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For Amy Stout, who is basically adoll.

... the rush and roar soon took musical shape within my brain as the chord of E
flat maor, surging incessantly in broken chords. these declared themselves as
melodic figurations of increasing motion, yet the pure triad of E flaa mgor never
changed, but seemed by its steady persistence to impart infinite significance to the
element in which | was snking. | awoke from my haf-deep in terror, feding as
though the waves were rushing high above my head. | a once recognized that the
orchestral prelude to The Rhinegold, which for a long time | must have carried
about within me, had at last come to being in me: and | quickly understood the very
essence of my own nature: the stream of life was not to flow to me from without, but
from within.

—Richard Wagner

The Children

TheYear 3018 After theFire
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In these, the Later Days of the Earth, Spring comes less quickly than in the youth
of the world, and flees sooner. Trees grow tdl, untended oak and ash and walnui,
adong the banks of the great river Almandar, and bring forth their leaves as the air
warms to the brief approaching summer. One huge patch of giant redwood spreads
dowly to the north of the Vdley. Silence lies over what was once called the Vdley of
the Rulers, from the north of the Vdley, where the Great Dam keeps out the
encroaching water of the One Ocean; silence, down the hills and steppes across
which Almandar flows. Silence reigns in the buildings that are left standing now,
eons after man left Earth to the Dolphins. Gentle winds stir blossoms of cherry and
hyacinth, wild white orchids and the scarlet roses that are called Solan's Blood.

Birds break the silence now and again as Spring progresses, robins and crows
and bluebirds, fat pigeons, and seagulls by the thousands. Once a shrike blunders
into the airspace over the Valey, and weapons left dormant for thousands of turns
about the sun flare into life. Lasers designed to shear metd make short work of
feathers and hollow bone, and the bird fals with a single, amost human scream. The
Dolphins observe this from the waterlocks that overlook the Vdley and chuckle ther
pleasure to one another, for the shrikes are strong, fel creatures that have dragged
more than one Dolphin across the surface of the waves to a nearby grounding, and
made amed of it.

Larger animals than birds pad quietly through the forests that have grown to fill
the Valey. Polar bears, less furred than the old breed from which they are
descended, are the foremost carnivores across the length of the Vdley. Herds of
maverick horses run wild, and deer; beavers work aong the river Almandar's length,
and trout and catfish and rainbow willies flash benesath its surface. The genegineered
treebunnies, with their grasping forehands, scamper through the tree-tops, their
passage contested only by the languid, amost disinterested descendants of the cats
who kept company with both Rulers and Workers in eons past.

North and east the Vadley of the Rulers is ringed by the One Ocean, kept at its
distance by force fields and the Great Dam; to the south and west rise the
mountains. The Vdley itsdf is not small; once there were eighty towns and villages
spread across its length, from the foot of the mountains to the Great Dam which
holds back the sea. At the north end of the Vdley is the lake T'Pau, which is fed by
water filtered from the Ocean, and from which flows the river Almandar.

One with a penchant for the cynica—one such as, say, the flame-haired Loga,
Lord of Light, who has seen more wars than friendships; he of many vices, who
rediscovered poker, craps, and rock and roll—one such as he might be tempted to
point out the resemblance between the Vdley of the Rulers and the Eden of one of
man's early religions.

It is unlikely, of course, that such a comparison shdl be made.
The Vdley is empty, and has been so for long and long.
Spring wears awvay.



"Forget | even mentioned Eden, forget | even brought up the concept of Paradise,
will that make you happy? Does it matter that the Creator T'Pau was a devout
Chrigtian? In the wisdom of your five years you have struck upon the answer:
probably not."

Their shadows mingled with the shadows of the forest. The twelve children,
following the tdl adult down the path among the overarching trees, hurried. They
were norma children; in their childhood they were dl that was left of the childhood
of the human race. With the advent of adulthood they would take on powers and
duties the likes of which no human of an earlier day could have envisioned, would
metamorphose in a change more sriking and no less fundamental than that of a
butterfly from a caterpillar.

But that would be later; they were, for now, only children.

Dressed dl in green and black, the curled red har flowing down across his
shoulders, the adult did not pause for them. His steps were even and measured, as
though he might wak straight around the world without dowing if the fancy took
him.

Despite the shortness of their breath, the children threw questions at him with the
zed of inquisitors. At first his manner had intimidated them, but only for a short
time. For most of them this was their first time vigting Earth; for most of them it
would also be ther last. Some of their questions the adult answered, and told them
of bears and why bears were carnivores, of the Ice Times and the Floods which had
followed the first and largest of the Fire Wars, and of the Dolphins and the treaty
that had given them the water-covered planet so strangely misnamed Earth. Some
guestions he ignored, and so they did not learn of the laser weapons that protected
most of the Vadley, nor of the genegineered red slkies and shriken which were
produced during the later stages of the Fire Wars.

In response to one question he said, "Y ou should have gone before we left."

They came at length to a vast fidld, kilometers across, a clearing where no trees
grew, and no flowers. Wild grassfilled it across its length, green and brown beneath
the bright sun. The river caled the Killing Creek, flowing down to join the gresat river
Almandar, bordered it on one side, and the forest on the other. Standing at the edge
of the trees, they could see, if they looked south and east into the rising foothills of
the Black Mountains, the distant, glowing crystal spires of the city of Parliament.

The adult did not look toward Parliament. His gaze roved out across the empty
fidd. "It happened here," he said, so quietly that the children must strain to hear him.
"Solan fdl here, and our hopes for peace..."

He stood so, slently, lost in memory, until the children behind him began to stir,
and one, agirl of some eight years, with more bravery or less sense than the others,
said, "Loga? May we see Parliament?’

The man said nothing. A brilliant band of light gathered itsdlf in around them,
momentarily outshining the sun itself.

They were gone.



They appeared in the Hall of Mirrors,

Their images bounced away from them, hundreds of tal, blue-eyed Logas,
thousands upon thousands of children. It was a choice Loga had made for effect; as
aresult he waited patiently as the children exclamed in wonder at their surroundings,
and tried to wak through the mirrors to see what was on the other side. At length,
without word, he turned away from them and strode off down the length of the Hall.

The children made haste behind him, before the red Loga vanished into his
mirrored reflections.

They stumbled out into the Chamber of Parliament with shocking abruptness.
One moment they had been in the Hall of Mirrors; an instant later they were not, and
there was no doorway to be seen. That adone did not startle the children, for there
were such Gates at home as well, though they were dways wdl marked and did not
vanish at the other end.

But the Chamber of Parliament was not what they had expected.

Oh, they had audited descriptions of it, to be sure, and seen holos, but that was
not sufficient to prepare them for the sheer grand spectacle of it.

The structure itself was laid in an open clearing hundreds of meters across,
nestled high in the Black Mountains. An ancient landpad, its once-brilliant landing
markers covered with the dirt of ages, was, with the Chamber of Parliament itself, dl
there was to be found in that clearing.

None of that, to be sure, startled them &t dl.

But... the caling hung full fifteen meters above them, sculpted gold and slver,
without any physical structure supporting it. The walls rose eight meters around
most of the perimeter of the Chamber, to the south and east and west, and then
dropped to touch the floor a the north end, so that the entire north quadrant was
open to the air. From any seat within the Chamber one could look down, north, and
see the ancient landpad, and beyond it, the entirety of the Valley. Rows of seats rose
inatier around the center of the Chamber, enough seats to accommodate hundreds
a once. Dusty white marble covered most of the Chamber. A single spire of black
marble, with gleaming veins of gold, thrust up two meters south of the exact
northernmost point of the Chamber, the podium from which the Rulers of Earth had
addressed one another on forma occasions.

"This is where the Rulers had meetings," said Loga. The expression on his face
was unreadable; the index finger of the glove on his right hand was gray from the
thick layer of dust he had traced off of the surface of the podium. "Here they tried to
bring everyone together—Can and Maston, Warriors and Workers, and the
Giants..."

The boy who had questioned Loga about his reference to Eden, a grave-faced
five-year-old named Inndlieu, said, "How do you know, Loga?"

"Hmm?"' Loga looked over at the boy absently. "How do | know? It does not



metter."
The child refused to be turned away from his question. "Were you there?'

Loga considered the question. At length he said dowly, "There was a man named
Loga, and he was there, yes. But that was a long time ago, and things were very
much different, then, than they are now." He turned his back on them and looked
back out over the Valey. Someday he would have to stop making this trip, give the
burden over to another. The children needed it, needed to touch the soil from which
their people had sprung, to breathe the air of the planet that Loga still thought of as
home.

But perhaps Loga was not the one to bring them. Perhaps he would wait a couple
of decades and load the job down on one such as Innelieu, for whom the beauty of
Earth would be unmixed with the pain of memory.

"Will you tdl us about it?"

Amazing, thought Loga, after all these years, a question | have never been asked
before. He had no intention of telling any of them anything about the childhood of
thar race, about the horrors that the Rulers and the Workers and the Giants had
inflicted upon each other. They were far too young...

He heard his own voice coming from somewhere else, the words moving out of
him in a cam and measured fashion.

"A long time ago people warred upon one another. They fought, children, poorly
and without sufficient skill to destroy those whom they thought their enemies, only
enough skill to harm those enemies and leave them free to seek vengeance, in a circle
from which there seemed no end. It started because the Workers wanted freedom,
and the Giants, who were working for the Rulers... no,” he said, and his voice
caried strongly, amost harshly, "it started because they wanted control..." His
voice broke in the middle of the sentence, and he became aware of the trembling of
his hands, and crossed his arms across his chest to hide their lack of steadiness.
"Fools they were, dl of them, they fought over the Light as though it were something
outside them, as though it were a weapon or a tool, never once before the end
stopped fighting—and that is not the way to go from the dark to the Light." His
bright blue eyes staring out sightlessly over the length of the Valey of the Rulers, the
Lord of Light named Loga told for the only time in his life, as though it were a vast
weight being lifted from his shoulders, the true story of Cain and Loden, Senta and
Solan, and yes, the truth behind the legend that was Orion of Eastmarch.

PART ONE



The Diamond of the Day

The Theft

TheYear 1284 After theFire

KN »

Beneath the ralling hills of Eastmarch the starship took shape over the space of a
decade. In the huge Caverns at the east end of the Vadley, technicians designed and
built and tested, flew the ship and redesigned it, ran stress anadyss tests on it,
crashed it and rebuilt it again.

The subwave motor they could not even test; they did not know enough about
how it functioned. As near as the engineers could estimate, the engine was reliable
for—perhaps—four or five subspace Drops. They could not even attempt a Drop as
atest, for that would use up one of the precious few problematical Drops left to the
engine.

There was only one such engine in dl the Caverns.

One morning, early in Winter Quarter 1284 at.f., atdl man with chak-white skin
sought entrance to the presence of his master. The man's name was Kavad. He was,
to the folk of the Valey—Rulers and Workers alike—a barbarian from beyond the
Glowing Desert, one of the pale, siiver-eyed ken Selvren. If he did not act the role of
a barbarian, perhaps it was smply because he was quite old, and well versed in the
ways of the civilized world. Most of his adult life had been spent in the service of a
man whom even Kavad's mother had found formidable.

He knocked at the door to Cain's suite of quarters, once, sharply. The guards in
front of his master's door—one of them ken Selvren, like Kavad—did not even seem
to notice him; they would near as soon have questioned Cain himsalf. Cain's bath
servant was deeping with a blanket and pillow beside the door.

The soft, musical voice was muffled only somewhat by the door between them.
"Enter."

Kavad pushed through the door. The first room in the five that composed his
master's quarters was nearly dark; it often was, and it did not bother Kavad. His
night sight was better than Cain's, better than that of any Worker; better, he
suspected, than that of the genegineered Rulers. Cain was seated in the exact
geometric center of the room, among the soft rugs of deer fur and the cushions of
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white sunsilk; ditting cross-legged with his spine straight, hands resting upon his
knees. Dim glowfloats bounced restlessly in the air behind Cain, sent his shadow
wavering out toward Kavad in grotesgque shapes. Quietly, he spoke.

"Good morning, Kavad."

Kavad inclined his head dightly; his lord had never required more of him than
that. Had he been required to bend his knee as the Workers were used to doing for
their masters, he could not have remained in Cain's service. Thirty-seven years now
Kavad had spent in that service. Ther roles were clearly defined, and Kavad was
deeply satisfied with them. Cain was his lord, and Kavad was his servant; and if they
were also friends, nonetheless the first relationship took precedence over the latter.

"Good morning, my lord."
"What have you for me, Kavad?"

"My lord, the shipwrights have informed me that the ship is ready, as ready as it
will ever be."

Cain's head moved in what Kavad thought a nod. "Have you learned anything new
regarding the plans of the Rulers? Something is happening at Parliament... | can fed
it."

"My lord, | regret, we have learned nothing new."

In the darkness Cain's features were not clear. Kavad thought he might, perhaps,
have smiled. "So. But the ship is ready." He clapped his hands together, sharply,
once. His bath servant appeared in the doorway almost instantly. "Bring me my flight
suit," he instructed. The bath servant, a young girl whose name Kavad could never
recall, ran past Kavad, into the next room.

The quiet sounds of clothing being prepared reached them.

"Ten years of peace," said Cain. As aways, the voice was smooth, aimost lyricd;
Kavad had often thought that his master might have made a fine singer, though he
had never heard Cain raise his voice so. "Ten years of truce with the Rulers, and
twenty years of war with them before they would grant that; and a thousand years of
davery before even that.

"Now, Kavad," he sad, "we will win."

It lacked better than an hour before sunrise.

In a flight suit of ancient design and recent construction, the tdl, black-haired,
dark-eyed man who was Can of Eastmarch waked aone through the dimly lit
corridors of the Caverns,

Seeing him for the first time, one who did not see the depths of his eyes might
have guessed his age at, perhaps, twenty-five.

The shipyard was at the far north end of the Caverns, Cain's quarters, and those
of his subjects, were, for reasons of safety, at the far south. The wak from Cain's



quarters to the shipyard was a lengthy one, mostly uphill. The living quarters were
deep in the Earth; the shipyards were only one levd beneath the surface. It never
crossed Cain's mind to bring bodyguards with him, waking aone at night through
his own domain. He was the most feared, and likely the most hated, human then aive
on the face of the Earth.

Can was, in his own person, quite certainly the deadliest. The Worker or
Workers who made the mistake of an attempt on his life would die, quickly and
surely.

Possibly the Ruler Loden was more dangerous than Cain; it was likdy he was
feared by a greater number of sentient beings. But Loden, Cain believed, was not a
human being.

Cain walked down the corridors. Doors opened at his approach, closed again as
he passed. Once he crossed the path of two pair of his barbarian ken Selvren
guards, changing the guard at the East Gate. One was a half-breed, with darker skin
than his fellows, but the same slver eyes. Cain did not speak to them, but merdy
continued on his way. The guards, after a brief pause, went about their business. In
the dim lighting that was the norm for the night hours, one might have thought that
the guards had not noticed his passage.

They were ken Selvren. One would have been wrong.

Despite the hour, the shipyard was acrawl with activity, the center of which was a
dim needle of black metd, utterly unlike any of the other fighter craft arrayed across
the yard. The ship bore no vishble weapons; no mountings for lasers, no heatseeker
grips. The smooth black hull was one surface, without seam or weld anywhere upon
it. It seemed to absorb light; its surface gave no reflection.

It was the result of over ten years labor by the finest human engineers in
existence. It was, so far as Cain's engineers could make it, an exact duplicate of a
Falcon-class dipship, the smallest faster-than-light starship ever built. The hull, the
instrumentation, the reaction engines, dl were modeled upon the starships that the
Ruler Donner Almandar had built in the third century at.f. to serve as scouts for the
great fleet of starships which he had led from Earth in that century. The subwave
motor was more than "modeled” upon one of Donner's ships; it had actualy been
taken from the shell of athousand-year-old Falcon found at the edge of the Glowing
Desart, far to the south. They had reconditioned the subwave motor; repaired the
casing which held it, replaced with new materids dl the parts which they were
capable of understanding. But the core of the engine, the blocks of molar probability
circuitry, they could not touch; had they, however accidentally, harmed that circuitry,
decades would have passed while they strove to re-credte it.

Haf a dozen junior Commanders stood behind them at rigid attention.

Can and Mersai stood together in the Command Center, before the huge star
chart, with a full sixteenth of the gadaxy spread across its surface. A bright blue



dot—the solar system, and Earth, though a that resolution they were the
same—qglowed at its far left side, and near its far right side was a single green dot.
The chart was twice the height of a man; a Giant would, just barely, have reached its
top.

The image was ludicrous, of course. Standing there in his grimly efficient combat
fatigues, Commander Genera Orrin Mersal's age-ruined visage moved in a fant
smile. The Giant who made his way into the Caverns, for whatever reason, was a
dead Giant.

"We don't have decades,” Can was saying without heat. "There's something
happening at Parliament, and there's something happening in orbit. The Rulers are
getting ready for another campaign, | think. In any event,” he said, with cold
amusement glinting in the hard dark eyes, "even if they are not preparing to break the
Treaty, we are." Cain turned away from the old General, looked again at the star
chart. He touched the green dot, and the map flickered; the next ingtant it held the
image of a planetary system with eight planets and a par of asteroid rings. The
fourth planet out was a super-Jovian; in orbit about the gas giant was a single satellite
of gpproximately Earth's sze: the planet Cassandra. Cain's comment was utterly
unrelated to the image on the screen. "The Rulers ill hold nearly haf this Vdley, my
friend, from Singer to Parliament itsdlf, the entire length of Almandar; and Maston
holds nearly one fifth of what isleft. That is not acceptable.”

Generd Mersai nodded. "I am not arguing, my lord. | merdy wish we might send
someone other than yourself."

Can was slent for amoment. They were on aleve with the shipyard; through the
observation bay windows they could see the find work being done on the starship:
the fusion cells being loaded and the lifeplant being lowered into position near the
rear of the cockpit. The soundproofing was not perfect; the clang and rumble of
heavy equipment in operation was, in the silence, just audible. Cain's reply, when it
came, surprised Mersa somewhat. He was used to the bravado of the Warriors and
did not doubt for an ingtant Cain's courage; he had followed Cain into battle too
many times, had on one occasion seen Cain defeat five skilled Warriors a once in
unarmed combat. "I wish that also, my friend. The day following the day of my
death, the Rulers will bring Eastmarch to its knees. And | am frightened, in some
measure, for myself. When the Rulers were a the height of their power, when
Donner Almandar led his fleet of ships from Earth, he was warned away by the
Sisterhood of the Ring from their home and did obey the warning. This is a
desperate measure, for a desperate time." Cain's gaze came back from a great
distance, and he smiled a the expression on his senior Commander's face. "Deeth
does not frighten me, my friend. But | dare not fail."

Over the intercom came the call, the voice of the engineer Dailen. "My lord Cain."
There was a pause so brief it was nearly imperceptible. "Your ship is ready."

Cain took a deep, dow breath. "Well."

Mersa stood stock-still for a second and then stretched forth his arm to Cain.
Without hesitation Cain reached over and grasped his forearm.



It wasin Mersai's mind to wish Cain good fortune.

The dark eyes touched his for just a second, and Cain said simply, "I will take
your wishes with me." He released his grasp, turned, and without looking back
strode to the gates leading out onto the floor of the shipyard. The gates did sowly
aside at his approach and closed just as ponderously behind him.

The words fdl, soft. "Cain... only Cain would try something so foolish. Yet if he
succeeds, he could rule as the Rulers have, forever..." Commander Genera Orrin
Mersa was not even aware that he had spoken aloud until he heard a sharply indrawn
breath behind him. He turned to look at the junior Commanders; one of them, newly
promoted to his rank, held avisibly shocked look upon his features. Getting old, he
thought wryly, talking to myself. "Is something wrong, Commander Third?"

"Sir? No, sr!"

Mersai cocked his head to one side. "Was it the description of our Lord as
foolish that shocked you... or the idea that he might rule this world forever?”

It was a horrible question to pose a junior Commander—a Third, just as low as
one could be in rank above Warrior—who was gill unsure of himsdf. "Sir, no gr. |
mean, neither, General Mersai..." Hisvoice trailled off.

The aging Genera's voice was as gentle as he was able to make it. "Y oung man,
Can often does foolish things, to my way of thinking. He has the advantage of
having been right on every occasion thus far. If it was the second half of that
comment that upset you—how old are you?'

The abrupt question startled the man. "Sir? I've just turned twenty, sir."

"In other words, you were not even born when Cain returned from the Exile. |
grew up as a dave of the Rulers; so did every other Warrior in this service past the
age of forty or so. You might,” he said softly, "want to ply one of the old bastards
with drink some evening and learn what it was like."

The Third was so pae he might have been one of the barbarian guards Cain
employed. "Sir," he half whispered, "I shall. Thank you, sir."

Through the observation windows Mersai saw the canopy of the starship closing
upon Cain. Absently, he said, "Y ou are quite welcome."

It had been fifteen years since Cain had flown a fighter craft of any description.
Nonetheless, he had followed the construction of the starship with minute attention
to detall; the cockpit of the starship was as familiar to him as that of the smulator he
had practiced in.

The canopy closed above him, a near-invisible shield of monomolecular crystal
with a refractivity index near zero. Immediately behind him, the lifeplant was already
flooding the cockpit with oxygen; more oxygen than Cain needed, but the lifeplant
was another piece of genetic engineering from the far past, and Cain's engineers did
not know how to alter the leve of its oxygen output.



It was not a mgjor inconvenience. Had it been, Cain could have locked the helmet
ring a his neck and breathed the bottled air supply from his flight suit. Instead Cain
merely slowed his breathing and regulated his heartbeat to adjust.

"Ten minutes, my lord. Well be dropping the Shield."

Cain did not tender a reply; none was necessary. He brought the fusion cells
on-line and watched camly as the temperature of the reaction engines climbed
upward. Tow cables pulled the starship into launch position at the center of a huge
painted circle. Running lights blinked around the exhaust safety perimeter, insde
which the technicians were not permitted.

"No activity upstairs, my lord. We're opening the silo doors."

Above Cain the massive panels that covered the shipyard cycled dowly open.
Through the widening aperture, bright starlight glinted down on Cain. Nealy a
millennium had passed since the Earth had held an industrial civilization to speak of;
the night sky over the Valey was achingly clear, filled with stars.

Generd Mersai's voice. "My lord Cain; is the Command given?'

The ritud was necessary; in some ways the Caverns and its Warriors were as
ruled by the customs of the Valey as any Worker in the fields. The High Lord could
not enter danger without giving over the Command he left behind to some one of his
Commanders; it did not have to be the highest-ranking Commander, though usudly it
was. "Commander General Orrin Mersai, the Command is given."

Another voice, one Cain did not recognize.

"My lord... Shidd down."

Cain touched a stud on the control pandl.

The ship lifted. The Earth fel away beneath him.

He flew south and east, dill in atmosphere. The Rulers of Earth, as they styled
themselves even now, had ships in geosynchronous orbit. If fortune smiled upon
Cain, the Rulers would have missed the brief moment when the Shield over the
Caverns went down; and if they missed that, they would miss everything.

South he went, across the Glowing Desert, hugging the ground. Near the equator
he began to climb at last on a ow arc. He was over the Antarctic when he findly
reached low Earth orbit. He took a brief moment to adjust his inclination and then,
for the first time, ignited the fusion engines.

Three gravities of acceleration dammed him back into the cocoon of his seat. The
starship dropped below the ecliptic plane of the solar system, accelerating away
from the sun and its gravity well. Cain bore the acceleration stoically, almost without
thought. His attention was far away from the mechanics of the journey.

Calm, the words whispered deep within him, in the voice of a man who had been
dead since before Cain's twenty-first birthday. Center yourself; the enemy lies only
in the lack of balance.



He submerged his identity in the depths of control, and the world grew very
distant, a series of events happening to someone else entirdly.

On the monitor on the insgrument panel, the number representing the gravity wel
of the solar system dropped beneath a glowing horizonta line. The fusion engines
cut off quite suddenly, and Cain's weight vanished; he hung loosely in the restraints
of his cocoon. In the engines behind Cain power flowed through the subwavicle
engines for the first timein at least a thousand years.

Can moved one finger, and touched a stud set in the armrest of his cocoon.
The ship hung motionless for an unmeasurable instant.
Dropspace yawned before Cain. The ship submerged itsalf beneath redlity.

Aninfinite time passed in the blink of an eye.

He hung above the plane of Cassandra's planetary system. The ship was tumbling
dightly on its axis. Cain had no idea where the momentum had come from and did
not care. He touched the attitude jets lightly until the tumble ceased, brought the ship
around to face Cassandra, and punched for the fusion engines.

There was no triumph, anywhere within him.

From space, Earth was the blue of the One Ocean, the white of clouds, and the
brown of baked desert.

The world beneath Cain was green, with less white cloud cover than was normal
for Earth. There were no oceans, no mountains to speak of, no deserts. Cain hung in
high orbit over Cassandra for nearly an hour, examining the information that his
passive instruments brought him. The reports were curious, conflicting.
Spectroscopic examination of the atmosphere showed a percentage of light gases far
higher than Cain had expected: seventy-three percent nitrogen, twenty-two percent
oxygen, and nearly afull four percent split evenly between the noble gases argon and
helium. Possibly, he thought, that was the result of the gas giant primary's nearness.

Presumably the ar was breathable; the Sisterhood had not left Earth for an
unlivable world.

The planet's magnetic field was incredibly powerful.

... the dim radiance built, and built, a flickering curtain of white fire at the
edges of Cain's awareness.

Tectonic instability, of course. There was a strong tide from the gas giant
primary. Cassandra must have horrible quakes, as the planet was literdly stretched in
the waxing and waning of the tide. It explained the magnetic field as well; the magma
flows in the planet's core must be impressive.

The place seethed with life. Carbon dioxide on Earth was never more than a trace
element in the atmosphere; on Cassandra it comprised nearly a full percent of the



ar's composition. The ambient temperature differentials were drasticaly different
from those on Earth; the poles were only some thirty degrees Centigrade cooler than
the equator. Life there was, yes, but not, apparently, civilization. Nowhere on the
planet did Cain find the characteristic neutrino emissions of working fusion
generators. At their greatest resolution his ship's telescopes could not find anything
that resembled a building, anywhere on the surface of the world.

One of his instruments was a device that measured, to the best of Cain's
understanding, fluctuations in quantum uncertainty. Just before and just after the
Drop it had flickered erraticaly.

The needle went off the scale.

Cain jerked back in the cocoon as some power arced across him like a physical
blow, danced like fire across the surface of his skin. An incredible pain touched
him...

It ended almost the very instant it began.

"Okay," he said aoud, dightly breathless by the suddenness of the pain, "so there
Is civilization. | was wrong, | admit it."

There was no response, nothing overt.

Cain's attention was drawn to a spot near Cassandras equator, one of the few
cloud-covered areas, by appearance no different from any other stretch of cloud
cover across the surface of the planet. Without stopping to consider the action, his
fingers danced across the controls. The fusion engines lit briefly, accelerating down
into geosynchronous orbit. He hung over the spot and slowed his breathing further,
and further. His heartbeat illed, until both his breathing and heartbeat moved
synchronoudly, ten times per minute.

His eyes dropped shut.

A vast emptiness opened before him, filled with nothing but a hissing silence. A
presence hinted at its existence, and then the words came, random phrases without
meaning.

... and s0... but who... T'Pau's treaty with them... and their lack of the power

Can roused himsdf from the near-death trance, plotted the path of his descent
without hesitation, and brought the ship down into the atmosphere.

Into insanity.

The ride down was rough. High winds struck the ship, once Cain descended
beneath three kilometers, and fought with him for control of his vessel. Unchained
from the forces of gravity, vast, forested isdands appeared just below three
kilometers, floating stony-bottomed above the hard surface of the planet, drifting like
piloted vessels through the deep banks of the clouds. Though he suppressed the
emotion savagely, something inside him took a vast, prodigious offense at the very



sight. Though the Sisterhood of the Ring might have fooled his instruments, they
could hardly have done so to his eyes; those great, floating isands of stone were
redly there.

At eight hundred meters he broke through the cloud layer, into clear, quiet sky,
running gill at twice the speed of sound. A vast tropical rainforest stretched out
beneath him as far as the eye could see.

He made a pass over an empty clearing covered with some green sward—qrass,
perhaps, brought by the Sisterhood from Earth, or some similar native plant. A likdy
place, amidst the overwhelming stretches of the huge trees. Cain banked, brought the
ship around, and made a vertical, belly-first landing.

Despite himsdlf, his breath quickened when the ship findly touched ground. He
sat without moving in the cockpit, waiting for the moment to pass. When it had, he
touched the stud that released the cocoon's hold upon him, opened the ship's
canopy, and in a single smooth movement made the drop to the ground. Standing
next to his ship, he touched his right wrist with his left index finger, touched his left
wrist with his right index finger, pulled the gloves from his hands, and tossed them
into the open cockpit. There was no need to remove the flight suit itsdlf; it was
skintight, both light and comfortable.

With his bare hands he removed his helmet. He did not have to unlock it; it had
not been necessary, so he had not bothered to sed it entirdly at any time.

The ar was unredl.

Once, as a child, Cain had made the journey from his home village of Eastmarch
to nearby Telinddl. Along the way he and the minstrd Loukas had camped one night
a the edge of afidd of flowers, and dl that night Cain had kept coming up out of
deep under the prodding of the flord scent on the cold night air.

The ar here reminded him of that, as, confronted by a great work of art, a man
might think of the first reproduction of that art he had ever seen. Cain could have
grown drunk on it had he let himsdf; his breathing threatened to grow erratic for the
second time in as many minutes.

With rigid self-control he forced himsdf to a ill inner quiet, reached out for the
invitation of the glow...

He stood motionless for an instant and then began walking.

Despite the cloud cover, enough light reached the ground to illuminate everything
with an indistinct glow. The grass was not the grass of Earth, but so smilar it needs
must be related. The trees, smilarly, bore some resemblance to the trees Cain had
known dl his life. He passed through one meadow perhaps hdf the size of the one
he'd landed in. There was a smdl spring, and he came there upon a group of
animals, like and unlike deer, grazing around the spring. The animds froze for an
Instant at his appearance and then went back to grazing. If there were predators on
this planet, they did not look like Cain. He passed through the meadow without



disturbing them; that which he was searching for grew closer and closer. He could
fed the presence of the power, like a storm of needles striking his exposed skin.

The pulsng power grew stronger, and stronger, and abruptly a barrier of
overgrown shrubs and brush raised itself up before him. The light knife was in his
boot; he pulled it free, set the control on the variable laser to a blade of one meter,
and pressed on, dashing his way through the forbidding overgrowth.

Suddenly there was nothing in his way.

He stood a the edge of a vast clearing, so huge he knew there was no
conceivable way he could have missed it in his search for a landing spot.

By inescapable logic, if Can were to trust his eyes, his instruments, and his
memory, then ten minutes ago this clearing had not been here.

Perhaps ten meters of the emerald grass separated Cain from the beginning of the
water. A lake stretched away from that spot, amost perfectly circular, nearly one
hundred fifty meters from one end to the other. A waterfadl fed the lake at its far end,
the water faling from so high above that Cain, looking up, could not see the spot
where the waterfall originated; it was lost in its own mists.

As he stood at the far end of the clearing, the spray from the waterfadl touched
Cain's face with coolness. The lake was rough and turbulent at the far end, the water
boiling where the waterfdl crashed into it; the water near Cain was ill, amost
tranquil.

From that quiet water the woman erupted upward, into the air. A fountain of water
sprayed up with her, and beautiful mocking green eyes touched Cain's for just a
moment, before her lithe nude form twisted inside the spray of water and returned to
the depths of the lake.

Can had no warning there was anyone behind him; no human, nor Ruler, nor
Giant could possibly have come so close to him without his knowing.

A hand came over his shoulder, spread wide to clasp itsdf over his face, and
pulled him down with astonishing strength.

A woman's hand.

He lay flat on the ground, looking up into the overarching trees. He could not
move. Three indistinct female shapes hovered above him, looking down upon his
helpless form. A light shone down into Cain's eyes, made it impossible for him to
see them clearly. Their probes ran through his thoughts, examined in minute detail
the carefully crafted layers of his upper mind. One mind reached further yet, down
into the quiet where Himsdlf crouched, waiting; but in the secret darkness He was
very dill, fill as death itself, and escaped notice.

When, at last, it seemed they had decided he meant them no harm, the voice came
to himin along, ethereal, soundless whisper. Who are you?

The portion of Cain's mind that was submerged tried to move his body, and



could not, not a centimeter in any direction. The surface of his mind merdy
answered their question.

