirt road that smoothed into a causeway
and arced out of the industrial district. In a few moments he was at
the edge of his hometown, McClure. He parked the car in a dirt field
crowded with the hulks of convoy trucks and ambled into The Bent
Knife. Ignoring the stares of the dogfaced truckers, he wedged himself
into a phone stall and called the police.

"Zh-zh," he hissed when the phone was picked up. The officer at the
other end groaned, recognizing the ritual greet-ing of the Sugarat.
Sumner smiled and in a mumbled whisper told the police where they
could find the Nothung corpses. Then he hung up and, tucking his
torn shirt in as he went along, lumbered over to the counter and
ordered six sand-wiches to go.

He liked his sandwiches wide open and sloppy: horseneck clams with
miso and seaweed; chunks of veal blanketed in a mushroom sauce of
puffballs and chicken-of-the-woods. At The Bent Knife, however, he
settled for egg gumbo on toast and barley rolls stuffed with hot
pressed tongue.

He drove back into the ancient, burned-out factory dis-trict. He didn't
touch his food but let its steamy odors graze his nostrils with the
seductive promise of heartburn.

The Tour began at the site of. the first kill of his life. It was a fire-
gutted warehouse, just a sunken-in crater with three scorched
aluminum walls tottering around it. He parked his car where he could
clearly see the seared white ash of the interior and, on one of the
ribbed aluminum walls, streaked with mud and smoke, the huge
scrawled letters SUGARAT.
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He broke out one of the egg sandwiches, sniffed it ap-preciatively,
then devoured it as he reminisced. He had killed seven members of
the Black Touch here. The hardest part had been getting the gasoline.
It was expensive, and he had had to starve himself to be able to afford
enough of it. As for the liquid detergent, he had simply waited for a
shipment to come in to the local mart and then, in his old delivery boy
outfit, rolled off a barrel of it. Mixed together, the gasoline and the
thick detergent made an extremely viscous incendi-ary. He had
stacked three drums of it in the rafters of the warehouse. The strategy
had been the same. When the razor-fisted headbreakers of the Black
Touch chased him into the building, he had doused them with the
firegun and touched them off with a torch flare. The burn had been
beautiful, the screaming brief. It was his best kill. A perfect dupe.
Every-thing he had done in the six years since was derivative.

Sumner cruised his kill-sites, enjoying his food and re-playing his
strategies. Stacked vertically on the I-beam of a broken trestle were
the letters SUGARAT. Beside it was a black tumulus of rail gravel. This
was where Sumner had lured a whole gang of Bigbloods beneath the
drop-site of a gravel loader. When the chute opened they had been
sight-ing him with their makeshift nail-slings. They never got off a
shot.

At another table, with the dank susurrus of a bog twirl-ing about him,
he sat on the hood of his car nibbling a barley roll. He gazed into the
darkness and the shape of dead trees where the Slash headbreakers
had pursued him over a swampbridge. The bridge had been tricked to
collapse, of course. But the real shocker for the headbreakers came
after they sloshed into the bog—when Sumner ignited the firegum
coating the mud they were in.

When his last sandwich was eaten, Sumner was parked again outside
the alkaloid factory. He figured the police had come and gone,
because the Death Crib had been taken away.

He only vaguely remembered why he had killed the Slash, the Black
Touch, and the Bigbloods. It was hard to remember. He didn't think
about it much. He wasn't one to brood, though his problems loomed
larger each day. He had been out of work for a year and, at seventeen,
was already the father of a five-year-old boy he was terrified of. Yet he
rarely mulled over his life. He was motivated by a muscular intuition,
an urging in the meat of his body to eat, to kill, to find sex. It was his
dread.

For Sumner, finding sex was a lot more difficult than setting up a kill.
He was big and ugly: six foot five, with rolls of fat bagging under his
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eyes, coiling around his neck, swaying like tits under his shirt. His
face was glazed with the seepings of subcutaneous grease and crusty
with eruptions that never went away but only migrated across his
features. He had tried to grow a beard, but it came in mangy and
made him look diseased. It disgusted him to see himself, so he had
ripped out the rearview mirror in his car and kept apart, even from
himself.

On the way back into McClure, Sumner picked up some pastries and
cruised through the residential streets, eyeing the houses of all the
women he desired.

McClure was an old city, maybe four hundred years old, and like most
of the towns that had cropped up this deep in the interior, it was made
of stone. At least the older buildings were. It was a matter of
necessity, since the weather was dangerously unpredictable. Fierce
cyclones—raga storms—with winds of four hundred kilometers an
hour swooped across the country with little warning. Whole cities
were sometimes lost, coastlines reshaped. Nonetheless, wooden
houses were perched on hills in the more affluent sections. They were
status symbols in the truest sense, meant to be abandoned when the
raga storms came.

As part of the nexus of McClure's society, the wealthy had been able
to reserve cubicles in the Berth, a massive citadel in the center of
town. Even if the Berth were to be completely buried by a raga storm,
there was enough oxygen, food, and water inside to sustain thousands
of people until they could dig themselves out.

Sumner packed a honeytwist into his mouth and farted when he
passed the orange nite-glo sign with the Massebo6th symbol on it. It
marked the inner city limits and declared that the area was under
Masseboth protection.

The symbol was two pillars. One was supposed to be ivory and the
other black obsidian. The ivory one, as Sumner remembered from his
grim two years of mandatory civil education, represented cultural
preservation and advance-ment. The secrets of petroleum refinement,
vulcanized rub-ber, antibiotics, transistor circuitry, and too much
else that had been taken for granted for years were forgotten after the
apocalypse that ended the kro-culture. Those that had survived the
holocaust and the dark centuries that followed were many
generations past any memory of civilization. Only a handful had
preserved snatches of the old technology and culture. In time they got
together and assembled a civilized community. Centuries later, the
Massebo6th Protectorate emerged. The white pillar was the symbol of
its heritage.
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The obsidian pillar stood for the muscle of the Protector-ate. Though
the Masseboth were confined to the eastern seacoast, with only a few
settlements like McClure in the interior, they had the military
strength to dominate a much larger empire. What confined them was
not the threat of the tribes to the north and west but something that
was wrong with the human race. Distorts—people who were
genetically malformed—were more the rule than the exception these
days, and the Massebo6th, who liked things the way they were, had
their hands full keeping their population strong.

Also, most of the planet was still unmapped. The Protec-torate just
didn't have the resources to cope with the vastness and strangeness of
their own continent, let alone the rest of the world. A lot was left
unexplained—like devas. Military reports, two famous film clips, and
rumors described the awesome power of the devas. No one knew what
they were, or even if they were intelligent. They had apparently saved
endangered explorer-craft, but they had also smashed mapping-
balloons that had journeyed too far north. Vast funnels of light were
how they were invariably witnessed. But always deep in the
unmapped north.

Sumner took the word of his teachers that there had been a time
before devas and distorts and raga storms. He didn't think about it
much, but he liked to feel that he was informed. That's why he hated
going through center-city McClure. There on the massive time-stained
walls of the Berth, which housed the university and all the
administrative buildings, were scrawls, graffiti, cerebral vomit.
Instead of the streetnames or gang slogans that were brightly
streaked throughout his neighborhood, the Berth walls were roweled
with nonsense—

YOU ARE THE PERPETUAL STRANGLE

BELIEVE IN NEVER NOTHING ALWAYS AMNESTY FOR THE DEAD!

It was infuriating. But there was no way for Sumner to get to where
he was going without passing the Berth. To-night, as the walls loomed
closer, their smoky searchlights swinging overhead, he spotted a new
scrawl, much larger than the rest—
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GIVE UP

YOUR ENDOCRINE INFATUATION BEFORE YOUR FIRST THRILL
ON MALIGNANCY HILL

Sumner used to wonder who it was that went around writing this
stuff and how they did it without getting caught. One night he left his
car at home and walked into center-city. He lurked for hours in the
dank, gloomy alleys, peering out at a long sweep of the Berth walls.
Eventually, a kid maybe fifteen years old strolled past. Large glossy
letters began to appear, spraypainted onbackwards as he went by.
Sumner waited until he was done, then lunged out and snagged him.
At first he thought it was a voor, but when he held him to the light he
could plainly see it was only a nervous kid.

"What the rauk is this supposed to mean?" Sumner demanded, lifting
the punk toward the still dripping paint— FIRSTNESS.

The boy looked at him apprehensively, thinking perhaps that Sumner
was a Masseboth cop. When he saw that he was just an ugly face, he
pulled himself loose and straightened his shirt. His hair was close-
cropped, his ears unpierced, his clothes plain, and there was a listless,
chalky look on his face. He was obviously a student.

"Spill it," Sumner ordered. He despised students be-cause they were
pithless White Pillar lackeys who thought they had the inside view of
reality.

"Where're you from?" the boy asked, pulling himself up and looking
Sumner straight in the eyes.

"Right here in McClure, slip. Down by the Point."

"Nuh," the student said. "I mean before that."

"What? I've always lived in the city."

The student shook his head sadly. "Think about it, tud. Where were
you before McClure?'" He turned to go, and then looked back once, a
little annoyed, a little bemused. "Don't stop thinking about it."

The only thing Sumner had been thinking about at that moment was
grabbing the boy by his ankles and bashing his head against his

scrawl. But he had held back. This was Masseb6th territory, and the
last thing he had wanted was a run-in with the police, especially over a
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sapless student.

Sumner had no respect for the White Pillar. They were stringent
scientists and yet they worshipped Mutra, a deity that rebirthed
humans until they attained genetic perfection.

Absurd turds,Sumner thought, banking his car through the
nightshadow of the Berth. Most of the city—most of the world, as far
as he knew—were distorts. They were catego-rized by color code and
allowed to live and propagate so long as their distortions were not
visible. Brown cards were the low rung, people too genetically
scrambled to have children. They worked the slow-kill jobs in the
shale factories. Green and yellow cards could have families, but the
Pillars moni-tored them carefully since most of their offspring were
nerve-and bone-warped. Blue cards were the lucky ones. They
coupled at will, and most mates were happy to have them, since the
majority of their progeny were clean.

Only the white cards were wholly free of distortion. They were the
privileged ones for whom bordello-clinics had been established to
receive their unmarred genetic material at any time of day or night.
Sumner was a white card.

After passing the Berth, Sumner cruised the neighbor-hoods of the
women he desired. These were women to be seen from a distance,
coming or going, on lunch break by the factories, or at night with their
escorts. Sumner never fanta-sized about having sex with them. That
was inconceivable because of his physical repugnance. But their
presence, the fact that such creatures existed, was important. Their
beauty and their fulfillment as people balanced the violence, the
hunger, and the continual dread of the world. After a kill, like tonight,
or when the muscular tension of living got too intense, he would drive
around looking to look at women. The mystery of living and dying was
visible for him in the sway of a beautiful woman's walk, and the
arousal he felt, because it was hopeless, was mystical. Seeing women,
lean and filled with peace, strolling home beneath the soft weight of
evening, he felt the psychic tension that corded at the root of his neck
loosen for a while.

At ease with himself, Sumner felt poised enough to stop at Mutra's
Parlor, the bordello outside center-city. The place was a nondescript
brick-peaked building between an abattoir and a saloon. This late at
night the street was dark and empty, and Sumner parked his car at
the front door.

"It's the fat boy again," the red-haired woman at the one-way window
said after Sumner entered the vestibule. A matron was handing him a
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towel and a Mutric prayer book. He left the book on the plastic table
there and walked through the double-pillared door toward the
showers.

"Kagan, right?" another woman asked. She was older, her heavily
kohled eyes looted. "He's been around a lot lately."

"Tud," the redhead spit. "White cards shouldn't get it free. Not when
they're that ugly."

"Tell it to Mutra," the older woman said. They were the only two on
call that night, and the dowdy dressing room where they sat was sad
with the other women's absence: vacant dressing stalls hung with
lingerie and shadows. She opened a blue vial, propped her foot on a
small table, and began painting her toenails. "Got your bag in?"

For white card men, the women wore diaphragms de-signed to catch
and hold the valuable sperm. Later, the seminal fluid was transferred
to special ampules and sent to the birth camps where would-be
mothers were inseminated. The work was Mutra's holy mission, and
all the women involved were well paid. Even so, the redhead was
reluctant to service Sumner. "If only he weren't so gross. I've had him
the last three times. My luck must be dead. Do you think—"

"No." The older woman scowled and shook her head. "This flop is
yours."

Scrubbed down, Sumner went to the narrow room where a redhead
in traditional lingerie was sitting on the edge of the cot. He had been
with her several times before, and he was familiar with her moves.
Like all the others she was revulsed by his obesity, so he didn't
dawdle. The disgust in her face was dulled by the dim light, but
Sumner could feel how her flesh tightened under his touch. When he
mounted her he looked at her breasts and her firebright hair but not
her eyes.

He rutted mechanically, the way he masturbated. Within moments,
spurred by the cold lust of having killed, hot with the memory of
almost being killed, he was seized by an orgasm.

The redhead squeezed herself out from under him. Only after the
door glared open and darkened behind her did Sumner realize they
hadn't said a word to each other.

Sumner dressed clumsily and lumbered out to his car, sexually
hollowed and emotionally abraded. He hated seeing his ugliness in
the way the prostitutes handled him. That was always harder than
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looking in a mirror, but he needed the relief, especially after a kill. As
he drove off he thought about the kill and how close he had come to
losing himself.

When he got home, the triumph of duping the Nothungs was all
spooled out. The Tour had given him a relentless dose of heartburn,
and the unfathomable writing on the Berth walls had started his
dread smoldering again. Not even cruis-ing the love streets and
getting laid had eased him. He wanted to be alone, but he knew that
his gawky mother with her sharp face and piercing voice would be
waiting up for him.

Reluctantly, Sumner chained and bolted the low garage door and
took a long look down the street to steel himself for the inevitable.

The avenue was made of packed dirt with wooden planks laid over it.
It was narrow and lined on both sides with tall thin buildings of rough
black stone. It was late, and no one was sitting out on the stoops.
Down at the far end of the street, among the rusted supports of the
elevated train, a pack of dogs moved from alley to alley like a breeze of
specters.

Sumner opened the heavy door with his latchkey and stood for a
moment in the foyer. He let the fusty odor of clove incense settle in on
him and adjusted his eyes to the papery light of the globe lanterns that
dangled above. Behind the steep stairway with its frayed red carpet
was a small room that led into the basement. There his mother held
her spirit sessions. A sharp voice called out: "Is that you, pudding?"

Sumner grunted and started up the stairs. On the third step a
woman's face appeared between the slim posts of the banister. It was
the color of clouded silver with pink rubbery lips and radiant black
eyes. She was framed in a halo of fire-frizzed hair. "Where're you
going, pudding?"

"Nowhere, Ma," Sumner replied.
9 9

"Nowhere isn't a place," his mother reminded him. She stepped
around the banister and stood at the foot of the stairs. She was small,
thin as a needle, with flat, wrinkled dugs just barely covered by a
crinkled blue shift. The red paint of her eyelids was so thick it
smeared as her eyes widened to take in Sumner's mud-knobbed
boots, his splat-tered pants, and the mushroom-pale midriff bulging
over his belt.

"What in the name of Mutra have you been doing?" she shrilled,
clutching at the two black feathers that hung be-neath the folds of her
neck. "Work those boots off now and leave them outside. The wangol
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you drag home is moody enough without lugging the flesh of the
planet through here."

Sumner's mother made her living as a spirit guide. She conversed
with the dead in people's shadows and was re-puted to be almost as
receptive as a voor, though Sumner knew for a fact that she wasn't.
Nonetheless, she had an awesome reputation in the neighborhood,
maintained by being meticulous about the influences—or wangol—
that entered her home. Mud, a veritable broth of primal wangol, was
strictly forbidden.

As Sumner sat on the stoop removing his boots she went over to the
sludge he had dragged in and sprinkled it with a white powder from a
small horn she kept strapped to her thigh. She said it was elk marrow
dust that neutralized unfa-miliar wangol, but Sumner had found out
long ago that it was nothing but detergent and bread crumbs.

It wasn't that his mother was a blatant charlatan. She really believed
it was elk marrow dust. But Sumner knew the old crone who sold his
mother her wangol supplies. She used to be a whore, years and years
ago, but when she lost her leg plying her trade in a toolshed where an
electric swivel-saw had been left carelessly plugged in, she resorted to
a life of wangol worship. Once, as a little kid, Sumner had hidden
himself in a root cellar of the old crone's house. There, leaning on a
stuffed crocodile, surrounded by long strings of garlic, and bottles
and vials of various luck powders, he peered through a knothole and
watched her prepare her neomancy stash: Rusty water became
Getaway Lotion, grease and sawdust became Wangol Oil, and
commercial detergent and bread crumbs were concocted into elk
marrow dust. Even in those fargone days Sumner was a loner. He had
never told his mother what he had seen.

It probably wouldn't have made much difference. Zelda was devout.
She had a blue rose tattoo on her lower left buttock, something
Sumner spied in his first explosive days of puberty, and she went out
twice a week to commune with other spirit guides from all over the
city. Besides, without the zords that her shadow-reading brought in,
they would both probably starve.

The only thing that absolutely infuriated Sumner was Zelda's
professed capacity to speak directly and authorita-tively to his dead
father. The business about all the terrible wangol he hauled around
was tolerable. The four times a year that she set her hair on fire and
ran through the house to clear out evil powers were smelly but
amusing. And the warty, liver-spotted old men she let use her body to
help commune with their dead wives were merely disgusting. But
when she would stop in midsentence to consult his dead father,
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Sumner had to bite his tongue to keep from strangling her.

With his boots off, Sumner trudged up the stairs, care-fully averting
his eyes from the cheap rugs that hung from the ceiling. Insipid
scenes of misty bogs and full moons over mirror-slick sea covered the
scabby, mildewed walls. Zelda was hopping along right behind him.
"What have you done to yourself, pudding? You come home sludged
as a corpse and not a word out of your sad mouth for your mother.
You've been to the whorehouse again, haven't you? Look at your hair,
it's still wet. Don't you have any respect for yourself? Do you want
children you'll never see by women you'll never see? Why throw your
seed at Mutra when you could marry the way your father did. He was
a blue card, and he didn't drop his seed foolishly. Where would you be
now if he did? In some Mutra camp without parents, with a
government name, never knowing who you were. Do you want that
for your children? You're a white card, Sumner. You're rare—a spirit
blessing. If you cleaned yourself up and lost some weight, you could
marry into a wealthy family. You couldopen your life. You could do
something for your mother— instead ofthis ."She poked his expansive
gut. "Tell me what happened to you. Was it an accident? It wasn't an
accident! Not in your father's car!"

"It's my car, Ma. It's been mine for years." Sumner reached the top of
the stairs and had to shove aside old Johnny Yesterday, who fell
asleep night after night at the head of the stairs, reliving an early
childhood habit. Johnny Yesterday was the boarder they had had in
their house for the past eight years—since Sumner's father had died.
He was half deaf, senile, and blind in one eye. But worst of all, a
distort characteristic was just beginning to surface. In his case it was
a deep mind distortion: He could move physical objects
tele-kinetically.

In McClure, as in every Masseboth city, distorts of all types were
efficiently and painlessly done away with. Johnny Yesterday's deep
mind capacity had bloomed just after he had been laid off at the
factory, two weeks away from his fifty-year pension. There, for forty-
nine years, he had been relentlessly punching holes in the cardboard
panels that swung under his nose on their way to becoming circuit
boards at the far end of the assembly line. Sumner was convinced the
layoff had precipitated the distortion, but Zelda couldn't have cared
less. She stopped charging him rent (he didn't have any zords anyway)
and discreetly incorporated his rare talent in her spirit guide
business.

Sitting in the kitchen behind a thick curtain, amused and stimulated
by glass beads and snake vertebrae necklaces that Zelda stored in
crates for prospective clients, he performed on cue. When Zelda was
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ready to start her heavy oaken table thumping or have the flowers in
the great brazen coiled-snake vase leap out and dance, she would
enunciate very loudly Johnny Yesterday's mother's name: "Christabel
Mira!" She had learned that whenever old Johnny Yesterday heard
that name, his deep mind capacity went rogue.

The power was so rare that even when the thick curtain was itself
blown away by Johnny's intense telekinetic nostal-gia, no one
suspected that it was the leering, glassy-eyed old man with the
twitching ears who animated the whole show. But Zelda had to be
careful in her use of Johnny Yesterday's gift. The Masseboth were
always alert to reports of deepmind powers. Once word got around
that this was happening, they would haul her away for a quick and
painless end.

Zelda, though cautious, was fearless. Convinced by sev-eral years of
catering to people who needed miracles, whose emptiness could only
be filled by the impossible, she truly believed that the Powers were
communicating through Johnny Yesterday. That's why when Sumner
shoved him aside at the head of the stairs, she became stricken.

"Be gentle, pudding. He's been like a father to you."

It was a lie. Johnny Yesterday and Sumner had never exchanged a
word. By an unspoken agreement they com-pletely ignored each
other. The old man didn't even break the rhythm of his snoring as
Sumner propped him back up against the wall and stepped over him
into the living room.

It was an expansive room with strange, forbidding hunks of
furniture. Almost all of it had been given to Zelda by her patrons,
either for services rendered or because nobody else would take it. A
behemoth throne, complete with escutcheon-bearing dragons carved
into the side panels and a tasseled canopy of royal indigo, occupied
the far wall. It was flanked on both sides by peacock-blue urns big
enough to stand in, and in which Johnny Yesterday usually did. There
was also a massive bronze bust of somebody who looked furious; a
candelabra whose candles stuck out at every possible obtuse angle; an
ancient metal sea chest that had long ago fused shut and had never
been opened, despite a muffled rattling when-ever it was moved; and
phalanges of imitation ostrich feathers bowing shyly above a metallic-
green shag sofa that had gone bald years before it had come here to
die. The floor was covered with a giant oval rug with a life-size camel
embroi-dered into it. Here and there were stools with wood-carved
monkey feet; a settee shaped like a maw, replete with tiny bamboo
teeth and leather lips; and a squat table with bro-caded legs and a
filigreed surface depicting an angel whose once beatific smile had
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faded with age to a demented leer.

Sumner maneuvered himself through the clutter of stools to a
narrow door beside the furious bust, but before he could open it Zelda
grabbed him by the arm.

"Aren't you going to tell me what happened, pudding? You look just
terrible."

"Nothing happened, Ma."

"Nothing happened?" she whined, and pulled the last two buttons off
his shirt. "You think I'm zaned? Look at you." She slapped the
bellyroll drooping over his belt and flopped one of his tits. "Pigging
it," she said with disgust; then her eyes narrowed. "You're not beating
up little boys for food money anymore, are you?"

"Ma!" Sumner gently pushed her off and moved to open his door, but
Zelda put her hand on the doorknob.

"Hold on, you. You're always squirming, always itching to be
someplace else. Stand still a minute and get a good taste of yourself."

Sumner sighed and scratched his belly. "What do you want, Ma?"

Her voice sharpened. "I want you to stand still a minute and look at
yourself. What have you ever crafted?'" She slapped his belly again.
"Just this. That's all you're good for, taking food and turning it into—"

"Ma!"

"When was the last time you brought home anything but mud and
moody wangol? Ha! Last time? There hasn't been a first time."

"Ma, I want to be alone."

"When aren't you alone? All I see of you is the mud you leech behind.
Where do you go? What do you do? I'm your mother and I don't know.
I feed you and I don't know."

Sumner turned to go, but Zelda grabbed his shoulder and, throwing
her whole weight against him, turned him around. He felt her eyes
grind into him, and he wondered if he would have to belt her. Instead,
he started picking his nose.

Zelda stabbed him with a finger. "You're a half-witted rundi, running
all over town, day after day. For what? An-swer me! For what?"
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"Ma, it'smy business—"

"Yourbusiness?" Her whole face clenched. "Take your finger out of
your nose and listen to me. You don't own anything here. You've
never earned even a slice of bread that wasn't for yourself. Don't go
telling me what my business is. You're my business. I've given you
everything you have. This house is mine. That car is mine. Those
clothes are mine. And this gumbo is mine!"

She grabbed two big handfuls of Sumner's voluminous midriff and
yanked at it until he shoved her off. "It'smine, I say!" She stared at
him with apoplectic rage. "I created it, and I've fed it. What have you
ever done? There's nothing—"

She stopped abruptly and her fury became an immense sadness. It
happened so quickly that Sumner, even though he knew what was
going to happen, was left waiting. "Klaus! Is this our son? Is this the
boy we created?" She cocked her head as if she were listening to
somebody behind her.

Sumner bit his tongue and shoved into his room, slam-ming the door
behind him. Alone, he crumbled onto the beat-up mattress and its
clutter of heaped clothes and bed-ding and covered his eyes with his
arm. He heard the door snick open. Swiftly he tugged a shoe out from
behind the mattress and hurled it at the blanched, shriveled face
appear-ing in the doorway, missing it by inches. The door banged
shut, and Sumner covered his eyes again.

Alone. But he was too keyed up to sleep. He stirred restlessly from
side to side and finally heaved himself to his feet and started throwing
the scattered clothes on his bed all over the small, dark room. The
place, like everything else about Sumner, was a sloppy mess. There
was a broken chair in one corner, a mattress with a feathery rent in
another corner, and a desk propped up by zucchini crates against the
one wall with a window. The window itself was cracked, thickened
with grime, and splattered with paint. On the desk there was a moil of
beat-up tools, stacks of crackling yellowed papers, springs, clips,
rocks, mementoes, balled-up tissues, crumbs, a torn shirt, three
toothbrushes, several broken pens, a dirty glass, and a gleaming
chrome-plated scansule with a sixteen-inch screen and a push-button
console.

Next to food, the scansule was the main reason Sumner spent time at
home. It was, indirectly, a gift from Klaus, Sumner's dead father.
Klaus had been a very successful plant foreman. He had seemed to
understand what life was all about, though he had died before

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Sumner could ask. Sumner was ten at the time, but already his father
had put enough money aside for his education. He had had dreams of
his son becoming a craftsman, but Sumner was too reclusive and
short-tempered to go to school. After Sumner's two years of
mandatory civil education and another two years in nine different
training programs, Zelda succumbed to the swarm of disciplinary
sheets that followed him from one classroom to another and
withdrew him from school. She rented a scansule, a self-study device
that was connected to McClure's univer-sity center. It was with this
device that Sumner learned how to make firegum and gunpowder.
Otherwise, he wasn't inter-ested in learning.

The other things that fascinated him about the scansule, apart from
the sex-ed programs he played back now and then, were the tectonic
displays—structural programs in which stu-dents could analyze
various stoichiometric combinations: crys-tal stress patterns,
principles of wave propagation, and maze properties. Sumner
enjoyed sitting in front of the screen and letting those abstract
patterns lull him into a soporific trance. It was a form of self-
hypnosis, a way of getting beyond his dread and relaxing enough to
sleep.

He despised sleep. Slumped out in the sag of his filthy mattress, he
was prey to nightmares and their garble of screamshapes and barely
heard whispers. He much preferred the slow descent in the pale light
of the scansule, letting the meaningless but intricately beautiful
patterns ease him into a sprawled slumber. His dreams were tamer
then, and he woke without thrashing or howling.

Sumner caressed the cool metal rim of the scansule. He flicked on the
power switch, waited a moment, then banged the set, waited another
moment, then physically lifted and dropped the set. He waited a final
moment before urgently looking around for something to ram
through the screen. Fortunately, the only thing handy was a frayed
toothbrush, and he decided instead to check the battery. It was
missing.

He thought about it for a moment and then realized with a pang of
humiliation that there was only one answer. The battery was too
securely connected for Zelda or Johnny Yes-terday to have removed
it. Only a scansule agent could have taken it out, which meant, quite
simply, that his dead father's funds were exhausted.

He leaned against the voided scansule and rubbed his eyes, trying to
absorb the full import of his situation. For months he had been
fearing this day, but now that his father was truly gone, no longer
represented even by his zords, the sadness was thicker than dread.
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Soon they would be coming not only for the scansule but the car. It
had belonged to Klaus while he was alive, but like most everything
else in Masseboth society, it was on loan from the government. As
long as there were funds to pay for its upkeep and re-charging, it was
Sumner's to do with as he pleased. Now there wouldn't even be
enough to cover the three traffic violations he had picked up over the
last two months.

Sumner gazed forlornly at the two tickets taped above his desk and
reached into his back pocket to pull out the latest one. He had gotten
it two days before for speeding down a residential street. One of the
women he admired had abruptly appeared at her doorstep.

He froze—hand to fabric-torn hip—and an iciness gripped him so
severely he couldn't breathe.

The ticket was gone. It had been in the pocket that one of the
Nothungs had ripped off, and it was probably left lying on the wire
mesh ramp below the broad steam pipe on which he had defiantly
sprayed SUGARAT.

He moaned aloud and dropped to his knees. It wasall over. Lazy
nights blinking out to the scansule, slow drives down the love streets,
the Tour—all of it, gone. And worst, most horrible of all, the Sugarat
was through.

Sumner swayed to his feet, grabbed the edge of his desk, and heaved
it over. The scansule tube exploded, and before the crash and bang
thinned out, the door to his room swung open. Zelda stood ready to
swoop over him, but when she saw the fury on his face she clutched
her two black feathers and quietly closed the door.

Sumner couldn't think. He needed some air. He thud-ded out of the
room and stood for a moment beside the bust with the furious
expression. Zelda was leaning against the table with the brocaded
legs, still clutching her feathers.

"Who are you?" she demanded with indignation. "Who are you?" She
reached between her legs and pulled out her horn of elk marrow dust.
Swinging her arm in a wide arc, afraid to get too close, she tried to
scatter the dust on her son. "Out mind-mauler! Out nerve-squelcher!
Get out of the body I created! In the name of Mutra. Out!"

Sumner swung past her and went to the door that led up to the roof.

"No!" Zelda shrieked. "I won't let you kill my son!" She ran up to him
and emptied the detergent and bread crumbs on his head.
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Sumner jerked aside the bolt, kicked open the door, and spun
around. Zelda leaped back and, casting a warding sign with her thumb
and little finger, mumbled something under her breath.

"Ma! Relax!"

"Merelax?"

"I'm just a little wound up. I need some air. I'll be all right."
"Why go up on the roof? It's windy up there. You could get sick."

Sumner turned and bounded up the stairs, his mother calling after
him. "If you jump, I'll never forgive you. I'll trap your wangol in a jar
and torment it as long as I live. We can renew the scansule. We can
buy a new one. Don't—"

Sumner banged through the outer door and stepped out of sight onto
the roof.

Zelda sighed and threw up her hands.He'll kill me yet, she
thought.Why does he have to be such a loner? And foul-tempered,
too. She shook her head. "It's all your fault," she said silently to her
husband. "You were the one that wanted him to be free. You trained
him that way. Not me. I wanted him to play with other boys. Be
sociable. Make friends, I told him. But no. There'll be time for that
later, you said. Now he's got to be self-reliant. He has to learn to be
comfortable with himself. That's the way it is in this world. You're on
your own. Nobody's going to help you. Ha!" She leaned back against
the filigreed table, suddenly feeling very heavy. "Well, I wish you were
here now, Klaus. I wish you could see what he's become."

Zelda sighed again and pushed away from the table. It was time to see
how the chowder was doing. She went down two flights of stairs to a
small, cramped kitchen where a heavy-bottomed pot was purring on
the stove. She always had something cooking down there. Food was
the only way she had of reaching her son. "And that's your fault, too,"
she told Klaus, "going Beyond like that when he was so young. What
am I supposed to do? He only listens to me when I have something to
eat."

She lifted the top off the pot and let the steam billow out before
sniffing the broth. It smelled good. From experience she knew that
Sumner would be hungry soon, so she took down a bowl from a heat-
faded wood cabinet and ladled out the thick clam chowder. She
selected from the spice rack two jars marked Onion Salt and Turnip
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Chips. They were really powdered John the Conqueror Root (for
energy and defense against sickness) and wangol e-z brew (for
calming nerves). Gingerly she sprinkled some of both into the bowl.

Zelda was a good mother. It was her responsibility, she knew, to
reform her son, to undo all the harm that Klaus had done. But so far
she was getting nowhere. Talking was use-less. He never listened to
her. So she had resorted to herbal cures and wangol fortifiers. Yet
even these hadn't helped. Sumner was as close-minded and reclusive
as ever.

Soon she would have to do something drastic. It was wrong to go on
protecting him like this—feeding and housing him, treating him like a
child, or an old man. No, she scolded herself.wwon't do this anymore.
He's got to get ahold of his own life.

Up on the roof Sumner breathed deeply to clear his head. With the
glare of the Berth lights and the blue crowns of fire from the refinery
stacks in the south, few stars were to be seen. He walked around to
the back of the house and stared north. There were three rows of
rooftops and then darkness ranging to the horizon, where a faint
green glow was suffusing from Rigalu Flats. He stared for a long time
at that spectral light and thought of Jeanlu the witch-voor and his son,
Corby. He would have to go to them soon for zords, and that thought
made his fear all the more palpable. Voors were the madness of the
world, distorts with alien strengths and too-knowing minds. He didn't
want to go to the voors. They had abused him before, and he feared
them. But the police were coming and unless the voors helped him,
the Masseboth would kill him.

A moan welled up from his thick body, and he reached for his back
pocket. He stood that way for a long minute, his hand on the torn seat
of his pants, gazing north fish-eyed and heavy-hearted. Gradually
shame and anger opened in him, and a disfigured cry lurched in
widening circles through his chest but could find no way out.

When the pain finally dulled he went inside and sulked over a bowl of
clam chowder that was steamy and thick and smelled of someplace far
away.

Pictures of the Real Universe

Realitysharing

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The morning was still dark when Sumner left home in his bottle-
green car. All his important possessions were wrapped in a torn shirt
and thrown in the back. Zelda was fluttery with concern and tried to
stop him, first with threats about her poor health and then with food.
But it was no good. Sumner's dread far outstripped both his guilt and
his hunger. He told Zelda he would be back later in the day, though he
had no intention of ever seeing her again.

He had a large breakfast at an all-night convoy stop on the outskirts
of the city. He allowed himself to dwell on his life with Zelda because
this was the last time he would remember her exactly as she was.
Their life together had been very good compared to what passed for
living in most of the households of their neighborhood. Klaus had
freed them from the factories. All his life, Sumner had been allowed
to come and go as he pleased, even though Zelda was always there to
interrogate him when he got back. Still, he remem-bered, she never
knew what was really going on. And her cooking—Mutra, that was
fine! A little heavy on the wangol spices now and then, but fine. He
sighed. Too bad she was swayed by all that spirit yak.

Though he was fond of his mother, he was glad that he was finally
getting away from her. She was always trying to change him, and he
was happy as he was. Or as he had once been, he reminded himself.
From now on, it was life on the road. Zelda was gone—but then, so
was his life as the Sugarat. More than security, he had lost his very
identity.

His destination was Jeanlu's cottage, 189 kilometers away, on the far
edge of Rigalu Flats. It was a lonely ride—lonelier still knowing that he
would never be going back—but the voors had things he wanted.

He smiled, remembering his first journey outside Mc-Clure. How old
had he been then? Ten? No. It was just after his first kill. He must
have been eleven.

It would be at least an hour before he reached Rigalu Flats, and it was
a straight, unbroken road until then. He eased his mind back six years
to the memories he had of his first lonely ride into the wilderness—

Hunger had led Sumner to the fish stalls by the river where he had
hoped to scrounge a free meal. He watched closely as thick-armed
men in blood-grimed aprons whacked off the heads of perch and
mullet, shook out their guts, and then tossed the cut pieces onto
mounds of flaked ice. He searched diligently for the mis-aimed
chunks of meat that fell along the stalls. But the competition was too
tough—large wild cats that had been bred to fend off rats—and soon
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he wandered out to the empty wharves to wait for the returning ships.

Watching the inky water slap the dock pilings, he thought about
barbecued fish. Its imaginary aroma and flaky dark crust were so real
that he didn't notice the old man until he spoke: "You want to get laid,
kid?"

Sumner spun around; his eyes snapped to the old man's face. It was
brown and wrinkled as a crumpled bag, the ears doughy, the hair
filthy and tangled.

"What're you talking about, wheeze? I got no money for whores."
The old man stepped closer. "But you have a white card."

Sumner's heart skipped two beats. Just a week before, he had gone
for his mandatory medical exam. All children at puberty were
required by Massebo6th law to have their genes tested. After an
exhausting series of scrapings, injections, and embarrassing probes,
Sumner was issued a white card—themost highly coveted genetic
status. He was one in a thousand with unmangled genes.

Yet—how did this crust of a man know about his white card? Sumner
looked more closely at the old man's face. He had a straight, fierce
mouth and incongruously dreamy eyes. Eventually Sumner would
learn to recognize a voor by those searchless eyes. At the time,
though, he thought the old man was just a river pirate. He was hard
enough, with bead-rings in the tops of his ears, a black bandana
across his forehead, and strange, smoky scents lufting off his clothes.

"You want to get laid, waddle? Yes or no?"

Sumner stood his ground gamely, hands on his hips, both excited by
the mysterious prospect of sex and frightened by this uncanny pirate.
"How do you know I have a white card?"

A shadow of a smile crossed the old man's rumpled face and softened
it. "I'm a voor, waddle. I know."

Sumner's whole body clenched. Voors could craze you with a glance.
They were the most alien of the distorts and known to have deep mind
powers. And if those weren't good enough reasons to stay clear of
them, there was a long-standing Unnatural Creatures Edict posted
against them by the Massebo6th. People were hanged for talking with
Voors.

Sumner tried to back away, but the water was behind him and there
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was no one else down by the wharves. Three hundred meters away the
fish stalls were bustling with activ-ity, and he realized too late that no
one would hear him if he screamed.

With a whimper he lunged past the old voor and scur-ried down the
wharf. A beat-up scavenger truck suddenly wheeled out from behind a
row of tarred bollards and cut him off. A cowled man leaped out of the

cab, and Sumner froze. The man's outstretched hands were blue-
shelled and barbed.

Distort!Sumner silently screamed. He tried to fight, but the hooded
voor was eerily swift. He accurately anticipated all of Sumner's blows
and cornered him between the truck and the water. Sumner's fear
overwhelmed his revulsion and he went for the creature's eyes, but
the voor snagged his hand in an icy grip and guided him to the back of
the truck, where the old voor opened the thin metal doors. They threw
him in and banged the doors shut.

Sumner raged. He had heard that voors cracked open the skulls of
their victims and devoured their brains. He swung around in the tight
compartment looking for a weapon. But there was nothing in the back
except rust stains and dents. Screaming, he threw himself against the
doors, and they buckled.

Before he could hurl his body at the doors again, they squealed open.
The claw-handed voor was there, the cowl of his mantle thrown back,
revealing a shaved head that was oddly misshapen. The face was
moronic, the forehead round and bulging, filling up the sockets so
that his baleful yellow eyes had to stare up from under his skull. An
idiot's face.

"Sit still, waddle," the old voor's voice spoke from some-where beside
the truck.

Sumner backed away, feeling his aggression congeal to cold fear. He
couldn't tear his eyes away from the cretin face with its cushiony flesh
and glossy lips. Its grotesqueness drained him, and he slumped back
against the far wall.

With a jolt the antique truck lurched to a start, and he was thrown
across the rusted floor. Fighting the sway of the truck, he crawled to
the front of the compartment and laced his fingers through the wire
mesh of the window that was there. The two voors paid no attention to
him, and he looked beyond them, through the bug-splattered
windshield at the empty wharf road they were bumping down.

He hung to the wire mesh and gazed intently, hoping to spot some
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landmark that would give him an idea of where they were taking him.
But that was hopeless. The cowled driver seemed to be turning
corners randomly, backtracking on himself again and again. At first,
Sumner thought they were trying to confuse him, but that didn't make
sense.They'd hood me if I wasn't supposed to know, he reasoned.

It was only after he glimpsed, at the far end of one street, a gray car
with black and white pillars on its hood, that he understood what was
happening. The voors were using their telepathy to elude the police.
They were looking for a gap in the stop-and-search patrols that ringed
the city. After a few minutes of circling, they found one.

Sumner had never been outside of McClure. Most peo-ple spent their
whole lives in the city and never left. There was no reason to leave.
Outside was wilderness where hind rats and distort tribes ruled.
Other cities were far off, and unless you were a merchant or convoy
driver they offered nothing that couldn't be found in McClure.

Awed, Sumner watched the dark gaunt buildings of McClure bob off
into the distance. All around them was desert—flat and empty as an
ancient seabed. "Where're you taking me?" Sumner demanded.

"You're going to get laid, waddle," the old voor said. "Nothing more."

Sumner knew from the tone of the voor's voice that it was hopeless to
ask more questions. He was sure that they were taking him someplace
desolate where they could canni-balize him at their leisure.

After more than an hour of being jostled and thrown about, Sumner
felt the road smooth out. On the left was black rock, immense
palisades. On the right, a yawn of space. They were on a ledge road,
bucking along at almost top speed. Sumner was so nervous that he
didn't even glance to the right. When he did, he gasped.

Down below, for as far as he could see, was a desert of pale green
sand laced with swirls of black ash. Everywhere there were broken
domes, spires, and turrets fantastically honeycombed, pocked,
cratered, and smoothed by wind ero-sion. The place was a labyrinth of
arabesque shapes, echoes of radiance and scaled colors. It took
Sumner a long while to perceive that the broken honeycombs were
buildings: The whole colossal landscape was—had been—a city!

"It was called Houston," the old voor said. "Or Dallas. I'm not sure
which anymore."

Sumner stared dumbfounded at the ghost city and its
phantasmagoric shapes until the rickety truck suddenly swung off the
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rimroad. White chalk cliffs blocked his view of the Flats as they
careened along a rutted dirt track. In a cluster of old big-boled trees,
they jerked to a stop.

Beyond the trees was a small whitewashed adobe cottage with coral-
pink tiles scaling a swayback roof. Blue gentians bloomed in wooden
troughs beneath oval clear glass win-dows. Behind the cottage was a
cirque of tamarind trees bowing over a crystal blue pool that had
formed in the basin of an old bomb crater.

The two voors, one on either side, led Sumner along a mica-flecked
path to the edge of the pool. A large wooden tub was there brimming
with sudsy water.

"Off with your clothes, waddle."

Sumner nervously obeyed. When he was naked, the old voor scooped
a bulky sponge out of the tub and threw it at him. "Wash," he ordered.
When he had lathered himself all over, they shoved him into the pool.
The water was deep but warm, and he clung to the side while the
voors sudsed and soaked his clothes and then beat them dry on a large
sunbaked boulder.

He dressed, and the voors walked him back to the front of the
cottage. The old voor motioned Sumner toward the house.

Sumner fidgeted.

"Just get over there, howlie," the old voor said, his voice severe. "You
want to go home, right? Then do what I say."

Sumner walked up to the cottage and climbed the three polished
cedar steps to the door. He moved to knock, but before his hand came
down, the door opened.

A woman stood in the doorway wearing a flinty-blue dress with
threads of gold at the cuffs and a wide-throated collar. She was
gorgeous—tall, with a musical body and black rambling hair. Her
eyes, liquid and dreamy as any voor's, were smoke-blue and sparked
with many strawberry-gold flecks. She ran a slender hand along the
doorjamb and ges-tured for Sumner to come in.

There was something selcouth about the place. Beer-colored shafts of
sunlight filled the room, threading through dense curtains of drying
roots and flowers. Brown Indian pipes, swamp violets, groundsel,
bloodweed, wind apples, and ice-clear stalks of kiutl hung from thick,
well-seasoned rafters.
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"My name's Jeanlu," the woman said.

Sumner stammered out his name and lingered in the doorway until
Jeanlu closed the door and offered him a seat.

"Sit down, please." Her voice was gentle and unhurried, and she
trailed a delicate musky scent that set her apart from the brassy
aroma of the plants. Sumner sat down, his eyes torn between her and
the colorful carpet.

"This is my veve," she said, gesturing at the carpet, a patchwork of
eleven different landscapes: a red sea combed by wind; dark sheol-
flowers sprouting beneath two moons; blue-barked pines; and a
series of brilliant images that could have come from a scansule crystal
display. "Do you know what a veve is?"

Sumner shook his head.

"Every voor has one, in some form or other. It shows our lineage—
where we're from." She pointed to a black square pinpointed with
white flecks. "This is a planet we call Unchala. It doesn't exist
anymore. An eternity ago it was the home of all voors, in a galaxy you
don't have a name for."

Sumner wasn't listening. He expected the other voors to come in any
moment. "How come there are eleven?" he asked, afraid of a silence.

"That's all any voor remembers. We all remember a different eleven.
It's sharing that holds the brood together." She walked over to the
stove. "Would you like something to drink?"

He shook his head and began cracking his knuckles nervously. His
hands were large and fat, scabby with dirt that even the sudsy bath
couldn't get out. They were a testament to his perpetual anxiety, the
nails chewed to nubs.

"Something to eat, perhaps?" She held out a pastry glistening with
honey and studded with almonds. He couldn't refuse.

While he worked on the pastry, he studied Jeanlu. She was very
attractive, and he began to wonder if maybe the old voor had been
telling the truth.What if she does want me? he thought with a pang of
fear. He had never been intimate with a woman before.

"Don't worry about it," Jeanlu said with a handsome smile. "I'm sure
you'll catch on quickly."
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Sumner's ears flared red. She was so beautiful he had forgotten she
was a voor. She could read his thoughts as easily as the
embarrassment on his face. "But why me?" he managed to blurt out,
trying to cover his lapse. "I'm . .." He was going to say ugly, but
instead mumbled, ". .. just a kid. I'm only eleven."

"I don't care," she said sincerely. "You have a white card. That's all
that matters to me."

Sumner swallowed the last morsel of pastry and shifted
uncomfortably in the chair.

"Strong genes are rare," she went on. "But they're im-portant to me.
You see, I want to have a baby."

"A baby?" His eyes gauged her. He didn't think she was lying.
"Yes. Voors can't mate with one another. Didn't you know that?"

He shook his head. The sex-ed program that was part of the gene test
hadn't covered voor sexual behavior.

"We're distorts, you know. Our children are only strong when we
mate with outsiders. If our race is to survive, we need new genes."

Sumner popped his knuckles.

"Finding someone as unmarred as you is difficult. These are unsteady
times. Howlies—people like yourself who have to make sounds to be
heard—are dangerous. We have to make the best—" She stopped short
and her eyes narrowed. "I didn't know that. You're so young." She
seemed to look more closely at him. "You've killed recently."

"Yes," Sumner said, knowing it was useless to lie. Three weeks
before, he had doused the Black Touch marauders in homemade
firegum. His first kill.

Jeanlu shook her head and said with mock gravity, "So young. And so
scared."

"I'm not scared," Sumner slammed back. He stared at her sullenly,
his legs swinging. It made him uneasy to know that she was watching
him think. "I burned them because they abused me. You can't let
people abuse you or they'll never stop."

Jeanlu nodded compassionately. "That's what your father used to
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say, isn't it?"

Sumner glared. His father had died almost a year ago. He was a large,
powerful man, a man who always got his way. Every week he would
take Sumner downtown to play pins or kili. One day he went out
hunting and never came back. He had been chasing a pangolin with a
loaded shotgun when he tripped. The gunstock hit the ground and the
charge went off, blowing away the top of his head. Sumner went
berserk when he found out, and Zelda had to tie him down. Weeks
later when he was able to control himself again, he went downtown to
play pins and forget about his grief. On the way back he was cornered
by the Black Touch gang, slinky, mushroom-skinned distort kids who
never left the shadows when he went through their neighborhood
with his father. Now that he was alone, they dragged him into a back
alley, shit-smeared him, and left him hanging upside down for a
whole afternoon. He was sick for days afterwards and spent the
bedtime wondering how his father would have handled it. It was then
that he decided to kill them.

Just thinking about it infuriated him, and he could feel his heart
thudding.

"I'm sorry—I didn't mean to bring up such painful mem-ories."
Jeanlu sounded genuinely contrite. "You were brave to do what you
did. Fear is a tool in the hands of a clever man."

Sumner nodded, feeling his anger cool in the face of being called a
man.

Jeanlu laughed and clapped her hands. "I wonder if you're going to
be as fiery in bed?"

Sumner stiffened, feeling a twinge between his legs. There was a
spreading warmth pulsing over his belly that turned positively hot
when Jeanlu leaned forward and rested a hand on his knee. "But I
want you to know I won't force you into this. If you don't want to be
with me, you can go home now."

The offer was almost too good to believe, and he almost moved to go.
But the sensual warmth in Jeanlu's hand was magnetic. At first he
thought it was the afterglow of his anger, until it swirled tighter and
fired his loins into a sudden heat. The feathery scent of Jeanlu's hair
misted over him, and he knew for sure that something wonderful was
going to happen. "N-no," he stammered. "I'd like to stay."

Her smile was radiant. "Wonderful." She stood up and loosened the
cord holding the front of her dress shut. "But I have to tell you before
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you finally decide—" The cream white curves of her breasts appeared
between the blue edges of her dress. "The pastry you ate was laced
with a mild aphrodisiac. Nothing to take your wits away. Just
something to make your first time more memorable."

Sumner couldn't have cared less. He writhed in the chair as she ran a
finger down between her breasts to the cloud of hair below. She took
his arm and coaxed him out of the chair and over to the bed. His
reluctance evaporated when her cool hands moved under his shirt
and over his body. Her touch was electric. In a few minutes he was
struggling out of his clothes.

Naked, Jeanlu's body wasn't as attractive as it had prom-ised to be
beneath the folds of her dress. It was firm yet soft and well
proportioned. But there were large dark scales on her thighs and
stomach. She said they were nothing to be concerned about, not a
disease, nothing contagious, just a deformity. Sumner looked at them
only once and then fixed his attention on the strawberry-gold flecks of

her eyes and made love to her as best his cumbersome inexperienced
body could.

Jeanlu was patient. She guided their slewed bodies craft-ily, helping
Sumner discover for himself how to please her with his turgid
strength. Lust immixed with his uncertainty, and soon he was wauling
with pleasure, doing things he had never thought possible. He did
them again and again, until the mist rose blue in the tamarind trees
and the spiderwebs started shining in the falling light.

Sumner was orgasm-wearied but exultant and proud, and as the
room fogged into crepuscular shadows he was ready to urge himself
on again. But Jeanlu had become silent. She lay in the bed, her eyes
glazed over, her breath soft. As Sumner bent over her and stroked the
sweat-strung hair from her eyes, the door swung open and the two
voors stepped in.

"Get your clothes on, waddle," the old voor said. "Time to go."

Sumner slunk out of the bed and tugged his clothes on quickly. The
old voor led him out by his elbow, and he glanced back only once.
Jeanlu was lying on her back, staring up mute-eyed, her face serene
and pale as ivory.

He was still buttoning his shirt when the metal doors of the truck
banged shut behind him. He got a good grip on the wire mesh before
they jolted off into the dusk.

The ride back was uneventful. In the dark, Rigalu Flats was a lattice
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of shadows suffused with a dusty green light. Sumner asked what
made it glow, but the old voor shrugged and the cowled driver was
silent.

Without asking where he lived they drove him right to his doorstep.
As soon as he hopped out, they sped off.

A Small Time-Drenched World

Sumner ran a hand over his face, feeling the memories stirring just
an inch behind his eyes. He sighed and glanced at the dashboard. The
battery was well charged, enough to run continuously for perhaps
three days. In that time he could make it to one of the large eastern
cities—Vortex, Prophecy, maybe even Xhule. All three of them were
larger than McClure, and he was hoping to find work there. But doing
what? He wasn't trained or licensed to do anything. He had a white
card, and though that would certainly get him cash for sperm
donations, it would also expose him to the police. And if they caught
him, they would kill him. At least he hoped they would, because if they
didn't, he would wind up in the dorga pits.

Dorgas were the lowest rung in Massebo6th society. They were the
corpse-carriers, garbage burners, and street work-ers. Legally, they
didn't exist. They were functional distorts, criminals, or captured and
conditioned tribesfolk. When they worked they were made to wear
drone straps, headbands that amplified their strength at the same
time that they dulled their minds. The characteristic X-scars on dorga
brows came from the drone straps and so did their sullen lethargy.
Most dorgas lived many years as mindnumbed zombies.

Sumner shivered and brought his attention firmly back to the road in
front of him.Sure I'm a renegade, he admitted to himself.But I know I
can make it. There's still Jeanlu. I'm not dorga meat yet.

He reached for an apple and bit off a large chunk. The crisp, cool
flavor eased him, and he breathed deeply. A strohlkraft, one of the
Masseboth vertical-ascent planes, was cruising about ten kilometers
to the south and five kilometers high. It was a silver spark moving
against the brisk, high wind that was brooming the sky and advancing
a line of cumulus. He wondered if they could see him, or if they would
be curious about a three-wheeler heading for the Flats.

With angry chomps he finished the apple and dismissed the fear.Too
late to be tailtucked, he told himself, though he was still spellbound
with dread.
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He flicked the core out of the window and fixed his mind on Jeanlu
again. Perhaps she would have some brood jewels for him. Maybe
some kiutl she wanted moved. It would be a start, a way to earn some
zords. Maybe enough for him to buy a new name—to join a craft's
league and become a carpenter. He was still young enough.

One hand low on the wheel and the other groping in the greasy bag of
beef strips, Sumner thought back to his first experience with brood
jewels and kiutl—and Corby. He laughed softly at himself,
remembering his ignorance, his initial fear—

He was sixteen when he went to see Jeanlu again. It had been five
years since his last visit, but he remembered the route exactly.
Everything was as it had been, except that now there was a neat round
hut with a blue tile roof beyond the tamarind trees and the crater
pool.

When he got out of his car, Jeanlu was standing in the doorway. She
waved happily, and the timidity that had been building in him since he
left McClure dissolved. He had wanted to see Jeanlu again for a long
time. He needed answers to some questions that had been bothering
him, but he had been too afraid of the voors to seek her out. He wasn't
sure if she would be living in the same place, and he worried that the
two voors who had kidnapped him might be around. But one day, that
seemed not to matter. He was bigger and smarter. And danger had
become a lot more familiar— something his dread needed. So he had
driven out, and now here she was, older-looking, her hair clawed with
gray, her face lined, but as beautiful and gracious as he remembered
her.

"I've been expecting you," she said as he stepped up the cedar steps.
She was wearing a sacklike dress of ruddy brown that dropped to her
ankles and was wide open at the sleeves. "What took you so long?"

Sumner looked at her quizzically. He was a head taller than she now,
and she looked small and frail.

"I've been trying to get you here for the past week."

The interior of the cottage looked smaller, too. Every-thing was
where it had been, only the dense curtains of drying herbs, flowers,
and roots were gone. In their place were hundreds of small, delicate-
looking ornaments. They were deep brown and black and obviously
woven from the dried plants. To Sumner they looked like trinkets:
circles, stars, all manner of geometric shapes, from rectangles and
squares to the intricate oddity of a latticed cone within a latticed cube
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within a latticed sphere.
She offered him a chair. "How about something to eat or drink?"

Sumner fought back an immediate surge of hunger. "No thanks." He
remembered the almond pastry spiked with the aphrodisiac.

"You think I'd hurt you?" She tightened her face with mock-
annoyance.

"I came to ask some questions," Sumner replied, stick-ing to his plan
to be absolutely straightforward with her. "But you said you've been
trying to get me here?"

"Not to hurt you. Relax." She removed a bone-white plate from the
stove. It had sliced green peppers and strips of fish on it. "Redfish
sizzled in tangerine juice. I think you'll like it."

Sumner couldn't turn it down, though he had already promised
himself that he would refuse anything she offered him. It was very
good—tart with a sweet afterglow. The crisp peppers were perfect
between bites of fish. "My questions can wait," he said around a
mouthful. "Why did you want me here?"

"I have something for you." She reached behind and took a large
bundle of black crushed leather from one of the shelves. When she
unwrapped it, he saw three packages inside covered with faded
chamois. She arranged them next to each other on the table. "These
are retribution, or a gift, if you will, for your part in the creation of
our son."

Sumner glanced at the packages and then looked up at Jeanlu.

"Yes," she said. "We have a son. I've named him Corby."

Sumner began to speak, but she raised a hand. "There's so much to
do today, there's no sense dragging this on and on. I know what you're
thinking. Let me answer your questions."

Sumner sat back, swamped with uncertainty.

"I called you here because I want you to participate in a timeless
ritual that will probably make little sense to you. It may even frighten
you. But it means a lot to Corby, and I beg you to be patient and accept

my assurance that no harm will come to you."

Rauk!Sumner wriggled in his chair. He hated being manipulated, and
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the fact that he had been called here by a power beyond his
comprehension only made his dread that much worse.

"Please relax." Jeanlu smiled, and for the first time Sum-ner noticed
that the gold flecks in her eyes had expanded since the last time he
had seen her. Her irises were like polished gold rings rimmed with
turquoise.

"It's a custom among voors," she continued, "for the child to
experience the lives of its parents. Because both Corby and I are
voors, he's known my life since before he was born. But to him, you're
strange. He knows you only through your chromosomes. Fortunately,
considering how violently you live, you're still alive, and now may be
his only chance to know you directly. In exchange for your
coopera-tion, I'd like you to have these."

She carefully unwrapped one of the packages, revealing a small
triangular ornament similar to the many geometric shapes dangling
throughout the room. "It's a stalk charm. I made it myself from plant
fiber. That's my job—working with sunlight."

"Your job?" Sumner asked, trying to move his mind past his anxiety.

"Yes. Every voor has a specific function. Mine is crafting stalk
charms—forms of shaped-energy that we use for differ-ent purposes.
This particular shape is called an Eye of Land. It wards off influences
that are detrimental to its possessor."

The stalk charm was a tight weave of brown, yellow, and green fibers
with a faded red flower netted at its center. He held it in his hand, and
its nubbled texture pleased him. Coming away with gifts was more
than he had expected when he traveled out here. Suddenly his mind
was swarming with questions, but the idea of shaped-energy reached
the tip of his tongue.

"Each shape has its own potential," Jeanlu responded. "Geometry is
essential —from the molecular bonds in your cells to the star-bridges.
But just how this particular shape works requires an understanding
not only of geometry but of plants. And there's no time for that now.
Trust me."

She unfolded the second package, the largest one, and it crackled as
she nudged it toward him. Inside was a thick sheaf of crisp leaves the
color of dried blood. "Kiutl," she said. "When you drink the tea made
from these leaves, you'll understand better what it is to be a voor."

Kiutl!Sumner winced with excitement. Kiutl was a psiberant, a
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telepathic drug from the far north that voors smuggled south. It was
much coveted in Massebo6th society— but because telepathy was
anarchy to the government, kiutl was outlawed. On the black market
the quantity of voorweed before him would make Sumner a wealthy
man. It was virtu-ally impossible to keep his mind off the vellum shirt
and the snakeskin ankleslung boots he had been coveting for months.
He tore his eyes away from the red leaves and stared at the final
package, wondering what it was, knowing that very little could
compare with what was already before him.

Jeanlu handed the package to Sumner to open. It felt heavy and hard
in his hand, and he opened it curiously. When he saw the vapor-blue
stone within, he sucked in his breath. The jewel caught the light and
warped it into a luminous star whose fine, bright threads of energy
thinned out and re-formed with the quivering of his hand. "A brood
jewel," he whispered.

He had seen one on display in the Berth archives. They were very rare
and, on the right market, priceless.

"Before you make plans to sell it," Jeanlu said, "consider what it is.
Like the stalk charm, its secret is geometry, but it's not designed to
extend or ward off influences. Its function is more internal. If you
gaze into it long enough, you'll be able to see yourself—your inner
self—or the true self of anyone reflected in it. It's necessary, though,
to have a clear mind. Any kind of distraction or mental fix will distort
what you see. Also, keep in mind that it's extremely fragile. It takes
very little to destroy a brood jewel."

Through Sumner's mind flashed all the possible mer-chants he might
dare approach with it. Possession of a brood jewel was damning
evidence of association with voors, but he knew that there were many
who would risk their lives to own such a rarity. Then it occurred to
him that the jewel wasn't his yet. He had hardly heard what Jeanlu
had said to him, and he looked up at her inquisitively.

"Shall we go meet Corby now?" she asked.

Sumner balked. The gifts were more than tempting— they were
provocative. He would do anything for them, yet:Is it a ruse?
Unlikely, but there was no way to know. He needed some clear
answers to the questions he had come to ask.

Before he could speak, Jeanlu answered him: "No. Yes. No."

"Huh?"
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"The answers to your questions," she replied ingenu-ously. "No, I
can't tell you what voors are, where we're from, or why we're here. It
would take too much time. And yes, you're safe with us. I'm not trying
to deceive you. After all, you're the father of my son. Finally, no, a
voor wouldn't use deep mind to kill anyone."

"Butcan a voor kill with deep mind?"

Jeanlu shrugged. "Yes," she said, then added quickly, "but it never
happens. Mind is too sacred."

"Even if you were threatened?"
"We have other ways to defend ourselves."
"But what if—"

"Sumner, please." Jeanlu's face darkened. "You're safe here. Believe
me." Her eyes locked on his, and they soft-ened. "Let's go see our
son."

Sumner nodded. He folded the chamois cloth over the brood jewel
and handed it back to her. When she reached for it, the wide sleeves
of her dress rode up on her arms. For an instant Sumner glimpsed the
crusty scales on her elbows that he had seen once on her belly. He
looked away quickly.

"Don't be disturbed," she told him, getting to her feet. She put the
three chamois parcels back in the crushed leather wrap, folded it, and
returned it to the lacquered shelf. "I told you the last time you were
here that I have a deformity. Not much to do about it. Voors
sometimes have trouble shaping their bodies."

She went out the door and led Sumner around to the back. When they
got to the edge of the crater pool they stopped, facing toward the hut
with the blue tile roof. Sum-ner looked into the west above the hut
where the sky was threaded with clouds. He was charged with
nervous energy, not sure what to expect. My son. The thought was
unreal to him. He wet his lips with his tongue, wondering what they
were waiting for, and how weird the kid might be, and just what was
going to happen, and how long it was going to take.

Then the hut door opened, and he glimpsed a com-pletely vacant
interior before a small boy in white baggy pants and a green collarless
shirt stepped out. His face was white as wax and his eyes colorless. As
he approached, Sum-ner thought he heard a sighing in his ears like
the whispering draw of the tides. Closer now, the boy's small features
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seemed luminous. His hair was white-gold, tousled like Sumner's, but
unlike Sumner he was slender, a mere sliver of life.

When he was an arm's length away, looking up with eyes pale as
glass, he spoke, and his voice was soft and almost deep: "I'm glad
you're here, Father. I have a lot to show you. And"—his small features
moved with a gentle, scarcely per-ceptible smile—"there's so much
more I want you to show me."

Sumner shuffled from foot to foot, his hands jammed into his
pockets. The dim noise he had heard was gone, and all his attention
was on the calm, seemingly mindless face before him—the skin
marble-white.

Sumner tried to force a smile, but it wavered on his face only an
instant before slipping off. There was a long awkward silence during
which the boy just stared at him blankly. An ugly feeling squeezed
down his throat and into his stomach, and he wanted to scream in his
mind:You stink-pissy little distort. What do you want me to do?
Fart? But he remem-bered the brood jewel and the kiutl waiting for
him back in the cottage, and he throttled his inner voice.

The boy's eyes glittered, cold as stone. "My name's Corby."

Sumner nodded and looked to Jeanlu for some kind of cue. A smile
flicked at the corners of her mouth. "Why don't you show your father
who you are."

A sense of alarm trilled through Sumner. "What do you mean?" he
asked, his hands squirming in his pockets.

"Don't worry," the boy said, stepping closer. "I'm going to show you
wonderful things. It'll be easiest to do that out there because it's so
open." He nodded toward the tract of broken ground that started near
the cottage and limped off into the Flats. "It's empty, so we can fill it."

Sumner's confusion clouded his eyes.

Jeanlu laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder. "Just go with him,"
she urged. "Everything will be all right."

"It looks dangerous out there," he said, wanting to kick himself for
having said it.

"There's always danger," she replied. "Everywhere. But here there's
no threat."
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Sumner swallowed his anxiety. He turned to face his son, who was
reaching out to him. He overrode his fear and took the boy's six-
fingered hand. It was radiantly cold, almost electric, and he pulled
away with a ridiculous whoop and careened clumsily into Jeanlu.

"Easy." Jeanlu steadied him, then gently veered him toward Corby,
who was watching emotionlessly.

"I'm sorry—I'm different," the boy said in a bruised voice. He led
Sumner toward the desert. "I don't want to frighten you."

"I'm okay." Sumner tried to swallow but his throat was tacky. "It's my
fault. I'm edgy. We're family, right?'" His words sounded frail, and he
tried to swallow again.

"No, you're not to blame. You can't feel -1 mean, not the way a voor
does. So you really don't know if I'm going to hurt you. I understand."

Sumner had both his hands in his pockets, afraid to touch the boy
again. He gazed up at the sky to calm himself and watched a strong
wind fanning a sheet of stratus clouds across the east. "Why do we
have to go out there?" he asked, looking ahead to where the gray
shattered rocks ended and the green sand began. There was a rise a
few hundred meters off. On the other side of it was a steep incline that
dropped into the Flats.

"Because there's no life there," Corby answered. "It's hard for me to
feel you with all this going on." He waved at the clumps of sparse
scrag-grass withering among the ashy gravel.

"Oh." Sumner kicked a dried clump of dirt out of his way.

"When you first got here I tried to reach you, but it was impossible
with all the stalk charms Jeanlu's got racked in her house. Then, just
now by the pool, I tried again. It was better but not clear enough,
because I want you to see me as well."

"I see you."
"No you don't. But you wouldn't know."

They came to the rise, and Corby reached out for Sum-ner's hand.
Sumner took it reluctantly and felt his skin crawl and his insides jump
when the bright iciness coursed through him. Corby guided him up a
footpath that curled along the curve of the rise toward the top. At the
ridge-peak, Sumner looked back toward the cottage. Jeanlu was still
standing where they had left her, watching after them. The wind
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dropped down to nothing, and the leaf-shadows of the tama-rind trees
smoothed out to sheets of blue haze at her feet. Turning about,
Sumner could see the weird expanse of Rigalu Flats—a huge, tumbling
plain rising here and there to clumps of withered ruins, wind-eaten
husks of stone—all of it glim-mering a hysterical green in the

sunlight. Mutra, it's hell, he thought, feeling his dread turning inside
him. He wanted to dash back to his car, and it took all his strength to
stand still and listen to what the boy was saying.

"Itwas hell for the people who lived here at the end."

Corby started down a couloir that sliced through the steep incline of
the rise and descended abruptly to the basin below. It was a
cumbersome descent for Sumner, and when he got to the bottom he
was sweat-washed, his hands nastily scratched from the tumbles he
had taken.

Corby leaned into a sandwalk, moving toward a jumble of rock that
had once been buildings. Sumner exerted himself to stay in stride.
When they slogged into the ruins, Corby went over to a jut of speckled
green concrete and sat down. His features looked malevolent: the
eyes too large and flat, the nose and mouth too small, almost fetal,
compressed be-neath that unreal curve of brow, and the skin like a
glaze, like a dead child.

Sumner's dread thickened, and he knew he was going to collapse
unless he started his mind moving again.Get ahold of yourself,
twitch. He ran a shuddering hand over his face. "I'm going back."

The boy's eyes frosted and seemed to change color. He smiled
vaguely. "Why are you so scared of me?" He leaned forward and
looked deeply at him, a shadow moving in his face. "Don't try to get
ahold of yourself. Let yourself go. Selfishness and fear are the same
thing."

Sumner clenched his fists to master his dread. He looked out over the
stretch of sand they had just crossed and watched dust devils whirling
in the heated air currents. When the trembling stopped he looked
back at the boy.

"That's good," the child said. "You're stronger than I thought."

The compliment washed over Sumner like a cool breeze, and he
unclenched his fists.

"Look." Corby held up a hand white as winter, and Sumner was
seized in an icy nervelock. His eyes bulged. Emptiness was spinning
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out of the pores of his vision, and darkness loomed through him with
a deaf-and-dumbness dense as stone. Time parsed into nothingness
and an awesomely still I. An aeon sifted by.

Sumner snapped alert, abruptly free of his paralyzing vision. Corby
was sitting as if nothing had happened. The cloud patterns behind
him cut the sky as before. Only an instant had passed.

"You went deep," Corby said, the wide glow of his eyes watching him
emotionlessly. "Remember what you can."

Sumner was fixated by those chatoyant eyes. Light was naked in
them, still as ice, unverbed. No way to know what the brain behind
that gaze was knowing. Sumner backed off, then turned and started
walking toward the cottage, willing himself not to break into a mad
scramble.

Surprisingly, his anger matched his terror. He was sure he would
lose his mind if he stayed, and he was furious that Jeanlu had duped
him.Voor rauk! He was stoking his rage, needing it to keep himself
above the bog of his fear.

Before he got very far Corby stepped out in front of him, and he
staggered into a backstep.

"What's wrong with you?" Corby snapped. "I didn't hurt you. I was
just trying to show you another way of looking at things."

"I'm not interested." Sumner waved his hand, motioning the boy
aside.

Corby frowned and stepped closer, his six-fingered hands reaching
out for him. Sumner tried to turn and run, but he couldn't move. A
winter breeze was streaming through him, and he was abruptly aware
of standing outside himself. For a prolonged moment he was
immersed in a pounding deafness. Then reality squeezed tighter
around him.

He was looking at Corby, his ears humming slightly with the
trembling warmth of his blood. The vertigo had passed as swiftly as it
had come. It had somehow shaken him loose from his dread and left
him feeling as calm as a matchflame. Everything had slowed, and for
the briefest instant he won-dered why he had been so frantic when
obviously, if you just stood still, things returned to their places,
seconds creaked by, the silence gathered.

Sumner was able to look closely at Corby without trembling. He
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focused on the hairline, so much like his own, and the wide calm jaw
that was his father's. He wondered about what kind of brain was
floating beneath the ice of that face.

Corby went over to his concrete perch and sat down. The telepathic
bond between them was thickening. Sumner paid him no attention.
He was caught up in the experience of time passing slowly. Like a
jewel, his life was gradually taking shape in the rocks around him. He
could make whatever he wanted of himself.

Energized by the voor, everything he saw was different. The sunlight,
he decided, was turtlelight, moving slow and green. The ruins were a
river in which the turtlelight was immersed: a river of time, the silt of
centuries gathering on the desert floor. Bending, he saw himself in
the river. Hewas the shattered rocks, the jade sand, the turtlelight.
There was no other life here but him and—his son. In the river of time
they were themselves a current, a continuous stream of life flowing
from—where? He didn't know where life began, but he knew that with
this new voor-power in him he could remember if he tried.

He closed his eyes and imagined himself looking back to the hairy
and slobbery jungle lives of his first human ances-tors, back to when
language was still shut in behind bars of teeth. But that wasn't where
the lifestream began. He had to go further back, past the scurrying
lemur lives and the slimy and raw slug lives, feeling back millions of
years to the eyeless, mouthless beginnings of the cell. Yet instinctively
he knew that wasn't the stream source either. To find the beginning
he had to dream back far beyond the steaming swamp-ferns, even
further, past the burning seas, back to when the whole planet was
vaster but less dense, back to when it was a hanging garden of gases
and plasma: a phosphorescent cloud swirling in on itself, neither alive
nor dead, turning slowly around the star that was dreaming it.

That was the source, he thought to himself, feeling Corby's astral
energy turning in him.

Or was it? Where did the gases come from that con-densed to these
rocks? Other stars. And they? Where did the first stars come from?
Was there a living origin beyond begin-ning and end? Or was that the
first myth? The first to be taken up and the last to be put down?

"That's very impressive," Corby said. "But none of it is true. You've
. y
made it all up."

Sumner turned to face the boy. He swayed under a mild spell of

vertigo.
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"Evolution's a fascination," the voor said. "It's all con-straint. Who
are you really? Where are you really from?"

Sumner shivered at the tone of his voice. "I don't know."

Corby clapped his hands like a schoolmaster. "Of course you do.
Don't you remember? These were your lives before you had this
shape—"

Again Sumner was chilled by an icy breeze. This time, he sensed the
psychic energy's direction. The power was streaming directly out of
Corby. He could almost see the iridescent tracings of the current as
they swirled from a point below the boy's navel and curled through
the air toward him. All the warmth of his body smoked away, vision
wobbled like bucketwater light, and suddenly he was falling again,
caught up in the voor's telepathy. The visible world melted into the
darkness of a bottomless plunge. He opened his mouth to scream, but
the vast emptiness around him absorbed what-ever pitiful sound he
made.

When he was alert again, the air was smudged with a greasy odor.
Something to eat. He followed the dark taint on the air through a
brake of river reeds, over a rotten stump, past trees and shrubs, and
down a leaf-strewn slope. There were other scents, sticky plant odors,
frayed animal spoors, but his hunger sealed them out. For him, there
was only one odor, an oily smell of something living, something small,
and not too far away. His skullrooted teeth clamped and un-damped
in rhythm with his loping cadence. Then he saw it. That dark brown
smallthing, white in its ears and under-neath, gladdening itself on
bright green, serried grass.

Watching the smallthing perched in the tall grass, eyes alert and wily,
ears pricked, Sumner's mouth widened in adoration and a spindly
thread of saliva drooled to the ground. Then he was off, and the
smallthing bolted. There was a long chase under the grasshead-waves
and the tranquil hills and the clouds like mountains. When it ended, it
ended quickly. The skullrooted teeth ripped flesh, and there was a
hot, sticky smell of blood, and a squeal that jarred the air for a
moment.

Sumner tried to get ahold of himself.What's happening to me? he
bawled, but his cry was lost in a glare of light. The glare splintered to
an aerial view, valleyward—a straggle of trees, the curled ribbon of a
river. He was flying, the air's buoyancy and the wind's force bending
joint and tendon, lifting him up, widening the arc of his circular flight.
One eye was soft and swivel-searching the clouds for others like
him-self. The other eye was keen and downward gazing, feeling the
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textures of the leaf-dapples and grass shadows far below, hunger
giving it clarity. The sun was behind him, the hooked feet pulled in,
the hooked head turning, searching. Grasses wavered and hid. He
watched his shadow trawling the green rumpled earth. Nothing
stirred. But he went on looking. Watching. Watching. A wryneck
sailed out of a tree and swooped low over the bent grass. The
movement was spotted immediately, and he folded his wings in on
themselves and dropped for the kill.

Sumner tried to shrug himself awake, but he couldn't break the fall.
He plunged from one dream into the next. He was a shark slendering
up toward a glassy-grained surface where smaller fish glittered like
stars. Suddenly he was a cloud-feathered gull eyeing a fish's hidden
light among the rocks. Then he was an owl living by the claws of his
brain. Then a spider watching a fly tangled in mouth-glue, whining its
wings.

Of all the dreams that blurred through him, one was particularly
vivid. He was whiskering through the stalks of tall plants, trailing a
foodscent. Only this time, he was unusually tired and hungry and
alone. He was willing to go where he had never gone before—across
stubble fields thick with strange scents. Far ahead was a farmhouse,
though he didn't recognize it as such. At the time, it was just a
mysterious break in the horizon, filled with watery lights and
unfamiliar sounds. Nearer was another such thing but more familiar,
heavy with the smell of birds.

He approached slowly, gutsack hugging the ground, nos-trils flared
for danger scents. There was a tall opening, but it was hot with the
spoor of something he didn't recognize. So he circled the nest area
until he found a small crawlspace. The birds already sensed him, and
they were clucking ner-vously as he dragged himself through. He
pounced on the nearest bird, snapping its neck, shaking the life out of
it. He pulled his kill after him, out through the crawlspace, hurried by
the squall of the other birds and a distant barking. Outside he stalled
for an instant. A tall creature had spotted him and was making a thin,
incomprehensible sound, waving a stick at him. It was too far away to
be a threat, so he picked up his kill and jaunted off. But not far. The
stick flared brightly, and a crushing blow swamped his eyes with
darkness.

Darkness.
Sumner snapped his eyes open and squinted against the turtlelight.

With a hand to his face, he tried to clear his mind.What's happening
to me?
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A voice reached him: "You'll be all right." It was Corby. His mind
unclenched, and he saw that he was standing. Only a few seconds had
passed.

Sumner sat down in the dust and rested his head in his hands. Only
after several long minutes was he able to look up again. He sat still
and rooted his feet and fingers in the sand as if the slightest
movement might shatter his delicate hold on sense.

"It's over now," Corby said. But it wasn't over for Sum-ner. Every
rock, every twisted bolt of steel, every dust mote stood out clear and
strong. Even the sunlight and its green reflectant haze shimmering in
the air was distinct, detached from the ruins and the sky. He
understood. "I'm alive," he whispered to himself. "Alive!"

Overwhelmed by a mingling of awe and fear, euphoric with the
cosmic energy that the voor had channeled through him, he rolled to
his stomach and began to crawl through the sand. Drifts of sunlight
wavered over his body, the heat flowing from the warmed rocks into
his whole being. Cre-ation was caressing him, and he writhed in the
sand trying to embrace all of it.

When he looked up again, it was night. The skyfires, vibrant auroras,
were streaming above him, and by their brilliant light he could see
that his clothes and hands were thick with dirt. Around him the ruins
were glowing, effusing a dim green pallor. His head felt wide and
clear as the sky, sparking with lights. And he realized he was looking
at the sky—hewas the sky!

No—this voor-dreaming had gone far enough. He stopped himself.

Corby was sitting on the same jut of concrete he had gone to hours
before. Remarkably, he felt no fear of the boy, not a strand of anxiety.

Corby hopped off his perch and took him by the arm. There was no
spasm of energy, no jolt. Just the meager grip of a child. "Let's go
home," he said, sounding tired.

They picked their way among the ruins and dragged through the sand
toward the rock escarpment hiding Jeanlu's cottage. Looking at the
stars echoing through the coronal lacings of the skyfires, he sought
out a particular pattern: the ancient, swayback Lion. When he had
found its fierce eye and inferred its tussling mane and low-hung, cold
belly, a small voice opened in him:A wind blows through the Lion's
belly.It was Corby's voice, diminutive, distant, arising from
somewhere in the back of his head. Sumner was amazed at first, but
what he was hearing swiftly overwhelmed his sur-prise:
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A fire-wind blows through the Lion's belly, so old and far-traveled its
beginnings are forgotten. When it reaches this small time-drenched
world, it flares in the ozone and scat-ters. But some of it sifts through
the atmosphere. Some of it takes on the shapes that it finds and
becomes voors, simply by arriving. We are older than you know.
We've been on this planet before. Perhaps this time we'll stay until the
sun mists over and the fire-wind, our journey and life, pushes on,
scattering us into the future.

They came to the rocky rise, and the inner voice slipped away. At his
side, Corby was stalling, too tired to climb. Sumner looked up at the
rise. The supple energy of the trance was still coursing through him,
and he knew he could make it to the top. He bent down and let Corby
straddle his shoulders, then he started climbing. He felt exhilarated,
full of strength, and the rock face seemed to conspire with his need to
ascend. He thought about the words that had drifted across his mind
and wondered how many other worlds the fire-wind of the voors had
crossed—how many others like himself had fathered alien flesh.

About three-quarters of the way to the top he pulled up short. On the
ground in front of him, where his eyes had been assiduously picking
out a trail in the broken rock, was a shadow—a human shadow. He
looked up, expecting to see Jeanlu or a voor waiting to help them, and
he shrieked. Klaus, his dead father, was standing there, one eye and
most of his forehead missing, violently ripped away. The one good
eye, set in a face of mottled gray flesh, gazed down at him sadly. The
lips were pulled back in a berserk grimace.

Sumner shrieked again and jerked back violently, send-ing Corby
flying off his shoulders. Instinctively he spun about to catch the boy,
but it was too late. Corby dropped into the darkness head first,
careening toward a jagged ridgerock. Sumner gasped and looked
quickly over his shoulder. The specter of his father was gone. Corby
walked up from where he had landed, looking a little shaken.

"I—I'm sorry," Sumner said shrilly. He looked again to where he had
seen his father. There was nothing but rocks and ragged shadows,
hazy in the dull glow from the Flats.

"It's my fault," Corby said, taking the lead toward the top of the rise.
"The bond is still strong between us: You're seeing the world like a
voor. You'll be all right tomorrow."
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Sumner wiped the cold sweat from his neck and face and plodded
after the boy. All his strength was gone, and his legs felt gelatinous.
But he didn't stop at the crown of the rise. He saw his car was where
he had parked it, and he walked at a steady lumbering pace toward it.
When he was leaning against the hood he looked over his shoulder.
Corby was still standing on the rise. Before getting into the car, he
waved, but the boy didn't wave back.

Sumner didn't wait to catch his breath before shoving the starter chip
in and wheeling onto the road. He felt nauseous and sticky with fear,
and he was grateful for the solidity of the wooden wheel.

The ride home was maddening. Eerie shadows flickering out of the
Flats made him swerve and jam on the brakes several times. Twice he
saw his father standing by the side of the road, his hands and the
mangled flesh of his face burning with a blue phosphorescence.

When he finally pulled into the driveway at home he was shivering
uncontrollably and vomited twice in the street be-fore he was steady
enough to put the latchkey in the lock. He crept as silently as he could
up the stairs. At each creak of the old wood he expected to hear
Zelda's piercing voice. But he made it to his room alone, his heart
booming in his ears.

He woke at midday and fell back in a drowse. It was evening before
he was able to get out of bed. His hands, face, and clothes were
crusted with dirt, but even so he found it hard to believe that he had
been with Jeanlu and Corby. His thoughts of the previous day were
mistrustfully dark and charged with fear. Recalling the strange hours
he had spent on the Flats with Corby made him tremble, and he had to
splash his face with cold water to calm himself.Hallucination, he
rationalized.That gopping fish I ate. But Corby was real, and the boy's
face, with its dead whiteness and ghostly re-semblance to his own,
loomed in his memory.

After cleaning himself up he went downstairs to the kitchen. Zelda
had some stew prepared, and he ate hungrily. When he was finished
she opened a cabinet, lifted out a bundle of black crushed leather, and
laid it on the table.

Sumner nearly threw up. "Where'd you get that?"

"Don't get excited," she warned him. "You'll throw up."

"Ma!"
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"I found it in your car. Which was missing with you in it all day
yesterday."

Sumner picked up the package and tried to feel its contents through
the leather. He reasoned that Jeanlu had put it in the car while he was
with Corby. "Did you open it?"

"Of course not. How do I know what moody wangol you've got in
Bvihes: goly 8
there:

Sumner inhaled deeply, wondering if he could believe her. "It's not
wangol, Ma. It's film. I didn't want it exposed."

"Well, if it's exposed, it wasn't me that opened it."

He decided to believe her.She'd be crawling all over me now if she'd
seen the brood jewel, he figured.

She was frowning. "What film do you have in there anyway? You
don't have a camera."

Sumner got up and stuck the package under his arm. "They're photos.
I'm going to get them developed. A friend of mine'll do it for free."

Zelda thinned her eyes suspiciously. "Photos? Photos of what?"

Sumner smiled. "Naked girls, Ma. And people in rut." He hopped out
of the kitchen before she could snag him.

He hung the stalk charm from the ceiling in his car to remind himself
that his nightmare of Corby and the Flats was real. The experience
had been like a dream—vivid, colorful, and full of malevolent beauty—
so that finally he had to be-lieve itwas a hallucination. There was no
other way to come to grips with it. And besides, he had some kiutl and
a brood jewel to move.

Sumner toyed with the idea of trying the kiutl himself, but he was
leery, and eventually his dread won out. Just to see how potent it was,
though, he crumbled one of the leaves and boiled it until the water
was wine-red. It smelled sweet, even tempting. So he gave it to Johnny
Yesterday. The old man took it eagerly and drank it all off in a few

gulps.

Sumner watched him closely for an hour. Nothing hap-pened. A while
later, he gave up on it and went out in his car for a cruise. When he
came back, old Johnny Yesterday was floating cross-legged above the
stairs, oranges and pears drift-ing around his head. His ears were
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twitching, and a wicked smile was smeared across his face.

As best as he could time it, the stuff lasted six hours. He figured it was
potent enough to sell. But he didn't know how to move it.

He had the same problem with the brood jewel. Just gazing into its
receding depths, the blue facets splintering with fans of curved light,
he knew it was exceptional. At first, he thought he might be able to use
it himself. If it really could reveal the true nature of people, perhaps it
would offer up secrets he could cash in on. But that dream was short-
lived.

Sitting bent over the jewel, he saw nothing but hazings of shadowlight
and his own bulging reflection. Then, slowly, a form began shaping
itself out of the coal-blue depths. When the skin at the back of his
neck crawled in a chill breeze of recognition, he tried to pull away. He
was seeing himself dead, sprawled face up, hair droozed with blood, a
white curve of bone pushing through the split skin of his jaw. But he
couldn't move. Transfixed, he sat looking for hours at the crushed
mouth, the violet bruises, the puffed bellybutton, the gelled eyes. ...
The daylight faded and he sagged away, crazed with revulsion and
fear.

Later he picked up the jewel and thrust it under a heap of soiled
clothes. He wanted to get rid of it quickly. It was a devilstone, another
of Jeanlu's evil tricks. Clearly, he real-ized, the safest thing to do
would be to crush it and scatter its dust into the sewer. But itwas a
rarity, even if a monstrous one. The least he could do was get some
zords for it. Mutra knew he deserved it.

After a month of seeding questions in a dozen port taverns, Sumner
learned of a man in McClure who some-times bought unusual items
from strangers. His name was Parlan Camboy. He was a shipping
magnate with out-of-town connections. His office was in a turret of
the Commerce building in center-city.

Sumner went there and waited in a posh anteroom sev-eral hours
before being turned away for the day. The next day was the same. And
the next. On the fourth day he told the spectacled, pigeon-chested
man who was the merchant's secretary that he had some information.
"One of Camboy's ships is going to be pirated. I know how and when."

A few minutes later he was invited into the main office. The room was
opulent. There were cedar rafters with lux-tubes built into them,
latticed wall-panels, amber-glossed paintings of naval heroes, deep
leather chairs, an intricate parquet floor, and richly carved molding.
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Parlan Camboy was sitting behind a dark crimson desk backed by a
semicircle of mullioned windows. He appeared to be in his fifties. His
sparse hair was the color of hemp, brown and yellow streaked with
gray. His face was granite like his eyes—a well-used face. A gold ring
hung from his left ear and a shiny scar creased his right cheek.

When Sumner walked in, an undisguised look of disgust crossed
Camboy's face. Sumner was dressed as he usually was, in a sweat-
ringed, crumpled shirt and dirty sag-seat pants.

Camboy motioned for him to sit down, and Sumner moved toward
one of the leather chairs. Camboy's eyes wid-ened. "Not there," he
snapped. He pointed to a wooden stool that Sumner hadn't noticed.
After he was seated, the mer-chant turned and opened a window. He
adjusted his chair so that there was a draft between them. Then he
growled, "Where and when?" Both his hands were under the table.

"I lied," Sumner confessed, flinching as Camboy's eyes hardened.
"But I had to speak with you. I have something to sell."

"What is it?" His question was a lash.
"A brood jewel."

Camboy's face softened, but his eyes remained flinty. "When can I see
it?"

"Now, if you like."

Sumner smiled inside at the surprise that showed on the merchant's
face. "Now? You brought it with you?"

"I want to sell it quickly." He reached into his pocket, and Camboy
tensed. When he brought out the jewel the older man leaned forward.

"Let me see that." He held out his hand, but Sumner shook his head.

"First this." He pulled out a handwrench whose jaws had been fitted
with cloth. He worked the jewel between the jaws and held it up. "You
try to jooch me and I'll crush it."

Camboy smirked. "You're the kind who would." He stood up and bent
closer.

"Hands behind your back," Sumner ordered. Camboy reluctantly
complied, and Sumner brought the jewel up close enough to be
inspected.
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The merchant's face remained impassive, but Sumner heard awe in
his voice: "Where'd you get this?"
"Where do you think?"

"You have voor connections?" The scar along his cheek was writhing.
"How much do you want?"

Sumner smiled.

"Five thousand zords," Camboy offered.

Sumner almost dropped the stone.Five thousand! That was five times
more than he had hoped to get. "Ten thou-sand," he said, keeping the

excitement out of his voice.

Camboy's eyes were fixed on the jewel, and Sumner thought he saw
them smile. "Why're you selling it?"

"I need the money."

Camboy sighed sadly. "This is such an exquisite jewel. Don't you see
anything in it?"

"I never looked." He moved the jewel closer to the merchant. "What
doyou see in it?"

After a lengthy pause Camboy replied: "A frightened boy who lives
with his mother. She's a spirit guide, isn't she? Zelda, I believe?"

Sumner's jaw sagged.

"I also see you have a white card. Congratulations. And that you've
been living off your father's savings all your life. And what's this?
Sugar?"

Sumner squeezed down hard on the wrench, but that instant the edge
of the desk whipped up and forward and caught him in the belly. The
impact kicked the wind out of him and sent him hurtling backwards.
The wrench and the jewel flew out of his grip, and he landed on his
rump against the far wall.

The jewel dropped into Camboy's hand, and he held it between his
fingers appreciatively.

Sumner's fury boiled up. The jubilant smile on the mer-chant's face
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burned into him, and he flung himself toward the desk with a howl.
Camboy caught his striking hand without effort and twisted the
thumb far back. With a squeal, Sumner submitted. Powerful hands
bent him close to the desktop and thrumped his head against the
wood several times—hard. "The next time you lose control, I'll gouge
out your eyes." He shoved him back to the floor.

Sumner wanted desperately to restrain his rage and pain, but his eyes
fogged and soon his grimy face was streaked with tears. He had been
dominated, and the feeling was worse than the throb in his head or
the deep, aching bruise inside his thumb.

"Get up," Camboy ordered, his voice metallic.

Sumner pulled himself to his feet by the edge of the desk. Rising, he
saw the secret insides of the panel that had struck him. He glimpsed a
glint of metal and realized that

Camboy, obviously using a foot pedal, could just as easily have
released a slashing blade from the desk. He sat on the stool and tried
to rub the pain out of his hand.

"You know, you're a lune to sell a jewel as fine as this," Camboy said,
opening a drawer. "But seeing as youare a lune, I can't blame you for
not being able to look at yourself. Here—" He counted out ten
thousand zords in hundred-zord bills and threw the money onto the
desk. "Take what you asked for."

Sumner was stunned. He forgot the pain and humiliation and just
stared at the cash.

"Take it," Camboy barked. "You don't expect me to give you a sight
draft. Brood jewels are illegal, you know."

Sumner had never seen that much money before. Ten thousand zords
would be enough for him and Zelda to live well for two years. He
picked up the bills with excited fingers and backed out of the office.

On the street, he put the humiliation in Camboy's office out of his
head and walked past the window shops feeling proud, eyeing goods
he knew he could buy if it suited him.Ten thousand zords! Mutra,
that's enough to start my own shop. He mused about business and
the kind of work he would like to do. A restaurant was what he
wanted. Only the best food.

He was pondering what he would have on his menu when three men
in black hoods stepped out from an alley and surrounded him. It
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happened very quickly. One of the hoods was on either side of him,
and when he stumbled back a pace they seized both his arms. He tried
to yank himself free, but the third one drew a stiletto from his belt
and held it to Sumner's throat. It broke the skin, and a trickle of blood
threaded over his chest. His knees jellied, his legs trembled, and he
felt a squelch in his bowels as he dumped in his pants.

Swiftly, the two men at his sides searched him. When they found the
money, one of them shoved him backwards and another tripped him
into the gutter. The next instant they were gone, running off into the
maze of alleys behind the shops.

Sumner got shakily to his feet and looked around. The avenue was
crowded as usual, and there were dozens of people staring at him.
Most of the faces were shocked, but a few were amused and almost
jeering. "Did you see the wad that dingo had on him?" he heard a
woman say as he bolted into an alley.

He ran wildly. When he was exhausted, he slid to his knees and
leaned back against a lamp obelisk. The stench of his slimed pants
fluffed around him, and he wept openly.

The Great Space Within

Sumner's stomach quivered as he remembered that day, Thinking
about it had made him speed up angrily. Now he slowed and opened
his window. The sun was proud over the blue-haze horizon, and there
were watery heat mirages on the road. He wiped his sweat-lapped face
with his sleeve.

No way that'll happen to me again,he insisted to him-self.I'll be dead
before I'm a dingo. But he wasn't so sure. What could he do now if the
police suddenly appeared?Suicide? Wog! The thought disgusted him,
but still it was less revulsive than the idea of getting caught.

Several times in the past hour he had seen distant strohlkraft glinting
in the contrails of dawn. For the moment, the sky was empty, but half
of it was blocked off by a wide arc of monolithic buttes. The buttes
were bluff-red, streaked with draperies of black organic stains. He
imagined a strohlkraft swinging out from the top of them and
dropping in front of him to block his escape.I'llram it! I'll trash the
car before I let them take me.

His conviction comforted him, and after a while he re-laxed again.
Soon he was thinking back to the time he worked so remorselessly on
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his revenge.

He was sure that Parlan Camboy had set him up.Who else knew
about the zords? The secretary? Maybe. But he was a wiff. It was
Camboy that Sumner had wanted.

The day after he was robbed, he got a job painting traffic pyramids in
center-city. Zelda was pleased with him, even though he never
brought any of the money home. He told her he was paying off a debt.
Actually, he was saving every-thing he earned. There were some
expensive items the Sugarat needed.

Zelda was even more pleased at how her son was using his spare
time. For hours on end he sat before the scansule with the door to his
room open. He had nothing to hide. He was just a curious kid learning
about electricity.

When he had enough money and all the information he needed, he
stopped going to work and spent a day cruising McClure. He was
looking for a desolate spot close to Camboy's office. He found one six
blocks away: a wide courtyard sepa-rating two shipping warehouses.
Down its middle ran a high chain-link fence so that only half the court
was open to the street.

Three days later he had bought all the necessary material and had set
his trap. Twice during those days he had almost killed himself. The
first time was underground in the sewer that doubled as a conduit for
the area's power lines. There, setting up a circuit breaker to tap into
the trunk line, he had lost his grip on the thick wire. He had almost
dumped the charged cable into the sludge he stood knee-deep in. The
second time was after he had connected a lead-off line to the chain-
link fence. When he tested it, one of the wires broke loose and snaked
dangerously through the air. He caught it just as its hot end whipped
toward him.

Although the risks were high, the reward promised to be
measureless. Weeks had gone by without Sumner being able to eat
properly. The slow acid of his rage had made it impos-sible for him to
enjoy his food.

But he was patient. As soon as everything was in place he spent a day
and a night on one of the warehouse roofs watching to make sure no
one had seen him wire the fence. He had been careful to cut the power
lines in the first few hours of morning. Within thirty minutes the lines
were con-nected again with the circuit-switch attached. Still, he had to
be certain that no one reported the brief blackout.
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He watched the courtyard carefully from the roof. No inspectors or
troubleshooters from the power company showed up that day. The
next day, back in his room, Sumner took a leaf of the kiutl, rolled it
into a cigarette, and smoked it. He gagged, but the aftertaste of the
smoke had a pleasant nut flavor.

Zelda was out of the house, so he didn't bother to open a window.
Through the coils of smoke he gazed around his room, waiting for the
change to overtake him. Nothing hap-pened. He sat back and finished
the last of the cigarette.

It was necessary to be sure that Camboy had set him up. The only way
to find out, he reasoned, was to look inside his head.Ifthis muckel
really works.

The greatest danger would come from the brood jewel, if it was still in
the office. He would have to be careful not to get too close to it or his
real intentions would be as promi-nent as his bellyroll.

A few minutes after he finished the cigarette an expan-sive calm
settled over him. The light in the room brightened. Outside the
window there was a gold-leaf sky. Furtive move-ments flicked at the
edge of his vision, vanishing when he moved. He was sure the room
was full of subtle turnings visible to any eyes less stubborn than his
own.

A voice lilted in his ears (Yas, the islands be moving inward—the cliffs
fall away), and he vaguely recognized it. It seemed to be coming from
outside his door (Fore and aft, the cliffs of the fogbound Farallones),
but it sounded like a whis-pering in the back of his head. He went over
and opened his door. (The halyards are secure and the mainsails still
reefed.) Johnny Yesterday was standing in one of the large blue urns,
his eyes closed (Bos'un! Bring arms aloft. Deck watch! Pre-pare
cannon. Load grape!), his ears twitching.

Sumner suppressed a gleeful whoop and closed the door. (Action
stations!) He was hearing Johnny Yesterday's thoughts.Hau! The
senile wheeze is playing admiral! He laughed aloud (The hawsers—be
they chanteyed tight?) and picked up the stuffed envelope on his desk.
It was time to speak with Parlan Camboy. (If the sea wants you, lad,
your time has come.)

Sumner rode the elevated train into center-city, not trusting himself
to drive. Sitting in the metallic and captive air of the train, his
envelope in his hand, his mind was overrun with sounds. The inner
voices of everyone around him sweeled about his head.
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It was an insane chorus that made it impossible to think. He looked
down the aisle and fixed his mind on a young woman who was reading
(How important is form?). She was small and shapely (Art, like
society, requires a stringent discipline) with a defiant curl at the edge
of her lips. He let his eyes trail down to her legs (Without it, we would
lose ourselves in the squalor of the imagination) and linger on the
curve of her calves. (However, do not make the timeless error of
believing that form is necessarily definition.) There was a honey tone
to them that excited him. (Narn! I knew that fat boy was staring at
me.)

Sumner lifted his eyes quickly and caught an annoyed glance from
the woman.Fat boy! The insult galled him, but his hurt was
smothered by the sudden rush of muttering voices. For the rest of the
trip he flicked his attention quickly from one passenger to another,
avoiding any prolonged con-tact. By the time he stepped to the
platform he had gotten used to keeping his mind moving and was able
to hold the gibberish down to a distant chattering.

At Parlan Camboy's office the secretary was curt. "What do you want
now?" (Lard ball.)

Sumner bit back a curse and stepped up to the desk. "I have
something for Mr. Camboy." He tore open the enve-lope he was
holding and thrust it under the secretary's nose. It was a thick sheaf of
kiutl—half of everything Jeanlu had given him.

(By Mutra's hind tit! Kiutl!) The secretary disguised his astonishment
well. He got up, motioned Sumner to have a seat, and went into the
office. Hard as he tried, Sumner couldn't pick up any thoughts from
the next room. In a few minutes the door opened, and the secretary
cheerfully beck-oned him in.

Camboy already had a window open and the wooden stool before his
desk. He was seated with his hands under his desk, and Sumner
sensed that he was surrounded by hidden weapons. He looked around
quickly for the brood jewel, but it wasn't in sight and he relaxed.
(Looks nervous. Is he going to try something?)

He opened the envelope fully and scattered the dark red leaves on the
desk. (It's voor muckel, all right.) "I've got fifteen pounds of this," he
said, warming to see the disbelief in Camboy's eyes. (Fifteen? Where'd
this dragass steal that much muckel?) "My voor contact's been
generous. But with my white card, I don't want to use this stuff. It
might distort me. You're the only merchant I know who can move it."

Camboy's eyes darkened. (Is he lying? If it's all as good as this stuff
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looks, that's three thousand, easy.)

Sumner kept his face empty.

"What'd you have to do for all this kiutl?" Camboy asked.
"I've been using my white card."

"You must rut a lot of voors to earn that much kiutl." He frowned.
"How much do you want?"

"A thousand zords."
Camboy smiled. (A rube.) "Five hundred."

Sumner shook his head. "A thousand. You can get three times that in
the city fringes."

(So he knows the market.) "I'd have figured the ten I gave you last

time would have held you over." (Does he know? Look closely. His
eyes are kind of vague. Is that a smile?)

"I lost it. I was pushed over."
"Gambling?"
"No. On the street. After I left."

Camboy shook his head, his voice filled with scorn. "You had it all in
one pocket. Right?"

"Ya. So what?"

"Kid, two dozen and one thieves watch this building day and night. A
lot of money passes hands here. When you left, they saw the bulge in
your pocket and they hit you."

Sumner clenched his teeth and shook his head with feigned anger. "I
should have had you drop it. I was bonebrained to take the zords."
(He doesn't know. Good. We'll hit him a little harder this time.) "This
isn't my game. But I have the kiutl, and I want to unload it. The zords
are important—I'm sick of screwing distorts. You'll give me a
thousand?"

Camboy let himself be persuaded. "When will you bring it by?"

"I'm not," Sumner answered with finality. "I got bruised once in this
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neighborhood. If you want the fifteen pounds, you'll pick it up where I
tell you, tonight at midnight."

(He knows. Why try to lure me away—except to jooch me? Should I
dump him now?) Sumner hurriedly told him about the courtyard.
"It's wide open, so you can see me and I can see you."

Camboy thought about it a moment: (I know that place. It's perfect.
Close enough to keep an eye on the hit, and if it's a setup, there's room
to move.) "All right. We'll do it. To-night at midnight." He opened his
drawer and took out some bills to pay for the kiutl on his desk.

"Don't bother," Sumner said indifferently. "That's just a sample.
We'll do real business tonight." He turned and walked out, hearing as
he left: (Nobodygives away muckel—unless there's plenty more. What
a slimwit.)

Alone on the street, Sumner was elated. He stopped for a moment on
the steps and beamed seraphically at the squat stone buildings around
him. It was dark and the lux-globes on the corners were lit. Most of
the shops were closed, and there were only a few merchants in their
mushroom-colored longcoats striding down the avenue. Overhead the
skyfires were waving, their ghostly sheets of green and yellow muted
by the city lights.

A gap of five hours lay between him and his appointment with
Camboy, and he decided to spend two or three of them in a cozy
tavern. But as he stepped out onto the street he changed his mind. The
kiutl was still with him. Though the street appeared virtually empty,
his heightened senses picked out a crowd of churning minds that
ranged the length of the avenue.

None of the thoughts he felt around him were distinct, but he knew
they were there. He could hear their sibilant mumblings in the
shadows of narrow alleys and in the dark-ened doorways on both
sides of the street. Malefic, hissing whispers streamed through his
mind as he traipsed down the avenue. The darkness seemed to
heighten them, and soon he no longer pretended to be indifferent. He
scuttled from corner to corner, trying to stay in the pools of light.

You're acting like a drool-mouth,he told himself, want-ing to ease the
apprehension coiling tighter in his gut.It's the kiutl. Just pimps and
whores your mind's picking up. Nothing to wet your pants about. He
forced himself to slow down to an easy amble. About five blocks ahead
was a blaze of gold light. It was the center-city Mall and the northside
of the Berth. The area was always crowded with students and peo-ple
out for a good time. Two music halls, a theater, and a string of
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amusement stands circled the Mall. Gusts of laugh-ter and music
breezed down the street. The wind carried the aromas of barbecued
fish and fresh, steaming breads, and

Sumner forgot the mind-squabble in the shadows and quick-ened his
step again.

From out of a cloister of shadows to his right, a bulky man swerved.
He was half a block away and heading straight for him, arms swinging
wide at his side. Sumner flinched but wasn't sure what to do. He
didn't want to run wildly down the street, and there were no stores
open to slip into. The man wasn't carrying a weapon, and he wasn't
actually threat-ening him.

He had decided to stay calm and keep walking when a voice crackled
in his mind: (If that jiggle-belly squeals, I'll crack his head—I swear I'll
bust him open.)

Aow!Sumner pulled up. He turned to skip across the road, but it was
too late. The stranger was shuffling urgently toward him, leaning
close to the curb, ready to cut off his run.

Sumner dashed anyway, and the man lunged forward and caught him
by the shoulder. Sumner spun around and nearly fell to the pavement.
In the half-light from a lamp obelisk, he saw that the stranger had
broad shoulders, a square nose, thin lips crusted like a lizard, and
there, be-tween his flat eyes, the X-brand from a drone strap.

Sumner whined, backing off. He lurched into the street, his eyes fixed
on the angry features of the dorga. His legs were stiffening, and in a
moment he knew he was going to lose his nerve and freeze. The dorga
came at him, and Sumner wobbled backwards. A screech and a
squawling horn staggered him. A car yawing around the corner
slashed by, missing him by inches and cutting off the dorga's advance.

"Clot-heads!" the driver yelled, but Sumner barely heard him. He had
already pivoted and was scrambling down the street.

He raced toward the Mall until he was sure the dorga wasn't
following him; then he stopped to gather his strength. The sudden
rush of adrenaline sharpened the effect of the kiutl, and a distant roar
of voices swept over him. The chat-tering was loudest toward the
Mall, so he rounded a corner and slumped off into the shadows.

Sticking close to the walls, senses alert, he hurried from street to
street until he had made it to the courtyard where he was to meet
Camboy. His head was snapping with sounds, and though the night
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was warm he was shivering.

This part of town was truly deserted, and gradually the static in his
mind subsided. Feeling better, he climbed a series of fire ladders to
the roof of an adjacent warehouse. From there he could look out over
the city. To the south was the bay, splattered with the red and blue
lights of the fishing fleet. The waterfront was dark and peaceful. A
strohlkraft grumbled overhead. When its drone faded, another
nightmur-mur followed—a freight train clanking along the curve of
the bay, its boxcars empty, the bay lights winking through them. It
was a sleepy, melancholy scene, and he lay back on the cool stones to
rest. Above him the skyfires fluttered.

He was glad to be off the streets, glad to have gotten away from that
dorga. He understood then that the kiutl was affecting him more
profoundly than he had at first thought. Even now, as he lay face up,
his body heat leaking into the stones below him, he could feel its
strange chemistry in his blood. His heart was rattling and his leg
muscles jumping with more than just dread-energy.

After he closed his eyes and breathed deeply for a few minutes, his
muscles calmed down and a languid wonder composed him. His mind
was empty. The sky above him had a weight, a reality he had never
before experienced. It was holding him securely in place. And though
it was keeping his eyelids pressed tight, he was grateful for its
embrace.

Thoroughly at ease, he looked into the great space within himself and
confronted the clouded presences drifting there. A wafer of light
separated from the mistings and shimmered before him. It pulsed
with his breathing and slowly coalesced to a scene.

It was a gullied, packed-dirt alley with rust-streaked walls. At the far
end, under a boast of light, two men were struggling. It was a woeful
fight. One man was already on his knees, trying to protect his neck.
The other was slugging him viciously on the back of the head, again
and again. The kneeling man keeled over, and Sumner glimpsed a
wretched look on his face before the other man stooped over him and
started plundering his pockets. When he was done he rose and
turned, and a whine curled in Sumner's throat. It was the dorga he
had just escaped.

He struggled to wake, but his efforts only drew him closer to the
bigboned face. Helpless, he watched as the flat eyes and the dark,
cracked lips flecked with spit loomed closer. A spasm of fear
wrenched through him (Broke him open—damn chit-eater), and
suddenly he was seeing and hearing inside the dorga's head.
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(What've I got here?) He had crumpled bills, some change, and a few
personal trinkets in his hand. The bills and change he stuffed in his
pocket. The trinkets he gazed at, turning them over and over,
considering them like a lune. (What're these fart-cutters?) Lodge-key,
starter chip, dental floss dis-penser, and gold charm
engraved: Youwill live as long as you love—Estella.(Pig-eyed chit-
eater.) He threw away every-thing but the gold charm. (Wasn't worth
the trouble. Got to knock somebody else now. Gotz! I should've
slammed that fat boy coming out of Commerce. He'd a had something.
Eat like that, got to have something.)

Sumner's insides jumped when he saw his own fear-stretched face in
the dorga's mind. He snapped his eyes open. The smoky green
skyfires hung overhead. He was back in his body, his fear a hot wire in
his stomach. He still couldn't move. For a while he strained, trying to
coax his muscles into action, but it was hopeless. The whole weight of
the sky was on him. At last he submitted and just lay there staring up
through the pressure to where lights were unfold-ing and vanishing
across the blackness.

After his fear dissolved he felt dispirited, vacant as a bone. His flesh
was stitched to the cold stones underneath, and he had lost his
peripheral vision. The billowing colors were all he could see, and they
dazzled him. When he closed his eyes they were still there, vaulting
through the great space that was his mind:How open a man's mind is,
after all. A huge stadium. Wide open. Ready to be filled with
anything that drops into it.

Vertigo and fear seized him. Colors vapored, his center fell away
again, and he soared. Depthless silence surrounded him and
increased his apprehension.Get a hold! he bawled.Get a hold! The
burning sky was rushing through the cavern-ous space inside him,
and he clutched at random thoughts (if the sea wants you, lad),
images (a gullied, packed-dirt alley)—Anything! Get ahold of
anything! Honey-toned legs: longand slinky—it was the woman he
had seen on the train, the one with the shapely legs, muscles pliant,
not rippling with the vibrations of the car. At the moment their gazes
met he had flinched. Her eyes were gray as cement, cold as
news-print. Her life was private and sealed.

Then.

But now—now the whole lucid, vacuous sky was falling through him.
He was wide open.

Clarity. He exhaled softly. He was voided—vast and hollow as a
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cathedral. His dread subsided. The gentle compo-sure he had known
before was coming back, and with it came the face of the woman he
had seen on the train. It floated before him, pale and slender as a gas.
There was nothing private or sealed about it now.

He immediately recognized the indifference of her eyes as a defense.
With his present lucidity there was no trouble facing them or even
approaching and sliding past them. Be-hind the arched cheekbones
and the defiant curl of lips, she was light and soft, almost watery.

An irresistible anxiety nailed him when he realized that he wasn't just
imagining this. His mind had found this woman somewhere in the
city, and now he was inside her. He could hear the deep sound of her
blood—wump—wump-ump—um-wump—like the deep bass tocking of
a frog. Her thoughts were nebulous, a diffused sepia light swirling
sporadically into dark tide pools, blood-red, fierce.

Sumner couldn't tell what was happening to her at first.Is she
scared? Angry? He was disoriented until the beating of her heart
quickened to an unreal tempo. Then he heard it for what it was. Not
her heart at all but—the thump of a bed.Hau! She's rutting! A nerve-
shearing pang of orphaned lone-liness and rage stabbed him.Idon't
want to feel her rut, he cried to himself. Nonetheless, a hot weaseling
between his legs urged him to linger, and he had to struggle to pull
himself away. As he withdrew, her body climaxed, and a windburst of
feathered light and radiant petals surrounded him.

When he was himself again, the sky pressing down, fusing him to the
cool rock, his muscles were tightsewn, angry. He felt gnarled with
lust, shabby, smelling of sweat. An afterimage idled among the
mistings inside his eyelids: rounded shadows of buttocks and breasts,
glimpsed quickly as he had spun away.

Again he tried to get up, but he was held down, this time it seemed
not by the sky but by the jealous anger locked in his muscles. He kept
his eyes closed, uneasy about looking again into the furling skyfires.
And soon he was drifting, too irate to care where the telepathic drug
was taking him.

An animal face wheeled out of the darkness and stopped to confront
him. It was a wolf, its eyes crystal-bright, silver hairs radiating off its
muzzle, shifting with an animated lu-cency. The jewel eyes, too savage
to know fear, watched him, taut with purpose. The gaze was vast as
star-silence.

Transfixed by it, Sumner's anger shriveled. Immediately the sharp
lines of the wolf's face unknotted, became transpar-ent, and another
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face was revealed. It was his own. Seeing its beefy shape, the cheeks
paunched around the small, squat nose, the jaw slack, the eyes moist
and edgy, he recoiled and churned awake, sweat-soaked and
trembling.

With a whimper of surprise and relief he saw that he was sitting up.
The paralysis had passed. And though his muscles were heavy and
soft as wet sand and his insides were icy with fear, he was able to pull
himself to his feet. It was then that he sensed more time had passed
than he thought. The Goat Nebula was burning brightly in the west. In
a short while it would be midnight.

Sumner was grateful that he had been meticulous in his
preparations, for he was too hollowed out now to think. Everything he
needed was already positioned and tested. All that remained was
timing and, as usual, luck. A lot of luck.

After a few minutes of walking tight circles to limber his legs and
loosen the fisted muscles in his back, he clambered down the fire
ladders. The trickster-sack he had prepared was waiting in the
shadowed alcove where he had left it. The sack was burlap and bulky,
as if it did contain fifteen pounds of kiutl. He lugged it across the
courtyard, staying close to the chain-link fence. The kiutl had thinned
out of his blood. The dense shadows draping the buildings around
him were empty of inner voices, but he knew that he was being
watched. The presence of other people was palpable as blood. In the
center of the courtyard, the fence had a gate that he had jimmied
hours before. He checked the lock to be certain it would open, and
then he turned to face the street.

There were some fugitive movements in a splash of shadows a
hundred meters away. Then stillness. He kept his eyes slack, looking
for any movement. Veils of light from spotlights at either end of the
fence illuminated the whole courtyard. Even the roofs were visible,
and he kept a good eye on them in case sniping was to be part of the
game.

Abruptly the shadows came alive. A pack of angry dogs charged
across the court. Close behind them were five men in hoods. Sumner
was surprised by the dogs, and he barely had enough time to get
through the gate and pull his cumber-some sack after him. On the
other side, he looped the chain through and locked the gate as the
dogs snapped wildly at his fingers. Done, he plodded off with the sack
in his arms.

At the fence the hoods mumbled curses and pulled out guns. When
they fired there was no noise. Metal clattered at his heels, and then a
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barb of pain twisted in his shoulder. He reached back and tore loose a
dart. A watery white liquid was oozing out of it.Poison? he was
wondering when another dart slammed into him. He yanked it from
his buttock quickly, before all the toxin could be injected. For once he
was grateful to be bulky.They've got to get a lot of that sap in me
before I go down.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw that all five hoods were scaling
the fence. He kept one eye on them and one on the manhole a few
meters away. He had uncovered it earlier, and now he prayed his
timing would be right. The sack was more clumsy than he had
expected, and he had to let it go early. By the time he squeezed
through the manhole and dropped into the fetid atmosphere of the
sewer, one of the hoods was over the fence and scrambling toward
him.

He fumbled with the protective cloth he had thrown over the circuit
breaker and threw the switch. There were no screams, just the clatter
of shoes as the one hood who had made it over ran up to the manhole.
Sumner splashed into the darkness, groping for the penlight he had
brought along. He got it out and flicked it on in time to see the fork in
the conduit.

Behind him the hood had splashed into the duct and was kicking
through the water, the glint of a knife in his hand. At the fork Sumner
stopped running and bent down, his light stabbing left and right. He
had left a canister near here hours ago, but the wash of sludge at his
knees was stronger now than before. The canister had been knocked
over. He sloshed the slimy water until his fingers closed on a slick
metal handle. As he lifted it out, he broke the cork seal and let the
gasoline gush into the running stream.

The hood was closing in on the fork in the conduit when he smelled
the fuel. Without waiting for Sumner to ignite it, he scurried back the
way he had come.

Sumner rushed deeper into the duct. Farther on he found the exit
manhole he had prepared. Whatever the stun-ner darts had hit him
with was beginning to work. He was feeling drowsy and nauseous.
Still he had enough strength to haul himself out of the sewer.

He came out at the far end of the courtyard and could see the chain-
link fence. Four bodies were hanging on it. Below them a shower of
sparks was dropping off the gate hinges where the metal resistance
varied. The dogs were moving in slow circles, whining forlornly.

All the streetlamps and warehouse lights were out. The whole area
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was dark except for the flashings at the fence. Even so, Sumner was
able to spot the one hood who had chased him. He had gone back up
the manhole and retrieved the sack Sumner had left behind. He had
thrown it over his shoulder and was huddling across the courtyard to
a narrow gate. In a few moments, the lock clacked open, and he was
through.

Sumner grinned evilly. The sack contained fifteen pounds of
explosives wrapped in a thin sheet of kiutl leaves. It was rigged to
explode when it was opened.

After the hood was gone, Sumner walked slowly over to the fence and
stared at the bodies. Three of them were draped over the top and one
was dangling by a leg. All of them were smoking. A nauseating odor of
burnt cloth and flesh roiled around them. Where metal buttons or
zippers touched the fence, sparks were sporadically shooting out and
pattering to the ground.

Sumner took the can of spraypaint from where he had hidden it in a
corner of the court. With a sweeping, inspired arm, he scrawled on
the asphalt: SUGARAT.

He turned and swayed across the yard to a back gate that he had left
open. His car was parked a few blocks away. After napping a couple of
hours to wear down the dart-toxin, he was ready for the Tour.

The next day he tuned his scansule into the current-events station.
There was a weather report, a catalogue of ships that had arrived
during the night, an account of an unexplained blackout in the
business district, and a report of an explosion that had gutted the
offices of Camboy Shipping. Mr. Camboy and two unidentified
persons had been killed in the blast.

Teeth Dreams

Sumner stretched contentedly, savoring a straight run of clean road.
The last time he had looked, there had been a flowing stream
alongside him, cutting grooves, scoops, and potholes in the rock. But
while he had been immersed in his memories it had thinned to a rill,
then a trickle, then flat land cracked and shrunken in the sun.

Spires and arcs of windeaten stone blazed an electric green beneath
the strong sun, and large cloudshadows mi-grated over the desert
floor. In the inflamed distance, far to the northwest, an isolated storm
raged over the Flats: It was a mass of purple clouds, veined with
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lightning, trawling cur-tains of rain.

The sway of the terrain was a drowse, and he didn't see the stranger
standing in the road until he was less than a hundred meters away.
The figure stood motionless in a callig-raphy of shadows. All Sumner
could see of him was a serape of wild harlequin colors and a beat-up
brown leather hat with its wide brim set low over his face. Sumner
decided not to stop. There was something belligerent about the way he
wore his hat and the way he was standing, feet wide apart, hands
hidden beneath the serape,A convoy pirate! Sumner thought. He
floored the accelerator and bent low over the wheel.

Suddenly a whine highpitched from the rear of the car, and the
console lights went out. Sumner pumped the acceler-ator furiously.
He yanked the starter chip out and slammed it back in. He pounded
on the steering wheel and kicked the console, but all in vain. The car
slowed down remorselessly, gliding gently over the road. It came to a
stop exactly where the stranger stood.

Wog!

Sumner groped for the tire iron under his seat, but before he could
heft it the stranger's hands appeared from under the serape. He was
holding a short silver-gold sword with a thin curved blade. Adroitly he
twirled it from hand to hand.

He stepped to the side so that Sumner had a clear view through his
open window. Then he took an orange from beneath his serape and
rolled it into the air. With a blurred flourish, his thin sword
crisscrossed the fruit, and juice sparked in the sunlight. The stranger
snapped the sword back into its scabbard, letting the still-whole
orange drop into his palm.

He walked over to Sumner and offered him the fruit. Sumner wiped
his sweat-runneled face on his sleeve and reached out to accept it. The
orange opened like a blossom in his hand.

He looked up at the man to search out his face, a squelchy pain
twisting his bowels. He was a big mongrel with the feral air of a dorga
renegade. His skin was dark and taut, minutely etched with fine,
nervelike wrinkles at the corners of his mouth and eyes. Both his ears
were bone-pierced, and his natty hair twisted out from beneath the
brim of his hat in spikes and loops. His good left eye was meat-colored
and curiously slanted. The empty socket of his right eye was fitted
with a shard of mirror, a luminous hole in a rippled, glossy scar that
flared from his scalp to the corner of his mouth.
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"I'm Nefandi," he said in accented Massel. His voice was coarse as his
face, but there was a humorous glint in his one eye. He reached out
quickly and grabbed Sumner by the ears. Sumner tried to pull away,
but Nefandi had a firm hold. He squeezed the boy's ears as he brought
his eye up close. Sumner tried not to flinch as the dark features
pressed near enough for him to see jaundiced smoke in the one eye. A
balmy mix of sweat and some musky fragrance like champaca misted
around him. Abruptly Nefandi let him go and helped himself to a
wedge of the orange in Sumner's hand.

Sumner tried to gather his wits, but the squelchy feeling in his bowels
had become an urgent cramp. "I'm Sumner Kagan. I—"

"Pleased," Nefandi acknowledged, taking another piece of orange. He
grinned crazily, his mouth stuffed with fruit.

Sumner squeezed his thighs together to suppress a diar-rheic shiver.
"My car_"

"Small machine to drag this far into the desert. Where you going?"

"Uh, nowhere right now. It stalled on me." Sumner clenched his
whole body to keep from soiling himself. "I have to dump," he said
meekly.