My name is Cain. I'm a leader from Earth.

The low chuckle of their amusement ran through his mind. Of course you are.
Why are you here, Cain? How did you find us?

I've come to seek your aid. The light fell away from Cain's eyes, and though ill
he could not move, he could see the women clearly for the first time. They were
lovely, in an exotic fashion very unlike the beauty of the women of the Rulers, or of
his own people. | found you with Donner Almandar's star charts. When he took his
fleet from Earth, his charts marked this star as the place to which the Ssterhood
had gone after the Fire, and this planet as Cassandra, the home of the Ring.

The woman in the center was looking at him with a gentle understanding, and yet
her thought held an undertone of concern. It came to Cain that she was the one who
had probed him so deeply. Your people—Workers, they call you. Servants...

Slaves.
... daves of the Rulers, whom we called T'Pau's People. You fight them?

We have been at peace for a decade. Before that there were twenty years of
war. But the Rulers have been building this last decade, planning something, we
do not know what, with the aid of the Giants. War will, | think, come again soon.

The thought came to him again, more insstent this time. Why have you come to
our world? Earth is not our concern, and the Rulers are not our enemies. The
Creator T'Pau was our enemy, but the Rulers—they are her children's children
and her children's children's children. They know more of the Light now than they
knew when we left Earth. Shall we give them our enmity now when we did not
then?

| am here, said Cain, because before you left Earth, you created a weapon of
Light they could not stand against. WWhen they conquered Earth, they did not dare
attack you because you held the power of the Ring. Will you not help us?

No. The thought was somber. The Light is not a weapon, Cain. It cannot be
used as such.

Knowledge, a very wise man once told me, is the only weapon. What do you
know of the Light?

This time their laughter tore across the surface of his mind, and the three voices
were one: He wants to know about the Light!

Golden brilliance glared around them, a raging light that illuminated the entire
clearing around the lake, blazed up from the surface of the lake itsdf, and set the
water roiling. In a sudden swift motion, the three women vanished, and in the next
instant Cain found himsdf suddenly freed of restraint and dragged, flight suit and all,
into the waters of the lake. Something like asmal sun, dozens of meters in diameter,
flared beneath the surface of the water, pulsed with a beat like that of a human heart.



He'd had no time to even draw a breath, and kicked to the surface, treading water.
The three women were dready far across the surface of the lake and widening the
distance between them. Cain was pulled dong with them, into the stunning, numbing
presence of the Light. Shrieks of laughter came from the three as they played in the
rough water. Cain reached the far edge of the lake, close enough to the waterfal that
its thundering fdl would have made normal speech dl but impossible, made his way
up onto the shore, and sat, watching the inhuman play.

One of the women came back to him, moving easly through the rough water Cain
had made such hard work of. She held her place ten meters from Cain, shining green
eyes fixed upon him. They dl looked much dike, but the voice; Cain recognized the
voice as that of the woman who had probed his thoughts so deeply. She gestured
behind herself with something like challenge. The Light, Cain.

Can made no response, and her lips curled in a smile. She turned away, dove
back into the depths. Her thought reached out to him. The resting place of power,
Cain! With this power we made all you see; the Light, made real. Join us in the
Light!

Such a quiet, trustworthy man lam, Can agreed. Perhaps | should. The
comment obviousy meant nothing to the women; their only response was a
distracted puzzlement. Cain took a long, slow breath. "Okay." There was, perhaps,
the very faintest trace of darm in their thoughts. "Here | come." Deep within, the
locks broke, the chains snapped apart, and Himsalf came up from the darkness.

For the first time since the landing, Cain smiled.

He strode forward, into the lake, and plunged beneath the surface of the water.
The Ring pulsed hotly in the water, its power touching Cain's nerves like a fierce
wind across the strings of a harp. He kicked and moved down into the warm water,
to where the monstrous arc of the Ring waited for him. The water was
uncomfortably hot by the time he had reached the huge crystalline structure, amost

painful.

He was vagudly aware, as though from a great distance, of the three women who
were the Sisterhood of the Ring, and their beginning redization that something was
horribly wrong.

With the full cold power of hiswill, Cain of Eastmarch reached out and laid hand
to the Ring of Light.

There came a scream the likes of which Cain had only heard once before in his
life. The last timeit had been his; thistime it was the Ring's.

Awareness vanished in a silent white explosion.

Only an ingtant could have passed.

Can came back to himsdf, floating senselesdy in the depths of the dark,
boiling-hot water. The Ring was gone, and the world was an aching empty place. His
face and hands, the only exposed parts of his body, were near burning from



exposure to the searing water, and he could not remember the last time he had taken
ar into his lungs. There was a great roaring sound in his ears.

There was something clutched in his left hand.

He kicked with dl his strength, and an eterna instant later his head broke water.
He sucked in the precious ar in a huge gasp and was moving again even as the
oxygen came flooding down into his lungs. Cain dragged himsdf up out of the
water, onto the grass, and pulled the variable laser from his boot, lit the blade and
extended it to the full three meters of which it was capable.

He ran.

A shriek composed of equa parts pan and terror broke around him. The
illumination that had lit this world ever since his landing was failing, the sky darkening
toward a murky black. Cain did not slow, did not even look back to see if he was
pursued. The wind came blasting out of nowhere, directly into his path, and sent him
staggering. A pair of the deerlike creatures blocked his path and Cain diced one of
them in half with his light knife and broke the other's neck with a blow from the hand
that held the chunk of glowing crystal.

They chased him, of course; the world itsaf rose up against him, wind sending
the branches of the trees dashing against his face as he ran, and scores of the
peaceful grazing animals blocked his path. He cleared a path with long swings of the
variable laser, and 4ill they followed; something dark and wetly cold settled about
his shoulders, and Cain rolled across the ground until it was gone, came back to his
feet and kept moving; they chased Cain in their fury dl the way back to his ship,
shadows and terrors and screaming horrors that would have driven many men mad.

If they did not drive Cain mad, the possibility must be considered that it was only
because he was mad already.

In the end, like so many before, they were powerless to stop him.

The starship fled at the full five gravities acceleration of which it was capable.

Cain, wrapped in the acceleration cocoon, was amost relaxed. The chunk of
crystal glowed in his clutch, atiny, exact duplicate of the huge Ring of Light in the
lake. He thought perhaps it had been larger when he first left the planet. Now it was
amost smal enough to dip onto one of his fingers, like a true ring.

Cain.

"Yes?' Despite the acceleration, the word was not durred at al. Nonetheless, his
throat hurt.

Cain. Bring back the Ring. The thought was urgent, desperate.

"No." On the monitor Cain was watching the solid bar that showed the degree of
curvature of space. The bar was dropping steadily toward the bright white line at
which the Drop would occur.

Cain, we will not be angry, we will not harm you. Please bring back the Ring!



Itis not yours!

"True, it's not." He rested, eyes fixed on the dropping bar. | recall asking for
your help nicely, but it didn't work.

There was slence then, and Cain was content to let the silence lay. He was not
thinking, not planning, not exulting at his success.

He was waiting.
He watched the dropping bar.

Far away, as distance was measured in traveling, but very nearby in the universe
of mind, Cain fdt a dow raising of power. He paid it no attention; without the Ring
the Sisterhood was no more powerful, and perhaps less so, than an equivaent
number of the Rulers.

Perhaps he was correct to pay the raisng no heed; when their power struck him,
he barely flinched. The words that came with the sending echoed after the sending
itself was gone: You have stolen the Ring. Whoso steals the Ring will die. You will
die.

In the silence of his ship Cain said through a raw throat, "That's a hdll of a curse
you've got there." His voice sounded odd in his ears. He was very tired.

They screamed after him. You will die!
"Everybody dies," said Cain.
Redlity twisted away into dropspace.

The Sister

TheYear 1253 After theFire

KN »

Thirty-one years before the theft of the Ring, Barra Lusende went hurrying out
into the courtyard to greet the rider. He came in the last hour before dusk, only
minutes before her son Davyd would have closed the gate for the night.

The letter the messenger gave her was written on a substance the likes of which
Barra Lusende had never seen before. One of the librarians at Parliament could have
told her what it was—memory-writing plastic—but even in the Library at Parliament
it was scarce. Once, before the Fire Wars, it had been common, but the orbital
factories where it had been created had not functioned in nearly half a millennium by
the date of Barra of Eastmarch's birth.
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The messenger who deivered the letter was no one whom Bara knew: a
hard-faced young man about the age of her eldest grandson, with skin so pae it was
visible even beneath the dirt of the road, in dusty brown riding clothes without a hat,
on a big bay horse that was trembling visibly with exhaustion. That in itsdf was
cause for comment in Eastmarch, for Eastmarch was a small village at the very edge
of the Vdley of the Rulers, and received visitors but rarely. It had been nearly a year
since Barra had last seen a stranger, and that one was a Ruler, a teacher from the
Academy. One such came every four years to test the children of Eastmarch and
perhaps find some likdy candidate for the Academy at Parliament.

Barra turned the envelope over in her hands, frowning. The messenger, without
asking her permission, filled the bucket in the garden from the garden spigot—Barra
and her husband Anton had piped water, not like some steadings in poverty-stricken
Eastmarch—drank from the bucket and splashed his face liberaly, and then gave the
rest of the bucket to his horse. The horse drank with quivering eagerness.

Findly Barra looked up from the envelope. For some reason she could not
explan, her pams had grown damp. "What is this?'

The rider looked at her in surprise. "Surely you can read?’

"Of course | can read." She continued to look at the envelope. "But the envelope
doesn't open." Anton Lusende had appeared in the doorway, hovering uncertainly
behind her.

"Oh." The messenger seemed sourly amused by that. "Here, you run your thumb
over the pressure border. Like this, and it opens.” He demonstrated for her and then
remounted his horse to leave. "Thanks for the water." As he brought the horse
about, the setting rays of the sun struck him in profile, and for just a moment, adim
orange line glowed there, so faint that one who did not know what it meant might
have missed it.

Barra drew her breath in sharply.

The rider turned back dowly to look at her. "Is something wrong, madam?"
She blurted the words. "Y ou're wearing a Shield."

The man cocked his head to one side. "So?"

She swallowed. "The... Rulers, the Rulers wear Shields.”

"Oh?' The grim young man brought the big bay forward a step and leaned
forward in the saddle. "And do you think | am a Ruler?’

“l... | don't know, sir," Barra whispered. Behind her she heard a sound as though
her husband Anton were stirring.

The man nodded dowly. "Fascinating. Well, rest your mind, my lady. I'm not a
Ruler. I've never even seen one of your infamous Rulers, although—this person
‘Loga,’ he's one, is he not? I've a letter for him as well. And I've one for your sister
Siva, except I'm told she's dead.”

"Loga? Yes... yes, he is a Ruler." Bara stood staring at the youngster in



increasing bewilderment. "You've never seen a Ruler?’

He nodded. "I assure you, it's the truth. They're not common where | come
from."

Barra stood gripping the memory plastic in both hands, vaguely aware that she
was crinkling it. "What... where are you from?"

It was too dark for her to make out the color of the man's eyes; they glittered
oddly. "I think you know."

The trembling that seized her came from the depths of her memory, from a time
so very long past that she had not redly thought about it—about him—in at least a
decade. "Oh, my."

"Yes," the man said gently. "Y our brother sent me."

Standing in the middle of the courtyard, in front of the affluent Merchant's house
and the wedlthy Merchant who had alowed her to dig her way out of the poverty of
Eastmarch, Madam Barra Lusende fainted dead away.

Without further word, the messenger brought the big bay wheding about and rode
him out into the gathering night.

The date on the letter was nearly ayear old.

Summer 18, 1252 a.t.f.

My very dearest Barra,

You will be surprised to hear from me, given the circumstances | was in when
last you heard of me, and the time that has passed since then. If my messenger
survives his journey—and | think he will, for the journey is no more dangerous
than the one | undertook after my Exile, and Kavad, besides being ken Selvren,
with experience in desert ways, has the advantage of maps and other resources
that | did not—and, if you are till alive, you will receive this letter sometime in
early Spring.

| have missed you. | think you will believe that, for it is true. | cannot tell you
where | have been nor what | have done. I've no time to write a letter so lengthy,
nor would you believe all of it. Nearly fifty years—it seems unreal to me that so
much time could pass. | still remember you, Barra; | have never forgotten that
promise. | hope that life has been good to you while | have been gone.

There is much that | would discuss with you, and will, soon, for | am coming
home again, and the Rulers themselves cannot stop me.

| was right, you know; | was.

Don't worry about recognizing me; you'll know me; | have not aged a day in all
these years.



| am coming back. Tell them that, in Eastmarch. Spread the news.
I'm coming back.

With an army.

It was signed in a big scrawl, with just the word:

Cain.

Elena

TheYear 1193 After theFire

KN »

[ ] 1 (]
It was the year 1193 After the Fire, ninety-one years before the theft of the Ring.

Can was sx years old when his father died.

Their family lived on the slopes of the hills at the far eastern end of the Valey of
the Rulers, just outside and above the village of Eastmarch. Cain's father, Marric,
took his living from the sea, fed his family with the fish and crab and white silkies,
and sold his surplus, when there was any, in the market at Eastmarch. Often enough,
there was surplus; the Vdley was located far enough to the north that the waters of
the One Ocean were reasonably cold. Cold water holds more oxygen in its mix than
warmer waters do, and with oxygen goes life; Marric's fishing was generdly good.

Each morning before the sun rose Marric would leave home with his nets and ride
up the hill until he came to the place, near as high as the highest hill in the east end of
the Valley, where the hill melted into the stonesteel of the great barrier that kept the
sea from pouring down into the Vdley of the Rulers. The waterlock was unmarked,
only adark recess in the sheer wal of the stonesteel. Entering the recess, lights came
up, adim blue-white radiance that emanated from the smooth ceiling of the corridor.
Perhaps five meters in, there hung a doorfield that was dl but invisble except at
night, when it glowed with an eerie phosphorescence that made Marric more nervous
than he ever admitted even to himsdlf. Through that doorfield, dightly obscured, one
could see the vague outlines of an opening that let out upon the bright blue of ocean.
That first doorfield Marric had never even managed to touch entering the waterlock
from the Vdley side; it dways vanished at his approach. Two meters past the faint
line that marked where the doorfield had been there hung yet another doorfield. The
first doorfield would re-form behind Marric, and the second vanish.

The doorfields were not very smart. Try as he would, Marric had never managed
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to make them both stay open at the same time. In fact it was impossible for both
doorfields to be turned off at once; but like the rest of the inhabitants of Eastmarch,
Marric knew nothing of spacecraft, and even had he known it, the fact that the
waterlocks mimed spacecraft airlock design would have meant nothing to him.

Had he ever attempted to speak to the doors—in, for example, the same
peremptory tone that he sometimes took with his wife Elena, and his children—and
tell the doorfields what he wanted of them, Marric would have been vastly surprised
a the results. But he was a practical man, imaginative and curious only to the extent
that the world and the things in it affected his work and his family, and he would no
more have spoken to a door than to the fork he ate his dinner with.

Past the second doorfield there was a great ledge, overlooking the One Ocean. It
was five meters wide and ran away to the west as far as the eye could see. To the
east the ledge narrowed, and at last vanished into the wal of the Great Dam. The
Great Dam itsdf ran on another six or seven kilometers, and then came down to
merge with the Gray Mountains, beyond the far eastern end of the Vdley of the
Rulers. As one left the waterlock, there was, immediatdy to the north, a series of
steps cut into the stonesteel, which led down directly into the sparkling blue sea.
Once, Marric swam down as far as his lungs would bear, following the flight of
stairs down into the Ocean. The stairs extended down as far as Marric had ever been
able to swim, and as far beneath that as he was able to see in the water-greened
sunlight of midday.

Marric's boat was kept on the far side of the waterlock. The waterlock doorfields
would dlow only a single man, and as much as he could carry, to pass through at
any one time. Marric had fooled them by carrying his boat through a piece at a time,
and rebuilding it on the other side as he sat on the ledge four meters above the
surface of the ocean.

Once he figured out how to get his boat through the waterlock, he dismissed the
subject of the doorfields from his mind and never thought about it again.

For over fifteen years Marric fished every day that weather would alow. When
the weather turned foul and the Ocean threw itsdf against the barrier of the Great
Dam, the waterlocks stayed resolutely shut. Marric could not even get past the first
doorfield on those days. The first time that had happened, Marric had lost his boat.
The weather had seemed fine the day before, and he had neglected to weight down
his boat. By the time he knew the weather was turning foul, late that evening, the
waterlocks had already decided that it was unsafe for him to go through, and so
when the storm came and then left, it took his boat with it.

After that Marric never neglected to weight his boat down with stones and to drag
it up the ledge until it was insde the stone overhanging where the inner waterlock
doorfield glowed. The boats were not very large; the early boats would carry only
Marric himsdf, and the later boats, after his eldest son Misha began aiding him,
carried only two. Still it was not cheap when one of the boats was lost. It happened
on occasion—every two or three years, on average, some storm more terrible than



the norm would sted his boat away from him. There was nothing he could do about
it. The ledge on the north side of the Great Dam was utterly smooth, the stonesteedl
so slky that the Great Dam's builders had been forced to cut grooves in the surface
of the ledge so that there would be a secure surface to wak upon. Perforce, there
was no way for Marric to tie the boat down securely; weighting it with stones was
the best solution he'd come up with. Marric accepted the situation stoicaly; it was
merely one of the costs of doing business, and he dways had the cured timber ready
to build anew boat when the current one was |ost.

Marric was not a wealthy man, but neither was he poor, not by the standards of
Eastmarch. Their house, high on the hill overlooking the village, had three rooms,
and the floors were made of wood rather than packed dirt. The wals were painted
white, both insde and out. It was a great contrast to the manner in which he started
out. His first two years of fishing, Marric had lived in a canvas tent. Two years
passed before Marric, then ill a young man, succeeded in convincing Elena's father
Garret that fishing done through the waterlocks could be commercialy successful.
He'd a monopoly, of sorts. There were other fishermen, of course, at the villages of
Telindd and Saerlock, who were, like the fishermen in dl fishing villages, serviced by
one of the thirty Great Locks, which could usher a dozen large boats a a time
through the twenty-meter thickness of the Great Dam. But while crab traveled wel,
fish from Telindel tended to smell strongly by the time it had reached Eastmarch.
Saerlock, sixty kilometers further west than Telindel, did not bother to send even
ther crabs to Eastmarch. And neither village ever sent slkies, though they were
accounted a great delicacy and priced accordingly; the flesh of a slkie turned black
within aday of its death, when it did not turn the gorgeous shimmering red of one of
the incredibly toxic species of slkie genegineered during one of the desperate later
stages of the Fire Wars.

Marric had built his house upon recelving word from Elena that her father would
dlow him to marry her. Despite a formal education that had ceased when he was
only eleven, he knew that it was inappropriate to expect a woman to come live with
him in a canvas tent. He was, in his fashion, a considerate man. He took his
bride-to-be up into the hills one day shortly after they were betrothed, up to the place
where the hills ceased and the stonesteel of the Great Dam began, so that she might
pick the spot where he would build her house. The ride up took them most of a day,
up winding paths that cut back and forth across the hill many times. The day was
bright and warm, and they rode in shadows beneath the cover of the pine and
redwood trees until they neared the top of the highest of the hills. There Marric led
Elena off the path. They tethered their horses at the edge of the trees, not far from
the entrance to the waterlock where Marric had fished for the last two years, and
waked hand in hand across barren rock. Without any abrupt transition the rock
became stonesteel, and they walked out over a wide expanse of the gray substance.
Marric halted a few paces away from the edge of the stonesteel and let Elena look
out.

From where they stood they could see, faint with the distance to the southwest,
the ring of the mountains that marked the far border of the Vdley. The Great Dam



curved around them, rising away to the west as though it would touch the sky itself.
Only dightly further to the east it turned contrary to the main curve of the Great Dam
and ran dightly north before vanishing into the Gray Mountains. Immediately before
them the hills fell away to the floor of the Vdley. The river Almandar was a far
blue-slver gleam, at the limits of their vision. The Black Mountains, where the Rulers
a Parliament governed the entirety of the Valey, were amost lost beyond the edge
of the horizon; only their very peaks were available to sight.

Elena stood back from the edge. Never in her life had she been so high above the
village, and she hoped never to be again. She was a young girl then, only fourteen,
with a smple beauty: light brown eyes, skin very pae, and clean black hair bound in
anivory clasp. Though she spoke in an educated fashion and could indeed read and
write, her family was as poor as any in Eastmarch, and her dress reflected it: plain
brown linen and sandals that were clean but old. Finally, under Marric's gentle
prodding, she laid down on her stomach at the edge of the great drop and, chin
propped up on the backs of her hands, peered cautioudly over the edge.

Her voice floated back to Marric, dtting cross-legged next to her, running one
hand across the long black hair. "My father will want to know how my dress got
dirty."

"And what'll you tel him?*

"That you ravished me against my will, threw me down in the dirt and had your
way with me."

Marric frowned. "And got the front of the dress dirty?"
"I shal tdl him that you secretly prefer other men, and treated me so."

Marric nodded. "That won't do my reputation any good. What'll Garret think, do
you suppose?"

His tone was very grave. Elena turned her head to the side dightly, to see his
expression. He was amiling, so she smiled in return and turned back to look down
agan at the tumbling hillsdes. "Oh, he shall, | suppose, be enraged and want to kill
you."

"Wadll, that won't do,” said Marric decisively. "You must take the dress off, and
well beat the dust out of it before | take you back to your father."

There was a brief silence as the wind whispered around them and the warm sun
beat down upon them. Elena said thoughtfully, "I suppose we could tdl him that |
fdl down."

"And what will he think about that?"

"Oh, he won't believe it," said Elena seriously, "but he won't care ether, since we
are betrothed."

Marric grinned broadly. "He won't care?"

"Put your tongue back in your mouth," said Elena without looking a him. "I care.
Y ou shdl wait until we are married. It's not that long now."



"No," he agreed after a moment, stroking her har again, "it's not. And you're
worth the wait."

"... there" Elenaraised herself up on one elbow and pointed down the hillside.
"Right there, in the clearing.”

Marric did not even look where she was pointing. He'd had a bet with himsalf that
she would pick that spot. It was near the brook, and they had in fact passed it only
haf an hour or so since, on their way up to the waterlock and its lookout. "Very
well," he said. "Well build there."

On the day Marric died, Cain awoke in cold darkness, to the sounds of stirring
out in the main room. He could hear his mother's gentle voice and now and again the
rough sound of his father grunting some word of reply. His sisters Siva and Barra
were cuddled in the bed with him, helping to protect him against the fierce cold, and
he climbed out of bed carefully, so as not to wake them. Cain was six years old;
Sva was amost five, and Barra was only two, and they were girls besides; Can
knew they needed their sleep.

His older brother Misha's pallet was empty.

Misha was the only one of the children who dept aone. He'd been five when Cain
was born and had never gotten used to having to sleep with the other children. Misha
was eleven that winter, and aready near as tdl as ther mother Elena. He'd been
helping Marric with the fishing for over three years now, since he was eight. Cain did
not see Misha when he came out into the kitchen; he was probably out saddling the
horses for the ride up the hill.

His mother saw him first; Elena said only, " Good morning, Cain."

Marric was stting by their small brick firepit, warming his boots in front of the fire
his breakfast was cooking over. His mother's grill was set up over the pit, and four
eggs were frying on the grilltop along with a haf dozen dices of brown bread and
three thick strips of dlkie.

Marric turned in his chair to look at the boy. In the flickering red flames from the
firepit the child looked eldritch enough to bring a touch of uneasiness to Marric,
which the man banished with guilty firmness. The nose and chin were Marric's own,
and the black hair was Elenas; but the black eyes came from Elenas father Garret,
and the firm set of the child's mouth had no place in a boy of six. He was the only
one of ther children to take the dark coloring in both his hair and eyes. Misha and
the girls had brown hair, and besides Cain only Barra had Garret's dark eyes.

Marric patted his right thigh, and Cain came obediently enough and climbed up
into his father's lap. Marric addressed Elena "Do we have any milk?'

Elena did not even look at the jug Sitting on the other side of the kitchen window,
to be cooled by the night mists. The window was red glass, lightly glazed to keep
the warmth in. "Little enough, and Barrawill need most of it."

"Give him a hdf cup.” Marric turned back to his son. "What're you doing up so



early?'
Can said smply, "I want to go with you, Da."
Marric said just as directly, "Can't, son. You're not big enough yet."

A draft of cool wind struck them, and a moment later Elena came around the
firepit and put a haf-full cup of milk into Cain's hands, bent over and quickly kissed
him on the cheek. She went back to cooking breakfast and lunch for Misha and her
husband without a word.

Can drank a sip from the milk. He did not redly want it. "That's what you said
last time, Da."

"Last time" had been two mornings ago. Marric kept a smile back by force of
will. "Not much longer, Cain. Y ou're growing fast.”

"But..."

Marric shook his head and said flatly, "No more. Ask as many times as you like,
but don't argue with the answer or I'll tan your hide. Y ou have to stay home and take
care of your sisters." He gestured at the cup. "Finish your milk." The child drank the
rest of the cup dl a once and put it down on the bricks next to the firepit, by his
father's boots. Marric picked him up off hislap and set him down on his feet. "Back
to bed, now."

The front door opened quickly, and Misha, aready dressed in his overshirt and
boots, slipped inside, a smal patch of mist coming with him. He did not even look at
Cain, but stood there in front of the door. "Horses are ready, Da."

Cain faded back into the darkness of the passageway leading to the children's
bedroom, and stood watching; he had been forgotten already. He watched as his
father pulled on his boots and his overshirt. Misha was saying, "Y ou ought to let him
go, Da, a least once. He'd be a nuisance, but being kept here dl the time, it's eating
him inside."

Marric said camly, "H€ll get over it." He was lacing up the front of his shirt,
dowly; his hands, after over fifteen years spent handling the nets nearly every day,
were no longer supple. He came around the firepit to where Elena was standing and
kissed her thoroughly. "Be back early tonight if the weather doesn't change."
Unnoticed by ether of them, Misha was pulling the slkie steaks and the bread from
the grill and putting them into the lunch sack he carried. "The way it looks, the doors
might not even let us through, and we can spend a day together."

Elena smiled. It took the years from her face, and Marric kissed her again. "That
would be very nice," she said softly. Marric let her go, and then she kissed Misha as
well, with that same smile till on her face. "The both of you be careful.”

Misha said with a perfectly straight face, "I'll see Da doesn't fdl out 'a the boat
agan."

Marric sighed—the incident Misha referred to had happened only once, two years
ago, and it was the only time in fifteen years that he'd falen from his boat—but said



nothing about it, and opened the door. "Come on," he growled, and the two of them
went out together into the mist.

The happy expression was gill on Elenas face when Can slently retraced his
way back to the bedroom and climbed back into bed with Barra and Siva. He lay in
bed with his eyes closed, lay perfectly ill, and tried not to think about the
expression on his mother's face when she kissed Misha.

Tried not to think about it, because she never looked like that for him.
He was 4ill lying there, wide awake, when his mother came to wake them at dawn.

That morning Cain went through his chores quietly, without any particular
thoughts uppermost in his mind. Their one cow was sickly, and Cain knew his father
was thinking of daughtering it and buying another. Cain checked the cow's fodder in
the pen out back of the house and found only a little of it gone from the day before;
nonetheless he conscientiousy cleaned out the old fodder and replaced it with
fresh-cut long grass and then did the same for the young mare Marric had purchased
the prior quarter.

They had no well, because the ground that high up was too stony; Can spent a
far chunk of the morning carrying a pair of empty buckets down to the stream, a
little further down the hill, and back up again with the buckets doshingly full.

The year was well into Winter season. There was no snow on the ground, but the
day was bitingly cold, and Cain's hands, where the water splashed on them, were so
cold he could barely move them. The air itsdf fdt strange, with a sort of tense
stillness. Once he thought he heard a crack of thunder, very far away, but it did not
come again, and the gray dome of the sky was clear of lightning flashes.

One ingant the ar was perfectly calm, without the faintest trace of a breeze. It
seemed to Cain that he was the only thing in dl the world that moved within the migt.
He was on his way back with his third and last load of water, and despite the cold he
was swesting in the ill air.

The wind struck him like a dedgehammer.

Can was not even aware of any trangtion; one moment he was trudging uphill,
and the next he had been dammed into the ground and the water he'd been carrying
was dl over him. His first conscious thought was nothing worse than annoyance:
now he'd have to go back and refill the buckets.

It was not until he tried to stand up that he realized how bad the wind was. He
could not get to his feet; the wind knocked him down again. While he was lying
there, trying to think of what to do, the hal began dashing down into the grass
around him. One large stone struck him in the back of his neck, and then another
struck him on his shoulder, and for the first time Cain was afraid. He could not walk;
the wind would not let him attain his feet.

He began crawling up the hill.



The hall fell down upon him, and Cain knew very shortly that he would not make
it back to the house. There was a ringing sound in his ears from the hailstones,
griking himin the back of his head. He could not see in the swirling wind-blown mist
and the hail. The hall was coming down on a dant from the north; Cain tried to
remember where exactly he'd been on the trall back to the house when the wind had
struck. There was afdlen redwood, an ancient gnarled tree that had toppled the prior
Winter, somewhere on the way back to the house.

If he could reach the shelter of the fdlen redwood, he would be safe.

The glazed window in the kitchen had blown out in the first instant of the wind.

Now Elena sat in the middle of the kitchen, with Barra and Siva in her arms,
clutching them tightly. The house shook around them, and Elena knew there was a
very red possbility that the house might come down upon them.

Sva was dlent; Elena thought the child was too frightened to cry. Barra wasn't
old enough to understand what was happening, and her screams were nearly as loud
as the wind. Elena sat quietly, holding her children and praying to the Lords of Light
with everything that was in her, praying that her husband and son would be returned
safely from the storm.

After an hour the house stopped shaking, and a haf hour after that the wind had
lessened to the point where Elena could make the girls hear her. The hail turned to
rain while Elena was telling the children to stay in their bedroom and wait for her to
come back. She did it quickly, before Barra's screams could make her change her
mind, and went outside into the ill-fierce wind and around to the back where the
mare was penned.

She knew a moment's despair when she saw what had happened to their garden
and the pens where the livestock had been kept: the fences of the pens were flat on
the ground, and the mare and dl of the chickens were gone. The cow, which Elena
expected to die soon anyhow, was sill there.

For a moment it was amost too much for her; it had not occurred to her that the
mare would be gone. She could ill hear Barra's wailing, near buried in the sound of
the wind. Elena looked up, up the hill to where the Great Dam rose above them,
bardly visble in the whistling gray deet.

It was not that far. Fighting against the wind, Elena began trudging uphill.

Nobody came for Cain.

After a while, he was never sure how long, the hal had turned to rain, and the
wind quieted. He was vaguely aware, lying on the south side of the falen redwood,
of the fact that blood was trickling down his face from the places where the
hailstones had cut him.

Eventudly he redlized that nobody was going to come for him.



For a long time he smply lay there. As the wind died, the angle of the rain
lessened, and the tree ceased to be a shelter. He was very tired, but the water was
quite cold, and there was the faintest trace of stinging sdt in it, ocean spray taken
right over the top of the Great Dam. Cain's cuts began to bother him, and he came to
his feet and without even looking around went back up the path to his father's house.

In the driving rain he could not see how bad the damage was. At first the door
would not open, and he thought his mother must have blocked it with something for
some reason. His muscles were trembling; he tried again, not expecting success, and
the door swung wide. There was the sound of crying from within, which ceased
briefly at the sound of the door opening.

He heard his sister Siva's voice from their bedroom. "Mama?"

"No, it's me." Cain went through the kitchen. The table had gotten knocked over,
and the firepit was wet and the window broken, but otherwise it looked dl right. In
ther bedroom, Siva was dtting in the center of the bed the three of them shared,
holding Barra on her Iap. The covers were haf wrapped around her. There were ill
tears on Sivas face, and Barrawas crying amost soundlessly. Cain climbed into the
bed with them and took Barra from Sivas lap. "Where's Mama?"

Sva sniffled. "She went to get Da."

Holding Barra on his Iap with one hand, Cain used the other to pull the blankets
up around them, and then put his arm around Siva and held her close. Tears were
dill tracking down Siva's face. "Don't cry," he said quietly. "I'll take care of you until
Da comes back."

In later years Elena could not remember that day clearly, only images, moments. It
took her nearly an hour to reach the waterlock, and it was ill raining solidly when
she did. Her thighs ached from the fight against the wind, and the water that
streamed steadily down her face was mixed with tears. She had never been through
the waterlock and did not know how to operate it, or if indeed it required operation.
When she reached the clearing where, thirteen years ago, she had first learned that
she loved the man she was going to marry, she redized that she did not know what
to do next.