"Go ahead, radoo. You might as well be at ease."

Nefandi opened the car door and pulled Sumner by an ear. "Right
this way, tud. Haul it out." His hands playfully squeezed Sumner's
shoulders, arms, and belly as he guided him from the car.

Outside, Sumner scurried off between two talons of green rock,
tugged his pants down, and squatted. Nefandi watched him for a
moment and then looked around warily. His hand was beneath his
serape, clutching the haft of his sword. He wondered if he should kill
the fat boy. His eyes filtered the sky along the horizon. It was empty,
and his hand relaxed.There's still time, he told himself.

His right eye—the mirrored one—was fitted with a sensex that could
scan the full electromagnetic spectrum. To the southeast he had seen
several infrared spots. Those would be strohlkraft—and that would
explain the weak radio noise from there.

He swept the horizon again, slower, with the sensex open to the
biospectral range. East, there was an orange haze from the plantlife
outside the Flats. North and west, there was nothing, just the lifeless
stretches of Rigalu Flats. The green terrain looked gray in the sensex.

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The only bioresponse was a faint pink efflorescence low in the sky
from the interac-tion of airborne bacteria.

He looked west again. Static prickled over his cheek and brow as he
strained the sensex to its limits. He was looking for psynergy, the
lifeforce. A dim blue energy glowed for an instant over the gray waste.
It was about forty kilometers away. Perhaps it was the voor-child he
had been sent to destroy.

Since he had been dropped into Rigalu Flats, he had been sensing a
strong psynergy in the area. He felt it as a furtive muscular sensation,
definitely biospectral in nature, but until now he hadn't been able to
see it or accurately assess its proximity.

Biospectral energy, psynergy or kha, as the voors called it, permeated
everything. That was how he had first spotted Sumner—a scarlet
pinpoint in the distance. When the car was in sight he had known by
its shimmering luster that it wasn't going to slow down. So he stalled
its engine with the field-inducer in the haft of his sword.

Was it worth it?he wondered, knowing that every time he used the
inducer he revealed his exact location to every timeloose distort in the
desert.

He allowed himself a moment to clear his mind. Clarity, he knew, was
his only hope of finding the voor he was stalking. After two days of
circling through this ghost city he was nerve-weary and dreamy, and
he gazed down into the dust patina of his boots, hoping to drain his
mind.

Nefandi was an artificial man, designed and bioengineered by the eo,
a powerful technocracy four thousand kilometers to the north. There,
a dreamworld had intrigued into reality—a world without distorts,
dissatisfactions, or death. It was an outpost of a cosmic empire vaster
than human thought, where the starkest pleasures were open to
everyone. Nefandi's fa-vorite rapture was coobla, a drugless midbrain
stimulator that cramped him with bliss.

Psyfactored by his creators to emphasize pleasure over individuation,
Nefandi had known the immense ravishment of coobla countless
times and was always irreplete without it. He was a total product of
his society. His body had been grown by the eo in the id forest outside
the biotectured city of Cleyre to serve as an ort, a handservant. He
remembered nothing of his time as an ort, for only his body had
existed then. Centuries later, after those whom he had been created to
serve no longer needed him, the eo allowed his mind to emerge. He
lived free for a time while the eo watched to see what he would be
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useful for. He could have traveled and explored the world that had
created him. He could have devoted himself to the immense culture
around him and expanded his awareness and his social value. But his
psy-factoring was stronger than his free will, and he gave himself over
to coobla, the beatitude of nervelocked joy.

A lifetime of unmitigated delight slunk by before his common
resources were spent and the eo took the coobla from him. To return
to his ecstasy trance he needed a bene-factor, someone who had a use
for him and who could pay with coobla. And that was why he served
the godmind called the Delph.

The Delph at one time had been the strongest being on the planet. A
century before Nefandi was created, the Delph had a span of will huge
as the earth. He was the gateway to the multiverse, and the contours
of the manifested world were the shape of his whim. This was so
because the Delph had been able to receive and conduct the subtle
psynergy radiating from the galactic core. But the psynergy he relied
on was directional and shifting. As starpatterns changed, the galactic
psynergy slimmed, and the Delph had become again no more than a
man. He was still the Delph in title, and he souled a technology
unmatched anywhere on the planet, yet his only real power was his
mystery.

To protect himself against godminds with other sources of power
until his own starchanneled psynergy returned, he shaped Nefandi
into a killer. For many years now, Nefandi had been fulfilling the
Delph's will by stalking timeloose distorts, rogue eo, and voors whose
psychic reach fringed on godmind. At the completion of each kill he
returned to Cleyre or Nanda or Reynii and was allowed to lose himself
again in coobla for a few years.

That was Nefandi's story: pleasure as fetish. And why not? he often
pondered. Who was he anyway?—a motherless, fatherless ort.
Consciousness was delirium, he had come to believe, and sometimes
he frenzied himself wondering if he was whole or if his soul was just
hunger.Useless to ponder. Destiny is too huge to be held by any one
mind.

Thoughts and hunger thinned away from Nefandi as he relaxed
himself, and he sensed once more a strong, steady pulse of kha
somewhere to the west. He looked about, but there was nothing to
see.

Kha sometimes was elusive, especially in the blue re-gions. The
shorter the wavelength, the more advanced the intelligence behind it.
Usually. The sun in the biospectral range looked dazzlingly blue. Kiutl
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plants and harpy eagles were also blue. So were voors.

Humans glowed with a shifting yellow-green. Which is why he finally
decided not to kill the fat boy. Sumner's kha was sunburst gold.His
soma's strong and unmarred, Nefandi could see as Sumner pulled his
pants over his broad, quaver-ing buttocks.Senseless to destroy such a
rare creature.

When he had first grabbed Sumner's ears, he had felt the pulse in his
throat and fingered the glands there. The boy had a strong heart, and
though he was overweight, it was a layered obesity. The adipose tissue
cells had not yet begun to break the fascial symmetry of his body. So it
was clear that it was a neurotic and not a biological problem. Helping
him out of the car, Nefandi had probed a few neural ganglia and had
tried to release some of the somatic tension locked in the surrounding
muscles. It was useless. Beneath the fat, the boy was tight as brick.

As he cinched his pants, Sumner thought of bolting, but the idea was
zaned. He would never survive the walk back to McClure. He would be
easy prey for the hind rats and the poison lizards, and that thought
urged him back to the car.

Nefandi was eating the orange that Sumner had left on the console.
He spoke around the fruit: "I want you to take me to your voors."

Sumner stiffened, and the breath of a lie snagged in his throat:
Nefandi was fingering the Eye of Lami that had been dangling inside
his car, the sun flashing like wisdom in his mirror-eye.

"The car's bust," Sumner mumbled.

Nefandi grinned, and one hand slipped beneath his serape. The car
jumped to a start.

Sumner's heart shook. "Who are you?"

"There's a lot to tell. Get in the car."

Sumner stooped in and squeezed behind the steering wheel. Nefandi
threw his hat in the back and eased into the passenger seat. He leaned
close to Sumner, and his breath was hot and dark: "Tell me everything

about the voors."

Sumner shrugged and stepped on the accelerator. "They're just some
friends I have down the road."

"Voors are never friends."
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Sumner flinched at the animosity in Nefandi's voice.

"Voors look after themselves." Nefandi finished the or-ange and
hurled the skin out the window. "They're a brood. That's what they
call themselves. Not tribe or family. A brood."

His voice was sharp, and Sumner tried to change the subject. "How'd
you get out here?"

"It wouldn't mean a croc to you." Nefandi spit a seed out the window.
"Tell me about the voors."

"A woman and her boy," Sumner muttered. "Jeanlu and Corby. She
makes charms."

"And the boy? Is he timeloose?"
Sumner frowned ignorantly.

"Does the child have deep mind?" Nefandi pressed. "Does he have
powers?"

Sumner shrugged, and the one-eyed man punched him in the ear.
"Tell me!" The car swayed, and Nefandi put one hand on the wheel
and the other on Sumner's throat. "And don't lie."

Sumner gagged a stiff breath and rasped: "Corby's strong."
Nefandi released him and sat back, a shade of satisfaction in his eye.

Shame congested Sumner's breathing, and his vision darkened. He
debated taking advantage of what little power he had. One sudden
swerve at the right moment and both of them would pass Beyond
quickly. Would that be better? He faced Nefandi and saw himself in
the mirror-eye. He was surprised to see that there was no fear in his
reflection. The bright beads that were his eyes gazed tonelessly above
his chubby cheeks. He was pleased with himself, for he knew that this
man might kill him.

Nefandi took out a cheroot and lit it. The sharp, mousy odor of the
car and of the boy was nauseating even with the windows open. It
made it harder to believe that such a unique kha belonged to this
corpulent creature.Radiant gold, he marveled.No doubt he has a
white card.

"You fathered Corby, didn't you?" he asked, and the boy's tight
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silence was his answer. He watched the rolls of fat in Sumner's legs
and hips jiggling with the vibrations of the car.All hunger and fear.
"Why're you going back?"

"I need zords."

"You mean kiutl and brood jewels." He turned his face into the
windowdraft for a drag of fresh air. The road arced out of the Flats,
and they passed a draw whose canyon walls were shimmering with
cottonwood, tamarisk, and willow. Then they were riding into the
green ruins again, and he pulled his head back in.

"I'm a voor-killer, tud. Corby may be the one I'm look-ing for."
Nefandi took a long draw on his cheroot and let the smoke snake
through his nostrils. "I'm telling you this be-cause you may have to
help me. And if you balk, I'll kill you."

Sumner's knuckles blanched on the steering wheel. "Who are you?"

"I've been sent here by the Delph, an old Power—thesame Power
which first shaped the Masseb6th Protectorate.We watch over what's
left of humanity and keep the voors and distorts from
overpopulating.”" He tongued a smoke ring. “If you cooperate with me,
I'll reward you well."

The terror slackened to fear in Sumner, and he seemed to sink into
his seat. "What can I do?"

"For now, just drive."

Nefandi hung his head out of the window again, and Sumner relaxed
his grip on the wheel. He fetched about for a casual comment and
settled for a question to fill the silence: "Can you tell me what all this
is?"

Nefandi leaned out of the draft. "What?"

"Rigalu Flats. What is it?"

"An ancient city, nuh?"

"But why's it green? And why's it glow?"

Nefandi worked the cheroot to the corner of his mouth. "The green
comes from salts and halides like plutonium oxychloride and sodium

and ammonium diuranates. The night glow is solar-excited zinc
sulfide. And the rigidity and aridity are a result of the subquantal
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displacement of the hot waste that was spewed all over here."
Sumner's look was blank as an egg.

"Rigalu Flats was a kro city once," Nefandi went on. "One of the
largest on the continent. But the quakes and the raga storms leveled it
overnight. The nuclear reactors, and there were lots of them, were
just so much cardboard in the wind."

"Reactors?"

"Power stations. The Masseboth have outlawed them.The kro used
radioactive material just to heat water to run turbines. Small-
visioned, no? This whole area was hot." He flicked ash into the mess
at his feet. "And it would have stayed hot for tens of thousands of
years."

Sumner grunted. "That was stupid. Who cleaned it up?"

"The Delph before he was fully developed. This was the best he could
do at the time."

"Tell me about the people who lived here."

"The kro were like the Massebo6th. Like all people.”" He bit down on
his cheroot and spoke through his teeth. "A hot fuse of ambitions and
ideas burning from generation to gener-ation. Victims of memory."

"But who were they?"

Nefandi took out his cheroot and studied the glowing end. "They liked
football." He nudged the cold ash to the floor. "Of course, there was
more time for amusement in those days. Distorts were rare, and there
were no voors at all. North was south for the kro—" Nefandi broke off.
The road had swung out of the Flats a little ways back. Now they were
winding past isolate pinyon and solitary junipers in a haunted
landscape of sandstone knobs, domes, turrets, and coves.

Sumner followed Nefandi's gaze, and then he saw it too. Behind a
loose wall of scrag was a hefty pangolin. It was eyeing them
pugnaciously, pawing the ground and snorting.

"Moody beast," Nefandi whispered. "This must be its backyard."

Sumner slowed down and began to pull to the side.

"No," Nefandi warned. "It's going to attack whether we stand still or
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move. Hold to the middle of the road. There's less chance of breaking
an axle. And don't slow down."

Sumner was going to object, but that instant the short sword seemed
to fly to Nefandi's hand. Sumner leaned for-ward and gripped the
wheel with all his strength.

When they passed the pangolin, it lunged at them across the highway.
Sumner wanted to speed up, but the road was particularly broken
down along this stretch, and he knew he would lose control if he went
too fast. His head whipped back and forth as he tried to watch both
the road and the pangolin.

"Just drive," Nefandi ordered. "Keep your speed steady. And when I
tell you, brake hard."

The pangolin galloped up to the driver's side, dipped its head, and
charged.

"Now!" Nefandi cried, but Sumner was afraid to slow down. He
floored the accelerator—too late. The tough bottle-nose rammed into
the door. Sumner fought the steering wheel as the car swerved
violently toward an escarpment. His right fender squealed against the
rocks, then pulled away. But before he could get control of the car the
pangolin, its brass-red scales rippling with its run, charged again.
With an explosive screech the fender tore away and went winging out
of sight. Sumner pulled hard on the wheel. The car swayed
sickeningly and eased back to the middle of the road.

"Do what I say!" Nefandi barked. "Hold it steady—steady!"

The pangolin rumbled alongside and dipped its head for another
charge. "Brake!"

The wheels whined, and the car jolted to a stop and stalled. Nefandi
was pushed up against the windshield, and he saw the pangolin first.
It had glanced off the front of the car and was doubling back to charge
again. "Get this shoebox moving!"

Sumner was frantic. His hands fumbled with the starter chip. Twice
the engine misfired; then, as the pangolin was swinging toward them,
the car bolted off. The ram-nose caught the rear fender, and the car
swivelled to one side, then righted itself.

Sumner thought he could feel the beast's charge through the seat of
his pants, but Nefandi urged him not to go too fast. The pangolin came
up on the passenger side, and Sum-ner waited anxiously for Nefandi's
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cue to brake. He didn't want to look. He heard the creature's heavy
grunting, and the dust kicked up by its clawed hooves hazed around
him, and that was enough. He locked his eyes on the road and keyed
himself for Nefandi's order. The order never came. The pangolin bent
forward for the ram, and Nefandi's arm lashed out through the
window. The flat of the sword slapped the beast's eye, and it collapsed
in an explosion of dust.

"Relax," Nefandi said, his sword vanishing again under the serape.
Sumner pried his hands off the wheel and glanced back. The pangolin
had rolled to its feet and was shrugging itself off, watching after them
glumly.

"Mutra, that was close," Sumner said, his voice cracking.

Nefandi took out another cheroot. As he lit it Sumner noticed how
steady his hands were, and he gnawed his lower lip jealously.

Nefandi took a moment to gather his thoughts. He was grateful that
he hadn't had to activate the sword. Surprise was an essential element
in stalking voors. But the boy's fear had almost cost him. The
crumbling road was dipping back into the Flats. A four-winged
dragonfly tapped against the door, then pulled up and vanished as the
green sand hissed beneath the tires.

"You've got to learn to be steady-fingered, tud."

Sumner nodded, wiping the sweat off his face with his sleeve. He
glanced over his shoulder to be sure the pangolin wasn't following.

"I said 'learn’'. I hope you noticed." He took a few puffs on the cheroot
and then wedged it into the console so that its smoke coiled between
them. "It's natural to be scared when you're threatened. You've got to
teach yourself to be calm. The secret is separating the facts from the
teeth dreams."

Sumner pursed his lips and flicked a questioning look at him.

"You know what I mean," Nefandi said, his voice like jagged metal.
"Static thoughts. Nervous fantasies. Nightmare-gnashed molars.
Teeth dreams."

"I know," Sumner said cautiously.

"You're tripping over your own shadow. Relax."

Sumner bobbed his head. He wanted very much to change the
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subject. "This Power that cleaned up Rigalu Flats— the Delph. What
created it?"

Nefandi didn't respond. He gazed out the window, suck-ing
meditatively on his cheroot. Sumner sensed that their conversation
was over, and he gnawed his lip and turned his stare toward the
plated curves of the road. Ahead, vision doubled in the heat scheming
over the rocks.

To their left, dunes of chrome-green sand sloped around sleek,
storm-polished arches. On the right, two hundred meters of chalk
rock leaned over them. Spangles of fire grass, cane, and salt cedar
covered the skull-rocks.

The turn-off appeared from around a tight bend. Sumner wheeled
into it, swung the car into an alcove of big-boled trees and killed the
engine. The scene beyond the trees was nightmared. The adobe
cottage with the coral swayback roof was barely recognizable behind
veils of dodder and vetch that had swarmed over its walls. The
bottoms of the flower troughs beneath the windows had fallen out,
dried mud clotted the cedar steps, and the roof was tattered, missing
most of its tiles. The crater pool and the blue-roofed hut couldn't be
seen through the miasmic vapors that were steaming softly out of the
ground at the side of the cottage. Sumner's heart sank.

But Nefandi was excited. Fear and eagerness competed in him as he
opened the car door. The muscular sensation that had been haunting
him for days lay all around him. There were definitely voors nearby,
and he clutched his sword as he stepped out. Man-high grass, crackled
and yel-low, swayed over what was once a garden. The white sand
beds in front of the cottage were banked against the walls and littered
with dead leaves.

In the shade, he noticed, the land was not dried out but was black and
glistening. He looked at the ground around him and saw that it wasn't
mud that was catching the light but glossy black worms. Patches of
them were everywhere, crawling and writhing in the shadows. A
movement made him look up. It was smoke—no, it was a breeze of
flies swarming out of the trees and swooping toward him.

His hand under the serape quickly twisted the hilt of his sword. The
weak field that came on around him deflected the swarm, but a few of
the more savage flies got through and stung his flesh. He killed one of
them. It was long and sick green with huge mouth-parts and red eyes.

The fear in him overcame his eagerness, and he looked around
carefully. Queer fungi sprouted on all the trees, and an iridescent
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sheen glazed many of the limbs and trunks. The yellow-brown vapors
billowing out of the earth near the cot-tage were blowing away, but
nauseating whiffs still reached them. A rushing wind brought with it a
pall that smelled like vomit and a sound of clothes flapping on a line.

A darktime hovel,he thought, scanning with the sensex. Two
transparent beings passed slowly over the cottage. They were so close
that he could see their clear-spiked combs and the cilia rippling along
the hems of their bodies. Among the cilia, he spotted two pendulous
sacs studded with quills.

Raels'he cried, almost aloud.What the rauk are raels doing this far
south?

The raels drifted away from him, and he overrode the impulse he had
felt to dive back into the car. Raels were a lifeform created centuries
ago by the eo to protect their first settlements. They had been
designed to carry nematodarts. The darts were small and thin, but
they could be fired across a long distance, and they pumped a
neurotoxin that was instantly lethal.

Nefandi continued to watch the raels as he looked around. He
couldn't believe that voors were living like this. He had always known
them to be meticulous about what was theirs except in old age, when
they withdrew into their darktime and lost power. But if the algid
psynergy rippling over his skin was to be trusted, this was not a place
of old voors.

Scanning the yard and the cottage with his sensex, Nefandi detected
no blue biospectral energy, just an orange glimmer-ing from the
plant-life. He was perplexed. His tingling flesh told him there were at
least six or seven voors ahead of him, but none of them were leaking
kha.That's impossible, he told himself, tempering his fear.

"Mutra!" It was Sumner. He was just crawling out of the car and had
stopped in the door.

Nefandi followed his gaze into the sky and stiffened. One of the raels
was directly overhead, glistening among the trees—a gelatinous
shape, big as a man. It was formlessly intricate: a mass of clear jelly-
ruffles rippling in the sunlight. The wind shifted, and it turned,
vanishing into its transparency.

"What wasthat ?" Sumner cried. For just an instant, he thought he
had seen a bloodspot netted by a fine blue tracery inside a bulbous,
frilled thing.
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"Don't know," Nefandi lied, watching it and its compan-ion in his
sensex as they circled the cottage.That rael was close enough to kill
me, he realized.Stay alert!

But there were too many uncertainties to assess at once. Whywasn't
he dead? The raels and the eo had been opposed to the Delph's
autocracy since the godmind's power had begun to diminish. What
were those raels doing here if not hunting him? Where were the voors
he felt but couldn't see? All his senses screamed danger, and he had to
stare deep into the sky's nothingness to calm himself.

Sumner tagged along behind Nefandi as he approached the cottage.
For some reason the flies weren't bothering Nefandi, and he stuck
close. The reek of dead things and the vapors rising from the earth set
his teeth on edge. He wanted desperately to get away. His heart was
pounding, and the flies and the blue and green fungi clumped big as
quartz crystals on the tree trunks made his dread even more acute.

At the cottage Sumner saw that the door was shut. It was slashed with
a large patch of gloss, as if a giant slug had slimed across it. He was
relieved when Nefandi didn't try to enter. The windows were
splattered with mud and dust, closing off the interior. Flies whined
around them, and the sound of laundry thrashing in the wind grew
louder and then receded.

Sumner searched about for anything that had retained its
naturalness. But the whole yard was languishing with decay: All the
tree barks were puffed and graying, the sod around them sagging
away into cracked dirt. Even the grass was crazed with nodules of blue
fungus or shining with slime and worms.

"Let's go to the other side." Nefandi's voice startled Sumner. It
sounded low and gentle, almost surprised. There seemed, perhaps, to
be a hint of fear in it. Sumner hesitated, but the flies clouded over him
as Nefandi moved away. Waving his hands about his head, he scurried
after him.

Behind the cottage, under the tamarind trees that ringed the crater
pool, Corby sat naked in the tall grass. The mud of the pool-rim, shiny
and black as frogskin, mottled his body. He sat with his legs crossed,
his eyes half closed. The earth around him was dark with the sinking
of things: rumpled, decayed weeds, the purple droppings of some
birds, a narrow trail where a snake had slithered. A tiny flower hung
like a flame against the dark mulch, its red petals tilted and tattered
by the wind.

Corby's whole mind was on it. He was trying to shut out the sickness,
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the alternating waves of fear and lassitude. One moment he had been
slumped out in the mud, trembling with grief because his mother was
dead and his house was in darktime. The next, he was sitting up,
bewildered by his anguish. Wasn't he a voor? Hadn't he been shaped
out of light, time and time again, on countless worlds? How many
mothers and children and lovers had he known and lost? Nothing
could change that. And nothing could keep what he was now from
dissolving into the future.

His reasoning eased him into a mindless languor. But it would last
only a few minutes. Then the fear of going on alone would build up in
him again. To break out of it, he centered himself wholly on this
flower beside his leg. Grad-ually his vision wavered and thinned as
the tensions inside him slackened. The wind shifted, and the laundry
on a line strung between the trees stopped fluttering. A dead calm
settled for a moment over the pool. Somnolent odors of wet stone and
still water thickened, but he didn't notice. His awareness was fixed on
the flower.

Soon nothing was left of him but a skein of energy wound about the
thread-stem and its petals. Inside, he was alone, the sunlight singing
softly, the warmth flowing through him. His querulous mind was
quiet, dazzled by the drone of the plant-life, fibers grained with
sunlight.

Deeper, another, quieter self blinked into awareness. It was the
mage, the timeless part of him, the nomad spirit that remembered
many bodies, many worlds. Now that the mind was fixed, furled deep
into the tiny plant, kha opened into its own world: a vast granular
mindarkness seething with life energies.

In that bright darkness, Corby lingered. From here he could move
into any reality. He looked about. A blood chill was blowing out from
a corner of the darkness where the unspirited voor dead endlessly
relived their lives as the brood soul. He recognized an area where the
darkness was inky thick. That was the cellular core of his life, the
route into the body. But he didn't want to drop into that swamp. He
had fixed his mind on the flower to escape his sickness. A descent into
the slow-burn of the body, with its bog of cells and its muscular
energy, would just start his thoughts turning again. And he couldn't
subject himself to the waves of rootless desires, deathsmells, and
garbled memories that surged out of the darkness of the voor dead.

Instead, he waited—his mind coiled into the flower, his kha aware but
still. As long as he could keep himself poised like this, conscious but
not acting, he was himself—his trueself. Neither a howlie nor a voor.
It was a delicate state of being, easily lost. But for the brief moment
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that it lasted, he was able to see himself for what he was: pure
sentience, exultant, measureless. It was his body—whatever form it
might have—and the patterns of energy sparking through his body
that limited his awareness. Only now, for just this instant, was he
free. No thoughts. No sensations. Just sen-tience, lucid and solitary as
space.

Corby relished his freedom until his kha began to stir. It was restless.
It wanted to shapeshift through his memories or shadowshoot with
the thoughts in other people's brains. But he restrained it a while
longer. The tension between his human neurology and his voor
consciousness was exhilarat-ing. A moment ago the same difference
had been an anguish. Now at least the two parts of him were easier to
control. He could amuse his mind with the lifespark of the flower,
while his kha went on a tour of remembered worlds. Which life would
it be this time?

He projected backwards through his deepest memories. Soon he
found what he was seeking, and he willed his kha to an ancestral
world where only a handful of voors were strong enough to go.

The world was called Unchala. It was the oldest voor memory. So old
that only those with extraordinary kha could summon it up. Those
who could returned often, for the beauty of the place was consuming.
Experiencing it, even once, left strong, nameless desires that took
months to quell.

The sky of Unchala, as he remembered it, was a cascade of stellar
energy: pearled light, glassy and shifting. The first ancestral voors
lived on that energy, absorbing it like plants, feeling it like music. The
long outward curve of actinic en-ergy sifted through them and created
a perception full of distance, flow, and color. Silence unfurled and
stretched into gulfs of streaming light. Hues, shadings, blends,
followed. Voor sentience, as it evolved on Unchala, was continually
opening up, becoming aware of wider ranges of possibility. There was
music in the starlight, thinning out with distance, melling with other
energies in a liquid sound: the gentle, faraway songs of other galaxies.
And there was orgasm, flares, starbursts of sensation, as Unchala
swung around to face its unique sun.

But no— Corby didn't want to remember daytime on Unchala. Such
memories were deliriously intense, draining. Far better to stay with
the night, where energies were sepa-rable and tight with shape.

Night on Unchala was a contemplative time. Voor aware-ness
expanded and deepened, listening with all its scope for the faint and
lonely rim songs, or feeling far into the narrow starlanes for the
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looser, wilder forces pulling the universe apart. Yet, the more the first
voors strained, the deeper the distances plunged. There was no
boundary to perception—it widened beyond grasp, beyond all the
images and sensations of the voor experience. And it possessed the
voors with awe and an indomitable serenity. The universe was
infinite, a multiverse, its form the shape of constant change.

Seeing the universe in that way, limits were gone and everything was
possible. In time, the voors evolved beyond time. When Unchala's
orbit eventually decayed and the planet fell into the collapsar that was
its sun, the voors had evolved to the point where they could leave
their physical forms behind. Disembodied, the voor awareness
merged with the radiation that was streaming into the black hole, and
they became the longest traveling light that shines through the
multiverse—psynergy itself. That flow of radiation which car-ried
their psynergy-patterns across infinity, they called 1z.

Something snapped, and Corby was yanked out of his reverie. The
wind strode in from over the water and loomed through the high
grass. The flower he had been focused on was pressed into the
shadows. The plant-drone dimmed, and his mind reeled back into
himself.

The shadows were the same. Only an instant had passed. He rubbed
his face with his hands and stretched. His anxiety was gone. The few
moments he had spent in 1z living his past had eased him.

Settling into his new calm, he was amazed as always by the
regenerative powers of his kha. He wondered if he would ever be able
to merge it with his mind so that he could know many of the things
that now he could only feel. What would it be like if he could translate
his memories into human sensory images?

He lay back in the cool mud and looked up at a nickel-gray plateau of
clouds. From what he remembered of his past, he contemplated how
his howlie senses would perceive his ancestral homeworld.

Nothing much was to be seen in that corner of the universe.
Unchala's galaxy had been old a billion years before the planet
formed. All the neighboring stars had fallen in on themselves long
ago. The sky, night and day, would be black to howlie eyes. Four or
five distant white dwarfs were all that burned against a dense wall of
hydrogen clouds—a husk of stellar gas thrown off during the galaxy's
death throes.

The most spectacular sight would be Unchala's sun. Seeing it from a
distance, it would certainly look puzzling: two fountains of rainbow
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energy shooting in opposite directions. Bridging the blind gap
between them were incandescent arcs of plasma dropping away from
the main jets. The two torrents of light blazed like auroras: a smoky
red at the sides where the plasma streams shot out and fell back, and
an iridescent blue-green, ice-bright, along the central currents pulling
away from each other. It looked like a misshaped binary, but it was
actually a single star.

The blackness between the sprays of light was the col-lapsed body of
the star. Once, a hundred million years before there was life on
Unchala, the dark star had been a red supergiant. A companion white
dwarf distorted it into a foot-ball shape so that when, at the end of its
life, it collapsed, it formed an enormous thread-shaped
discontinuity—a black hole. Everything that approached was snatched
by the collapsar's immense gravity field—photons, asteroids, cur-tains
of interstellar gas. Inside, the discontinuity decreated all of it.

At the poles, however, the gravity field was weakest, and an unusual
thing had happened. The fabric of space-time had not completely
closed in on itself, and energy streamed out— geysers of high-
frequency photons surging against the black-ness of the dying galaxy,
light from the core of infinity.

Located above one of these poles was Unchala. She was a rock half
the size of the Earth. At one time she had been the football star's outer
planet. Now she was held in place by a counterbalance of the
collapsar's weak polar gravity and other nearby dark stars tugging to
set her adrift. Caught between these forces, she hovered directly in
line with the exposed core of the black hole, rotating slowly. Every
point on her surface faced the collapsar regularly and was washed by
the torrent of radiation.

The surface of Unchala was barren. Nothing could sur-vive the
intense radiation. But below the heated shell of the planet,
microorganisms flourished in the energy-rich, carbo-naceous
interior. Some of them mutated and adapted for life in the hotter
layers of the crust. In time, an organism pro-tected by silica armor
appeared on the surface. The creature was the first voor ancestor. It
was microscopic and short-lived, its life locked within a minute
replica of the planet's shell.

Five hundred million years later, the surface of Unchala was no
longer crater, flat, or airless. Vast calcite-silica reefs had accumulated
like coral, dominating the landscape. Soon they began to climb into
the black sky, and the gaseous metabolic wastes of the metazoa living
inside them leached out, forming, over aeons, a rudimentary cloud
ceiling.
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With an atmosphere to breathe and to filter out some of the stronger
energy, rubiplasts evolved—highly complex cells that used the
collapsar's blue-green light for photosynthesis.

An explosion of new evolutionary forms followed, all of it contained
within the immense reefs. Only the rubiplasts could expose
themselves to the exterior, and even they couldn't survive long
without backup cells within the silica shell.

By this time the reefs soared thirteen thousand meters above the
surface. They were pitted, tubular structures with colossal knobby
branches. The interiors were intricately con-voluted and filled with a
dense humus of living systems, all symbiotically integrated around
the light-catching capacity of the rubiplasts. Sentience began shortly
after a manifold array of lenses developed just inside the apertures at
the tops of the reefs. With these starprisms, the first voors selectively
filtered out cosmic radiation, and as their awareness opened, they
watched the universe unfold.

Corby laughed out loud imagining a human standing beside a fully
evolved voor. The howlie probably wouldn't even realize that the
mountains around him were alive. Huge, unmoving. Yes, but how
awesome life was inside those silent reefs. Endless awareness,
hundreds of millions of years long. Impossible to grasp with a howlie
brain.

Ah, well—

He pitched to his feet and stood there swaying a mo-ment. From
where he was, he could see the luff of brown vapors rising from the
plot where he had buried Jeanlu's stalk charms. The charms,
festering with a strange bacteria that had mutated from his fear-
psynergy, were releasing methane, ammonia, and sulphide fumes. He
would be happy when he could leave this doomed place. Weird,
savage flies, black worms, and putrescent fungi had appeared since
Jeanlu died, drawn, perhaps even created, by an imbalance of his
power-ful kha.Fear shapes. Soon the surrounding area would be
completely uninhabitable.

The clothes on the line were dry. He sniffed their clean-ness and
walked past them to a metal tub at the pool's lip. Flies moaned around
him, but none landed. He ignored them as he examined the large
basin of water. It was tepid and sudsy. With a small kick he smothered
the twigfire that was crackling in the sand below and began lathering
himself with a soaked sponge.
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Above, visible beyond the tangle of tree branches, a rael was circling.
Its whorl of thoughtforms was urgent:Come to center. Come to center
and extent.

Corby waved it off, an exasperated grimace on his child-face.Go
away. Didn't I tell all of you to leave me alone? Why are you still
here?

The rael glittered above the pond, its transparent body casting no
shadow on the rippled water.Come to center, Corby.

Corby turned his back on the creature.lam at center. What do you
want?

To protect and serve. I can't leave you. To go's to stay. So you've told
us.

To stay is to go. Get out of here.
Youare my guide, my teacher. I can't go.

The others left. They understood what I was talking about. Go with
them.

Come to center and extent.

Corby turned back to face the rael. He looked down at the mud-lip of
the pool where lank strings of weed were tangled in an almost
recognizable script. After a moment, he had acquired the calmness
necessary to hear out the rael.Center and extent. Express.

The rael gleamed as it tilted in the wind.The man who's come is
dark—a wanderer of the void's edge.

I'm aware of the man. He's no threat to me.

A threat known to me. Indifferent to life. He's a voor-slayer and well
armed. Let me kill him.

No!Corby stared fixedly at the rael, trying to probe its deepest
intentions. But, like other artificial intelligences he had encountered,
its awareness was incomplete, muffled as wool. All he sensed for sure
was that it hated the man who had just arrived with Sumner—
Nefandi. But Corby couldn't allow it to kill him. That didn't feel right
to the mage within him.Get out of here. The man's no threat. I'll deal
with him in my own way. But you've got to go, or you'll provoke
him. Do you understand? My purpose is bigger than Nefandi. Go.

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The rael was silent. From around the cottage another rael floated
toward them. It had been waiting in ambush, waiting for the word to
kill Nefandi.

Corby focused on the vivid tangle of scents blowing in off the pond.
He was annoyed that these small-lifes were linger-ing, disturbing the
clarity he needed to deal correctly with his father and the killer ort.
When he had his anger in check, he looked up at the two raels
hovering before him.It's hard for you, I know. You're human-made.
Biological artifacts, designed to spy and kill. But you're learning. If
you shave the world down small enough for you to be the center,
you're left with nothing—alone. Specialization limits expression.
Give it up. I've explained all this before. Don't you understand?
Event is extent. Go and contemplate this. We'll discuss it later.

The two raels drifted off, desultory. Soon the brisk wind took them;
they rose swiftly and were gone. Corby felt a momentary misting of
pity. Raels, beyond their designed function, were helpless. They had
no heritage, no ancestral precedents—no culture. They had been
created by the same technology that had shaped Nefandi. Questions of
essence and meaning meant a lot to them. And, because his was the
most powerful kha they had known, they believed he had answers.

Most of his childhood he had spent with them and the deva, another
artificial being. They had been his playfriends, and in the telepathic
union they had shared with him, he had shown them Unchala and the
long voor-wanderings of I1z. And they had shown him what little they
knew of the culture that had crafted them. Eo, their creators were
called, and they lived in a private kingdom of their own far to the
north. Nothing more about them had been left extant in the
memo-ries of the raels.

He diverted his mind from them and continued to lather himself. He
had much to do now. There was no time to ponder the raels' anomie.

On the other side of the cottage, Sumner and Nefandi were moving
around. He could feel their fear, and that made him smile. All
morning he had been sensing their approach, and now that they were
finally here he could relax. The ritual would take place as planned,
and Jeanlu would have her chance to be fulfilled.

Corby dropped the sponge into the tub and waded out into the pool.
He kicked forward and rolled to his back so that the water lapped over
him. Floating face up, watching huge galleons of clouds sailing over
him, he thought about Nefandi.
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Though he had never met him, he saw the taut, one-eyed face clearly:
shiny scar, roistering beard, coiled hair, and bloody eye. It was as if
he had known him all his life. And in a way he had. When in trance,
his mage-self alert in its cellular darkness, all voor memories were
his—every thought crafted by his people was open to him. Iz. So it was
called. A mysterious sameness that linked all voor minds. A
dimension broader than time, changing, shadowy, impossible to
compre-hend.

Iz revealed Nefandi to him. He knew the man and his treacheries
well—but now was not the time to dwell on memories.Memories begin
and end in the blood, he re-minded himself.Stay close to the blood.

He did no more thinking until Nefandi, followed timidly by Sumner,
edged around from the front of the cottage. Then he slipped under the
water to get the last of the suds out of his hair. When he surfaced, they
were staring at him.

Nefandi was startled by the creature rising out of the pool. It was
white as porcelain, small as a child, moving slow and lissome through
the green water. The tamarind trees along the bank were leafing the
sunlight so that the mud-rim of the pool sparked. In that dappled light
the creature seemed to waver like a mirage. Closer, its features stood
out from the blank white of its face, an unknowable mask: colorless
eyes, flat and mindless beneath a heavy bone-build of brow; nose,
lips, and chin of a doll. Where's his kha? Why does he have no kha?

The sensex wasn't responding to the boy at all. He appeared as a gray
shade, devoid of biospectral energy.As if he's dead,Nefandi
thought.Or— He strained his sensex, and as the boy stepped to shore
he saw through him, his child-body clear as air. —or retainingallhis
psynergy. But that's not possible. He has to use something to keep
his body alive.

Then he saw it. The distort looked at him, its head transparent,
except for a black seed deep in its brain.

Go into the house. I'll come for you later.

The words crisped in Nefandi's mind, and he whirled toward the
house and started walking. Before he knew what he was doing, he had
rounded the corner of the cottage. The thought-command had been as
vivid and compelling as his own will. It was only after he had gotten to
the doorstep that he was able to assess what had happened:Lami! The
voor's a godmind! Corby had compacted all his power to a point so
violet it looked black.Is it possible? Nefandi was numb. He opened the
cottage door and entered without thought.Com-plete control of me.
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Complete!

Inside, the compulsion tensing his muscles snapped, and he was
himself.How? No physical form can sustain a kha with that high a
Jrequency. Impossible. But it's happened. I just saw it. Damn, I— He
broke off. For the first time in many years his thoughts were
scrambling without direction. It was a frightening sensation, for it
meant that he was losing control.Lost control. It's already happened.
Mother of Time, that thing out there — He seized control of his mind,
focused on the moment. His muscles unlocked fluidly, and he looked
about him.

The room was spacious and filled with delicate creatures of
windowlight. Smoky scents of seasoned wood and drying plants
lingered in the air, though there were no stalk charms to be seen.
From one of the thick-grained rafters, a multihued carpet hung.
Nefandi identified it immediately as a veve. The traditional eleven
scenes were embroidered on it, all but one of which he recognized as
voorish ancestral homes. The rest of the room was commonplace—
table, bed, oilstove. He walked over to a shelf above the stove and
selected a tin filled with yellow tea. At a ritual pace he took down a
small pot from a row of utensils hanging above a narrow bed, filled it
with water he found in a jug beside the table, and lit the stove.

It was important, he understood, to stay calm. Not only because an
anxiety-riddled mind was no help, but especially because he knew
that everything he felt and thought was being remembered by this
room. In his sensex he could still see the electric yellow glow fringed
red where he had first stood upon entering the room. The rest of the
place was empty of psynergy, smooth and blank, as if no one lived
there.

To keep his own psynergy contained, Nefandi shifted his mind into
selfscan. Waiting for the water to boil, he stood at the window beside
the stove, hearing the trees that rattled in the wind, letting the sound
fill him and unlitter his mind.

The last of his tension drifted away, leaving him entirely what he
was—so much cheese-soft flesh, so many gravity-thick bones. He
watched the dim attenuation of afternoon light, dust motes rising and
falling in the windowgleam. A jay flashed through the dead branches
outside, and he looked out at clouds that plumed the wind, feathering
over a chain of hills. Beside the crater pool, the voor child was
walking off with Sumner. Before he could think to wonder, he focused
on the mist rising from the soaked mudbank, rising and knotting in
the shadows, dissolving in the air.
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The pot on the stove clattered to life, and Nefandi turned his
attention to it. He found a hard clay cup among others on the
windowsill. It was glazed a ruddy brown with a black sea squid
tangled in its own tentacles etched on the side. He put several pinches
of tea in the cup and poured in the steaming water. The brew swirled
up green and smelled spicy. He brought the cup to the table and sat
down by a front window. A live cloud of flies swarmed back and forth
between the scabby trees. Several of them banged against the window
so viciously they dropped to the sill, their small jeweled bodies rolling
crazily for a moment before flying off. The rusty trees looked
tormented, the earth-skin of their bark peeling off, knobby with fungi.

He sipped the tea, and the fluid warmth filled his whole chest.
Thoughts were trying to muscle through the sheen of sensations that
occupied him.What's happening with the fat boy? Where was he
being led? What's going to happen to me? But he gave them no focus,
and they shadowed away. The skin of the tea with its satin light caught
his eye, and he studied the blend of color and scent and warmth. His
face was islanded in the green water. There was nothing to think
about.

Sumner was terrified. As soon as he saw the white child's head break
the surface of the pool, his insides tightened, and he asked himself
again but with more fervor than ever:What am I doing here? 1
must've been luned to come back here.

And when Nefandi suddenly lurched about and stalked off, Sumner
was overwhelmed by a desperate urge to flee. But he was rooted.
Corby's black-gummed smile was a gash in his white face, his pale
eyes unsmiling, cold as fever. He slogged to shore, and an odor of
muscadine rose around him. "Welcome back. I've missed you," he
said in his soft, sincere voice. He held out his hand, but Sumner
refused to take it.

"Where's Jeanlu?" Sumner asked.
Corby's face was emotionless in the freckled light. "She's dead."

Sumner looked down at the long, soft fingers of mud reaching into
the water. He searched but could find nothing to say.

"Would you like to see her?" Corby asked.
Sumner looked dismayed. "Her body?"
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"Her body's waiting. Back there." He nodded toward a trellis
overgrown with red moss and the furry shafts of shag-bark vine.

"Waiting?" Sumner said. "For what?"

"For you." Corby motioned Sumner to follow him. "You were the only
consort she conceived by. I've been calling for you since she died."

Sumner didn't move. His hands were jammed in his pockets, his
fingers furiously clenched. The wind freshened, and he breathed
deeply. If he didn't fear Corby so much, he would have hated
him.Manipulating me like I was a machine—foc! He looked over his
shoulder to find Nefandi, but the man was gone. A hysterical laugh
coiled tightly inside him.First sign of a real voor and he tucks his tail.

"All of Jeanlu's brood jewels are yours," Corby said easily. "She has
six or seven."

Wog!Sumner's heart thudded. He picked a pebble out of the mud and
whipped it sidewise over the pool so that it skipped five times before
sinking. A smile warmed his face, and he thought:You knew that's
what I came for, didn't you?

Corby nodded. "I put the thought there myself. I had to get you here
somehow."

Sumner nodded back at him, both frightened and reas-sured.Six or
seven brood jewels! What do you want me to do?

"That's between you and Jeanlu. First, you should see her."

Sumner toed a stubborn root in the mud.Ithought you said she was
dead.

"She is. But her body is waiting. You'll be the last to see her."
A spasm of uncertainty writhed in Sumner's belly.I don't understand.

"Of course not. You're a howlie." Corby's mute eyes could have been
mocking or indifferent or anything.

The boy led him through the tamarind trees toward the trellis at the
far end of the pool. Along the way, Sumner eyed the trees near the
front of the cottage, their trunks and limbs swollen and mottled, an
amber gum oozing over the glisten-ing bark.

"When Jeanlu was dying," Corby said, "I got very scared. I've never
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been without her. My fear twisted my kha and changed the land."

Sumner's insides were tight with anxiety, but he fol-lowed Corby
silently. He wondered where Nefandi had gone and why. It was hard
for him to imagine fear glazing the mind within that one-eyed, split
face.

The trellis was one wall of a three-walled enclosure. The other two
walls were also vine-lashed, stone matted with red moss. Corby stood
beside a narrow entrance that was flanked by stone posts engraved
with images of interlocking serpents.

Standing before him, Sumner could see that the enclosure was open
to the sky. A wedge of swans moved across the distance, and he
thought he heard the long cry of their wandering.

Corby, still naked but dry, skin puffy and white as a bleached log, eyes
remote, swept his child's arm toward the entrance. Sumner pursed
his lips, jaw muscles drawn. He was caught between his need for the
promised brood jewels and his dread. Suddenly he was curious to
know how Jeanlu had died, but, afraid to hear the answer, he stepped
past Corby.

The enclosure was small, and as soon as he entered he was
confronted by Jeanlu. She was seated in a cane chair facing the
entrance. Her face and hands were crusted with the black oystershell
scabs he had first seen years ago on her abdomen. Her features were
crackled and shiny and shrunken to the bone, giving her a charred
skullface. One eyelid was curdled shut in the middle of its socket. The
other was angled open, revealing the lower half of a milky blue eyeball
and the crescent of a gold iris.

Sumner stood fast. The grass around Jeanlu's chair was pale and
wilting over a tarry black and blistered marl. A faint rank fragrance of
the sea curled in the air, and for one crazed instant he believed that
the corpse, though its eyes were hooded, was staring at him.

He pulled his eyes away from the face. Jeanlu was wear-ing reed
sandals, white, sharply creased trousers, and a bulky vest of plaited
herbs and flowers, dried and glazed. Around her neck and over the
vest hung an elegant necklace: coiled platinum clasps and stays fitted
with a huge brood jewel and studded with six smaller ones.

Sumner involuntarily stepped closer, eyes locked on the green jewel
big as his fist. A loamy stillness filled the air around him, and his
mind sheered free of words and fear. Cold liquid light, as if seen
through mist, gathered at the orbit of his vision and began shaping
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itself. He couldn't look away. An image was forming out of the
sidereal reaches within the vaulted radiance of the jewel, and it was
lovely as homesickness, warmer than billowy sleep. It overwhelmed
him with distant root scents, the purple of summer evenings before
the monsoons, smoky starlight, the bell of a girl's voice dissolving
with distance. ...

An icy hand gripped his elbow. Corby was beside him. "It's easy to fall
into, isn't it?"

Sumner stood up with a start. He had been bent over the corpse, his
nose a few inches from the jewel. He scurried back several paces and
suppressed a shiver of revulsion. Jeanlu's face glinted like coal.

After backing out of the enclosure, he walked into the sunlight. The
warmth penetrated him, and he began to real-ize how dazed he was.
His ears were humming, and the pit of his stomach ached with an
intense cold.Damn brood jewel. He coughed, trying to ease the icy
constriction in his belly. His mind was zigzagging, and his bladder
was charged. Some-thing of himself seemed to have been left behind
with the corpse.

He stared up at the sky as he pissed into the dry grass. His urine
smelled like smoke, and the relief of it draining out of him gradually
cleared his head. When he buttoned up his pants, he was himself
again.

Corby was waiting for him among the tamarind trees. Sumner
followed the boy back along the mudbank to where a diminutive pair
of pants and a shirt were flapping in the wind. Corby dressed quickly
and then led Sumner to a tub filled with sudsy water. "Wash your
clothes," the boy or-dered. "The sun's hot and the wind brisk. By the
time you've washed up, they'll be dry. Then you may go back and get
your jewels. It's wrong to touch them unclean."

He walked off toward the cottage, and Sumner did as he was told. He
worked swiftly, for as soon as Corby left, the flies whined around him
and began biting.

Corby walked slowly to the cottage, gazing directly into the sunlight.
Its bright heat was the strongest bond he had with his mage-self. His
mother was deep in her darktime, and he had just sent his father
toward a lusk. There was no way to justify this with his howlie brain.
He worked hard to remem-ber that he was a voor and that he had
seen many kingdoms of sunlight.

Nefandi, as much as Corby's blood-memory despised him, had
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purpose, and voors loathed to kill self-aware beings.

When Nefandi had arrived with Sumner he had been cau-tious
enough not to try commanding things. Even after he had seen the
raels, he didn't use his field-inducers.Cool-nerved, Corby said to
himself.Reason enough to keep him alive.

Sumner's fate was different. His time was used up. Within moments,
he would blur away as Jeanlu filled his body. Lusk was the voor name.
Sumner would be annealed to Jeanlu's will, and his body would be her
new shape. Together they would complete a broodwork: They would
confront the Delph and force him to stop killing the advanced voors.
Voor godminds would at last be allowed to survive, and the broods
would unite and begin to use their psynergies collectively.Certainly,
Corby wanted to believe,that justifies lusk.

The voor remembered the first time he had met his father—that day
when he had taken him out to Rigalu Flats. He had used his kha to
look deeply into him, and what he had seen then surprised and
saddened him: Sumner's veve, the totem of his kha's experiences, was
all bestial—all preda-tors. He had no human referents in his past,
except what his blood could tell him of its ancestry. But it would take
him a lifetime to learn how to listen to his blood.

Sumner never had a human body before. His kha-memories were all
visceral, bound by links of instinct, hun-ger, and fear. Nothing of
compassion or awe. Only pelagic memories of spawning grounds,
fight and flight patterns crafted over aeons, and echoes of prey-scents
unfurling from the dark loam. Yet—what had given the kha of
animals the psynergy to be human?Sumner was more than anyone
had yet surmised.

Corby had believed that his father was timeloose, led by Iz. But when
he probed deeply, searching through Sumner's memories, he saw a
thing that convinced him his father's fate was intimately rooted in his
animal past.

It was a childhood memory of a horse with a red ear and a white
diamond on its nose. Sumner was about seven, and his father had
taken him to one of the riding camps on the northern fringe of
McClure. It was a day's outing, meant to break the tedium of a long,
unexpected winter—the first and last winter Sumner had ever
experienced. Riding tall and brave in the saddle of the small horse, a
strange thing hap-pened. The heat of the animal and its dark,
muscular odorgripped the boy and excited, in the deepest part of him,
an unfamiliar urge: He wanted to hurt this shaggy, liquid-eyed thing.
Leaves in its mane, the cold mist in its breath— somehow, he would
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make it hurt.

When they came to a frozen pond, he tried to take the horse across it.
As soon as he rode it onto the pond, the ice cracked, and the horse
fell. . . . Afterwards, his father and the owner of the horse took a rifle,
a can of gasoline, and went out to the pond. Hearing the shot and
watching the smoke rise above the trees, Sumner knew what he had
done— but he didn't know why.

Corby understood. That day, as he pulled back from Sumner's mind,
the boy's voice lingering—"I don't know'"—he took with him an image:
a memory of a child in a field among burdocks and frozen grass. It
was dusk, and black tattered clouds were blowing through a gray sky
above a line of cold lakes. Against a bare tree's hanging silence, mist
silvering its thin branches, he stood staring at a dark bulk on the ice.
Corby shuddered, because he knew the boy would spend the rest of
his life standing there.

Nefandi was seated by the window, the cup in his hands half-drained,
when Corby entered the cottage. The voor's eyes were bright and
fluent as crystal.

"You came here to kill me, ort—but I'm the stronger dream."

Nefandi stood up, his face fear-simple, his hands open-ing. Before he
could complete his gesture, a hammer of force slammed him between
the eyes, and he was thrown to the floor.

Corby went over to his sagged body and whispered a chant to him in a
night-tongue. Dizzy-eyed, Nefandi lurched to his feet, and the voor led
him out through the stiff sunlight to the car.

To Corby, Nefandi was merely the backdrop of the pat-tern. Others
would replace him until the Delph that was using him was destroyed.
Stupidly, Nefandi believed his work was righteous, keeping voors and
distorts off the planet—as if voors and distorts didn't have the
intention and radiance of fate.

After Nefandi opened the door and crawled into the car, Corby
touched him, and he woke.

"You're just a weapon, ort." Corby slammed the door, and the engine
cracked to life. "You're a shape, not a life." The dark of the voor's eyes
glinted like night-ice. "Go back to your Delph and tell him the voors
have created a shape of their own to avenge themselves."

The car jerked into gear and rolled off. Corby stood among the
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fraying vapors and watched until the vehicle dipped out of sight. He
was in a space hollowed of power. With a thought he could break
Nefandi's mind. With two thoughts he could unfold that mind and
take the body for his own. But he was a voor—he was more than the
blind spasm of a mind. He was the pattern, and all his thoughts, fears,
and ambitions were just a part of that pattern. He felt, more than
knew, his purpose.

He returned to the cottage and lay down on Jeanlu's cot. Ornaments
of sunlight hung on the walls, and he used their beauty to ease the
moil of emotions in him. Moments were disjointed. One part of his
being was looking backward forty thousand years to the last time this
planet's magnetic field had lifted and voors had taken human form.
Voors called that time Sothis: ten thousand years in which voors and
howlies shared the earth. Knowledge had passed freely from the
brood to the other simians that were alive then. Howlies learned from
the voors about the starfigures, the fruiting power of the earth, and
the abstracting strength of their own minds. But they were more
violent than the voors had dreamed. When the magnetic field
returned, the voors that were left on earth were all eventually stalked
down by the howlies and trussed up as monsters and sorcerers. So
ended Sothis.

Corby twitched, and his attention shifted from memory to
perception. Sutures of sunlight tightened across his brow and cheek,
and a tissue of sounds covered the window: the static of flies, the
thickness of the wind, and the water noise of Sumner in the pool. The
pattern was all. Vengeance, grief, strategies, were just the spaces in
the pattern. Through the window he watched the graph of blasted
trees bending against the clear emptiness of the sky.

Deep in his body he was changing. The enormous power of 1z was
unthawing the shapes of his insides, remaking him. He didn't know
what form he was taking. To be real and to be strong, the change had
to be total. Even his mind was going to be remade by Iz.

A cumulus of thoughts filled the vacancy of his aware-ness, and he
recalled Sothis and the infinite wanderings and why the kha was
coursing so strongly in him: He was a voor mage, Corby Dai Bodatta,
avenger of Sothis, hunter of the Delph—and he was nothing. The
howlies had an unstable technological society far to the north; he was
here to keep them from savaging voors—and he was not here at all.
The window's pattern of consciousness showed a world of
trium-phant sunlight and wind-wearied trees.See how it is all that it
is? he said to himself with the last of his thinking.

Nettles of violet radiance charged the air around the boy's body, and
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expression lifted from his features. In a few minutes his eyes and
nostrils were frothed with a pink bub-bling, and the clothing he was
wearing had shredded away from his glassy, swelling flesh. His
bonelines softened, and gold gossamer began furring out of his pores.

Sumner finished bathing and dressed hurriedly in his damp clothes.
The brood jewels were all he could think about. He jogged away from
the flies and skipped through the tree toward the stoneposted trellis.
He entered the vine-tangled enclosure without hesitating, but he
didn't look at the corpse's face. He stood unmoving before her, hands
folded, gazing down at her reed sandals. He felt he owed her some
token of respect. After a moment, eyes still averted, not wanting even
so much as to glimpse that plastic-black, crushed face, he bent over
her. A blunt odor of charred flesh spiked up his nostrils. He held his
breath and looped his fingers through the platinum chain. It was only
then, as he was trying to pull the necklace over her frazzled hair, that
he saw her eyes. They were wide open and staring at him.

He jerked back, but in the same instant the crusted black hands
snapped out with mechanical swiftness and grabbed him by the
throat. Her grip burned like acid. He thrashed, dragging her out of the
chair with the fury of his terror. Howling and tugging at her arms,
twisting wildly, he tried to break free. But she clung to him. Her
grotesque head was propped on his chest, the gold eyes screaming out
of their sockets. Wheeling from wall to wall, desperately tearing at the
gristled thing, he felt the strength in his muscles shrivel-ing. A
coldness so icy that it seemed to be hot coursed into him through the
hands of the corpse. As it filled up his chest, his knees buckled and his
backbone slipped. Only his horror of the withered creature kept him
on his feet and struggling.

Outside, Nefandi heard his wails and sprinted toward him through
the trees. The Delph had trained him well. Despite his fear and the
pain from the voor's blow nailed between his eyes, he had been
unable to drive away. A bioresponse that the Delph had nerved into
him had seized his body and driven him back. Until he completed his
assign-ment his body would not let him go—even if it meant his death.

Nefandi had left the car at the pool's edge, and as he dashed toward
the boy's cries he opened himself to the beauty and the strangeness of
what he knew was the last space of his life.

Sumner reeled through the narrow doorway, grappling with the
corpse, and Nefandi pulled up short. The fat boy's broad body was
quavering with his frantic efforts to break loose. The sleeves of
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Jeanlu's blouse had been torn away, and her knobby, sticklike arms
flashed blackly. His shirt was sweat-slick, and his thick legs were
staggering as he danced crazily along the pool rim. From the wild look
in his eyes and the whiteness of his lips, his whole face starched with
fear, it was clear that he was going to collapse any instant. But he
didn't. Even as the twisted, split lips of the corpse unpeeled and the
crumpled face began hissing a hot, putrid vapor, he continued to
buck.

Then the chanting began. As Sumner pulled at the iron-locked arms,
swinging the body against trees, hauling it through the mud and
weeds, it began to mumble the sounds of some impossible language.
Cooing, clicking, snapping a rhythm that made the scalp at the back of
the boy's head constrict. The icy mist in his chest welled up in his
throat and fogged his eyes. He was keeling. All his strength
evaporated, and the dead flesh hanging from his neck dragged him
forward and down.

Nefandi could see Jeanlu's blue psynergy sparking against Sumner's
golden bodylight. Streamers of blue radiance were smoking away,
unable to get close. But the gold kha was shuddering. In an instant it
would blink out.

Nefandi's hand moved impulsively. Sparked by blood-logic, he
activated his field-inducer and lashed out. The burst was a tight
packet of high-frequency sonics that caught the corpse between her
shoulder blades.

Jeanlu's plant-fiber vest crackled into flames, and Sum-ner broke her
grip. He lurched to his feet and tottered backwards. The corpse
yawled, enraged and plaintive, flailing its arms as the flames
consumed the vest and started in on the trousers. With a howl the
burning body pitched forward, rocked upright, and dashed for
Sumner.

Sumner ran away from the pool, the corpse lurching behind, its
outstretched, flame-sheathed arms closing in. De-spite his bulk
Sumner moved quickly, loping past the pool toward the Flats. Jeanlu
was so close that when the flames ignited the brood jewels around her
neck, the string of explo-sions peppered his back with pieces of
burning flesh. But he didn't look back. Behind him the corpse
crumbled beneath flares of green flame.

Nefandi watched the corpse burn a moment before turn-ing away. He
was surprised that the boy wasn't dead. With a smile that didn't touch
his eyes he watched Sumner flee through the trees and out of sight. It
would have been good to follow him, but his work wasn't done.
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He moved through the tamarind trees toward the cot-tage, his field-
inducer at maximum, warping sounds and belling vision. The flies
frenzied around him, hazing off the perime-ter of his field and black-
dazzling around him. The bent air sliced light into colors, and he saw
the cottage rainbowed in sunfire.

Through the adobe wall's opacity the sensex revealed Corby: a small
but dense purpling lying inside the cottage. Something had happened
to the voor's body—its shadow was unshaped and pulsing eerily.
Nefandi focused his weapon for maximal output and fired a long wail
of energy at the sensex image.

The side of the house flared apart, and a cyclone of fire gusted
through the timbers. The heat of the blast pushed Nefandi back, and
he retreated to the brink of the pool. From there he watched until the
shred of purple kha and the throbbing voorshape were glared out of
sight by the confla-gration.

The wind flushed brighter and colder, and Nefandi turned his back
on the flame-cored house and walked to the car. The flies had veered
off, but the air was filling with something else—a stillness, the
transparence of the violence he had created.

At the car he stopped and tried to convince himself that mind was
indeed continuity. He watched sunlight fill the surface of the pool like
flowers—and he felt that he was verging on a drunken dream.Don't
spook yourself.

He looked back at the cottage. It was huge with fire, and no glint of
the voor showed. Still—absence surrounded him like a crucible. He
had to be severe with himself to keep from quaking when he stooped
into the driver's seat and started the car. As he drove off, he knew that
the voor was not dead—he had merely helped to change it.

As soon as Sumner realized he was no longer being chased, he
collapsed and lay doubled over, retching for breath. It was a while
before he was able to stand, his head muddled and heavy. There was
nowhere to go but back to the cottage. He limped through the
scaffolds of trees cautiously. When he saw the smoldering nest of
tarry ash and bones that was Jeanlu's body, he took a deep breath and
walked the long way around the pool.

Near the cottage, the flies ravaged him, yet he stopped walking and
stood staring. The house was blazing—and his car was gone.
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The flies frenzied over his face and neck. He stood stunned and still,
watching flamedevils dancing through the roof and out the windows.
He turned and stared beyond the dead branches of the trees idling in
the wind, at a thread of dust vanishing in the west.

Sumner brushed the flies from his face and scurried past the pulpy
trees and the worm-festering grasses toward Rigalu Flats. He waddled
up the rise and skidded quickly down the other side. Once he was on
the green sand the stinging swarm veered off, and he was able to stop.

He plopped down in the sand and vomited. When he was all squeezed
out he got up, pointed himself toward McClure, and hobbled off.
Though he was sick with horror and fatigue, he forced himself to
move. The grating roar of the timbers and the tile roof going up in
flames bellowed after him like the rusty gears of a vast machine.

Nothing has been created. Everything is a shadow of what it will be.

Corby held to that voor chant. The fire was too hot for his shape, and
in a moment he would lapse into the pattern itself, unsure of how he
would go on—or if.

Or if—nothing is a shadow, everything has already been created—
everything is fated.

With the last fineness of his reasoning he focused on Sumner. The
lusk was broken. He had to reach his father. The pattern had to go on.
He had to stop the Delph.

With the last of his will, he reached out.

Sumner stayed close to the fringe of the Flats to avoid the flies. After
he had shuffled through the sand for over an hour, the terrible wind
died down, and the flies were gone.

He ventured across a grassy plain toward a grove of willows. Halfway
there, the scaly hulk of a pangolin reared out of the tall grass and
honked angrily. Sumner backed off, slowly at first, then more quickly,
breaking into a scramble as he neared the Flats. Safe again among the
green dunes and the maze of fluted rocks, he plodded on.

It was a hopeless journey. Because of the pangolins, there was no
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chance of cutting across the fertile land to an active highway or even
of getting water until dusk. And then the night creatures would be out.

As he slouched along he tried to measure his situation coolly.
McClure was the nearest town, and it was 189 kilome-ters away. It
would take him days to get there on foot. Even with provisions he
doubted he could get past the predators.

Face it, zerohero,he said to himself.You re trashed.

The sun was a gold circle behind him. To his right, lunatic clouds, red
and jumbled, were running with the hori-zon, towering majestic to
twenty thousand meters. Skeleton-shadows covered the desert floor,
and the tall, curved rockshapes catching the light around him blazed a
hot green.

He could still taste the rot smell of Jeanlu's body. He wanted to tear
off his soiled clothes, but the stench was on his skin as well. The loops
of singed pain around his throat and the chill in his muscles made it
impossible to gather his wits.

Only one thing was clear to Sumner. He had been duped. Behind his
pain and fear a thick anguish thrummed. "Used by a distort!" he
moaned. "Corby knew. Pissleaker! He knew Jeanlu wasn't dead."

He shuffled on, trying to follow the highway as it dipped in and out of
the death-calm dunes. The rocks around him were scorching, but his
heart was chilled. The more apparent the hopelessness of his
situation became, the angrier he got—enraged at himself for being
such a docile fool.I should've left Nefandi in the lurch when I had the
chance. A sour taste gelled in the back of his throat. He wanted to spit
it out but his mouth was parched.

Afterwards, he lost the highway amid coils and loops of rock. By this
time the sun had rolled to the horizon, and the wild clouds in the
north were piled high, dark as a mountain. He leaned against a thrust
of stone that arced steeply and fanned into a mesh of spikes and
bristles. The material was slick and clear-edged. In the shadows it was
already seeping a faint green glow.

He looked north at a ridge of far-distant mountains. Alpenglow, a
misty red, outlined the summits. Closer in, the edge of the Flats was
visible among the long shadows. Just beyond it, surrounded by
drowsy ferns and a dark grove of veiled cypress, was a pond. Its long
body flashed like beaten gold in the dusk. No pangolins were in sight.

He shambled over the smooth rock and the drifts of sand. The scent
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of fresh water crisscrossed the air, coming and going, until he pushed
through the ferns. Then it rose up like a wall, and he stepped through
it, giddy. The water was clean and cool, gurgling from a cleft boulder
matted over with moss and long green shoots. He went down on his
knees before it and drank, moaning and rolling his eyes. When he had
slaked his thirst, he doused his face and his burning neck. Finally, he
lay back in the thick grass and let the leaf-shifted twilight play over
him.

Momentarily at peace with himself, his mind fell back from its
despair, and he wondered why Corby had sent him to that living
corpse.Was that really Jeanlu? Thinking about it, he decided it was.
Though the features had been with-ered, he had recognized her hair
and eyes. He could still feel the frosted charge she had sizzled through
him. The vacancy in his chest and shoulders lingered, as if he had
been drained.Like a spider, he imagined.She was sucking out my life
like a spider.

It was darker, the sun was a crown of flame among the fantastic
shapes in the east, and he was trying to devise a way of carrying some
water, when he heard an evil sound. A huge, hollow cough swelled out
of the night shadows among the cypresses. He couldn't even begin to
guess what it was.Pangos should be asleep now, he considered,
hoping to calm himself. But other, more ominous possibilities
remained: jag-uars, dorga renegades, flying gnous.

He pushed to his feet and immediately saw the gleam of last light in
five pairs of eyes across the pond from him. As he stepped back, they
stepped out—five man-size hind rats, snout-jaws gaping, stunted
forearms greedily clacking claws.

Sumner whined, and the sound of his fear excited the creatures. They
trotted around the pond toward him, barking and snapping their

jaws.

Sumner plunged through the brake of ferns and burst toward the
Flats. The hind rats spartled after him, screaming raucously as they
closed in. Even after he made it to the green sand he dragged on as
fast as he could, not daring to glance back until his shoes slapped the
hard surface of a rockshelf.

He turned about and nearly collapsed. The hind rats hadn't stopped
at the edge. They were kicking up flares of sand as they scampered
toward him. He leaped back and dashed over the fine-grained rock,
eyes straining in the falling light for pits and scoops.

He ran strong and reckless, leaving all his strength be-hind. When he
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collapsed, his leg muscles were bunched, his chest was aching, and he
had to gulp for breath. In an instant the hind rats were on him. He
was surrounded by their barks and he heard them circling for the
lunge.

It was a long, hysterical moment before he realized that he wasn't
going to be mauled. The yipping of the creatures broke off abruptly,
and he thrashed about. The hind rats were gone. They had never been
there. The sand was ruffled by only his feet.

He got up timidly and looked toward the pond. Dark-ness obscured it,
but by the green glow of the Flats he saw the gleam of the hind rats'
eyes. They were watching him from the edge.

Suddenly two of them bounded forward, shrieking and kicking up
sand. Sumner wailed, but he was too spent to break into a run. Stiff as
chalk, he stood gawking as the hind rats raced for him. They were ten
meters away, ribbons of saliva running off their jowls, when the space
around them fractured. They vanished.

Yakpus!

All five hind rats were squatting at the fringe of the Flats, sixty meters
away, their tiny eyes green sparks in the shadows. None had so much
as stirred. Sumner kneaded his face with his knuckles.I'm losing my
mind.

"No you're not."

Sumner wheeled around. Corby was standing behind him, his face
and hands milky green in the phosphor glow. His eyes glared bright as
an animal's.

Sumner stammered, but the boy's form wrinkled away like a mirage.
Wog! I'm luned!

"Just projecting." The voice came from behind him again. He turned,
this time more slowly, screwing up his eyes to see better. The boy was
there, solid as the rock turret along-side him. "Stop pushing out,"
Corby said. "Focus in." His body blurred off into the ghost light of the
Flats.

"Corby!" Sumner bawled. "Stop jooching me!"

A voice slashed through his head, so loud that he reeled: "I'm not!"
Corby's image ricocheted across his field of vision, appearing and
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vanishing on ledges, dunes, spires. Then it was gone.

Easy, driftbrain—easy.Sumner closed his eyes. He sensed the boy's
contact within him. Blood was still banging in his ears from his run,
but even so he could hear a hushed presence at the back of his mind. A
cooing, a whispered chant was echoing there—a dreadful recall of the
corpse's alien muttering. He was ready to flick his eyes open to get
away from that sound, except that he heard something else:

Corby's voice, cool and rational. "It's the Flats, Father. It's empty.
Your mind's filling it up."

He opened his eyes. Corby was watching him with a concerned smile.
The image lasted until Sumner moved; then it, too, blinked away.

He closed his eyes again and listened, past the boom of his blood and
Jeanlu's eerie lipping, for Corby. "Keep your mind still," the boy's
voice whispered within him. "Don't talk to yourself. And don't be
afraid."

"Where are you?" Sumner asked aloud. Jeanlu's mumblings got
louder, hissing through the blood beat. "I can't link with you long,"
Corby said, his voice already thinning. "Listen. Being is flow. And in
the flow is pattern. But there can be no meaning until you stop
strug-gling. Consciousness itself is power. Become what you are. If
you re quiet, you'll ..." Silence.

"What? I'll what?"

A squawking chant caromed across his brain, and Sum-ner snapped
open his eyes to see the black, shrunken corpse of Jeanlu dancing
obscenely before him.Wwau! He jumped backwards and had to
struggle with himself not to dash off. "It's a ghost, driftbrain," he said
aloud to calm himself. "It can't touch you."

Jeanlu's body shimmied closer. He could see through the peeled,
scabby skin. The face was thin as wind, but shiny, the bulbous eyes
trembling in their sockets. Sumner held himself steady. "Not real," he
encouraged himself. "Not real."

The corpse's body disappeared, but the shiny, cracked face remained,
stretched into a maniacal grimace. Then it, too, faded, and he was
alone. A night bird tolled from the cypress pond, but otherwise there
was silence.

He closed his eyes to get in touch with Corby. Only the sound of his
heart thumped in his ears.
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The heat had thinned out of the air quickly. Sumner was quivering,
and he started walking to warm himself. The ter-rain around him was
filled with furtive movements and brief glimmers of gossamer
shapes.Fear, he remembered.Teeth dreams. The thought reassured
him and he felt his initial anxieties peeling away. He was left with
shimmerings of dread and snips of language:Relax . . . you're easing
home. .. nobody canjooch you now.

The vast solitude of the Flats and its soft, dusty light skimmed off his
inner voice. He fell away from his thoughts into an alert quietude.
Nothing was left to think about. It was just a matter of walking now,
one step at a time, through this wonderland of muted light and crazy
shapes. Exhaustion helped to keep his mind empty; fear kept it alert.
And the hallucinated voices of the hind rats stalked him:

Two leg, you are beautiful—
O come with us
Away from these fever graves

To where our wounds can love each other....

He veered deeper into the Flats, a great concourse of windswept
shapes ranging around him. Time was without punctuation. Only the
broken rhythm of his stride and the hot pain around his neck fixed his
attention.

Intuitively he understood what Jeanlu had wanted from him. Life. All
of it. The hot vapor she had breathed in his face was a psiberant—a
means of digesting his mind so that she could take his body. The
words she had chanted were intended to paralyze the conscious
centers of his brain. The rhythms were still resonating through his
nerves. He could feel them acting with the psiberant. Together they
produced a sparkling, volatile energy that scrambled his thoughts
while infusing his kha with unprecedented strength. Strength enough
to realize:A little more of that power would have been death.

Movement, majestic and invisible as an ocean current, pulled at him.
He moved with it, steadily, inexorably, trudg-ing through the hushed
green glow of the Flats, until he came to a stairway of stone ledges at
the edge of a huge bowl canyon. Boulder-choked defiles in the
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distance blazed bright seen like seams of spectral lava. The skyfires
rustled above, blue and red, clouding all but the brightest stars.
Through the draperies of smoky light the swayback Lion and the Goat
Nebula flickered. By them he knew which way was home. He had
tramped far from fertile land. This deep into the Flats, his mind blank
as glass, polished smooth with fright, he was immersed in an almighty
silence.

Astonished by his lucid serenity, feeling as though the edge of time
were before him, he sat down on the rock ledge and let the cold air
weld him to the spot. He was sure that he had come here for a reason.
But there was only one reason huge and simple enough to match these
lifeless ranges. Death. He didn't have to think about it. He knew he
was going to die. And he relished it.

Light was everywhere—a drowsy ghost-bloom shining in the rocks,
woozing down from the sky. The wind had stilled, and the canyon
floor rolled toward the horizon with its arches of haunted rock. For
many kilometers in every direction there was not one living thing.

This was the moment he had secretly craved for years. He knew if he
eased up now, he would lapse into darkness and never wake. An end
to loneliness and hunger and footsmells and clothes gone stiff with
piss-acid and fear-sweat. Gone, the ugliness of being himself.

He took one long, sweeping look at the lifeless horizon: A few stars
were tapping beneath the wobbly light of the skyfires. He closed his
eyes and eased up. The cold seized him, and for a while he trembled
so violently that he knew he must disintegrate. Then warmth—a deep
warmth: flesh fire, the heat seeping off his bones.

Inside, he didn't lapse into darkness. He was rooted in the warmth
rising through him. Then his mindark went cold and bright. When he
opened his eyes he was no longer alone.

Far away a string of flashes went off. A fleck of gold radiance was
advancing among the ridged slopes, appearing and disappearing
across the tableland. As it neared, the blink-ing fleck took on a
definite form: a vortex of blinding energy.

A deva!

It leaned over the sandshelves, an immense, fiery whirl-wind, muting
the green fluorescence of the Flats. Dense shadows cast by
intervening rock ridges staggered before it. Closer, the vortex dipped
behind the reefs of the canyon wall, and the desert around Sumner
was again dark.
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During the interval the shock wave hit. It rolled over the canyon,
kicking up luminescent tufts of sand and hitting Sumner so hard he
clattered over a bed of rocks and dropped to his back. A gust of wind-
driven sand thrashed his face and arms, and then was gone.
Overhead, muffled with distance, thunder throbbed.

From where he was sprawled he could see the rim wall brightening.
Shafts of lucid, burning light cut through the darkness of the canyon,
illuminating dunes, a ruffle of con-torted rock, and a basin cracked
into octagonal plates. His eyes glared over. When he could see again,
the sky was blazing with enormous sheets of fire. Curtains of grained
gold light streamed down, passing through the rim walls, embrac-ing
the entire canyon.

"Get up!" Corby's voice pleaded with sudden clarity. "I've sent this
deva. Go with it."

A cannonade of squealing wind burst over him, drowning out the
voor's voice. The sudden blast shoved Sumner side-ways down the
incline, and he pushed against the wind to regain his footing.

"You're luned!" Sumner turned and again tried to move away from
the canyon. But the suction of the gathering wind column hauled him
back and sent him sprawling to the base of the rise.

The wind currents were mounting quickly, and the can-yon floor was
boiling.

It was impossible to resist the drag of the sheering squall. In a flurry
of ragged clothes and waving limbs, he tumbled toward the center.
The closer he got, the more brutal the lash of wind became, until it
was impossible to breathe. He stopped resisting, and his body
bounded through the air into the explosive brilliance of the
whirlwind.

He surged up through a buffet of twisting force where, for a moment,
he hung suspended. A blizzard of blue-white sparks seethed about
him. Far off, seen through an endlessly receding spout of silver-azure
radiance, was the pale saffron body of a cold sun. And then, the
colossal winds squeezed the breath out of him.

He blacked out.
When his senses cleared, his whole body clenched with terror and he

nearly lost consciousness again. He was hur-tling through the air,
thousands of meters above the ground, his aching, bruised body
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buoyed by a tremendous force. Below, wandering deep into the north,
lay the shattered range of Rigalu Flats. Its crumpled, wind-scarped
contours glowed faintly with a green washlight. To the west, the
planet's rim was lit by the sun's corona, the sky above it condensing
from aquamarine to a slow indigo-pitch. Dark lakes in the north
reflected that light in starpoint flashes.

He hung to consciousness by a giddy thread—too shocked to think.
Through wind-stunned eyes he watched the curve of the horizon
bank, as the trajectory of his flight bowed into its descent. Towers of
clouds in the distance, edged blue-red and purple by the celestial
light, veered away. The silver glint of a strohlkraft moved in a tranced
glide along the edge of the world. And there—close to his left,
surrounded by the clawtracks of dirt roads and highways—squatted
the dark fac-tories of McClure. Orange lights flickered within its
smudge of clustered buildings.

The wind leaned on Sumner, and the path of his drop suddenly
appeared taut and clear. He was going to come down in the trash
fields on the outskirts of the city. Already he could see the buckled tin
roofs of the dorga pits and the burning towers of the refinery.

The glare of the solar wind fell below the horizon, and the palisades
on the southern lip of the Flats marched down the northern sky. The
brown wasteland surrounding McClure surged closer. South of the
city the bay looked dull-green and then black before it swung out of
view.

Sumner's plummet jolted, and he slowed down. Strings of force
lowered him toward the dorga pits. The smoking clumps of shacks,
untouched as yet by the sun, looked unin-habited. He spun over the
swarm of lone huts and slid through streams of curved air toward the
west slope of the city. Hills and knolls of trash skimmed beneath him.
When he was four meters above the ground, the force that was
suspending him snapped, and he dropped to the earth.

His legs crumpled under him, and he rolled down a dark bank into a
shadowed cove. The cove was really a hollow among heaps of junk:
rotting wood, crowds of discarded crates and boxes, ribbons of
fatigued metal, the crushed frame of a car belly-deep in weeds. The
place was deserted except for pigs and wind-eels and a solitary dog. A
rank mist laced with organic odors engulfed everything.

Sumner stirred to rise, but he was too weak. The frenzy of his absurd
flight had exhausted the last of his strength.

Even as first light gilded the mounds of rubbish, he was sinking into a
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deep stupor.

It was late in the morning when he came around. His head was
hollow and his body, like empty tubing, sagged as he tried to sit up.
Through the pain of his battered muscles he forced himself to his feet.
He hung onto a corroded pipe, then rolled back clumsily into the
trash pile. In his daze he lay there, flies stuck to the abraded sores on
his lips, and watched a lone bird circling far up in the sky.

Thoughts were too loud for his aching head. He closed his eyes and
rolled to his side. Later he was nudged awake by something cold and
wet. It was the nose of a ribby, sharp-faced pariah dog. It watched him
for a while without expecta-tion, then loped off behind a drift of
smoking garbage.

Bravely Sumner pitched to his feet, staggered, fell, and lumbered up
again. Keeling from side to side, he plodded across the trash fields,
oblivious to the dorgas sorting junk among the weeds of the wild
verge. Seeing him coming, the dorgas hooted and cried. Some threw
garbage, and all watched him until he was out of sight.

Sunlight was falling, a thick, late afternoon amber on the rutted dirt
road, as he limped into the city. The houses lined up on either side of
the road, a few meters back, were all the same: concrete-block stoops,
walls of stained scantlings, rusted wire in the windows, corrugated
metal sheets for roofs. As he went along, zinnia clumps, hibiscus
hedges, and ixora bushes appeared among the huts, sprouting around
the pink cement outhouses.

The dust was thick and caught in his nostrils with the smell of
chicken dung and rubbish. It made him feel nau-seous, but he knew
he couldn't stop here. Leaning in the doorways and sometimes seated
in front of their huts in sagging chairs with blistered arms and worn
cushions, were the dorgas. Sulking, vacant women with long matted
hair ignored him. The men, wild, red-eyed, in rags, stared at him,
their foreheads X-scarred by drone straps.

Farther on he saw a distort child sitting in the pale dust beneath a
carat palm. The face was small and tight, the scaled flesh around the
sunken eyes looked bruised, the front of the tattered shirt was wet
with drool. When Sumner went by, clods of dirt, pebbles, and shards
of glass shot off the road and pelted him. The distort leered to see him
hobbling anxiously over the broken ground, head between his
shoulders.

He was relieved when he reached the first paved streets where there
was a park with flower-cracked walls. But even here, where the
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houses had doors and windows, tokens of danger were everywhere:
Wind-eels squirmed in the air above tangles of unfamiliar weeds, and
black carrion corbeaux squat-ted on fence posts; a smell of stale
smoke was in the air; great, gritty ants' nests hung from the limbs of
shade trees. Nevertheless he stopped to call up his strength and to
look back over the way he had come. The park was on a rise, and he
could see down to where a stream the color of rust fringed the dorga
pits. Wooden shacks on thin stilts wavered in the heat. The eroded
area was like a crater, isolated and depressed.

A sharp thought pierced the exhausted stillness of his mind:That's
my home if the police get me. His stomach heaved and then settled
back. He was too drained and numb to sustain his dread. But as he
slumped through the dried grass of the park, he peered across the
deserted, mangrove-choked spaces with apprehension. Not until the
avenues broadened and he saw cars was he able to sink into his torpor
again and walk on mindlessly.

Around the arcades, on the shopping malls, and in the open market
people were making last minute purchases for that evening's dinner.
A crowd of children went by, laughing and shouting, carrying
schoolbooks under their arms. The younger ones wore red vests and
had tiny packs on their backs. Vendors hawked fruit with loud, trilling
calls. Small children played kili in the gutter, mindless of the speeding
bicycles and cars. One man was stringing paper lanterns to an
overhead wire for that night's local street festival.

The surge of vitality was immense, and Sumner had to move briskly
to keep from breaking into tears. Everything was so familiar and sane.
It was as if the brutal absurdity of the past day had never occurred. He
was aching and dazed, but he was home. Turning the corner of the
street where he lived, he felt all the terror and humiliation he had
experi-enced well up in him, and for an hysterically long string of
moments he was baffled. Though he had lived here all his life,
suddenly he recognized nothing.

In this part of the city the streets were unpaved—dirtroads laid over
with dark wooden planks. He shuffled down the middle of the street,
his mind blank. The sky had gone smoky with nightfall, and the green
lead windows were suf-fused with light. Their hazy glow reminded
him of the Flats. He stood in the street gawking at them, trying to
remember where he was going.

Down at the far end of the street the elevated tracks rumbled with an
incoming train—shift workers returning home. The muted roar jolted
him, it sounded so like the deva wind that had ripped across the Flats.
He backed to the sidewalk and was thinking about bolting when a
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shrill voice exploded his languor: "Pudding!"

He curled around to see Zelda rushing out of the door-way to their
house. She skipped wildly toward him, pale, bone-thin arms high in
the air, little bird's eyes wide with surprise.

"Mutra! What's happened to you? What's happened to my baby?" She
put both of her spidery hands on his face and looked searchingly into
his eyes. "You look dead!" Her shriv-eled face was aghast as she took
in the ragged figure before her. "Quick—into the house."

She shoved Sumner down the street and tugged him by his arm into
the foyer. In the crinkled light of a globe lantern she studied him with
growing alarm. "What's happened to you? You smell like the Dark
One!"

The stale but well remembered odor of clove incense jarred Sumner's
mind. The broken look on his face began to fade. His bright, startled
eyes glanced about.

"Are you hurt?" Zelda whined. "Can't you talk?"
He plucked at his ravaged shirt and smiled giddily. "I'm home."

Zelda's face lit up. "Yes, pudding, you're home. But what happened to
you? Where's the car? There was an acci-dent, wasn't there? Look at
your clothes! They're scorched and—your neck! Mutra!" She drew
back his collar and gaped at the swatches of purpled skin around his
throat.

The horrified expression on her face shook Sumner. He pulled away
and looked at himself in the foyer's oval mirror. His face was bruised,
lips split, eyelids swollen. At the sides of his neck, where Jeanlu had
fastened onto him with her death grip, the skin was livid, scalded. He
flipped his collar up. "The car's gone," he croaked.

Zelda's eyes locked on his. She was too stunned to respond. She
stared at him blindly and continued to stare even as he turned past
her and lugged himself up the stairs.

Johnny Yesterday was standing in one of the peacock-blue urns in the
living room, eyes closed, a beatific smile on his seamed face. His
reverie persisted, stupendous, immuta-ble, as Zelda, coming out of
her shock, howled. She bounded up the stairs and intercepted
Sumner before he got to his room.

He braced himself for a screeching rebuke but she only stared at him
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with narrowed, rage-misted eyes. After a te-dious moment her face
softened. "Get some sleep," she said, with a calm more unnerving
than a scream.

Sumner slumped into his room and collapsed on the mattress. The
place was as jumbled as when he had left it—so long ago, it seemed—
except for a clear space where the scansule had shattered. Within the
muddle of the room, the solitary emptiness was disturbing. Like his
car and his secret life as the Sugarat, it was another part of him that
had been lost. How much longer could this go on, this slow falling
apart, dying piece by piece? Why not end it all at once? he
wondered.Whomp! Finished. He sighed, and his body sank deeper
into the mattress.Why not?

Zelda was enraged. The loss of the car meant a lot of bureaucratic
and financial trouble. She could have gouged out Sumner's eyes, but
she had restrained herself for a rea-son. Yesterday, a few hours after
Sumner had driven off, the police had arrived at the house. They were
big and bulky and not at all pleasant. Two of them banged through the
rooms, turning everything over, while a third cornered her in the
foyer. They wanted Sumner. They wanted Sumner now. And unless
she turned him over immediately, she could expect to be conducting
her illicit spirit counseling in the dorga pits.

Zelda had been supernaturally calm with the police. She really had no
idea where her boy was, and if she had known, she would have told
them without hesitation—she was that furious at him for not warning
her that there was trouble. If they had wanted to, the police could
have broken her rightthere and dragged her off to be branded.
Instead, they gave her a special number to call when Sumner returned
to the house.

She fingered the slip of paper with the number on it. Her anger about
the car was nothing like the fury she had experienced after the police
left. Her career was gutted—no one would do business with her now
that she had been raided. Word about the law traveled swiftly in
wangol circles.

She had only one option. The house was in her name. There would be
no trouble selling it, and with the money she could relocate in one of
the big eastern cities where nobody knew her. Of course, the success
of her plan had depended on Sumner's returning. If he hadn't come
back, the police would have suspected she had tipped him off. Now
her future was as close as a phone call.

She put on a heavy shawl embroidered with owls' eyes and black
tassels. Stepping out into the cool night air, her tensions eased and
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she felt disappointed that she had gotten angry at her son. The car was
not that important. It would hamper the paperwork of her leaving the
city, but perhaps the police would take care of that. The important
thing was that Sumner was back and she was free to go her own way.

It was not until she came to the phonestall below the el tracks that
she felt her first throb of hesitation. She dropped the only coin she
had brought with her. It rolled past her foot and fell between the
wooden planks of the street. On her way back to the house to get
another coin, she reasoned with herself—

Don't I have a right to my own life? Why should I throw it away to
protect an ingrate, a glut,a ...criminal? "Klaus, you know I've tried.
School, scansule, car—what more could I give him? My life? Do I have
to throw away my life, too? No! I've done more than enough. Besides,
the police . . . they wouldn't tell me what he'd done wrong. Perhaps it's
not that serious."

"And if itis serious?" Klaus's voice asked. "Come on, Zelda—you
remember the brood jewel and the voor herb you found in his car.
That was over a year ago. Who knows what trouble he's gotten himself
into? It's probably very serious.

"Well, then itis serious, Klaus. Why else would the police bang up the
house like that? But so what? Sumner's a rapist, an assassin, a voor
pimp—they're going to send him to the pits or the peeler. Let it be the
peeler. So what, Klaus? So what? He ruined my life—he would have
had me branded. His own mother a dorga! What did he care? He
didn't warn me. Not a word!"

"But he came back, Zelda. He came back."

"He came back because he trashed the car. That's why, you rotting
corpsemeat. He trashed the car. Where else could he go? Only I'd put
up with his slobbering and his whining. You don't have anything to do
with it. You're dead. Dead. Dead."

Several hours later, after dropping more coins, misplac-ing the
number, twisting her ankle, and arguing viciously with Klaus, she
called the police. They arrived quickly. She had just finished
preparing a cup of wangol e-z brew to soothe her nerves when the
door knocker thumped loudly. Through the window she saw a string
of helmeted men file out of a black van and disperse to surround the
house. They were carrying rifles.

"You're not going to hurt him," she whispered frantically to the men
she let in. They shouldered brusquely into the foyer. "You shouldn't
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hurt him. He's a quiet boy."
"Where is he, lady?"

She looked up the stairs, and five men scrambled past her. Johnny
Yesterday was asleep at the head of the stairs, and the first men to
reach him dragged him swiftly out of the way. They stuffed him under
the table with the brocaded legs and proceeded to kick in the doors to
all the rooms.

Sumner was just sitting up, blinking groggily, when the door to his
room crashed open. Three men were on him before he could move.
He yowled and thrashed mightily, but one of them rammed a
nightstick between his legs.

They secured his limbs with thick straps and plugged a rubber bit
into his mouth. Bound to a wooden pole like a trussed pig, he was
hauled out of the room and down the stairs.

On the way out, Zelda fluttered over him. He watched her through a
blur of pain while she cried. "They won't hurt you, pudding. They
promised." Then she was gone, and he was looking up into a night
rippled with skyfire. The last thing he saw before they slid him into
the van was Johnny Yesterday leaning out the upstairs window, his
leering face bald and wild as the moon.

VOORS

The Fox provides for itself, but God provides for the Lion.
—william blake

The Mysteries

Black the blood and the bones...

Moving like shadows, dark mantled and hooded, eleven voors came
out of the north, each with a stalk charm, each silent. They gathered
on the chine of a hill and stared down through the simmering heat at
their destination.

Below was the home of Jeanlu the charmist. Days be-fore, the deepest
voors had sensed her death coming on. Because she was a rare one—a
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healer with the power to touch Iz—the brood had sent these eleven to
perform the rite of stillness.

The rite was an homage, though the ones who had risked the journey
into the broken land of the howlies were more curious than reverent.
Only one actually knew Jeanlu—Lul, the eldest, herself a master of
plants, had been her friend. Everyone else knew nothing more than
the tales they had heard.

Early in childhood Jeanlu had seen her brood savaged by howlies,
and the shrieks of blood and the hot pain had stayed with her. Over
the years, as she perfected her stalk charms through her wanderings
among the darktime voors, her an-guish opened into a vision: She saw
how her charms could draw enough kha into her own body to birth a
mage, a timeloose voor with the power to unite and protect the
broods.

Many had warned and chided her, because a mage was a spawn of the
Vast and few believed a woman could balance her own small bodylight
with the immensity of 1z long enough to shape a child. Kha-warped
homunculi had been created that way. Yet Jeanlu had been possessed
by her vision, and she had journeyed south to find a howlie genetically
strong enough to father a mage. No one had followed her, except
those long into their darktime who needed the comfort of her stalk
charms. The few that had returned during those first years spoke of a
wild, lightning-eyed woman whose charms were potent enough to
strengthen the bodylight and keep darktime voors alive. Some had
even told of a child white as emptiness and just as deep.

The rumors of a mage had excited the broods. Many were willing to
jeopardize their lives to see for themselves what had become of the
charmist. But for the eleven who were selected, the journey had been
strange. They were haunted during their trek by long dreams of
Unchala, the voors' spawnworld. Nights were an ecstatic experience
hairy with the most beautiful music anyone had ever heard, and days
were a powerful expectation of the nights to come. When they arrived
at their destination, though there had been an omen—a deva had been
spotted the night before— the telepathic joy of their desert crossing
did not prepare them for what they found.

The landscape was malefic. Dead trees with shapes of pain cowered
over a pond that had dried to a shattered pit. Where Jeanlu's house
had been, there were only ash-timbers and the white shadow of a
furious fire.

Three of the eleven had deep mind, and they drew closer together.
Lul, the old one, had known this place before and was baffled by what
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had become of it. With her deep mind, she questioned the others.
Clochan was as dumb-founded as she, but Tala thought she glimpsed
blue kha traces around the flies. That startled Lul.A voor did this?

Tala couldn't answer. The traces were too faint even for her sharp
senses.

Lul dismissed her suspicions and signed for the rite to begin. Clochan
passed around the flagons of kiutl brew he had been carrying, and
everyone drank deeply. The saffron fragrance puckered Lul's mouth
and filled her sinuses with nostalgic vapors. How many times had she
shared this feeling with Jeanlu?

Together the two women had known one-with—a telepathic melling
of kha that had always filled their heads with a wondrous vision: a
violet sky with three suns and the odd feeling of a body that wasn't
human. The seers had said these experiences were the glimmers of
lives that they had lived on other worlds. Most of the brood believed
such talk, but who was strong enough to know?

The first cool tendrils of kiutl immanence pierced through her
thoughts, and at the same instant Tala beat on the slade-drum the
opening notes of a sad slow mountain song. Her body thinned out,
and she was aware again of the electric clarity of the herb. Clearly
now she saw the thin blue glaze around the fungi at her feet. And, with
the intuitive insight of kiutl, she recalled Corby. Jeanlu's son was said
to be a mage—a voor with the power to heal and transform.

She arched her back and stared up at the enormous sky. Beyond the
world's lip the sun was a dark liquid red.

Lul threw back her hood and advanced through the rasping grass.
She was old but moved quickly. The darktime was just beginning for
her, and her face, cracked and ashen as an old wooden bowl, was still
the face of a woman. Her eyes were all that had gone strange. They
were tiny and silver, and the vision in them was clouded.

Lul suppressed her thoughts and let the expansive calm of the kiutl
hone her senses. Beyond the moan of the flies she could hear the
subtle, queer ringing of salt-bonded kha. There was a familiar
buoyancy to the high pitch, and she followed the tremulous sound to
the caked rim of the pond. Jeanlu's body lay twisted in the tangled
loops and lacings of decayed vegetation. The cry of her trapped kha
whistled eerily through the crust of her corpse.

Lul gazed into the crushed carapace of Jeanlu's face. The gold eyes
were gone, the voided sockets swarming with the tiny white threads of
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maggots. None of this disturbed Lul. Many years of tending voors in
their blacktime had inured her to the grotesque. The only thing that
shocked her was that the corpse still wore a necklace of stone light.
That meant only one thing—Jeanlu had attempted lusk. Pirating
another lifeform was strictly forbidden. With kiutl awareness Lul
listened to the thin kha-plaint turning in the air. She recognized
something of Jeanlu in it, a gentleness. But it was marred by a high-
pitched fear shrill.

Lul believed she understood why Jeanlu had wanted to lusk. The
charmist had been young, and her darktime had been terrible.
Besides, howlies were animals—and dangerous, kha-green animals at
that. Was it really wrong to take one of their shapes when the
bloodpaths narrowed?

Lul brought out her stonelight from a pouch beneath her mantle.
Shimmering like jelly, the brood jewel was ice in her hand. She
glanced briefly into its depths to be certain that Jeanlu's lusk had
failed. She had to be sure that it was not the nightmare-quivering kha
of some howlie that was meshed in this corpse. When she saw
Jeanlu's kha, blue as coal, she signaled the others to approach.

Tala led the way, chanting to the rhythm of her slade-drum: "Black
the blood and the bones beneath the skin. Black the earth one finger
under. Black the emptiness bent over time."

Lul's heart thrummed with sadness. If only there were more than
slim dreams, vague brood-memories, and the old songs and rituals
passed on by the seers. If only there were some way to know that the
star-journeys and the other worlds of voor legend and dreams were
real and that death was no mere collapse into nonentity. What was
deep mind if it only revealed the uncertainty and despair of others?

Lusk!Clochan started when he saw the corpse.
Can you blame her?Lul responded.She was younger than you.

Did she cross?Tala wanted to know. Her blue-scabbed hands rubbed
an unheard note off the drumskin to keep the flies away.

No.Lul motioned the other voors to continue the rite.It's her kha you
hear whistling through the salt.

After fallen wood was gathered and stacked beside the pond, the
voors removed the brood jewels around the corpse's neck and gave
them to Lul. The stonelights were all that physically remained of
Jeanlu's kha, and when they were gone her life would fall back into Iz.

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The old voor placed the crystals deep inside the wood pile where the
heat would be intense enough to melt them. The pyre was lit by
Clochan and bursts of blue and green flames hissed through the
drywood. The voors threw their stalk charms into the fire and turned
away.

Lul lingered, watching the black smoke crawl into the sky until the
thin, high note of Jeanlu's life shrieked out of hearing.

A psychic muscling at the back of her neck turned Lul toward the ash-
skeleton of Jeanlu's house. Near the center of the charred pit, the
lucidity of the kiutl revealed a presence among the cinereal ruins.
Half buried in the fire-bleached debris was the shape of a small boy.

Stooping over the child-form, she saw that the shape was a sheath of
tightly-reeved fibers—a cocoon. Its texture was black with leakage and
seepings, but it seemed whole. Star-ing hard, she could see a violet
kha flimmering over the blackened fibers.

Timidly, she reached out and touched the baked surface. She could
feel the child's life, gently stirring, uncertain as the shifting patterns
of clouds. She pulled away.

Tala and Clochan had felt her shock, and they hurried over. But they
couldn't make anything of the child-shape. Was this Jeanlu's boy-
child? Tala could see only that it was alive. They would have to cross
with it.

With the stonelight icy in her grasp, Lul quieted her thoughts and let
the kha of the others fill her. A sorcelled mist clouded her mind, and
the sounds of the vehement flies and the bated breathing of those
around her folded back. She let the brood-power well up out of her
bloodpaths and course like static over her skin. Her trembling fingers
reached out and touched the charred surface again.

A spasm of flamebright energy flashed through her, knock-ing her to
the ground. Stupefied, she lay unmoving, hearing the awesome
thundering of her heart.

A gnatlike shimmering whirled around her so fast she felt as if she
were dissolving into light. Her blood more than her brain
remembered this from previous trances. But she was going further
than she had ever gone before, across torrential spans of change,
moving so swiftly all distance was a single point, violently still.

Darkness flew by like howling apes, and she burst into a landscape of
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light: a garden of fire—spark-clustered trees, amorphously bright
sedges and grasses of incandescent fila-ments. Black threads of
darkness stringing out above the scene parted, and she fell into the
spectral grove.

Welcome, Lul.It was a boy-child, distort pale, standing naked among
florets of starbright energy, his white-gold hair shifting in an unfelt
breeze.I'm glad you could meet me here. His words wobbled in the air
like a lament, like something more sung than said.My veve is yours.
It's no good to me anymore. I'm fading, becoming less— He raised a
hand to his face, and two fingers broke off and sparkled to the ground
like shooting stars.

Lul ached with fear. The boy dissolved into a muddle of frothing
colors, and there was nothing left to see but chro-matic magmas
soundlessly heaving through the blackness.

A child's voice opened in her:Relax, Lul. Nothing can hurt you here.

A Kkha-plaint curled around her, loud and close. It was the legendary
cry of the voor dead, the brood soul. She was mindless with wonder
and not at all surprised when Jeanlu's voice spoke from inside
her:Lul, remember the nights we pondered this? How many worlds?
How far away? I can tell you now, it's endless. There's no way back,
but there is a beginning: Unchala—the mythic source.

Jeanlu!Lul called into the surges of moiling light. But there was no
response. Had she, too, been a mind-ghost?

What she says is true,the child said in her mind.Unchala is part of
my veve. Would you like to see where you came from, voor?

Bodiless and simple, Lul swooned away from words. Her mind
yawned into a teetering vista of plasma fires. She moved through a
vision more vivid than pain.

Streamers of fire resolved to a span of stars, each starburst a note, a
radiant pulse of sound. The sky's dusty nebulae were all music's
voice—

Night on Unchala.

"Lul!"

She shuddered awake. Clochan was stooped over her, wafting a
smoldering taper of snakeweed beneath her face.
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"Your bloodpaths almost closed," Tala whispered. Her hood was
partially pulled back, revealing the tiny holes of her silver eyes and
the iridescent scales at the corners of her mouth. But the girl's
strangeness did not evoke the sadness in Lul it usually did.

"It's real," the old voor said, pushing to her elbows. "All the legends—
everything the seers told us is real."

With hushed emotion, the others watched meekly from a distance.
"It's all real." Lul's eyes were shining. "I must go back."

"No." Tala squeezed the old woman's arm urgently. "The trance will
swallow you."

"I'm old, Tala. I'm falling into my bones."
"Let us go with you," Clochan urged.

The old voor shook her head. "The two of you must lead the others
back. Take this with you." She touched the co-coon. "It is Jeanlu's son,
and he's strong. His veve looks back to Unchala."

The two younger voors stared at her, mute with surprise.

"This mage-child remembers the beginning, and he's open to any who
would cross with him. Do you understand what this means for the
brood?"

"Come with us, then." Tala helped Lul to sit up. The kiutl was still
strong in them, and there was no need for words except for the
intimacy of speaking.

"You go. My blacktime is beginning." Lul stroked the coarse surface
of the cocoon and thrilled to feel the bright, kinetic force within it.
"You don't know the beauty I've seen. And it's best you don't until
you're ready to leave the salt."

Sadly, Tala and Clochan helped Lul to cross her kha with the child-
mage. In their deep mind, they watched as their friend moved into 1z,
the wide banks of steamy colors curving gently through the darkness
of their minds.

Dimly, from a great distance, they glimpsed the spark of Lul's kha
vanishing into the depths of another reality. And, for the last time,
they heard her kha-plaint—a song both jubilant and lonely, like
driftwood, far from land, with the wind in its branches, singing.
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Chief Anareta waited in the night shadow of the Berth for his men to
bring the Sugarat in. He was nervous. He didn't want violence in his
station, but it was inevitable. Two of his oldest troopers had lost
family in the riots that had followed the Sugarat's kills, and they were
demanding blood. With the help of the other men they had ripped out
the benches in the locker room and cleared enough space for a
beating and a large audience. Word had been passed on, and men
from every division in the city were showing up.

The chief leaned against the raspy stone of the Berth wall, well out of
sight. He was a lanky, wolfish man who wore his black Massebo6th
uniform with the rumpled and casual ease of a soldier indifferent to
his work. The brutish cruelty in the long lines of his face was not the
pain of physical experience. Rather, it had been cultivated by five days
of patrolling the wasted streets of McClure and three decades of
violent imagination as a police administrator filing action reports.

Anareta had a white card, and the White Pillar had pulled him off his
beat and had never really allowed him to risk his rare genes. As a
young man he had dreamed of being a scholar of kro studies, although
in his heart he had always known that economic necessity and family
tradition would lead him into a military career. Only the genetic
surprise of his white card had afforded him a taste of the academic
life he had desired. Each year, during the three intervals that he
studded for the White Pillar, he spent his free time with a scansule
studying the fragments of literature and music from the fargone kro
times. Strength of mind and pride of self made him a dutiful and
efficient police administrator—but it was his white card and the
undistorted age to which it harked back that he had come to love.

After Chief Anareta had learned that the Sugarat was a white card,
his opinion of the killer had opened from indiffer-ence to respect. In
his mind he saw Sumner Kagan as an unlucky shape of himself—a
remnant of the old age when heroes risked everything to keep the race
whole by fighting distorts. But most of his men—most of the human
race— were distorts now. The bulk of Masseboth society were green
cards, people who, though they had no visible distortion, carried in
their genes the shape of a future that did not include men like himself
or the Sugarat.

Ominously, Anareta's own men were working against him because of
his white card. Shortly after the chief had learned about Kagan, he
had asked the White Pillar Conclave to send an escort to protect the
Sugarat from his vengeance-crazed division. Now it was obvious that
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those men were not going to arrive—that, indeed, the message had
never been sent.

When the swayvan with the Sugarat came around the Berth wall and
cruised toward the cement modules of the police barracks, Chief
Anareta stepped out of the shadows. Not daring to use his hip radio
for fear of alerting the other men, he hand-signaled the driver toward
the arched door of his private office. The chief himself swung open
the swayvan's back panel as the truck braked—and he stooped with
amaze-ment to see the corpulent body trussed up inside. He had
expected Kagan to be streetlean and fierce, and for a moment he
thought he had been duped. But the knowing fear in the boy's eyes
dispelled his uncertainty.

"Untie him and get him out," he ordered.

The guards clambering out of the van crowded about as Sumner
staggered into the sheer light of a lux globe. His pudgy face was bright
with fear. Blood harelipped from his nose, and a welt glowed across
his cheek and down the side of his neck.

Anareta took the boy's arm and led him to the narrow side door of his
office. The uniformed men followed, but the chief waved them off.
"You're dismissed," he said, opening the door and pushing Sumner
in. The police balked, and he added more gruffly: "Your job's done. Go
home." He had been careful in his selection of those he had sent to
pick up the Sugarat. They were mostly army transfers and young
recruits, and they were uneasy about disobeying a field chief. With
disgruntled mumbles they dispersed.

Chief Anareta's office was cramped by a long map of McClure and a
metal desk cluttered with unfiled reports. He signaled Sumner to a
wooden stool and sat on the edge of his desk beside a keypunch
communicator. An hour earlier he had notified both the White and
Black Pillar agencies that the Sugarat had been identified and was
being apprehended. Now he typed in the endcode signal that
announced the boy was in custody.

Anareta looked into his prisoner's porcine blue eyes. A laugh jerked
deep inside him when he imagined this fat-round boy luring
streetgangs to their deaths. "What did you think you were doing out
there?"

Sumner's gaze wobbled beneath the chief's slow, omniv-orous stare.
"What do you mean?"

"Why'd you do it?" The darkness in Anareta's long eyes was chasmal.
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"You're a white card. I know what that's like. I'm one. It's a good life.
The military will leave you alone, and the Conclave will give you
women and time for your whims. Why'd you risk it all to be the
Sugarat?"

Sumner's look was empty as a wish. "I don't know what you're talking
about."

The chief's face narrowed, and the ravelings of Sumner's body
tightened and quivered. "I've always liked the Sugarat," Anareta said
tightly. Without looking at the keys, he typed the endcode into the
communicator again, this time punching the send-key twice for
emphasis. "Sugarat's a distort killer. I liked him even more when I
found out he had a white card. He's not a common green card. He has
something, and he chucked it all to jooch distorts. I like the Sugarat.
But I don't think I like you."

Sumner's voice shivered as he spoke: "I'm not the Sugarat."

"Don't make yourself uglier than you are, Kagan." Anareta's lips
pinched with disgust. "My men found spraycans in your room with
the same paint the Sugarat uses. I'll wager the tire tracks near most of
the killsites fit your car's tires. And now we have foot plasters. You
think they're not going to match?"

Sumner faced meekly into the chief's gritful stare and shook his head.
"I'm not the Sugarat."

"Your driving ticket found its own way to the alkaloid factory?"

Sumner's whole face throbbed. "It's not me. I don't know how it got
there."

Outside the gray inner door, in the long corridor leading to the locker
room, a razor-apt chant became audible: "Zh-zh—zh-zh—zh-zh!"

Sumner quaked to hear the Sugarat's call.

"It's you, Kagan," Anareta said in a voice flawed with anger. He knew
he couldn't control his men—and his men knew that as well. "It's you
they want." He typed in the endcode signal again, forwarding it only
to the Conclave.

Kagan's white card was his one hope of surviving the night— but only
if the White Pillar acknowledged his genetic value. "Zh-zh—zh-zh!"
The chanting hissed closer through the gray inner door.
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Sumner whimpered and edged off the stool. "It's not me."

"Sit down!" the chief snapped. "Why'd you kill if you weren't ready
for this?"

"I didn't!" Sumner's eyes were drunk with terror. He leaned close to
the chief, the hot stink of his body thick as a spasm. "It's not me.
Please believe me. I never killed anybody."

A light dulled in the chief's face, and he pushed Sumner away. "I
might have tried to help you," he said as the gray door rattled and the
pounding began. "But I'm not going to risk my job and my life for
gutpaste like you."

"Zh-zh! Zh-zh! Zh-zh!"

"Open it up, Chief," a gruff voice called through the door. "We know
he's with you. Open it up or we'll take you with him!" The heavy door
buckled in a seizure of pounding.

Sumner grabbed the chief's arm and begged him with his whole body.
But whatever sympathy had remained in Anareta withered away. He
twisted his arm free and strode over to the gray door stenciled with
the black and white Massebo6th pillars.

"Don't!" Sumner crouched behind the chief's desk. "Iam the
Sugarat—but don't let them have me."

"Zh-zh! Foc Anareta—open the door! Zh-zh!"

Anareta turned to Sumner with a brightness like joy in his face.
"Why'd you do it, Kagan? I want to know."

Sumner was baffled. "I don't know."

The chief went over to the keypunch and re-entered the request to
turn Sumner over to the Conclave. He thumbed the send-key again
and again.

"I was scared." The boy was weeping. "I've been scared all my life. I
had to kill what scared me. The dread, it—"

"Zh-zh!" The door cracked at the joint and splintered inward. At the
other door leading to the outside, a heavy pounding began and voices
shouted for the Sugarat. Anareta was moving toward his gun locker
when the inner door burst open, throwing him to the side.
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Half a dozen men rushed into the room, their faces tight with animal
rage. They found Sumner cowering beneath the chief's desk. He
kicked and bucked, and they had to heave the desk over to get at him.
They dragged him screaming out of the office and down the corridor
to the locker room where the other men were waiting.

Anareta was left behind, and he struggled to right the toppled
keypunch communicator. Minutes passed before he was able to
reconnect the bent input-plug. Sumner's howls had fractured to
wracked cries and sobs by the time a channel chattered open and the
chief was able to link with the Con-clave. More minutes echoed with
screams as the transfer authorization from both the White and Black
Pillars typed itself out. Anareta ripped the sheet off before the
endcode signal was complete and surged out of the room.

Ahead, the screams had stopped, and only the jeers of the men and
the sound of the beating could be heard.

The chief had to push men out of his way to get to Sumner. With a yell
he silenced everyone: "Let up! This boy isn't ours. If he dies, we're all
dorgas!"

The men on the periphery pulled back, and Anareta glimpsed
Sumner's hunched body, the clothes ripped away from a raw, bloody
bulk. Then the men who had lost family in the Sugarat riots were
before him—thick men stripped to the waist, their eyes smoky with
red rage and contempt for his soft life. Both had blood-grimed rubber
hosing in their hands, and one of them shoved the end of the tubing
up to Anareta's face. "Chief, you're dead meat if you try to stop us."

The chief pushed aside the bludgeon and held up the authorization
order. "I'm not trying anything. The White Pillar owns Kagan now.
They know he's alive. If he's dead— we're worse than dead. All of us."

One of the two men stepped back, and the other pressed dangerously
closer. His face was emotionless and speckled with Sumner's blood.
His voice was atonic: "I'd rather be a dorga than let this dungball
live."

The chief stood fast, though the man was an inch away and his hard
rubber hose was pressing sharply against his sternum. Anareta held
the typed authorization high. "To defy the Black Pillar is death," he
quoted the Codex of the Protectorate, "but to defy the White Pillar is
suffering. Who else here wants to live a long life in the dorga pits?"

"The chief's right," one of the nearby men said loudly, and grumbles
of agreement followed. "The tud's hurt. He won't walk straight again."
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Several of the closest men took the angry man's arms and gently
moved him away from the chief.

Anareta's insides relaxed and then cramped even more fiercely when
he saw what had become of Sumner. The boy's face was
unrecognizable—a mask of stringing blood, torn tissue, and pink
bone. Both of his arms were broken, winged at odd angles, the hands
pulp white and lifeless. His legs, too, were cracked, and a shaft of
broken bone gouged through his thigh. "Mutra," the chief gasped.
"Get a shock unit. Somebody—get help!"

He tore off his shirt and covered Sumner's quivering body.
"Everybody else out of here," he ordered. "The Con-clave will want
pain for this."

The station cleared quickly, and when the medics ar-rived Anareta
was alone, stooped over a half-alive man.

Sumner lifted himself awake, rising out of a maw of darkness. A mad
whining turned in his ears, and he waited for the nightmare to
continue. But the world had changed. Twangy medicinal odors
clouded around him. And the light was softer, thin and gauzy.

The pain of his body had become so intense that it was pleasurable.
For an age, it seemed, he had been dreaming of his hurt as a radiance.
He was floating inside himself, his body a vision sustained by the
intensity of his pain-pleasure. He twisted his body to ignite the
fleshlight that had become his joy, but the fluffy embrace of a
mattress swallowed most of his pain.

"It's over now," a female voice said softly. The sweet, moist warmth of
her breath sharpened Sumner's senses. The gentle fragrance of
calambac lilted in the air, and a hazy face hovered above him. He
tensed for an expected barb of pain, but the hand that touched him
was quiet.

She bent closer, and he saw that her face was lovely as music. Dark
heavy-hung hair settled around him. He lifted above the numbness of
his body and saw the green physician's uniform the woman was
wearing and the intravenous bladders hanging on the posts of his bed.
But then the hurt of his body fractured his alertness, and he dropped
back into his stupor.

"Stay with us, Sumner," the doctor whispered, and the lambent
caress of her hair silked over his face as she pulled away.
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For a double-hearted moment, Sumner urged to reach past his hurt
and hold this woman as he would have held his life, but he knew that
if he let go of his pain-vision now, he would be giving up forever the
dreaminess beaten into his nerves. Living would again become agony.
But this woman—

A wave of loneliness swelled in him, and he clutched for her.

The first day that he was strong enough to touch her was the last day
he saw her. By then consciousness had hardened enough for him to
know that he was in an infirmary within sight of the Berth. Tall,
narrow windows lined the walls, one for each bed in the ward.
Sunlight, thick and steady as stone, lay on his face every morning, and
the black days labored by.

Most nights his sleep was haunted and violent. In the languid light of
false dawn he invariably woke to a vision of the doctor who had lured
him back into his life with her tawny skin and black hair and breath
that smelled of candy. For that one moment he was happy, and for the
rest of the day the exasperating hallucination of her beauty dogged
him. He was alone, as always. Betrayed into living. But why? Why had
the police not killed him? The green-smocked medical staff that
attended him and the other dour men in the ward knew nothing.

Chief Anareta visited Sumner once, but the boy became so agitated at
the sight of the black, red-trimmed Masseb6th uniform that the
doctor in charge asked the chief to leave before he could introduce
himself. The chief had come to say farewell. After the full report of the
beating had been filed, the Black Pillar authorities had decided to
retire the chief. He was being sent to a camp outside Xhule where his
white card could be put to more regular use. Anareta was happy about
his discharge. Xhule was a bucolic valley of garden villages and a
university where he could pursue his krostudies. He had wanted to
find some way of thanking the Sugarat, but after seeing the great fear
in the boy he realized that the most he could do for Kagan was to
forget him.

Gradually Sumner's pain shifted into healing aches: dull throbs,
itching flesh and muscles. Yet he didn't want to live.

He tried to stop eating, but the staff shoved tubes through his nose
and down his throat. And though he willed himself to die, his body
continued to get stronger.
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When the cruel day came for him to learn to walk again, he refused to
move. His brain had been rubbed smooth with pain, and time meant
little to him. Apart from the lunatic dreams that wracked him to a
lathered frenzy each night, he was empty. No expectations. No hopes.
Time would kill him. He would wait.

Hoping to awaken Sumner to his life, a blue-gowned nurse wheeled
his bed to the lune ward and left him at the far end, where the vomit
was crusted on the walls and the fecal stench numbed his whole body.

The lunes were the husks of McClure's society, people who had fallen
into themselves in the chemical factories or the mines and who were
kept alive for medical experiments. Their stares were vacant or, at
best, beast-filled, and their phantom howls and gut-twisting shrieks
gnawed at Sumner's nerves and made his nightmares even more
terrible.

But Sumner refused to cooperate with the staff. He was determined
to die, and he would have smothered himself in lassitude if an
unexpected revulsion hadn't suddenly and evilly overcome him. One
night he thrashed awake and found a milky-eyed lune chewing the
scabs off his leg-wounds. The next day, he was ready to walk.

After a month of water exercises, weight lifting, and blinding pain,
Sumner could move about without crutches. The staff had been
patient and good with him, and his body healed well. But he showed
no appreciation. He remained solitary and withdrawn, mechanically
completing his work-outs and eating his meals. Few thoughts moved
through his numb mind, and those that did were simple, immediate
animal logics. A sullen indifference misted his eyes, and the medical
staff finally realized that the police had succeeded after all. The
Sugarat was dead.

Chief Anareta entered a serene garden alongside the Berth. He was
out of uniform, and he looked haggard in the green pullover and
brown flannels he was wearing. For a full two minutes he stood beside
a bluerose bush staring at a red-cowled monk who sat reading on a
stone bench a few paces away.

When the savant glanced up, his head rocked with rec-ognition and
his cowl fell back, revealing a tough, blunt-featured face softened with
surprise. "Chief!" the monk rasped. He stood up with a coarse grunt,
his body monolithic, his short hair streaked like smoke. "You look
smaller out of black."
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"The Pillars took my black away, Kempis." Anareta companionably
gripped the big savant's shoulder. "I was re-tired after the deeps
looked into me."

Kempis' stare chiseled sharper. "Deeps? How far into your mind did
they look?"

"Not far enough to see you," Anareta said with a reassur-ing smile.
Twenty years before, the chief had helped Kempis secretly enter the
Protectorate. Before that the monk had been an outlander, the
undistorted but homeless offspring of distorts, a wanderer and a
bandit. Anareta had found him at a branding station where the
wounded and heavily bandaged corsair was being fitted for drone
headstraps. The wit-light in the huge man's eyes had stopped the chief
the instant their gazes touched. Kempis was not an apparent distort,
and the savage callousness that Anareta had become accustomed to
seeing in the faces of ardent criminals was not there. Muscled by
compassion, he had taken Kempis aside and spoken with him long
enough to confirm what he had suspected: The man wasn't a ritual-
programmed tribesman or gangmember—he was an individual.
Through his bureaucratic contacts, the chief had been able to clear
Kempis' record, secure him a green card, and position him as a savant
with the White Pillar.

Savants had an easy life. They were essentially librarians and
researchers, well respected in the Protectorate, and tra-ditionally
expected to extend the species by maintaining very active sex lives.
Kempis had always been happy serving Mutra.

"The deeps were selective about my past," Anareta clari-fied. "They
were more interested in my white card and my recent sexual exploits
than what happened twenty years ago. All they really saw was that I'd
rather study kro than manage a street division—so they relieved me.
I'm off to Xhule tonight. By tomorrow I'll be studding in some forest
bungalow."

Kempis' hard face shone. "I'm happy for you, Chief. Thirty years and
the Pillars never suspected you were as much with the kro as with
them. What broke it?"

"I was caught trying to pull out another white card—a fat kid who'd
been jooching distort gangs into deathtraps."

"I'd think the Pillars would medal him for that."

"The Sugarat enraged the gangs more than he hurt them. The past
five years, the distorts have been tearing up Mc-Clure like this was
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outland. When this kid was finally dragged in, I was the only one that
wanted to see him live. That look on your face asks why." Anareta
shrugged, and uncertainty inscribed his brow with one long line.
"Why'd I pullyou out? He's unique—an individual, not a distort or a
simplewit. But my own men got to him. And that's why I'm here."

Kempis took the chief's elbow and led him to the side of the bluerose
shrubbery where they were out of sight of the Berth. "What can I do
for you?"

"Kempis, they're going to kill this kid."
"You said he was a white card."

"Yes, but he's very ugly. Even before my men broke his face, he was
the kind of clumsy grossness that a stud mate would laugh at. His
white card will keep him out of the dorga pits, but he's too dwarfed
inside to make the mating circuit. I know they're going to send him to
one of the heavy work camps—Carnou, Tred, maybe Meat City."

Kempis' head was awry. "How can I help him—and why do you want
to?"

"He's a white card like me," Anareta said, looking strongly at Kempis.
"I can't rut in peace without at least warning this kid. I want to tell
him to get out—to leave the Protectorate."

Kempis' raspy voice became almost soundless: "Chief, he'll die on the
outland."

"You survived—and thrived for many years."
"I was reared out there."

Anareta slapped a bluerose to a splatter of petals. "Look—I can't
reach the kid. I'm leaving tonight. But I want you to talk with him."

Kempis wheezed a sigh. "He's locked up, isn't he?'" Anareta pulled a
leather pouch from his trousers pocket and handed it to the savant.
The pouch was heavy with coins. "I still have friends in the Black
Pillar. One of them will notify you when the kid's guard rotates to
someone compli-able. Use these zords to speak with the boy alone.
Tell him to run if he can. Tell him it could be death out there, but
make him know itwill be death if he stays."