Their horses were tethered at the edge of the clearing. One of the horses had
broken a leg, and its screams made Elena wince. The horse would have to be
destroyed; she did not have the stomach to do it, not now. Their other horse,
athough it was skittish and shied away at her approach, seemed fine. Over the sound
of the rain and the thunder and the horse's screams there came a low rumbling noise
which Elena could not place. Had she known it for what it was, the sound of the One
Ocean throwing itsalf against the stonesteel of the Great Dam with such violence that
the Great Dam itself shook under its force, she could not have been more frightened.

She could not cause the doorfield to open.

Through the doorfield she saw a dill shape, lying on the floor of the passageway.
Immediately past the form was another of the invisible doors. The Ocean threw itsdlf
against that entrance in vast, ow surges, but did not reach the ill form in the dimly



lit passage. Elena pushed on the door; it was like touching a surface of smooth stedl.
She searched the walls of the passageway for a control. There was nothing. She
struck the door with her hand, but ill the door would not open. Sobbing with
frustration, she kicked the door again and again and findly sank down with her back
to the door, while the tears coursed down her cheeks. "Damn you," she whispered
over her hopeless tears, "why don't you open?’

A cool voice, utterly lacking in emotion, amost buried in the wind, said, "Because
| have not been so instructed.”

Elena could not remember coming to her feet. The first thing she knew, she was
backing away from the doorfield, looking wildly about her. "Who said that?'

"l did," said the voice. "l am the door. Would you like me to open?”

"l..." Her voice broke. When she findly made her throat work, the only word it
could produce came out as a croak. "Please."

The doorfield vanished.

Elena stood utterly ill. Suddenly she could hear the low rumbling sound much
better, a dull booming as the One Ocean raged against its barrier. Something
snapped within her, and the next thing she knew she was outside in the clearing in
front of the waterlock, with her son Mishas head cradled in her lap and the rain
pouring down into his open eyes. She must have entered the waterlock to bring him
out, but she could not remember having done so. "Misha," she whispered raggedly.
"Misha?'

Her son did not answer her. He did not blink as the rain came straight down into
his eyes.

The expression in his eyes was quite mad.

Elena of Eastmarch sat back on her heels and cried as she had never cried before
in her life, cried for the loss of her husband and her eldest son, cried for the loss of
the only two men whom she had ever loved in her life,

.2.

The next morning they went down the hill, the four of them together, and Misha
Before the sun rose, they packed dl of their belongings such as could be carried
with them and, with their one surviving horse, spent most of the day in the journey
down to the outskirts of Eastmarch, where Elenas father Garret kept a smal house
of brick at the edge of Lord Malachor's estates. Siva and Barra rode the horse, with
Elena holding the reins to guide them. Misha walked beside Cain. Cain had been told
to hold his older brother's hand, and indeed, as long as Cain grasped Mishas hand
Misha walked beside him willingly; but if Cain let go, for whatever reason, Misha
would just stand there, until something or someone made him move again. He did
not answer when addressed, and had not spoken since the previous day, when Elena
had taken him from the waterlock.



The day was gray with clouds, and cold; and it rained once, though not badly,
during the journey. The road they took down out of the hills hardly deserved the
name. It was just atrack where the grass had been beaten down somewhat by Marric
and Misha on their way back and forth from the market in Eastmarch. Twice they
had to make detours from the road, where trees had fdlen across it. They made poor
time, but Elenawas in no hurry. She was very pae dl that day, and never spoke at dl
except to cdl hats for resting. Once she had to pull a bush from the road before
them and caught her forearm against one of the broken branches, cutting herself
deeply. They continued on their way, and it was not until Elena fet her hand grow
dippery, as the blood flowed down her forearm, that she redized she had cut
herself.

She had not fdt it.

They reached the foothills in midafternoon and came down onto the Traveler's
Road, which hugged the curve of the Great Dam. East and west it ran, linking the
villages and towns of the north Valey: Eastmarch and Telindd and Saerlock, and
then Moorstin and Allietown and Singer, which was built on the shores of the great
lake T'Pau. From Singer one could journey south, by boat down the river Almandar,
through the rich heartlands of the Vdley of the Rulers, where the skipper-wheat and
corn were grown which fed Rulers, Workers and Giants dike, throughout the world.
Follow the river Almandar far enough, past towns too numerous to list, past the
burned shdl in the territory of Semalia that once was the city of Erebion, and one
cameintimeto Goldriver, a the base of the Black Mountains. There Almandar was
diverted, and flowed both east and west in numerous small streams, until findly the
streams became brooks and creeks, and vanished.

Ride west...

The Traveler's Road continued, dirt in places, in others plain flagstones laid end
to end, brick and stonestedl near the city of Singer on the lake T'Pau, which, it was
said, had been built by Giants; continued, past Singer, through Trenton and Isolde
and Camberville, looping south then, away from the Great Dam, where the city of
Eagles was nestled up high in the southwest hills that became the Black Mountains. It
was the second highest town in the VValey, bar only Parliament itself, and the highest
town accessible by a road of any sort. Past Eagles lay Volta and Dome and
Flynnton, and, at the far west end of the Traveler's Road, the great city of
Westmarch, as unlike the village of Eastmarch as the day was different from the
night.

At the age of six, Cain knew nothing of these things, not even the name of the
road they took into Eastmarch. It was not an impressive road, whatever its name
might be; wide enough for two carts to pass each other a once, of dirt which was,
for the moment, turned to ten centimeters thickness of mud. Elena did not even
glance to the west as they reached the road; they turned onto it and trudged dowly
east through the mud. They were the only persons on the road; with the weether as it
was, only those with excellent reason for traveling bestirred themselves.

They did not see the sun dl that day. As evening fell, they entered the outskirts of



Eastmarch. It was immediately obvious that the worst of the previous day's storm
had missed Eastmarch; the shanties at the west end of the village were Hill standing.
It was asmadl village, with only eight thousand residents, and Lord Malachor's estate
was appropriately sized. The estate was on the east side of the village, and it was
while passing through the fine houses at the east end of Eastmarch, over streets of
cobblestone, that for the first time that day Cain saw others, men and women in
good dress of leather and wool and cotton, and one lady in a coach wearing a gown
of what Cain knew was sunsilk. They dl of them looked directly a Cain and his
family, with a variety of expressions that Cain did not entirdly understand, but knew
dready that he did not like. One woman called out a word at them that Cain did not
know; but his mother Elena went rigid and pale, kept her family moving and did not
reply. Cain kept hold of Misha's hand and followed his mother's poker-straight back
through the wet streets until they reached his grandfather's house.

The house that Lord Malachor had given to his chief gardener Garret was a small
one-room affair of brick, on atiny plot of land at the edge of Malachor's grounds. A
amdl copse of trees hid Garret's house from the sight of the big house; otherwise it
would have been in plain sight. The bricks were scrubbed clean, though obviousy
used a least once before they found their way into what was now Garret's home,
and the garden in front of the house, though small, was as finely kept as the gardens
surrounding Malachor's estates. The outhouse was back off from the road perhaps
twenty meters.

Elena stood in front of the door for a moment before knocking. It was a stout
door, oak with iron bindings across it, and her first knock she herself could hardly
hear. She struck it more firmly, and an irritable voice from insde caled out, "By the
Light, I'm not deaf! Let me get my pants on and I'll be there." Moments later the
door opened a crack, and an old man whom Cain had never seen before peered out
through the crack. He was backlit by the fire, and his features were indistinct to Cain.
Presumably the old man saw them more clearly, for after an instant he opened the
door more widdly, and said dowly, "Elena?’

Elena's voice sounded shockingly harsh, even in her own ears. "Marric's dead,
Father."

"Ah." The man looked out past her. "These are the children, are they?"
Cain's mother nodded jerkily.

The old man stood in the doorway for some time, and Cain began to wonder if he
was going to let them in. At last he sighed as though he were very tired, and said
smply enough, "Tie up the horse, then, scrape the mud off yourselves, and come in
where it's warm."

That night, lying on the floor in front of the fireplace, letting the embers of the fire
bake the stiffness from his bones, Cain had the first dream of his entire life that he
was able to remember.

Despite the aching tiredness that permeated his body, he had difficulty getting to



deep a first and lay awake in front of the fire listening to the pop and crackling of
the dying logs. Once, he thought he heard his mother crying and propped himsaf up
on one elbow to look over a where she lay, further away from the fire than any of
her children. Her eyes were closed, her breathing sill and regular. Disturbed, by what
he was not sure, Cain lay down again on his back and closed his eyes.

He did not see the tear that trickled down through her closed eydid, or the one
that followed it.

Cain's last thought was that he did not think he was going to be able to sleep.

This was the dream:

He was standing on a smooth hard surface, so smooth he had never fet anything
like it before, stone like silk. There were straight lines cut in it, and water running
down inside the lines. He was standing on a ledge, with the Great Dam rising above
him, and the One Ocean, which he had never seen in his life, stretching out before
him to touch the horizon. The water shimmered blue in the bright sunlight, the blue
of sapphire, and the same hot bright sunlight touched him, dazzled his eyes with
reflections from the peaks of the dancing waves.

Suddenly the water turned dark, and the sun hid itself behind swirling gray clouds,
stole away the warmth and the light. Tears tracked down his cheeks, though Cain did
not know what it was he wept for. The sea was faling away from him, faling five
meters, and then ten, and there were women's voices, three voices sweet and pure,
and they spoke to him:

It is not for you. The power will be for your son; it is not for you.

From the north came the great tidd wave, a thundering wal of dark water that
would smash the Great Dam beneath it, and Cain. The sky grew blacker and blacker,
until the mountain of water reached up to blot out the sky itself.

It is not for you, the women said again.

Can's lat instants before the wave crushed him were filled with a terrible,
desolate grief.

He knew that he would never have a son.

[ ] 3 o
Elena dreaded the audience with Lord Malachor.

She was dl too aware that her best dress was none too good, and that she would
have to present her plea to himin open court, with the other Eastmarchers—the men
and women who'd known her as a child—there to see the state her husband's death
had left her in, and to learn of the madness of her eldest son.

The evening of ther first day in Eastmarch, Garret came home from the big house
after work and ate in silence the dinner that Elena had prepared for them dl. The



food was good: carrots with honey, baked in a pot that had hung most of the day in
the fireplace; roast chicken; and apples for desert. They ate Stting on the polished
wooden floor, except for Garret himself, who sat on his bed. Hed brought home a
jar of de, and drank that himself; there was water for the others.

Can sat watching his grandfather as dinner progressed, quiet but for the sounds
of the crackling fire and the moaning of the wind outside. He was not sure what to
make of the man. His mother had rarely spoken of him, or of her dead mother, or
indeed of anything from the days before she'd married Marric. They'd dept the deep
of exhaustion the night before, dl of them, even Misha, and when Cain had arisen
that morning, before anybody except his mother, his grandfather had already left for
the day. Now, eating his dinner, he studied the man surreptitioudy; Garret was a tdl
man, though he walked with a stoop. His eyes were black, as dark as Cain's own, or
Barras. His hair was pure white, and he was beginning to bald; he wore a beard, near
as white as his hair. His hands were quick and nimble, moving from one item to the
other on his plate with an almost hypnotic grace, moving and flashing in the
flickering firdlight. The plain band of steel on his hand caught the red firdight, sent it
dashing back into Cain's eyes, and behind the rubygold light a pair of dark eyes
caught his own, behind the brilliant light, the color of blood and copper...

Very deliberately, Cain turned away from the old man and looked directly into the
fireplace, into the leaping flames.

Nobody seemed to have noticed anything. Garret said without any emotion in his
voice a dl, "It's not polite to stare, boy."

It was the first thing he'd said since coming back from the big house. Elena was
amost startled at the sound of his voice and glanced back swiftly a Cain. Cain was
looking fixedly into the fire. She turned back to her father. "Was he staring at you?"

Garret finished his plate and drained away the last of the jar's ale. He did not thank
Elena for the dinner. "Why not? He's never seen his grandfather before. 1've been
looking at them." He looked directly a his daughter. "Are you ready to tak about
what needs to be done?"

Elena met his glance squarely. Her chin lifted. "Yes."
"Good," he said brusgquely. "How much money've you got?"'

"Sixteen stars, twenty-eight golds. There were twenty-nine, but | broke one for the
apples and the chicken. I'm afraid | took the carrots from your garden.”

The old man stared at her. "That much? Business must have been good."

"Marric..." She stopped, bit her lip, and tried again. "My husband was a good
businessman."

"I know." Her father said the words as though conceding a point in a contest.
"And now he's dead.”

Cain was vaguely surprised by the comment; he was never certain how adults
were supposed to behave, but he had the immediate impression that this was not
how. Beside him, Siva was sniffling as though she were looking for an excuse to



start crying again.

"Thank you for reminding us," said Elena, very evenly. Cain was not sure whether
the firdlight had put the color into her face, or anger. "The next time any of us come
near forgetting, I'll seek you out to freshen our memory of the red world."

Garret continued as though Elena had not even spoken. "And so you'll need to
plan. You're fortunate, having so much platty and gold. You might find a decent
marriage again." He paused as though wating for a response, and then actualy
smiled. "Y ou've matured a bit, child. Y ou surprise me."

Cain saw his mother choke back a reply. The muscles dong her jaw clenched. "I
had thought to move to the village. I'm a good seamstress, and | can cook a bit. It
might be enough, with the money Marric's left us. And we've the title to the house in
the hills, if some enterprisng young man wants to take over Marric's trade." Garret
was nodding, and Cain's mother added quietly, "It's a good spot.”

"It is that," said Garret agreeably. From the shelf over his bed he had taken a
smdl bone comb and was running it through his beard with great care. "At any rate,
there might be some luck for you. Hogan the dressmaker, his wife died not two
weeks ago. He's let it be known he's looking for someone to help him keep the store.
Interested?’
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"Good. Here's another thought for you as well. Do you remember Kenzie?"'

.. ho, | don't—wait." Elenas eyes half shut. "He was the bootblack, who used
to hang out down with Sam Kephard—oh, what was that place caled, it was
something long?'

"Woas called Bulling's Place of Lodging, Fine Wines and Eating," said Garret. He
replaced the bone comb on the ledge above his bed. "Now it's called Kephard's Inn,
since Bulling's died and Sam Kephard's the new owner. They serve whiskey now,
and vodka when they can get it. Bulling would have crapped red slkie over
something like that, but Kephard likes hard drink. Anyhow, Kenzie died this past
summer—transform fever, and a bad case too—and there's no bootblack yet picked
up the business to replace him. | was thinking about Cain here."

For the first time Elena seemed startled. "Cain?"

"Aye. He's too young to be apprenticed, and | don't figure you're planning on
school for him; even with the head start you've got with those sixteen stars, you
won't be able to afford Schoolmistress Sandahl's rates long enough to get him past
the barest tricks of reading and writing." The old man looked at Cain again, and this
time Cain met his eyes. "How about it, lad? Do you think you could do that, black
boots for pay?"

There was a moment's silence as Cain considered the question. Cain could see
that his mother had not paid attention to Garret's question; she was thinking about
something else.

Can said, "Yes." That was dl.



Garret nodded again, rather thoughtfully. Of course. "Wadll, that's got Cain, and
you aso, I'm thinking. The girls | think we can leave for now. They're young, too
young for schooling with Sandahl—if that's the way your thoughts go, and I'd bet it
is—or anything else." Elena nodded, almost reluctantly, and Garret spoke with the
closest thing to gentleness Cain had yet seen in him. "So, what do we do about
Misha?'

Almost involuntarily Elena glanced over a where her eldest son sat with his back
to the wadll. His face was utterly blank of expression, and till he did not blink. He'd
eaten when food was put in front of him, but merdy sat holding the wooden plate
when he was done. Mention of his name did not change the placid quiet in his eyes.

Elena's voice was low, so low that Cain could hardly hear her. "Petition the Lord
to send for one of the Rulers," she whispered. "When Mahgred's son Keri cracked
his skull open, when we were children, the Ruler Athel came and took him away, and
when he came back, he was whole again." She was looking down at the floor, not at
her father. "I'll go see Lord Malachor and ask him to send for one of the Rulers.”

"Daughter? Look at me." Elena brought her eyes up to meet his, and Cain saw
that the color that had been there was anger, not firelight, for now she was very pale.
"Will you do that? Go to the Lord Maachor as a supplicant?'
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"It1l be hard for you, pleading helplessness in front of the crowd like that." The
old man spoke without any sarcasm at dl; he was studying his daughter's features.

Elena said smply, "He's my son."

Her father nodded, sighed again. "So he is." He sill had not taken off his boots
from the day's work. Now he did so, and dropped them next to his bed. Still in his
work clothes, he swung his legs up onto the bed and lay back, closing his eyes.
"The Lord Maachor will be coming by in the morning."

"What?"
"Wdl, midmorning, likely. They don't rise too very early over at the big house."
"But... Father, how?' she whispered in bewilderment.

"I've served the man forty-three years,” he said quietly. "It counts for something,
and the Lord Malachor, | guess he figured it wasn't so great a favor. He's a good
man, like his father was." He was dlent a moment. "Besides, | pleaded with him."

Elena rose dowly, and began gathering up the wooden plates to wash in the tub
outside. She had her back to the old man when she said, "Thank you."

"Parents do such things for their children.”
"l know."

"l know you do. Good night, Elena."
"Good night, Father."



Eric Maachor, Lord of Eastmarch, was a tdl bluff man, with soft brown hair and
aflushed look to his skin, dressed in clothes so fine that Cain had never seen ther
like before. His boots were of softest black leather and came to midcaf, and his
cloak was blue sunsilk. His breeches and shirt were alighter shade of blue wool. The
bracelet on his wrist was pure gold, and he wore a diamond on a collar-guard at his
throat. At his waist there hung what looked like the haft of a knife, molded to fit a
man's hand, except that there was no blade in it. Though Cain knew he was as old as
Garret, or nearly, he had aged better; there was no gray in his hair, and he moved like
aman with half his years.

He came adone with Garret, without bodyguards. Cain did not know enough of
the ways of the royalty to be as surprised by that as he might have been.

The door to the house was open; there was no window, and if they'd left the door
closed there'd have been no light. It was warm enough; the sun was out for the first
time in aweek, and though there were clouds, they were high and white,

There was no warning of the Lord's approach. Elena was ill brushing Misha's
hair when Eric Maachor appeared in the doorway, and came hesitantly through. He
had to duck dightly to get his head in under the lintd.

Elena was on her knees instantly, dragging Misha and Siva down with her with
one hand on each of their shoulders. Barra was asleep on Garret's bed. It Ieft Cain
standing aone, in the midst of the silence. Lord Maachor did not seem to notice the
boy. His first words were, "Get up, please. You're not in court." When they had
obeyed, he stood slently for a moment, looking a them, and then at Elena aone. "
do remember you," he said after a moment. "Garret said | might. You argued with
my second wife once, I've forgotten about what, and got whipped for it." He smiled
briefly at the memory. "A serving girl with the guts to argue with that witch—it
impressed me with your courage, if not your sense. It might please you to know
she's passed away." The smile faded. "I am sorry to hear about the loss of your
husband, madam. I'll miss the slkie steaks he brought to market."

Elena kept her eyes downcast as custom required, rather than meeting the man's
gaze directly, but her voice was firm. "Thank you, my lord."

Lord Maachor seemed to look around at the inside of the room for the first time.
"Damn, this place is cramped. Come outside with me, madam, and let's talk out
where there's room to breathe." He turned and strode out, without looking to see that
Elena was following. Once they were gone, Garret, who had stayed outside the entire
time, came insde where the children were waiting. He stood staring at Cain. There
was something that Cain could not identify glittering in the black eyes.

Findly he said, "Was your father a damn democrat, then? Or did he sing the
diamond to you, maybe?*

Cain shook his head. He answered carefully. "Sir? | don't know what you mean."
"How old are you, boy?"

Can looked at his grandfather warily. The old man was clearly angry about
something, and Cain could not guess what. "I'm six, Sir."



"And you've never been taught to bend the knee in the presence of royaty?' Cain
glanced down in obvious confusion a his knees, and suddenly his grandfather
laughed, dbeit a trifle sourly. "Wdll, | guess you haven't. Could be Marric was a
democrat, or could be he figured you'd never likdy run into royalty, up there in the
hills. 'Bend the knee,' Cain, it's a figure of speech. It means to knedl. Do you know
how to knedl?'

Can never had a chance to reply; Lord Maachor came back then. He could not
have spent much time speaking to Elena. The instant Maachor came back in, Can
knelt promptly. Maachor roared with laughter, laughed until he was wheezing. He
clapped Garret on the shoulder. "Wdll, he's learned a new trick since | met him."

"Yes, my lord,” said Garret stonily.

Malachor crossed the length of the house in two long steps. "Stand up, boy. Let
me look a you." Cain did so, and the Lord Malachor studied him for a long
moment. He glanced away once, to look a Misha, and then back again to Cain.
"He's vary like you," said the man amost absently, and Cain knew he was not
speaking to Cain's mother; and then he shrugged, as though dismissing the entire
subject from his consideration. "Well, doubtless well see.” Maachor turned away
from Cain and said to Elena, "You'll be taking up residence in town?"

"Yes, my lord."

Malachor nodded as though he did not redly care. "Make sure my secretary
knows where you are. I've a rider going to Saerlock in two days. They've a mall
transmitter in Saerlock, and the message will go from there to Parliament the same
day. When the Ruler comes—if one comes—he'll not want to be kept waiting while
we track you down."

"Yes, my lord," Elenasaid quietly. "Thank you."

"You're quite welcome." Lord Maachor stopped in the doorway, nearly blocking
the entrance with his bulk, and looked at Cain's mother. "May the Light protect you,
madam.”

He left without waiting for areply, as though he did not expect one.

The rooms they moved into were on Merchant's Way, just south of the
intersection of Merchant's Way and Center Street. The rooms were located on the
second floor of the building, which faced onto Merchant's Way; the building itself
was a plain afar of third-grade wood with only enough of a coating on it to help
keep the water off.

It was very ugly.

The interior was no better than the building's outside had led Cain to expect. They
had two rooms, and one of those, intended to be the kitchen, was very smal. The
bedroom was larger, fully large enough to deep dl five of them without crowding.
The door from the hallway opened onto the kitchen; there was no door between the
kitchen and the bedroom. There was no fireplace, and the cooking firepit, in the



kitchen, was smal and poorly ventilated. The wals were warped dightly in places,
so that the draft crept through them. The one window was tiny and heavily glazed; it
looked down on the dleyway to the building's back.

It was Hogan the dressmaker who found them the place. He was a chearful fat
man somewhere past his fortieth year who sweated constantly and dressed
somewhat better than his station in life warranted. "Why, consider the possibilities!™
he boomed. "Rugs over the floors, hang cloth—thick yelow linen, maybe, that I've
got so much of on the shelves right now—hang that down the walls to cover the
cracks. And awater drain right there in the kitchen! Never have to carry a bucket of
dirty water out of here, just dump it down the drain!" Cain noticed that the drain
Hogan spoke so proudly of stank badly, and that Hogan did not stay near it very
long.

There was pumped water in Eastmarch, and in their building, but it had not been
run into the rooms they were renting. To get water they had to go down the halway
to where a single dripping spigot was shared by everybody on the second floor.

After they'd spent most of haf an hour unpacking their goods, Cain asked Hogan
where the outhouse was. Hogan laughed as though Cain had said something very
funny indeed. "Outhouse? Why, thisis a modern building, Cain; it has a flush toilet!"

Cain stared at the man with dark suspicion and found, rather to his pleasure, that
it made Hogan look distinctly uncomfortable. "How many people use it?'

"WEell, everybody on this floor, I'd guess," said Hogan after a quick glance at
Elena. "But you can get a butt-rest at the leatherworker's so's you don't have to sit
on the same stool dl the rest of them use. As long as you keep your butt-rest clean,
why, flush toilets are a great convenience!"

Can looked over to where his mother was standing, unpacking one of the
traveling bags that had her dishes wrapped in it. Her shoulders were shaking, and he
had no idea at dl whether she was laughing or crying.

"Thank you," he said to Hogan with cold politeness. Then he went outside, down
the stairs and around the building, and pissed in the aleyway.

They had spent just better than a week in their new home before the Ruler came.

Misha had improved not at dl in that week; he ill stared vacantly ahead, from
whatever spot he had been left in. If he ever dept, he did not close his eyes to do so.
If taken to the toilet, he relieved himsalf. The one time they forgot to do so, he soiled
his pants, and after that they were careful about making sure that somebody took
him to the toilet first thing in the morning and again before he went to bed.

The rooms changed dowly over the course of that week. On their first day there,
Elena brought in bucket after bucket of water and scrubbed the entire place, floors
and walls and firepit. Siva spent an entire hour washing the window, until it could
nearly be seen out of. Elena bought acid from Eastmarch's only physician, poured
the acid down the stinking drain in the kitchen, and then bought a clay stopper to



cover the drain when it was not in use. That evening she lit a roaring fire in the firepit
and kept it burning most of the night as hot as was safe, to dry out the wood before
mildew could set in.

The next day Elena, Cain, and Sva patched over the worst of the gaps in the
walls with caulking, and again that night the fire burned high, to help the caulking dry.
Hogan came through on the offer he'd made their first day there, and brought over
nearly two full rolls of ydlow linen, which he and Elena together hung from the walls
in both rooms. They sold their horse that week, for a fair enough price, and with the
money from the horse bought a large rug to cover the floor in the bedroom and a
smdler rug for the kitchen. Elena dug into their precious store of stars and bought a
fine long black oak table, about seventy centimeters high, and cushions to go around
it. It was something they had not had even at their home in the hills, and both Can
and Siva were mightily pleased with it.

On the day the Ruler Elyssa came to them, Siva went to the store to buy bread
and had come back with both the bread, and daisies for Elena. Elena stood
motionless for severa moments, and then in a very quiet voice thanked the girl, and
was putting the daisies into ajar when a pounding came on the door.

"Hogan?' cdled Elena. It was a naturd enough assumption; Hogan had been by
every day after closing his store for the evening, and it was near that time.

Can sad, "It's not Hogan," and then a voice bawled out through the door, "We
are the Lord Malachor's messenger, with the Ruler Elyssa. Let us enter!" Cain did
not even look a his mother; he was the closest one to the door, and he opened it
without hesitating. A man in the gold and brown livery of the messenger service
stood just beside the door, at rigid attention. In the doorway itsef was a woman
whom Cain caught only a glance of before dropping to his knees.

In the dimness of the hallway, the woman was glowing.

The woman who entered from the hdlway was both like and unlike any other
person whom Cain had ever met. If he had never heard the name Ruler, he might ill
have ascribed such atitle to the Lady Elyssa. She carried herself with a complete and
amost innocent arrogance, moving dowly into the room, examining everything in it
with a sort of curiosity. Cain watched her out of the corner of his eye; she seemed as
intrigued by the linen hung on the walls as by any of the people in the room. Her hair
was a pale, amost white shade of blonde. He did not get a clear enough glimpse of
the Ruler to even guess at the color of her eyes. Her clothing was as strange as the
rest of her. In a woman of Eastmarch it would have been considered immodest: a
blouse of pale green that hung loosely almost dl the way down to her knees, with big
dlver buttons that were buttoned only over her breasts. She wore breeches like a
man, though tighter than the breeches men of Eastmarch wore, and of a black
materid that Cain had never seen before; it reflected the light of the firepit so
brilliantly that sunsilk, had there been any in the room with her, would have seemed a
cheap materiad by comparison. She wore black flat-hedled boots, in shape not very
different from the boots Marric and Misha had worn to go fishing in; but the Ruler



Elyssa's boots had lights that appeared like starbursts deep within the surface of the
boot. And over it dl, the pale golden shimmer that clothed her like a second skin.

Had Lord Maachor been within the room with her, her presence would have
rendered his nearly invisible.

Time stretched while the Ruler looked through the two smal rooms. She must
have known ingantly that Misha was the one whom she'd come to see; he sat
stupidly in the corner of the bedroom and did not appear to notice her when she
stood for a moment immediately in front of him. Findly she turned away from him
and returned to the kitchen.

The word "Arise" seemed to drift from her direction; had the silence been any
less profound Cain would not have heard it. She spoke almost indifferently to Elena
She neither introduced herself nor asked their names, but said only, "Tel me how it
happened.”

Elena met the Ruler's eyes once and looked quickly away. "Madam... Rul... |
don't know how to cdl you," she said suddenly.

For the very briefest moment Cain thought that something like anger might have
touched the Ruler's features, but then it was gone, and he was sure he was wrong.
She smiled graciously enough, and her teeth were amazingly white, even against her
pae skin. "I am the Lady Elyssa; you may call me so."

"Lady Elyssa, my husband Marric fished in the One Ocean, and brought his catch
back through the waterlock in the hills over Eastmarch. Misha helped him. Ten days
ago there was aterrible storm, and Marric... died. Misha was trapped between the
invisble doors until I came to get him. Once | had brought him out, he was as he is
now."

The Ruler nodded. Her accent was strange, unlike anything Cain had ever heard
before; different from the accent of Eastmarch, different again from that of Saerlock.
"That is what | was told. There are two possibilities, Worker. The likeliest is that
your son's brain was starved of oxygen—of air,” she said gently to Elenas look of
incomprehension, "while he was between the doorfields of the waterlock. The other
Is that he is mad, driven from his mind by the loss of his father and the violence of
the storm." The Ruler examined Elena before continuing.

"If it is ample madness, we can likdy cureit. If his brain cells have died, there will
not be much we can do for him. Some retraining, perhaps."

“If... if Mishas brain... cdls... have died, then you cannot help him?' Cain's
mother was staring at the Lord of Light with disbelief.

"Madam," the Ruler Elyssa said flatly, with something very near anger, "we are
the Lords of Light, and we are more powerful than you can ever know." She held
Elena's eyes a moment as a snake might hold a bird's. "But even we cannot turn
back the day."

Standing by the door, watching the two of them, for the first time in his life Cain
thought that his mother was not beautiful. Elena looked ingtantly at the floor at the



tone of the whip in the Ruler's voice. "Lady Elyssa," said Elena, "l would count it as
ablessing if you would do whatever you can for Misha." She hit her lip, and added,
"Please.”

The Ruler nodded. "1 must take him to Parliament. Y ou know this?'
"Y%_"

"Misha" For the first time the Ruler raised her voice, and to Elenas surprise
Misha appeared in the doorway to the bedroom. He walked docilely to where the
Ruler stood in the center of the kitchen, and the Ruler Elyssa placed a hand on his
shoulder. "Turn your eyes away," she said softly. "The Light can dazzle those who
are not prepared for it." The Ruler Elyssa gave them no time to think about her
command; the blazing Light that took her, and took Misha, turned the kitchen to
brightest noon. Elena turned entirely away from the radiance and covered her face
until it was gone.

When it was findly dim enough to see again, she found the Ruler Elyssa gone;
Misha gone; Siva, staring at her mother with big eyes, and Barra, screaming from the
other room.

Can said, "My head hurts."
Then he collapsed.

The messenger's name was Boran. On his way back to the Lord Malachor's
estate, he turned over the evening's events in his mind. Boran was hardly ignorant of
the ways of the Rulers, as a very young man, before entering Lord Malachor's
service, he had once traveled to Goldriver, where Rulers were near as often seen in
the streets as human royalty.

He il did not understand why the Ruler Elyssa hadn't had the woman Elena and
her mad son brought to her. It was not like a Ruler—or at least unlike the small
number of Ruler's whom Boran had known—to care overmuch about the
convenience of the smple folk.

He'd overheard part of a conversation between the Ruler Elyssa and the Lord
Malachor when he was summoned, and he haf thought that a statement the Ruler
Elyssa had made might have explained her obvious desire to be done with the night's
work.

"No, no,” she'd been saying when Boran entered the reception hdl where Lord
Malachor had met her, "I can't. I'm late aready for a party in Singer. We take at
times," she said flatly, with plain displeasure, "entirdly too much effort over you
Workers."

The very next day Elena began work in Hogan's shop, and Cain took up his
position in front of Kephard's Inn as the village of Eastmarch's only bootblack.