The chief placed both of his hands on the monk's arms. "He's my last
prisoner—and I'm leaving for an easy life. I want to feel good about
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that life. Talk to the kid. Tell him who you are. That saved your life
once. It might save him."

Very early one morning Sumner was shaken awake by a chunky
uniformed guard, and his green infirmary smock was replaced with
brown fatigues and work boots. He was marched out of the infirmary
into the gray smudged light of early dawn, across a flagstone
courtyard and into the Berth. Icy green arc lights burned at uneven
intervals along the top of the massive bellied wall. Inside, the air was
close and fuscous.

After a brief pass-check, Sumner was prodded forward. He shuffled
through opulent colubrine hallways lined with frescoes of the Mutric
Redemption. Aloe incense scrolled out of side niches occupied by
votive tallows and blue glass icons. Several times Sumner was stopped
and his head tugged for-ward in obeisance as red-cowled savants
strode by. Sumner replied woodenly, too hollowed out to care. At last
they entered a tiny pocket-garden, and Sumner was ordered to sit.

The tight garden was open to the dawn sky, and the curving walls
were tangled with vines. It was like a well of ivy. Sumner sat on a
round stone bench beside a moss-speckled trough of curkling water. A
lunette above the oval doorway depicted Sita's Firewalk, and Sumner
fixated on the realistic rendering of limbs shriveled to smoldering
twists of black, bubbled tar.

He was still gazing into the painting when the guard fiercely rapped
the back of his head. "Rise!" he hissed.

A red-cowled savant was standing in the door. Sumner rose and
automatically bowed his head.

"Relax, please." The savant entered and placed a hand on Sumner's
shoulder. "Sit down."

Sumner sat and watched with an empty expression as the savant
reached beneath his robes and produced a small leather bag for the
guard. With eyes reverently averted, the guard bowed, his fingers
twitching over the bag, counting the silver through the leather.

After he had backed out of the garden, the savant folded back his
cowl. He was a huge man, theandric, with short brindled hair and a
face like granite: pale but hard, square and etched with many fine
lines. "I'm Kempis," he said in a hoarse voice. "Legally, we can't talk.
I'm a White Pillar savant—the laws you violated were Black Pillar. It's
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costing me more in risk than in silver for this audience."
Sumner stared through him, vague as fog.

A long minute of silence widened between them as Kempis studied
the boy. Sumner was gangly and haggard from all the weight he had
lost. The flesh around his eyes looked sunken and stained. The eyes
themselves were clear but unfocused, gazing in a wide, depthless
stare through a harrowing mask of scars.

When the savant spoke, an asthmatic rasp undercut his words: "I've
paid the Black Pillar so that I could speak with you. I think you should
understand where you're going." He drew in a whistling breath. "The
police, you know, want you dead. Regrettably, they never finished.
Some savants found out about your white card. Because your genes
are so rare, they think you're sacred, an envoy of Mutra, the last hope
of our species. They're very devout but slimbrained. So now you're
caught between the Black Pillar of the police and the White Pillar of
the savants' Conclave.

"Do you know what it means to have a white card, son?" The darkness
in Kempis' eyes thickened. "There aren't a thousand in this city—less
than a hundred thousand in the whole Protectorate. Even voors
revere what that card repre-sents. It means you're whole—one of the
few in this broken world."

Kempis leaned closer. "A dark bargain's been struck. The police have
agreed to let you live so that, perhaps, the Conclave will get you to
breed other white cards. The preser-vation of the Masseboéth is at
stake. But I assure you, the Masseb6th are going to make living worse
than dying."

Sumner watched him sleepily, the blue, vapid loneliness of the sky
threading itself through his eyes.

Kempis sighed, his breath making a noise in his chest like fire. "I
have some advice for you." His fingers moved slowly, unlacing the
breast of his cowl. "I'm not a typical savant. I know pretty well what
you're going through. You see, before I entered the Conclave I was a
corsair. I had dreams like the Sugarat. But I worked the coasts instead
of the streets. I moved by night, and on the sea, that takes as much
guts as skill. I ran kiutl and renegades. I raided the reef colonies and
the island outposts. And I killed only in defense and vengeance. It was
a lonely, crazy-alive, hungry, stupen-dous way to live. And I'd be doing
it today, except for this."

He opened his cowl and revealed a chest livid with puckered scars.
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"Knifed in a tavern brawl. Thirty-two wounds. When I recovered I
entered the Conclave. What else could I do with half a lung?"

Sumner's gaze suddenly crisped. He understood the pain that had
flowered into those scars, and he looked more di-rectly at the man
they had shaped.

Kempis laced up his cowl. "My advice isn't some reli-gious rauk.
Mutra with her gory myths and sacred mumblings is just a throwback
to the ancient Christom. It's not real. Nothing's real—but you. Your
life. Your pain."

He peered at Sumner, solemn as a cobra. "The White Pillar will stud
you if they can, but the Black Pillar wants you hurting. Don't let either
of them get you. Cut them off as soon as you can. You're young, and
the physicians say you're still whole. So stop acting like a corpse.
Come alive. This world is huge and strange. I've seen things in it I
don't believe myself anymore. But it's all out there—distorts, voors,
creatures and places we don't have names for yet. Get away the first
chance you get. Become a corsair. Go north. Go as far as you can. Only
freedom is real."

He wheezed and sucked at the air. "Believe me, the north is another
world. The Masseb6th won't follow you there. And some of those
distort women—" He chuckled with croupy abandon and then
struggled to catch his breath.

"Where are the Masseboth sending me?" Sumner asked, his voice
gritty. "Where am I going?"

Kempis stared at him in silence, intrigued and gratified. Then: "If you
knew that, son, you'd have lived forever."

Broux's face was cruel: the mouth a slash, the jaw a clamp, the skin
bronzed from sunburn and malaria, the hair iron-gray and cropped
close to the carved contours of his square head. He was the
commander of Meat City, a slimy hole punched into the green
shimmering face of the western rain forest. Broux's camp looked
more like a trash heap than the military camp it was supposed to be.
In fact, the scraggy lot walled in by jungle was a human trash heap,
the final depot where the Massebo6th Black Pillar sent the personnel
too rebellious for service in the regular units but too valuable to be
executed. Under Broux's brutal command, the soldiers were pitted
against the jungle and worked into conformity or else broken.
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Broux took a special interest in Sumner from the first. He saw the
boy, scab-masked and painworn, as he limped out of the strohlkraft
that had delivered him and eight others to Meat City. The men were
lionfaced, their gazes guarded but truculent, the fight in them
strong—but the boy was differ-ent: he stood squatly on the landing
field staring with open apprehension at the monotonous litter of
rotting shacks and scantling huts set on concrete pilings above
mustard-yellow mudflats.

Unlike everyone else in the camp he had a white card stapled to his
file, and the White Pillar had appended a rider in bold print: Sumner
Kagan was to be worked hard, but he wasn't to be killed. Twice a year
he would be taken to a breeding hostel—other than that, Broux could
do whatever he liked with the boy.

"You're mine now, Kagan," Broux growled. The dragon-dark of his
eyes looked the boy over, seeing the shape of the animal inside
Sumner's withered obesity, already knowing exactly how much pain
this body could digest. "If you work in Meat City, you live. The only
rest here is death." Broux's grin sharked straight back over his jaw,
then vanished in-stantly. "It's three kilometers around this clearing.
Run the jungleline. Go!"

Sumner loped off, and Broux barked after him: "Pick it up, Kagan.
Run!"

Sumner ran, steadily at first. But as the sun rose higher, hot and
arrogant in the sky, something in him began to unravel. Colors
ribboned by, and the blood drummed faster as if boiling in his ears.
He retched and gasped at the thick air, and long, deep muscles
knotted up in his legs. He was still limping around the camp at
nightfall when Broux called him in.

Eaten by fatigue, Sumner didn't have the strength to pick up his
rations, but Broux pushed his face into the bean paste, and so he ate.
Immediately afterward he collapsed on his cot and lay unmoving until
Broux rolled him out at dawn.

Again he was ordered to run the jungleline. By the time he had eased
into the rhythm of his run, the sun's heat had become rabid. At noon
he collapsed and had to be slapped awake by a guard.

Sumner swayed to his feet and forced himself to run— hard, hoping a
stroke would tug him out of Broux's grasp. For days this nightmare
repeated itself. Then, miraculously, the hours thinned out. A secret
compartment swelled open in his lungs, and the fire he had been
carrying in there cooled. Limitless power flowed into his tendons, and
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the hot needles pinning his shoulders to his chest fell away, leaving
his body loose and slinky. He glided through the drifts of sunlight
with defiant strides.

Broux was impressed. The McClure police had wracked Sumner, and
Broux had been convinced by the boy's shiver-ing gaze that his will
was warped. But Sumner was stronger than the bruised mash of his
body revealed. The next day, from the shade of his command tent,
Broux watched as Sum-ner joined the other men for the hole patrol—
the daily grave detail.

The digging didn't go well for Sumner. On the fringe of the jungle, a
damp miasmic heat steaming softly around him with the death pall of
the graves, Sumner breathed through his mouth and tried lifting
small shovelfuls of yellow mud. Soon the grim heat built up in his
fatigues, and when he peeled back his shirt the stinging flies
tormented him.

Nevertheless he worked relentlessly, wanting the heat to kill him. His
hands were sloughed raw by the splintery handle of his spade, and his
body was cramped with pain and fatigue. At day's end he returned to
his hut feverish, too exhausted to eat the bitter herbs and root paste
that was dinner but force-fed by Broux's pincer grip at the back of his
neck. Afterward he lay flat on his cot, stupefied, numbed free of his
nightmares.

Time blurred into routine for Sumner. Broux worked him hard nine
days and rested him one. For a long time Sumner slept through those
free days, too hollow to dream. But one day he found that he wasn't
wasted enough to ignore the barrack flies anymore. He spent that day
meandering about the camp, groggily pondering his situation.

He was a slave, he realized, his will as exhausted as his body. Broux
was working him, not to death, but to the brink of life, keeping him
alive for the White Pillar—or just for the pain. Sumner didn't know.

He thought of Kempis and running away. And he thought of Nefandi,
the deva, and the voors, and his dread sparkled. The world was evil,
too dark to be enlightened by thoughts. And that made the painful
routines of Meat City seem good. When the hole patrol trudged by
with the buckled bodies of that day's dead, the familiarity of their
workchant soothed away all desire for escape.

At the end of the day, as he undressed for sleep, he was amazed by
how much his body had changed. His thighs, which ached close to the
bone with weariness, were con-toured now, and his arms had
thickened and deepened around the shoulders. Without a mirror, he
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contented himself to lie in the dark, feeling the tautness of his
stomach and the curved breadth of his chest. The mood of a ghost-
thin pride softened his dreaming that night. But Broux had seen that
Sumner's stamina was expanding, and the next day he worked him
harder than ever. For many weeks after that, Sumner's life was felt
and not thought.

Broux tossed a handful of pebbles into a mudpool and watched the
watercircles dawn through each other. Behind him the work crews
were lining up beneath a holt of im-mense rubber trees for that day's
assignments. The officers with machine pistols strapped to their
thighs and clipboards in their hands were shouting through the
bodycount. Broux listened to the distant roll call with melancholy. He
was tired of being a warden. He was almost sixty, and this was all his
life had come to: corrosive air, fevered flies, riotous jungle walls—a
prison as much for him as for any of the wretched men he had been
ordered to break.

But was his fate different from anyone else in the Protec-torate? He
turned to supervise the men as they filed past, dragging their shovels
and machetes to the jungle's fringe. The cities were sour-hearted with
dorga pits—everybody had a distort-brother, sister, or child—and the
most anyone could hope for was to stay whole. Why was the world
this way? Why did flesh go wrong? He heelkicked a rock into the
mudpool and cleared his mind. A man could break his teeth on
questions like this.

Sumner Kagan appeared on line, trudging toward the rubber trees.
Broux watched him with satisfaction. The boy was expanding and
hardening, growing stronger each week. A full year had passed since
he had arrived, bloated with fat and pain, and no orders had come
from the White Pillar to reclaim him. Months ago Broux had
contacted an officer high in the Conclave to collect on a longstanding
debt. Years before, Broux had helped a distorted relative of this
savant get forged papers; in return, Broux had requested that
Sum-ner Kagan's records with the White Pillar be permanently
misplaced. Apparently this had been done, and now the boy was all
his.

Sumner hulked against a wall of hanging vines, his longcurved back
writhing with the powerful strokes of his machete arm as he cut his
way into the green mass. Broux watched him approvingly. Like an
anatomist, Broux knew the body's inner dynamics—what routines
shaped what muscles; what muscles aligned the bone-structure; what
alignments gave the most strength. He had been using that knowledge
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to select Sumner's work projects. And he followed him care-fully,
observing how his form was changing, studying how best to mold his
body. The rewards for Broux were going to be great. A protomale on
the military market would earn him enough zords to get away from
Meat City and retire to a homestead colony near Xhule or Onn. Those
were forest cities, too small for dorga pits. They were as far away
from the brutality of his profession as he could hope to get.

That joyful thought poised between his eyes like a point of pain, and
he had to pick up a rock and clench it between his fingers to steady
himself.

Sumner kept to himself. Some of the men worked in groups, laughing
and cursing themselves through the monot-ony of their labors and
sharing silence when Broux and the guards were near. But Sumner
lived too close to his pain, and the others thought he was animal-dull.
Only one midgeyed young man was drawn to him—a boy called Dice.
The men loathed Dice: He was talkative and orgulous, and he wasn't
big enough to do an equal share of work. He was harried constantly,
except when Sumner was around. Everyone feared Sumner, not only
because he had become one of the largest men in camp but because he
was Broux's animal.

"I'm an opportunist," Dice introduced himself to Sum-ner among the
emerald shadows of the jungle. Kagan was stump-digging, stooped
and hacking at the wire-taut treeroots, sweat sparking off him with
each blow. "I've been called a deserter because I left my squad and
went to Vortex. That's why I'm here. But I wasn't running away. If I
was deserting, I'd have gone north to Carnou. There are voors in
Carnou, and they're always looking for blue cards. That's what I've
got—a blue card. It means I've got just one gene defect and it's a
sleeper; it'll never touch me. Only a white card's better, but there
aren't any of them around. The government takes them away early
and studs them. My blue card's the best you'll see. If I was deserting,
I'd just go to Carnou and let the voors have me. But what kind of life is
that, whoring for voors? Mutra, that's rucksouled. No, I wasn't
deserting. I went to Vortex to play kili. That's why I'm called Dice. I'm
the best. And I was going to come out strong in the kilithon at Vortex.
It's only held every third year. Last time, I was weighted. That means I
made it to the top fifth. Do you know how many zords I could have
made in the top fifth if I'd played? Foc, I could have bought myself out
of the army and still had zords to rent a suite in a Prophecy bordello.
I'm that good, you know. I've been playing kili since I could draw the
triangle. Do you ever play?"
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Sumner was up to his waist in root-tangle and jungle mulch, his
whole body fighting with the earth.

"You work hard, soldier." Dice tugged away one of the thick
rootlimbs Sumner had dislodged. "You're not like the other goofers
here. They do what they have to do, those tuds, and that's all. They're
buckers—like me. But you're different. You're crazy different to work
so hard."

Sumner seemed lost in his labor, his face knotted around his breath—
but he was listening. After months of solitude with only the rawk of
parrots and the gibbering of monkeys, the boy's babbling pleased him.
Soon they fell into a work rhythm, with Dice all the while filling the
air with his talk, picking up the work-leavings, sharpening the
machetes, and clearing away the light brush. Even Broux approved,
for Sumner was working harder.

"He watches you closely," Dice said one golden after-noon in a forest
clearing, seeing Broux standing squat and solid in the treeshadows.
Sumner was splitting logs, his back clenching and heaving, and he
didn't look up. "He always has an eye out for you," Dice went on. "I
think he's working you up to something, you know? I think he's an
opportunist, too."

Dice casually continued snipping the twigs off the logs that Sumner
was going to split, but his gaze had turned inward. "You've heard of
protomales, Kagan? You look like one. I mean, you're big. And there
are units in the army that pay a lot for big men. You think that's why
Broux is working you up? I notice you get more food than anyone
here. The other buckers see it, too, but they don't talk. You're Broux's.
He's working you up for something. What's your card color?"

"White," Sumner grunted in midstroke.

The crack of the cleaving log jarred through Dice. "Are you jooching
me?" He scurried to Sumner's side and knelt in the grass, staring up
at his grimacing body as the axhead flashed in the sun. "You have a
white card? Mister—what are you doing here? Men with white cards
don't suffer in Meat City."

Dice spotted Broux strolling along the treeline, and he hurried over
to the fallen logs and began stripping them busily. "Broux's working
you up, Kagan. Can you see it? A protomale with a white card will
earn him more zords than he can count. But why are you here? A
white card doesn't belong in this hole."

That evening Sumner relented to Dice's dogging questions and told
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him about the Sugarat and his beating in the police barracks.

"The White Pillar pulled you out. They won't leave you here," Dice
said when Sumner was done. "Unless Broux found some way to dupe
them." Dice's eyes brightened shrewdly. "Broux is using you, Kagan.
He's jooched the White Pillar, and he's working you up for his own
profit. It's obvious."

Sumner hefted his machete and stood up. The evening wind slipping
off the pampas was flowery and moist and empty of human scents.
"Come on—we'll miss chow."

Dice leaped to his feet and stood in front of Sumner. "Kagan, Broux is
using you. He's going to sell you to some clodbusting unit, and you'll
spend your life in fly-piss out-posts gutting distorts. You don't have to
do that. You're a white card. The Pillars will hold you up. You'll have
women, real food, and you'll never see a distort as long as you live. All
you have to do is get past Broux. That might be difficult, but if you stay
alert, you'll find the way. I'll help you."

Sumner shook his head. "No."

"Kagan, you need plans. Otherwise when the chance is there, you
won't even know it."

"No plans. No help."

"You're zaned. Or else you're jooching me. No man with a white card
would live like a jungle rat. Life can be every-thing good."

Sumner's face looked hollow. "What makes you think life can be
good?" He pushed Dice out of his way and walked into the jungle
toward camp.

Dice watched after him with a slack face. Then he shouted: "It's all
there is!" Then, softer: "Ratfoc—" and sprinted through the rising
darkness to catch up with him.

The western horizon was nicked with dawn but the skull of the sky
was still dark when the corsairs raided Meat City. They dropped onto
the parade ground between the barracks in three rackety, patchwork
strohlkraft, a carnival of fire-bombs and flares blazing overhead.

Sumner was at the latrine ditch cupping a handful of water to clean
himself when the darkness erupted into squint-ing radiance. He
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dropped to his belly, his sarong tangled at his ankles, and watched as
the three battered strohlkraft settled in a haze of rainbowing
smokefire. Bright flashes from the turret guns rattled the guards'
barracks, flipping the tin eaves into the air.

The cargo hatches winged open, and a crowd of wildly garbed
corsairs leaped howling and laughing onto the parade ground waving
rifles and torch pistols. By the watery light of the flares Sumner could
see that many of them were dis-torted: clawed hands, crusted lizard
faces, milky eyes. Half were women.

"Let's go, you bulldogs!" the amplifier of a pirate ship bellowed. "Foc
slavery! You're not shackled to the Pillars anymore! Come out and
run with us!"

Gunshots caromed from the jungleline where most of the guards had
retreated, and half the corsairs crouched and returned fire. The other
half assaulted the barracks, torching the timbers and running the
prisoners out of their cots.

Broux was dashing around the guards' barracks, two pistols flaring in
his hands, shouting his men out of their shock. The ground was
twitching and jumping at his feet, but he ran tall. Then the gun turrets
of the other two pirate ships swivelled and roared into fire at the same
instant. The guards' barracks rolled away like thunder, and Broux
crawled in the dirt with his head under his arms. By the time he
looked up, the men who wanted to run were being pulled into the
holds of the pirate ships. Those who knew their time in Meat City was
almost up cowered behind the barracks and the water troughs.

Sumner was tempted to run, but as he tightened his sarong a figure
scrambled to his side and took his arm. Dice looked up at him with
fervent eyes. "Take me with you."

Sumner shrugged off his grip. "I'm not going anywhere."

"The Pillars don't hold up anything," the pirate amplifi-ers blared.
"They crush the people beneath them. Topple the Pillars!"

"Kagan, let's go," Dice urged him with a whine.
"You want to run with those things?" Sumner chinpointed to the
spiderhaired faces of the corsairs' helping the last runaways clamber

aboard.

"We can skip on them later. Come on—this is our chance."
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Sumner shook his head no. "We'd just be trading one master for
another."

Dice slumped and watched disconsolately as the ships began to rise,
cargo doors still open. "Topple the Pillars!" The cry wobbled in the
air, chopped by the bawl of thrusting engines. Guns sparked,
dawnlight flashed on the flight vanes, and the pirate ships leaned into
the darkness and drifted away over the jungle.

Dice was depressed. For days after the corsair raid he sulked.
Sumner, who had become accustomed to the boy's constant prattle,
looked about for a way to cheer him up. He found a large hive deep in
the forest, and one evening he returned to camp swollen with bee
stings.

The men laughed at him silently that night as he ate his bean paste
and roots with swollen fingers and lips. Later he called Dice aside and
led him behind the barracks to a knoll surrounded by raspberry
canes. From there they could see the night-lights on the strohlkraft
field and that day's latrine crew laboring in the dark, burying the old
ditches.

"What do you want, Thick?" Dice muttered, looking about to see if
Broux was in sight. "You'd better ask Iron Face for some althea salve.
You're not going to sleep tonight with those stings."

Sumner's puffed face smiled vaguely. "Taste this, grump." He parted
the raspberry canes and revealed several thick amber combs of
honey. "If we keep this out of sight, we'll have power food for the next
two weeks."

Dice's pupils expanded with wonder.

Sumner picked off the ants and handed him a thumb-piece of
honeycomb. "We'll have to put some hawkweed around here to keep
the bugs off. I don't think the guards or anybody else will be prowling
this close to the latrines."

"This isn't real." Dice chewed on the honey with closed eyes, and the
joy in his face brightened Sumner's blood.

A Masseboth strohlkraft idled on the flight field, its wiry shape black
against the belly of twilight. The pilot squatted beneath a flame tree at
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the edge of the field, chatting with Broux, while Sumner and eight
others unloaded the cargo hold. Sumner's mind was tight with
exhaustion. All day hehad been stooped over, cutting cassava, and he
lumbered thoughtlessly beneath the ponderous crates, his eyes
loosely following the leech-scarred legs of the man before him. Dice,
trailing loose-kneed beneath his load, was too wearied to speak.

Unexpectedly, the man Sumner was following dropped his load and
skipped out of sight. Sumner shoved back the wooden crate on his
shoulders in time to see him scrambling up the hull of the strohlkraft
and into the open hatch of the flight pod. The crate dropped from
Sumner's back, and he and the seven other men watched with
gawking amazement as the runaway dropped into the pod-sling and
sparked the shutdown engine.

The pilot, Broux, and several guards were dashing across the field,
shouting for them to seize the hijacker. Any one of them could have
done it: The man was only three paces away, working the controls,
charging the thrusters, angling the altitude vanes. But the jittery-
faced renegade obviously knew the strohlkraft, and excitement
paralyzed everybody.

The dust of the field billowed, pebbles clattered against the ship's
bottom, sand grit stung their faces and limbs, and with a wildcat
scream the strohlkraft lifted. Two of the near-est men jumped into the
cargo hold. A third clung to a landing strut and was lifted into the air.

"Mutra." Dice found his voice. "They're going to make it!"

For a few moments the men watched as the strohlkraft rose into the
night, disappearing into the rhythm of skyfires, the spin noise of its
engines falling down the sky toward the last wet light of the day.

Sumner swayed with a surge of wonder. Then Broux and the guards
were on them, and someone clubbed Sumner on the side of his head,
and he went down. When he shook the numbness from his eyes he
saw the guards pushing the men he was with to the ground. Dice
dropped with a whimper and covered his head. At Broux's nod the
guards opened fire, their machine-pistols flaring in the blue-
shadowed dusk.

Sumner staggered to his feet, and one of the guards put a gun to his
head, the heat of the muzzle singeing the hairs of his temple. "Not
him!" Broux shouted, and the gun barrel fell away.

Sumner stared with horror at the sprawled bodies among the
scattered crates, the smell of gunfire thickening. The pain of what he
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saw seared through his eyes to the back of his head and almost
knocked him out. Dice lay with the white of his brains splattered in
the gravel.

"Shoot me!" Sumner cried, and the guards looked quickly to Broux.

"Get back to the barracks," Broux ordered him. But Kagan didn't
move.

"Shoot me!" he cried again, louder, seizing the arm of one of the
guards. The guard shook off his hold and leveled his pistol at him.

"Leave him be," Broux commanded. "Sumner, fall back!"

Sumner's eyes had hardened in his face. "Why are you keeping me
alive?"

Broux strode over to him and sharply belted him across the face,
twice. "Go to the barracks."

Sumner had gone rigid, rage wreathing his heart. For an instant he
thought of unraveling into violence—but all the guards had their guns
out, and the abandoned pilot was cursing Broux under his breath to
shoot him. Suddenly it just seemed right to walk away. His stance
broke, and he shuffled toward the barracks, hearing Broux's barked
commands, call-ing for men to bury the executed. Distantly, at the
furthest orbit of hearing, the drone of a strohlkraft was fading into
the north.

Sumner lay in his cot awake and unmoving all night. All his thoughts
were voided, and he felt an acid hate for every-thing Massebo6th.
Toward dawn, images of Dice rose in him with memories of the
simple jokes and the shared work they had known. During roll call, he
moved on line like a deadwalker, and though Broux told him through
the guards that he could take the day off, he collected his machete and
slumped into the jungle.

In an isolated vine-cove, he lashed at the trees with his machete, his
bones throbbing. Distantly he thought of run-ning away. But there
was nowhere to go.

Then, like an avalanche in his world of unhappy aware-ness,
memories crowded in on him, and his machete flailed uselessly at the
air. Vivid images of his old, cluttered room and his scansule and his
three-wheeled bottle-green car and his mother's spicy cooking
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overwhelmed him, and he dropped to his knees. What had become of
him? He looked down at his hands and saw scabby, callused, reptilian
flesh. He cov-ered his face and began to cry.

He longed to go home. He longed not to die. But then starker images
shaped themselves behind his lids: images of black-uniformed men
with leering grins, ripping off his clothes, fondling him, pissing on
him, striking him until he couldn't see or breathe—

He howled and slashed out with his machete. Lurching to his feet, he
cut at the trees with a stupendous strength, hacking at their hard
wood until he was staggered and his breathing got tangled in his
throat with his rage. Lolling against a moss-padded tree, his face
pressed into the cool bark, his machete arm trembling, he tried to cry
again. But he couldn't.

With the blood still thundering in his ears, he turned and went back
to work.

Broux realized that Sumner had become dangerous. Soon the boy
would turn on him, and the guards would have to kill him. Very
quickly now, he had to be readied for sale. The optimum price would
be offered by the Black Pillar only for a protomale—a human whose
physical strength and agility were clearly superior to others of his
size. Certainly Sumner's white card helped, for that meant he would
not suddenly molt into a distort. And as a result of Broux's arduous
work assignments, Sumner had the bulk and the strength of a
protomale, but he was not yet lithe enough. His muscles had to be
stretched and limbered—and swiftly.

To help him, Broux employed Derc, an army masseur. He had a chest
like a wall and arms as long as an orangutan's. He knew the human
body with his hands as well as Broux knew it with his eyes and mind.
Together they remade Sumner.

Stretched out on a cedar table, Sumner learned a new kind of pain.
Derc's iron fingers felt out muscle-locked ten-sions and kneaded them
loose, then went deeper, pushing past the fascia that held the muscles
in place, probing the fiber-bunched memories jammed close to the
bone.

Derc started with a foot, slicing down the sole with the hard edge of
his thumb, pushing deep into the sensitive meat of the arch and then
flaying the foot wide, separating each toe and its ligaments. The years
of abuse that the foot had ab-sorbed from Sumner's heavy, pounding
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gait bloomed like fiery flowers. The big toe was the worst. It had gone
stiff in the confines of Sumner's boots and had to be ripped free from
its locked position. The pain blared through Sumner's bones and
poured out of him in a cold sweat.

Days on the cedar table passed, before Derc, heavy-lidded and
blankfaced, had moved his fingers through every inch of Sumner's
body. And though the pain was brain-smoothing, especially around
the scars where his flesh re-membered indignities his mind had shut
out, there was something beautiful about feeling his muscles slide
free un-der his skin.

The worst of it was when Derc collapsed Sumner's face. His nose had
been so thoroughly shattered by his police torture that the physicians
hadn't even tried to build it up. They removed a lot of cartilage and
bone, widened the nasal cavities and let the nose heal over, lumpy and
almost flat to the face. As Derc worked on his nose and lips, thumb-
ironing the muscles pinched into scars, Sumner returned to the
fleshlight pain that he had known in the police barracks of McClure.

Those brief, lucid moments of pain-charged beauty were the only joy
left in Sumner's life. With Dice gone, Kagan was drained of all fellow
feeling, and he sank into a deep silence disturbed only by an
occasional surge of revenge-lust. Even-tually even that passion
became silent—though it did not disappear.

Sumner's body had become sleek and limber in a few short weeks.
Broux was happy, and to round out his training, he personally taught
Sumner how to swim in the deep, silent fish pool far back in the
jungle. White-crested harpy eagles dominated the pools, diving
noiselessly out of the highest trees to pluck a thrash of fish out of the
water. They watched through wild masks of rage as Sumner splashed
and lurched across their feeding pools.

The water's spell and Sumner's new body returned him to a feeling he
had not known since he was the Sugarat. What had been dread in him
then had widened into a psychic stamina that was indefatigable.
Restlessness became vigor, and anxiety became clarity. The stronger
he got, the more sharply he sensed what he had to do. Somehow, in a
way that would leave him his life, he would have to kill Broux.

After Sumner mastered the feel of his new body in the water, Broux
moved him to the broad river north of the settlement where a handful
of men did the fishing for the camp. Long nets were lowered each
morning and raised again in the afternoon.

Sumner spent most of his time clearing the thick weeds along the
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river edge, but occasionally he was sent into the water to free a net or
help lift a catch. Watching the men around him, he learned how to
dive hard with a rock in his hands and how to make snorkels by
weaving together the bladders of giant pirarucu fish with slender
river reeds. Each day he strengthened his lungs and legs by swimming
under-water against the drunken currents.

One giant-clouded afternoon, with the sunlight sweeping like wind
over the water, Broux came out to supervise Sum-ner's work. He sat
in the leaf-patterned shadows as Sumner laboriously dredged fallen
trees nearby, making way for a shallow-water harbor that was being
built. When the call went up that one of the nets had snagged, Broux
signaled him to go down and work it loose.

Sumner dived into the water immediately, but this time he was
careful to catch a balloon of air in his shirt. He angled down to the
bottom and surveyed the net. It had caught on a tree limb and would
be easy to pull free, but he left it tied off. He settled into the
shuddering feelers of river-kelp and felt around for a rock. He found a
fist-size stone, touched bottom, and waited.

He knew Broux would come for him as soon as he thought his animal
had been tied up. He sat on the bottom, gently sipping at his air

supply.

Minutes passed, and then a cloud of air exploded the light-slick
surface. Broux came kicking down fishfaced toward the net. Sumner
thrust the rock before him and rose to meet his master. The stone
caught the diving man over his right eye and knocked him senseless.

Broux unfolded like a paper doll in the bloodsmoked water, his face
stupid and kind, and Sumner took him from above by his shoulders.
He pulled the body down and forced the head through the net. The
last of Broux's life streamed out of his mouth in a bright vapor as
Sumner tangled the man's arms in the rope and twisted him to look as
if he had snagged himself. With death-clouded eyes, Broux watched as
Sumner rose toward the light.

Sumner had almost drowned himself forcing Broux's body into the
net, and two men were needed to resuscitate him after he was washed
to shore. That, of course, made his story of Broux's bravery
believable, and the only uncertainty for the Massebo6th was figuring
out to whom Kagan belonged now.

Black Pillar authorities decided, with their usual grim justice, that
the Tactical Diving Corps—the most perilous, hardworking crew in
the military—should get him. With that week's cargo strohlkraft,
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Sumner was flown from the western rain forests of Meat City across
the continent to the rocky headlands on the east coast, south of
Carnou. Three days after the river incident he found himself diving
from swaying derrick towers into deep but narrow water troughs. He
was forced to swim marathon distances at night with a sandbag
lashed to his back, and for days on end he was left treading water far
out at sea, a wooden spar his only solidity. In a confined pool, with a
small club, he had to apply combat techniques against bolt-eyed
sharks. And though the horror of his life had intensified, he was glad
to be free of Broux.

In the Corps, at least, he was treated like any other man. He wore a
blue jumpsuit with the black-and-white Masseb6th emblem on the
sleeves, and he bunked in zinc-shelled bar-racks far from the jungle.
But, unlike the other men, he had known the great, futureless pain of
Meat City and servitude, and he was happy only when exhaustion
freed him. Uninter-ested in his barrack's meager entertainments, he
spent all his leave time practicing diving drills or swimming and
running to the frayed fringes of his endurance.

Openly, the camp mocked him for his emotionless life. But secretly he
was envied for his remarkable diving skills and strength. He won
several rare citations for breaking distance and stamina records, and
he became a camp hero in Corps competitions.

None of that, though, had any value for Sumner. Life for him was a
prolonged and tedious exertion, devoid of pleasure or ambition. Not
even death seemed worth striving for. Occa-sionally at night beneath
the deep throw of stars and skyfires, he thought of Kempis and
freedom, but in the day thoughts of running away seemed cold and
tiny. His daily life was mechanical, and he, in turn, had become
spiritless as a machine.

So it wasn't bravery or compassion but merely routine that sent him
one day toward death. On an assignment in a choppy, storm-driven
sea, a dinghy that he and four other men were huddled in capsized.
They were all in red wetsuits, but the one man who was strapped to
the oxygen tanks hit his head on the keel and sank out of sight.

Everybody went down after him as far as they could without
exhausting the breath they needed to surface. Sum-ner kept going.
The water turned cold, then colder, and ached against his ears. A
cramped fist of pain twisted in his chest and tried to knuckle up his
throat, but he thrashed his legs harder and lanced deep into the dark.

His brain was rending into vaporous light when his hands closed on
the oxygen tanks. He dragged at the mouthpiece and filled his lungs
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with life; then he fitted the mouthpiece to the other man and
bearhugged him as he had been taught. The man was alive and
became lighter as his chest swelled. Sumner unbuckled all but one of
the tanks, and with his companion secured under his arm, he began
the slow ascent. An hour later he broke the surface, untied the tank,
and backstroked for shore with the man in tow.

Shortly after that, two men from the Masseboth elite forces visited
him. They wore crushed leather swagger-jackets, buff-colored
regimentals, and red felt ramal caps with silver cobra insignias.

Sumner was sitting on his cot with his clothes off, drift-ing toward
sleep, when they came in. They sat on either side of his bunk, and a
musky odor of sagebrush and the outside filled the air. One of them
had mocha-colored skin and sloped Mongol eyes. His name was
Ignatz, and though there was an animal-distance in his gaze, he
surveyed Sumner with approval. The soldier with the chip-toothed
grin and peach-down moustache called himself Gage.

They explained right away—Gage in an easy manner, Ignatz with
terse, leathery statements—that his fearlessness and his strength had
become well known, and that they wanted to show him a good time
and talk to him about their elite corps—the Rangers.

Sumner stared back at them, remote as a mountain. "This squad
owns me," he said with his eyes half closed.

Ignatz walked a square of red paper through his fingers and
presented it to him. It was a three-day pass.

They took him up the coast in a seasled at full throttle, shearing
through a maze of night trawlers, skipping across the oily reflections
of torchlit villages, and finally gliding into a solitary lantern-strung
cove. The rangers gave Sumner a room in the opulent arbor-cottage
there. He slept soundly in a shagsheet hammock, and when he woke
at dawn he forgot for a moment where he was.

Both rangers were already up. They were dressed casu-ally in
hipslung army briefs and colorful jupes. Ignatz was tending a
steampit of sea spiders dug into the sand, and Gage was arranging ice
over red-glass bottles of mentis beer.

Gage threw a bottle at Sumner, and Kagan snatched it out of the air.

"You enjoy killing?" he asked, as Sumner hunkered down next to
him.
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Sumner looked at the ranger flatly, remembering too clearly the
horrible dread that had driven him to kill as the Sugarat and the deep
pain that had turned him against Broux. "No."

"But you like it." Gage's eyes were clear and active as water spinning
over rocks. "If you didn't, you wouldn't have been so good at it."

"Or done it at all," Ignatz's dark voice said as he settled beside
Sumner. He was a partial deep—a telepath that the Rangers had found
useful in their recruiting endeavors. When he looked into Sumner he
saw the Nothungs tumbling into an acid vat and the Black Touch
distorts soaked with firegum, the smoke twisting off their bodies like
a dark music. He cleanly snapped the neck off a bottle with a jerk of
his wristand passed the foaming brew to Gage. "Nobody kills the way
you did without liking it."

"I don't like it."

Ignatz gave Sumner a long, penetrating look. Then he pushed himself
up with his legs and returned to the baking spider crabs.

Gage knocked his beer bottle against Sumner's and apol-ogized for
his partner with a broad smile. "Ignatz likes to kill. In the reef
colonies, he stalks the village wharves and taverns looking for
corsairs to slice. He's a distort-mauler. I'm differ-ent. On assignment
I've seen distort tribes knock strohlkraft out of the air with nothing
more than their minds. That's enough evil for me. When I take my
four-month leave each year I prefer spending my time at places like
this, savoring my life. Ignatz and I are the two extremes of the
Rangers. I think you'll fit in closer to me."

Ignatz called them over to the firepit, and Gage handed Sumner
another beer. While they ate, the two rangers took turns recounting
tales of the weird north.

"If I thought you could believe me," Ignatz said with piercing
sincerity, "I'd tell you about a telepathic jungle and a city of intelligent
apes."

Sumner nodded with polite interest. He too had experi-enced the
unbelievable, and he listened with an open, ac-cepting face.

By noon Sumner had heard enough stories and swilled enough
mentis beer to feel zestful but at ease. His eyes were shiny, and he
watched with bemused interest as Ignatz used the edge of his hand to
snap the necks off half-empty bottles of beer. Gage went into the
cottage and returned with three gorgeous women.
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Sumner's heart exploded when he saw them, but he managed to keep
his face composed. Gage introduced them, and their names rattled in
Sumner's head with the jarring memories of all the women he had
loved but never known in McClure. He sucked anxiously at another
mentis beer.

Both Ignatz and Gage handled themselves with such poise that soon
Sumner was once again sincerely relaxed. Even drinking beer with
long foam-swallowing gulps or non-chalantly fondling their women,
the gestures and mannerisms of the two rangers were clean and
purposeful. No action of theirs was gratuitous, and that impressed
Sumner more than the rangers' stories.

When it came time to go into the cottage with his woman, Sumner
feigned indifference. The woman was shadowhaired and lean as
smoke, her green eyes tigered with gold. She spent the whole night
and much of the next day ingeniously and compassionately using her
almond-brown body to dispel his unease. Her mouth worked with a
dexterity he thought reserved for fingers alone, and he experienced a
violent pleasure with her.

The next day his body was laved in blissful lethargy. Sitting alone
with the rangers in a golden afternoon of seaspray, driftwood fires,
braised fish, and mentis beer, he listened abstractedly to their
proposals.

"We want you with us," Ignatz told him. "You'll be trained in
Dhalpur, our secret school, for four to ten years—until you develop
the skills to make the cut. Then you'll start earning more zords than
the highest-paid officers in any other divi-sion. Also, you get four
months off a year, and the time accumulates if you waive." The
sketchy eyebrows of the taut, sundark face went up in a silent "Well?"

Sumner replied simply: "My squad owns me."
"You can get a transfer," Ignatz said. "The Rangers have weight."

"Look, we're interested in you," Gage picked up. "We know about
Sugarat. We know about Meat City. We know about Broux. And we
know how you killed him." He smiled with his eyes but not his mouth.
"Face it, Kagan, you're death-fixed. You're not going to be happy
protecting prawn ships and finding lost buoys. You need risk."

Sumner's jaw pulsed. "It's all shit," he said darkly. "I die and that's
that. I'm dead. It's all shit." He stared at them with the solemnity of a
bull. "As long as I'm doing something, as long as I'm moving, I'm not
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thinking, just moving and not knowing. The Rangers or the Corps,
what's the difference?"

"The world, mister," Ignatz snarled.

"You're young," Gage cut in quietly. "You don't know the strange. The
Masseboth are holed up in these cheap cities with their backs to the
ocean. Why? What's got us with our strohlkraft and our artillery
sitting tight on the edge of nowhere? There's a world out there you
won't believe. Andthe only way you're going to see it is as a ranger.
We're the front line. Nobody else goes as far north as we do. But only
the best are asked to join us. We want men who have no shadows,
men who are already dead, men who don't know the word future. Is
that you—or have we made a mistake?"

The transfer papers were waiting for Sumner when he returned to
the Corps camp, and he didn't have to think long about joining the
Rangers. The remoteness of the other men in his squad and the
monotony of his training decided for him.

Two days after he signed the papers and returned to camp, a black
swayvan arrived at dawn to take him away. The dogfaced driver said
nothing during their seven-hour drive into the desert. The rough ride
ended in the heat-rippled air of a glaring salt bed, where a strohlkraft
was idling with its cargo hatch open. Sumner rode alone in the
carryhold, clutch-ing an airstrap during the shuddering flight. The
strohlkraft touched down in several nameless military posts for
intermi-nable lengths of time, and since no one came to let him out,
he spent much of the day sleeping.

They flew long into the night. When they landed, there was a bonfire
blazing in the middle of a bayou. Twelve men with mud-smeared faces
were waiting for him.

Sumner threw open the port hatch and hopped out. The officer he
saluted smashed him in the face and shouted at him to strip down.
The mysteries were about to begin.

The dark, serpent-lean officer took Sumner's collar and ripped the
shirt from his back. He slammed Sumner on the side of his head,
grabbed his arm and twisted it back until pain crackled up his
shoulder and into his skull. With a double-handed blow he pounded
Sumner's spine and knocked all the breath out of him.

Sumner flopped to his back and the officer dropped with both of his
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knees onto his stomach. His fists flicked out and boxed Sumner's
ears, then finger-gouged the muscles in his throat.

His face emotionless as a cobra, the officer stood up and a broad
knife whispered into his hand. The blade flashed for Sumner's groin,
and the fabric of his trousers ribboned away.

The officer booted Sumner in the knees, and when he reflex-ively
pulled his legs away, the ranger heel-gouged his thighs.

The pain was sharp. With fear-humming eyes, Sumner watched the
officer and the twelve men board the strohlkraft. He was still doubled
up when the kraft roared up into the darkness and dwindled out of
hearing. Heavenward, the skyfires glittered like snakeskin.

"Stand up."

The hard voice that broke through the darkness boomed in Sumner's
ears, and he rolled to his side in the direction it had come from,
expecting barbed pain from his beating. But his body felt whole.

"You're not hurt," the thick voice said. "You've been deep-massaged.
Your muscle armoring has been knocked loose. You see, to begin the
mysteries, you must stand naked." A nightbird squawked. "Stand up."

Sumner rose to his feet, amazed by the ease of his effort. He winged
his shoulders, still not believing that so much violence could be
creative—but there was no pain, not even a bruise. "Who are you?'" he
asked the bayou shadows.

"You're naked and alone in a swamp," the voice said from his side,
and Sumner turned to peer in that direction. "Forget your questions.
Listen, so that you have a chance of surviving."

At knee level, a shadow stirred. Sumner backed a step, expecting an
animal to come through the shrubs. Instead, the head of a man
appeared and the silhouetted darkness of a stumped body. A flame
winced brightly, and a long taper of snakeweed caught the spark and
brightened.

In the sudden smokelight, Sumner saw an old warrior with collapsed
cheeks, a twisted nose, and eyes as deep as the sky. The man had no
legs, and large portions of his skull were missing, giving his head an
odd, angular shape. "I am Mauschel," the man said in his sinewed
voice, "your docent. I am directly responsible for your training here
in Dhalpur."
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Sumner gawked, and the legless man waved the snake-weed taper
closer to his face to better reveal himself. "I lost my legs in the field,"
Mauschel explained. "I've been teach-ing here at Dhalpur for a
lifetime. Only one in ten completes tutelage under me."

"And the rest?" Sumner asked, his voice honed to a whisper.

"Some die. Some run away. But I'll tell you—the ones that complete
my training are the best of the Rangers. It takes a halfman like myself
to complete men who only think they are whole." He placed the
snakeweed taper in the knot of his headband. "Only absence can make
a man whole."

Sumner swatted at the mosquitoes that were swarming about him.

"You'll learn to love this swamp," Mauschel said, armwalking closer.
"The best killers are those who can love, for they know life's
strengths. You love to kill, like all those who are sent to me. But this
swamp will teach you to love living."

Mauschel reached out and touched Sumner's knees. "Sit down."

Facing the docent, cross-legged, immersed in the insect-repelling
odor of the snakeweed, Sumner experienced a rush of wonder.

"For now, you are a victim of yourself," the docent told him. "Your
moods determine what you don't see. But after you calm yourself, you
will see everything. That's what I must teach you—to see what is
hidden."

Mauschel turned Sumner's head with his thumb and pointed to a
rivulet of water that was running beside them, black with night.
"Second sight is merely persistence," he said. "If you can silence your
mind deep enough, you will see into everything and everyone.
Silenceis power."

Mauschel and Sumner sat watching the rivulet curl over jumbled
rocks, listening to the songs of nightbirds gleaming in the air for what
seemed an endless time. At first it was a struggle for Sumner to stay
awake. Each bubble skimming over the pebbles at his feet was a
complete world, swarming with light and motion.No number for the
worlds . ..

"Don't dream," Mauschel warned him. "Just watch. Selfscan is just
watching. You have to know how to do noth-ing before you can do
anything well."
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At dawn, staring into the sunflashing torrent, water became fire in
Sumner's mind and took on the forms of his sleep: flames the color of
carp, the shape of prehistoric fish. ...

Mauschel slapped him. "It'll be years before you wake up."

Sumner blinked into the sun of his first day in the swamps and put a
hand to his stinging cheek. He looked at the docent with bewildered
hurt. What did this halfman want?

Mauschel turned about and armwalked to the grassy brink of the
marsh, where grapes of sunlight hung on the black water. Against a
wickerwork of roots buttressing the mudbank was his flatboat. He
looked back and saw Sumner kneeling naked in the swordgrass, a
hand to his cheek. Re-morse flushed in him when he saw the
resentment in the young man's eyes. His hand touched the rubbed
leather of a legstump, and the guilt shriveled. He was a teacher, he
reminded himself, lowering his body into the tar-stained boat. That
was all he was.

He punted across the sleeping water. Sumner stood in the fluttering
sunlight, following him with his blue stare.If he ever wakes up, he'll
be good, Mauschel thought, admiring the man's lank and brawn.
Years before—many years before— Mauschel had been a ranger. "He
who never was," he said softly, gazing into the black water,
remembering that morn-ing a world ago when he first saw the
mollusk scales behind his knees. He had been in the field then, and he
had let himself believe the desquamations were a jungle fungus. A
fellow ranger had to tell him: The black scales were genetic. He was a
distort.

Selfscan was all that kept him living after he blew his legs off to hide
the distortion. "Selfscan is life," he said to the algae-boiling water. "If
Kagan ever wakes up to that, he'll be good." Mauschel's keen eyes
read the shadows of the water-ways, and he guided the flatboat
through the mists of sunlight and the drifts of spiderflowers into the
dark soul of the swamp.

After Sumner's first night in the swamp, his life was shaped by
routines that continued unchanged for several years. Senior recruits
who had watched his encounter with Mauschel from their coverts
among the trees taught him the basics of swamp survival. They were
reticent, hungry-looking men who disappeared as soon as they had
shown him how to flake a knife from stone and how to twine fabric
from plant fiber. Within days Sumner had a lair of his own in a
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mangaba tree and he was spearing fish from his own dugout.

But life in the swamp was difficult. He had to content himself eating
roots, insects, and the small prey he could catch. Each day enjambed
the next like the structure of a dream, and slowly the selfscan that
Mauschel had been so fervent about began to make sense. It was
watching, simply watching without thinking. The difficulty was
learning to live with himself.

He remembered Gage and Ignatz with dark and rueful feelings.
Becoming a ranger was viciously harder than they had ever intimated.
In the first months of his swamp life he had been ambushed several
times by other recruits. And the price of this blundering was high.
When a recruit was am-bushed he lost everything he had to those who
found him: foraged food, knives, even clothes. Twice Sumner had
almost starved. Then he learned to stop wondering and simply
watch— watching everything, his whole body a lens open to time,
perceiving every sexual moment of the day, every turn of the wind.

One day, watching the light rising up the trees in a slow silence as
night came on, Sumner sensed someone closing in. He slunk
noiselessly through the underbrush and squeezed himself into the
embrace of a thick-bodied willow. Bird chirp-ings circled his hearing,
and the wind breathed algal scents through the tufted grass. As his
thoughts thinned and selfscan deepened, he centered on the approach
of the other.

From beneath huge elm roots, along the mud rim of a black pool, a
shadowfigure appeared and moved swiftly in Summer's direction. The
figure was obscured by ferns, but Sumner could hear fatigue in the
heavy gait. He fixed his attention on the palmetto leaves flexing in the
wind until the intruder was striding hard past him—a hooded man in
a gray jerkin and leggings.

Sumner waited a pace and then swung out with his left arm, fast and
low, and caught a skinny, fawn-boned ankle. With a twist he toppled
the lanky body and jumped astride, forcing his knee into the back of
the narrow jerkin. He seized the hood in one hand and jerked it back.

A scream widened in his eyes. He was holding a distort: a bald
creature with moon-marbly skin and red eyes.

The distort thrashed, and Sumner pulled back stiffly on the hood and
reached for his knife. Mauschel had ordered him at several of their
regular sessions to kill any distorts he encountered. Looking down at
the oyster-gray face, he felt his knife strong and right in his hand. But
he didn't strike.
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Foc orders!He let the hood go and stepped back, sheath-ing his knife.
The distort rolled over and sat staring at him with its raw eyes, the
face childlike and tilted slightly as if listening to some feeling-pitched
song just within hearing.

"Get out of here before a real ranger shows up," Sumner gruffed.

The distort shakily stood and bowed. With its malformed hands open
in gratitude, it stepped closer. Sumner turned, but before he could
move away, the creature touched him. His vision smudged, and a
strand of ice-wind finer than a thread of starlight curled over his
skin.Is it wrong to love everyone? a gentle voice asked at the back of
his head. His whole body shuddered, and an overwhelming euphoria
rushed up through the hollows of his lungs and throat. When he
blinked sight into his eyes, the distort was gone.

But the telepathic bond between them remained. Sum-ner felt the
other being long into the night. Sprawled out in his mangaba tree,
wrung by the distort's exhaustion, he felt its swamp-dread as it
crossed a fen of mosstrees and quick-sand. Deeper, he knew the
being's fear of what it was fleeing: Distort-hunters had found its tribe
three nights ago, and the whole forest the tribe lived in had been set
ablaze. The companion that had crossed the hills and entered the
swamp with it had been spotted yesterday and shot in the back, just
below the shoulder, blowing its heart into its hands.

Sumner turned restlessly in his lair, and at the far end of the swamp
the distort felt his unease and stopped running. The earth it squatted
against was cold wet darkness, but the sky was a drunkenness of light.
Sumner experienced the distort's awe and relaxed. As he circled
toward sleep, the telepathy opened into sound and he heard the
distort's quiet voice a last time:Ithink it is good to live.

* % %

Under the tutelage of a blind man with a back as broad as a bison's
and all five senses in his hands, Sumner rigor-ously worked to
toughen the vulnerable parts of his body. He pounded sand and
deadwood with his hands, feet, elbows, and knees, armoring them
with bone-callus. Punches and massage hardened his sternum and
abdomen until a tree limb could be broken across his stomach. And
he learned to in-stantly flex and relax his neck so that he could absorb
blows to his face with his eyes open. Only then was he shown how
properly to compress his breath into the needletip of his body's center

and to twist his stroke at the precise moment of impact. When he
could knock the bark off a tree with his bare hands and feet, the blind

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

master was through with him. He had learned to use his whole body
at once.

From a wiry old woman with mud-brown skin, he mas-tered the
botanical secrets of the land, learning how to make curare from
strychnos vines, malarial prophylaxes from cin-chona bark, barbasco
insect repellent, and a topical pain-killer from waxy red genipa
berries.

Lounging in the blanched grass on a knoll of cedar during a pause in
his training, watching deer feed, Sumner felt like singing. But music
was a ghost in his mouth because he was uneasy with his voice, and so
he lay in the tree-chopped sunlight with the other recruits, content to
listen to the birds' green songs.

These men might starve him in the swamp if he weren't alert, but
during the training sessions they shared they were brothers. He was
as strong and poised as any of them, resting between wrestling
sessions, humming with the just-seen knowl-edge of bodytwists,
kneelocks, and slinky evasions. He looked down at the rays of muscle
in his legs with pride. And for that seldom moment, hair starred with
sweat, chest and torso muscledrawn and gleaming, his life was
divined.

At the far end of the office in a darkly shaded back room with the
door ajar, a deep waited. She had been sent by Ranger Command to
assess telepathically the recruits at Dhalpur and cull any latent deeps.
Every year at this time for the last thirty-two years she had come to
this swamphole, to this very tarpaper shack, and opened herself to the
minds of killers. She had become increasingly sensitive—and bored.

Deeps—telepathically endowed humans—were the only distorts
tolerated by the Masseboth, though secretly. Fetally induced kiutl,
under the proper conditions, produced deeps. But their life was
stringent. Neither the Black nor the White Pillar trusted them wholly,
and they were always under observation.

But this old deep was satisfied with her life, if not her work, and her
self-content showed in her wide-spaced eyes— gray, acutely alert eyes.
Her face was patrician, noble-browed, and her gray hair was short but
stylishly feathered. She glanced over Sumner Kagan's scrip, pausing
briefly at Broux's murder. The deeps who had investigated Broux's
death had seen immediately that Sumner was responsible, and they
had marked him then as a possible ranger. The trick with assess-ing
killers, she had learned, was eliminating the ones who stopped short.
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She thumbed a kiutl-tab into her mouth and looked up to see a tall,
long-shouldered man with red hair walking tentatively through the
outer office. Wisdom brightened in her eyes, and mindmusic
brimmed into her ears: She saw the golden bodylight around the
giant, and the sight of this full-gened human, this whole man, tuned
happily inside her.

She looked again at the scrip to see who this ranger's docent
was.Mauschel—the distort,she noted with a flicker of
disappointment. That man was too strict—wanting his re-cruits to
accomplish his unfinished life. He was always ruin-ing men.As if his
pain were the world's. She put the paperboard aside and covered it
with a fold of her white robe.

Sumner filled the doorway, the broad set of his eyes taking all of her
in at once. She signed him to close the door and sit in a cane chair
opposite her. As he gracefully lowered himself into her presence, all
the while studying her with those bunsen-blue eyes, she saw the
purple scald marks at the sides of his neck. "How did that happen,
soldier?" she asked, touching her throat.

"Voors," Sumner replied, and at the sound of his voice she saw into
him, saw the shadow of a dead world: a crater pool surrounded by
dying tamarinds, nodules of fungus blis-tering the grass where acrid
vapors smoked out of the earth—a blunderland of mad flies and trees
with the shapes of pain.

And there, rising out of the green water of the pool, a child white as
nothingness with eyes like ice.

She blinked, startled by the clarity of her in-seeing. Then, with
disciplines drilled into her since infancy, she brought her mind back
into the present. She didn't want to know about voors or anything else
in this man's past. She had been sent to do one thing: find other
deeps. The less she took away with her the better she would sleep that
night.

"Just that name—voors—scares me," she said convinc-ingly, opening
a notebook in her lap. "I'm from Prophecy, and I only leave the city
once a year to do this survey for Ranger Command. I'm here to see
that the recruits are well-treated. One of my tactics is to speak with as
many of you as I can. I hope you'll be frank with me. Nothing you say
here will be associated with you again, unless you wish it so." She
smiled, and Sumner nodded, only the microshifts in the muscle-
armoring around his eyes revealing his suspicion. "Are you happy
here?" she asked ingenuously.
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Sumner sat tall but relaxed, modulating his breathing the way

Mauschel had taught him to do when he was being interrogated.
"Yes."

In that one sound, the deep saw the grimness in this man's life: the
arduous fighting drills, the anxiety of ambush in the swamp's dark
spaces, the loneliness— But she peered past this emotional fog
looking for a special kind of silence— the depth of the telepath.

"Tell me about yourself," she said. "Anything at all. Just talk." The
deep lowered her eyes, pretending to write in her notebook, her gaze
loosely following her scrawl as she cen-tered into a trance.

Sumner shifted in his seat and looked around at the threadbare
carpet, the bamboo-slatted windows. ...

"Talk—please."

"I was ambushed again, a few days ago," he said, the words spiraling
into his mind. "I hate getting caught because then I have to feel what I
did wrong until my guts ache. That's the only way I can forget. I hurt
myself for a while."

She urged him on with a roll of her free hand.

"Sometimes I feel like water locked inside a tree," he said, burst-skull
feelings jumping into words. "I'm tired of sword classes and gun
classes and hiding in the swamp and taking orders. But then I think,
all of life is shit. We live until we die—and then nothing. Does anybody
have the right to want anything?"

He paused. The woman had stopped writing and was sitting there
with her eyes closed. "Dhalpur has been the strongest life I've had so
far," he added softly.

The old woman hadn't heard a word of what he had said. She was
looking long into his mindark, searching among the daze of memories
and thought-loops for the silence. But this man was all dreaming. His
bodylight was wondrous but his mindark was muddled. She closed
the notebook and placed her palms over her eyes. "Thank you,
soldier. You may go now."

"That's all?" Sumner asked, the hurt he had brought forward burning
behind his eyes.

"Yes, that's all. Please go now."
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Sumner stood up and went to the door slowly. Outside, heat rippled
in the air over the metal roofs of the swamp village where the officers
lived, and he stood watching that for a while, feeling that he had left
something behind.

At the end of his third year in the wilderness, Sumner went mad. The
rigorous demands of his training and the vast solitude of his life in
selfscan crushed him. It happened while he was watching the rain
moving in vague pillars over the savanna, as he completed a complex
routine Mauschel had taught him. The toes of both of his feet were
tying and untying tedious strings of knots; one hand was doing wrist
and finger maneuvers with a butterfly-blade, the other pack-ing and
fitting cartridges. Deeper, he was fluttering his dia-phragm, signaling
his heart to slow down.

Each day for months he had been doing this and more intricate
routines, and he had become expert at settling deep into himself and
watching his body function on its own. But today, with the rain
smoking just outside his burrow and the wind whispering over the
grasslands with a sound that was almost human, he found that he
couldn't stop. With lunatic precision, his toes knotted and unknotted
twine, his left hand flashed sharp metal around his fingers, his right
hand capped bullets, and his heart consciously slowed and slowed,
gliding beyond his control.

Sitting in a broth of umber light, his limbs moving mechanically, his
will paralyzed, Sumner felt his heart stop. His toes and hands went on
even as the whine of blood, tuning its high note in his ears, thinned
out of hearing. Vision narrowed and misty oblivion circled in,
muffling his panic—

Pain abrupt as a scream wrenched him out of his trance. The
butterfly-blade had knicked his thumb. He stared with sudden lucidity
at the pale slice in his flesh and saw how the blood was holding back.
Then the red flow began, and his heart quopped loudly in his ears.

Unthinking, he dropped everything and ran barefoot into the rain.
The wind slashed at him, and he wondered what he was doing. But
then unwilled selfscan took over, blocking out thoughts and feelings,
and propelling him into the storm.