And the village bootblack he remained, for over four years.
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Cain found that he enjoyed shining boots. His kit consisted of nothing more than
the box he kept his brush and polishing cloth in, clear wax and bootblack, and his
own spit. Eastmarch was not alarge village, nor a wedthy one; on an average day he
might shine seven or eight pairs of boots, at a half-estar apiece. He soon found that
there'd been a reason why the previous bootblack had been such a permanent fixture
in front of Kephard's Inn, on the Traveler's Road at the west end of town: business
was better there, and Sam Kephard kept a wooden sidewalk with an overhang that
kept the rain and snow off in winter and the sun off during the rest of the year. It
was, dl considered, a pleasant place to work. He came to an understanding with
Kephard: one tenth of whatever Cain made in the course of a day went to Kephard,
for the privilege of dtting on Kephard's sidewalk.

The hours Cain spent in front of the Inn, listening to the conversations of his
customers, might not have been as useful as a true education, but in some ways it
taught him more. His clients were generdly van members of the upper
class—Merchants and Land'ners—as only such could and would spend half an estar
just to have his boots cleaned. They were barely aware of him as a person; things a
man would not have said in front of his wife, and might not have admitted in front of
most other men, Cain heard often. His personality, aready that of a skeptic, was
profoundly affected by the conversations he overheard. Before he had reached the
age of seven they had left him with a deep, ingrained cynicism about men and their
motives which stayed with him through the rest of hislife.

Cynicism was not the only thing Cain learned, of course. The work brought Cain
his first exposure to money; until Marric's death, only his father, and sometimes his
mother, had ever been alowed to handle money. When he began working the trade
of bootblack, Cain did not even know the names of al the common coins. That was
changed quickly; before hisfirst day on the job, Hogan's brother Thomas, who kept
books for most of the Merchants in the village, taught him the coinage of the realm,
and the basics of addition and subtraction. He learned to count dl the way to a
hundred by rote, and how to make change. He learned that five duminum pent made
aniron haf-estar, and ten pent made afull estar; that ten estar made one of the silver
lunes. That was as high as he learned to go for some time. There were larger coins,
suns of gold and stars of platinum, but he had been shining boots for nearly half a
year before he saw his first gold sun, and that only because a drunken Trader
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dropped it while sorting through his coin for a half-estar. He never did see a star; one
star would have been more money than Cain could have made in a full year shining
boots.

He had no red friends. Most of the children his age were free to do as they
pleased, from Malachor's children down to those as poor as himself. His place was
on the porch of Kephard's Inn, except on SunDays, when Elena went, with dl of her
children, and later with Hogan and his daughter Katya, to worship at the Church of
the Light, in Eastmarch's center square. Some of the boys became casual
acquaintances; he enjoyed talking with them, but he was too distant a person, and
aso too confined in terms of where he could go with them, for any of them to grow
close. Some of the others tormented him, almost casually, until Sam Kephard put a
stop to it with a club.

Once, on hisway home, he was waylaid for the money he had made that day, and
robbed of it.

There were four of them, waiting for him in the aleyway he walked home through,
running pardld to Merchant's Way. Two of them appeared in front of him, and
without even having to think he knew what was happening. He did not consider
fighting; the other two were each larger than he was. Instead he turned to run and
found the other two immediately behind him.

Then he fought with a savagery that surprised them, struck one boy a blow in the
stomach that put him down on the ground writhing in pain, and landed nearly hdf a
dozen other punches before the sheer weight of the three remaining boys pulled him
down to the ground. While two of them held him down, the third boy struck him in
the face repeatedly, vicious blows that kept coming even after Cain's struggles had
ceased in the haze of the pain. At one point Cain remembered crying out, Help me!
Please help me!—but nobody came, and finaly the boys stopped hitting him, took
his money and scattered his bootblack's kit across the dleyway.

One of them kicked him in the ribs, hard, before they ran off.

Cainlay inthe dley, distantly aware of the sound of the village around him, voices
far away, the occasiona passage of one of the rich folk in a carriage on nearby
Merchant's Way. At no time was he actualy unconscious, he smply could not
move.

It was night when atdl figure appeared over him, and his grandfather's voice was
saying something his ears could not interpret except as sound. Later other voices
came, and somebody picked him up and carried him back to the rooms he shared
with Elena and his sisters.

Fal came and went, and the year 1193 After the Fire gave way to the year 1194.
They heard nothing of what had happened to Misha, and as the quarters did by and
became years the subject ceased to be discussed. Findly Cain ceased thinking about
Misha much at dl.

With the income from both Cain and herself, Elena reckoned they could afford



schooling for Siva. Siva was enrolled in Mistress Sandahl's School early in 1194.
Her first day of school was Winter 8, the day Cain turned seven. She learned her
lessons wdl enough that Mistress Sandahl did not raise her rates after the end of
Sivasfirst year. It was only one of the ways in which Mistress Sandahl encouraged
the correct attitude toward learning in her students. A student who learned poorly or
not at al she charged more for than a student who learned quickly and retained what
Sandahl taught of reading and writing and history. She was a fierce old lady whom
Can never saw smile. With the exception of his own mother she was perhaps the
only woman he had ever met of whom he was at dl afraid.

Not counting the Ruler Elyssa, whom he did not even think of in such terms.
Asawoman, that is.

Sometime during Siva's second year a school, Cain was never sure exactly when
or how, he grew into the habit of waking Siva to school in the morning and waking
her home again after school. They got aong wdl enough, and the things she told him
about from school were interesting enough to hold his attention. What math she
knew held no interest for him, except as it related to the handling of money; but
reading, after he found out that there were books with stories in them, was a thing he
desperately desired to learn. During Winter Quarter 1195 he learned secondhand
about the Fire Wars which ended the evil first world, and how the Rulers had taken
over and fought wars with the Giants and the barbarians and such to keep the evil
from happening again. That in itsalf did not interest him much—with the cynicism
that his work was engendering in him, he supposed that the Rulers would say that
things were terrible before the Rulers had taken over, whether that was true or not.

But—once Siva had been exposed to the Rulers officid explanation of why the
first world had been such a terrible place and why things were so much better
now—after that the students were given books to read, some of which had been
written before the Fire. Cain listened in rapt wonder as Siva read to him, dowly and
fumblingly, from works such as Macbeth, by Master William Shakespeare, and
Huckleberry Finn, by Master Mark Twain. Once Sva tried to teach Can to read,
but it grew dark while she was trying, and their mother would not alow them to light
acandle to continue the lesson.

The school Sva attended was only a large room that Mistress Sandahl lived over,
a the far eastern end of the Traveler's Road, where the Traveler's Road, the longest
continuous road in the Vadley, quietly and without fuss petered out into nothingness.
The next day, when Cain came to pick up Siva from school, Mistress Sandahl was
waiting outside the room with Siva. She stood there with one hand gripping Sivas
shoulder while the other students filed out of the schoolroom and went running
down the cobblestone street. The old woman glared a Cain with an expression that
was only a hairbreadth away from hostility.

Can stood there, wondering what he could possibly have done to get the old



woman so angry. When dl the children had gone, except for Cain and Siva, Mistress
Sandahl let Sva go. What she said then was not remotely what Cain had been
expecting. "Your sister tells me you're very bright.”

Can glanced a his sister. Sva looked embarrassed. "Yeah," he said after a
moment. "I's'pose.”

Sandahl looked at him. She spoke as though the words hurt her teeth. "If | send
work home with your sister, will you do the work with her?”

Can was startled. He said the first thing that came to mind. "Maybe."

"As you please," she said shortly. "I'll send work home with her and correct it if
you've amind to do it." She did not wait for a reply from him, but turned about and
went back inside the warm schoolroom, and began swinging the door closed.

Cain said suddenly, "Thank you. | will."

Sandahl looked over a him fiercely. "You miss even one lesson,” she sad
sharply, "and | stop.” She dammed the door shut.

Cain's mother, when he told her later that night, was clearly displeased, but said
nothing; and so Cain and Siva did their lessons together.

On the day of Summer 16, 1195, as evening encroached upon afternoon, a man
rode out of the west. Sitting on the porch in front of Kephard's Inn, Cain watched
him coming, riding for most of haf an hour down the pale white ribbon of the
Traveler's Road from Telindd. It had been adry summer, and the rider rose a cloud
of dust as he passed. Cain saw the dust before he saw the rider, and sat in the shade
watching the rider approach for the entire time. He'd had no customers that day, not
one. He was not aone in his misfortune: Sam Kephard had let Jenny, the barmaid
held just recently hired, go home for the day a little while after lunch, with
instructions to come by again a dinnertime and see whether or not Sam needed help.
It was a deepy summer day in the middle of the workweek; neither Kephard nor
Cain had expected much in the way of customers, and by the luck of the day they
got even less than they expected.

Watching the man, Cain had the odd illusion that the rider was heading straight for
him. It was nonsense, of course. The man was riding east, and Cain was in the path
the man had chosen to take. Still, the impression was very strong. In the next haf
hour the horseman entered the outskirts of Eastmarch and rode without pausing right
up to the hitching post in front of Kephard's Inn. Cain stared at him, quite openly,
while the man tied up his horse. Cain could not quite make out his features, even
though he was only a few meters away; the sun was lowering itsdf to the horizon
immediately behind him.

The man came and stood before Cain. He was not looking a Cain, but rather at
his surroundings, the village of Eastmarch.

Can waited patiently.



The man finished examining the village at length and turned to look at Cain. Cain
let him look, and looked back. He was elegant enough, for someone just in off the
Traveler's Road; tdl, perhaps afull two meters, some thirty years of age. He wore a
beard and full mustache, and his hair was quite long, past his shoulders. The har
was an odd mixture of black and silver, though the black was not the same shade of
jet black as Cain's, and the slver was not the color of age. His skin was darker than
that of any Eastmarcher Cain had ever seen, either naturdly or else from the sun in
his travels, and his eyes were an odd shade of brown. He wore good traveling
clothes which had seen better times. a leather jerkin and breeches, and the jerkin had
been dyed a deep shade of scarlet. His belt was plain leather, but with a gorgeous
dlver buckle in an intricate style. He wore more jewdry than Cain had ever seen
before on anyone, even a woman: three rings hung from his left ear, and there were
dlver and copper bracelets on both wrists. His necklace appeared to be of true gold,
with some green stone hung from it. There was a haft that hung at his waist, and it
raised a memory in Cain that he could not place for a moment; then it came to him.
Such athing, like a knife with the blade removed, the Lord Malachor wore.

His boots were of good quality, though travel-worn.

"Well, lad," said the man after a moment, in a voice fluent and musica as any
instrument, "will you shine a poor traveler's boots for him?”

"Half-estar.”

"Indeed?' The man managed to put aworld of surprise into the word. "Why, lad,
that's robbery!"

“It'swhat | charge. Do you want me to shine your boots?"

"Lad, in Teinde the going rate's three pent for a shine." The man looked at Can
inafar approximation of honest amazement. "Three pent, lad, and in Saerlock some
would do it for two!"

"This isnt Telindd,” said Can evenly, "and it's not Saerlock either. It's
Eastmarch, and I'm the only bootblack in Eastmarch... and it's five pent."

"Oh." The man absorbed that news for a moment. "Well, seeing's you've locked
the business down so smartly, five pent itll be." He did not sound upset at al. He
placed one boot on Cain's raise. "If you would." Cain got out his brush and began
scrubbing the dust from the leather. The dirt was caked into the crevices; the man
must have been on the road some time. "I suppose | must compliment you on your
fine business sense, setting up in front of a saloon as you have. Get the young ones
going in, to look their best for ther ladies, and the old ones coming out, to clean
themsealves up before going home to their wives. Why, there's many a grown man's
gone bankrupt for lack of such smple business sense. How old are you, lad?’

"Eight."

"Redly?' The man looked startled, and Cain finished up with his first boot and
started on the second. "You look older." Cain was aware of the man looking down
a him. "No, | take it back," he said more dowly, "you act older."



"l know. 'Scuse me, dir, let me get at the hed here. There's a nasty gouge in it."
Cain rubbed bootblack into the gouge, and then more until the gouge was filled out
to the surface of the leather and appeared to have vanished. It wasn't the job a
|eatherworker would've made of it, but the man wasn't paying for anything better.
Cain dabbed polish wax on and smoothed it over the boot, finished up with a soft
cloth buff of the boot tops, and closed his box. "That'll be a haf-estar, sir.”

The man paid him absently, studying the sign that said Kephard's Inn with a
doubtful eye. "Tell me, could you, if there's another saloon in this town?'

"There was one once," Can informed him, "but it burned down and the man who
ran it went to Tdlindd."

The man snorted, and said with atwist to his lips that might have been a amile, "l
see this Master Kephard has the same fine business sense as yourself."

"He tells people,” said Cain, "when they ask, that there's not room in a village the
sze of Eastmarch for more than one inn. | think he means it," he added in a totaly
factud tone of voice.

The man looked down a Can again, as though in regppraisal. "I don't doubt.
What's your name, lad?'

"Cain. What's yours?'

"Loukas, Loukas of Semdia Is your name redly Cain? That's the name of a
demon in the kriss rdligion, you know."

Cain looked up a him. "Isit?'

"Aye," said the man who called himsdf Loukas. "One of the first two mentioned
in their holy writings, in fact, and Lucifern is the other. Your parents wouldn't be
kriss, would they?"

"And name me for ademon? Hardly. They named me for the kainan bird."
"The kainan? |s that an Eastmarcher word?'
Cain shrugged. "It's akind of a shrike."

Loukas laughed. "So instead of naming you for a demon, they name you for the
bloodiest carnivore in the air?' He seemed amused by the thought. "That's not much
of an improvement, is it?' Cain smply shrugged again, and Loukas looked a Cain
with a brief frown. "Lad, do you ever smile?’

"Sometimes."

L oukas cocked his head to one side and grinned suddenly, very widdy. His teeth
were startlingly white against the brown skin. "I rather think well improve on that."
He ruffled Cain's hair and went inside the inn to get drunk.

... The golden Light poured through him, held him weightless as a leaf in its
grasp. There was pain in the Light, and beauty, and the cold aching whisper ...

His mother had to shake him twice before he came up, out of the golden dream,



and into the dim darkness of redlity. The expression on his face must have been odd,
even in the poor light from the firepit in the kitchen; Elena said, almost gently, "Cain?
Are you feding wel?' She touched a hand to his forehead.

Cain shook his head irritably. "Yes. | had a dream." Her hand snapped away as
though scalded. "Up with you, then," she said, suddenly harsh. "It's time to take
your sister to school.”

As Cain was waking Siva to school, later that same morning, they passed a huge
tent that had sprung up overnight, pitched on an empty stretch of grass and brush at
the very side of the Traveler's Road, near the far east end of town; past the
residences, but somewhat west and considerably south of Lord Malachor's estates.
The tent was of some brilliant green materia which caught the early-morning sun like
an emerad mirror. Tethered to a smal apple tree was the horse that Loukas of
Semdia had ridden into Eastmarch on the prior day. It was a good spot; there was
nothing behind him except the hills, risng toward the Gray Mountains.

L oukas was ditting out in front of the tent, wearing only his breeches, writing on a
tablet of some sort. He was much cleaner than the last time Cain had seen him; his
hair and his beard looked to have been brushed, and the dust washed out. Loukas
nodded to Cain and called, "Good morning,” to them; the words echoed after Cain.

They passed by the tent without speaking. They were hafway to school when
Svasaid, "Do you know who that was, back there by the tent?"

"Why would | know?"

She shrugged. "You st in front of Kephard's every day. | thought maybe the man
in the tent went there."

"His nameis Loukas. | think he's a Trader."

She did not seem surprised that he knew the man's name. "If he was a Trader, he
would stay at the Inn."

Cain said nothing for a moment. Then he conceded, "Maybe."
"l wonder why he's here?'

The grin that flashed across Cain's face might have surprised most of those who
knew him. "Why don't you ask him, you're so interested?"

"I'm not interested," Siva protested. "I'm just curious."
"Oh," said Cain. "That's different.”

Svawas carrying a pair of writing tablets in her right hand, hers and the one Cain
had done his work on; she shifted that to her left hand and punched him suddenly in
the shoulder.

Cain looked at her in surprise. "Why did you do that?'
"You're mean."
"I am not!"



"Don't you care why he's here?"
Can was rubbing his shoulder. "No."
"Do you think he's going to stay?"

"How would | know? Maybe. He sure didn't come to Eastmarch on his way to
somewhere else.”

Svawas slent for a while then. They were nearly to the school when she said,
"Could you ask?"

Can asked Siva, as though he did not care what the answer was, "Do you ill like
me?"

Svasighed in exasperation. "Yes."

"Okay. I'll ask him."

Svasmiled a him. Most of the time Cain was only vaguely aware of the fact that
his sister was very pretty. "Did | hurt your shoulder?"

"No. Of course not."

Can did not tell her what was in his mind, that there was nothing that could have
stopped him from going back to see Loukas.

Nothing in the world.

L oukas was Hill there at the side of the road, taking a breakfast of apples and beer
when Cain returned. Two apples were roasting over a smdl fire of branches and
twigs. It was dill relatively early in the morning. There were folk on the roads, but
only a few. He must have purchased the beer from Kephard's; the containers were
beer bulbs, and only Kephard's Inn in dl of Eastmarch had the machine to fill them
properly. He had put on a shirt, afine thing of yellow sunsilk, and looked good in it.

Cain stopped on the other side of hisfire. "Good morning to you, too."

Swalowing the last of one beer bulb, Loukas gestured to the damp ground near
himsdlf. "Have a seat, Cain. | was thinking you'd come by. Want a beer?"

"Sure." Cain took the beer bulb curiousy—it was surprisingly cold, as though
there were ice in it—picked a spot for his bootblack's kit, and sat on it to kegp from
getting wet. "How do you open this?'

"Easier to show you." Loukas took the bulb from Cain and ran one finger dong
the shiny ring at its neck until the ring went click. He handed it back. "Never drunk
from a bulb before? I'd guess Master Kephard doesn't sdll to you?"

"Says I'm too young." Cain sucked at the bulb experimentally and was rewarded
by an icy draft. "Jenny gives me beer sometimes, when he's not there, but just in
cups. He counts the bulbs."

"Jenny'd be the serving girl? She wasn't there yesterday."
"He sent her home early, things were so slow. She's nice," Cain added.



"l take it business is better, usualy? Kephard said it was." Can nodded, and
L oukas seemed to relax just a bit. "That's good. It had better be, if I'm to stay here.”

"Why are you here?'

The question came out abruptly, and there was a hanging moment of slence
before Loukas replied. He seemed a bit amused. "I'm a minstrel, Cain. | sl my
songs for entertainment. There are eight minstrels in Saerlock, and three in Telindel.
There's none here, I'm told."

With a perfectly straight face, Cain said, "Just good business sense, then?"

Loukas shot a quick grin a Cain. "You could say that." He reached into the fire
without apparent thought for burns, bracelets jangling dightly, pulled the spit with the
two baking apples on it from the fire and set them aside in the damp grass to cool.
"Want a baked apple, Cain? | put on a second, just in case."

There was damost nothing in the world that Cain liked better than baked apples;
some days, when he'd made good money, his mother, or sometimes Siva, baked
them for him.

Can was aware of the minstrel's eyes on him, awaiting a reply.
Can said, "Why are you here?'

The saddlebags from Loukas horse were immediately behind him; he propped
himsdf up against them, leaning back dightly, and took a long draft from his beer
bulb. "Let me put it this way—why are you here?"

Cain answered warily. "You called me."

Loukas shook his head. "No," he said softly. "I cdled, and | was expecting
someone.” He nodded at Cain. "You came. | was hoping it would be you."

Can drank some of his beer, looking down at the bulb thoughtfully. "I think my
sister heard you too."

Loukas shook his head again. "If she'd heard the cal, she'd be here now, with
you. Oh, I'm sure she heard something." Loukas was looking at Cain as a man might
look at a horse he was considering buying, and the look did not please Cain. "But
she did not hear what you heard." He made a long arm to where the apples were
gtting in the grass and brought back the spit and the baked apples. He did one off
for himsdf, and bit into it. "Do you want one, or no?"

The smdll struck Cain like a blow. With his mother angry this morning, he'd had
nothing to eat yet. "Please." Loukas tossed the gpple to him, and he ate it swiftly,
pausing only long enough to pick the seeds out and toss them over his shoulder for
luck. Loukas watched him with some amazement.

"Damn, Cain, were you not fed this morning?’

Cain looked up a him, sill working on the core. "No. | got my mother mad at
me." He looked straight into the minstrel's brown eyes. "l told her | had a dream.”

"Ah."



L oukas seemed to accept that as sufficient answer, and Cain finished his apple in
sllence. He wiped apple juice from his chin with his forearm and said with what
might, in another boy, have been shyness, "Thanks. That was good."

"l could tell," said Loukas dryly.
"Loukas?' Cain said it hesitantly.
"Yes?'

"Why are you here?"

"That's an important question to you, isit?' Loukas looked directly a him. "Cain,
you're here because | caled you last night. I'm here because you called for me."

"l don't understand.”

" 'Bout a year ago, pretty near. | was passing by Singer and set up my tent at the
edge of the Road. Been along day's traveling, started before dawn, and | was tired.
Come evening | was ready to sleep, and 1'd got set to. Had my tent pitched and laid
down inside with my knife in my hand and my head on my pillow." Loukas paused.
"The bitch hit me sguare between the eyes. | thought I'd been struck, went rolling
out of my tent with the blade lit on my knife. If some poor bastard had been riding
by on the Road just then I'd've had his head off. Scared my horse haf out of her
wits." It was hard to bear up under the gaze of the cam brown eyes. The gaze was
heavy, like aweight. Like his grandfather's black eyes. As other folk, Cain supposed,
must fed his own. "Then it came to me what it was, a cry for help from a child. It
ended so sudden, | thought sure whoever made that cry had been killed. | knew the
cry came from the east, so | headed that way, stopping off a every town and making
the sending, and faling a every town. Eastmarch was the last place you could be."
He drained the remains of his beer bulb and opened another with a dight click. "And
the whole time to get here, Cain, the whole time | was afraid you were dead aready."

Can said dowly, "All the while | was watching you ride down the Traveler's
Road, | was thinking how you were riding to me. It seemed silly."

Loukas said smply, "I came for you, Cain. | didn't come for anything else."

A thought was hovering in the back of Cain's mind, and at last he brought it forth
to the light. "I think... | think my grandfather probably heard the sending last night.”

Loukas glanced at him swiftly. "Oh?"

"Yes," said Cain more certainly, "I think he must have. He's like me. Like you."
"What's his name?"

"Garret. He's the Lord Malachor's gardener.”

Loukas chewed his lower lip. "Hmm. | don't know the name—was your
grandfather ever a student at the Academy?"

Cain looked at him blankly. "The what?'

"Wdll, the..." Loukas broke off, stared a him. "You don't know of the
Academy? Where did you spend your life, child? The Rulers sweep through these



parts every four years to select likey children for training, and more often than that in
populous areas. The last time they tested in Eastmarch would've been in Summer
Quarter 1192."

"We lived in the hills until my father died. That was two and a haf years ago, not
long after newyear. Winter 22, 1193. We didn't come down to Eastmarch until after
that."

Loukas sighed, and rearranged his bulk against the saddlebags so that he was
more comfortable. "I'd forgotten how far | was from civilization. By the Light,
children in Goldriver know who Loden dept with on any given night!" The comment
obviously meant nothing to Cain; Loukas brushed by it and continued. "I'll teach
you about the Academy, then. Indeed, I'll teach you many things. But back to your
grandfather for now. He probably didn't go to Academy; my memory's good, and |
don't recall anyone name of Garret. Is he loya to the Lord Malachor?”’

That Cain knew the answer to. "Yes. They're friends, | think."

"And is he a churchgoer? Church of the Light, I mean, not foolishness like the
kriss or elrons.”

"Yes, every SunDay. So's my mother."

"And the Lord Malachor? Ever heard any rumor that he was less than proper in
his regard for the Rulers?' Cain merely shook his head. "No."

"Wel." There was a world of summation in the word, and Can had the
Impression Loukas had just reached a decision. Suddenly Loukas laughed and leapt
to hisfeet. He vanished into his tent, came out with an instrument like a lute, though
with a longer neck and a longer, wider hollow. "I'm keeping you from your work,
and myself from mine. Y ou need to be off, to shine your boots, and | need to be at
work, writing new songs and practicing old. I'll be a Kephard's toward evening, to
play for the dinner crowd. Will you stay for that?'

"Not tonight. I'll have to ask my mother when she comes home from work. And |
have to wait until Hogan's not there. She doesn't like me to talk when he's there."

Loukas had dung the instrument around his neck and was running his fingers
across the strings. At Cain's words he stopped, and seemed about to say something;
Cain thought he changed his mind. "Mornings," he said instead, "they're a dow time
for you, business-wise?'

Can nodded. "Yes. | could come here for a while. It's on the way from the
school to Kephard's."

Loukas cocked an eyebrow. "And what might your mother say to that?"
Cain said smply, "l won't ask her."

Loukas grinned a him. "That's the spirit. Never ask for anything you can take.
Y ou should go now."

Can stood and picked up his bootblack kit. He turned to leave, powerfully aware,
even now, of Loukas' eyes upon him.



He turned back. "L oukas?"
"Yes?

"You redly came for me? Just for me?' Asking the question, it was the first time
Cain had ever fdt vulnerable in his entire life,

Loukas hands ceased moving on the instrument. He said directly, "Just for you,
Can."

Can could not meet his eyes. He nodded, accepting it. "Okay." He wanted to say
something else, anything else, but he was afraid that if he did he would cry like a girl.
Loukas stood looking at him, waiting patiently for whatever Cain chose to do.

Canran dl the way to Kephard's.

That night Cain's grandfather Garret passed away in his deep. It was Lord
Malachor himsdf who found the body, when he and severa of his men went out to
see why it was that Garret had not come to supervise the planting of the white roses
that had just arrived, dl the way from Singer.

At the time Can thought nothing of it; his grandfather was old. It was not until
severd years later that he learned that Loukas had killed his grandfather.

By that time he could not find it within himsalf to blame Loukas. Loukas had only
done what Cain's grandfather would have done to him.

The Diamond of the Day

TheYears1195-1201 After theFire
KN »

.1.

Can spent sx years with Loukas. He was a child when they met, nearly a man
when the Rulers took Cain away to the Academy at Parliament.

Looking back on that period, long years later, Cain's memory brought back, for
the most part, only flashes; moments and colors, fragments of incidents that he
could not place in any context that made sense to him. Jenny was there, the pretty
blonde serving woman at Kephard's, and Kephard himsdlf, cracking skulls with the
club he kept behind the counter. Siva he remembered sharply, arguments and
reconciliations aike, Barra, attentive and wide-eyed, came to him with less clarity,
but more warmth, of SunDays and evenings spent tdling her, secondhand, the
stories Loukas had told him. Other folks he recaled only dimly. His mother and
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Mistress Sandahl were mixed up together, fierce, forbidding women who were, in
memory, very Smilar to each other. He could not remember even the name of the fat
man who had shared his mother's bed, though the sense of distaste was 4ill there.
Thomas, the man's brother, he remembered rather more clearly, the occasional
kindnesses that were so rare for an adult of Eastmarch to direct a the child who
was, after dl, only the village bootblack.

He remembered the excitement that had filled him the first time Thomas, while
teaching Cain the trade of bookkeeping, had made him understand the structure and
reason for the higher maths, the beauty in the way the numbers tumbled together, the
clear elegance of geometry and the calculus.

They stayed with him also, the long mornings and afternoons spent sitting quietly
on the porch in front of Kephard's; those came back to him sharply, the fed of the
cold in winter, cutting through the thin clothing that was dl Elena could afford; or the
blessed warmth of summer. They were the bright memories of his childhood, and
until the day he died he did not lose them.

But before dl ese, his memories of those years were his memories of Loukas, the
youthful minstrel who had seemed so old to Cain when first they met. Fully a century
later Cain could recdl entire conversations, nearly word for word, played out as the
two of them were seated in front of the fire by Loukas tent at the edge of town. Far
more so than the village of Eastmarch, Loukas of Semaia became his world;
Loukas' thoughts became Cain's; and long years after Loukas was findly dead, his
dreams and plans lived on in Cain.

And after Cain, in Orion of Eastmarch.

.2.

The week following Loukas arivd was a jumbled one. They buried Cain's
grandfather two days after his death, and so for two days Cain was unable to see
Loukas again. Elena took her father's death harder than Cain would have expected;
she aged visbly in the course of that week.

Garret's death was almost incidental to Cain; if he thought about it a dl, it was
only with a distant sort of relief that he would not have to explain Loukas to his
grandfather. To Cain's surprise, his mother did not object when he told her he
wished to take his dinners with Loukas. She was, he guessed, ill distraught over her
father's death. He did not worry about the why of it, but smply accepted her
permission as a blessing.

They did not own a mirror; Cain could not have seen his own face when he asked
her. Elena had seen that look in her father's eyes. Seeing it that morning before Cain
took Sivato school, seeing it for the first time in Cain's eyes, she knew that she had
lost the argument before it had ever begun.

She went through the rest of that day visbly more cheered than at any time in the
last week; Hogan remarked upon it.



Elena said quietly, "It seems that there are things in the world that you can count
on." She smiled wanly. "Perhaps not the things one would desire; | doubt | shall ever
see the likes of Marric again.”

Hogan nodded. He was not even offended.

"But Cain..." Elena shrugged, and her lips twisted. "He reminded me of my father
this morning."

Hogan patted her clumsily on the shoulder, and they went back to work.

Can and Loukas ate their dinner that evening at the inn, as they had grown
accustomed to. There were beef pies, specia on the menu that day besides
Kephard's customary fare, and Cain ate two of them, cleaning the meat from the
Insides of the pie and then using the crusts and his skipper-wheat honeyroll to get the
last of the dark brown gravy. Kephard had findly unbent to the point where he
would serve Cain beer, though only enough to go with his med; two glasses, or on a
hot day, when the beer warmed quickly, perhaps three, diluted with ice.

The ice was aluxury. Cain had never redlized that Kephard liked him until the day
that Jenny pointed out that he had never been charged for it. Kephard had the only
beer machine in Eastmarch, unless there was one in the Lord Malachor's home. The
beer machine fascinated Cain. Kephard kept his beer in kegs in the basement, same
as the shopkeepers on Merchant's Way who sold beer in jars, but where the
shopkeepers had ice for the beer only during winter, when nobody cared, Kephard's
beer machine made fine round balls of ice during the hottest days of summer, and
chilled the beer besides. There were two input bins, where beer and water were
poured into the machine, and a spigot where beer came out, frosty cold. The ice
dropped down, in a steady stream, into a holding bin at the side of the machine.
When Cain asked Kephard how the machine worked, Kephard told him, with a
sraight face, "There's a piece of the sun insde it," and so after that Cain did not ask
again.

He never attempted to touch the machine; Kephard would have busted his arms.

The inn was a smdl place, with eleven tables large enough for two or three people
apiece, chairs scattered through its length, and a row of private booths aong one
wal. The bar itself was like any bar, a long barrier behind which Kephard kept his
hard alcohol and foodstuffs and the beer machine. On the evening Lord Malachor
came to the inn, it was, being entirely too hot a day, rather more crowded than usual
for a TwosDay. Loukas had been playing the same song, uninterrupted, for nearly a
quarter of an hour when the Lord Maachor, with half a dozen of his men, appeared
in the entrance. The song, which Cain had aready heard part of, concerned the
troubles of ayoung farmer in Saerlock who'd gone with a friend to eat at Alice's Inn
and, contrary to the garbage-dumping regulations, dumped some garbage off a a
cliff dong the way. Except for the choruses it was more of a story than a song,
backed by the repetitive, dmost hypnotic melody from the instrument Loukas called
a guitar. Loukas was leading the crowd cheerfully through the choruses, and fully



hdf the inn was singing when they came around.

The ignorant farmer had been inducted by the legate Kierin into the service of the
Lord Deremor, the Lord of Saerlock, along with a group of criminds. "... there was
mother rapers, and father killers, and father rapers, and one particular big father
raper came and sat down aside me on the bench there ..."

Loukas probably saw the Lord Malachor before anyone ése in the inn; his
customary stool, to the back of the inn, faced the door directly. The Lord Malachor
took over the three tables nearest the door as silence descended around the inn.
Loukas never missed a word, but smply looked a question at the Lord Malachor.
Malachor waved a hand a him, to continue, and Loukas did, another full five
minutes of song in the midst of utter silence. When he was done, he laid his fingers
over the strings at the neck of the guitar and said to Lord Malachor, "My lord, did
you enjoy the song?'

There was an empty stool directly in front of Maachor. He gestured to it. "Very
much. A bit disrespectful of authority, it seemed.”

Loukas was up from his stool in an instant, nudging the box with his coins in it
over so that it rested by Cain's feet as he did so, and crossing the room to where
Malachor sat. He dung his guitar around so that it hung on its strap over his shoulder
and seated himsdf before Maachor. "Aye, my lord, it was that. Such songs are
popular." He shrugged. "Being only a poor singer, | cannot say why."

Malachor grinned at Loukas. His men sat with their eyes on Loukas, the way dogs
might watch a stag about to be brought down. The legate Stenno sat quietly just to
his lord's right, with an unpleasant smile on his ugly face. "You're as impudent as
they told me, Loukas the Semalian. Whereabouts in Semalia are you from?"

"I'm the son of afarmer from Tubadin, my lord."

"Ah" That seemed to impat something to Malachor. " The son of a
farmer'—this farmer, what was his name?"

They might have been alone in the inn. Aside from their conversation there was no
sound at dl; nobody ate, nobody drank.

"Jerald, my lord. And, having been asked these questions before, I'll answer your
next; to the best of my knowledge, sir, none of our folk fought with Erebion when it
rose against the Rulers." Loukas met the Lord Malachor's eyes directly. "Y ou look
to be of an age to have fought in that war, my lord."

"I did." Malachor shifted the subject abruptly. "Where did you get the variable
laser?

The first stupid expression Cain had ever seen on him crept across Loukas' face.
"My lord? The varbal what?"

"The light knife, minstrel. | wear one, gifted me by the Ruler Alber during the war
with Erebion. I'm the only one in Eastmarch who does. They're not easy to obtain."
Malachor's eyes were intent upon Loukas.



"l bought it, my lord, in Singer, eight years ago. Paid five stars for it, and the
horse I'd ridden into town on as well. Took me two years singing before I'd
recouped the investment in it." Loukas shrugged. "It's saved my life more than once,
my lord. A man traveling aone is hardly safe these days."

Malachor said suddenly, "Do | know you?'

A soft humming sound seemed to touch Cain. Loukas cocked his head to one
side and said gently, "My lord, how could you?"

The humming grew louder, and Cain was amazed that nobody in the inn seemed
to hear it. Eric Malachor seemed confused and shook his head dightly as though to
clear it of something. Suddenly he relaxed and grinned, and the humming sound
ceased as though a harp had been silenced by a hand lad across its strings. "Well,
doubtlessitll come to me. Perhaps | saw you play once, elsewhere. At any rate, it's
good to have amingrel here again; it's been ten years since our last died, and unless
my memory fails me you're far better than he ever was. Y ou must come play for me
sometime." He stood and gestured at the quiet inn. "Clearly," he said with humor, "I
cannot come here to listen to you, and ruin these good folks' dinner."

L oukas came to his feet and bowed quite low. "My lord, | would be honored.”

Malachor gathered his men to him with a wave of his hand—Stenno was visbly
disappointed—said, "Welcome to Eastmarch, minstrel,” and they |eft.

Time passed, quietly, without incident. Loukas became as much a fixture at
Kephard's Inn as Cain, or Jenny, or Sam Kephard himsaf. There were those in
Eastmarch who thought the mingtrel an odd man; for Cain, there was no basis for
comparison, and it never occurred to him to make the attempt.

L oukas was Loukas.

On Winter 8, 1196, Barra started school with Mistress Sandahl; by that time Cain
was probably better educated than his sister Siva, though not, perhaps, in subjects
Mistress Sandahl would have found appropriate.

One night he and Loukas were waking back to Loukas tent. Cain was leading
Loukas horse, which Loukas had named Sunflower for the color of its coat.
Everything that Loukas possessed in the world was kept in Sunflower's saddlebags,
except for the tent itsalf, which he refused to pitch every night. Sunflower went
everywhere with Loukas, and as for the tent, Loukas said, "The tent's made of
monomolecular electropolymers, stiffened by a weak eectric current. The man who
tried to take it down and fold it so's he could stedl it would have a hdl of atime of it
without my thumbprint for the smartlock. It could be stolen, if he'd a mind to drag a
three-meter-long bright green tent to wherever it was he wished to take it. But it's
hard to hide, hard to move, and wdl known as being my tent, which makes it hard to
sl

Can tried sorting through the two words that Loukas had spoken in the Old
Tongue. Monomolecular became "single-piece," but electro-polymer he could make



neither head nor tall of, and said so.

"Electricity, Cain, is the root of the first haf of the word. Polymer is just the
Anglish word for plastic. Electricity is the force that makes the beer machine work,
like lightning, only tamed so that men can get work out of—"

Cain interrupted him. "l knew Sam Kephard was having me on! He told me the
beer machine worked off a piece of the sun."

Loukas shook his head. "He wasn't lying to you, though I'm sure he thought he
was. The beer machine leaches energy from what's called a fuson power supply. It
takes a gas called hydrogen—you read on my video tablet about the periodic table?’

"Yes, but | didn't understand it dl."

"I'd have been a bit surprised if you had,” said Loukas dryly. "I don't entirey
understand it myself, and I've studied it a good while. At any rate, the hydrogen
atoms join together—fuse—into hdium atoms, and give off light and heat in the
process; the fusion motor turns the heat into eectricity in a way | confess | don't
understand. The sun, Cain, is powered by the same thing: hydrogen burning by
fusion to produce hdium. So Sam Kephard wasn't entirdly lying to you when he told
you there was a piece of the sun in the beer machine. Even if the sun does come by
way of hydrogen cells bought in Saerlock." They walked aong in silence for a hit,
except for the sound of Sunflower's hooves on the cobblestones. "l needn't remind
you, I'm sure, that you don't talk about things like this, even to your sisters.”

Cain nodded his head. "Because of the Rulers?’
"Aye. They suppress technology, the Rulers do."
"And technology is..."

Loukas laughed. "Damn. So many words to teach you. Technology is many
things, Cain. It means ‘techniques of knowledge,' near enough. Knowing ways of
doing things. It's an Anglish word from before the Fire, and at that, the Anglish word
was based on apair of words from an even more ancient language called Latin." He
paused, and scratched his beard. "Or was it Spanish? I've forgotten. At any rate, so
say the Rulers, it was technology gave men the weapons that caused the Fire Wars.
It was weapons—bombs, they were called—based on the knowledge of fusion, that
caused the Glowing Desert, off to the south, and nearly destroyed dl the world." His
voice took on the rhythms of storytelling. "The survivors were divided, and the
warring continued. Only the Rulers learned the power of the Light, and with it
defeated in battle the Giants, defeated the barbarians and the mutants, and so
brought the first true peace the world has ever known." He paused. "I may have
midad aword or two, but that's near a direct quote, from the lips of a Ruler named
Loga, who taught me while | was at Academy—and who is a dead man, believe me,
does he ever make the mistake of coming within striking distance of my knife. At any
rate, see you, the Rulers believe technology caused the downfal of the first world,;
and, could be, they're right. They're right about alot of things."

The thought came to Cain very dowly. "But not... everything?'



L oukas answered near as dowly. "I do hope not."

"... the sun, herein the center. | don't care what your mother thinks, it's the Earth
travels about the sun, not the other way ‘round. Here, in orbit around Earth, are the
few ships left to the Rulers. That orbit's what's called geosynchronous. It means the
ships stay put directly above one spot on the Earth's surface, though only in the
equatoria plane. That orbit's also where they put the automated orbital factories. My
variable laser was built in such a factory, as were the fusion cells that drive both the
light knife and the beer machine. The factories are breaking down now; the Rulers no
longer know how to repair them, and they're afraid to take the Giants up to look at
them. The Giants might learn too much. The Rulers beat the Giants in battle once,
but that was while Loden's son, the Ruler Donner, was sill on Earth. To hear tdl, he
was near as tal as a Giant himself, and a Warrior the likes of which the Rulers
couldn't field today. Those factories are the best of what's left of the technology
from before the Fire, but they go dark, Cain, and they are not replaced..."”

The bombs fdll.

In a nuclear rain that lasted for days, through a peremptory first strike and a
retaliatory second strike, through retaliatory second and third strikes, until only a
few lonely submarines cruised through the ocean to fire their weapons upon an
enemy who no longer existed, through all of this the bombs fell, and fell. Billions
died, of the planet's seven and a half billion persons, in fire and blasting shock
waves and radiation. Billions more died in famine, and the firestorms caused
when the bombs went down. But that was not the wor st.

Vast clouds of dust and earth were blasted into the sky. Whole continents
disappeared beneath them; the skies grew dark, and temperatures began to drop.

And the glaciers came south.

"What are you reading?' asked Loukas. His eyes were closed; he was lying flat
on his back insde the tent, amost adeep. That happened sometimes, that Loukas
fdl adeep before Cain was ready to go home; when it did Cain smply remembered
to bank the fire and give a drink to Sunflower before he |€ft.

It was a history of the first Fire War; Cain told Loukas so. "I'm only on the first
chapter, though. Why do you ask?"

"No reason." Loukas' voice floated out from the tent; he sounded seepy. "Wedll,
actudly, there is a reason; you got very quiet, boy, and there's some of the books in
the video tablet you're not old enough to be reading."

Cain looked down at the video tablet, at the words, shining siver-blue on a dark
gray background. "Which ones?' he asked immediately.

Loukas laughed. "Damn, Cain, if | mean for you not to read them, why would |



tdl you which ones they are?’

"l guess you wouldn't, except to save me from going crazy with wanting to
know." The one he'd been reading had been depressing him, but he was hardly going
to tell Loukas that.

It was almost as though Loukas had heard the thought. "If you redly want to
know, just go to the index and try opening files at random. The ones you can't get
into | don't want you in. The one you're reading 1'd not have let you read just a year

ago."
"Why not?'
Silence from the tent. Then: "It was written by a machine that killed men."
Cain laughed.
"You think I'm lying to you?"
"No, Loukas," said Cain quickly.

"Wadl, I'm not. It was a war machine in orbit, before the Fire, and it was very
smart. It controlled X-ray lasers to shoot down fusion missiles—and other things. It
used them, the day of the Fire, and kept the damage to the world from being as bad
as it might have been, by preventing many of the fusion missiles from reaching their
targets. After the Fire, it wrote down what it had learned about humans—about its
creators—and then, because it had killed many humans while protecting others, shut
itself down. By the time T'Pau's People had got back to orbit again, the parts of it
that it had kept its memoriesin had decayed to where they couldn't bring it back."

"A killing machine?' asked Cain increduloudy. "Why would they want to?"

"Finish the book, Can."

"Loukas!"

"The machine had killed, Cain. It had been built to kill. But it felt regret. It was
sorry.

"This is a guess. But—if a machine could learn that, perhaps T'Pau’'s People
thought its example might help al the humans who couldn't.”

"The machine felt sorry," Cain repeated, "for killing men."

"The word you are looking for," said Loukas very, very softly, "is guilt."

"... And 'twas only then that they realized the sea was rising. In those days there
were many oceans, Cain, not just the one. You wouldn't recognize a map of that
time. Immediately after the first and largest of the Fire Wars, there came a smdl ice
age, when the dust and smoke from the Fires blocked out the light from the sun. In
the Old Tongue it was called nuclear winter. This was right after the war with the
White Flame Tribe, after the Sisterhood of the Ring told everybody they were tired
of dl the fighting and were leaving Earth to those who were willing to fight for it. So
the Rulers—they were caled T'Pau's People then, after T'Pau Almandar, the



genegineer who designed them and gave them ther psychic abilities—the Rulers
came north, where the radiation was not so bad, and brought norma humans with
them and settled in this Vdley. They did not know, then, that the Giants even
existed; rumors they'd heard, no more. Many mutants were created during the Fire
Wars; most of them died out. The Giants did not. They survived, up in the far north,
by virtue of their skills a engineering. The Rulers became aware of the Giants when
they heard that the Giants planned to do no less than warm the entire world again. So
say the histories, then, that Loden and Donner and Loga went north, to the home of
the Giants, and waged war upon them until the Giants submitted. The warming
process was dready under way by then, and the Giants could not stop it. The
process, if you're interested, is caled a greenhouse effect, and I'll explain it some
other time. The oceans began to rise, and the Giants, under threat of destruction by
the Rulers, built the Great Dam to protect the Valey from the risng waters. And see,
it has done so, these thousand years. Aye, it's a long time. T'Pau’'s People became
the Rulers, norma men and women became Workers, and for a thousand years there
has been no war more serious than that rebellion in Erebion..."

.3.

They were seated before Loukas' fire, on a SunDay evening late in Winter of
1196. Rain was threatening, and Loukas seemed moodier than usua. He'd been
tuning his guitar with haf a mind and plucking out odd tunes with it that Cain had
never heard before. Cain paid only dight attention; he was reading, on Loukas' video
tablet, a text about the Sisterhood of the Ring, the quasi-religious order that had at
one time contested—not warred, but competed—with the Rulers for mastery of the
Earth. The text was one written by a Ruler named Gabridl, and Cain was taking what
he read with Loukas recommended grain of salt. T'Pau Almandar had inflicted a
terrible defeat upon the White Flame Tribe and sent her son, John Almandar, to
negotiate with the Sisterhood, the only significant power left upon Earth that might
oppose them.

The video tablet was an astonishing device, had Can ever thought about it. It
held, listed in its index, five times as many books as Mistress Sandahl had in her
entire school.

He never thought about it.

What findly brought him up from the history of the Rulers dedings with the
Sisterhood was the playing of the guitar, and the fed of eyes upon him. The melody
was haunting, unlike anything else Cain had ever heard by Loukas, or anyone else.

The greenest hills are fading
Than I've ever seen
The singer's voice is silenced In dreams of could-have-been



The amber light is waning The darkness takes the day The singer's voice is
silenced Sill the harpist plays

Loukas voice softened and then stopped. "That's from a song cdled 'The
Diamond." | wrote it for... wdl, | guess it doesn't matter why it was written, such a
long time ago it was." He sat quietly with the guitar in his hands, running his fingers
aong the strings, but not playing; smply sitting, looking at Cain. "The first thing is to
build your knowledge of the world and how it came to be, for knowledge is a
weapon deadlier than a sword, with a longer reach than an arrow. Learn," he said
intensaly, "learn your enemy not just until you know your enemy better than your
enemy knows you, but until you know your enemy better than your enemy knows
himself."

They had skirted the subject before, covered it in glances and fleeting touches.
Cain put it into words for the first time, with an odd disquiet in his stomach that he
could not control. "Are the Rulers my enemies?

"They are killing you as you gt there, Cain. If they are not your enemies," said
L oukas, "then the word has no meaning, and we must make us a new one."

Can nodded without argument, accepting, taking the answer on faith. "Tell me
about them."

Loukas was dlent for along moment.

"Academy,” he began, "is a group of buildings, Cain, buildings in the city of
Parliament, and also the name of the school that occupies those buildings. See, the
Rulers have a dilemma, Cain. They believe in peace, justice, honor—and the power
of the Light. And they are not hypocrites, they behave as they believe."

"To each other."

"They live forever, I'm sure you know—or &t least, do not die of old age. Loden
and Loga are older than the Great Dam itself, and there are probably a dozen other
Rulers of amilar age. | heard once Loden was actually born before the Fire, though |
don't know if that's true. | don't know as much as | might about the Rulers on a
number of fronts—rumors fly around Academy same as anywhere else. But what |
know about the length of their lives | did not learn from rumor, but cold experience.
Cain, these long lives, they're not a part of the Rulers genetic makeup. It's a thing
that comes with control of the Light. A Ruler who's injured, for instance, can hed
himself almost instantly by joining himself to the Light. Age, so they say, is only an
injury of a sort itsalf, and the touch of the Light aids them in preventing it." Loukas
words rolled across Cain, a rhythmic steady cadence. "But—even lacking ther
control of the Light—we can lead lives as long, as productive as theirs. Not through
control of the Light, but with a drug, Cain, a drug that was developed in the last days
before the Fire."

Cain squirmed under Loukas unfocused gaze; or, not unfocused, only fixed on



something behind Cain, and far, far distant. "A drug caled youthbooster." Cain
literdly whispered the words.

"Tel me." Thunder rumbled in the distance. "What would you know of it, Cain?"
"Why do they not let us have it?'

Loukas grinned suddenly. "The crux of the question, to be sure. Y ou've a knack
for coming to the point, lad." Loukas unlooped the guitar from his shoulders, made
along arm inside his tent, and hung it just insde the flap on a peg. "The moisture's
not good for the wood," he said absently. "I'll have to teach you to play it sometime
soon; | think you'd have aptitude." He sat very 4ill, forehead creased in thought. He
was, Cain saw, having great difficulty putting his thoughts into words. "I wish you to
understand without hating. The hating will not help, only blind. Cain—there is much
to admire in the Rulers. They are in large measure a good people. And yet they are
your enemy and mine, because they will not let us share their lengthy lives, because
they hide the secret of youthbooster so wel | misdoubt there is anyone in dl this
village even knows the word. The Rulers live so long, Cain, they have learned to take
a long view of events, to plan not for the morrow nor the next season, but in
lifetimes, as Workers measure them. "They breed dowly, do T'Pau's People; they
are not a fertile race. Homo sapiens—the species you and | are members of—we
breed like treebunnies by comparison. It is only death that keeps our numbers low
enough that the Rulers are not threatened by us. Did we not die, we would, within
two to three generations, have filled this Vdley from the Great Dam to Parliament
itself with such numbers that the Rulers could not control us. We might then threaten
them. And so, they must deny us youthbooster.

"There is this, aso. They love luxury, alife of ease, as much as any Worker. In
the days before the Fire, machines did much of the labor Workers do now. All men
lived in the style that today only the Rulers can maintain. So, unless they choose to
raise up the old science—and remember, they believe it was that science caused the
Fire—they must, to maintain their fashion of living, be served, and served wdl, with
each Ruler commanding the instant obedience of many Workers."

The words came dowly. "Justice, Loukas? All of the things you have told me of
the Rulers—their belief that war and killing are wrong, their concerns over what
behavior is ethical, what is not, dl of it—it does not mix."

Loukas nodded, stirring the fire moodily with a stick that was itself burning at one
end. "No, it does not. They're aware of it, too." Sparks flew from the depths of the
fire. Loukas eyes were lost somewhere in that heated light. His next words seemed
a firg irrdevant. "You should study kriss theology sometime. | did once, when |
was younger. It's full of such nonsense, a god who's infinitdly powerful, infinitely
merciful, infinitely good, al-knowing—but he keeps a private torture pit and has a
demon adversary named Lucifern whom he can't or else won't destroy. It dways
struck me, if he couldn't destroy Lucifern, he couldn't very wdl be infinitey
powerful, and if he wouldn't, he couldn't be infinitdy good." Loukas grinned
somewhat wryly. "Understanding the kind of arguments the kriss use, Cain, will be
good practice for the sort of arguments whereby the Rulers justify denying



youthbooster to the Workers. The truth, Cain, the plain truth, is they're afraid of us,
and they're afraid of technology. We breed too fast, and the technology that could
make our lives something other than a smple struggle for surviva is the same
technology that caused the Fire Wars, the same technology that let Donner Almandar
tdl the Ruling Tribunal to go to hell during the Great Schism."

"That's the truth." Thunder rumbled above them once again, and a flash of
brilliant white lightning lit up the Vdley dl around them. "But the Rulers tdl each
other—for they do not tak about youthbooster to Workers at all—that because we
cannot control the Light as they do, we are in some way less due the ethica
consideration they extend to one another. On that point, the vast mgority of them, it
seems, have come to agree. And yet there is dissent on another point, and one of
great concern to you. The question that divides them is just this. can a Worker learn
to control the Light? To answer that question they created Academy, to teach the
best among the children of Workers in the same fashion in which the children of
Rulers are taught. Those Workers who learn to control the Light, to assmilate the
Light within themselves and become Light, will become Rulers and thereby live
forever." He shrugged. "Lies on top of lies on top of lies; that is not what the
students at Academy are told, of course. To tell them that they might, by learning to
control the Light, become Rulers themselves, is much the same thing as telling them
that there is such a thing as youthbooster. The Rulers tell one another that if one of
us is proved worthy—Dby controlling the Light—then they will raise that Worker up
to become a Ruler."

It happened rarely, but was becoming more common as Can learned: Loukas
answered Cain's question before Cain had even asked it. "Make no mistake, Cain,
for dl we look dike, we and the Rulers are a different race of beings. When we lie
with one another, we do not create children. And they are born with the power to
harness the Light to their will. Whether a Worker can learn to control the Light..."
He was slent for a moment, as though remembering. "I do not know. But in answer
to your question, Cain, dl the answer | have for you, there was one. One, Cain.
Once in history has someone who was not one of T'Pau’'s People become a Ruler.
And he, damn him, was not a Worker at dl, but a barbarian from beyond the
Glowing Desert." Loukas thrust his stick savagely into the fire. "A barbarian."

"A mutant?'

"How not? It's said, as a child, the Ruler Loga had slver eyes and skin the color
of chak. It was the genegineer T'Pau who injected him with a transform virus that
gave him the darker skin and blue eyes that most of T'Pau's People have." Loukas
saw the look on Cain's face and interpreted it correctly. "Darker by comparison, lad.
Most Workers are darker than the Rulers, though not many are as dark as |. But
there are barbarians beyond the Glowing Desert with skin like cloudy ice, and eyes
of slver."

"You tak like you know." It was as close to asking as Cain had ever come. Cain
was intensaly aware that Loukas had never questioned him about subjects Cain did
not wish to discuss. "Y ou were not aways a singer.”



Loukas said only, "No, | was not aways a singer.”

The vison struck Cain suddenly, sharply, of what he somehow knew was the
Glowing Desert, with the wavering ghost aurora flickering above its surface. In a
Shield that protected him from the radiation, he staggered across its surface, dying
of thirst, and there was beauty, great beauty ...

He came back to himsdf and saw Loukas staring a him in concern. "Yes, lad,
once | journeyed through the Glowing Desert—but | do not recal having been so
thirsty. Or tired..."

Can shook himsdf dightly, and the image faded. His ears were ringing.
"Loukas... when were you a Warrior?"'

"It is becoming harder and harder,” said Loukas conversationaly, "to tdl you
things at a pace of my own choosing. | was a Warrior, Cain, a long time ago. The
city of Erebion rose in rebdlion against the Rulers. | think you know which side |
fought on. The Rulers wouldn't dirty their hands fighting against mere men. They
hired other men't'do it and sent them against us. Damn near dl Erebion, and much of
Semdia Province, rose in that war. Erebion's gone, and Semalia’s still recov—"

"Loukas?'
"—ering from the loss of that war. Not..."
"Loukas!"

Loukas seemed to rouse himsdf from the depths of memory. "Can? What's
wrong, lad?'

Can was not sure why the question was important to him; he knew only that it
was indeed important. "L oukas, how old are you?"

Loukas sat, staring into the fire. One hand reached up, toyed with the curls of his
beard. "Cain..." He stopped after speaking Cain's name. After a while Cain thought
L oukas was not going to answer him, and was beginning to regret the question. At a
levdl so deep he was not even aware it existed, the thought that Loukas might be
displeased with him was perhaps the most terrifying possibility in Cain's world.
Finaly Loukas stood, dowly, and undid his belt.

He caught Cain's startled look and laughed. "Relax, | haven't developed a taste
for boys since the last time | bedded Jenny." He withdrew the belt from its loops
and handed it to Cain. "Look at the buckle. It comes off easly enough; if
somebody's of amind to rob me, they'll take that." Cain pulled the silver buckle off,
admiring the workmanship, and put it aside. "Turn it over, though. See the dark spot
midway to the back? Give me the belt." Loukas took the bet back from Cain and
touched the spot with his thumb. "There's a smartlock sewn to the surface of the
belt, same as the one on my tent and Sunflower's saddlebags. If anyone but me
touches this spot, nothing happens. And you can't cut the belt open; for dl it looks
like uncured leather, it's not." Loukas turned the belt over again in his fine, strong
musician's hands, and did something to the belt Cain could not quite see. The belt
folded open aong one edge, and from the exposed interior Loukas withdrew a small,



transparent packet.
He handed the packet to Cain with the dry comment, "Don't drop it in the fire."

Glancing from Loukas to the package, Cain examined the packet and its contents.
Sx spheres were within the packet, six spheres filled with some blue liquid that
shone brilliantly in the flickering firdight, a pure deep blue like that of the ocean. His
throat was suddenly very dry. He looked back up a Loukas. "It's youthbooster, isn't
it?"

"Aye. Supposed to take one every seven or eight years." Loukas offered no more
explanation. "Loukas, how?"

"Not from the Rulers, to be sure." Loukas picked his words with care, like a man
picking his way through a field set with bear traps. "Cain, my name is not Loukas.
Or was not, a any rate. It was Artemis; | am sixty-seven years old; and | led Erebion
inits rebellion againgt the Rulers.”

Cain stared into the fire. Silence, stretching silence. The rumble of thunder came
again, and the twigs in the fire crackled as though in response, glowing in orange hesat
death. He looked away from the fire and found the minstrel's brown eyes, looking at
him across the glare of the fire. Cain smply waited, trusting, and Loukas smiled
softly, as though Cain had said something in which he found meaning; and told him.

"l was a student at Academy for eight and a hdf years, Cain, but by the time |
was faled as being unworthy and sent home—knowing nothing, ill, about
youthbooster—I had met with certain Giants, who, for reasons of their own, after |
was wdl away from the grasp of the Rulers, educated me. You haven't learned much
about the Giants, Cain. Not yet, at any rate, but you must; they're important. Having
been beaten so easly the last time they challenged the Rulers, they believe they
cannot defeat the Rulers in battle. | think, today, they might challenge the Rulers and
win. But they will not, as a group, because as a group they follow the instructions of
the Skaald, their leader; and the children who might become Skaad are taught never
to dream of fighting the Rulers, for in the last such battle the Giants were almost
exterminated.

"But sometimes Giants split off from ther people, to act done. Two such
Giants," said Loukas quietly, "aided Erebion when it rose. If they had not aided us,
we'd likey not have fought against the Rulers, nor lasted as long as we did. One of
those Giants was a genegineer named Riabel. Among Giants, the word genie is a
curse; indeed, the very name T'Pau is another of their swear words. The Giants are
genies themselves, though reminding one of the fact can cost you your life. They
were created by genegineers before the first Fire War and, in some ways, badly
created. Though they are strong, they are too tdl for Earth's gravity; too tal and too
massive. They lead painful lives and tend to die of degenerative bone disease, which
Isnot an easy death. The science of genetic engineering is banned among them; and
one such as Riabel, who studied it and was caught, is either killed or exiled. Riabel's
crime must have been mild, or his judges bribed; he was not killed, which is unusua
for a Giant caught playing at the genegineer's art.



"Oh, Riabd was not a genegineer such as T'Pau Almandar, no creator of
races—but he knew how to make a variant of youthbooster that worked for both
men and Giants aike. Y outhbooster iswhat is caled a transform virus, Cain. It's not
a proper chemical-based drug, but actudly a disease that happens to do something
benign. The opposite of transform fever, so to speak. Riabel and his aide Kenair, for
reasons of Giant ideology | will not get into tonight, gave us youthbooster and
weapons such as rifles and mortars.”

The words, rifle and mortar, meant nothing to Cain. "But why did you fight the
Rulers, Loukas?'

"We didn't exactly declare war upon them," said Loukas with some humor. "They
did so upon us. But when the battle came to us, we fought. Boy, of course we
fought." His eyes met Cain's, with the dlitter of the fire ill in them. "We wanted to
live forever."

.4.

Time flowed. It seemed to Cain, caught without perspective in the events as they
happened, so young that each day was an eternity, that his life was as it had aways
been. Loukas was smply there; Cain had sat in front of Kephard's Inn forever. He
rarely thought of his father, and never of the house in the hills. He did not examine
his own life; despite his ingrained cynicism, it never occurred to him to ask why
Loukas spent such effort on him. With the innocence of youth he took the world as
it came to him, and did not question. He did not know he was happy, and would
have denied it without an instant's thought if accused.

L oukas taught him. He taught him history, and something of science, and as much
of the small amount of math as Loukas owned. He taught Cain to sing, taught him to
play the guitar with such skill as he found within Cain. Cain enjoyed the guitar, but
the gift for the instrument was not within him.

If Cain failed his teacher in some ways, he surpassed him in others. He learned in
stillness to hear the thoughts Loukas sent him; passed beyond that, and learned to
hear any thoughts Loukas did not intentionaly keep from him. With concentration
the power grew within him until he could, almost without effort, catch the surface
thoughts of nearly any person whom he met. Some people held their minds tight, so
tight that Cain could not, without considerable effort, even fed that there was
anything there behind their eyes. To his surprise—and relief—his mother was one of
those, though neither of his sisters were.

He learned other skills as wel: how to breathe properly, to control the speed at
which his body took in oxygen and the speed at which it burned it; how to slow his
body and his heartbeat for meditation; and how to speed himsdlf, bring oxygen and
adrenaline surging up together in unison for bursts of strength and a flickering unreal
speed that amazed him. He learned things that in an earlier age men had cdled
witchcraft: how to make dice fal as he willed them; to see the other side of a card
without turning it, to bring, from the darkness, a light that was bright enough to read
by. By Loukas instruction, he did not use the skills except when Loukas was



present, and under Loukas' direction. That he did not was a promise Loukas had
extracted from him; and Cain could not break the promise.

Cain's grasp of ethics—a subject that Loukas found of primary importance—was
perhaps the least well learned of the subjects that Loukas tried to instruct him in, and
certainly the least cared about. Nonetheless he found he could not break his promise
to Loukas, though he had given it without any intention at dl of keeping it.

It disturbed him.

He learned, and learned, and time flowed past him, the river around the stone that
was Cain.

Two sgnificant things happened when he was ten: Hogan's brother, Thomas, the
only bookkeeper in Eastmarch, had a stroke; and Cain was taken west, out of
Eastmarch territory for the first timein hislife, to see the town of Telindd.

Thomas had his stroke early in Spring, one of the coldest Spring quarters in
memory; Spring 21 was SunDay, and he'd gone to church with Elena and Hogan and
their children, same as aways, though shivering badly from the cold. After the
service was over, Thomas tottered off to his home, not far away. Though he did not
have a surname, as the village's only bookkeeper he was, if not wedthy, surely the
closest thing to a rich man the village had who did not aso have a surname. His
house showed that—it was not far from the village's center.

Cain waited until Hogan was out of earshot to speak to his mother on their way
home. "Mama?"

Elena looked down at him. "Y es?' Her breath plumed in the icy air.
"Thomas is going to have a stroke tonight."

She did not stop waking; she did not even break her stride. Can was not
surprised to see that she believed him ingtantly. "When?"

"l don't know, Mama. Sometime before morning. Somebody should go see him
in the morning. He's going to need help."

"Okay." They waked on in silence a bit longer. "Thank you for tdling me."

"You're welcome." There were times—rare, to be sure—when Cain amost liked
his mother. If nothing else, she was not nearly as stupid as the other adults he knew.

It was nearly six weeks later that Cain came home from his dinner with Loukas
and found Hogan and Thomas ditting at the table in the front room. Elena had served
them wine, and they dl seemed in good enough spirits. Thomas looked well, though
the left side of his face Hill sagged. Cain nodded to them, dropped his coins on the
table for his mother, and went into the bedroom to do Mistress Sandahl's lessons
with his sisters. He rather enjoyed the lessons, and was careful not to do too wel a
them. He did till, on occasion, learn things of vaue from them.



Besides, the look of contempt Mistress Sandahl would give him if he dared quit
was something he could picture too well, and tried not to think about.

That night his mother called him away from his lessons to come st with the
adults. They did not offer him any of the wine, fenny, he thought, would ask me if |
wanted a drink.

"Cain," she said, "l've been taking with Thomas. He hasn't been getting around
very wel since the stroke, and he needs a boy to help him out at his offices: bring
him his books, carry them from place to place when he sees his clients, clean the
office, help him to dress when he has to dress fancy, and the like. He's offered five
estars a day for it, which is a bit more than you usualy make, and going up to six
estars if he's pleased with you; and no tenth-cut for Sam Kephard." She looked as
cheerful about it al as Cain had seen her in a solid quarter. "I don't see any reason
why you can't start tomorrow."

"Reason," said Cain dowly. He looked up abruptly and smiled at them dl. "No."

His mother looked as though she refused to beieve the evidence of her ears.
"What?'

"The reason," said Cain politely. "l don't want to do it."

His mother sat and struggled quietly with her anger. Hogan was flushed red, but
with embarrassment, and Thomas was smply looking a him. "You will," said Elena
a last, "do as you're told."

Can sat quietly, biting his lip, thinking. Findly he looked up into his mother's
blazing anger. "Or what?' His voice did not even raise.