He ran with the storm, following the wizenings of the wind, needless
of siltholes and mudpools. The rain wandered on ahead of him,
leading him staggering into the gloom of a misty forest. A dense
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effluvium of rotting bark and wet earth engulfed him, and he stopped
with his arms widespread. The vaporous fatigue of his long run rose
out of his legs and chest and fogged over his mind. He dropped to the
fleshy earth and slept deep.

The storm passed, and he listened to rain-leavings: the hum of water
puddling; the sigh of puddles wrinkling to mist. The snap of a drop
against a naked root alerted him to himself: He was lying soaked,
cold, and sunken in the black humus, breathing through his mouth.
But he didn't move. Something awesome had happened to him during
his forest sleep. He couldn't say what it was—but he knew.

Hearing the varied patterns of leaf drops, the sparge of ferns, the
irregular rhythm of vine-sprinklings, he experi-enced power. Not
stamina or energy but quiescence. As he rose out of the exhaustion of
his hysterical run, he felt clean as the white woodmeat he saw beside
him in storm-broken branches. The power he was experiencing
guided him effort-lessly over the uncertain forest floor, and with it
came an impeccable clarity. The world had become transparent: He
saw where the wind, swollen with rain, had tided, forcing out life or
killing what remained; and he saw through the slides of mud and
branches where small animals were hidden, drugged with cold. In
exposed rock, one glance at the lithified sedi-ments revealed the
whole history of the forest—a buried river bottom, a vanished desert.
Control wider than intent had shaped everything, as it had shaped
him. But, as chaotic as it seemed, therewas control: reeds designed to
sway with wind; leaves wax-coated and shaped to shed rain; each
preda-tor a prey, untangling its own small knot of time.

Sumner turned his clarity on himself. Strolling casually along the
forest's edge, all his senses poised, he realized that the total control
the Rangers were pushing him to develop had always been his—it was
just a matter of ease and recogni-tion. His body, like the forest, was a
precise ecology. The bacterial tides in his blood could be felt by the
strength or lethargy in his muscles, and they could be modified with
herbs, breathing, food intake. His irises worked autonomi-cally, but
he had learned to tense and relax those subtle muscles by first
recognizing and then imagining the feel of light and darkness. In a
similar way, he had learned to lure blood away from a wound, and to
regulate the temperature of different limbs, and to hear with his
fingertips. But the secret, he understood now, was not in diligent
control but in recognition and compliance. It was so easy.

Images of his past materialized in the pauses between his breathing.
Instantly he fixed his mind on the tocking of tree toads, thunder
rumbling over the forest's eaves, an orange uteral blossom
unmolested by the storm, before he caught himself trying to catch
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himself.Relax— He let his memories unwind, and as each one passed
through him, he looked at it the way he would a jungle covert for the
things it hid. And he saw that all his life he had desperately been
trying to control everything around him.

A deep memory from the only winter he had ever expe-rienced filled
him, and again he saw the shape of his breath, ice-enameled steps,
fangs of ice in the trees, snow-dervishes spinning down the streets,
and a red-eared horse with a white diamond on its nose. Clearly he
recalled the urge to hurt that horse, to assert his mastery. And he
remembered riding it out onto the pond— It was then that he had first
equated violence with control.

The memories continued, and with his remorseless clarity he
watched himself rage at his father's death and continue to rage as the
Sugarat, driven by the constant dread that his father's control would
never be his.

Sumner wandered through the narrows of the forest, retracing the
course of his life. He cut through the shame and guilt of the many
years he had spent deceiving his mother, and he fully experienced and
then abandoned the tenacious nostalgia he felt for his car, his room,
his scansule, and, at last, he perceived how his need for command had
made him a dupe for voors. All the memories of Corby and Jeanlu
that he had so fanatically evaded over the years returned
undi-minished. Sensations ghosted through him: the bloodchill that
sparked around Corby's body; the deathchant that Jeanlu's corpse
had chattered in his face while hanging from his neck; and the deva—
the ruby light, the cold saffron sun, and the maddening, impossible
flight over Rigalu Flats. At this point he came to the edge of the forest,
where sunset-lengthened shadows stretched black into infinity.

He moved out across the grasslands at an easy gait, reviewing his past
in the scarlet light. He walked all night, traveling where starlight blew
off the water, moving without anxiety through panther glades and
over buffalo hills where hind rats stalked. Moonhandled, alert, he was
invisible, prey to nothing, intent on deciphering all the parables of his
life. The change that had come over him was permanent. He would
never again be confused.

On Sumner's last night in Dhalpur, he rubbed himself down with
water-thinned mud and blue moss to keep away the insects, and he
entered the swamp. An owl, silent as a fish, sailed overhead, and the
wind shifted, murmuring in the trees like water.

Mauschel was waiting for him in a small flatboat hung with red
fishskin-lanterns. Wreaths of linaloa incense rose from the corners of
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the flatboat. Far down the river, heat lightning quivered, and a breeze
smelling of distance dis-pelled the closeness of the mud-rot air.

"You've done well," Mauschel said in greeting. In the red light his
legless, twisted body looked like a wooden idol.

Sumner stood quietly before him, knowing with the meat of his body
as well as with the memories of endless hours he had spent in selfscan
before this man that he had accomplished nothing—he had simply
become himself.

Mauschel grinned at him like a sunstruck ape. "Come here, you self-
conscious buffoon."

Sumner stepped forward, and Mauschel grabbed his legs and held
him tight. "You're right," the old man whispered. "You're not to be
saved. No one is. But today you're leaving here as a ranger, and I'd be
less than lizard-grease if I didn't tell you I'm proud." He knocked on
the hull of his boat, and Sumner sat down. "Here—you earned this a
long time ago, but I couldn't give it to you until you didn't need it."

He pressed a small piece of metal into Sumner's hand. It was a silver
cobra pin—the Ranger insignia.

"We've spent three years sharing nothing but what's around us,"
Mauschel said. He sat back, and the darkness leaned into his eyes.
"Now I feel I can tell you about deeper things. But I won't. You already
know that it doesn't matter one whit what you do. It all comes to the
same thing. And you've found out, it seems, that you're bigger than
you think. Remember when you thought it was impossible to empty
your mind and keep your body moving?"

He laughed softly and cast Sumner a sly look. "You understand, too,
that eternity's between us. Each of us moves alone through his own
meaning, creating value as he goes along. You know that, though you
haven't had the time to ponder it, and I hope you never do. But there's
one thing you may not have realized just yet. It's the last mystery."

He leveled his swordmaster's gaze directly into Sumner's eyes. "The
Rangers own you." He paused and stared down at his blunt, callus-
sheathed hands. "For three years you've lived rigorously but alone.
It's going to be different in the Rangers. They're a political tool, you
know, commanded by the Massebo6th Black Pillar, who have world-
shaping plans, historical dreams—iguana-dung, all of it. So, if you
think there's more than nonsense to our lives, you'd better get out
while you can. Go north into the wilderness. You know enough to
survive anywhere now."
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He ran a yellow thumbnail along a crease of scar that followed his
jaw, and his eyes thinned. "But if you under-stand, as I think you do,
that nonsense is all there is, then stay with the Rangers. They treat
their own well. You'll earn your livelihood as a killer, but who's to say
that's any worse than a physician for all we come to, eh? Just keep one
thing in the front of your mind when you deal with moral twits or
mystics who think they've seen into the heart of things: The one secret
is that all things are secret."

Sumner's first assignments were in the ruins of Apis and Longstorm.
Both cities had once been major seaports, centu-ries old. Fifty years
before, they had been crushed by a savage raga storm, and because
the Masseb6th didn't have the resources to rebuild them, they were
deserted. Leagues and leagues of collapsed buildings, dune-drifted
boulevards, and skeletal frames rose out of steamy lagoons, all of it
surrendered to distort gangs and the jungle.

Sumner was sent into these ghost cities to stalk down distort leaders
who had become too influential. The work was arduous and cruel, but
Sumner was well recompensed. The Club Foot, Prophecy's most
famous bordello, was perennially open to him without charge, and he
spent most of his leave-time there. Seeing himself clearly in the
mirror-chambers, surrounded by servants and fine foods, he was
surprised by what he had become.

Without the mud and swamp grease of Dhalpur and with his sun-
reddened hair braided to one side in the latest fashion, Sumner was a
celestial demon. His face was flat as a blade, the scars eroded to pale
artistic etchings by wind and time, and his wide, silent eyes were blue
as spun steel. He was almost a giant, his shoulders stooped with
power, but he wasn't bulky. Big-boned, his muscles thick yet pliant,
his skin burnished the color of dawn, with tight copper-red curls
boiling over his chest, he was a rare animal.

The women of The Club Foot worshipped him as an avatar of the god
Rut, and they fought each other to be with him—for not only was he
the most relentlessly masculine creature they had known, he was also
as ingenious as a magician. His lean, patient hands were barked with
callus and taut with strength, but they could caress womanflesh with
petal-soft tenderness, the fingers moving with a delicate and
sometimes fierce cunning.

Women, however, were only a small part of Sumner's life. They
pleasured him, but they couldn't fulfill him. Only the wild
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spaces, empty of emotion and full of deception, engaged him totally.

If it weren't for the decay of the ruins he was assigned to patrol, he
would have been happy. But Apis and Longstorm were chancrous
landscapes. Often when he was perched on a twisted girder enveloped
in the acrid dampness of dissolving concrete or when he prowled the
squalid beaches of sand-choked cars and frothy chemical pools, he
wondered why the Masseb6th were coming to this.

In time it became obvious to him, as it was to everyone else, that the
government was corrupt. Whispers of political intrigue were audible
not only among the underprivileged but in the highest military circles
as well. Sumner served for more than a month as the personal
bodyguard of a prominent and greatly admired general. During that
time they shared meals and broke up the tedious hours of traveling
between frontier posts by playing kili and talking.

The general was a humanitarian with plans for abolishing dorga pits
and for establishing self-sufficient distort colonies. He smoked only
the cheapest cigars and ate and traveled humbly so that he could save
money to realize his dreams. Sumner was deeply impressed by his
sincere commitment and his parsimonious way of life, and he listened
with real interest to the general's political insights.

The general explained how for centuries a handful of families had
run the Massebo6th government for their own personal
aggrandizement. The Unnatural Creatures Edict was employed not
only to eliminate voors and distorts but also to remove suspected
political competitors. Newspapers were forbidden to assess
government policy, and university courses in history and society were
carefully monitored. But in their eagerness to consolidate their
power, the Protectorate was being denied decisive and objective
leadership.

Within the last century, half the fringe colonies with all their vast
agricultural resources had been lost to raga storms and distort tribes.
Expansion and exploration were minimal. The workers in the dorga
pits were becoming increasingly essential to maintain city life, and so
even minor offenders were being branded with drone straps to keep
up the work force. Taxes had quadrupled in only a few years, and
most guilds and factory chiefs had to lay off workers and forestall
wage increases. To quiet dissension, the military was being employed
to do more police work and less defensive maneu-vers along the
borders. As a result, the distort gangs and tribes were proliferating
and drawing closer to the core cities. Disgruntled guildsmen and
fractious government officials were even selling arms to the distort
gangs for material looted from the convoys.
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Sumner was disturbed to hear of the avarice of his lead-ers, but he
didn't allow it to affect his work. It wasn't loyalty to the Massebo6th or
the Rangers that kept him active and unquestioning; rather it was
devotion to himself. He had been remade in the image of a ranger.
There was nothing else for him.

And that is why, a year later, when he was called back from Apis to
assassinate the general, he didn't balk. Obliged by a sense of
comradeship, he refrained from humiliating the military leader and
didn't use the easy strategy of gunning him down in public. Instead, at
great risk to himself, he approached the general at night, slithering
through the hyp-nosis of barbed wire and trip lines surrounding his
bivouac. It took all of his skill to merge with the moonshadows, to
crawl beneath the heat-addled air of the main court and to shadow
past the alert stares of well-armed guards. Finally he ad-vanced with
the sultry breeze stirring the gauze curtains of the central building.
Among the stupor of shadows that veiled the general's chamber, he
trailed the moist scent of sleep to a canopied bed. After deftly and
painlessly slicing the general's carotid with a poisoned fingerazor, he
merged again with the shadows.

The general's death bothered him for a while, because he had sensed
that the man had been sincere. In the same way that he knew when he
was being secretly watched or when and how an enemy was about to
strike, he had known that the general had told him the truth. The
Masseboth were evil and their empire decaying.

Sumner felt neither outrage nor despair about this fact. Even though
he served the Protectorate, he didn't consider himself a Masseboth.
He was a ranger, and all his mental and physical energies were
devoted to perfecting his craft. The doom of the cities was not his
concern. After all, what wasn't doomed? The only control he had was
over himself,and even that was limited, for he was constantly
surprising himself.

One dismal rain-misted night in Vortex, with nothing better to do he
followed the tug of elusive animal psynergies and found himself
wandering through a tangle of stone alleys, his feet muffled in fog.
Several hours later, at the end of a tight cobbled lane of antique
bookstalls and slot-windowed apothecary shops, he stopped before a
salt-split doorstoop. The cramped shopfront was windowless except
for a crescent pane bratticed with corroded iron. He had no idea why
his instincts had led him to this desolate corner of the city until his
persistent knocking was answered by an old woman with skin the
color of clouded silver, fire-frizzed hair, and blinking bird's eyes. It
was Zelda. Surprised, but too much of a warrior to be shocked, he
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politely asked for a wangol reading.

Zelda didn't recognize him, and she was hesitant to admit this flat-
eyed, solar-burned giant into her shop. But he was cordial, his voice
flawlessly affectionate, and besides, he was wearing a clean, smart-
looking uniform and probably had money. Since she had acquired her
augur license, she needed zords to meet the tax. She motioned him
into her reading room. It was a dingy chamber with Mutric figurines
in the corners, ponderous indigo curtains, and a rotted plank floor
that was so soft with age it sighed the odor of dead leaves with each
step. A round black-sheened mirror hung on the wall surrounded by
yellowed charts depicting the body parts and their various auguries.

Zelda had aged greatly in the intervening years. She had been
reduced to a wraith in a brown etamine shift embroi-dered with
starsigns. Sumner watched her closely as she drifted about the tiny
room lighting tallow sticks and prepar-ing incense coals. He felt no
emotion for her, and as they sat down on bamboo stools before a
crumbling corkwood table, he wondered why he had bothered to
come in.

She handed him seven painted lentils and told him to cast them. After
several throws, she looked up and studied him with eyes bright as
pain. "Your history is one of acci-dents. Deception and error guide
you. Soon, if it hasn't happened already, you'll confront someone
from your past, possibly a child. But I see no recognition. Only what
we know is real. Also, quite soon, you will have to discard everything.
But you will adjust, for I see you are a man for whom all destinations
are temporary. You change readily, sometimes obscuring your own
purposes, though a deep, burning part of you is always the same. That
is the paradox of your nature—the cloud and the star."

Sumner laid all the money he had across the table, and Zelda
straightened and stared at him more closely. Before she could
recognize him he stood up, and with her profuse gratitude singing in
his ears, he returned to the night of rain.

Zelda's pathetic old age affirmed Sumner's conviction to die young.
He had seen old rangers, rheumy-eyed and pale, fading away in noisy
government offices or, worse, fumbling in the field and being brutally
humiliated by distorts, butch-ered with their own knives. That
wouldn't happen to him.

Sumner took risks most of the other rangers eluded. Death, to him,
was freedom at the crest, escape from the body's inevitable slide. He
was afraid of nothing—not torture or loneliness or the weirdest
distorts. How could he fear them? Life was a brief harrowing voided
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by death, and these were the healings of pain.

Sumner sat on a pierhead gnawing at a whole orange. On the dirty
beach around him, scrawny pigs and dogs scavenged among loosely
bundled bales of garbage.

He finished his orange, wiped his hands on his shorts, and stood up.
Seabirds poised on tall, lilting fish-spears turned their heads to watch
him as he ambled down the ruined beach. Today was his last day in
the hamlet of Laguna. The man he had been assigned to kill had
arrived the night before. Actually, his victim wasn't a man—it was a
voor called Dai Bodatta.

For over a month Sumner had been waiting for this voor, living
unobtrusively in one of the blue pastel shanties across the bay. The
fisherman's widow who rented him the place had no doubt that he
was anything more than the dockworker he claimed to be. Like the
other stevedores, he wore soiled canvas-top shoes, remnant shorts,
and an oil-stained singlet. And like them he worked a dawn-to-dusk
shift, loading barges with crates of rice and scraping and painting
hulls—until today.

He walked out to the middle of the windward shore where the bay
washed over a pink bench of coral. The tide was rushing in, and white
feathers and dragontails of spray lashed with the sea boom.

This was the far end of Laguna Bay, where another harbor had once
flourished. Plague had doomed that village many years before and
now only blackened stumps of old pilings, a few charred boat ribs,
and a storm-staggered jetty remained. The villagers thought this
crescent of land that separated them from the sea was haunted, and
they used it as a dump. Sumner was convinced that this was where he
would confront the voors.

He sat down on a chunk of driftwood tangled in beach vine and
cupped a hand against the late morning light to see the island better.
Situated in the middle of the bay was a small, tree-crowded knob of
stone. No sign of voors was visi-ble among the tiers of sea pine, but
Sumner knew they were there. Last night hundreds of voors had
crossed the bay in black-hulled rigs.

Alerted at dusk by a mirrorflash from a ranger farther down the
coast, Sumner had sat up all night watching the voors arrive. The
night-lens he had used revealed the cowled figures in the boats. From
the side of the island facing away from Laguna, blue and green fires
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were visible for a few hours. Then they vanished, and by dawn
nothing was left of the voors—except for the dreams. Most of the
hamlet woke groggy from a night of restless, moody dreaming.

Voors were not often seen this far south, but over the past few years
they had been gathering annually in different coves and bays of the
region. No one knew why the voors came, but each year their number
grew, and lately the Massebo6th had become concerned. Word of a new
leader of the voors spread through the northern coast cities with wild
rumors of a voor invasion. And though hardly anyone there had ever
seen a voor and known it, fear mounted. Travelers mistaken for voors
were viciously murdered, and distorts who had long been ignored
were herded together and drowned. To ease the situation, the
Massebo6th decided to eliminate the one voor who had been leading
the others south. Unfortu-nately, nothing more was known than the
name of that voor— Dai Bodatta.

Sumner was glad the voors had come to his bay. A month of inactivity
had made him restless. With one hand he dug a hole in the sand
behind the driftwood and extracted an oilcloth satchel. Inside the
sack was an electric-pump hand-gun, a rifle extension, half a dozen
clips, a night/day lens, and numerous slabs of gel explosives. He
removed the handgun, wiped it clean of grease, and fitted a clip into
it. Checking the alignment of the sights, he turned to follow a gull
sliding out over the bay, and his sweaty singlet sucked at his back. The
bay water beyond the coral ridge was jade-green and clear as an eye.

Sumner peered through the lens and saw movement on the shore of
the island. Voors in gray and brown mantles were assembling,
hauling their small boats out from behind stands of sea pines. Hair
crested by the wind, he stood tall and swept the bay with the lens,
looking for other ships. There were none. The morning shift was
already moored, and the afternoon fleet was crowding the bay mouth,
waiting to get out to sea.

Quickly Sumner stooped and removed the thin slabs of gel explosives;
then he reached into the sand below the driftwood and took out a
small square tin of firing caps. Excitement throbbed in his chest, and
he had to raise the lens again to be certain that the voors were going
to cross.In broad daylight, he marveled, watching the small boats
splash into the water.

He doublechecked his rifle and the firing caps, and then he sat down.
It was time again for selfscan: full attention on the stalled shadows—
noon, the turning point.
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Black the blood and the bones...

Tala squinted into the noon glare buzzing off the water and waited for
her eyes to adjust to the light. Clochan and the others were dragging
the ships out from behind the trees which meant that they had already
probed the far shore for howlies. Still, she scanned slowly. Pale
sketches of coral glowed beneath the green water. A shark was gliding
near the reef, turning swiftly with powerful strokes of its huge caudal.
Farther out, silver sparks flurried in the sunlight where minnows
chopped the surface. And on the far bank: tilted red mangroves, black
palm fronds, and white sand littered with howlie debris and torn
sargassum. No howlies—though she felt something evil and elusive.
She tried to concentrate, but her drowsy body was cold with lethargy,
and she couldn't focus beyond herself very well.

Clochan waved from where he was standing, knee-deep in the kelp-
drench. The cold within her flushed warmer, and the loose end of a
voice rose out of the back of her mind:Bring out the stonelights.

Tala nodded, but before turning she stared hard across the bay again.
The jittery trees stared back empty. She dismissed her fear with a hiss
and walked back through the pines to a cave of overhanging trees.
Chanting voices from far within melled with the hum of wind-stirred
leaves and the incoming tide, sounding like the mumble of a dream.
Her eyes adjusted rapidly to the darkness, and she moved nimbly
through the red shadows to a rim-crusted incline that swooped
steeply out of sight. Here the chanting was very clear:Black the blood
and the bones beneath the skin. Black the earth one finger under.
Black the emptiness bent over time.

Tala would go no farther. Dai Bodatta was still down there, and she
knew that if she were with him again in the planet-warmth she would
leave her salt for sure. Her darktime had gotten very bad in the last
year. All of her flesh had stiffened, and living had become a labor.
Only her devotion to the brood kept her from crossing over to 1z. Her
deep mind was needed, especially when the stonelight journey took
them so close to howlies.

The chanting thinned to a hum. The rhythm of a slade-drum drew
closer, and figures appeared below. Single file, a dozen voors emerged
from the darkness, their cowls thrown back. A few of them were
marked: frosted eyes, squamous lips, vein-netted transparent skin.
But most of them were clean. The several hundred voors that had
arrived with them had been long into their darktime and all had
crossed over. Their bodies had been rafted and set adrift on a broad
subter-ranean stream that wandered far into the earth.
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As each of the remaining voors passed her, they placed two or three
brood jewels in a wattled basket at her feet. With her kiutl-sharpened
senses she briefly inspected each stonelight. They were the size of
plums, clear-grained and glimmer-wobbling with lustrous colors:
some fiery and trans-lucent, others gold-banded and misty as the gas
planets. The light in them was centuries old, the trapped kha of voors
that seeded these cave walls with tiny pieces of their lives—relic light
moving its ancient telling through clear stone.

After the last of the stonelights had been placed in the basket and the
container had been covered, tied, and passed out of the cave, two of
the voors went back down the incline. They reemerged slowly,
carrying Dai Bodatta, a small figure in a sheath of camlet trimmed
with miniver. The bearers stopped before Tala, and she folded aside
the covering and moved her gaze slowly over the black childshape
within. A blue light hazed like fungus over the rough surface of the
cocoon, and as she stared at it the sleepy solitude of her darktime
thickened, and she heard a voice, soft as a cloud, far back in her
mind:Lose the way.

She straightened with surprise and then relaxed, soft-focusing her
awareness, listening for the voice of the child-image. But Dai Bodatta
was silent.

She folded the opulent covering over the cocoon and watched after it
as the two voors walked out through the cave mouth. She stood a
moment in the dark, staring at the sky's arch: cloudswift, a gull
turning on one wing, and farther out, the long silence of a wedge of
birds. Thoughts nimble as static flurried across her mind: The
crossing of the darktime voors should have been done elsewhere. Not
this close to howlies. But why had Dai Bodatta insisted?

Tala—it's time.A tall voor, angular and shriven, stood at the
cavemouth, cowl pulled back. It was Clochan, his flesh pale as
moonlight.

A visceral, ungelded joy spiked through her. She loved this voor. He
was fluent with both feelings and thoughts, a leader and, for her, a
lover. Before, when they were standing close, contemplating the deep
heart of a jewel, he had filled her with such blue-bliss that for a while
she had forgotten their danger and had become a broodling again,
unaware of bloodpaths or the darktime. His words still moved in her:
"Three hundred years from now, someone in this cave will pick up
our stonelights and know that we lived."

Let's go,Clochan called to her.We have to ride the tide.
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"Soon." The sound of her voice throbbing in the dark hull of the cave
startled her.

"You feel troubled?" Clochan whispered, stepping closer. His sunken
eyes were watery with reflected light.

Tala discarded her feelings with a shrug of her hands. "I don't know. I
haven't been able to think clearly."

Clochan put his arm around her, and she felt as light as when the full
moon pulled at her blood.Today belongs to few, Clochan quoted.

"Too few," she echoed.

"The others sense no one across the bay. We have to hurry, while the
way is still clear."

Lose the way,the mage's voice recurred, but she didn't project it. "I'm
ready," she said.

Afternoon sunlight, clear as wine, shafted between the trees. Tala
absently followed Clochan, pondering what Dai Bodatta had said.Lose
the way—Give up the body? Yes, the mage is right. Her bloodpaths
had narrowed, leaving her cold. Pain turned in her belly like the
children she never had. Her body felt alien.Strange how these
warmbloods were shaped to believe they re the exact center. Ears,
eyes —all their senses —conspire to make them feel whole—replete.
No wonder they're so arrogant.

A red seedcase flitted above the turf in a gusty Seabreeze, and Tala
watched closely as it sailed out over the water. It had come a long way
from the north and was going a long way. An Iz-sign: all life carried
off by a wind that goes its own way and can never turn back.

The voors sailed in three skiffs, sliding swiftly along the tidal current
among streamers of bright brown sargassum weed and sparkles of
leaping needlefish. In the lead rig, Clochan knelt at the prow,
surveying the bay. No other ships were in sight, and the tree-heavy
isle behind them blocked the three boats from view of Laguna.

Riding in the end rig, with the camlet-wrapped cocoon, Tala watched
the approaching delta. Dai Bodatta was silent, furled deep, and the
only sound was the hiss of the boat slicing across the water. Tala
gazed in soft focus at the ap-proaching wall of mangroves, the stumps
of twisted trees, and the dunes of garbage. The gulls ringing over the
refuse piles told her that there were no howlies on the beach, but a
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chime had begun to peal in her left ear. Always before, that had
signaled danger; now, though, she wasn't sure. The darktime often
filled her head with whorls of sound.

Clochan used deep mind and hand signals to guide the following
skiffs through the barrier of coral heads and spikes. The churning
reefwater frothed behind them and the lead boat ran in to the beach
with a loud cough. Clochan and the others splashed into the shallows
and carried the flyweight rig to shore. By the time the second rig
slashed in, they were back in the water, lifting the wattled basket of
brood jewels over their heads.

Copra husks and mangrove radicels tangled around their legs in the
milky shallows. The third rig was steadied by eight voors, and Dai
Bodatta was gently lifted out and carried to shore. They beached the
prow and left the stern tilting and luffing in the water.

Dai Bodatta was silent, and Tala was concerned. She placed a hand
beneath the cloth covering and felt the dry textured surface of the
cocoon. A cold energy sang along her fingers, and a quiet voice
opened within her:Lose the way.

Clochan and two others carried the first rig over the sand toward a
gap in the mangroves. Four others lifted the second rig with the
stonelights in it and, kicking tins and sand-clotted fruit out of their
way, followed. Three went back to portage the third skiff, and Tala
tightened the sheath about the mage and supervised its handling by
the two remaining voors. Then, as they were stepping forward, the
sand shifted beneath their feet, and the beach ahead of them roared
into the sky.

An impact of heat and tearing pressure slammed Tala to the ground.
Debris thudded around her, and she covered her head as another
explosion screamed out of the trees. Palm fronds and a stinging rain
of sand lashed her back, and she rolled toward the water. When she
looked up, the beach was smoky, and the seven voors and two rigs
that had been ahead of her had vanished.

Looking closely, she was choked by rage and terror: Lopped limbs in
smoking sleeves were splayed among the garbage, blue-gray entrails
glistened on the white sand, and the moon-white face of Clochan
stared back from a blood pool with the startled somnolence of the
dead.

"Dai Bodatta!" a voor screamed and leaped toward where the cocoon
had been hurled by the blasts. He took another step, and his head
snapped back, one eye a mangled rose. Two other voors were
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scrambling over the smoldering debris trying to recover the
stonelights that had been scattered across the beach. One went down
with a plume of blood at the back of her head, and the other dropped
as if he had stumbled. The kha of both of them smoked away from
their bodies before they hit the ground.

Tala turtled across the sand, scurrying toward the co-coon, which
had been thrown against a rust-gutted oil drum. She threw her body
alongside it, tore back the camlet sheath and saw that it was intact.

The three voors who had gone back to the third rig were sprinting
toward her, and she howled at them with her deep mind to get down.
One of them lurched backwards and flopped to the sand, blood
spurting from her neck. A second one reached out to help, suddenly
straightened, twisted vio-lently, and collapsed. The third bellycrawled
toward a drift-wood log, thrashed in the sand for an instant, and then
stopped moving.

Terror swamped her, and she felt herself wrinkling weaker. What
was happening? Her fear-charged mind sensed no one anywhere
nearby. They were alone. But what was killing them?

Lose the way—

She craned her neck and saw that everyone was dead. Their kha
lights had wisped away so quickly! A severed hand laced with blood
lay ahead of her in the filth-strewn sand. She looked away and saw a
huge man in rags stepping out of the mangrove shadows. His kha was
very close to his body, solar gold and radiant, and his face was flat and
cruel with scars. He loped toward her with a silver rifle in his hands,
and her heart wobbled. He was silent as smoke, a revenant.

Lose the way—

Dai Bodatta's presence was all that kept her from going mad. She
touched its cold surface, and the psynergy that sparkled through her
dissolved her terror. The light around her brightened, became glassy.
A diaphanous white brilliance was suffusing everything, and she
realized that she could cross into Iz. But who would protect Dai
Bodatta? Who would save—

Lose the way!
Implacable radiance burst through her thoughts, and her mind

spasmed: She was gazing at a lava-flow of forge-red light webbing to a
furious white energy—a delirious sun, all starfire and refulgence.
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The trembling walls and buckled screams of the voor dead dazed and
pummeled her until a voice like a stammer-ing flame shadowed
through her:Three hundred years from now, someone will find our
stonelights and know that we lived.

Clochan's voice, thinning into distance like a bell. . . Joy and then
anger sheared through her numbness. Immediately, the wind of
tormented voices smeared and vanished, and she was alone again in
the starwhite energy.

Lose the way—forget the body's loneliness,the mage's voice spoke
within her. And she understood that it was time to stop
understanding. The arduous journey along the bloodpaths was
finished. A powerful, sultry wind was leafing through her awareness,
scattering her memories beyond her reach. The broad, warm current
buoyed her across spans of crystalbright gas, weaning her away from
pain and distance and thought.

Sumner pumped a bullet into the voor that was crouched behind a
rusted oil drum.Dai Bodatta? he wondered, stoop-ing over the drum
and pulling back the voor's cowl.

His teeth meshed tightly as he stared at the grotesque creature he had
killed: a slobbery thing, its flesh a glossy blue-white, veined like moldy
cheese, its mouth a bubbling mess. He heaved it over with his foot and
peered at the bundle the thing had been protecting.

A bewildered frown darkened his face. With the muzzle of his rifle he
pulled back the camlet covering and eyed the childshape. A statue?
No. He poked the black woven surface and realized that it was a
mummified child—a voor abomi-nation.

Casually, he placed the rifle barrel between the mum-my's eyes and
pulled the trigger.

The cocoon splattered apart, and a burst of hot ichor spurted into his
face, kicking him to the ground. He thrashed in the sand, both hands
to his face, a terrible pain stabbing his flesh. A stink his blood
remembered from years before invaded his throat and sinuses and
bleared his eyes.The lusk psiberant! Liquid fire seared his face and
the hollows of his head, ripping maniacal howls from his lungs.

Spastically he churned in the sand, trying to get to his feet, but his
muscles were quaking with the poison that was burning through his
body. Helpless, beyond thought, Sum-ner blanked his mind and let
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the agony consume him. His body strained and heaved, twisting him
deeper into the sand with ogreish convulsions. He writhed for hours,
gulfed in pain, before the spasms slackened and he realized that he
wasn't going to die.

His face was swollen and fluffy with peeling skin by the time his limbs
had calmed enough for him to stand. The air was fractured. The light
looked chalky, and the cocoon that had exploded in his face was gone,
shriveled to a slick, colorless smudge beside the elegant cloth that had
sheathed it.

Invisible forces were shuddering space, warping it like an old,
bottom-heavy pane of glass. Distances seemed to falter, to curl
around themselves, and time was staggered. The long swells of the
ebbing tide were swimming to shore slow as elegant swans.

Most terrible of all, a voice was chattering in his head. He rubbed his
temples and rocked himself, trying to shake the noise loose, but the
dim, unintelligible chanting per-sisted. It was the same horrible
mumbling, cooing, clicking rhythm that Jeanlu's corpse had
tormented him with years before. It ricocheted across the back of his
skull, dull and wrung out, just audible above the anguish ballooning
through his lungs.

He lurched across the sand, wanting to run, but time was snared and
space was bruised and distorted, volume folding like paper. Each of
his steps swung him out across immense ranges of distance, yet the
entire length of the delta hung before him thin as a reflection.

A dragonish twilight stalked the eastern sky, a windy dusk, the clouds
low and running. A black-sailed catboat rolling heavily in the dark
chop swung hard to shore. Eight wild men with braided hair and eyes
burned red by pulque and sun stood at the taffrail. They, like
everyone in Laguna, had wondered at the explosions on the dump
delta. At first they were too wary to approach, but after receiving
smoke signals that two rangers were on their way, they decided to
explore the dump first.

After weighing their boat with a coral-head anchor, all eight of them
waded ashore. The twisted corpses alarmed them, but the sight of the
brood jewels scattered like constel-lations on the beach lured them
closer. They scrambled to gather the hoard and were on their knees in
the sand when they spotted the madman. He was half naked and tall
as a pine, and his face was a mask of charred flesh. He came raging at
them out of the mangrove darkness, screaming like a rabid ape. One
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of the men had a gun. He held it in both hands as he sighted and
dropped the lune with the first shot.

Startled, the corsairs gathered the brood jewels in one sack and
decided to divide them later by lot. All of them knew, however, that
death would be casting dice with them, for there were an odd number
of jewels. Hoping to even out their booty, they plundered the corpses.

Intent on their scavenging, they didn't see Sumner, his bullet-creased
shoulder clotted with blood and sand, rearing up from the garbage pit
he had fallen into. With a battered oar in his hands he reeled out of
the pit and dashed toward the man who had shot him. Before anyone
could move, he swung out with the oar and caught the gunman full in
the face, smashing him to a limp sprawl.

The others rallied instantly, flashing knives and turtle-razors. But
Sumner was unstoppable. He shattered heads with sweeps of the oar,
slammed faces into driftwood, and clubbed his way to stillness with
the loose bodies of those that had fallen. When none were left, he
couldn't stop the horrible dancing, the racking strength that forced
him to smash again and again the bloodrags of those he had killed,
until he felt he was going beyond his body, and he banged to his
knees, exhausted with rage.

Far back in his thundering mind the mad chattering narrowed, and a
whispered cadence began:Black the blood and the bones . . .

The Emptying

A lionfaced man stood on the roof of the flower-crowned tower, his
yellow eyes cold with fatigue. He was a distort, but he was not
unattractive. Golden hair grew the tall length of his spine and
glistened like fur on his arms and legs. His features glowed with a
sapient geniality, and his movements as he crossed the circular
rooftop were long and regal. He was a breeder, and he had just come
from a full night among the females. Beneath the red soft-fabric wrap
that he was wearing his thick muscles sang with weariness. He leaned
on the blossom-strung balustrade and gazed out over his village.

It was his privilege as the most whole distort of his tribe to stand atop
the breeding stables and survey Miramol. The village was beautiful
with life, built as it was in a grove of baobab trees and mist springs.
Eastward the jungle withered to a desert where the skyfires, the
dreams of all living things, were still burning. Below, workers with
green dawn-lanterns were scurrying among the round huts of
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Miramol, preparing the village for another day. And in the west, the
direction all doors faced but those of the dead huts, the sun was
untan-gling itself from the roots of the jungle.

The whorl is in all things,the breeder marveled.

A worshiper's call echoed into the sky. Several answer-ing cries
sparked out of the stables from restless females, and the breeder
turned and barked once into the musky darkness of the doorway to
still their irreverence. He would be happy when the Mothers passed
on his duties to a younger, more driven male. He had been a breeder
for over a decade, and he was becoming too rapt and contemplative
for the life in the stables. Still, finding someone as responsible as he
among the sex-crazed young males would be difficult. No doubt he
would have to serve for at least another cycle.

The heavy carnal odors clouding out of the stable flut-tered his
stomach. He pulled aside his loincloth and urinated into the dark
gardens below. The very thought of sex made his kneecaps turn
watery. He was tired of rutting, tired of ministering to so many
excitable females. He wanted nothing more than to be alone. But he
knew that by day's end he would be feeling differently.The whorl is in
all things, all right.

He secured his loincloth and walked unsteadily but with dignity down
the ramps of the breeding tower to the street. Even among the dense
shadows he was recognized by work-ers who stopped to acknowledge
their respect of his position. The breeder chuckled back amiably, but
he didn't stop. To-night had been a more difficult session than usual,
and he simply wanted to go home and sleep.

"Ardent Fang."

The breeder turned, and his feline features expanded with reverence.
Standing among the white tendrils of a bao-bab was an apparition of a
large, thick-faced woman in a hooded black shift. It was Orpha, one of
the Mothers, and as her image curdled into the dawn shadows, her
voice lilted in the breeder's ears:Come to the Barrow, breeder. We
have work for you.

Ardent Fang bowed to where the specter had been; then he jogged
through the darkness of the back treelanes so that he might avoid
other tribesfolk.

At the burrow of the Mothers, a rocky mound of earth surrounded by
willows, he stopped and prostrated himself, waiting until a husky old
woman in brownblack robes came out of the turquoise-studded
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mudhole.

This was Orpha, his spirit teacher and life counsel. She took his arm
in her fleshy hand and walked him up gravel steps to the top of the
rock mound. From there they could see through a break in the forest
to where a warped sun wavered over the river. Orpha stood with her
back to the dawn, the red light fringing orange in her short hair. With
a roll of her wrist she snatched at the air and produced a milky brood
jewel. She held it out to him, and the dim light glowed green around
the white gem.

"Look closely, Ardent Fang," the old woman said. "The magnar
himself gave us this crystal. You can see him here."

Even in silhouette Orpha's square face was strong and kindly. Ardent
Fang drew assurance from it and then stared deeply into the brood
jewel. Only twice in his life had he gazed into a voor rock. Both times
he had been seized by trepidation so thick he couldn't think to
understand what he saw. It was the same this time. As his vision
dropped into the cloudy depths of the stone, the scruff of his neck
tightened, and the hackles along his jaw fanned so broadly they
scratched his ears.

Orpha placed a hand under his jaw and steadied his swaying head.
"What do you see?"

Ardent Fang didn't know what he was seeing. It was as though he
were perched on the windy rim of a vast canyon. Awesome depths
unfolded around him. Forms made vague by distance were moving at
the edge of his sight, and all that he could identify clearly was a thin
hot strand of fear burning in his chest. He looked up with wincing
eyes.

"You feel the fear, don't you?" Orpha's eyes were lumi-nous in the
gray light.

Ardent Fang nodded vigorously. "I'm too nervous to see clearly."

Orpha guffawed and palmed the brood jewel. "It's not you, breeder.
The fear you see is the magnar's."

Ardent Fang gawked. "The magnar—scared?"
"You saw it."

Ardent Fang shook his head, asked almost soundlessly, "Why?"
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"If we knew, you wouldn't have to walk the Road, eh?" She put a hefty
arm around his shoulders and guided him down the steps of the
mound.

A Mother in tattered raiment was sitting cross-legged in the dust
before the entrance to the burrow. Her face was live and ugly and her
motions wildly animated as she arranged small jewels and bonechips
in the sand. She studied the portents with her fingers, her nose almost
touching the ground.

Orpha embraced Ardent Fang and whispered a blessing in his ear.

"I've been working hard on my last lesson," he whis-pered back. "I'm
beginning to see how the whorl is in all things."

The old woman crouching in the dust sat up straight and turned the
empty sockets of her eyes toward Ardent Fang. "The whorl!" She
cackled and swayed to her feet. "The rains come and then go. The
moon thins and then grows. The whorl, yes, the whorl!" She laughed
loud and hysterically, and out of anxiety Ardent Fang laughed back.

"Jesda, be calm," Orpha embraced the blind Mother, gently sitting
her back down in the sand. The large woman smiled apologetically at
Ardent Fang. "Go, breeder. You have a long journey."

"Yes—go," Jesda repeated, her bone-thin arms raised above the
scattered hair of her head. "Go with the whorl. Go round and round.
Like the stars. Like the blood. Like every-thing. Go round. The
magnar is scared, and it is the begin-ning of a dark time." She howled
gleefully.

Ardent Fang chuckled and grinned amiably as he backed off.Crazy
Mothers, he thought.Crazy in their bones. As soon as he turned from
the burrow, the laughter fell from his face. The magnar, the one who
lived at the end of the Road, was afraid. In all of Ardent Fang's life and
in all the lives of his ancestors, the magnar had never been afraid.

He drifted down a boulevard of baobab trees flanked at broken
intervals by immense tusks and long boar ribs. Sev-eral times he
ignored the greetings of passing tribesfolk, and each time, alerted by
their insulted hissing, he had to stop and explain his preoccupation.
Word that the magnar was afraid unsettled the tribesfolk, and they
scurried off with their hands on their knees.

By the time Ardent Fang reached the eastern edge of Miramol where
the silverwood lodgings of the né were clut-tered on a walled hill, he
had resolved the matter to himself.It's the whorl again, he

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

realized.Sooner or later, even the magnar must become what he is
not.

At the end of a blossom-arbored lane, Drift was waiting. Drift was
Ardent Fang's personal né and probably the best seer in the whole
Serbota kingdom. Né were sexless—livingdivinities who worked as
artisans and craftsfolk for the tribe. Telepathically strong and
untroubled by sexual cravings, they were ideal hunters and scouts.
Their clarity and ancestral memories guided them on the one safe,
unmarked route that led through the desert to the star pools and the
magnar—the Road.

Drift was small, dark and spindly, and its face, like all né, was pure
mask: slash-lips curled into a permanent meaning-less grin below
boomerang-wide cheekbones and a nose that was two arched nostrils.

Drift whistled and coughed in its imitation of a greeting laugh. It
liked Ardent Fang because he was a strong man. The energy whirled
in his body at an exciting pace. Blue sparks, visible to any seer,
crackled off the tips of his mane and flared over his tufted shoulders.
But besides being strong, he was also beautiful. He had a considerable
amount of face, his yellow eyes were clear, and both of his hands
worked. Apart from the pungent brown odor of his sex and the silver
scales on his shanks, he was virtually whole.

Drift sensed Ardent Fang's purpose, and because of its telepathy, no
conversation was needed. But, for the breeder's sake, it reached into
the man's mind and asked psychically:Why are you here, Fang? Did
your night in the stables leave you restless?

Ardent Fang smiled spiritlessly. "I'm too much the breeder for the
stables to unease me. No, seer—it's the Mothers who have sent me.
They say the magnar's scared. Incredible, isn't it? The magnar!"
Ardent Fang sat on a bench-log before the moongate that led to the
silverwood lodges on the hill. "You're a seer, Drift. Is it true?"

Drift nodded. He, too, had felt the fear humming across the desert,
where always before there had been a peace as still and certain as the
inside of a jewel.Who is to know the way of the magnar?

"Us, apparently. Though we aren't expected to see the magnar again
until after the rains, the Mothers want us to walk the Road now. Can
we do it, Drift?"

The né cocked its dark, round head with uncertainty.The desert is at
its hottest now. The Mothers themselves call this the season of the
killing sun, don't they? But if they say you must go, then I will guide
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you.

"Why is it this way, seer?" Ardent Fang asked, looking up at the green
dawn sky where vapors fluffed like tattered masts. "What could scare
the magnar when even death can-not touch him?"

Drift clicked with ignorance.How could we know? The magnar is
unknowable as the clouds.

Empty-bellied, with Drift guiding him through the des-ert that
separated Miramol from the magnar, Ardent Fang turned inward. He
tried to keep from thinking about the magnar and focused instead on
the purging of his body.

Drift was proud to be with him. Few of even the most joyous Serbota
could wander the Road as openly as Ardent Fang. The man had no
fear of the scorpions and centipedes that lurked in what little shade
there was, and he had found praise even in the adamant heat that was
swelling the meat on their bones. Most wonderful of all, he trusted
Drift. Né, even seers, were too often considered other and not worthy
of true comradeship by the gendered folk. Ardent Fang was different.
He treated all né as tribesmen, and he was espe-cially deferential to
seers. He was one of the most joyous tribal leaders. And, as much as
Drift despised them, the Mothers had to be given credit for guiding
him well with his inner work.

After the second day on the Road, Ardent Fang was empty of poisons.
Wild energies, driven by the stubborn sun, burned through his body
and warped his vision, but Drift's slow, peaceful chanting held him
together. The seer, in its fluty sad voice, sang of the powerful
cer-tainty of the body and its ecstasy at being a child of the sun—

The sun longs to feel

And so we are here...

Toward the end of the fourth day they marched out of the filmy veils
of rippled air into the shade of a wave of stone, twenty meters high.
The coolness was narcotic, and staring back at the sun-dazzled
pinnacles and the rock fins folded in the tremulous flow, Drift
chanted happily—
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Like the long rocks
Bent in the heat waves
We look broken

But we are whole—

We will always be whole!

Drift led Ardent Fang into a small cave where they fol-lowed the lines
of force through a honeycomb of tunnels to a vast rock studio at the
top of the butte.

At the far end of the bright chamber the magnar was sitting on a
straw mat. Blue sky and copper-red mesas were visible behind him,
and dust hazed around his body like an aura.

At first he didn't see them. He was gazing intently into a scry crystal,
a green brood jewel given to him long ago by voors. The reflected
emerald light wavered over his long mule face and made the
impressive tangle of his white hair flare like green fire.

The magnar was over twelve hundred years old. Pre-science had far-
spaced his thoughts and made most of his feelings creative, so that
very little about him was stylized or predictable. Even his memory
was wise and thoughtless.

He saw himself clearly, from his impoverished infancy as an ape in a
research boro through a thousand years of burn-ing, sanctifying
changes that had made him what he was now: light's movement as
flesh.

Five hundred years before, the magnar had become consciousness
itself, and he had understood with the urine, sweat, and ooze of his
body that he was light. Everything was light—all of reality was a star,
shining.

Most of his time was spent ecstatically, his body spined with an
electric strength streaming up his back and into the sky. The
expanding psynergy extended his awareness deeper into the etheric
fields of his environment, losing him in the lizards, desert trees, and

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

birds that lifted him away from his human attitude. Sometimes,
though, and more often lately, he lost himself to the differences of the
world, even to fear. Death was a cold mystery. After twelve hundred
years, only light was more strange.

When the magnar finally looked up, his leathery lids drowsy from
visions, he stared at the two wanderers in silence, unsure if they were
real. Lunes of brilliant light glared off his big face, and as recognition
animated his features, a toothy grin widened. He laughed raucously
and slapped the animal skins he was wearing for trousers. Billows of
dust fumed around him, and the echoes of his laughter filled the
chamber. He held out large gnarled hands: "Ardent Fang!" he boomed
in the Serbota dialect of the tribesman's village. "Drift! Heroes of
Miramol! Shay!"

Ardent Fang and Drift shambled forward and prostrated themselves
before him. "Get up!" He grabbed their shoul-ders and forced them to
sit up. "What is this nonsense?'" He gazed hard at them with chuckling
brown eyes. "I should bow to you. You've journeyed so far and across
the most evil land in the world!"

Before either of them could respond, the old man flung himself into
the dust and groveled before them with whim-pering laughter. When
he looked up, his leering face was furry with sand.

The tribesfolk stared back at him uneasily.

"Why are you so dour?" the magnar asked, bending forward to look
deep into their eyes. He smelled of camphor and sage. "Ah, of course!
You must be exhausted. Well, my friends, other visitors have brought
me rose-hip wine and dried apricots. After that—"

"Magnar," Ardent Fang cut in, his eyes deferentially downcast.

The magnar rolled his eyes. "When will you finally give up these
formalities and call me by my name? Bonescrolls. Please."

Ardent Fang nodded hesitantly. "Bonescrolls—we've rested and we're
not hungry."

Bonescrolls narrowed his eyes. "This is not like the tribe of ecstasy.
Your seriousness disturbs me, friends."

"The Mothers have told us that you're afraid," Ardent Fang blurted.

Bonescrolls' hoary eyebrows went up and came down slowly. "So." A
ponderous weight sat him back, and he looked suddenly weary. "It's
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true." He studied the grain of his thumbnail. "Me—the timeless one,
scared." A wan grin flickered at the corners of his mouth. "You'd
think by now I'd have come to terms with this."

"What is it?"

Bonescrolls stared at Ardent Fang benevolently, and a sad smile
creased his weary face. "Death, of course."

"You're dying?"

"No, no. My body, for all it's gone through, is as stub-bornly healthy
as ever. Happiness does that, you know."

"But you're afraid?"

"Yes—I'm afraid." He turned about and gestured out the rock opening
at the desert landscape. "Someone is out there. I've felt him for days
now. I know it's a man, but that's all I know. I can't get close to him."

Drift, more than Ardent Fang, was stunned by this admission, for
Drift understood the power of the magnar. Like the seer, the magnar
was telepathic and could perceive all the forces of the world. But,
greater than any seer, the magnar could walk out of his body and
wander the lines of power, invisible and yet strong. The magnar could
go any-where and enter into and become anything.

"Not even as ravens and snakes could you find this man?" Ardent
Fang asked, incredulous.

Bonescrolls shook his huge head. "Not even as ravens and snakes.
The man is invisible, though I know he has a body. I've seen his
footprints. He's a big man, but still I can't find him. That's why I
believe the Delph has sent him."

Ardent Fang and Drift glanced at each other.

"The Delph?" Bonescrolls read their bewilderment. "An ancient
enemy—very powerful in his domain to the north. Actually, I'd
thought the Delph had forgotten about me. It's been over a
millennium since I raged against him."

Ardent Fang drew his obsidian knife and slammed it into the packed
earth between them. "We'll defend you," he swore with conviction.

Staring at the knife, Bonescrolls' eyes widened, and he unwound into
laughter.
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Ardent Fang rose to his knees, both hamfists clenched. "I'm serious,
magnar."

"Of course you are," Bonescrolls gasped, between lurches of laughter.
"But I don't think you understand what you're up against. The Delph
is called godmind. And for good reasons. I won't have you sacrifice
your lives."

"It's not a sacrifice," Ardent Fang insisted. "It's devotion."

"Your tongue has more vision than your brain," Bonescrolls said with
an imperfect smile.

Tell us about the godmind,Drift asked.

Bonescrolls paused, suddenly rooted by a vision he had experienced
over a century ago. He had foreseen this very moment. Everything
was as he had precalled: two distorts hunkering close, asking him
about the Delph, the ambient light chandeliered in their eyes, the air
heavy with sunstruck dust motes. The magnar let the vision open
through him, feeling eudaemonically outside of himself, above the
real.

Everything is empty,a deep thought thought itself,ex-cept the absence
of self.

"Perhaps tribesfolk shouldn't be speaking of the gods," Ardent Fang
said, misreading the softness in Bonescrolls' expression.

Bonescrolls scowled. "The Delph is not a god. He's a mind—a human
mind amplified by an awesome technology. Twelve centuries ago he
was just a man. And I—I was a yawp, a simian worker biodesigned to
serve humans. But I was different from most yawps." A fateful light
brightened in his face. "I had been biotectured by my human creators
to reason. Dangerous endowment for a service-ape. When I saw what
the humans were doing—trying to create a superhu-man, one of their
own kind strong enough to subjugate reality—I rebelled. My only
mistake was that I didn't suc-ceed. And since then, I've been living
from body to body, hiding from a vengeful godmind."

"More than one body?" Ardent Fang's voice was burred with awe.

"This is my seventh physical form," Bonescrolls said. He was
grinning, but his voice was shadowed. "In the thousand years since
my futile rebellion, the yawps themselves have become a godmind
culture with the technical power to craft bodies—even minds. Without
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their help, I would never have eluded the Delph this long."
Perhaps the yawps can help you now,Drift suggested.

"No—" Bonescrolls tugged pensively at his goatbeard. "The yawps will
have nothing to do with their former master. The Delph is the one
who freed them from their servitude to humans."

"Then let us help you," Ardent Fang insisted. "We can find this man
in the desert. Drift is a strong seer. It can track anything living. And I
was trained as a warrior before the Mothers made me a breeder. I
know how to kill."

Bonescrolls looked annoyed and dismissed the issue with a wave.
"No, my friends. I'll meet this trial alone. We'll share a meal and some
legends, and you'll return to your tribe."

"But how can the Serbota survive without you?" Ardent Fang
growled. "You have guided us for centuries!"

"The né are wise, and the yawps will help you. But let's not talk about
this anymore."

"Magnar—"

"No more!" Bonescrolls' voice was a blow, his face tight as a fist. Then
he sat back, his eyes crescents of laughter. "And call me Bonescrolls."

At dawn the next day Ardent Fang and Drift returned to the golden
desert. But instead of following the lines of force back the way they
had come, they wandered out toward the palatial mesaland, purple in
the early light. The sand whis-pered beneath their feet, and in Drift's
mind the sound became the disapproving sighs of the old man in the
rock tower behind them.

Heat encircled them like a sphere of glass, curving vision and sound.
Ardent Fang hummed with joy, awed by the beauty of the sandshapes
and their soft sere tones. Drift chanted quietly about the sun
following two warriors across an endless desert.

Sumner was trapped in selfscan. Far back in his mind, dim but
always there, was the cooing, clicking, snapping noise of a prehistoric
insect. Sometimes it tightened to a tiny wringing scream. Othertimes
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it merely breathed a deep, low hum from the core of his heart. But it
was always there, and if he budged from selfscan—if he so much as
congratulated or berated himself—a long icy needle pithed the root of
his skull.

Silence. Animal awareness.

This was death's land—Skylonda Aptos—a million hec-tares of scabid
desert.

Sumner couldn't think it, but he knew that he had come here to die.
Not with a brain-splattering bullet between his eyes—the Rangers had
taken away his guns. But even if they hadn't, he wouldn't have done it
that way. He was still a ranger. He wore his cobra insignia and his
buff regimentals, smudged and frayed now but whole. He would wear
them until the land killed him.

Numb-edged from so many hours of walking, his whole body craved
pause, and he sat with his back to a rock turret, mindless of the desert
insects. He closed his eyes and focused on the sun's weight against his
legs. He tried to relax without dozing off. He didn't want to sleep. Not
yet. Not until dark.

The snarling voltage bristling at the base of his skull sizzled louder in
his ears. It was a muffled voorchant, like the impossible language
Jeanlu's corpse had chattered in his face so long ago.

Trapped in selfscan, he hadn't been able to think through his
predicament. Still, he understood that a voor had invaded his body.
Lusk was what the voors called it.

The whining folded into a staccato chant:black—black—black —

After the incident in Laguna, Sumner had been kept under close
observation. The Rangers had no idea what had happened to their
man, but any wound inflicted by voors did not bode well. Their fears
were confirmed when the physi-cians gave up on him. The face burn
looked like nothing they had ever seen. And as for the haunting noises
he claimed to hear, what could they do? There was no cure for
madness.

Soon it had become obvious that Sumner was seriously impaired. Not
only had he been reduced to the level of animal sentience, but in his
sleep he rose from his cot and walked circles. Unable to carry out the
normal functions of a ranger, he was stripped of all weapons but his
knife, and was sent north to monitor tribal activities.
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For a while Sumner had complied, meandering along the borders of a
riverain forest, secretly peering through grease fires at jumbled
frond-huts and the grotesquely mis-shapen bodies of distorts. But his
mind was a holocaust of lunatic sounds, and each dawn he woke in a
place he had not selected during the night. Terrified of being
ambushed and humiliated by distorts during his mindless nightwalks,
he had sought out the deadness of Skylonda Aptos. If he was going to
die, it would be with anonymous dignity.

* * *

Sumner's thin downward-slanting eyes flicked open. What stared out
of them was not human. Lizard shapes of fire flashed across the space
behind those eyes, and globes of eerie sounds burst and reformed.
Corby struggled to concen-trate. The scene floating on his retinas
wavered: sun-hot stone and sky the color of metal. He was having
difficulty fitting himself into that scene. Iz raged within him,
threaten-ing to sweep him away, far out of the body, far out of time.

No!Corby marshalled all his strength.Come to center and extent!

The noises coalesced to frantic jabbering, then narrowed to a babel.
The vibrant light of 1z patterned itself into a cellular mosaic. The body
was accepting him.

Clumsily, he stood Sumner's body up—his body now, for the lusk was
almost complete. For years, locked shape-lessly in a cocoon, carried
from brood to brood by the voors, he had used his psynergy to Iz-call
for Sumner. And 1z had answered him by leading Sumner to Laguna.
Too many voors had died that day on the beach. He would have to
redeem their deaths by using this body well.

Corby tottered and placed a hand on the pink rock turret to steady
himself. Erumpent noises still clouded his hearing. That was the
crackling, insane current of Iz, rushing through him, threatening to
prise apart his world.

Iz—the windy continuum of psynergy that his people rode between
realities. Without his own body to anchor him in time, it was almost
impossible to resist the tow of that power.

In the dark cupola of his mind he sensed Sumner's thought forms: an
oil-still pond with ghostly shapes turning below the surface. Sumner
was enranged but locked into selfscan. Like a virus, Corby had
permeated Sumner's ner-vous system. Sumner's mind was
immobilized, unable to think without the reverberations of 1z
paralyzing him. Corby could have dampened the Iz-noise, but then his
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control over Sumner would also weaken—and he needed complete
control of this howlie body.

Corby moved out over the red gravel, weaving and staggering. His
heart pounded turgidly, and his vision soared as his head lolled from
side to side. He insisted on control and sidled along a huge ribbon of
rock, trying to straighten his walk. Bare, bony plains with only a
whisper of grass appeared at the edge of his sight, and he turned
himself in that direction.

He was being hunted. As dulled as his deep-mind had become in this
new body, he was still aware of the others closing in on him. Two had
bodies, one was shapeshifting. So far he had had no trouble evading
them, but he was con-cerned. Who were they? What did they want
from him?

He stumbled and fell to the ground in a splash of sand and dust.
Quickly but awkwardly he twisted to his feet, staggered forward, and
regained his pace.

Only after he had learned to use this body, he had decided, would he
risk communicating with Sumner. Then, even if his father didn't
agree with his plans, he would have a slim chance of carrying them
out himself.

His father— Odd that this adult had so much in common with his old
childform. It would have been interesting to watch his own body
developing. But Nefandi had betrayed him. Now the most he could
hope for was to eliminate the proven enemies of his people. Nefandi
and the godmind called the Delph—sooner or later he would confront
both of them with this new killing-wise body.

He slid on his heels down the slope of a scarlet dune, exultant in his
freedom. Holding his head straight, vision stammering in his eyes, he
strode purposefully forward. But the effort to maintain control
thinned his will. Time—it would take time.

He stopped beside a boulder and sat back against it. The cells of his
body were singing, and he listened closely. . . .

Sumner shrugged awake and groaned to see where he was. A wind,
thin and persistent as a ramor, had already begun to smear his tracks.
Vaguely he recalled a dream full of weird sounds. He rubbed his face
and stood up, shivering in the tawny heat.
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"Do you believe the whorl is in all things?" Ardent Fang asked, cutting
open a cactus with his obsidian knife.

The né whistled, dull and low, and its soft voice spoke inside the
tribesman's head:More nonsense from the Mothers?

"Nonsense?" Ardent Fang spoke without looking at Drift: "You say
that because you're né."

Isay that because it's true. Nonsense is all that the Mothers have to
offer.

They paused to chew the sweetness out of the cactus, Drift
expressionless, Ardent Fang squinting his yellow eyes with pleasure.
Done, the tribesman spit the cactus pulp into the sand. "Né—do you
believe the whorl is in all things?"

Drift shutter-blinked like a lizard.What is the whorl?

"The turning, the return," Ardent Fang answered. "What is full
becomes empty, empty full. Like breathing."