His sisters were staring at him from the bedroom. "Will you strike me? Will you
throw me out? | can rent apallet at Kephard's as good as the one I've got now for an
estar aday. | could buy both of my meds for an estar apiece, and even after Sam
Kephard's cut |'d have something left over which | don't have now."

Elena came to her feet screaming. "Get out, then! Get out, you little black-eyed
bastard!" Hogan stood up between her and Cain, preventing her from coming
around the table to where Cain sat, watching his mother struggle with the fat man.

"Mama?' Cain waited, and said again, after she had calmed some, ill flushed
with her anger but calm enough to listen, "Mama?’

"Don't cal me that." Her breath came very short. "Don't you ever cal me that
agan."

Cain sat very gill for amoment. When he spoke again, it was with the vast, smple
coldness of a child who truly does not care, who has schooled himself not to care.
"Very wel, madam. Elena, what will pay for the schooling? It costs you two and a
haf estars a day to send Siva and Barra to school, three when one of them's out
sick. You don't have it. Where will it come from? Will Hogan give it to you?"

The words penetrated. Elena knew without having to look at Hogan that the very
suggestion had made him uneasy. Cain continued. "So it's not going to be Hogan.



Mistress Sandahl has let me do my lessons with them, even though you can't afford
to send me to school with them. If you can't afford to send ether of them, do you
think shell let them go to school for free?' Still there was no answer. Cain nodded
again. "So it won't be Mistress Sandahl's generosity that'll see the girls schooled
either." He lowered his voice dightly, so that his sisters could not hear him. "Before
Dadied he told me to take care of the girls. If he hadn't said that I'd have left a year
ago." He stared at his mother, and when he spoke again his voice was filled with a
purity of disdain that no adult could possibly have matched. "You don't redly think |
like it here?"

Before Cain's mother could answer, Thomas said, speech durred dightly,
"Everybody wait." His manner was grim and even somewhat surprised. "Cain, |
want you to come for awak with me. Will you?"'

Can glanced at his mother and then a Thomas. "Sure."

Thomas nodded and reached for his waking stick. "And Elena, | want you to
cadm down while I'm gone. Sit and think a bit and ask yoursdlf if the boy's said
anything you didn't know aready, en?' He turned to Cain, getting to his feet
painfully. "Let's go."

It was Spring 60, the third day of the work week. Eastmarch was quiet that late in
the evening, just the occasional carriage and even more occasional passerby.
Thomas leaned heavily on his stick as they walked down Merchant's Street. Cain did
not offer to help him; Thomas was a big man, and Cain was not sure that his help
would have been of use. Thomas was troubled; Cain could fed it, and might with
some effort have learned the source of the disquiet. He did not bother, but walked
down the street with the old man. There was ice on the street, but no snow, and
though it was cold, there was no wind to speak of. In dl, not a bad night, by
comparison with the weather they'd been having the last few weeks.

Thomas said findly, "What got your back up, Can? Is it working for me you
don't want to do? Perhaps I'm wrong, but I've dways thought we got along well
enough.”

Cain's lips moved in an empty smile. "I'll apprentice to you if you like. And I'll do
it for, oh, four estars a day—whether you like my work or not."

Thomas sighed. "Cain, you know | can't do that. My clients are mostly Merchant
and Land'ner class, Cain. They're proud folk, very conscious of their class. If |
apprenticed a boy who'd been shining their boots the week before, they'd stop using
me. There's other people in this town can do the math necessary to keep a store's
books; | don't dare anger my clients.”

Cain said without hesat, "Okay."

Thomas waited a beat, until it became apparent no further reply would be
forthcoming. "Okay, but | should lick the ice somewhere else, en?' Cain did not
reply, and Thomas sighed. "Cain, why will you not work for me?"



Cain did not look a him. "It would mean another estar or two a day for my
mother, which she doesn't need. It won't send the girls to a better school, because
there isn't one. It would probably mean a new dress three times a year instead of
twice for the girls." He shrugged. "l don't care about that. They have nice dresses
now. So it won't help my sisters to come work for you, it won't help me to come
work for you, it won't help anybody except my mother. She doesn't like Sam
Kephard very much, and she doesn't like Loukas hardly at al. She won't admit it, but
part of the reason she likes the idea of my going to work for you is because itll hurt
them if I'm not there: Kephard because hell lose some money, Loukas because he
likes me." He did look a Thomas then. "Besides," he said evenly, "I don't like your
brother, and if he thinks it's a good ides, it probably isn't.”

To Cain's surprise, Thomas laughed at the comment. It was a strange-sounding
laugh, perhaps because of his stroke. Thomas said, "No, my brother's not the most
charming of men, and | know you don't like him." He waked slently a moment.
"Still, he's not so bad, boy, and the job he gave Elena is one she had little training
for, a least when he gave it to her. Your mother's a woman in her thirties, Cain,
looks older yet, has two young girl children and a son who's not yet fit to do a man's
work. Shélll not marry again, Cain, and my brother, poor manners, fat and insecure,
dl surface and no depth, sill he's decent enough. | mean to say, as good as poor
Elenas likdy to do, and better than she might have got." He sighed as though he
were in some pain, but did not miss a pace. "Y ou should have known your mother
when she was a girl. She was a sight—ambitious, that's the word, coming of the
poor family she did. And doing wdl until your father died, and Misha..." Thomas
broke off, and then continued a moment later, more dowly. "I think she knows now
her own lot won't be much better than what her mother's was, but she's determined
for the girls to have a better chance."

Cain nodded slently.

"And as for yoursdlf... Cain, | can't apprentice you. I'd go bankrupt if | did. But |
can teach you what | know, same as if you were my apprentice. Someday you could
make your living doing it, keeping books."

Thomas saw the skepticism on Cain's face and grinned at the boy. "Oh, not here,
| won't yank your cork. There's too many won't forget the boy who sat in the gutter
and shined their shoes for a half-estar. But in—wdll, not Telindd, it's too close—but
Saerlock, it's further and bigger, or better yet Moorstin or Allietown, where there'd
be nobody who knew you as a child—there, Cain, you'd have a shot. And not a bad
one. You ride into town one day on a fine horse, with a purseful of stars, rent an
office and hang out a sign. At first you won't get much business, but you hang with
it and charge less than the other bookkeepers, and do better work to boot, and flatter
your clients shamelessly with how impressed you are by their fine business sense—"

Can laughed at that.
Thomas broke off. "Have | said something funny?"
"Do you know Loukas?"



"Your friend the minstrd? Wdll, I've stood him a drink a time or two—oh. 'Fine
business sense.’ " Thomas nodded. "Perhaps | did pick the phrase up from him.
The Light shine on my words, I've heard him use it. You might take that as your
model, if you would—aside from being irresponsible, the minstrel's a sharp man. But
| was saying, Cain, do those things, build up a clientele, and the day'll come when
therell be nobody in the town who'll ever remember you werent born to the
Merchant class. By the time you're old, ther€ll be enough money there, if you've
saved wisdly, you can start taking longingly of the old hometown of Eastmarch; sl
the business, pack up the wife and kids, and head west. Travel a good long ways
down the Traveler's Road, pick some likely-looking town—I can't even mention 'em,
I've never been further than Moorstin, and | don't know what's out there—but pick
some such town, ride into town with your family in your finest clothes and with the
best horse and carriage you could buy, tdl 'em dl with a straight face that you're
Land'ners from Eastmarch. You had to leave Eastmarch on account of difficulties
with the local Lord—people are aways willing to believe the worst about you, and
while they're busying ther dirty litte minds with wondering about what got you
exiled, they won't be wondering if you are what you say you are. Drop your money
down on the table in front of the town's Lord and with unctuous politeness demand
somebody sdl you a plot of land." Thomas smiled at him, a somewhat tremulous
gmile. "They'll do it, too, and there you are, from bootblack to Land'ner in one
man's lifetime. It's been done. If I'd ever married and had children, 1'd do it myself.
But before you can do it, Cain, first you need a skill. Will you come work for me,
Can?'

Cain did not miss a beat. "Sure."

The smple answer seemed to startle Thomas; he peered at Cain with a moment's
surprise. "Wel," he said after a moment, "seems | can Hill persuade people atimes."

"You didn't persuade me."
"Eh? What's that?
"You findly," said Cain quietly, "asked me."

One evening near the beginning of summer, Cain showed up a Loukas tent,
bleeding and beaten, but ill waking under his own power. Loukas took his
appearance in stride, washed his face of the blood and bound up his arm in a ding;
he had a dislocated shoulder. He did not ask Cain what had happened, and Cain did
not volunteer the information.

Loukas walked him home, light knife in his hand, blade lit and glowing at a meter's
length. Those who were on the streets when Cain and Loukas came by got out of
their way.

They stopped in front of the stairwell entrance. "Cain?"
"I won't tdl you who did it, Loukas. Y ou'd hurt them."
Il&?ll



"l want to be the one."

In the radiance from the variable laser, the gleam of the teeth appeared in Loukas
dark face, sudden and quick. "l understand that. Tell your mother you'll be taking a
trip to Telindd with me. Well be gone three, perhaps four weeks. I'll tel Master
Thomas. | don't think hell be too angry. When you come back you'll know more
about dirty fighting than anyone esein this slly damn village."

"Okay." Cain stood there a moment. "Thanks, Loukas."

"You're welcome." Loukas turned off his light knife and hung it from his belt.
"Good night, then."

For the first time since Loukas had known Cain, Cain hugged him, hard and
swiftly. Cain had the impression hed surprised the man. "Thanks for being my
friend."” He ran up the stairs without waiting for areply.

Standing done in the dark street, Loukas smiled again, rather more gently than
was usual for him. "Y ou're welcome, boy. The Light knows, you're welcome."

Can supposed, years later, that Telinde must have made some impression on
him. It was the first town he'd ever seen in his life, a place with four times as many
people just in the town as in dl of Eastmarch teritory. Nonetheless, while he
remembered the trip clearly, both there and back, Telindel was only a confused blur
in his mind, a remembered impresson of confusng size and numbers.
Superimposed on whatever might have remained of Telindel were the images of the
town during the War. It was his first headquarters, before he built the Command
Center in the Caverns, and his memories of the city from those years were memories
of atown—and asmdl one, at that—being torn down and rebuilt, almost overnight.

He remembered with great clarity his first sight of the Caverns. Loukas making,
with just a thought, the ghost light that followed them and going right down beneath
the surface of the Earth, into the great echoing empty spaces beneath the ground.
The Caverns amazed him far more than anything in Telindel, so much so that even
while he was in Telindd, with the town's wonders there before his eyes, he had
difficulty keeping the remembered fed and smdl and sight of the Caverns from risng
up before his eyes to overwhelm redlity.

One night they camped at the side of the Traveler's Road, next to a field of
flowers. The flora scent on the crisp night air was smply astonishing, and Cain lay
awake most of the night, strange images running through his mind whenever he
dropped off: three women, and a pale golden light, and the light became acircle...

A ring.

The next morning they entered Telindel, and Cain forgot the dreams that had
plagued him dl that night. Two days in Telindel, wandering through the town as
Loukas made his purchases, watching as Tedlinde readied itsef for the Summer
Games, and they started back for Eastmarch. Dreams did not bother Cain dl the way
home. They spent an hour in the morning and an hour every evening, practicing



severd different kinds of fighting. There was not a night they were on the road
together but that Cain went to bed exhausted.

He learned to handle a knife properly, aswel as the variable laser Loukas carried.
Loukas had bought a pair of swords and a composite bow in Telindel, and they
practiced with those weapons as wdll, for dl the world as if Cain were one of the
privileged Maachor children and not a Steader's brat from the hills of Eastmarch.

Can knew dready, while meditating, the techniques for bringing speed and
strength up in one coordinated surge. Now Loukas taught him to do so under any
circumstances. rushed without warning, raised from deep by an attack, or while he
was deeply engaged in some other task.

They were gone not quite five weeks. When they came back to Eastmarch, Can
learned that a Ruler had been there in their absence, testing children for the
Academy. With the exception of Cain's mother, there was certainly nobody in dl of
Eastmarch who found anything at dl suspicious in that; and even Elena was only
suspicious, not certain.

Can was not suspicious. He lived in Loukas world, and in Loukas world there
was no such thing as coincidence.

It did not even occur to him to ask Loukas if Loukas had known the Ruler was
coming. He did wonder how Loukas had known, but did not ask even that. If
L oukas wanted him to know, Loukas would tdl him.

Instead he tracked down three boys, each of them severa years older than
himsdf, and beat them to within a centimeter of ther lives.

For the first timein his life, Cain knew victory.
The taste was very swest.

Time flowed...

Somewhat to his surprise, Cain found that he enjoyed keeping books with
Thomas, and enjoyed even more their forays into the higher maths, trigonometry and
the calculus—what Thomas called "numbers for fun," because it was utterly useless
for keeping books. He never even made a mark in one of the books while one of
Thomas' clients was there, but when they were gone, he did as much of the work as
Thomas would let him. In time that came to be most of the work that Thomas did.
Sometimes his clients caught sight of Cain's big, somewhat sloppy writing next to
Thomas' neater marks and questioned Thomas about it. Thomas let out that he was
developing arthritis in his hands and that Cain wrote the numbers for him at times;
the Land'ners and Merchants who did not have the math to do their own books
found it more than believable that the former bootblack did not ether.

Cain had been a bootblack for a bit more than four years;, he was Thomas' helper
for four years likewise, and they were, once he got used to what Thomas wanted of
him, and how he wanted it, the four best years of Cain's life. Thomas needed Cain at
the office less and less as he recovered from his stroke, and as long as Cain



performed the tasks that Thomas set for him in the mornings, and was there when
the clients came to vist Thomas after lunch, Thomas largely did not care how Cain
spent his afternoons and evenings. As a result, though Cain actualy spent less time
a Kephard's, the time he did spend there was better spent; more time to learn the
songs L oukas sang and more time to smply relax, drink beer, and listen to the other
patrons in the Inn. Sam Kephard was not entirely civil to Cain at first; Cain was
costing Sam Kephard perhaps as much as three estars a day by not dtting on the
front steps waiting for Land'ners and Merchants to come by to have their boots
blacked. Aside from the money Kephard made when that happened, from his cut of
one tenth, those same folk had often wandered on into Kephard's afterward, even if
they had not planned to origindly, and usudly spent there considerably more than
the half-estar that Cain'd gotten out of them.

As the seasons flowed by and became years, Kephard appeared to forget his
pique and once again stopped charging Cain for ice.

Cain fdl in love with Jenny, the serving girl, a least a bit. He knew Loukas was
seeing her much of the time, and he haf hoped that they'd settle together and maybe
get married. She was a pretty blonde girl, though not the prettiest woman Cain had
ever seen, and she didn't care for her looks the same way some of the women in
town did. Cain hardly ever saw her with makeup on. He did not care; privately he
thought she was beautiful. Aside from Loukas, who did not count, she was the only
adult he had ever met who had never treated him like a child.

Can sat in the corner with Loukas, drinking his beer. He was in a strange mood
tonight, as was Loukas. They were so close, Cain to Loukas and Loukas to Cain,
that sometimes Cain did not know whether it was himsalf who threw Loukas into one
of the dark moods or Loukas who did so to him. Cain wasn't sure what might be
edting a Loukas; he knew what his own problem was and knew wel enough there
was nothing to be done for it.

Cain came to the Inn late that afternoon, stayed for just a moment, and then went
to wak his sisters home from school. When he came back for his dinner, Loukas
was dtting on the porch outside the Inn with a black scow! on his features.

Can did not say anything to Loukas, just stood waiting until Loukas came to his
feet and they went back insde for their dinner. Jenny served them with rather
particular quiet. Cain had the distinct feding that, like both himsdf and Loukas,
Jenny was upset about something. The brief thought flashed through his mind that
the way things were going, he probably ought not to go home this evening; his
mother was sure to be angry about something. The day had just been going that way;
even Thomas, normally the kindest of men, had been unusually cranky dl that
morning and afternoon.

Near nightfal he went outside, just in time to watch as the Merchant Jame
L usende closed up his shop for the night and escorted his daughter Risa home. Like
Cain's sisters, Risa was schooled at Mistress Sandahl's; it was where Cain had first
seen her. The first hour after school let out, she worked in her father's glassworks



shop. Only a moment after Cain had come out into the night air, Loukas followed
him, wearing his guitar dung over his shoulder.

Loukas saw where Cain's gaze lingered, but he said nothing, not even to advise
Cain that he stood no chance with the girl.

Cain thought, years later, that it was not any sudden attack of manners on Loukas
part that prevented the comment; it was only that Loukas was not the sort of man to
waste his breath teling Cain something Loukas was aready sure he knew.

"Come on, lad," said Loukas, more gently than was his wont. He ruffled Cain's
har a bit awkwardly. "Come on inside, and I'll teach you how | cheated you at dice
the other night."

Cain shook his head. "I don't think so, Loukas." He watched the man and the girl
wak away down the darkening street. Master Lusende's hand was gripping the knife
that hung at his waist. He was aware of Cain's attention, and not pleased by it.

"How about I'll play you a song, then?"

Cain looked around at him, aware suddenly that his friend was, despite his own
poor mood, trying to cheer him up. "Yes" he said after a moment, somewhat
awkwardly. "I'd like that." He followed Loukas back inside and took ther table
again. Jenny came by and collected their empty glasses, bringing refills without a
word. Loukas did not even look at her, and behind his back Jenny made a pair of
horns over his head. Cain kept his face straight with an effort.

Strumming a light tune that Cain did not recognize, Loukas set in on a bawdy
song about the exploits of a Trader from Saerlock, beginning with the Trader's
unlikely birth and becoming more unlikely as he continued. Not one of the verses
could have been sung in polite company. Can actuadly saw Jenny blush after one
and suspected he was blushing himself. Loukas grinned and concluded the song two
stanzas later, and then whispered to Can during the applause, "And | didn't even
sang the dirty parts, where Jocko falsin love with the mule.”

Jenny came by again and replaced Loukas empty glass. She glanced at Cain's
near-empty cup, and Cain shook his head.

"Loukas?

L oukas looked over the edge of his mug at Cain and put it down. He wiped foam
from his mustache. "Ah... singing's thirsty work. What?'

Cain looked down at the tabletop, at the old scarred wood. "Will you sing "The
Diamond' for me?"

Loukas expression did not change. "Lad, 1'd rather not."
Cain looked up at him. "Please?’

Loukas stared at Cain with an odd expression that Cain could not read. Findly he
said, in a monotone, "As you wish." He looked down at his guitar as though he were
only now redizing that it was gill dung around his neck and spent a moment tuning
the instrument although it did not need it. Finaly he looked up and growled loudly,



"Can | have a bit of quiet to work in?' He did not wait for the requested quiet, but
began:

The greenest hills are fading
Than I've ever seen

The singer's voice is silenced
In dreams of could-have-been

The sound from the other patrons in the Inn faded like water into parched ground
and became utter silence as Loukas sang.

The amber light is waning
The darkness takes the day
The singer's voice is silenced
And dill the harpist plays

Oh, will you dance? Oh, will you sing?
You cannot know
What morning brings

The harpist plays, the sound so true
You cannot know
What the dancer will do

The candles flare and the singer's blind
And so the lovers glance

And though you see it can you find

The dancer in the dance?

Morning comes and takes you
And though you're gone | play
Pale gold it rises

Oh, will you know

The diamond of the day?

| played for you

But it's been so long
Shall | keep playing

For the sake of the song?

Loukas tore his hands from the strings with shocking abruptness, as though the
touch of the guitar pained him.

Someone over a the far end of the inn clapped, uncertainly, and then stopped.



The silence was palpable. Loukas staggered to his feet and dung his guitar over his
shoulder. "I've had too much to drink," he said roughly. "See you in the morning,
lad. Y ou should be getting home to your mother, shelll want my hide."

He walked straight as an arrow to the exit, and out into the night.

Old Sam Kephard himself came over to Cain a few minutes later, and picked up
the empty glass Loukas had left. "Loukas had a bit much, did he?' asked the old
man quietly.

Can said smply, "I don't think so."
He finished his beer, dropped his last coins on the table to pay for it, and left.

He waked aimlesdy in his moodiness, through the empty dark streets. The moon
was only a diver, hidden at times by the scudding gray clouds. The village seemed
unred, leached of color in the white glow of new moon and the stars. The air tingled
with ozone, and Cain knew that it would rain soon. The mist came after he'd been
waking for a while, and with a sudden sharp ache he was reminded, briefly, of the
day hisfather died. Lost in his own thoughts, he paid no attention to where he went.
It was with something like surprise, then, that when he finaly heard a voice caling his
name and looked up, he found himsdf back on the west side of the village, not far
from Kephard's Inn. He was disoriented for just a moment, and then placed himself.

The woman across the way called his name again, and Cain saw that it was Jenny,
wrapped tightly in her shawl against the cold, making her way home from the Inn.
"Can! Come to wak me home, have you?"

"Jenny?' Can did not miss a beat. "Of course. What else?' The sudden
appearance of another human in the pale mist and the simple friendly sound of his
name being called warmed Cain as nothing ese could have. He ran lightly across the
damp stones of the street to where Jenny stood waiting for him. The woman offered
him her arm as though he were one of her many calers, come indeed to wak her
home, and Cain laced his arm through hers without smiling. She grasped his wrist
companionably.

"Y ou're going home kind of early, aren't you?'

Jenny turned dightly to peer at his profile. Her left breast brushed against his arm
as she moved. "Cain, it's past midnight."

"Oh?" Cain considered that. "l didn't redize that. |... was walking."

"I don't doubt," said Jenny dryly. "Walking must be a powerful interesting activity
to twelve-year-old boys."

“I'm thirteen," said Cain flatly.

Jenny sighed, her breath pluming out into the air. "Foot in my mouth again. This
seems to be the night for it. | got Loukas upset with me earlier tonight with another
such comment. By the Light, Cain, | meant no harm."

"It's okay, you didn't hurt my feelings. It's just that I'm thirteen." He looked up at



her; she was nearly a head tdler than him. "Not twelve."
"Very wdl," she said in feigned exasperation. "l understand. All right?"'
"All right."

"So what were you thinking about, then, dl alone out here?' Jenny cocked her
head to one side. "Risa Lusende, might be?"

With sudden fierceness, Cain pulled his am from hers. "By the Light, does it
matter? I've heard as much as | care to about my place in life. | know thinking about
her is stupid, dl right? | know it."

Softly, Jenny took his arm back, linked it once more through her own. She said,
so gently that he could not take offense, "Ah, she's too old anyhow. You should get
yourself agirl your own age, break her in proper.”

The thought struck Cain and he asked the question without stopping to think.
"How old are you, Jenny?"

A faint smile graced her lips. "Older than the Lusende girl, to be sure.”
"Oh. Oh," he said again with sudden embarrassment, "that's not what | meant."

"Of course it wasn't,"” Jenny said gravely. The woman was slent for a moment,
and then laughed. "Well, my age isn't such a great secret, | guess. I'm twenty-six,
Cain." Her voice was not wholly without bitterness. "Y oung enough that the men ill
cdl on me, old enough I'll not get a husband worth having. It's not so bad, redly. |
get ten percent of the profits from Kephard's place, and by the time I'm old enough
the men don't come to see me—well, that'll be another ten years, the Light willing. |
should have enough saved to buy a part interest in the Inn." Her voice dropped
dightly. "And sometimes the men who | see, they leave gifts—coin—when they're
done. | take it."

Cain assmilated what she was saying, and then said curioudly, "Are you a whore
?l
Jenny stopped dead in her tracks and stared a him in amazement. Then she

laughed, loudly and with considerable humor. She calmed dightly and, till laughing,
said, "Where did you learn that word, Cain?"

Cain was startled by the laughter. “I... it was..."

Jenny shook her head, not waiting on his answer. "Never mind," she said with
good humor, "it was Loukas, must've been. That's a Saerlock word; I've never even
heard it from the lips of an Eastmarcher. Come on," she said, turning to resume the
wak home, "let's not stand here dl night." She felt slent then, as a thought struck
her. Not looking at Cain, she said, "Did Loukas tell you | was a whore?"

"No," said Cain honestly. "He's never taked about you to me, except..." The
word was out of his mouth before he redized it, and, aware of her eyes on him, he
finished the sentence awkwardly. "Wdll, he said you were the best time he'd had
since a week he spent once in Goldriver, and he couldn't remember the week in
Goldriver; he was only told about it."



Jenny was dlent then, and Cain was afrad he'd offended her. His tone was
defensive. "Well, that's what he said."

She snorted. "Oh, | believe it, it sounds like him. And men tak that way, | know. |
guess I'll take it as a compliment.” Jenny was slent again for a bit, and then said,
"But that word, whore, you shouldn't use it, Cain. Most Eastmarchers won't know
what it means, but some will, and in Saerlock it's an insult and a word you don't use
in polite company.”

Can nodded easly; he did not redly care.

"Besides," Jenny continued, "it's not what 1 am. A whore takes money from a
man so that he might lay with her. | never do that, and if a man wants to leave
money, wdl, that's his affair; | never ask. What was L oukas brooding over tonight?*

The question came so smoothly, with no bresk between it and what had come
before, that Cain was caught off guard and answered honestly. "I think there was
someone he loved once, and he wrote that song for her. He started to play it for me
once, and stopped.”

"Oh?' Jenny seemed to consider that. They crossed the street, heading into the
south side, where the buildings lost their sheen of polished stone and became rough,
rickety affairs of brick and unpainted wood. "That's not how | took it."

"How else?"

Jenny hesitated, fingers stroking dowly across Cain's wrist. "He was singing to
you, Cain."

Can shook his head. "I asked him to. So?"
"l think he loves you."

It took Cain along moment to sort through what she was saying. Then he used a
phrase that would have shocked his mother and added, "Don't be stupid.”

In the near dark he could not see her expression. "Y ou've never guessed anything
like that?"

"No. We're friends—he teaches me things. That's al."

“Then I'll say no more about it. | understand about being friends. You should
treasure them, Cain. You won't ever have that many to speak of." She fet him go
tense and said swiftly, "No, no, | don't mean you personaly. Don't take on so. It's
just that good friends, they're rare no matter who you are." They waked in slence
another few blocks until they neared Jenny's room, a walk-up in a squat brick
building at the very edge of the village.

She released his arm when they reached the stairs that led to her room. "Thanks
for walking me home, Cain. It's a boring walk, most nights." She leaned forward and
kissed him swiftly on the forehead. "You should be heading home now. Your
mother'll be worried."

Cain shook his head. "Sh€elll be bedded down with Hogan. She probably won't
even notice | haven't come home, and if she does, she won't care."



"Oh." His words seemed to disconcert her. Jenny regarded him, standing there in
the darkness.

"Jenny?'

She shivered suddenly and hugged herself. "Yes, Can?'
"What you said, about Loukas... did you mean that?"
The question was not what she had expected. "Yes."
"Oh."

"I don't mean anything bad, Cain. Look at me, please." He raised his head to meet
her eyes. "Have you never stopped to wonder what a man of his years sees in the
company of a boy your age? | don't mean he covets your arse—not that it would
surprise me, it's nice enough—just that, well, do you redly think it's your sparkling
wit brings him to share your company? Or—well, it doesn't matter. If he loves you,
it doesn't surprise me, you're amost as pretty as a girl. That's what got him angry
with me tonight. | pointed that out to him. | thought | was making a joke." She
shrugged. "Maybe it was only the memory of alost love caused him to behave as he
did tonight. And maybe it was something else."

Cain stood motionless in the cold, thoughts swirling through his mind like fireflies.
He said nothing, but smply stood looking at her.

She findly spoke with what might have been reluctance. "Would you like to come
on upstairs with me, then?"'

Cain spoke dowly. "What?'

"Oh, come on," she said, teasing suddenly, "your hearing hasn't gone bad so
quickly. Y ou must have been thinking about it, walking home with me so far. Would
you like to come up with me?"

Cain stared at her. The thought had not even been in hismind. “I... why?"

Jenny put her hands on her hips. "Why, the very question!" Then she saw he
meant it, and sighed. "Cain, | like you. It's reason enough, and by the Light, it's cold
out here. We can liein bed dl night and gossip about the people were in love with if
you're too scared to do anything else, but I'm freezing my tits off standing here. Yes
or no?"

"l spent dl my money at the inn," Cain blurted.

"Lords of Light," she swore, "bring me flowers in the morning! It1l be enough."
She turned without waiting for an answer, and Cain went quickly up the stairs after
her.

The next day, when Cain took his dinner with Loukas, Loukas was in good
gpirits. Neither of them mentioned the previous night, and if their dinner together was
quieter than usual, why, the one the night following was more normal, and within a
weeK it was as though that evening had never happened.



Loukas only mentioned it to Cain once, when he gave Cain a sheet of paper, the
writing in Loukas' spidery hand, with the words to "The Diamond" on it; and even
then dl he said was, "I'd like you to have this. So's you don't mess up the words
while you butcher the tune.”

Cain took the sheet without a word and was searching for something to say when
Loukas turned and stalked away.

e5e

On the third day of Summer in Cain's fourteenth year, the Ruler Selene came to
Eastmarch to test children for the Academy at Parliament.

Can had no warning; he came that afternoon to wak his sisters home from
school, ariving several minutes after class should have been let out, so that Risa
Lusende's brother Anton would have had time to get Risa and take her home. It
would not do for him to arrive while Risa was 4ill there. While Cain did not think
Anton would dare use the knife he carried—Anton had limped for three weeks after
thar last fight—it was better not to make him decide.

Can found, rather to his surprise, that they had not even been let out of class yet.
Anton was standing impatiently at the front gate; Cain took up a position a few
meters away and waited with as much patience as he might. Unless Anton's glare at
Cain's approach were counted as being communication of a sort, the two did not
speak. The door to the schoolroom remained stubbornly closed. It never crossed
Cain's mind to knock on the door, or even, the Light forbid, go insde and see what
was keeping them; Mistress Sandahl would have his head.

Standing a the gate, waiting, Cain tried to remember the last time Mistress
Sandahl had been lae letting her students out. Due to the memory-retrieval
techniques Loukas had taught him, Cain's memory was better than that of anyone in
Eastmarch except, perhaps, that of Loukas himsdlf; after searching his memory, Cain
could not recal a single instance when those doors had not opened precisdly at the
seventh bell.

Findly, better than a quarter of an hour late, the door did open, and the students
came out. Cain was struck immediately by the strangeness of their behavior. Rather
than the sudden loud babble of children's voices which was usudly the sign the
children were being let out of the prison of school, the students were quiet, amost
grave. They filed out of the schoolroom with great decorum and did not run, but
walked, out into the street where Cain and Anton were waiting.

Cain's voice sounded strange in his ears. " Something's wrong."

Anton Lusende snorted a the sound of Cain's voice, but did not quite dare a
comment in return.

In an odd, time-shattered moment Cain saw the Ruler, standing in the doorway,
and then shook his head again irritably, and she was gone, and the children were
agan there before him, waking with that unnatural quiet.



Cain bardy saw Risa Lusende wak by him, with a smile for him that turned cold
as he ignored it. The forty or so students who made up Mistress Sandahl's current
class had amost entirdy filed out of the classroom before Cain knew where the
gnking feding in his stomach came from. His sisters remained inside, and an
indistinct form was standing motionless just back of the classroom's one window,
looking straight out at him.

Options flew through his mind with the speed of storm winds. The Ruler had kept
his sisters, but why?

The answer came to him almost immediately: because of Barra, of course, for
where Siva had no more than a trace of Cain's ability, Barra had it in much greater
degree, and the Ruler might reason that an ability that showed in degree in two sisters
might show itsdlf also in the brother; and Mistress Sandahl, good woman and
churchgoer that she was, would have talked fredly.

No matter how Cain weighed his options, the least suspicious thing he could think
of doing was to go inside, with dl apparent innocence, and see what was keeping his
sisters.

Like a man going to battle, Cain walked through the gate.

Can had only been insde the schoolroom twice, in dl those years, to ddiver
schoolwork to Mistress Sandahl when his sisters had been sick. The workbenches
were arranged insde in four double rows; they were long things of crude wood, at
which five students would st to work. There were over a hundred books on the
shelf behind Sandahl's desk—probably two thirds of the books in Eastmarch. The
thought flickered through Cain's mind that he, who had never been alowed to touch
the books in that room, had probably read most of them on Loukas' video tablet.

Loukas had told him that most Rulers were not particularly sensitive telepaths;
nonetheless Cain suppressed the damning thought savagely.