Cycles? Inallthings?

"Yes."

Drift spit cactus pulp over its shoulder and spoke with its voice at the
back of its throat, chewed almost to a garble: "I-am-né. Will-I-ever-be-

gendered?"

The dark blade hissed as Ardent Fang sheathed it. "It's said we
return—each time different."

Nonsense.
"It's said."
You mean, the Mothers have told you.

Ardent Fang frowned, his blunt features narrow as a wolf's. "The
Mothers would know."

Pizzle rind.

"How then, né, do they know which of us to breed?"
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They don't.
A tic screamed silently at the corner of Ardent Fang's mouth.

Drift splashed his bony hands in front of him, shrugging.The Mothers
breed the ones that look the strongest. The truly exceptional ones,
usually those with the most face, are chosen as leaders—like
yourself. But the Mothers don't know any more than anybody with
eyes.

A thin, knowing smile floated across Ardent Fang's lips. "There are
mother-mysteries, né, revealed only to a few."

No, breeder, there's just dying.Drift's waterdrop eyes did not
blink.No mysteries. No whorl.

Ardent Fang stared at the seer as if he were looking a long way out to
sea. He slapped his knees and stood up. "It's late," he announced. "We
should find a place and send."

Drift watched him scout about for hidden cacti, and it felt a twinge of
remorse at having challenged this man's simple beliefs. Ardent Fang
was a good leader, just and sympathetic to folk and né. His faith was
part of his openness. The seer looked inward and shouted at
himself:No more foisting hatred of the Mothers onto friends.It stood
up and went around to the far end of the rock lip pool where the water
was unsullied by their earlier frolicking. Bending for a last sip, the
seer eyed swamp-puma prints in the silt, fresh as black petals.Fang!

Ardent Fang tramped over and studied the tracks. "Un-der two
hours. Bonescrolls?"

It must be,Drift thought, and Ardent Fang felt its re-spect.Idon't
sense him at all, but why else would a swamp-puma come this deep
into the wastes?

A puling cry wavered out of the distance—the lonely, ethereal
caterwaul of a huge cat.

Now there are three of us.

"Come on, let's find a place before dark." Ardent Fang marched out
through the sun-blown weeds toward a simmer-ing landscape of black
buttes and salt domes.

For the past two days they had wandered the Road from one
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waterhole to the next, seeking the presence of Bonescrolls' enemy. By
the end of the first day they had begun to wonder if the stranger was
an enemy at all. Drift sensed the man, even though it was impossible
to pinpoint him. His mind was that empty. He was close, and he
stayed nearby, haunting the shadowed terrain. He watched them, but
he didn't act like an enemy. He didn't urinate in the waterholes after
he drank, and he had left no poison-burrs in the sand that they had
found yet.

What frightened Ardent Fang was that no spoor was visible: not a
footprint or a urine scent. The man was super-natural. It baffled and
unsteadied Ardent Fang, and because he couldn't feel the tenuous
vibrations of the stranger's salt, not even through Drift, he had begun
to doubt his existence. Perhaps it was one of the magnar's ploys to test
their loyalty or their spiritual depth.

He glissaded down a slope of copper sand and mounted a
windnotched incline of black rock. At the top he gazed beyond the
undulant salt domes, across bronze fields of pebbled sand, toward the
crater highlands. That would be a good place to test his theory, he
figured, since the ash prairies around the craters trapped even
dragonfly prints.

Ardent Fang strode boldly over the cinder wastes, cut-ting a straight
line of tracks to an arena of brimstone out-crops. Sitting on the hard
ground among the knobs of brimstone, Drift felt at ease. The night
before, they had slept in the open, and until dawn Drift had lain in a
half-stupor, feeling the thin psynergy of the stranger moving across
the stone shapes around them. At least here, even though there was
nothing to eat, there would be tracks in the morning.

Ardent Fang reached into his hip pouch and removed a devil harp—a
dark finger of walnut wood that voors had given him as a young man
in barter for food. The use-glossed wood was strung internally, its
silver wires visible through the holes in its sides. Ardent Fang put one
of those holes to his lips, and a lofty, sparkling corolla of sound
warbled around them.

Drift snapped shut its eyes and experienced a pulse of warm human
energy somewhere to the west. The stranger was still with them.

Long into the night Ardent Fang played his devil harp, sending his
music bouncing across the highlands, sometimes forlorn with vibrant
darkenings and rendings, and other times watery, bright as ice,
retreating and returning like submerged sounds. Drift followed the
echoing vibrations of man-psynergy circling the music, close and then
far, until it nodded into sleep.
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"Drift!"

A hard, thick hand squeezed the seer awake, and a hot whisper
grazed its ear: "He's here!"

Drift sat up. Ardent Fang was hunched and still, his eyes sliding from
side to side, one hand clutching the dog-crucifix strung about his
neck. "I heard him clatter on the rocks," he breathed.

Maybe it was Bonescrolls.
"No, it wasn't a cat weight or— Look!"

Drift turned in the direction of Ardent Fang's gaze and saw two firefly
eyes beside one of the outcrops. They vanished.

The seer stilled its mind, trying to feel the presence it had just
confronted. Nothing: a dawn breeze scuttling over the rocks and the
distant hiss of steaming grottoes. A de-tached, precarious feeling
expanded in the né, and it trem-bled to think that what it faced might
indeed be an enemy.

"Paseq!" Ardent Fang shouted the sacred name into the misty
darkness. "Paseq!"

Shut up!Drift clutched Ardent Fang's arm.He might think you're
threatening him.

"Spirits can't stand the Divider's name," the tribesman explained,
and then shouted again toward where he had seen those sparking
eyes: "Paseq!"

It's not a spirit. Spirits don't have eyes!
"Paseq!"

The two stared hard after the echoes of Ardent Fang's cries. A long
moment of silence tightened around them. And then, quiet as a
shadow, a hulking man curled out from behind a brimstone spar, five
paces to the side of where they were facing. Even crouched in the
sketchy dawnlight, his deep-hulled chest and his muscle-cobbled back
were majes-tic. Thin, flat viper eyes stared blankly from a purple-
glazed face—an idol-visage, arched with animal cheekbones and a
wide jaw. His gleaming flesh was a dark rainbow mask.
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Ardent Fang staggered back a pace. He growled, but there was a
whine in his eyes.

Drift knelt, arms akimbo in the né gesture of submis-sion.Kneel, it
sent to the tribesman.

"Foc!" Ardent Fang barked, his upper lip jittery. He bowed from the
waist, quickly, and faced the apparition with his arms open at his
sides but his head high.

Drift threw its mind forward.Shay, stranger. We're wanderers of the
Serbota—an ecstasy warrior and his seer. Shay.It thought sun-
showers. It thought blue-blossoming trees.

Dawnlight jerked in Sumner's eyes. He wanted to lash out, to bang
into violence and bash himself loose from the numbness in his skull.
But the voice in his mind, the same one he had been hearing distantly
for two days now, was gentle. It was coming from the short black
creature, the hairless thing with the needletip eyes and the slash-lips.
It had no weapons, but the other one, the squat, hairy one with the
lion-eyes and the muzzle face, that one had a blade.

Ardent Fang read Sumner's gaze and removed the knife slowly,
presenting it hilt first.

Sumner waved it away. Why had these twists of dis-torted flesh
dogged him if not to kill? And as soon as he thought that, acid-pain
blistered the pan of his skull, and he staggered.

Who are you?the powdery voice asked, and its gentle-ness soothed
him.

Sumner straightened slowly as if rising from a great depth. "Kagan,"
he husked.

The seer poked itself,Drift, and pointed to its compan-ion,Ardent
Fang. We're Serbota wanderers from the river-ain forest to the
south. We've come because your presence here has been felt. Can we
help you?

Sumner was surprised that this beetle-shiny thing could reach into
his head like a voor.

We're not voors,Drift sent and wished it hadn't when it saw Kagan
stiffen.Just wanderers. I'm a seer—a . . .This close to Kagan, it could
probe deep into his mind—already it knew that the man no longer
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intended to harm them, though he still seemed troubled. The word it
sought popped into its head: . . .telepath. Would you like to see?

Sumner frowned, then scowled as the distort reached out with its
spiderhands to touch him.

No harm. No deception.

Ardent Fang, seeing Kagan staring at him, took Drift's other hand.
The psychic power that whirled through him brought a blissful, stupid
grin to his wolf face.

Sumner eyed the two distorts closely. They seemed much less
threatening than they had from a distance. It was hard to believe that
these fear-parched creatures had created that crazy, crooking echo-
music which had made him feel the need to confront them. And now?
He edged forward and let the distort touch his forearm.

Radiance, clear and balmy, throbbed into him, fringing his whole
body with light. Silver volts sparked the surface of his brain. He felt
with a Kkinetic certainty that these were the good people, the joy
people. His mind breezed open, empty at last of the demonic
squabbling and the welding pain that had frozen his thoughts.

But Drift and Ardent Fang did not feel his sudden joy, for their minds
were rocking to the shorn, beetling cries of the voor dead. The chill

whistle of deep space was curving through their bones, shuddering
their flesh.

Sumner saw the terror in Ardent Fang's eyes and felt the fear-rigor in
Drift's touch, and he stepped back. The jewel-core peace enveloping
him burst, and he was transfixed on a skull-rooted thorn. He gnashed
his teeth until the pain dimmed.

You—hurt!Drift had plopped down and was sprawled against a lava
boulder, stick fingers beneath its leather cap, rubbing its bald head.
Ardent Fang squatted beside it, star-ing up at Sumner with cowering,
pain-wet eyes. Both of them still heard the ether-wind and its stark
cries darkening into the core of their brains. But now both of them
could also see a flame-gold aura around Kagan. Drift understood that
they had peaked into kha-awareness: They were seeing the thin
luminosity of the body. But Ardent Fang believed that he was in the
presence of a tortured deity—Seie the wandering god or, worse, the
Dark One.

The tribesman prostrated himself, and Sumner thought that he was
still in pain and bent over him.
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How can such a powerful being hurt so much?

Sumner looked over at Drift and glanced his fingers across the eel-
dark stain on his face. "Lusk."

Drift snap-blinked.Voor lusk?
Sumner nodded and sat Ardent Fang up.
He's not the Dark One, Fang. He's voor possessed.

Ardent Fang stared at Sumner's callus-bossed hands and muscle-
piled shoulders. "Why then couldn't you track him or I find spoor?"
he asked, looking into the lucid remoteness of Kagan's eyes, engaging
the emptiness he saw there. They were the most empty eyes he had
ever known. They re-minded him of jungle clearings and long swamp
roads.

"I'm a ranger. I—" Sumner winced and rocked to his feet.
He can't talk, Fang. The lusk isn't complete. He's still fighting it.

"You mean, there are two in that body?" Ardent Fang's eyes softened,
and he pushed himself up. He had never seen a body as whole as this
one before. Beneath that strange burn, shaped very much like a black
lotus with two livid petals at the sides of his neck, he was all face. The
man was indeed powerful, and he had every marking of a warrior, but
the emptiness in those eyes . . . Staring into them, he felt a tautness in
his chest as if a storm were closing around them.

"Can we help?" Ardent Fang asked.

Sumner nodded, one hand milking the ache from the back of his
neck. "Music," he rasped, and walked a tight circle.

Ardent Fang took out his devil harp and chiseled a few notes out of
the air, seeking a melody. But before he could open into a song, a
growl rolled across the dawn.

Sumner spun into a defensive crouch, his knife appear-ing instantly
in his hands. He searched the crater-mists' green illusions for
movement.

Be calm, Kagan.Drift sat up, head swiveling. We have a companion
around here somewhere. He's taken the form of a cat.
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Sumner glanced at the seer with thinned eyes and moved toward a
flat-topped boulder to get a better vantage. Another growl slurred
from behind one of the outcroppings. Sumner turned and watched a
silver-blue silking length of puma pad into the enclosure, its black
underbelly swaying into sight with each step. Smoky ember eyes fixed
on him, and as it advanced, he turned the edge of his blade toward it.

Easy, Kagan. This is Bonescrolls.

Sumner watched with fear and awe as the wave of knot-ting and
sliding muscle glided forward. Red and black face markings forked
over its sloped eyes like a caricature of horns, and a cloud of rainmist
and leaf odors filled the air.

Ifyou touch him, you'll see what I mean,Drift sent, going over to the
puma and stroking its flat head.

Sumner tightened his knife-grip but didn't retreat as the rolling,
silver-furred length of shoulders and spine came up to him. He stared
down at the demon eyes, the black wire-bright whiskers, the leathery
snout, and a wild laugh coiled in his chest.Two distorts and a puma!

A slash of voor noise shriveled his laughter. He reached out jerkily
and touched the sleek fur.

Quaking, his whole body was seized in an orgasm of blazing
luminance. A rapture of colors swirled across his sight and dissolved
to a blowing of bright particles. His hand fell away, and he swayed on
his heels, entranced in soulful ab-sorption, listening to the silver hum
of blood far back in the valleys of his brain.

Light, the menstruum of manifestation—

Bonescrolls' hands moved dreamily above him, brown and rumpled,
soaked with the heat of the desert sun. He was lying entranced in the
shade of a stonesill, sunlight angling over his shadowed body like a
veil.

Light, the void's notariqon— He was chanting these thoughts to keep
himself alert within his trance. In a corner of his mind he was a
swamp puma—itchy, panting, looking up at a long-shouldered man
whose face was stained with an iridescent blueblackness.

Light...

The air brightened with psychic energy, and the magnar stopped
chanting and dropped his hands into his lap. The psynergy was
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radiating from the dark-faced stranger.

When the man placed his callused hand on the puma's head,
Bonescrolls felt his life—hot and electric as blood—and saw
everything about him, from his lovecursed childhood in McClure
through the indignities that had cut him into a trained killer. But the
spectral magnetism around him came from deeper.

Behind those downslanting eyes, the mindark opened rapidly into the
luminous, terrible knowing of a voor soul. An icy-blond child, naked,
with skin white as stone and colorless eyes, appeared for an instant
and then dissolved into a windrush of sparks. Sight phased to a vista
of galactic vapors and starchained darkness, a chasm so vivid that
Bonescrolls was startled back into his own body.

His legs kicked out with a lurch of dreamfalling, and he sat up
bluntly. He was alone again in his rocktower, a dawn breeze lolling
through the windowholes, a sprawl of Serbota blankets tangled
beneath him. He put his hands to his ears to feel that he was awake,
and even though he heard his life knocking inside him, he felt
dreampaced. That voor was powerful.

Far away, Bonescrolls felt the swamp puma circling rest-lessly, and
he soultouched it with the spirit music that was always lofting at the
back of his mind. The animal calmed instantly, and its complaisance
steadied him, easing the strength back into his eyes.

This body was getting old, he acknowledged to himself, quaking
awkwardly to his feet. He leaned momentarily against the curved sill
of a rockwindow, watching the slow sea of the desert shimmer, feeling
the depth-terror he had just known pulsing in his chest. Who was this
Masseboth soldier that he could carry such a voor?

Kagan—Sumner Kagan,the man's name whispered in his mind, and
with it came more understanding than he could hold in the tight cell
of his brain:Kagan was the eth.

That thought alone was so huge, the magnar had to walk a long slow
circle through the earth-packed studio to compre-hend what was
happening.

The eth was the fear-shadow of the Delph. He was an acausal double,
a synchronous mirrorself, the echo of the godmind returning from
the future, as unconscious of his power as the Delph was aware. The
godmind had no influ-ence over the eth: If they were ever to meet,
they would simply be two men facing each other—and that had always
been too great a threat to the Delph. Until now, every eth-
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manifestation had been hunted down and destroyed by the Delph's
minions. So how had this one survived?

The answer came in a tremolo of excitement.The voors! The Delph
had routinely killed off the best voors for centu-ries in a vain attempt
to exclude other godminds from the planet. The voors needed their
godminds to remember their ancestral wanderings and where it was
they were going. Naturally, they would use the Delph's shadowself
against him.

Voor and eth—a deadly alliance,Bonescrolls marveled, passing
through a slanted arch and leaning into a rock incline that led toward
the passionate sunlight at the top of the butte.

Deadly .. .The thought wavered in him with the fore-knowing of his
own death. He was going to die soon. The nightmare visions were
getting stronger. For two centuries he had carried when and how in
the meat of his heart. A one-eyed man with a scarred face and a silver-
gold sword was going to kill him at the end of the next solar year. He
had lived the killing in dreams: the raised sword, the dark enraged
face, and then a splatter of hurting bright light opening into a
darkness forever in silence.

The magnar stopped in the mouth of the cave where the loud sunlight
sang back into shadow. He could see far across the broken body of
Skylonda Aptos to where the cordillera of the world's edge burst into
the sky. Six hundred million years of geography stared back at him
from the striated rock pinna-cles. At his feet the wind had cut sharply
into the schist, revealing the spiral patterns of marine fossils. He
knelt down and touched the color-margin where 165 million years ago
the life of an ocean had ended. He picked up a stone and etched his
own spiral over the exposed sediment.

Across the deadland, distant cliffs the color of sulfur watched
mindlessly. A sentimental thought began close to him and then moved
on, continuing somewhere deeper:This world is the rim of an abyss . .

Deep in the sky a hawk drifted through a slow whirlpool pattern, and
Bonescrolls watched it without seeing. He was thinking about Kagan—
the eth.

The lusk was muddling Kagan's clarity and straining his bodylight. If
there was any hope of the voor using this eth against the Delph,
Kagan's body would have to be rested and his mind calmed. That was
why Bonescrolls had known the Delph. That was why he had survived
twelve centuries in this haunted world. That was why.
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The old man sat back against the warm stone and closed his eyes.To
be here for the eth. To serve. The puma's lifestrength flexed in him,
and the intuitive certainty of his mission pulsed with his breathing.

He would help the eth, he decided with quiet convic-tion. Though it
meant that he was surrendering to his deathvision, that a year from
now he would be gnawbones, the rightness of his decision shone in
him like sunlight.

With a lucid peace, Sumner accompanied the distorts to Bonescrolls'
cliffdwelling. Along the way Drift chanted about four warriors lost in
the world, each step foreordained as stars, leaving nothing behind
them that was real. And though the words were melancholy, the
tempo was lively and matched the strong cadence of their walk.

Ardent Fang hung close to Kagan, impressed by his gliding gait and
the wholeness of his body. As they left the crater highlands he looked
about for the tracks Sumner had made during his approach. There
were none. And when he asked him about that, Kagan explained how
he had walked the hot, crumbling rim of an exploded cinder cone to
reach the outcrops without disturbing the ash. Listening to him,
Ardent Fang was enthralled by the timbre of his voice and the
expressions of his face. The man was simple and direct— without the
elaborate face gestures and maskings common among the distorts.

That they could communicate at all amazed Sumner, for they spoke
different languages. Magically they understood each other, just as,
magically, his voor-bondage had ended. Somehow it was related to the
black and silver puma sliding from the shade of one scarp to the next.
He called to it with his thoughts, and it stopped and stared back at
him several times, but there was no other response.

Sumner's mind was silent and motionless as the land around them.
Only the joy of his freedom pulsed and turned in him. He knew from
what the distorts said that he would understand nothing until he met
the magnar, so he stayed with his selfscan.

Under a wine-dark afternoon sky they arrived at their destination.
The swamp puma curled up on a shadowed ledge, and Drift guided
them through the mazy corridors to Bonescrolls' abode.

The sunshafted dwelling was fluttering with birds, twitch-ing and
jittering on the rock shelves and the ledges around the windholes. A
carnival-beaked macaw clapped up toward a higher perch in the

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

domed ceiling. Green parakeets spurted in one opening and out
another.

Bonescrolls was seated on his straw mat before a wide window-oval,
its sill streaked with birds' droppings. He smiled, revealing big,
square teeth, and waved them closer. He was wearing a red burnoose
and hide trousers netted with wear. Between his bare feet was a
tattered fiber sack. "Heroes of the Serbota, Sumner Kagan—shay!" He
gestured for them to sit.

The three wanderers sat on the ground before him, and though the
old man was smiling, there was a thin look in his eyes that urged them
to keep their silence. Ardent Fang and Sumner thought that look was
weariness, but Drift recog-nized it for the tedium that it was. How
often in the dream-time had the magnar sat through this meeting?

Only a seer would know.Drift heard the old man's voice in its head. It
faced the magnar and caught a sly wink. Suddenly the present was
motionless, stony, filled with a desert odor of baked bricks. Drift felt
itself sliding out of its body, and it relaxed. It knew what was
happening.

In the thick heat, breathing was a labor; thirst was ada-mant. But it
was so peaceful to lie here, to wait for the strength to return.

Drift felt itself floating within the awareness of the swamp puma,
staring out from beneath heavy lids at a landscape of whirlpool heat
where each rock was cut into jewel-points.

All at once Drift was inside the magnar. It was night, or it appeared to
be, for though the sky was a vivid blue, the light was greening as
before a storm or during an eclipse. The magnar knelt in a plain of
jagged stone, and it was as if Drift were kneeling, as if its knees were
aching against fists of stone, as if its fingers were tracing spirals in the
pale, chalky dust. The spiral doodles held its attention rigidly—

Drift was curling deep into the dreamtime. As usual there was fear,
but curiosity was stronger. It calmed itself and let the vision unwind.

It was the magnar, kneeling among the stones, staring at distant cliffs
the color of sulfur. It stood and began to walk toward a field of
windsmoothed rocks white as bones, an ossuary it felt it would never
cross. The sky was revolving with whirlpool energies:This world is the
rim of an abyss, and I'm circling closer. If only I were an animal.
Then I could face the emptiness with a surer instinct. . . .

A bird squawked, and Drift's alertness snapped back to itself. Rose
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wine was chuckling out of a slender-throated jug into a glazed cup.
The wine ran over the cup and became fire that blazed blindingly hot.
Drift squinted into the glare and saw Bonescrolls sprawled on his
back, his face a deathmask, waxy and staring. Notes from a devil harp,
soft and subtle, reflected off the walls, whined down to a dirge,
wheeling softer and softer—

A guffaw burst the silence, and Drift's vision cleared.

Bonescrolls was laughing so hard he was soundless, his hands
pressing his ribs. Ardent Fang, too, was yukking, and the sight of his
savage face smeared with mirth and crawling with tears pierced
Drift's confusion. He whistle-sighed with joy and relief and an
awestruck humiliation. He had missed some joke during his vision,
but it seemed not to matter. Energies were circling swiftly between it
and the magnar.

"Bonescrolls is why the Serbota is a tribe of ecstasy," Ardent Fang
was saying. "He taught our ancestors how to laugh."

Drift rocked its queer-shaped head from side to side, relieved to be
out of the dreamtime but still sensing the greening of the light, the
powers drawing in, tightening. It was eerie.

"Between here and the dust," Bonescrolls said, wiping his eyes with
his sleeve, "joy is all we have." He glanced at Drift, his horseface
flushed with laughter. The seer experi-enced a rush of dizziness,
heard the dirge music again, and clenched its mind. Bonescrolls
winked and looked away.

Sumner was feeling good. This old man was powerful. Something was
going on between him and the short distort. When he stared at them,
a ball of energy tightened in his belly and a shaggy, maniac joy
trembled inside him.Too much power.

"My friends are fascinated by you," Bonescrolls said in perfect
Massel. "You're the first undistorted human they've seen. Perhaps
you'll explain to them what you're doing in so empty a place."

Sumner shrugged. He told them a little about the Rang-ers, his
assignment in Laguna, and the voor mummy that had erupted in his
face. He spoke about the mad sounds that sheared his nerves outside
selfscan.

Ardent Fang nodded energetically. "It's terrible, magnar. When we
crossed with him, the seer and I knew pain and terror greater than all
the wounds of the jungle."
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Bonescrolls nodded with understanding and smiled broadly. The
polished bronze sunlight flared in his white hair. He brought four clay
mugs out from behind him, each ringed with glazed, festive colors. "I
propose a toast to your freedom, Kagan."

"Am I free?" Though he heard nothing but the world around him,
Sumner sensed that the voor was still within.

"If you're not free, the magnar will free you," Ardent Fang
said.Fang— Drift shook its head. The strangeness had passed, and
now there was a ponderous sense of redundancy. All this had
happened before.

"It's okay, Drift," Bonescrolls said, lifting the fiber sack and removing
a slender-throated jug. He filled a cup with a wine red and smoky as
dusk. "Ardent Fang is right. You're not free yet, Kagan, but if you can
trust me, I can help you."

"How?"

Bonescrolls' animal-calm eyes gleamed with laughter as he filled the
other cups and handed them around. "A toast," he said through his
grin. "To freedom."

"To the Powers," Ardent Fang added.
"To the living," Drift followed.

Sumner lifted his mug and glanced his lip with the wine. The liquid
kiss cooled his flesh and charged his sinuses with a heady bouquet.
After the others had drunk, he took a sip and followed the hot, sapid
course of the wine to his belly. "Can you help me?" he asked
Bonescrolls.

The old man nodded and noisily smacked his lips. "Rose-hip wine
mixed with thornberry juice. A poignant combina-tion, don't you
think?"

Ardent Fang agreed boisterously and refilled his cup.

"What do I have to do?" Sumner asked.

Bonescrolls placed his cup on the ground and stopped smiling. His

wizard-flared eyebrows drew together. "If you truly want to be freed
of this voor and if you can trust me, I'll help you."
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"I want nothing more than to have my mind back. And I'd like to trust
you."

Bonescrolls' long, thick-nosed face lit up, and his eyes crinkled
happily again. "Fine. Then you'll be free."

"But what do I have to do?"
"Serve me without question for a solar year."

Sumner sat back, and his face hardened. "I can't do that. I'm a
ranger. I've signed an oath of fealty."

Bonescrolls barked a laugh. He looked at Ardent Fang and Drift with
a merry expression. "He's tighter than a coyote's asshole."

Drift covered its head with its hands, and Ardent Fang rolled to his
back in a fit of explosive laughter.

"You want to be a ranger?'" Bonescrolls shook his head with mock
sadness. "Then you're going to be onecrazy ranger."

"Crazeeeeee!" Ardent Fang whined, rolling to his side. He took
Sumner's arm and looked up at him with moist, red eyes. "Kagan,
don't be stupid. That voor inside you is going to break your mind.
Why do you want to do that?"

Sumner didn't meet the tribesman's gaze. He was star-ing down at his
hands. They were powerful, thick and sin-ewy, but helpless against
the deep pain that twisted him. A clear head had never seemed so
important. His contempla-tion felt muscular and direct, and he
realized that if he were deprived of it again, if he had to prowl the
wastes with no more wit than a lizard, not knowing where his sleep
would take him, he would kill himself.

Sumner looked up at Bonescrolls. The magnar was smil-ing benignly.
The old man nodded his head once, and Sum-ner reached up to the
cobra insignia pinned to his lapel and tore it off.

Bonescrolls and Ardent Fang whooped and laughed, and the lupine
tribesman slapped Sumner's back. "Don't worry, Kagan," Ardent Fang
gusted. "The magnar is wise. He'll use you well."

Drift whistled and chirped, and a flare of small birds streamed across
the chamber.You made the right decision, warrior.

"Ah, I'm glad you both agree," Bonescrolls said, refilling Ardent
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Fang's cup. "My servant will need allies. After you rest tonight, I want
you to take him back to Miramol with you. He'll live and work there
until you hear from me." He leaned forward and took the cobra
insignia out of Sumner's hand. "You've had to hold too much, young
brother—too much." His face was sad and heavy. "But you can relax
now. I'm going to take it all from you." He popped the silver cobra in
his mouth and swallowed it.

Ardent Fang lurched into laughter and kicked his legs in the air.
"Crazeeeeee!"

Sumner closed his eyes. At least the pain was gone. Silence ranged
deep into himself. The lusk was over. Then a burst of sound louder
than Ardent Fang's laughter snapped his lids open, and he saw all the
birds wheeling around the cavern in a clamor of feathers. All at once
they winged out the window-oval behind Bonescrolls and vanished
into a sky of stilled, pink-lit clouds. "My witnesses," the magnar
chuck-led.

Skyfires flimmered over the dunes, and a toothed moon hung
between two buttes. Corby opened his eyes and looked about. He was
alone in a dark cavern. Above him the Goat Nebula stared down, fixed
as an insect eye.

He wobbled to his feet, the squawking insistence of the voor dead
narrowing to a thin whine. With one hand on the cool rock wall to
guide him, he staggered several steps and stopped. A man-shadow
was standing still as stone against the creased wall. The shadow
stepped forward, and Corby pressed his fingers hard against the rock
to keep from falling. The man had no kha.

The slim light from the skyfires limned a long, age-thickened face. It
was Bonescrolls. Sumner's memories of him flitted through Corby's
mind. But this Bonescrolls wasn't smiling.

"Sit down, voor."

Corby bristled at the command in the old man's voice. He forced all
his energy into his muscles and swung forward to push the magnar
out of his way. Bonescrolls, with lithe quickness, sidestepped, spun
Corby about, and knocked his legs out from under him.

Sprawled against the cavern wall, the voor gathered his inner
strength and drove the psynergy out from his body like a blow. Blue
static fuzzed around Bonescrolls' head and throat and then cooled to
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a thick red in his chest and drained purple down his legs into the
earth.

"You can't hurt me, voor. Be still."

Corby's effort had loosened his hold on the moment. Blaring howls
vibrated his skull, and for a moment he felt as if he were going to blur
out of his body.

"Your lusk is weak." Bonescrolls sat beside him on a jut of rock, his
eyepits dark. "By what right are you in the body of this man?"

Everything was running loose. Who was this howlie?

Corby could see the old man's kha now. It was small as a seed and
dense as rock—a green seed suspended within the cloud of the man's
abdomen. Staring at it was like gazing through a long tunnel. At the
far end, shapes were moving—dark, thick-haired hominids shaping
clay with their hands. . . . Redoubled cries from the voor dead
churned a vortex, scram-bling his thoughts.

"Answer me, voor!"

The power in the magnar's voice quelled the grievous uproar in his
head. Corby steadied himself. His lips lolled loosely and trembled as
his mind formed thoughts.

"Don't send," Bonescrolls ordered. "Talk to me like a howlie. Use the
body you're stealing."

Corby's lips winced, and sounds clumped in his tight throat. With
tremendous effort he forced his breath into sounds: "Words-don't-
carry-the-right-I-feel."

Bonescrolls' face was graven. It looked lichenous in the slender light.
"The world is feeling. Each being lives in its ownworld. Your people
have always respected that."

Corby's throat pulsed as his sagging mouth tightened to speak: "I-am-
my-people.”

"And Kagan is his people, as I am mine."

Corby's body twitched as his power returned, but still his strength did
not quite fit his muscles. Bonescrolls was strong.

"We howlies have a riddle," the magnar went on. He chanted:
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"The stars baked my bones The oceans culled my blood, And the
forests shaped my lungs. Who am I?

"The answer is '"Human.' We're as much children of the cosmos as
any voor. You have no authority to take this body."

Corby whispered, his lips barely moving: "Words-do-not-carry."

Bonescrolls' face darkened. "Then listen closely to what these words
carry: I can drive you out of that body. I have the craft and the power.
And I'll use them, unless you can convince me otherwise."

The voor's gaze was bald, and in the slow-rending star-light he looked
like a corpse. "My-purpose-is-to-destroy-the-Delph."

Bonescrolls sat back and nodded once with satisfaction. "Thank you
for telling me the truth, voor. I know this is the body of the eth—the
Delph's doomself. And I have no objec-tion to an alliance between eth
and voors to end the reign of a godmind. The Delph is my enemy, too.
Once I tried to destroy him—but he was far too powerful. Kagan must
be carefully prepared."

"The-Delph-kills-voors." Corby's blind stare sharpened. "He-
destroyed-my-body."

"And now you'll destroy this body trying to get back at him."
Bonescrolls shook his head. "The pain must stop somewhere."

The Delph is weak now,Corby sent.Soon he'll sleep for an aeon. But
when he wakes he'll be many times stronger. I must stop him now,
Jor both of our peoples.

Bonescrolls was silent, void of thoughts. Then: "It's all dreaming.
Whether you try to kill him or not is not my decision. That's
something Kagan must decide, for it's his life against the Delph's."

He was the father of my body.

"Still, it's his decision. You'll have to tell him."

Not now.
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"No—he's too far from himself now. And besides, I have need of him."
He looked out at the ritual moon and the haze of cosmic lights. "But
after a year, you'll have to speak with him. Until then you must in no
way interfere with his life. If you do, I'll drive you from his body."

Corby was silent. Even the thought of a year spent mindlessly floating
in Iz stupefied him. Yet what choice did he have? There could be no
struggle with this man. If he was going to survive—for the brood's
sake—he would have to go deep into the body and keep a strong
silence.

Already he had begun to fade into the roaring, radiant stream of 1z,
buoyed by immense forces that in his human brain seemed terrible
and incoherent: a grueling din of screams and goblin mutterings. A
great depth was opening all around him. Flares of scorching white
light gyrated to the pulsing cries.

Bonescrolls' eyeglints fixed him in the moment, and one last time
before succumbing to the draw of whistling energy, he reached
out:This is a universe of boundless space, howlie. Matter and energy
are rare and small. For us in this vast emptiness, even dreams are
real.

Bonescrolls felt the voor-psynergy dim and vanish. It happened so
quickly that when Sumner's body began to breathe with the depth and
slowness of sleep, the magnar was still leaning forward, watching
Corby's purple kha waver in the night shadows. The voor was gone.
Outside, the single bark of a desert fox echoed over the dunes, shrill
as moon-light.

Ardent Fang was anxious to get Sumner to Miramol so that he could
show off the burly desert-colored warrior they had found in the
wastes. They journeyed west among ghosts of water: parched
sinkwells and the long running curves of vanished riverbeds where
the sun's heat glimmered like lig-uid. Drift chanted solemn and slow:

Weird how time is always sliding east.

Weird that we should move at all.

The seer was withdrawn into the Road. The power-channel it had
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chosen to follow sizzled beneath its feet and itched up its spine with
information about other creatures that had crossed this way.
Bonescrolls' deep, slow, and quiet psynergy was there. At noon the né
spotted puma pug marks in a sandbed and knew that Bonescrolls had
gone on ahead of them. Bending over the spoor, Drift swayed dizzily.
Dirge music whispered, flames spit, and a one-eyed man came
forward with a curved blade in his hands.

Ardent Fang's muscular embrace brought Drift out of its glide. It
rocked briefly in the tribesman's arms, its eyes seeing charred bone
and blackened flesh, grease and ash in the mess of a dead fire.

"The seer's only half alive in this world," Ardent Fang explained to
Sumner. "Half his life belongs to the deep dark."

When Drift was itself again, it made no comment about its
experience. It felt out the Road and continued their trek.

In its heart, though, it was troubled. Bonescrolls had told it twice, as
clearly as he could, that he was going to die. But that was too
ponderous a thought to contemplate. Thinking about the one-eyed
swordsman, Drift felt a wind sound blow through its head and the
dirge piping begin again. Drift ignored Ardent Fang's questions and
withdrew once more into the Road.

Sumner held himself in selfscan and did not try to un-derstand the
two distorts who were leading him. The lusk had left him wary and
shaken. For the first time since arriv-ing in Skylonda Aptos, he had
time to reflect, and he didn't know where to begin. The Rangers. ..
Bonescrolls. . . the distorts . . . He was happy to be whole again, but
he was apprehensive about where he was going and how the magnar
would use him. All that he knew with certainty was that he would have
to serve to be free.

Everybody was twisted, bent, or muddled in some way: hunchbacked,
gibbon-armed, muzzle-faced. But all of them, even the legless ones on
wheeled platforms and the scabious ones with glossy raw faces,
laughed with sincerity. They were all brightly attired in feather-
rimmed leather caps, floral robes, and pants of bushbuck skins. The
women wore ancient shell amulets, metal arm coils, and cobra-head
bracelets. The na-ked children, crouched in the baobab trees along
the boule-vard, were the color of wood.

Laugh, Kagan, or you'll insult the people,Drift warned.
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Ardent Fang was howling with joy, his snout-lips pulled back in a
grimace that could have been a snarl except for the happiness and
tears in his eyes. Sumner grinned and chuckled.

Louder, or they'll think you're dissatisfied.

Sumner forced a few crude laughs, and then Drift reached up and
grabbed the back of his neck. Hot, deep-felt jocularity percolated up
from his bowels, and he guffawed and swagged with laughter. The
crowd responded with hoots and whistles, and when Sumner shouted
a gleeful monkey-call, they surged forward and swept the three
wanderers off their feet.

Twice the crowd carried them around Miramol, through the
warrior's-walk of overreaching boar-ribs, across the cen-tral square
of icy mist-springs, up the hill to the curving flower-crowded lanes of
the né dwellings, and down againpast the blue moss-banks of the
river. Then the three were lowered before the turquoise-studded
mudhole of the Moth-er's Barrow.

Old women in black robes with collapsed faces and alert laughing
eyes greeted them. The Mothers circled Sumner, awed by his size and
wholeness. They plucked at his arms and thighs, poked his ribs,
pressed their fingertips against his stomach, measured the span of his
shoulders with their hands, and laughed incessantly. The burn marks
on his face and neck particularly impressed them, and they all had to
touch his face once. Then one of them called out to the crowd in a
gleeful voice, and the celebration began.

For three days and nights the riverain forest jangled with the festal
sounds of kettledrums, wood clappers, harps and flutes and frenzied
laughter. The dirt streets of Miramol were jammed with frolicking
distorts, swirling together in ritual dances and processions.

Sumner was carried to a large, bamboo-rafted ceremonial hall. On
the way, women and men tussled with each other to touch him and
toss petals and blossoms in his lap. He was seated on a tortoiseshell
throne flanked by huge scarlet ferns and arrays of purple and black
fronds. Before him was laid out a continuous offering of foods: slit-
bellied trout stuffed with shelled nuts, leaf pouches of monkey stew,
crisped snake cubes speared on thin sweet roots, spicy bean paste in
blossom cups, and ornate jugs of wine and honey beer.

Sumner sampled everything and tried to laugh at every-body that that
served him a new dish, though he often succeeded only in gagging on
his food. When his glazed eyes and slack expression made it obvious
that he could eat no more, Drift escorted him out of the feeding hall.
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They avoided the festivity-crowded main roads and followed the dark
back lanes to the silverwood né lodges. There the festivities ended.

In the clouded, flower-heavy air of a small moss garden, Drift told
Sumner the history of the Serbota. It skipped the origin myths and the
spirit tales and began with the finding of the Road.

Dog Hunger found the Road. He was a seer or what passed for a seer
in those days—he was gendered, you under-stand, so his clarity was
weak. Yet it was strong enough tolead him through the wastes to
where no one had gone before, because the land was the sun's lair.

How did he find himself so far from the tribe? That's a long story, and
I can see you're weary. Let me tell you only this: The Serbota have
always been a gentle people. Always we retreated from our enemies
until, finally, there was no place else to run. We were pushed right
into the desert and left there to die.

Dog Hunger, who was named that because he never had a full meal in
his life, wandered off, like many others had before him, to die where
the sun would witness his passing and perhaps, out of pity, accept his
spirit. The early people believed such nonsense. Anyway, he didn't
die. Instead, his power led him deep into the wastes, and he became
the first to meet the magnar.

Well, when the magnar heard of our plight, he came personally, and
for many years he was our tribal leader. He taught us the ways of the
riverain forest and the desert so that we could eat again and make
houses and, if necessary, Kkill to protect ourselves. We became like any
creature of the forest. But most importantly, he showed us how to be
differ-ent from the forest creatures by doing what no animal can do—
laugh. We learned to laugh at everything, even our enemies—which
was a wise thing. Our enemies thought we had become spirit-
possessed. Suddenly we had well-trained warriors who fought using
the strategies of jungle beasts and who laughed as they killed and
even as they died. Now we have no enemies. And yet we still have
laughter—and the né have life.

You see, before the magnar came, the Mothers killed all the infants
born without gender. The magnar stopped that. Not with force but
with cunning. He saw that the Mothers were superstitious, and so he
told them that their deity, Paseq the Divider who separates night from
day and man from woman, was itself without gender. And so we are
al-lowed to live because it is believed we are the image of Paseq.

The né have done much for the Serbota. Our seers are much clearer
than any gendered seer, and though we are not as loud in our laughter
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as the others, neither are we as cruelin our anger. We keep to
ourselves, for we have no other family. And yet we are happy. For isn't
that what it means to be human?

The Serbota would have celebrated Sumner's arrival for a full week,
but on the fourth day the monsoons began. Sumner watched in
amazement as Miramol was transformed from a forest village into a
river town. The vegetable fields were quickly harvested and all the
huts were dismantled except for the silverwood lodges, which were
located like the Mother's Barrow on precious high ground.

With the first lull in the rains, the dugouts were un-sheathed, and the
river hunters began their work. Each canoe had elaborately carved
gunwales done in the style of their owners. Ardent Fang's had a boar's
head with curved tusks. Only men with boats were allowed to hunt,
and Sum-ner was left behind to build his own dugout.

Drift found him late in the afternoon at the dry edge of the cloud
forest among giant violets and mossy tree limbs. He was hollowing
out a log with a stone adze, and his head and shoulders were quilled

with needles of gold light. Drift helped him steady the log.Bonescrolls
sent a message for you last night.

Sumner put down his adze and squinted into the cloud-driven light. It
would rain by nightfall. He looked at the seer, his vague eyebrows
raised in a question.

He orders you to obey the Mothers.

Sumner nodded and picked up his adze. "Tell me about the Mothers."

It's best I don't, for I have no love of them.

"Tell me anyway."

They're the tribe leaders. They decide who will hunt, who will farm
and fish, and who will breed. All women must obey them without
question until they bear a gendered child that lives to pass the puberty
rites.

"And then?"

Then they become one of the Mothers.

"Why do you hate them?"
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They despise né. It's only because of the magnar that they tolerate us.
And besides, they're polluted with super-stition. ...

"Why then does the magnar order me to obey them?" Drift shook its
round head.There's no second-guessing the magnar. He's as
unknowable as the clouds.

At night, nulling toward sleep in a tree hammock, Sum-ner was
grateful to be free of the voor. He listened to the rain creaking in the
jungle, heard a child crying, and smelled the languor of a dampened
bonfire. Not a squirm of voor noise touched him. Gazing into the
darkness at the crayoned out-line of trees, his night-vision was clear,
without the listless-ness of the lusk.

"Bonescrolls." He said the name just loud enough to feel it in his
throat. The sound calmed him, and he closed his eyes, feeling his
deepest muscles relaxing, his whole being easing up, more complete
for what it had lost.

Sumner's dugout took three days to complete, most of the work done
in the animal-skin shelter of a tree dwelling while the rains slashed
through the jungles. At the first letup, he showed it to Ardent Fang.
The tribesman studied it care-fully, marveling at the sleekness of its
line and jealous of how high it rode in the water. But it had no
carvings on its prow, and he suggested that Sumner give it a spirit.

One of the né, a master of wood, loaned him some tools. Sumner,
who had come to be known as Lotus Face because of his burns, carved
lotus petals on the gunwales. The first day he went out, he speared a
mature, full-flanked tapir. He presented it to the né woodmaster
when he returned his tools, which caused a stir in the village. All first
catches were traditionally offered to the Mothers.

The next day the Mothers sent for him. Three of them sat on round
leather-polished stones beneath a fronded rain-canopy. The rain
drummed loudly, and Sumner couldn't hear their voices. They wore
black shapeless shifts, and their gray fog hair covered most of their
shrunken features. One of them had only one eye. Another had silver
scales at the corners of her mouth and eyes. The third one was silent
and stared only at his genitals.

They're ordering you to give up your dugout,Drift sent, standing
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behind him.

"Why?" Sumner snapped, and one of the women shrieked so loud his
ears rang.

You're not to speak in their presence unless questioned.Drift thought
of fields of scarlet larkspur and their sweet, moribund redolence until
he saw Sumner's jaw stop throbbing.

The Mothers conferred for a moment. Then:They say you must give
your dugout to them. Youwon't be needing it anymore. Instead,
you're to go with Ardent Fang to the breeding stables. If you perform
well there, your dugout and the right to hunt may be returned to
you.

Sumner stared vigorously upward until the Mothers de-parted.

All the women in the breeding stable were naked except for their
bright rag-wrapped heads and the yellow dots metic-ulously painted
over their ovaries. In the crinkled lantern-light, Ardent Fang was at
home. He breathed the dark spicy odors without notice, and laughed
as Sumner hesitated at the top of the ramp.

With one hand he pulled at Sumner's arm, and with the other he
gestured at the tiers of mating stalls. The stable was a massive hive of
wooden cubicles, each with a young female writhing lewdly before it.
Brown-garbed matrons, elderly women who had never borne an
acceptable child, patrolled the aisles and stairways, tending to the
young women's needs and encouraging them to be provocative.

Even in the frail light there was no hiding the fact that these women
were distorts. All of them were abnormal in some way: swollen
foreheads, foreshortened or distended limbs, scaled flesh, horned
shoulders, snouted faces. Sumner was too disgusted to look. He stood
hopelessly at the head of the ramp until one of the matrons, a slight
woman with knobbed hands and leathery lips, guided him to a stall
with a blue lantern.

The girl who was sprawled there on a tangle of blankets had a lithe,
voluptuous body, clean and narrow as light, the legs splayed, the hips
gyrating, the dark cloud of mons hair glistening. But her face— It was
a crude patchwork of faces sewn into an emotionless mask. Sumner
wanted to look away, but the eyes within the bonepits were alive and
electrical, beckoning him, pleading.
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The matron stepped past Sumner and moved to place a blanket over
the girl's face. Sumner waved her out. He focused on the feathery
grain of wood glazed with blue lantern-light and slid into selfscan. He
looked at the girl and saw her without emotion—saw her as creatures
see each other. The face was twisted and darkened strangely, but it
was the life in it that he fixed on. The sharp sexual odor of the place
became suddenly palpable, and he removed his clothes. He let the
erotic odors and the woman-softness of the girl's body move him, and
he rutted with her without emotion, riding his body to a quick climax.

Ardent Fang watched Sumner's performance with inter-est. He was
pleased that such an outstanding hunter and woodworker was a lousy
lover. His member was of a good size, indeed it was formidable, but
his style was crude, totally primitive. If they had shared a language, he
would have been glad to enlighten him. As it was, Lotus Face actually
seemed pleased with himself to have finished so quickly. Ardent Fang
shrugged,Strange ways, and went off to start his rounds.

Sumner serviced three women a day for several weeks. He preferred
to finish his mating chores early in the day so that he had time to fish.
Fishing was the only occupation the Mothers allowed him, and he had
a favorite angling perch at one end of a broad, parklike glade. There,
at the sedgy rim of the brown river, he lazily trawled for trout.

The Serbota hunters who stalked the swollen river wouldn't talk with
him now that the Mothers had taken away his dugout. Only the
children and the né tolerated his pres-ence. The né were particularly
receptive to him, and they set aside a room for him in one of their
lodges. But Sumner was never at ease among them. They were
generous to a fault and anxious to share the secrets of their trades
with him, but they were perpetually dour. Their sadness ran deep
because they were genderless and without the purpose of family.
Sumner preferred to be alone.

Often, trawling the deep pools created by fallen trees, far up the river,
he saw his dugout sliding over the water, light as a leaf. Each time
there was someone different in it, and each time they pretended not
to see him. Sumner wasn't angry. He was proud of his canoe, and he
was happy it had no one owner. In a way it was still his, and there was
always the chance that he would get it back.

Toward the end of his second month in Miramol, Sum-ner met with
Bonescrolls again. It began while he was fish-ing. He had dropped a
grasshopper into a deep marly channel among weeds, and a trout had
struck immediately. He hooked it and was sloshing backwards in the

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

current when he sensed them.

Two voors, their black hoods thrown back, their search-less, vague
eyes fixed on him, were behind him, advancing quickly. Both had
black-crusted lizard faces, and staring at them, Sumner felt a dull
chill ice across his back. He hesi-tated only an instant, but in that
moment one of the voors snarled its lips and revealed a tiny blowgun
clenched be-tween its teeth. The dart stung the side of his neck as he
began the roll to evade it.

With horrible reptile slowness, he tumbled to his back, curled his legs
in, and swung to his belly. The toxin they had hit him with turned his
muscles to slag, and as he crumbled he saw the two voors crouching
over him. One of them was saying something insistently: "Dai
Bodatta!"

A swell of pain bulged in his throat and piled downward, dragging
him into unconsciousness. He struggled, squinting through gusty
lights of green-silver. The voors had taken his arms, and they were
lugging him over the ground. He felt like wet sand. He felt like wood.

The air trembled, and a roar crashed through the glade so loud that
Sumner's chest tightened. The bush ahead of them parted, and a
silver-blue puma burst into the clearing, its yellow pupils two jets of
flame. It crouched before them, all its heavy muscles bunched tightly
below the mad pulse of its throat.

The voors dropped Sumner's arms and backstepped. The last thing he
saw of them was their black cowls fluttering like wings at the forest's
edge. Then the suspenseful musk of the big cat filled his sinuses as its
shadow slouched over him.

The black-bellied puma was still with him when he woke to a scalding
headache.The voors want you for their own purposes, Drift
explained, one hand on the puma's head.The magnar thinks you
should leave Miramol for a while and stay with him in the desert.

Sumner sat silent for a moment, feeling his life floating inside him.
He would be happy to leave Miramol. And he wanted to meet again
this being that could command voors and animals. He looked at the
puma, and the big cat stared back keenly, its green eyes tricked with
reflections.

"I'll go now," he said, pulling himself upright against the gravity of
the drug.

Now?The né clicked its eyes. It listened to the hum-ming of Sumner's
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mind and saw that he remembered the desert crossing they had done
together. He knew the route through the wasteland to the magnar.
The né was amazed, for even seers usually needed several crossings to
learn the way.Shouldn't you rest?

"I've been resting for weeks." He watched as the puma ambled into
the forest. "And the voors want me now. It'll be harder for them to
surprise me in the desert."

We'll get you canteens and strider-sandals at the lodges.

"I don't need them."

Drift stared and saw that this was true.Take this, then. It held out the
né walking stick that it was carrying.

Sumner smiled and took the tall stick. "You found me in the desert,
remember? Don't worry."

The né's eyes starshined.It's not you I am truly afraid for. It's the
magnar. I've seen death around him.

Sumner hefted the walking stick and turned away from the river and
the né. "I'm sworn to serve Bonescrolls. I'll watch after him."

Drift accompanied him to where the lateritic silt of the wastes began,
and it left him there with a traditional chant:

We are made of distances.

We are constantly going further,
Alone and predestined,
Learning slowly

That stopping is not arriving.

Alone in the desert, far out of earshot, Sumner howled with
happiness and let his feelings tumble into words: "Idiot distorts! I'm
alive in your hell! I'm never going to die!" He screamed the last word,
and the mania in his voice echoed back at him. He had become
strange living with the distorts, sharing his body with the weird
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women— He moved at a loping gait over the broken stones of the
desert, grateful to be moving and not thinking. Life wasn't shit. Life
was a stream of love, of feeling and thought, lascivious in its brev-ity.
He laughed, and his joy was so intense it burned in his throat.

Nightfall brought him to a place of scum-froth and cracked soda. He
sat on a mudbank encrusted with alkali and watched the skyfires
bristle.

A yellow spark flashed beneath the arch of a dolmen, and a flame
spurted and crackled in dry wood. Bonescrolls ap-peared, hunched
over a flame-twitching stack of twigs. His long idol face grinned
benevolently. He motioned Sumner to join him and produced a
blackened skillet and four green-white snake eggs. "Hungry?"

Sumner went over to the archrock, cleared a space with his walking
stick, and sat. His mind squirmed with questions— how had the
magnar found him—why—but he ignored them and urged himself into
selfscan.

"That's right," Bonescrolls said. "Keep your thoughts quiet. That's a
good beginning." He held the skillet over the fire and handed two of
the eggs to Sumner. From a thigh-pouch he produced a handful of
small scallions and yellow peppers. The two men cooked and ate in
silence.

After they were done, Bonescrolls belched loudly and leaned forward.
"Listen, young brother, this selfscan you've mastered, it's a very good
way to sit quietly for a short time, but after a while it gets damn
noisy."

A coyote barked, its vagrantly sorrowing cry wavering across the
desert.

Sumner frowned querulously. "What do you mean?"
Bonescrolls hushed him with a wave of his hand. "Listen."

The coyote cried again, barking at its own echo. The call was thin and
strung-out, and the sound of it touched Sumner with sadness.

After a moment the magnar smiled and scratched his ear. "That
coyote's just like you," he said. "It hasn't found its place, either." He
bent closer so that Sumner could see his eyes, dark and fixed. "We
look from inside our bodies. Like the coyote, we think we're inside
our bodies. What is that animal crying to?" With his eyes he pointed
up to where a wilted moon was sliding through the clouds. "We think
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we're inside our bodies, but part of us is up there too. How lonely that
part of us is!"

Sumner gazed sullenly at the old man, feeling dark and indifferent, a
part of the night.

"You and the coyote, you both think you have some-where to go."
Bonescrolls' face hung in the darkness, smiling a mysterious,
melancholy smile. "But the world is feeling, Kagan. There's nothing
else. Really—there's nothing else. But nothing can be anything, and so
we think we have places to go." The magnar's bristly eyebrows
touched in the space over his nose. "Psynergy follows thought. Stop
thinking about not-thinking. Become consciousness itself—become
One Mind."

Sumner didn't understand Bonescrolls, and he could no longer hold
himself still. "What do you want with me, magnar?"

"All right, young brother." The magnar patted Sumner's knee with
the gruff affection of a man with his dog. "Let me tell you one more
thing. If you want to find a good place to be, no place you find will be
good enough. But if you let it all go, if you really empty your head,
then any place you are is right. And, even more wonderful, you can be
any place at all—even the moon!" He slapped Sumner's knee and
laughed, but Sumner only watched him thoughtfully, trying to gauge
the old man's sanity.

The laughter drained from Bonescrolls' face, and he rubbed his legs
wearily. "Words!" he spit. "Nonsense. I might as well be talking to a
coyote." He reached into the leather coverlet he was wearing and
produced a sheaf of small envelopes. "You're a man of action, so I
might as well give you some-thing to do. Your orders." He offered the
sheaf to Sumner. "They're numbered. Open them in sequence only as
you complete the assignments. When you're done, return to Miramol.
The Mothers have other work for you."

Bonescrolls yawned, and with a tired smile he curled up before the
exhausted fire and went to sleep.

The next morning Sumner woke before dawn. But the old man was
gone. The shape that he had thought was Bonescrolls all night was a
wind-scrubbed boulder.

Sumner's first assignment sent him deep into the vol-canic highlands
to find a sliver of carnelian. The second envelope sent him on a trek
across the sunblasted, rock-faulted heart of Skylonda Aptos into the
great Kundar Marsh. He waded through leech ponds, floated across
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quicksand pools, and baited trees with foraged fruit to distract vicious
rockthrower monkeys while he obtained what he had come for—a
short twist of white mahogany.

The third envelope circled him back into the desert to track down a
rock labyrinth infested with poisonous jumping lizards. At the center
was a salt pit where he gathered a small satchel of the pure grains.

From there he journeyed to the viperlands, a swampy tract of tar pits
and sticky toxic plants, where he beat off yellowbacked flies until he
found a turtle shell of proper size. After that he followed a long
steamy river far into a vapor jungle to collect a handful of macadamia
nuts. On the way out of the jungle, he probed the viper-infested algal
murk of stagnant pools for winged-lizard eggs. And finally he dangled
precariously from a misty cliff to harvest a giant breed of yellow
strawberries.

During the nine weeks that it took him to gather all the required
items, Sumner kept himself in perpetual selfscan. He knew that if he
let his mind roam he would only question what he was doing and slow
himself down. Also, there was the threat of voors. He saw none in the
course of his wander-ings, but the memories of his lusk and the
blowdart attack kept him vigilant. When he arrived at Bonescrolls'
rock dwell-ing with everything that had been requested, he was calm
and alert as a serpent.

Bonescrolls laughed raucously as Sumner entered the sunrayed
cavern. He carefully examined each of the goods. With a honing stone
he sharpened an edge of the carnelian sliver until it was razor-keen.
With his new knife he deftly whittled the finger of white mahogany
into a small graceful fork. After cleaning out the turtle shell he used it
as a dish for a wing-lizard egg omelette, lightly salted, and dusted with
crushed macadamia nuts. The yellow strawberries he arranged
appealing around the rim.

"Ah!" He smacked his lips and winked at Sumner. "I've waited a long
time for a breakfast like this."

Sumner's insides fisted, but he remained outwardly calm. "Why?"

Bonescrolls' long face shrugged. "Why old age? Why the cold? Why
the notes inside a flute? We're nothing, young brother, but what we
forget we are. Don't fight your unconscious."

"I risked my life for that omelette." Was this the being that had
quieted the voor in him? Sumner searched the red-brown eyes for the
power he knew was there, but he saw only a mystically cracked old
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man.

Bonescrolls recognized the disappointment in Sumner's face, and
anger gouged him. "Why?" His voice was sharp with feeling, holding
Sumner's stare. "The world has no corners, young brother. If I start to
explain why I am and why you are, there's no place to stop."

Sumner was unappeased, and his dark, frowning face looked
scorched.

Bonescrolls strode to the center of the studio. He scooped up a
handful of dust and laced it through his fingers, spieling it around
him as he spoke: "It's all consciousness, if you're open enough. The
dust, the rock, the sunfire." He balanced a grit of sand on his
thumbnail and held it close to Sumner's nose. "Each atomic particle is
a family of beings. As aware in their own way as you are. We're all
equals—all the same, just vibrating differently. Everything is light."

The magnar sat down so slowly he seemed weightless. "Think of all
the beings that have come together to make you. Think about it.
Billions of beings agreeing to shape a human form—this human
form." He took Sumner's hands, and the ether of the young man's
feelings brightened. "Why? Why are you the living center of the
transparent and inflexible diamond of time? All of us have a destiny.
Nothing is chanced. Time is gem-perfect."

Bonescrolls let Sumner's hand go, and his breathing went deeper as
though he wanted to say something wordless. "You are the eth—the
shadowself of a godmind to the north called the Delph."

That name rattled in Sumner's mind with memories of Nefandi and
Corby.

Bonescrolls misread Sumner's surprise as bafflement, and he
guffawed. "Names! The history is this: Over a thousand years ago, the
sun and its planets entered a stream of radia-tion that has no origin.
The radiation comes from the axle of our galaxy where the gravity of a
billion suns has opened our universe to the multiverse. There, in the
galactic core, en-ergy gushes in from an infinity of other realities.
Some of that timeless energy is psynergy, modes of being that you and
I would recognize as sentient. When that psynergy reaches earth, it
changes the genetic structure of humans, and in a generation or two it
becomes voors, distorts, and sometimes godminds. These are beings
orphaned from the worlds that created them. They fight hard to hold
onto the patterns that anchor them to this planet, because the
psynergy-stream is sliding away from us. After the skyfires are gone,
there will be no more new voors—no more new godminds. Those that
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survive will possess the earth."

Sumner picked up a pebble and turned it in his fingers gently, wisely.
"And I am the eth, the shadowself of a godmind. What does that
mean?"

"Light has built a temple in your skull, young brother." Bonescrolls
watched him with a long and quiet mind. "Many centuries ago, the
Delph was a man. The scientists of his time altered his brain, hoping
to widen his consciousness enough to find solutions for the puzzling
changes in their world—the raga storms and the distorts that were
appearing everywhere. Ignorantly, they opened the man's mind wide
enough for a godmind from another universe to possess him. That's
one theory. What's certain is, once the Delph had a physical form
strong enough and specialized enough to con-tain his psynergy, he
began to alter the energy patterns around him capriciously. He
reshaped reality."

"But who is he? Where is he from?"

"The light from the galactic center is not like the light of the sun or
the stars. The energy doesn't come from the fusion of atoms. It comes
from the light of an endless number of parallel universes. An endless
number! Anything can jump out of infinity!"

Sumner's face narrowed with incredulity.

"Who is he?" Bonescrolls repeated, lifting his chin in-quisitively. "A
being of light. Like you are. Like everything is. But he is the light of
another continuum, and when he took human form he displaced the
subtle psynergies of this world. Over the centuries those echoes of
psynergy have been reflecting and interfusing through the
eccentricities of biology and what we call chance. And so chromatin
patterns have shifted and humans have been born inside their luck,
psychi-cally untouchable. These are the eth. You are one of them."