Barra and Siva were gtting at their desk—they sat right next to each other, near
the back, with the other children of low class—and Mistress Sandahl was standing
nervoudly in the spot from which she usualy lectured her students. The Ruler was
standing next to the window, having turned to watch Cain enter. It was a woman,
though not, Cain knew at a glance, the Ruler Elyssa, whom he had seen for only a
few moments, eight years past. The woman did not glow visibly, which he filed away
to ask Loukas about, and her dress, though it was a fine thing of pae gray, was not
as immediately, obvioudly abnormal as the clothing of the Ruler Elyssa had been.

Like the only other Ruler Cain had ever seen, the woman seemed very young,
perhaps only twenty, and pretty enough, though not with the same sort of unworldly
beauty the Ruler Elyssa had shown. Pae blue eyes and sandy blonde hair, straight
and so long it reached the smdl of her back and cascaded forward over her
shoulders, in fine contrast to the dove gray of her dress.

Then her eyes caught and held him, and Cain had a moment to wonder that he
had ever found Loukas warm brown gaze intimidating. "Y ou would be Cain?"'



Though Cain could not know it, he did perhaps the worst thing possible at that
moment. Likey any other Worker in Eastmarch, from the lowliest Steader to Eric
Malachor himself, would have been down on his knees in that instant—not counting
Loukas, of course, who would have killed her already.

Can met the gaze of theicy blue eyes.

"l am, my lady." He did not turn to Mistress Sandahl. "Why are you keeping my
sisters? Have they misbehaved?' Mistress Sandahl did not answer him, and Can
glanced a her quickly; no help there, Mistress Sandahl was almost paralyzed with
fear.

"No," said the Ruler softly, "they've not misbehaved. Do you know who | am?"

"No, my lady."
"l am the Ruler Selene.” The woman waited a moment and said with a dangerous
edge to her voice, "Do they not teach Workers how to kned in Eastmarch?"

"Oh. I'm sorry, my lady," said Cain, and knelt, quickly and without hesitation, and
did not so much as raise his head again until she told him to get up.

"How old are you, boy?"

"Fourteen, Lady Selene.”

"Y our sister Ba—why do you cal me that?'

Cain dowed hisracing pulse with an effort. "My lady, cdl you what?'

"Lady Selene." Selene took a step toward him, cold blue eyes probing. "That's a
Goldriver usage, boy. I've never heard it from an Eastmarcher before."

“l... the Ruler Elyssa, my lady, when | was a child, she took my brother Misha to
Parliament because he was mad. To help him. My mother asked her how she would
be addressed, and she said as the Lady Elyssa. | guess | remembered that."

"How old were you when this happened?"
"Six." After amoment, Cain remembered to add, "My lady."

"Eight years ago. And you remembered that title dl this time, until you might have
the opportunity to use it again?"

"My lady, | have a good memory."

"It seems. Cain, your sister Barra did quite well on the tests for Academy. Not
wdl enough for admittance, but wdl enough that | asked Mistress Sandahl if the
child had any brothers or sisters not in the school; she mentioned you." She was
dlent for just amoment. "How did we manage to miss you in the tests—twice now,
isit not?"

"We lived in the hills, maam. My father fished through the waterlocks until he was
killed in a storm. The testing in 1192, we didn't hear about it until after the Ruler who
gave the tests was gone. The hill people don't always. Last time, 1'd gone to Teindel
on avigt."



"What an interesting coincidence."

The statement did not seem to require an answer; Cain offered none. The Ruler
Sdlene turned very dightly to address Mistress Sandahl. "Teacher, the girls can go
home. I'm going to test the boy." The assessing, measuring gaze came back to Cain.
"He's going to do very well."

"I'm supposed to go with her tomorrow."

Elenas reaction was nothing like Cain had feared or hoped for. Neither anger nor
pleasure showed on her features. More than anything else, she seemed tired. After a
moment she said, "What about your sisters?'

"l told the Ruler Selene | couldn't go to Academy unless their education was
arranged for with Mistress Sandahl. She didn't—"

His mother stared at him. "Y ou said what?"

"She said she would arrange for the girls to go to school until they got married.”
Cain shrugged. "l don't think she was angry. | think it pleased her | was worried
about them."

"Can?'

"Yes, Elena?"

His mother bit her lip. "When you get to Parliament, will you go to see Misha?"

Can said smply, "Yes." His mother said nothing more, and Cain kissed his
sisters swiftly and picked his overshirt off of its peg, just insde the door.

"Where are you going?"

"To see Loukas." Cain pulled the overshirt on. "Where else?"

Loukas took the news camly. He and Cain talked while waking from Kephard's
back to Loukas tent. "It sounds like you did wdl enough. | could wish you'd
kneeled to her a bit quicker, but..." Loukas let the sentence trall off. "It's done.”

"Loukas, | don't understand. The tests—they were like the ways you test me,
guessing the cards, rolling the dice—I did as badly as you can do on the tests. When
they were done, the Ruler Selene was more pleased than when we started.”

Loukas chuckled. "Figure it out, Cain. Missing dl the cards, for example, tells her
just as much asif you'd got them dl. What're the odds against your not guessing any
of the cards?'

"Oh." Cain thought about it. "Pretty high. Then she knows | was trying to hide
things from her."

Loukas nodded. "Yes, but you handled that already. Your protests about your
sisters—if she was worried about why you didn't want to go to Academy, your
obvious concerns about Siva and Barra probably put her worries to rest. No, given



she caught me by surprise coming so early, this hasn't turned out badly. | was going
to see you sent to Academy this year anyway. It's time." They walked dowly,
Sunflower's hooves clopping on the cobbles. The night air was cool, the smell of the
flowers from Lord Malachor's gardens reaching out to them. "Eastmarch, it's not
your place, Cain. It's time you saw Academy and learned the things | can't teach
you."

"Time | learned about the enemy," said Cain quietly, "firsthand.”
L oukas only nodded.

Cain could not deep that night. He lay on his pallet, without moving, practicing
his breathing exercises. After a time he lost his body and floated in a quiet gentle
darkness. If he reached, he could fed, somehow close and far dl a once, the minds
of his sisters. His mother he could not fed at dl without more effort than he was
willing to put into it. Loukas was even further, but clearer and sharper, his deeping
mind like a structure scrubbed clean of al but function.

The Ruler, who was spending the night a Lord Malachor's estate, was a bright
hard spike of light in whom control reigned so strong that Cain could find nothing
human behind the glare—no warmth, no uncertainty.

Only power, and discipline.
Though it seemed to take forever, morning came.

Cain rose with his sisters and sponged himsdf clean with the hot water that his
mother had boiling in the kitchen. His mother had washed his best tunic and pants
for him, the pair he wore to church on Sun Days. His only shoes were of smple
canvas that was laced to cover his feet from the worst of the cold.

He waked his sisters to school.

The streets were unusualy busy for so early in the morning. It did not occur to
Cain that they were up to see him before the Ruler took him away to Academy. He
noted the abnormaly large number of folk on the streets, but did not make the
correlation.

Thirty-two years had passed since the last time an Eastmarcher had been taken to
Academy, and that student had been sent home before the end of her first year.

Can hdf expected to see the Ruler at the gates to the school; she was not. The
students gathering there before the start of class stared at him with expressions
ranging from envy to admiration to smple disbelief. None of them talked to him.

His sister Siva had waked dl the way to school with a stony expression. Neither
she nor Cain had responded to Barras occasiona attempts to start conversations.
Now she put their writing tablets down on the ground and without any particular
ceremony hugged Cain tightly. She did not say the word aloud. Good-bye. When
she released him her eyes were bright, but she did not shed so much as a single tear.
She stooped in what was amost a curtsy, exactly as Mistress Sandahl taught girls to



retrieve an object from the ground, with near-perfect grace.

Barra was crying and made no attempt to hide it. She flew into Cain's arms and
spoke through her tears. Nobody but Cain could have heard her. "Y ou won't forget
me? Promise me you won't forget me?"

"l won't forget you." Cain made no move to remove her arms, but smply held her
until Mistress Sandahl rang the bell for classes. "Sunshine, you're getting my good
shirt wet. You have to go. Siva, take her inside.”

"Okay." Svatook thar little sister's hand and did not look back as she led Barra
inside.

| won't forget you, said Cain. He was not certain either of them heard him. Barra
froze for a step, and even Siva seemed to hesitate.

Just for an instant. The door closed on them without ether of Cain's sisters
looking back.

Can had not planned to see Loukas again; saying good-bye once, last night, had
been difficult enough.

He was heading to Lord Malachor's house before he redized he had not said
good-bye to Jenny. A desire to avoid seeing Loukas agan warred briefly with the
necessity of bidding Jenny good-bye, and lost.

If Loukas had taught him nothing else in those six years, he had taught Cain to
make decisions quickly and abide by them without regret. Cain turned in midstride
and headed back to Kephard's.

It was Hill early in the day. The breakfast crowd at the inn had cleared away, and
only a few serious drinkers were there, secluded in the booths. Loukas was a his
customary spot, and he lifted an eyebrow at Cain's appearance. Cain nodded to
Loukas cordially.

Jenny was behind the bar, wiping glasses clean. Her face lit up when she saw
Cain. "Cain," she said softly, lips turning up in a smile she could not restrain. "l
didn't think to see you."

Cain smiled back, somewhat embarrassed despite himself. "How not? You didn't
think | was going to leave without saying good-bye to you?"

"Oh, | thought you might." Jenny put down the glass she'd been wiping without
thought since Cain had walked in, took off her apron and came around the bar. "Y ou
and emotions don't get on so well, sometimes. Come here."

Without looking at anything else in the world, Cain went forward and kissed Jenny
good-bye swiftly.
A man in one of the booths whistled. "Try it again, lad!"

Jenny 4ill had an arm on his shoulder after he'd kissed her; she smiled again and
said, voice low, "You can do better than that, and | know it."



Can glanced around. Everyone there was watching, frankly unabashed, even
Loukas. He thought to himsdlf, The hell with them all, stepped in, and kissed her
properly.

The world went away for a while. When it came back again, he heard applause
and whistles from far away. Jenny whispered, lips just next to his ear, "All right, now
you can go on to Academy. You take care of yourself." Can disengaged himsdf
and saw, to his utter astonishment, Sam Kephard actualy smile at him.

"Best of luck, lad."

Can had to pass by Loukas on his way out the door. He stopped and stood
looking at the man. He could not think of anything to say that he had not said the
night previous. Findly he said, "Good-bye, then, Loukas."

Loukas nodded, but did not move. Cain found himsdf ill standing, rooted to the
spot. He meant to move, to leave, but nothing happened. The gentle brown eyes held
him.

L oukas stood dowly, whispered, "Cain."

Can could not move.

I'd hoped that Fate would send me a tool. Someone to share the dream with,
and then you came, and | thought that tool had been sent me. From kilometers
away Can was vaguely aware that people were staring a them. In all the years |
looked, never once did it come to me that the tool would be a person, would
someday stand before me, made flesh and blood, a boy whom | have found that |
love.

Can stood frozen in place, shivering, trying to hold on to some shred of dignity.
To the othersin the inn it must have seemed that the two men smply stood slently,
looking at one another. When Loukas saw that Cain could not move, or would not,
he grinned, a wry, crooked thing, and took Cain into his embrace. He was not
surprised that Cain held onto him then, held him hard and tight. Cain, he said
quietly, be careful. And aloud, he said softly, "Go. Shélll be waiting. You mustn't
make her wait."

Cain ran until, turning back, he could no longer see Sam Kephard's Inn.

The sun was very hot as Cain walked through the village to Lord Malachor's
estate.

The Ruler Selene was waiting for him at the front entrance to Lord Malachor's
house. She was not doing anything, just sitting with her eyes closed on the polished
stone bench in front of the house, wating for him beside the white roses with a
stillness so profound Cain found it almost frightening. He had the sudden impression
that had he spent an entire week taking his leave of his family, the Ruler would have
waited there without even noticing the passage of the time.

She opened her eyes at his approach and came to her feet with a grace that stirred



apanful ache of desire within Cain. "Are you ready?"'

Standing irresolute on the raked lavn before the estate, Cain nodded jerkily.
"Yes." He bit hislip, and then said it anyway. "Y ou're making a mistake, you know."

The comment seemed to amuse the Ruler. "Am 17" The too-old eyes caught his
and held him with a knowledge so personal that Cain flushed hotly. Smply being
looked at by her in that way made Cain vastly uncomfortable. "I don't think so."

In the face of her gentle mockery Cain was amost unable to order his thoughts.
But he did, raised his head and said defiantly, "I know mysdf better than you do. If
it turns out | can't learn what you want to teach me, | want to go home again."

Her laugh held no mdice. "We do not bargain, child. And yet—if | am mistaken
and you are not suitable for our needs, rest assured we shdl not keep you at the
Academy."

He shook his head stubbornly. "Not staying at Academy isn't the same thing as
going home."

A flash of anger crossed the Ruler's features, and passed. "Cain, we're not
monsters. Truly, were not. And I'm not wrong about you. There is power within
you." Still Cain let the doubt sit plain upon his features, and the Ruler Selene smiled,
and her voice was very soft. "As you wish."

The whiplash of the Light came from nowhere, tore itself from the ar around
them, and Cain heard himsdlf screaming in the instant before he was taken.

They came back into existence on a high ledge of stonesteel, far above the rest of
the world.

Cain's scream cut off instantly. He stared wildly about himsdf and then caught
Selene's eyes upon him. He forced himsdf to camness and said, his voice only
dightly ragged, "I'm dl right."

The Ruler nodded. "l know." She held her hand out to him, and, tentatively, he
took it. Together they walked to the very rim of the ledge and looked down.
Eastmarch lay spread beneath them, and beyond that the entire Vadley, as far as the
eye could see before the distance turned detail to haze.

Sdene stood just behind Cain. She released his hand and ran her fingers up his
arms, left her hands resting on his shoulders. Cain trembled almost uncontrollably.
The Ruler began speaking, just behind Cain, her voice alow, soothing flow of words
that made no sense to him, the pitch of the words rising and faling hypnotically.

Far inside him, Loukas' voice, aimost drowned out by the power building around
them, whispered, Slence, boy, and calm.

A golden light grew about Cain, and a warmth that reached through him and into
him. A beat began in his skull, and his breath came short. Something was about to
happen. There was a roaring sound in Cain's ears, and a voice that was not Selene's,
Ingstent and probing.



What do you see, Cain? Tell me, what do you see?

Can tried to dow his breathing, to breathe in the Sow deep way Loukas had
taught him. But the pounding in his skull would not stop, and his voice moved of its
own accord. "The water... the water comes, and the people, they're screaming... the
doors have closed, and they cannot swim..." The words ripped up out of his throat,
and Can heard the voice from far away, harsh and strident, before the whiteness
took him entirely.

Somebody was speaking, had been for some time. It was a quiet voice, the voice
of an adult, a voice of power and age.

"... and againgt that darkness | have raised him up, and against that darkness |
have set him. For | have seen a coldness, and in the coldness a man, and in the man
decision; and though | die | shdl not die, and though | fal | shal not fail, for in him
have | been made complete.”

It was his own voice, and it ended. He was standing on the ledge of stonested!,
only a step away from the edge and the long drop. His legs were shaking, and his
whole body trembled.

The woman was standing behind him, holding him, arms wrapped around him,
hands linked tightly together over his chest.

His voice was little better than a whisper; his throat was raw. "Let go of me.
Please." She did, and he stepped backward from the edge, turning dowly to face
her.

The Ruler Selen€'s features were sill and composed. "How do you fed? You
look terrible."

"| fed fine." He swallowed, tried to wet the back of his throat. "What did | say?"

"You told me you had power." Cain felt her drawing the Light about them, and
this time he did not cry out.

He did not see Eastmarch again for amost fifty years.

The Academy

TheYears1206-1207 After theFire
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Can crawled up from dleep, bleary-eyed and disoriented. His head ached as
though a dozen Goldriver smiths had been a work inside and hadn't bothered to
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clean up after themselves once they'd finished.

The voice that addressed him was the last voice in the world that he wanted to
hear at that exact instant. "Well, you've made a mess of yourself again.”

Cain opened one eye. He was lying in bed in his cottage, one cottage among the
hundreds that were set aside for Academy's students a the lower north end of the
city of Parliament. Sitting cross-legged at the foot of his bed, wearing nothing but a
clean white robe, his felow student Ellian Temera was looking a him with
disapproval plain in her features. Cain groaned, and let the eydid crash back down
agan. "Am | dead?"

"No, but I'm not sure | wouldn't rather you were. At least | wouldn't keep finding
you like this."

Cain sat up in bed, dowly, and swung his legs over the edge. Somebody had
moved the floor far enough that his feet took forever to reach it. He opened his eyes,
both of them this time, and the cottage spun around him briefly, then stabilized.
“Elli," he said softly, "you said | was to amuse mysdlf last night, and so | did." His
voice echoed oddly in his ears.

The girl dtting at the foot of his bed looked a Cain, disturbed. She was a
dark-skinned girl from the town of Soret, in Turrin province south of Semalia, who'd
grown up aong the banks of the river Almandar. Aside from the shade of her skin
and the cast of her eyes she did not resemble Loukas at dl; but a times, Cain heard
him in her voice, in the accent with which she spoke the common tongue. She was
two years older than Can, and due for the Test that summer. Even with the
displeasure plain to see in the quiet brown eyes, she looked desirable enough that
Cain had a momentary impulse to grab her and pull her back into the bed with him.

Unfortunately, the mood Elli was in, that was probably the worst thing he could
do. He reached dightly, extending one hand, and the water jug on the cottage's table
lifted itself and came to him. He drank deeply from it, paused to let the cold water
sttlein his stomach, and drank again.

"Cain, | had to study. I'm testing on three subjects on OneDay. Alber's testing
me, worse luck. You know that."

The Ruler Alber was a member of the ruling Tribuna; he, Loga and the Ruler
Gabrid were the only members of the Tribuna who took any particular interest in
Academy. Alber's interest seemed to be mostly negative; if he had ever said anything
good about Academy or any of its students, the comment had not reached Cain's
ears.

Cain nodded, and regretted it instantly. "Sure. And | didn't have to study, so |
went to a party. What's wrong with that?' Elli did not answer him. "What time is it?"

Elli's eyelids drooped dightly. She reached out, for the telepathic cast that let the
students know what the time of day was. The idea of breaking the day up into
divisons—hours, as the Rulers called them, ten to a day—was familiar to Cain,
though not by the word the Rulers used. Their obsession with time was one of the
large number of things Cain found particularly dien about the Rulers. Bad enough



they needed hours, but the hours themselves were chopped up into minutes, a
hundred per hour, and the minutes were chopped up into a hundred ridiculous small
things called seconds. "By the cast... 4:84:74. Not quite noon. Are you too hung
over to even listen for the timecast yourself?"

"Damn." Cain ignored the question, took a long, sow deep breath to flood
oxygen through his bloodstream. "I promised Loga I'd make sure he made his class
on time. But | forgot to ask for a wake-up cal."

Her voice was very quiet. "Y ou were out with him again last night?"

"Yes. S0?' Cain made it to his feet and considered the horrible length he needed
to wak to reach his shower. After five years in Parliament, the shower, with both hot
and cold running water, did not even fed like a luxury anymore; it was just a part of
his life, one that, at this particular moment, was rather too distant for convenience.

"That Ruler," she said quietly, "is a disgrace."

Cain nodded. His head did not quite threaten to come completely off. "Indeed.
Great company, though."

"What do you seein him?"
"A Ruler with a sense of humor? Y ou have to ask?"
"What, for that matter, does he see in you? Why the sudden interest?’

"l don't know," said Cain, which was true enough, as far as it went. He had a
guess, though, one that worried him as much as he ever alowed himsdf to worry
about anything.

Eli sighed. She came of afamily of Land'ners in Turrin; more so than Cain, she
was aware of, and cared for, distinctions of class. Cain had never told her about his
childhood, and she had never redly asked. He suspected she knew his socia status
was—or had been—considerably beneath her own, though now, as students at
Academy, they were both as high in class as any Worker might ever hope to
become. Students a Academy, once they had failed the Test—and they did aways
fal it—usually entered one of the administrative posts. magister, legate, tax collector,
something where the Rulers preferred, when possible, to employ one of their highly
trained Academy students rather than the ignorant and often illiterate Workers who
were the Valey's norm. "Cain, you have a chance to pass the Test."

"So does everyone else."

"That's not true, and you know it. Almost nobody ever passes it—I've never
heard of it happening, and the students who were here when | came hadn't heard of it
happening either. But you're different. Y ou might make it, Cain. Don't screw up your
chances by antagonizing people."

"You mean the Ruler Alber." Cain made a rude gesture. "That for Alber. He
doesn't like to see Workers associate with Rulers, he should stay out of the bars in
Goldriver. Want to wash my back?"

"No."



Cain shrugged, walked a careful straight line through the two-room cottage, stood
under the shower, and turned the cold water on.

Elli was gone when Cain came out of the shower, feding as though he might live
and haf hoping he wouldn't. He dressed with reasonable speed, pulled on a pair of
boots given him as a gift by the Ruler Selene, left his cottage and started walking
uphill, through the city of Parliament, to the estate of the Ruler Loga.

Parliament, in the early 1200s, was a city at the height of its glory. It would never
be larger, or more peaceful, or more productive. Better than two hundred thousand
persons—some forty thousand Rulers, the balance of them Workers—Ilived within
its boundaries. Singer, at the edge of the Lake T'Pau, was the only other place on
Earth where Rulers lived in any number; some five thousand had made that city thelr
home.

Parliament was a city planned by the Rulers, for their own benefit; there was
nothing in dl the city that did not serve their needs in some fashion. Except for, in
andl measure, the city of Singer, there was nothing in dl the Valey to match its
glories, its structures of white marble delineated by black, of shining slver and
platinum facings, streets dl of ferrocrete, and walkways of tended grass. There were
buildings in Parliament of twenty stories, rearing like Giants above the others. There
were hospitals renowned for their hedling skills; Workers of sufficiently high status
came from the length and breadth of the Vdley to be treated there.

Academy, the school founded for the purpose of finding and encouraging
psychic talents among the Worker population of the Valey, grew more successful
with each passing decade. The students, the best of the current Worker population,
came, and learned, and were sent back out among the Worker population with newly
high status; wedlthy enough to bear numerous children without strain, and so, over
the course of centuries, to raise up the genera genetic level of the Vdley. It was, in
essence, a breeding program for the Workers, though it is possible that most of the
Rulers did not think of it so, and certain that those who did, did not explain it as
such to their students. With the death by suicide of the genegineer T'Pau, the Rulers
lost most of whatever skill in genetic engineering they had ever had; and so they
could not raise the Workers up to ther level in that fashion. Because they had an
extra pair of chromosomes, they could not breed with the Workers and so bring the
Workers up to their level by sharing their genetic heritage.

And so, through the subtle mechanism of Academy, they bred the Workers
instead, exactly as though they were racehorses.

The program was based on sound eugenic principles; and, without much surprise,
the Rulers found, as the centuries rolled by, that it was working. In some areas the
Workers studying at Academy came near to surpassing the Rulers dready; there
were Worker telepaths and seers, for example, to better anything of which the Lords
of Light themselves were capable.

And then, in the very dawn of the thirteenth century After the Fire, the likeiest



student Academy had ever seen was brought to them by the Ruler Selene. To many
of the Rulers, it seemed that the culmination of the dream was near; here was a
Worker so powerful, so near ataning the Light, that he might very wdl pass the
Test.

And if he did not, surely his children would.

They could not know, of course, that Cain of Eastmarch would never have
children.

The doorfield shattered.
"Good morning, Thea."

Loga's servant corrected Cain gently. "Good afternoon, Master Cain. Have you
come for Lord Loga?'

"Yes, Thea. He asked me to make sure he made it to his 5:50 class."

She nodded. "Wéll, you just come right in, then, Master Cain." She led him in
through the entryway and down a short staircase into Loga's cavernous home. It was
the first Ruler's home he'd ever been in and was Hill one of only a few. The first
severd times he'd been through Logas estate Cain had found himsdf by turns
astonished by the opulence and enraged at the waste—all of this for just one
person—but after the first few vidts the sensation had faded, and today he hardly
noticed it.

The Ruler Loga was sprawled facedown, naked and senseless on his bed. There
were no blankets or sheets on the bed, only the stretched fur coverlet upon which he
lay. A fireplace not far from the bed, grated so that the fur coverlet was safe from
sparks, kept the room warm. Weapons of every description, from the most primitive
to weapons which had actualy been used in the later Fire Wars, hung from his walls
in barbaric splendor; variable lasers, blasters and tangler bags mixed in among lances
and swords and knives, spears and shurikens and nunchaku. Cain had seen other
Rulers grow physicdly ill after a short vist in that room.

L oga turned his head dightly, opened one horribly bloodshot eye at the sound of
Cain's boots echoing on the polished marble tiles. "By the Light, what time is it?"

Can baredly had to ligen to hear the counting in the back of his mind, the
telepathic cast that made sure the students reached ther classes on time. "5:22,
Loga. You're supposed to be teaching a class at hdf past.”

"Oh. | can't, I'm dead."

Can nodded. "I thought so too, when | first woke up. Sadly, it turned out | was
dive. I'm afraid you are too."

The redhead looked distinctly displeased by the thought. "Y eah, that's what you
think." He worked his mouth as though there were something in it. "Maybe | am
dive, but then something's dead in my mouth. What did we drink last night?"

"I don't remember. Some kind of whiskey with bubbles in it." Cain shivered. "It



was sweet."
"What are you doing here?'
"You have aclass," Can repeated. "Haf past five."

"l remember. | asked you to come get me." With great effort, Loga rolled over
onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. "And another one at 6:50, damn it. Well."
His eyes were amazingly motionless, like those of a blind man. "You'll have to teach
the 5:50 class. I'm too ill. I'll do the 6:50 class mysalf—they're not even Academy
students, just Warriors from Singer, coming to study up on hand-to-hand combat."

"Hand-to-hand combat," said Cain politely.

"Yes." The celing must have been fascinating. "You, of course, don't know
anything about unarmed combat.”

"Not a thing,"” said Cain mildly. "Where would | have learned such a thing, in a
village such as Eastmarch?"

"Of course." Loga closed his eyes again. "The Light shine on my words, Cain,
you're the first person in five hundred years has drunk me under the table."

"Uh..." Cain cocked his head to one side, trying to remember a conversation he'd
had with another student, severa years ago. Something about... "I don't think | can
teach your class, Loga."

"Why the hdl not?"

"Loga, I'm a student, a Worker, not a Ruler. Academy's seven hundred years old;
indl that time, has a student ever taught a class, in any subject?"

"Hmm." Loga had not, Cain thought, blinked once since opening his eyes.
"That's a good question. Boy named Lewin or something like that taught one a
hundred eighty, ninety years ago. On self-hypnosis. He got washed out of Academy
for it."

"My point."

"Oh, not because he was a Worker, Cain, because he was redly bad at it." Loga
shook his head at the memory. "It was just amazing. Special case."

"What's the class, Loga?"

"Telekinesis." Loga rolled over onto his side and propped himsdf up on his
elbow. "Teach the little bastards how to cheat at dice.”

Can had a snking feding in the pit of his stomach. " 'Little bastards? How old
are they, Loga?'

"Seven, eight. | can't face that today, Can. All those innocent wide eyes..."
Logas voice trailed off, and when he spoke again his voice was firm. "No. | can't do
it. | just can't. | hate children."

Can sighed. "Loga, you handle the children better than almost any other Ruler
I've ever seen.”



"Yeah? Wdll, only because they know | hate them, and | know they hate me. It
puts the relationship on a proper basis, so we get along."

"Loga, | redly—"

"Cain." The word was flat. Without expression, Cain looked into the bloodshot
blue eyes. "Cain, I'm not asking. Go teach my class."

"You're redly looking to provoke Alber, arent you?' Loga sank back,
spread-eagled on his bed, and did not answer Cain. "Very wel," said Can quietly,
"but, for my own sake, | redly hope you have some vague, generd idea of how
you're going to handle this. Okay?"

"You're a horrid, self-centered person, Cain. Go."

"We are much dike," Cain agreed. He had the pleasure of seeing a brief change of
expression flicker across Loga's face, and then went.

They lay in bed together in Ellian's cottage, not coupling, only holding one
another againgt the cold. Cain had blocked his mind, so that it seemed he perceived
the world through layers of thick glass. He'd been forced to do it, merdly to get to
deep; Elli was worrying over his problem with Alber as though the worrying might
accomplish something. The chatter of her thoughts, running an endless treadmill,
was actualy unpleasant; and her compulsive talking was not much better.

Findly Cain said gently, "Elli, would you please shut up? I'm not sure what Loga
thinks he's doing, ether, but | am sure neither of us are going to figure it out
tonight.”

"Cain, you didn't see Alber this evening when he heard about you taking Loga's
class. I've been here since | was nine years old, Cain, and I've never seen one of
them lose his temper before. They just don't do that where we can see them."

"Yes, | know."
"Cain."

"Elli," he said quietly, "listen. Nobody's going to execute me for doing what | was
told. They may send me home, and that wouldn't be the end of the world; 1'd like to
see my sisters again, and it hardly matters whether I'm officialy graduated or not.
With what I've learned here | could ride into any village or town in the
Valey—including your hometown, Elli—and be running the place within a decade.
So, what's the worst that can happen? Expulsion, | think, and that's amost certain to
happen regardless once I've failed the Test. And the best? Loga may force Alber out
of day-to-day operations at the Academy; | hope that's his idea. In any event there's
nothing we can do about it right now. So let's go to Sleep.”

HIi was slent for just a second and then burst out, "Cain, | told you to stay away
from Logal It's not good to get involved with the Rulers when they argue. They're so
gentle dl the damn time some Workers don't understand how ruthless they redly are.
And they treat us so well, some of us—especiadly those of us who—" she stumbled



dightly over the words "—didn't come of very high class, they lose track of the fact
that we're here for them, not the other way around.”

Cain chuckled, aone in the darkness. "Elli, are you implying that I'm naive?'
"Cain, you can't trust them, you can't trust Loga."

Cain rolled onto his side and ran one hand lightly over her nude form. "Do tell.
Someday, Elli, I'll tell you about my teacher Loukas."

"Loukas... you've mentioned him. He was the minstrel in Eastmarch?"

"Yes. | think he'd like you, and you him, did you meet. When we've both |eft
here, will you come with me to Eastmarch, to meet him? You're the two most
important people to mein the world."

"Perhaps.” She lay very ill. "Cain, do you love me?

Cain sighed. "l don't redly know. I'm not sure | know what that is. You're very
important to me."

"l know."

Can dropped his lips to hers, ran his tongue over her lips. "Will you come with
me to Eastmarch?"

Ellian was slent a long moment. "Let's wait until we reach that point, Cain. Many
things can happen."

"Will you," he whispered, "come with me where | go?"

The woman did not heditate at dl. "Ask me again, Cain, after you've passed the
Test."

Alone in the bed with her, Cain turned on his side, facing away. After a moment
he felt the warmth of her pressing up againgt his back and her hot breath on the back
of his neck.

He dept, and did not remember his dreams.

Can had to check in at the hospital's front desk before they would let him go
through into the gardens behind the fences that surrounded the hospital.

"Good morning, Cain," said the Worker who watched the door. She was a pretty
brown-haired girl whose accent Cain could not place; she'd only recently taken over
from an older woman named Patra, and Cain ill did not know the girl's name. She
finished typing his name in on the keyboard that was a part of her desk, glanced up
and smiled at him. "Y ou can go in. He's been excited dl day, waiting for you."

Can smiled. "I'm sure." He held up the smdl bag he'd brought. "Sweets. Is it
okay, or is he on medication?'

The girl glanced back down at her computer termina. "No problem. He doesn't
go on medication for two more days."

Can thanked her and went back.



There were eight hospitals in Parliament; during the years Cain was a Parliament,
he never learned dl of their names. Each one was named after some Ruler hero who
had died in one of the various wars in which the Rulers had consolidated their power
over Earth.

The first hospital whose name he learned, and the only one whose name he could
remember, many decades later, was the McKenna Memorid Hospita for
NeuroPsychic Research. It was one of the oldest buildings in Parliament; Cain could
tell, because the sign a the entranceway, which held the name of the hospital, gave
the name in two usages, both the common tongue and Old Tongue, and the Anglish
version was above the common-tongue inscription.

Cain went there, every OneDay during the entire time he was at Parliament, to see
Misha
Misha worked in the gardens at the hospital. He was, Cain was not surprised to

find, an excellent gardener; their grandfather Garret would not have been displeased
with him.,

He was also quite smple.