"You're not telling me anything."

Bonescrolls smiled benevolently. ""What it means is that you are the
one being on the planet the Delph cannot touch with his reality-
shaping mind. You are the perfect shield for a voor assassin."

Comprehension softened Sumner's stare.

"Your whole life is the intention of a being bigger than your

imagination," Bonescrolls said, his voice tremulous with the
excitement and fear he felt blazing in Sumner. "I've been alive over a
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thousand years, and all this time, it turns out, I've been waiting for
you. And for the voor inside you. We want the same reality."

"No," Sumner said, almost in a cry. "I don't want to lusk. I don't want
to be used by voors."

Bonescrolls' timeshaped face was loose with delight, and he laughed
soundlessly for a while before saying: "You're nothing. An ego. A
ghost of memories and predilections. You don't amount to much in
the overview. Forget who you think you are. Psynergy follows
thought, so become consciousness itself, not the shapes of
consciousness. Selfscan isn't enough, because it limits you to
sensation. To be whole, to be One Mind, you must be the living center
in you that feels, thinks, selfscans."

"I don't follow."
"Become the quest you've already begun."
Sumner's voice was limp. "I'm not looking for anything.

Bonescrolls benignly shook his head. "The eth will al-ways look for its
source. The eth is huger than you. It's me and Corby as well. It's every
event that touches you. It may take your whole life, but the eth will
lead you to the Delph."

"No." Sumner crossed both of his hands through the air. "I'm grateful
for your help, magnar, but I'm undertaking no quests for a voor. I'm
whole in myself. I'm not about to serve a voor."

"That's not for you to decide." The magnar's face had become
somber. "Your mind gets in the way of your being. You can't hope to
understand what you're only a part of. That's why my life has the
shape it does—so that I would behere now to empty you, to free you
from the limits of know-ing, and to open you to One Mind."

"What are you talking about?" Sumner looked malcontent.

"I won't let your ego interfere with my destiny. You're still in thrall to
me, Kagan. What I say, you must do." The magnar reached over and
took Sumner's face in the splayed grip of his hand. The throb of the
man's etheric field itched Bonescrolls' palm as it melled with his
psynergy. "And by that authority, I command you to forget this
conversation."

When Bonescrolls took his face, Sumner glimpsed the whole cavern
brightening between the old man's fingers, the hazy sunlight and the

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

bluesunk shadows stirring with hemi-visible beings. Then Bonescrolls
shoved Sumner onto his back with an abrupt straightening of his arm,
and darkness slammed into him.

The instant he hit the ground, Sumner's eyes fluttered open. The
magnar was hunched over the turtle shell finishing his omelette,
morning sunlight aureoled in his white hair.

"Rest if you wish," Bonescrolls said through a mouthful of food.
"You've journeyed far, young brother, and I'm well pleased."

Sleep wrestled like an inner problem in Sumner's chest. But he
couldn't rest. Something was on his mind— The mis-chievous grin on
Bonescrolls' face piqued him. Why? Sumner looked out abstractly
through a windowhole at the gold stretches of dawn. Why had he
worked so hard for an omelette? He was in-listening, but his mind
was silent as the straws of twilight scattering across the horizon.

Sumner slept fitfully for several hours and then, with a satchel of
dried fruit and a skin of water from Bonescrolls, he left for Miramol.
The magnar spent the remainder of the day trying to connect with his
psychic strength again, but he was too weary. When night arrived he
was twitching with frustration.

The moon was a green feather above the mesaland. Bonescrolls stood
tall on the top of the rocktower, feet wide apart, arms spread, his body
an X against the skyfires. Long and hard, he cried to the desert:
"Help—me!"

The echo of his call stretched beyond itself quickly, and he dropped
his arms and sagged into his stance. Time leaked from the rocks as the
last warmth of day lifted into the night, and foolishness chilled
through him. He turned back toward his lair, mumbling to himself:
"Go to sleep, old man."

Every day for the last two months, while Sumner had wandered
Skylonda Aptos, Bonescrolls had followed. With his body swaddled in
blankets, lying back in his rockstudio, his mindark had opened into
the brightness of hawk and coyote, and he had stayed close to the eth.

The assignments had been designed to frustrate Sumner, to open his
weakened etheric field. And when this happened, Bonescrolls had
channeled psynergy into him by becoming in his mind the animals
and objects around Sumner. As a snake, he had tasted Sumner's
fatigue and had projected serpent awareness. That night, in a dream,
Kagan had seen the desert alive, glittering with pieces of light. The
next day Bonescrolls had become the pinnacle rock where Sumner
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waited out the noonfire. The magnetic calmness that the magnar had
radi-ated soothed Sumner's longing for the familiarities of his life
with the Rangers. The effects were subtle, but over the weeks of
Sumner's questing, his bodylight breathed brighter and stronger.

Bonescrolls, however, had become weaker. The long effort of
shapeshifting and focusing psynergy had loosened his own bodylight.
All day after Sumner had left for Miramol, the magnar had been
depressed. A deathvision had floated about him like hair, sometimes
getting in his eyes with glimpses of a tall, wild man with a scar-cleaved
face and one eye the color of bruised blood. Fear had wrung hard in
him today, and he was glad that he had sent Sumner back to the
Mothers.

A small cranny-room glowed like a flower at the end of a maze of
narrow, unlit corridors. Pink tallow tapers burned in the three
corners of the cell below mousehole airducts. The cubicle was
crowded with pelts, amulets, folded tapestries, icons, and wicker
boxes—five hundred years of offerings from the surrounding tribes.

He threw back a coverlet of ocelot skin from a large ironwood box
inlaid with sardonyx. He thumbed a secret release in the ornate
fretwork, and a small panel slid aside, revealing a compartment
stuffed with suede cloth. Bonescrolls gently removed the cloth and sat
down cross-legged. After calming himself, he unwrapped the crinkled
suede and blinked into the soft, luminiferous light of a brood jewel.

That instant in Miramol, several of the Mothers stirred restlessly in
their sleep. For them, dreaming had abruptly become the single-focus
clarity of trance. The magnar stood in the shadow of the world,
looking a little different for each of them.

Shay,he said, his voice half-burning with the fear that had haunted
him earlier.My ward is returning to Miramol. He has served me well
in the desert, and his bodylight is stronger. But he still lives inside
his days, far from his spirit. Please, young sisters, teach him to
mount his life's power. Show him how to lure the psynergy up his
spine. Without your help, he will never be all that he is.

The Mothers' trance slipped back into dreaming as the magnar
moved his consciousness away.

Bonescrolls hovered above the Barrow, charmed as usual by the
astral view of the skyfires and the sharpness of the snow-blue stars,
until he felt himself being seen. A dog stood, tailtucked, beneath a
magnolia tree, watching him with glarestruck eyes. Beside it, soaked
in darkness, was an old blind woman—one of the Mothers.Jesda, her
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name rose up in him as she stood and swayed in his direction.

"I see you there, shadow-of-no-one," the crone called, edging closer.
Her hands were on her face, and her fingers were in the sockets of her
skull. "These plundered eyes see through the world, ghost. Absence is
presence. You know that! Absence is!"

Jesda walked out into the bright moon-air, and her hands fell away
from a riven face. Bonescrolls was gripped by the intensity of feeling
in those broken features—eyepits dark as wine—and, as sometimes
happened when he was shadow-shooting, he spun into the feelings of
what he was seeing.

Laughter jerked hard in him, and his mindark rayed with musical
colors. An estranged feeling—a terrifying falling away from
everything—tightened through him like nausea.Jesda's madness. Yet
even though he knew what he was feeling, he couldn't break it.

The smell of burned flesh pierced him, and like a needle stuck in his
brain, a momentary reality opened: He saw the eth, Ardent Fang, and
Drift squatting in the flagrant light of a bonfire—a pyre, a temple of
flames with a corpse sitting up on the altar, clots of black flesh falling
away from his features— his face!

Bonescrolls twisted away from the brood jewel, the stro-phe of a
scream loud in his throat. A heartshuddering mo-ment passed before
he breathed again.

No more shadowshooting,he swore, gazing gratefully into the blue
plasma of a tallow flame. The voor gem was icy in his hand, and he
wrapped it in the suede without looking at it.

Shakily, he put the brood jewel back into its secret compartment and
shrouded the ironwood box with the ocelot pelt. He walked down the
black corridor to a natural balcony, where the cold night air held him
more securely in his body. Now that the Mothers had custody of the
eth, he could rest and fortify his psynergy.

He sucked the frosty air in through his teeth, and his whole body
shivered with alertness. Above a horizon burning with green skyfires,
the moon floated, red and long, the shape of a serpent's heart.

The Mother wore a black shift and ancient amulets, bright pieces of
metal covered with the script of the kro. She was cataract-blind, and
her movements were slow and pur-poseful, communicating her
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awareness of the world around her. Sumner sat opposite her in a
room darkened with cur-tains made of human hair. He was naked but
for a blue loincloth, and his flesh looked like well-oiled wood, sheened
from the four days he had spent in a steam shed. Florets of gum acacia
crowded the corners, scenting the room with the odor of mountains.

The Mother listened with her head bowed forward as Sumner
whispered the sacred names of the jungle animals and plants. The
names themselves were unimportant. They were merely an acoustic
technique for achieving the proper mindstate. Occasionally, when she
felt his attention waver, she made him repeat the odd sounds until his
mind focused.

The Mothers were well pleased with Sumner. He had performed
better than expected in the breeding stables, and most of the women
he had mated with had conceived. To express their appreciation, the
Mothers had begun to teach him the way of the hunter. For many days
he had fasted and steamed the poisons out of his flesh. Then he had
sat alone among burial hills the color of rain and listened, as he had
been instructed, for the deep calling.

He had felt stupid and vulnerable, sitting cross-legged in the open,
his mind directed inward. But he had been quick to overcome his
anxiety, and the Mothers were surprised at how readily his bodylight
responded to their guidance. One Mother, a half-blind priestess who
had worked for many years with young males, was selected to teach
him the sacred names and to supervise his awareness of the deep
calling.

Sumner obeyed the Mothers strictly out of devotion to Bonescrolls.
Their teachings seemed crude and arbitrary to him, and he counted
the weeks left to his thrall. Sitting in the open with his mind indrawn,
he sensed nothing but the splanchnic rhythms of his body. Several
weeks later he was still spending most of every day listening to the roll
of his heart and the flutterings of his digestive tract.

Late one torpid afternoon he heard a whine—a tiny distant
screaming, wringing from deep down in his bowels. His sudden
alertness squelched it, and it was several days before he heard it
again—a warbling thin sound wavering in the small bones of his head.
This time he fixed himself solidly in selfscan, and he listened to it
whistling higher than the pitch of his blood—but faint, deep as his
marrow. Slowly understanding narrowed back to its center, and he
realized what impossible and faraway sound it was: the tension in his
genitals—the sound of his desires. He wanted a real woman.

That's it!
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Sumner thrashed alert. The blind Mother was crouched beside him,
her crystal white eyes lidded with satisfaction.You have to listen deep,
but a man can hear his woman-hunger, the old woman's voice rasped
in his mind.Focus on that. You're ready to begin the Rising.

Listening to the whine of blood pooling in his genitals, Sumner
learned how to gather that tension into a tight packet between his
anus and scrotum. The muscles there were deli-cate and very difficult
to control, but with the Mother guid-ing him he was soon able to move
the tension past his anus to the base of his spine without clenching his
sphincter muscle.

The rest happens by itself,the Mother told him as she braided his hair
in the hunter's style.For three days before you hunt you must abstain
Jrom sex. Then collect your psynergy at the base as I've taught you.
That way, when the animals and plants come they will leave their
spirit with you and slowly the psynergy will accumulate. Someday it
will be strong enough to climb the length of your spine and enter
your skull. Then your middle eye will open.

"What about women?" Sumner asked, trying to keep the petulance
out of his voice. "Don't they have middle eyes?"

Women have other powers. This is only a man's way.
"So why is a woman teaching me?"

Women know the ways of everything. After all, didn't a woman make
you?

Sumner kept the details of his skepticism to himself, though Drift
often pressed him for information. He assured the seer that it was all
nonsense and that he would break his vow of secrecy when his thrall
to Bonescrolls was complete. Until then he felt bonded to comply with
the strictures of his tutelage to the Mothers. He followed their orders
and smoked his dugout in gopherwood when they returned it to him.
He even spent an hour each dawn moving his sexual tension from his
genitals to the root of his spine, though he half-believed this was a
senseless exercise.

In the dark tunnels of the cloud forest he was mindless of the
Mothers, ecstatic and free as any animal, bounded only by the limits
of his instinct. The river mist strayed in whorls around him as he
slowly made his way far beyond any of the other hunters. The waters
were still very high, and food was difficult to come by. But deep in the
flooded forest, where the man scent was absent, life abounded.
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Sumner slid over the shallows, cautiously picking his way through
the moss veils and fungal root-loops, looking for dry spits of land
where tapir would feed or turtle nest. Nothing. The land was there
with all the animals' life-needs, but the animals were elsewhere. As
silent as he was, as patient and cunning as he could be, only small
game pre-sented itself to him. Several times he returned to Miramol
empty-handed, and the other hunters joked that he belonged with
Ardent Fang in the stables.

Slipping out at dawn on the third day, he felt desperate, and as soon
as he was sure that he had wound himself deep enough into the forest
to be out of earshot of the other hunters, he used the sacred name for
pig that the Mothers had taught him. Nothing. A white-faced monkey
blinked at him, whooped, and somersaulted out of sight. He wished
that he had brought Drift along with him. Even though seers were
only used to hunt in time of famine, Sumner felt driven.

He backwatered and slipped through a rush brake and froze. Three
peccaries were rooting the truffles out of a massive dead tree. They
raised their bristles, backed into a circle, and began clicking their
tusks. With his cricket whis-tle, Sumner alerted the other hunters.
The catch that day was great.

It was his failures over the following days that convinced Sumner to
try the sacred names again, though the sounds to him were
meaningless. Each time he used them, though, he encountered
exceptional lifeforms: a sabalo trout huge as a salmon, a grandfather
manatee happy to die and heavy with useful blubber, and two giant
wild turkeys.

The Mothers were startled by how thoroughly Sumner had taken to
their knowledge. They resolved to show him no more, fearing that
when his thrall to Bonescrolls was ended he would reveal everything
to the profane. Already he had surpassed many of the Mothers
themselves in his ability to send and receive psynergy.

Drift, too, could see that Sumner was amassing great strength. It
watched his bodylight whirl faster and stronger in his abdomen and
gather into a balled, furry gold light above his buttocks. But Sumner
was unaware of this change. The waters were going down, and he
couldn't tell whether it was the sacred names or just the return of the
creatures to their habitats that was responsible for his bounty. When
Bonescrolls called him to his desert abode, he asked the magnar.

"It's all you," Bonescrolls said in his perfect Massel. "You put on
masks and pretend to be a pig or a turkey or a Serbota hunter. But it's
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all you."
Sumner frowned. "Why then does anyone starve?"

Bonescrolls grinned as though Sumner had seen his sleight of hand.
"We play a rough game. What fun would it be if we didn't die
sometimes? What would we do with the masks we were tired of?"

Sumner was still frowning when Bonescrolls clapped his hands.
"Enough of this banter. I have only two more assign-ments for you.
They're both very important, and I hope you'll do your best."

"As important as a nut and strawberry omelette?"

Bonescrolls gave him a reproving look. "Someday you'll understand
the importance of a truly great omelette." With luminous eyes he
stared down Sumner's scowl.

"What do I have to do?"

"Deliver this." The old man rolled his hand on his wrist like a
magician and produced a green brood jewel. It caught the light deeply
and held it, glowing from within like a flower. "Take Drift with you. It
knows where to go. Tell it to take you to the yawps."

The jewel felt electrical in Sumner's grasp. It raised the hairs on the
back of his hand, and when he gazed into it the soft light curved into
fulgent tunnelings. Deep within, past the purring reflections, a white
flake trembled, shivering to star brightness. The radiant spicules of
light shifted and re-formed, and Sumner thought of spring clouds
ballooning over green ponds. Then the gleaming threads knotted and
tight-ened to an image—a child's face of white porcelain with dreamy,
colorless eyes. Sumner would have dropped the stone if Bonescrolls
hadn't steadied his hand.

"You're still in lusk, young brother." He took the brood jewel and
wrapped it in black silk. "It's best that you stay away from all voorish
things."

"I just saw—""

"I know what you saw."

Sumner palmed his eyes. "Why?"

Bonescrolls shrugged and handed him the wrapped jewel.
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Sumner hefted it and tried to feel the energy through the cloth. "How
does this thing work?"

"The voor in you knows. If you really want to under-stand, you'll find
out."

"You won't tell me?"

Bonescrolls vigorously shook his head and flapped air through his
lips like a horse. "You leave too many tracks as it is. I don't want to
make you heavier. Can't you see? I'm trying to empty you."

* * *

The journey back to Miramol was foggy with memories of Corby. He
thought again of the one-eyed stranger who had stopped his car in
Rigalu Flats and told him about the Delph— and he thought of Jeanlu
and how, his whole life, he had been led by deception and error. It
took all of his selfscanning discipline to overcome the clumsy
nostalgia Corby's image had sent banging through his mind. Even so,
when he got to Miramol, Drift could see that he was not himself.

The golden energy that had tufted like a tail at the bottom of his spine
had diffused, and the slippery burn scar on his face seemed darker
than ever.What's troubling you? Drift asked.

Sumner told it about Corby's visage and his heavy mem-ories.

The past is a disguise, it said, inflecting its telepathic voice as much as
it could with fellow-feeling.You re not really concerned about that.
It's something going on now that worries you. Your year of
thralldom is more than half up—

Sumner nodded. That was it, he knew. Having someone to direct his
life was what he needed. It didn't matter to him whether it was the
Rangers or Bonescrolls, but he needed direction.

Do you really?Drift looked like a molting insect sitting up in the
hammock it had strung between two flower-vined trees. Yourlife, as I
see it, has been strong and solitary. But the lusk was terrible. Much
better to be a slave than to have to face that alone. Drift's teeth
clacked in its head as it recalled the snake-pit rasp of voor psynergy
and the depth-terror, vaster than oceans, that had gulfed its mind.

Sumner sat on a lacquered tree stump and fingered a cluster of
jonquils. "What can I do?"
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Just what Bomescrolls has ordered. The yawps will amaze you and
make you forget your fear.It lowered its gaze to meet Sumner's.And
besides, it's pointless to look for a new path—unless that path is
already there.

Sumner and Drift traveled upriver that day, talking about the yawps.
Still clouds, waxy with their burden of rain, loomed above the green
plateaus of the treetops. Drift was pleased to see that Sumner's
psynergy had filled out again and was whirling tight through the
lifelock in his abdomen.

I've only been with the yawps once, but that one encounter taught me
the importance of keeping a clean mind.

Sumner was paddling with long, graceful strokes, his whole body
swaying, urging the dugout over the amber sur-face. "Clean?"

Mirror-mind—simply watching.Drift was perched be-hind Sumner,
also paddling, trying to match his rhythm but skipping every third or

fourth stroke.The yawps are very serene. Very quiet. Loud minds
make them uneasy.

"They're all telepathic?"

The ones I met were.

A sprawling tangle of leafed branches swam toward them, and
Sumner signaled Drift to up paddle. He angled the dugout around the
jutting driftwood and stroked again for the middle of the stream
where the paddling was easier. ""What kind of people are the yawps?"

Not People, really.

Sumner peered over his shoulder.

About a thousand years ago they were apes. The kro used them for
labor. But then the world changed, and they've been on their own
since.

"Apes?"

Once. Now they're a very spiritual tribe. You'll see.

Drift had given no clue as to how close they were, so when the moss
and vine-hung buildings swung into sight Sumner was stunned. None
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of the usual telltale refuse had floated downstream to announce a
river settlement. The cy-press had simply parted and there among
nodding firetrees was a mound of modular pinkstone buildings
virtually over-grown with jungle. Figures moved along ribbon-ramps,
and in the distance were towers, sunlight blustery against elegant
minarets of glass and white stone.

Someone was approaching them over the water—a tall creature
glistening with red hair, standing on the water. As it drew closer they
saw that it was riding a white disc, skim-ming effortlessly over the
surface without controls or even a handhold. The disc-rider swooped
up alongside them, and Sumner gawked at the red, glossy-furred
being. Its face was simian, with a lightning-blue muzzle, stiff head fur,
and large, black, expressive eyes. It wore nothing more than a purple,
leather-banded breechcloth and simple cork sandals.Shay,Serbota—
welcome to Sarina.lts voice in their minds was resonant.You're
expected. Please, follow me.

It backed off and floated toward the jungle-city. Sumner lifted out of
his amazement and paddled after it. "A yawp?"

A young one.

The city became more wonderful the closer they got: It was a tree-
flowering island where towers of silk-white stone stood about, lean
and graceful as women. Sumner was enrap-tured by the technology.

"What is that water-disc? How the—"

Mirror-mind, Lotus Face. We'll talk later.

They left their dugout in a bluestone berth and followed their guide to
a glade of great holy trees. The yawp left them there, and they stared
around at floating fountains whose spray fell like powder in the
breeze.

In the distance liquid music surfed over blue lawns. Along a wooden
walkway with yellow rose-braided posts a silver-furred yawp
approached.

Shay, Drift. Shay, Lotus Face.

Shay, Bir,Drift sent.

Bir bowed before Sumner.This is your first visit to Sarina. I hope
you don't find it too other.
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"I didn't know such marvels existed." Sumner stared beyond the
trees where slender buildings the color of moon-light arced. "How did
you build all this?"

Bir's silver-hackled face grimaced a smile.If Itried to tell you that, I'd
only confuse both of us. And why bore you with history when I can
share this moment with you?

Bir gestured toward a tiny esplanade of green and black flagstones
among the glade of giant trees. Drift led the way and sat down on the
inside of a circular bench, carved whole from a petrified tree stump.
Sumner sat beside him and Bir faced them.A prayer to the Infinite,
Drift,Bir requested, nodding deferentially to the seer.

Drift gazed into the long stately avenue of massive trees and copper-
colored grass and chanted:

Among everything that we have named
You alone remain nameless.
Help us to know you

As we know ourselves.

Bir nodded solemnly.Beautiful, seer. Your vision sees into itself. He
reached into a small pouch below the knot of his maroon breechcloth
and took out a sliver of glass.Now let's celebrate. The glass splinter
held before him caught a thread of sunlight and flashed rainbow
spikes. Adroitly he spun the prism between his silver-haired fingers.
The spectral rays melled to a brilliant auroral band which, as it spun
faster, hazed blue. He deftly pivoted the prism in his palm, and the
band swelled like a gas flame to a nebulous globe, azure-bright.

Bir cupped the globe in his hands and sat staring beyond it into the
pointillist dapple of the trees. After a moment he passed the ball of
light to Drift who held it tenderly in its long spiderfingers. Then it was
offered to Sumner.

He accepted gingerly, and as soon as the light grazed his fingers a
beatific smile altered his features. The tension the Mothers had taught
him to collect at the bottom of his spine uncoiled like a hypnotist's
wheel and sparkled up his back. His scalp prickled, and a sudden and
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unshakable bliss rooted him, adamant as pain. Bir took the blue globe
from his hands and collapsed it back to a glass sliver.

Deep humus smells, rich and varied as a symphony, anchored
Sumner in the moment, and he watched with silent glee as the opaline
sunlight breezed over the wind-twitched grass. For the very first time
in his life he was truly and profoundly happy. Life wasn't shit, he
comprehended with a bone-seizing laugh. Life was a stream of love. . .

Imust go now,Bir said, hands on his knees.Thank you for sharing
this moment with me.

Sumner looked about with the glee of a lune. Drift touched his knee,
and he remembered the brood jewel.

Bir accepted it with both hands.A fine gift,he said, without removing
the black silk.

Sumner stared at the yawp as if he had just seen him, noticing the age
in the coarse black muzzle, the heron-colored light as it reflected off
his fur, the conch-pink of his ears.

Bir walked with them to a dragon-vein brook forded by a walkway of
jasper stepping-stones.A parting thought, seer.

Drift bowed deferentially and psychically intoned:The eye sees but is
blind to itself. Hazard is intent at high velocity.

Bir bowed and walked off, the dust motes at his feet boiling into light.

Sumner wanted to linger, but Drift insisted they go.Our purpose is
done. This isn't our place.

Pushing out of the berth with their oars, heeling into the current,
Sumner refused to look back, though he was churn-ing with desire.
They paddled silently with the current, each in a private reverie of
sun-glinted eddies, shadowed banks, and the muscular flow of the
river.

That night, beneath a sky shot with stars, Sumner told Drift about the
energy that had virled up his spine, charging him with euphoria.

The yawps are masters of matter,Drift explained, its tiny eyes fixed
on the flames of the aromatic barkfire.They have machines that can
do anything—even create bodies. That's how the magnar has lived so
long. He was once a yawp himself, you know.
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"Why then does he live in the desert?"

Who can say? He's unknowable as the clouds.Drift fed small bits of
bark into the flames.What I do know, from having spoken with Bir
and the magnar, is that Bonescrolls is an ancient yawp—one of the
Jirst. Perhaps he's outgrown his life in Sarina. Perhaps after so
many centuries he has bored of being a yawp.

The cry of a screech owl sliced across the darkness of the river. "Until
today I thought everything the Mothers had taught me was
foolishness."

No—not foolishness. The Mothers are narrow. The tribe means more
to them than any person or vision. But they have knowledge. I can
see myself that they've trained you well. What you experienced
today you can repeat now at will, I'm sure.

Sumner leaned forward and singed the hairs on his knees. "Are you
serious?"

Drift blinked.Of course.

Sumner looked up at the steady stars through the writh-ing skyfires
and concentrated on calming his suddenly racing heart. When he
looked back at the né, his heart was still thudding. "How?"

Your body knows. It did it today. If you relax yourself, you'll
remember how it felt, and you'll be able to do it again.

Sumner didn't wholly believe him, but the idea clouded his thoughts
for the rest of their journey. On their return to Miramol, he
sequestered himself in the chamber the né had set aside for him, and
he practiced the tension routines he had learned. His desire to repeat
his experience in Sarina was his greatest obstacle, and it took him
over a week finally to fix the tension at the tip of his spine. Then began
the slow, awkward process of remembering exactly how it had felt to
unfurl that tension. Futile days passed, and if he hadn't already
experienced such deep joy in Sarina, he would have given up. The
feelings, at first, were too subtle.

But then it happened. Not as quickly or as totally as it had seized him
in Sarina. It was different, but it was good.

Guided by his memory, the tension unwound along the narrow length
of his spine, so softly he might have imagined it except for the sudden
itch haloing the round cope of his skull. And then came the familiar

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

serenity blissing his whole body. He wasn't shaken, not as before. It
was more gentle—a tensile sense of the moment expanding, opening
to reveal sounds, shadings, odors that had been uninteresting before:
the refraction of a fly's wing narrowing the orbit of his vision, distant
root scents dazing his nostrils with an olfaction of mud. He was

happy—sincerely joyful.

Several years before in Dhalpur he had known ecstasy when his body
and mind became one. But the joy he had felt then was thin compared
to the bliss he called out of his body now. Standing up in his dugout in
a glade freckled with light, he uttered the sacred name for an otter.
His call was an exultation, not a test, because otter tokens were
everywhere: Rocks drowsed in leaf-strewn shallows, milk fog tangled
among ferns, and white roots curled out of the water.

The call did not just vibrate from his throat; it bled out of his chest
and joined the invisible otter-energies in the rocks and fog and ferns.
With that sensation, Sumner understood that he was connected by a
vague and pervasive energy to all the otter symbols around him. He
was the glade—the spalled light, the lapping water, the ferns and the
rocks.

The length of his spine itched, and he felt the psynergy that had
drained out of him suddenly returning, curving back through the
antlers of the tree branches, arcing over the pollen-dusted water,
returning to the taut cords of his body.

It was just as the Mothers had said: The whorl was in all things.

The water ruffled, and a dozen slick black heads ap-peared across the
glade. The otters' noses twitched as they stared about, and then
several of them crawled onto flat rocks and rootloops, trailing shawls
of water. They peered at Sum-ner, black bead eyes unflinching, dark
fur sleek with wet. A giddy laugh tightened in Sumner's belly.
Everything was connected. Everything was itself and the same.
Bonescrolls was a puma and a raven and an old man. And Sumner
could be also. It was all a matter of letting go. His mind reeled, and he
laughed aloud.

The otters rolled into the water and vanished. Two stood up again
farther off, stared at Sumner, and then were gone.

From a sandbar culvert of spiny palms Ardent Fang watched. He was
returning from Ladilena, a nearby Serbota village, where he had been
reviewing new brides. The women had been long and beautiful as the
new moon, and their rituals had exalted all the good feelings in him.
Yet that rapture had dropped away when he heard the ecstatic music
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turning behind the sandbar. It was true music: bloodflow rhythms,
mothertides, the desire he had always wanted to open with his devil
harp. But when he whisperglided up to the sandbar and peered
through the spiny palms, the music was gone, and he was surprised to
see Lotus Face commun-ing with the otters.

Ardent Fang crouched in his dugout, bending far for-ward, the hair of
his monkeyfur vest limp in the water. His hearing was still frothed
with the visionary music he had heard, and he clutched the dog-
crucifix thonged loosely about his neck and silently invoked Paseq. At
that moment, though Ardent Fang had made no sound, Lotus Face
turned and stared directly at where he was hidden.

Ardent Fang rose, returned Sumner's stare shamefully, and then
disappeared. The boar-tusks of his prow appeared among the stilt-
root palms, and he slid into the glade. As he swung his canoe around a
tussock of myrtles, he heard the music again—dulcet as the
sunplucked water—and, like the turning of a lens, his sight
sharpened. He hadn't even realized that his vision had gone slack over
the years. Reflexively he rubbed his eyes.

Weirdly wonderful—he saw beauty more clearly than ever. He sensed
that his eyes had been healed by the music-energy coursing through
Sumner. He looked at Lotus Face as his canoe drifted into the glade
and saw the rainbows spin-ning in the mist around him.Is this being a
god or a demon-delusory?

"Don't be afraid," Sumner said, signaling him closer.

Ardent Fang stood up stiffly. "I'm not afraid," he re-sponded sharply,
then realized that he was still clutching his dog-crucifix. He let it go
and then seized it again, rocking backwards in his canoe with the
more powerful realization that he had understood Lotus Face. The
man hadn't spoken in Serbot.

Ardent Fang sat down.

"Don't be afraid," Sumner said again in Massel. He punted gently,
and the lotus-carved gunwale of his canoe hissed across the lapse of
sun-hot water. "Everything we've always wanted is all around us."

The ear-tricking music was unfurling with the swamp mist in the
shadows of the big trees. Ardent Fang stared into the blackness of
Sumner's face with defiant apprehension. "Who are you?"

"You know me," Sumner replied, the whorl of power flexing almost
visibly between them.
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"You're a god," Ardent Fang said, his own voice sounding strange to
him.

Sumner smiled. "If I were a god, the whole world would look like
this." He spread his arms out and opened his body to the water's
broken sunlight and the enormous walls of flowering trees. And
something drifting, immense, and un-known moved through them.

Ardent Fang released the dog-crucifix and gazed with astoundment
into the peaceful heart of the forest. Each tree was so huge in its
inturned feeling that the breeder trembled to look at them. In their
shadow he was merely a being of dew, fragilely, helplessly sparkling.
Words, thoughts, dimen-sions—the whole mind-world was a realm of
the dead.

He stood up and raised his arms and his heart into the upstreaming
of light and love.

Sumner wandered the riverain forest entranced by the outleap of
consciousness in everything. A light greater than sunlight was shining
out of the old trees. In their shade thoughts and sounds came
together, and the visual became visionary.

Everything is food!a thought voiced itself.Every sound, every odor,
every thought changes us.

In Sumner's mind it was a tree that was thinking these thoughts. His
silence widened. He could feel the grass grow-ing under him, the tree
expanding into its life. Then the idea of returning, of feeling his own
body, of leaping up and screaming with joy, opened in him with risible
insistence.

Ardent Fang sat in the high grass behind Sumner. He was rapt with
fear and wonder. He had followed Sumner because the psynergies
featherturning in his chest had lured him. But now he was nervous.
An astral being floated among the heat-quiverings over the mud
shoals. He could see the entity as clearly as he saw their two beached
canoes glowing with the sun's vibrations. He thought of going back to
Miramol.

Sumner suddenly leaped into the air and roared.

Ardent Fang jumped, and a heron flapped into the for-est's green
shadow. The tensed air over the mudsunk trees beside their canoes
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shifted as the half-seen being moved toward them. Sumner was
standing, body arched, feeling the love that was soft-slipping through
the wondrous emptiness that held everything together. A gust of
bright air kicked through the high grass and dazzled the blades and
seedhusks as the spirit of the swamp centered on them. Ardent Fang
knelt and moaned, and the sound he made was prayerful and long.

Sumner had opened his mind to the river's oversoul, and
consciousness was radiating back to him in psychic symbols. Sparks
spun through the sunshadows around the tree, and he saw demons
and archangels, a riotous torrent of all the otherealms the human
mind had ever created. Yet he was unafraid. The manner in which he
had opened his being— mounting psynergy up the totem of his spine—
had stabilized his body, and he was well-rooted. Whatever entered his
etheric field was harmonized by the ecstasy of his One Mind.

Ardent Fang sidled closer to Sumner, his heart and lungs weightless
with lifelove, his legs leaden with the fear of all that he was seeing. A
massive razorjaw lizard was thrash-ing wildly in a mudpool across the
shallow river. Much closer, the air silverly trembled, and the breeder
saw the breeder that had come before him. The bloodbruises of the
fever that had killed his teacher darkened the whole of the man's eyes,
and the features Ardent Fang had once loved were swollen with death.

Sumner didn't know what Ardent Fang was experienc-ing, but he saw
the pain in the tribesman's face.

The sky darkened, and a storm of green flies cut through the trees.
Ardent Fang balled up with terror as the flies began biting.

Laughter broke across Sumner's tongue. It wasn't Sum-ner laughing.
It was the swamp itself—and, deeper, it was One Mind, bloating him
with awareness. The flies burning him were the hunger of God.And
hunger is holy, because everything is food, and eating is all there is.

Shrieks burst through the trees, and a flurry of birds rushed around
them, devouring the flies. The air was a confusion of feathers and
flashing colors. Abruptly, silence, and the startled laugh of a monkey.

Ardent Fang rose to his knees among broken stalks of chickweed. His
face was a maze of emotions, seeing the flies gone, the air layered with
shades of transparency, and, in midstream, a giant razorjaw lizard
lashing toward them.

Sumner helped Ardent Fang to his feet. In the blue hollow behind
Lotus Face, the breeder glimpsed a crowd of women—all the women
he had ever sexed. The ones he had loved glowed blue-bright.
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"Whatever you're seeing," Sumner said to him, "is in-side you. But
the whorl is strong with us today, Fang. What-ever we feel is coming
back at us. Try to feel good."

Ardent Fang trembled in Sumner's grasp. The man's hands on his
shoulders hummed with spring-thundering, and the dark in the blue
of his eyes was shimmering with some-thing like father-love. "But
look!" the breeder insisted, point-ing to where the wart-knobbed,
mud-green hulk of the razorjaw was running to shore. Its horn-
browed eyes looked fireblind, and the long thrust of its maw glistened
with many pink-skinned teeth.

Sumner's first impulse was to bolt, but the worldlove he had joined
himself with was far bigger than he was. He stood enraptured as the
giant thrash-tailed reptile rushed toward them. Ardent Fang
whimpered and reached for his blade, but Sumner caught his wrist.
"Love it," Lotus Face said, not taking his eyes off the creature.

Ardent Fang pulled his wrist free, but he didn't run. The razorjaw had
slowed its rush. The flat, horned head of the beast, big as a man,
stopped before them and swayed in its stench of river kelp and mud.
Sumner put his right arm out, and the black lip of the lizard grazed
his hand and stood transfixed.

Ardent Fang's head bobbed as though his blood had fermented. In the
huge, damp presence of the razorjaw, sunlight had the coolness of the
moon.

Urged by the power in him, Sumner climbed the folded scales of the
colossal leg and shoulder and straddled the stumped head. Reaching
down to help Ardent Fang up, he saw into the lizard's eye, and it was
like staring into the center wood-ring of a log.

He swung Ardent Fang up beside him, and the great swamp beast
turned toward the water. Ardent Fang whooped, tore off the braiding
cord at his shoulder, and let the smoke of his hair blow in the river
wind.

Sumner laughed and lifted both of his arms over his head. The muddy
water folded back and splashed at their sides, and they glided
downstream into the misty green spell of the river.

The giant lizard carried the two men north all day down a riverpath
of solar-blown trees and ox-colored boulders. The water that splashed
them had the bloodheat and the smell of something living. Panther,
wolf, bear, and deer watched them from the bluffs with animal
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insouciance, the air sloughed with their green auras.

At night, the sky gnarled with stars and skyfires, the razorjaw
continued downstream. Sumner lay against the beast's browbone and
saw the roundness of time in the crackly stars. Each mote of light that
sparked in his retinal cells was a living being, the lifefire of another
sun entering and changing him. Countless stars—an endless rain of
radiation penetrating him,altering his most secret self. The next day,
under a hot sky, the realization that each instant he was transformed
still burned like the rise of an orgasm.

Ardent Fang stayed close to Lotus Face, content beyond dreaming in
that man's golden halo. Hearing Sumner talk of stars, consciousness,
and the whorl, Ardent Fang's ears ached with listening, trying to find
again the foreign color in the man's voice. But the magic between
them was seamless. At night, gliding down the golden moonpath, the
breeder stopped trying to understand and let the clairvoyance of his
feelings displace his wondering.

However, by dawn Ardent Fang was once again baffled. Sleep-mauled
on the back of the lizard giant, hearing gulls bruiting the ocean, he
looked to Lotus Face. "Why are we here?"

Sumner was standing, absorbing the iris twilight. During the night
journey the river had broadened, and the water was now as deep as
their lives. Sumner jumped in headfirst, and Ardent Fang splashed
after him. The razorjaw followed until they reached the sandbars;
then it sank into its weight and was gone.

On a beach of dust-fine sand facing a low-tide bay of tropic reefs, the
men built a fire. "Each instant we're changed," Sumner said, as much
to the spurting flames as to his companion.

Ardent Fang touched Sumner's forearm, wanting a mo-ment's clarity.
"Why are we here, Lotus Face?"

Sumner looked up wrenchingly from the flames, the wondrous
telepathy that had possessed him tightening to the single focus of one
syllable: "Why?'" he asked, his eyes all pupil, yet very clear, shining.
He was looking inward, remembering— "Why are you the living
center of the trans-parent and inflexible diamond of time?"

Ardent Fang shrugged, sea-cold and suddenly weary from the
withdrawal of Sumner's psynergy. "All of us have a destiny," he
mumbled.

Sumner jumped to his feet, scattering the fire. He stood twitching

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

with immense emotion, staring up at the red mus-cles of dawn,
suddenly remembering in hypnotic detail his last conversation with
Bonescrolls—the talk that the magnarhad made him forget.Nothing is
chanced. Youare the eth—the shadowself of a godmind.

Caught in a boundless feeling, Sumner sank to his knees, then rolled
to his back and closed his eyes. He knew now why he had come here.
He was traveling north—to find the Delph.

A rush of luminescent feeling lifted him beyond the fitted bones of his
skull, and he saw his body curled on the white sand, Ardent Fang
crouched beside the smoldering driftwood, the two figures
diminishing into the scallopings of the beach, and the whole beach
and the sea glaring into the sun's corona.

Everything stretched into darkness.

Outside his mind, he sensed the Delph. Like every-thing, the godmind
was a part of Sumner's being, the One Being, and a flowing love joined
them. Whirling outward into the emptiness of time, he was poised
only by the inchoate lifelove that swelled in him. Out of that joy-
dazzled feeling, a different flesh began flowering around him. Colors
gestured into forms, and bright vibrations coagulated to sounds—a
starstream of music spiraling just beyond his earbrim.Pleroma
music, an inner sense told him. An animal scent, a tinge of musk,
patterned the air pleasantly.A caliming olfact,the voice said more
solidly.A sexoid.

Sumner jolted into a body he didn't recognize and yet knew
intimately.An ort biotectured to channel your psynergy.
Comfortable, muscle-gripping clothes massaged him with each
move—chamois-textured, fur-colored.A slimplex garment. You are in
Graal, the ice-mountain rath of the Delph.

He looked about for the voice he was hearing, but he was alone in a
small oyster-colored room. In a formflow fashion, walls chaired and
lounged intelligently as he strolled about. No doors, though one wall
opened glasslessly to a vista of white mountains and green splashes of
jungle valleys.A prison?he wondered.

No,the voice responded, harsher, hard-edged. An ele-gant doorway
expanded through the wall, revealing chambers brilliant with
sunshafts and weird airplants.

Flechettes of rainbow light scattered through the room. "Who are
you?" Sumner asked. Though he knew. A mental music was
rhythming in him, auguring everything he wanted to know. The voice
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was a Voice—a mountain-size crystal of thought, an artificial
sentience created to serve the Delph.

Iam Rubeus.A six-rayed cell of white light appeared in the curveline
doorway.Iam an autonomous intelligence shaped to protect the
Delph. And you are Sumner Kagan—the eth. The one who is
metaordered to close the cycle.The Voice was stern.Why are you
haunting us, inwit? Speak your purpose in coming here.

"I've been led here."

Ignorant spasm.The room ebbed colder and darker.You are numb
with unknowing—a twitch of the world's Uncon-scious—a mere
reflex. I don't fear you.

"Why should you fear me?" Sumner extended his two arms and
opened the slender pale hands of his new body. But the space around
Rubeus was hot with cold, and he had to drop his gesture. "I mean no
harm."

You don't know what you mean. You're part of a dream vaster than
the stretch of your mind. You are metaordered—destined —to end the
Delph's continuity. But there have been many of you over the

centuries, most with more awareness of their purpose than you. All
have died. I have killed them all.

The six-rayed cell of light flared, and Sumner's body wrinkled away.
Darkness clapped around him, Ardent Fang's voice boomed in his
head, "Lotus Face!"—and he sat up into his own body.

Ardent Fang walked him through paddies of salt reeds until the
psynergy began to nerve the air between them again. When Sumner's
soulight glittered in the air with the dawnlight on the water, they
foraged geepa beans and straw-berries in the tree-root burls at the
edge of the jungle.

I have killed them all,echoed in Sumner's mind for many days, and he
had to raise a lot of lifelove to go beyond his fear. Enraptured by the
psynergy, he and Ardent Fang lived on the beach, sharing
consciousness with the forest, the dune dogs, and the dolphins that
came in with the tide. The vision of Rubeus melled into the enormous
good-feeling of Sumner's psynergy, and for a while the two men lived
joy-fully free of memories.

On a morning of bison-headed white clouds, a swamp puma appeared
by the river. That day they started their journey back to Miramol.
Sumner, still unable to think deeply about his psychic experiences,
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was uncertain what being the eth meant. He had sensed awesome
machine-strength in his vision of Rubeus, yet the fear he had felt then
was gone. Everything was living. Even the dead things he saw in the
jungle were furred with a living light as they molted into minerals.
What was there to fear?

The psynergy circuiting up Sumner's spine continued to generate
powerful ecstasy feelings. Weeks passed as the men made their way
upstream back to their canoes, fishing with-out hooks, sharing days
with trees, getting acquainted with jaguars and snakes.

In the weather of Sumner's aura, Ardent Fang was ab-sentminded
with love for the meadows, the wildflowers, and the spongy jungle
nights. The base of his spine had begun to itch as his psynergy
responded to Sumner's. But with the intensification of his psychic
strength came a deeper clarity which frightened him.

At the end of a small stream, in a pear grove not far from Miramol, he
was gripped in his bowels by an electric pre-science. The scintillating
energy tugged fiercely at his insides and led him out of his dugout and
closer to the grove. There the air quivered like the hide of a just-dead
animal, and nausea dizzied him. The grove, for one psychomimetic
mo-ment, was draped with bloody-green loops of intestine and
mucus-bright bits of viscera. The image boiled away swiftly, leaving
Ardent Fang so crooked with terror that he backstepped from the
pear trees as though they were black wraiths. He turned, leaving his
canoe behind, and ran hard until he reached Miramol.

Leaning in the doorway of his hut, feverish with fatigue now that he
was out of the power-charged space around Sumner, Ardent Fang
groaned inside the dullness of his senses. He lumbered to his
hammock and curled into it, his mind a shadow. For three days, he
slept.

Sumner took the long way back to the village. Light split in familiar
patterns on the river where he had hunted many times. Seeing the
well-known tree haunts and river slaches with his One Mind, time
drew nearer and detail sharpened.

Empty of words and filled with awe, Sumner returned to Miramol. He
understood now, like the old people, the secret of the Silence. The
quieter he became, the more he touched. Bonescrolls had been right—
the world was feeling. And he wanted to feel everything.

As he left the boathouse after shelving his dugout, he stopped to look
around. His euphoria had thinned to a peace-ful easiness. He felt
sober and calm and happy to be alive.
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The sky was wearing away to a smoky twilight. Women were
returning from the vegetable plots, and dogs spurted around their
legs, pawing a leather ball. The animals chivvied it round and round,
and the women moved gracefully among them, chatting softly. Behind
them, children approached with firemoths in their loose hair. He
waited until they passed, and then he followed them to the eating
lodge, joy hot in him, eternal as fire.

Sumner lived with the né on their knoll of silverwood lodges and
serene courtyards. Each morning he sat among the cypress knees at
the edge of a black, bottomless pond and was joined by a dozen of the
diminutive, hairless né. Most of them simply sat in a half-circle before
him, legs curled be-neath their white robes, brown sea-spider hands
palm-up in their laps, receiving the peacefulness that filled the air
around him. Others in workday sarongs brought their crafts to the
terraced courtyards overlooking the black cypress pond. A mystic
joyance spelled the knoll, and many of the né had profound
experiences on those mornings.

In the afternoon Sumner worked for the tribe in the ragged green
vegetable plots and, sometimes, in the breed-ing stables. Evenings
after the rain, he danced with the young women or went to the swamp
edge with the men to hunt with nighthawks. The ecstasy power in him
was calmer since he had begun sitting with the né, and he was truly
satisfied with his living.

The oldest né sat close to him during his morning medi-tations, their
tiny eyes deliriously bright, their voices mental and instructive:You
are consciousness itself—not theobjectsof consciousness. They used
clear-color prisms and waterdrums to help him relax.You have a
body, but you are not your body. You are the awarenessof your
body. You have thoughts, but you are not your thoughts. You have
feelings, but you are not they. Who are you?

He was awareness. Being glowed through him seamless as sunlight,
and his face deepened into the world.

Wisps of memory swirled out of his physical sensations: The rhyme
of the wet rock odors from the pond reminded him of legless
Mauschel in his damp flatboat. The image spun into a glitter of blue
and green birdcalls.

Who is hearing?the né asked.Who is remembering?
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The flocculent odors of the swamp, the memories, and the kenspeckle
drones from the waterdrums were falling into him, becoming the
color of void, the sound of nothingness. Only the constant flux of
sounds and sensations falling into him seemed solid.

You have touched the center of the whorl.

Like the collapsars he had seen on his scansule as a child, like stars
too big for their energy, consciousness, he perceived, was the black
hole into which everything fell. Where did these noises, colors, and
thoughts go?

Notes knucklerubbed off waterdrums vibrated in the air just wide
enough to be heard, and the dreary afternoon he had spent mindlessly
looking at scansule animations of blown-out stars brightened into an
exact memory. Again he saw the three-dimensional computerline
images of the collapsar at the core of the galaxy, the web of space-time
tightening through the spiral of stars to a single point in the hub—the
singularity where space-time ceased to exist.

The scansule image rotated and split crosswise, revealing a
complexity of seashell involutions. A droll ghostvoice ex-plained,
faster than words, that the collapsar was gravitation-ally distorted,
and that out of its poles rayed the most powerful radiation
conceivable—light from a source of infinite space-time curvature.

Infinity is Unity,the né told him, filled with the full fire of Sumner's
One Mind.All things are one thing.

Sumner's memory of the scansule soft-focused, and a bruised light
pulsed behind his lids as his insight crystallized into understanding:
When the earth came into line with the collapsar's radiation, the
universe became the multiverse, and the consciousness of the
cosmos, the light of infinity, animated the thought forms and the
genetic shapes that were here with an awareness older than time—
voors, godminds,timeloose distorts, eth—all were earthshaped
starlight from the core of the galaxy.

The waterdrum music stopped suddenly, and muffled voices and the
shirring cries of small birds brought Sumner back to himself. Eddying
in the muscularity of his body, heat-stilled and viewless, he sensed the
Delph—distant yet close, like the inside of thunder. A white mountain,
sharp as glass, appeared and vanished.Graal —the ice-mountain
realm of Rubeus.

There is no reason to go there except the going,the gentle né told
him.The voor in you has a purpose —to kill the Delph. But you have
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no purpose. The eth is one of your masks. But you are not the eth.
Many eth have come before you. Others will come after. Who are
you?

Voices ruffled with anger intensified at the gate to the cypress court,
and Sumner opened his eyes. Sunlight spirit-ing through the ancient
trees settled like bright birds among the ivy of the round gate. Several
of the small né in blue robes were struggling there with a big-boned
woman—Orpha.

The elders signaled to let her pass, and she straightened from her
tousling with composed dignity.

"I am sorry to disturb the famous morning meditations," she said
with sardonic seriousness, "but the magnar has an urgent message
for Lotus Face." She stepped off the dragon-stone path and waded
through the flowering ankle-high grass to where Sumner was sitting.
Her shadow covered two né. "The magnar orders you to stop casting
kha."

No more ecstasy energy.

The Mother ignored the né and kept her heavy, shad-owed stare on
Sumner. "You and the magnar have an enemy. If you attract him, he
will destroy Miramol. Some seers have seen this." She squatted beside
Sumner and placed a thick hand on his chest. "Your thrall ends with
the next lunar turn, Lotus Face. Walk your kha into the desert.
Protect the folk and the né."

Sumner took her hand to assure her, but before he could speak, a
scream bounced through the moongate, scattering né. Flapping black
wings of cloth whirled into the court—a wild-haired, eyeless Mother,
shouting: "There are no secrets! Our senses fit the world! What you
see is seen!"

Orpha bounded upright. "Jesda—this is not your place."

"Nor yours, sister." The blind Mother's hands flew over her head like
startled sparrows. "The word has been fulfilled. I have witnessed it."

Sumner looked to the elder né beside him, and the old one nodded
and told him:Four centuries ago, Dog Hunger, the first seer,
prophesied that Miramol would not die until the Mothers had come
to the né.

"And we are here," Jesda whispered, walking sightlessly across a
moss ledge and into the pond. Her black skirts billowed in the water
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around her hips, and she shrieked: "What I see is seen!"

Orpha took the blind woman's arm and led her out of the water.
"We're done here, sister. Let's go home."

"Wait, Mother." Sumner rose. "May I speak with you, Jesda?"

"Speak!" Her wet sleeves snapped in the air with her sharp gestures,
and Orpha stepped back. "Babble to the Vastness!"

Sumner stepped forward, and the angry pain in Jesda's face softened
to a quiescence interknit with sorrow and clar-ity. Sumner
experienced a howl of mind-language and a dizzy lurch as his etheric
field penetrated hers.

She was timeloose. Through a gargoyling of dissolving thoughtforms,
Sumner saw the starheart—the white luminos-ity from the first
moment, from the origin of time—patterned like a retinal shadow
over the vale of cypress and the old woman's sunken face. He brushed
a thistle of knotted gray hair from her brow, and the One Mind
between them trem-bled into exquisite scales of color, shimmering in
the shapes of their seeing.

Jesda sighed and softly took both of his hands. She was calm as a
tree, healed, her blindness infused with a violet quivering. "Heaven
and earth move through each other," she said to him gently, "but the
mind is moveless—at last." Her grip tightened, and she bowed,
touching her forehead to their clasped hands. "We are presence."
When she looked up, her blind sockets were rimmed with tears. She
turned to Orpha. "Come, sister."

After the Mothers departed, the court and the surround-ing terraces
flurried with excited né. The eldest took Sum-ner's arm. Its eyes were
two glistening waterpits in the stoneof its face.Your One Mind is
clear, Lotus Face. You've worked hard for this. What will you do
now?

From beyond the court wall, a painstruck wail shivered loudly, then
curled into Jesda's demon laughter.

Ardent Fang sat in the full sunlight on the top of the breeding stables.
Miramol looked like flotsam in the green wave of the rain forest, all
vine-lashed timbers and reedstraw. A curve in the river flashed with
sun among the dense trees, and waterbirds circled raucously
overhead.
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In the courtyard below, the blossom-trellised wagon that had carried
Miramol's maidens to their new home in Ladilena earlier that
morning had returned. A young man was helping the new women out
of the wagon, joking loudly as much to calm himself as them. He was
strong and good-looking—his eyes puma-wide, his hair a proud mane.
Even so, Ardent Fang would need a full season to break him in, to pass
on the sense of mission that would serve him when his lust dulled.
Soon enough the boy would be as bored as he was anxious now.

Ardent Fang stood and stretched, gazing beyond the green jumble of
the riverain forest to where the land slurred to desert. Lotus Face had
gone that way two days before to meet the magnar for the last time in
his thrall, and the breeder reminisced about how thoroughly the man
had changed: He moved more with the lanky ease of a tribesman now
than the cautious reserve of a warrior, and he took more time with
the women—

"Ardent Fang."

The breeder turned, and his features balked. Orpha was standing
before him with a brood jewel in her hand, her body as thin and
ghostly as fire.

"Come to the Barrow, breeder," the specter said, waver-ing into the
invisible. "Come, quickly."

Ardent Fang bounded down the spiral stairs of the tower and
sprinted through the muddy back lanes. When he ar-rived at the
Barrow his thick legs were mired and his breath was tattered. Drift
was waiting outside the turquoise-studded entrance with several of
the Mothers. It took the breeder's hand, and the frenzy of his run
thinned out.

"You must walk the Road again, breeder," Orpha said. She grlpped
his shoulder, and her face hooked into a silent cry. "The magnar is

dying."

Bonescrolls gazed out at the blue night from the vantage of his cliff-
cavern. Frost haze glowed along the horizon, and above it the moon
moved across a night rainbow. He closed his eyes and leaned toward
the west. Shadows swooped through him. He was gliding, the cool
night air buffeting his sleek body. The stars moved in bands. The
moonlit landscape with its broken contours wheeled below. Coyote
tracks studded the bright sand slopes like dark blossoms. Saguaros

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

ABC Amber LIT Converter
http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

stood solemnly along the ridgeline.

Nothing in sight was moving. And yet the raven Bone-scrolls had
melled with was excited. Something had aroused it, but whatever it
was, no trace lingered in the gray shadings of its memory.

Bonescrolls altered his breathing, and the dreamtime shifted. He
entered a coyote perched on a rock ledge, scent-ing the air for the heat
of the living. Its blood was buoyant under the draw of the full moon,
raising the fine hairs in its ears, sending urgent ripples down the
curve of its spine. No end to the sky. Shifting things—dark birds,
moths—slipped through the air. The moon was luring everything
upward. And a howl trembled in its throat, the frayed end of a song
begun a long time ago and never finished.

But it stopped the cry at a growl. A hot, sticky scent flared its nostrils
and tightened the scruff of its neck. Man-odor. It walked a wobbly,
nervous circle and caught it again, cutting across the grain of the
wind. It was blowing up from the young sisters' trails, the flat rock
paths among the tall stones.

Bonescrolls moved the coyote down the rock ledge toward the
stinging odor. It didn't want to get any closer, and the urine-itch
between its legs became intense and forced it to stop. But it had gone
far enough. Now it could see the man following the sisters' trail. The
man's nightshining eyes fixed on it for a moment, gauging the
distance between them.

Sumner strode out of the shadows, tall and loose, the moonlight
gleaming across the lotus-burn of his face. Bone-scrolls smiled to
himself and left the coyote to its lunar songs and its own fearless
detachment.

He opened his eyes as a long, distant howl trembled among the rock
towers. Sumner was close. He had come a long way without
Bonescrolls being able to find him—and the young warrior wasn't
even trying to hide. He was simply being cautious in the manner of
any animal that knows its predators.

Bonescrolls yawned and stretched. Frost and starlight burned snow-
blue on the rock shapes. He stood up and listened to the weaving
coyote song. It was time to go down and meet his thrall for the last
time.

A pulse of sadness thrummed in his chest, but it passed quickly.
Sadness and joy and, high over the eroded desert, that old bone the
moon. How many years had it taken him to see truly that they were all
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the same? In everything, identical forces were at work: tides,
currents, flows and spirals of power.

The patterns of the folded rocks held his attention—the scars of
glaciers, the same flow-wear lines seen in running water or in the
heart's ventricles where blood has circled many, many years.

Sumner ambled over talus slopes and beneath the steep red walls of
mesas the color of dried blood in the moonlight. An eddy of wind
passed like a sigh, and he caught a faint sweet scent of burning
juniper. He moved in that direction, sliding silently over the sand
slopes. All his senses were alert, honed by the odd signs he had seen
on his night journey: a lunatic raven careening strange patterns over
the dunes; and a wild-eyed coyote close enough to touch, pissing
where it stood.

A Serbota coyote song echoed its rhythms through his mind:

Coyote—yapping

At the moon. Like us

Not knowing what to ask for—
Starved

For what it already has,

Like a dream of sleepiness.

Sumner followed the burn-scent beneath corraded monoliths and
over hogback ridges, and soon the sapless claw of a dead juniper
appeared above the dreamlit dunes. A raven was roosting in the
crown of the dead tree, and at the base, where tough black bark
clenched stone, Bonescrolls sat. The flames of a small twig-fire
danced before him.

Sumner returned the magnar's greeting and sat down beside the fire,
laying his walking stick across his knees. He stared into Bonescrolls'
gaunt face without expectation.
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The old man stared back with hooded eyes. The eth's bodylight was a
crystal-sharp yellow deeper than sunlight, and the harmony of his
inner life was visible in the graceful pulsing of his aura. The magnar
was well pleased, but to test Sumner's One Mind, he let his strong
feeling rush out of him.

Sumner felt the psynergy as a sudden iciness in his abdomen. A green
pain cramped his stomach, and he flinched. But he didn't hold back
the cold flow. The psynergy furled deeply into him, and at the moment
when the hurt became more than he could hold, the psynergy sluiced
up his back and dissolved in the vastness behind his eyes. Sumner
blinked and sat up taller. He knew what the magnar had done, and he
was proud that he was clear enough for the power to pass through
him. He felt open and strong as the wind.

Bonescrolls laughed and rubbed his belly. Sumner was so empty that
the old man had almost fallen into him. He kneaded the icy feeling out
of his bowels and asked through a smile: "Why are you traveling in
the dark?"

Sumner grinned quizzically, then recognized the inno-cent question
as a challenge. But instead of searching for an answer, he listened to
the longing cry of the wind. The ghost of his breath glowed in the
firelight. "It's too cold to stay still."

Bonescrolls' grin widened, and his tough sun-scaled cheeks bulged.
"It's colder where we're going."

Sumner frowned, disquieted by the magnar's allusion to death. "It
won't matter when we get there." Sumner rolled a salty wafer of spit
onto his tongue and hawked it into the flame. The fire snapped like an
angry snake.

Bonescrolls' eyes glinted with laughter, and he nailed Sumner with
them. "Even the truth is a boulder that can pin a monkey down for his
whole life."

Sumner smiled. The game they were playing amused him, but
Bonescrolls was right: Thought games were cumber-some and
dangerous. He listened to the scratch of the cold wind blowing across
the night-smelling depths. "What do we know?"

Bonescrolls clapped his hands merrily. "That's right. We're empty as
the wind—but moving, always moving."

"And singing."
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"Only when we rub against things that get in our way. Like the wind,
without obstacles we'd never sing."

Sumner chuckled and nod