Misha was on his knees with his back to Cain when Cain came to see him that
OneDay, weeding among the even, laser-straight rows of the flowers. He was
humming the tune to a song that Cain had taught him, and which Loukas had taught
Cain. Cain stood on the lawn that flanked the garden, watching Misha weed. There
were times when he envied his eder brother. He did not remember Misha very
clearly from before his brother's accident, and so had little to compare Misha
againgt; but the person whom Misha had become was as happy as anyone Cain had
ever met. His body had aged, but not his mind.

He was adways happy to see Cain.

Misha finished with the weeding of that section and gathered up the weeds to
place them in the smdl canvas bag at his side. Doing so, he looked up and saw Cain
standing there. His face split with awide grin. "Cain!"

Can smiled back at Misha, went forward and hugged him. He'd had to school
himsdlf to do that at first; the Workers at the hospital were firm in therr belief that the
patients should be hugged and touched as much as possible. For perhaps the first
year after his arriva in Parliament, Cain had been unable to bring himsdf to hug his
mad older brother as they requested, and his ingbility to do so had made Misha
scared and depressed; Misha aways thought Cain was displeased with him for some
reason.

To Cain's considerable surprise, Misha had recognized him ingtantly the first time
Can had gone to see him; the passage of eight years between Marric's death and
Cain's arival at Academy did not seem to exist for him &t dl.

Can disengaged himsdf gently from Misha's embrace. "Hi, Misha. How are you
feding today?"

Misha did not stop smiling. "I'm very fine today, Cain. Today the Ruler Calandra



came and took some flowers | grew for her. Did Da come with you today?"

Once, and only once, Cain had tried to explain to Misha about Marric's death.
"No, Misha. Da said you were to take care of your garden today; he had to go
fishing. Probably next week he can come.”

Misha looked momentarily disappointed and then smiled again. "Okay." Next
week was sufficiently distant that Cain knew he would have forgotten about Cain's
answer by the time it came around. "Did you come to have dinner with me?"

"Afraid not," said Cain with a straight face. "l think the Ruler Loga's going to
want to see me."

Misha's face sagged. "Oh." Cain grinned a his brother's woebegone expression
and handed Misha the bag he'd carried in. Misha seemed to notice the bag for the
firg time. "Candy?' He looked a Can with an expression that was almost
suspicious, opened the bag and looked inside it. " Chocolate? Oh, Cain, thank you!"
He flung his arms around Cain and hugged him again.

"Hey, that's enough.” Cain disentangled himsdf, grinning. "You were going to
show me the new roses you planted, remember? Y ou promised.”

Misha nodded eagerly. "Yes, | remember." He took Cain's hand like a child and
together they walked down the path through the park behind the hospital.

"A wise man," Cain had once heard a Trader say a Kephard's Inn, "does not
gamble in Goldriver." At the time the comment had meant nothing to him; shortly
after his arrival in Parliament, it had come clear. Cain himself could make dice fdl
however he wished, could read cards from ether side. The same was true of many
of the other students at Academy, and of most of the Rulers. A Ruler, in addition,
once he got drunk enough, was more than capable of destroying an inn with a
thought. Barely a season passed when some inn was not destroyed in such fashion.
A plea from the owner of the inn to the Tribunal usudly saw the place rebuilt; but
there was no reimbursement for the income the innkeeper lost while his inn was
ruined.

Goldriver was only a twenty-minute monorail trip down through the foothills of
the Black Mountains. It held forty-five thousand Workers, and those forty-five
thousand Workers were often counted with the Workers of Parliament as being one
group of Workers dedicated to the service of the Rulers; nonetheless, Goldriver was
its own city.

The two cities were as different as night and day; Goldriver was a city of Workers
aone—there were no Rulers who lived within its boundaries—and though it was
cleaner and wedthier than most Worker cities, it did not compare with the sparkling
cleanliness and tended gardens of the city up the mountain.

Goldriver would have been nearly an hour's ride from Parliament, downhill dl the
way, had it been possible to reach Goldriver by horse at al. From Parliament, it was
not; one of the few functioning pieces of machine technology Cain had ever seen, a



maglev monorall powered by Parliament's fusion generator, linked the two cities
together. The trip from Parliament to Goldriver, aided by gravity, was only twenty
minutes. Going uphill nearly doubled that travel time, and not only because of
gravity. The monorail coaches, going downhill, were generdly empty of al but
passengers. For the uphill journey, some fifteen times a day, the coaches were
loaded down with foodstuffs from farm towns throughout the south end of the
Vdley; Parliament did not grow its own food.

After better than five years in Parliament, Cain rarely even noticed the hundreds of
ways in which that city was sgnificantly different from any other city on the face of
the Earth—except briefly, upon ariving in Goldriver. The first thing he noticed,
disembarking from the monorail, was, as dways, the smell; food being cooked, the
smple tang of dust in the air, and other, less pleasant odors—surely nobody had
ever urinated in an aleyway in Parliament. Five years in Parliament had not made him
fed a home; in Goldriver he was ingantly at his ease. The place was like Eastmarch
grown large—eight inns, and two inns called restaurants, meaning they did nothing
but serve food to those too lazy to prepare their own.

Among which number one might count Cain.

He waked down Prospers Avenue, a wandering avenue most unlike the
arrow-gtraight streets of Parliament, which went north and south or else east and
west, but never both. Prospers Avenue began near the edge of town, where the
monorall line from Parliament ended, and looped around most of the outskirts of
Goldriver before petering out aong the banks of the small creek that was, that far
south, dl that was left of the mighty river of Almandar. Cain was not far from either
Samuelson's Inn or Anna's Restaurant, and was trying to decide between them when
he fdt the faint disturbance in the fabric of redity; an instant later a gentle wind
buffeted him, and the Ruler Loga appeared on the street beside him. Most, though
by no means dl, of the Workers on the street knelt briefly at Loga's appearance and
went on about their business.

Cain merely said, "Hello, Loga. Dinner?"

"Sure." The redhead glanced around; his long hair was bound up in a long braid
that reached down to his shoulders, and it moved with him. "Annas? It's been a few
years since |'ve eaten there."

A few years, to a Ruler, might mean anything from just that to some time before
Cain's parents had been born. Indeed, there was a custom in Goldriver that did not,
quite, have the force of law, that businesses were generdly not renamed when
ownership changed hands; it upset the Rulers when they went searching for a place
they had not been to in a hundred years and were unable to find it because its name
had changed.

They went inside and were taken to the table near the back where Cain usualy
found himsdf seated. The lighting was dim, which Cain preferred, and the clientele
was disreputable enough that folk tended not to bother one another.

"You know," said Loga thoughtfully on the way to their table, "I think | burned



this place down once."
"You don't remember?"’

Loga shrugged. "Afraid not. It's been a while. It was an accident, if it's the same
place."

Once they were seated and had ordered and had their de brought them, Loga said
cheerfully, "You probably want to avoid Alber for awhile."

"Great."

"Fortunately," Loga continued, "that won't be so hard. He's been reassigned, out
of Academy entirely. | got him sent off to the Library."

"Oh?' Cain considered that. The Library held the massed knowledge of the
Rulers, everything they had ever learned or known. There were students who chose
to labor there, after faling the Test, rather than be forced to leave Parliament entirely.
It was the only way a student could stay in Parliament after failing the Test. It was an
irrevocable choice; once a Worker was exposed to the documents in the Library, he
or she could not go home again. The Rulers would not adlow it. "How did you
manage that?"

"l argued that Alber was not serving the Academy's best interests—emotionally
caught up in hiswork, so to speak. Between his supporters and mine, we had a great
old time in the Chamber last night."

"Congratulations."

The amile faded. "Cain, what the hell's wrong with you? | had the rather distinct
impression you didn't care for Alber. | know he doesn't like you."

"The man hates me," said Cain quietly.
"He hates me too," Loga protested. "Doesn't that count for anything?'

Despite himsdf, Cain grinned. "Not really." The grin faded quickly enough, and
he burst out, "Damn it, Loga, it's great you got rid of Alber. But did you have to use
meto do it? More ale," he said to a passing serving girl.

"Yes." Loga looked at Cain, with an attempt at wide-eyed innocence that he
amost carried off. "Cain, you're the only student in Academy who | could have
teach a class, and then defend the choice and be clearly right because you're talented
as any Ruler. There's no law againgt Workers teaching, only custom because they're
presumed not to have the skills. | wanted to break that custom and establish a
precedent—that teaching is a position one is awarded not because one is a Ruler but
because one has the skill—and yesterday we did so."

Cain drained the last of one mug as the serving girl placed another at his elbow.
"Try to keep in mind, please, I'm only just a Worker. By the Light, Loga, | don't
need the likes of Alber as my enemy. You—you're his equal, or better. I'm just the
Worker who cost him hisjob."

Loga shrugged. "What's he going to do to you?' He grinned at Cain. "Come on,
think. He's not at Academy any longer, and he's hardly going to hunt you down and



attack you as though he were a Worker himsalf."

"And once I've left Academy? You'll tell me next any assgnment | get, magistrate
or legate, won't be reviewed by the Tribuna before it's approved?”

Loga did not answer him for a long time. Their meals came, Szzling steaks on
wooden platters, with hot bread and baked beans. Cain sat across the table from
Loga, staring at the Ruler. Their server left, and findly Loga said, "True. If you are
assigned to the post of magistrate or legate, you will need to be approved by the full
Tribunal, and, of course, Alber will not approve the posting."

Cain raised an eyebrow. "If?"

"Sometimes," said Loga conversationaly, "when you attempt sarcasm, you
remind me of a Worker | knew once, a student of mine here at Academy. He'd be an
old man, today."

"Redly?' Cain appeared to consider the comment. "Is that a compliment?"

“In some ways." The bright blue eyes invited Cain to share a joke. "You know
who else reminded me of that student?"

Can did not think he paused. "Who?"

Loga grinned widely a him. "Why, Loukas, of course.”

"Loukas? | don't think | know a Loukas."

"I've been to Eastmarch, Cain. It's a depressing place.”

"Eastmarch? | don't—oh, you mean the minstrd. Is that who you mean?"

"Yes, Cain, your minstrel friend." Loga chuckled. "He was gone, of course, when
| got there. Left Eastmarch, I'm told, about a year after you went to Academy. Long
enough almost nobody there except your mother connected the two events. Cain, |
described my old student to these folk, my old student Artemis, and do you know,
to a Worker they agreed it was the description of the minstrel Loukas?"

"You've lost me, I'm afraid. You say this Artemis'—Cain mispronounced the
name exactly as Loga had, with the accent on the e—"would be an old man now.
Loga, Loukas was a young man. Thirty or so, the last time | saw him."

Loga nodded, cut a piece of his steak, and ate it. "Couldn't, of course, be the
same man. Still, an amazing resemblance, eh?"

Cain sipped at his de. "Perhaps. Still—you and | look a bit dike. If | were to dye
my hair red and let it grow some, get out in the sun and darken my skin just a bit,
how many folks out there might take a description of you and say, 'Yes, that's Cain,
that's the very one." Hmm? Loukas was a handsome man with a black beard and
black hair, dark skin and brown eyes. How many men are there, Loga, in Semdia
and Turrin, who meet that description? Twenty thousand? Fifty?"'

"I went to Eastmarch," said Loga, "and saw your mother. Why don't you ask
about her, rather than arguing with me about this minstrel? 1'd think most men would
ask how their families were doing."



"l don't like my mother." Cain smiled at Loga. "How are my sisters?"

Loga laughed as though Cain had said something clever. "Fine, they were just
fine. Would you like to go dancing tonight?

Cain made a dismissing gesture with one hand. "Sure. Why not?’

"Fine. There's a party in Singer. You're to come with me and pretend to be a
Ruler."

"Asyou wish."

"Cain," said Loga, suddenly dead serious, "your only worry about Alber comes if
you find yourself up for a position in the administrative services. And that will only
happen if you fal the Test. The answer to your problems, then, is clear.”

Cain had seen it coming. "Don't," he said, "fal the Test."

Loga chuckled and raised his mug in something like a toast. "Y ou're a smart boy,
Cain."

Sometime in the course of that night, Cain found himself on atree-lined pathway
that wandered along the edges of the lake T'Pau, singing drunkenly at the top of his
lungs. Sailboats cruised the lake's surface, bright and gaudy in the cool night air. An
entire evening being treated with the same sort of deference that a Ruler recelved as a
matter of course had left him feding very strange. Loga had passed him off to the
Rulers at Singer as the son of some Ruler Cain had never heard of. "She's dark-eyed
enough—closer to brown than black, but ill, | doubt anyonell look a you
askance." And indeed, the Rulers had accepted Cain as one of their own without any
apparent suspicion at al.

Five years at Parliament had worn away the edges of Cain's Eastmarch accent;
dill he kept his mouth shut and did not seek out the company of the Rulers at the
party. The estate the party was held at was a huge one, larger than any Cain had ever
seen at Parliament; it sat on a rise overlooking the lake T'Pau. From its huge
windows Cain could see, risng up under the moonlight, the vast bulk of the Great
Dam.

It was the first time he'd seen the Dam since leaving Eastmarch, and the mere sight
of it made him fed very strange, distant and disoriented. He stood watching it with a
sweet, powerful drink in one hand; the drink had been served him in a crystal goblet
that was worth as much as everything his family had ever owned put together. Finaly
one of the woman at the party had taken his hand, without even a word, and led him
off into one of the empty rooms. She was a small, ddlicate woman with hair nearly as
red as Loga's, and she coupled with an energy and a degree of imagination that |eft
Cain drunkenly amazed.

Another voice joined Cain's, horribly off-key, and he turned about carefully to
look behind himsdlf. Loga was there, ill shining ever so faintly with the afterglow of



his jump. The lights and glowfloats of the estate twinkled behind him. Loga broke
off in midstanza and came to wak beside Cain. "Cain, what the hdl did you leave the
party for?"

Without surprise, Cain saw that Loga was at least as drunk as he was himsdelf. He

spoke carefully, to keep his words clear. "1'd gotten laid, damn it. Why else should |
stay? They were dl taking about things | know nothing about."

"You got laid?' Loga looked at him indignantly. "I haven't, yet. Who with?"

Water was lapping at Cain's ankles; he looked down in surprise and redlized he
was waking into the lake. "l didn't get her name. Redhead, sort of short, nice
breasts, gorgeous bottom. She looked a little bit like you." Cain paused. Thoughts
were coming slowly. "I tried not to think about that."

"What's wrong with the way | 1ook?"’

"Wel," said Cain carefully, "nothing... in particular." His feet were wet again,
cold and wet. Oh, yes, the water. Say out of the water, he thought to himself
clearly. "Was that woman one of your descendants?’

"No, just... chance resemblance." Loga nodded. "Yes, that's it, chance
resemblance. | don't have any children, among the Rulers anyhow."

Can studied Loga drunkenly; they were on dangerous territory, a subject about
which Cain was not supposed to know anything. "That makes it sound like you have
Worker children."”

"l don't, a the moment. | have had, in the past.”

Cain let apuzzled look cross his features. "You can't.”

Loga stared at Cain. "Why the hdl not?"

"Rulers and Workers can't breed together. Everybody knows that."

Loga looked at Cain with a disturbed expression. "Not ... exactly. T'Pau’'s People
and Workers can't breed with one another. I'm not one of T'Pau's People; | can sire
children on Worker women, but not on a Ruler woman."

Cain shook his head slowly. "l don't understand.”
"Cain, what makes a Ruler?'

"What makes a Ruler?' Cain laughed, and the laughter came forth with grim
cynicism. "Hdl if | know. The fact that you live forever? Or is it just the fact that we
don't live forever, that we die without youthbooster?'

Some incredible force took him, slammed him back against one of the trees at the
Side of the path. "Where did you hear that word?' It was like being pinned by a
mountain; Cain could not have moved if saving his life had required it. Loga
screamed the word. "Where?"'

Can stared a Loga, abruptly perfectly sober, stared at the wild expression in his
friend's eyes. Cautiousy he brought forth a partid truth: "The word was there in
your thoughts, Loga."



Loga's breath came fast, and he stared at Cain as though he would find the truth
on Cain's features. He was standing, legs apart, with his hands gripping Cain's
shoulders. The grip was painful and growing more so; Cain was considering kicking
Loga in the groin when he was suddenly released. "Okay."

"Loga?’

The Light gathered about them. "Come on. | want to show you the Test." The
glow was very fierce. "It's time."

They appeared in a place of stark emptiness. A smdl square room, with yellow
sunpaint on the celling, black walls and a black rug.

The room was bisected by a huge panel of some transparent materia, flush
againgt the surfaces of floor, wals, and ceiling. Cain turned around sowly. A
doorfield glowed behind him; on the other side of the panel there was a doorway,
but no door or doorfield. That was dl there was in the room. "Where are we, Loga?’

"Parliament." Loga ran one hand over the barrier. "Thisis the Test. It's a panel of
transparent monocrystal. It's the strongest materid known to the Giants."

"| thought diamond was the strongest materia."

"Hardest, yes, but hardness is not the same thing as tensile strength," said Loga,
enunciating carefully. "It wouldn't be that difficult to break athin sheet of diamond.”

Can touched the barrier tentatively. It was smooth, amost slippery. "l don't
understand the purpose of this."

Light flared. Wind touched Cain as air rushed in to fill empty space.

Loga stood on the other side of the barrier, looking at Cain with an unfathomable
expression. His voice was distorted by the barrier. "Join me. Come to me." He lad
the palms of his hands flat against the barrier, pressed himsdf against the transparent
wal. "Y ou know about youthbooster."

Cain took a step forward. "Yes."

Loga's voice shook. "I've been alone for a long time. You can do it. Make the
jump, Cain."

"Loga, I'm drunk."

"Y ou want to know what makes a Ruler, Cain? Here. Being here. | am here, and |
amaRuler." The bright blue eyes bored into Cain's with terrible urgency. "You can

do it, Cain, | know you can. Make the jump." The words touched him directly.
Make the jump, Cain, and live forever.

"Loga..." Cain did not finish whatever it was he had planned to say; the whiplash
of the Light curled through the room, and L oga was gone.

He stood in the empty room for along time, staring at the ghostly, almost invisble
barrier. Findly he backed out of the room, found himsdf in a building of the
Academy he had not had occasion to enter before, and walked through the echoing



empty streets of deeping Parliament until he came to his cottage.

There he sat, wide awake, and thought, and wished desperately to be able to tak
again to Loukas, or to anyone who would just answer him honestly.

That summer Elli took the Test and faled it as she and her instructors had
expected.

She did not tel Cain she was going to try; he found out only after she had gone
home.

There was a note on the pillow of the bed in his cottage.

Today | am taking the Test, and then | am going home to Soret. There's a
school there, and I'm going to teach; it's what | came to Academy for, after all, so
that | would know something worth teaching. Once you have taken the Test, join
me there if you will. I'll wait for you for three years before | marry somebody else.

I'msorry | can't say good-bye to you, but | don't want my last memory of you to
be saying good-bye. Besides, you always have such a hard time with that sort of
thing.

| love you.
Ellian Temera

Cain read the note and knew she did not expect to see him ever again.

He sat nude in the darkness, in full lotus. His breathing was cam, very slow, very
deep. One hand rested upon each knee. The sweat trickled scalding down his body,
and his skin felt raw.

A voice tickled a the edges of his mind. Memory... but so red. The voice
whispered to him, the voice of a dream and a vison, Make the jump, Cain. Make
the jump, and live forever.

His breathing stilled, slowed even further. He drew the cool ar down into his
lungs, in incredibly long sow draughts, brought the ar deep within himsdf. His
heartbeat slowed, gentled into a rhythm that matched the serene intake and exhale.
The voice faded from the edges of his awareness as he centered his being into a
profound peace unlike anything he had ever known before in hisllife.

His body fel away from him.
Cain reached out for the Light.
And screamed.

The sound was high-pitched and wavering, a terrible scream that sounded as
though it held the pain and fallure of the entire world.



It did not stop for along time.

Can came back to awareness dowly, as though risng from a great depth of
water.

He could not move.
Voices murmured around him.
"By the Light, do you see what happened to the barrier?’

Another voice—Logas? "Am | blind? Of course | see it. Watch your feet; the
shards will be very sharp." There was a pause; somebody touched Cain. He felt the
touch from far away.

"Is he dive?'
There was some pain, very distant.

"Barely. Hard to tdl through dl the blood. He must have caught pieces of the
barrier everywhere."

A third voice. "The Light shine on my words, he looks like something from the
last battle at Erebion.”

"By the Light, Loga, what could have done that to the barrier? The damn thing's
shattered."

The voice was very short, of course it was Loga's. "Don't be afool. Him."

There was a brief slence. In the devastating awareness of his aloneness Cain
found the silence welcome.

Loga said grimly, "What else?’

And then there were no more words or sounds or Light, only endless hurt and
emptiness and the tight hungry pain in his belly; hands lifted him and Cain screamed
once and descended into the dark wave-covered depths of endless night.

.2.

It's a fallacy, Cain, Loukas was saying, to say the Rulers live forever. They
don't; they merely live longer than we do. They do not die of old age or disease,
but that does not mean they do not die. Accident can kill them, and murder; most
of them do not pass four or five centuries before some mishap catches them.

They were waking together along the shores of the great dark ocean. There was
no sun, no moon, no stars, only the shore and a dim pearl-gray illumination. The
water lapped slently at his feet.

So then, if there is no true escape from death—and there is not—then death is
merely life's conclusion, no better and no worse. That is all there is to life, Cain;
that we live it as well as we might, and die bravely when our deaths are brought
us. Fateis cruel at times; for all you are young, perhaps thisis your moment.



They continued on, toward the greater darkness that lay further down the beach.
Cain said findly, What is this place?

Loukas said, | do not know. | have never been here before.
Oh.
Shall we go back?

Cain's steps slowed, and then stopped. He turned to look back the way he had
come; far, far distant there was afaint lifting of the grayness.

Yes, he said at last.
Good choice, said Loukas smply. It's damn cold out here.

Some time later Cain opened his eyes. He was incredibly weak; just opening his
eyes drained him utterly of such energy as he had. He was lying in a bed in one of
the rooms at the hospital where Misha lived. A window facing him opened out onto
the gardens that Misha tended. He could see by the length of the shadows that it was
|ate afternoon.

There were two people in the room with him; Misha, dtting quietly without
expression, and the Ruler Loga, who was yawning as Cain opened his eyes. Misha
caught Cain's awakening instantly; he was up out of his chair and on his knees at
Cain's bedside. "Cain, we were worried!"

Loga rubbed his eyes and leaned forward. He did not get out of his seat. "I'd say
we were. Y ou were nearly dead for awhile there." Cain rolled his head dightly to one
side to look a Loga. His head felt like a boulder. "It was amazing,” Loga said. "I
was dozing last night, just after midnight, when | woke up briefly. You know, your
brother doesn't look anything like my student Artemis, but when | awoke, it seemed
to me for a moment that it was not your brother dtting there, but Artemis himsalf.
Just after that, your breathing deegpened and your heartbeat steadied, and | knew you
were going to live."

Cain's throat was sore, so sore that for a moment he was not sure he could shape
the words. When they came, they were so hoarse he was not sure Loga would
understand them. "Go away."

The Ruler shook his head. Why do you think | am his enemy, Cain? I'm not. I'm
not yours. I've tried to be your friend. | tried to be his.

Misha looked back and forth between Cain and the Ruler. "Cain? What's wrong?"
Cain could not raise the strength for speech. Go away, Loga.

Cain, you will answer me.

You betrayed him.

Cain, | stopped a war. | saved thousands of lives, scores of thousands.

All those whose lives you saved, Loga, are they not dead now of old age?



Loga whispered the answer. "Yes."

Can let his eyes close. Go away, Loga. Go be friends with somebody who won't
die on you.

"Yes." Logas voice held a plain regret that was audible even through the muffled
layers of Cain's pain. "l suppose you're right. Who ever said choices were easy?"

Cain did not answer him. Shortly he was aware that Loga was gone.

Misha leaned close to Cain as soon as Loga had left. "Loukas," he said very
quietly, "says you're to go to the Library."

"Okay."

Misha sat back, clearly satisfied with having delivered his message.

Can said quietly, "Misha?'

"Yes?'

"Hold my hand, please. It's cold."

Misha looked at him in surprise and then grinned in smple ddlight. "Okay." He
took Cain's hand between both of his own.

He sat there with Cain through the long night.
The next morning Cain tendered his application to enter the Library.

He spent nearly two full weeks hospitalized, unable to move from his bed for the
first week of that time. Misha tended to him conscientiously, feeding and bathing
him.

A Ruler whom he had never met before, Loden Almandar, the Tribunal Elder,
came to see him before he was released. Though Cain had not seen him, he had seen
L oden's pictures in enough of his history books that the Ruler's face was instantly
recognizable; Cain made a vdiant attempt to rise so that he might kneel, before the
Ruler's hand on his shoulder stopped him. "That is not necessary, young man. |
know you areill." He spoke the common tongue in an archaic style, like some of the
other very old Rulers whom Cain had met; he used the long forms of words, without
contractions.

Loden dragged up one of the visitor's chairs and seated himsdf by Cain's
bedside. "I am informed you wish to enter the Library."

Cain's voice was stronger now; he did not worry about it breaking. "My lord, yes.
| would like that."

"Why?'
"I would like to stay in Parliament, my lord. | have failed the Test."

The ancient Ruler nodded. "True enough, you did." He did not smile "A
spectacular enough failure, to be sure, but falure nonetheless. Worker Cain, you
are—" the Ruler hesitated only dightly "—not loved by the Ruler Alber. If you are



permitted entrance to the Library, it islikey he will not treat you equitably."

"My lord, | know. But my brother Misha is here in Parliament. He's mad and
cannot be sent to Eastmarch with me; he needs someone to watch him constantly.
He was lonely before | came; if | leave him now, | think he will die."

"I was told about this," said Loden. His broad features were empty of any
readable expression. "Cain, | would prefer to keep you here in Parliament. Y ou, and,
if I am honest with you, your children. But | am as constrained by custom as any
other Ruler; the only proper way for me to do this is to see you inducted into the
Library. You know you cannot go home again once you have worked with the
Library's private documents?"

Can sad, "Yes."
Loden Almandar's eyes flickered shut for just a moment. "Ah." He smiled very
briefly, nodded and stood. "Then | shall see your application is approved. Alber will

not argue with my decision. Once you have entered the service of the Library, if
Alber abuses you, let me know. It may be that | can do something about it."

"Thank you, my lord."
Loden stopped in the door. "Cain?'
"Yes, my lord?'

"Loga tells me that you attempted the Test after a student whom you cared for
had left you—that your mind was not settled. Is this true?"

The wave of pain that struck Cain was amazing, like nothing he had ever felt. He
could not speak.

L oden, standing in the doorway, winced. "I seeit is. Cain, if you wish to attempt
the Test again, inform me. | will see that it is arranged." His voice was as gentle as
Loden Almandar was capable of making it. "Good day, Cain."

His application was accepted, and Cain, a the age of nineteen, entered the
Library.
The Ruler Alber was a short man and dightly overweight, and a poor telepath to

boot; Cain skimmed the surface of the Ruler's thoughts as easly as he might have
done to any Worker.

It was not of much help; dl that it told Cain was that Alber hated him because he
was tdl and handsome and skilled, and that much he knew aready.

Alber stared at him without blinking. They were in one of the Library's reading
rooms, with the door closed. Alber had not bothered to get up when Cain entered.
Cain stood, waiting for Alber to speak.

"Y ou should not have come here," said Alber findly.
"My lord, | had to. Because of my brother."
Alber nodded. He did not seem particularly angry, though the clean, unwavering



hate never varied. "I've been told about him. | do not, Worker Cain, consider your
desire to please your mad brother sufficient reason for you to have disturbed me,
again, here a the Library." He shook his head again, and said again softly, "You
should not have come here."

There was something dead insde Cain; he stood and waited for Alber to
continue.

"How old are you, Cain?'
"Nineteen, my lord."

Alber leaned forward, clasping his hands together on the reading table's top. "And
Workers live, what, sixty, seventy years when they receive medica care?’

"Something like that, my lord."

"So | have perhaps haf a century to make you regret your intrusion into my life?"
Alber smiled. "That should be enough."”

Cain smiled back at him. "No doubt, my lord."

Alber's knuckles went suddenly white, and the Ruler himsaf went utterly rigid in
his chair. "Do you find something amusing in this, Worker?"

Cain let the smile die dowly. "I? My lord, no."

"You are dismissed, Cain." Cain inclined his head dightly and turned to leave.
Behind him, Alber said, "I will teach you your place in the world, Worker."

The words stopped Cain in midstep; he turned in the doorway. "l have," he said
evenly, "had better teachers than you. Good day, my lord."

He closed the door behind himsdf and waked away, haf expecting that Alber
would come after him.,

Alber did not.

Can spent nearly ayear in the Library at Parliament. At first the other Workers in
the Library treated him with a sort of wary deference; and even Alber, though he
made his distaste for Cain plain enough, did not bother him greatly once Cain had
learned his duties. Cain's duty schedule was aways, the entire time he was at the
Library, heavier than that of his fellows; he took it as a blessing, for when he was not
on duty there was little enough to do but sleep.

And in his deep he could not stop dreaming about Elli. Why had she left in the
fashion she had? Had she never understood that he cared for her?

Perhaps, Cain thought in the still, empty moments late at night, he had smply not
been clear enough.

It took most of haf a year before Cain managed to make himsdf comfortable in
the Library. It was a different world from anything he'd ever experienced before.
Academy, once he'd gotten used to the luxury, was not so different from the
evenings he'd spent with Loukas; teachers who presumably knew more than Cain did



had taught him, and he had learned, either acceptably or well, but never poorly.

In the Library nobody cared what he knew or how wdl he knew it; dl that was
cared about was how well he tended the hundreds of thousands of books the
Library held, or the computer systems which held as much information again; and
how quickly he could get the information into readable form when one of the
instructors a Academy, or one of the Rulers researching some project of his own,
requested it.

He was not surprised that he found himsdf to be skilled a the use of the
computer systems; once he'd learned the rules of syntax with which the computer
demanded it be addressed, it generdly obeyed him without the misunderstandings
that were common when other Workers attempted to search through the infobase.
With the passage of Fal Quarter of 1206, and of Winter Quarter 1207, Cain's life
settled down into a certain numb predictability; and he was not displeased with that.

There were things that Cain didiked about the Library. Foremost among them was
the way the Workers were kept track of, like property; he was not alowed to so
much as leave the Library without checking out with the Worker on duty at the door,
giving his destination and business and the time he would be back. If he was to be
gone for more than a single hour it had to be cleared with one of the Rulers. He
could not leave Parliament at dl; if there was something he required from Goldriver,
he had to write it down on a sheet of paper and submit it to the Worker whose duty
it was that week to facilitate such things. A day or two or sometimes a full week
later, one of the students from Academy would make the trip and get it for him.

Cain's quarters in the Library were plainer than the cottage he had lived in as a
student at Academy; he hardly noticed, and did not care. There was only one room,
with a private shower and toilet, and the bed was large enough for only one person;
apparently Workers at the Library were not intended to slegp with one another.

At least not comfortably.

It was another of the things Cain paid no attention to. The other Workers at the
Library he found of little interest; they were, with few exceptions, Academy's most
egregious failures, men and women who could not bear the thought of returning to
the company of their fellow Workers after having been exposed to the glories of
Parliament. There were about a hundred and twenty of them, and Can found only
about fifteen of them worthy of any interest at dl. Though most of the Workers at
the Library were there because of nothing more interesting than a lack of willingness
to leave Parliament, some few had chosen to enter the Library service because, like
the Rulers, they were engaged in some research they could not bear to leave
uncompl eted.

Cain followed ther example. He was in the midst of knowledge no Worker
outside of the Library had ever been given access to; as he was certain Loukas
intended, Cain studied.

There were three categories of books in the Library; Open, Proscribed, and



Censored. The books marked Open were available to anyone, Worker or Ruler. The
Proscribed books were not available to the average Worker; in theory, they were not
avalable to the Workers at the Library either. But Cain found that nobody redly
cared if he read books on the Proscribed list; the computer would grant him access
to those files if he requested it, and the Proscribed books that were actualy on
shelves, in bound editions, were not segregated from the Open books by any
barriers.

Books that were marked Censored in the Library index Cain could not find in
bound editions, and the computer would not grant him access to the files.

Some of the other Workers at the Library told him that there was, according to
legend, a room somewhere in the Library that held dl of the bound copies of
Censored books. According to the ancient rumor, the room had no doors, so that
there was no way for anyone but a Ruler to enter it.

Careful snooping in the minds of the Rulers who came to the Library confirmed
that the rumor was correct. Cain got occasional glimpses of the room in the minds
of some Rulers, just before they made the jump there. Cain abandoned any hope of
getting to those hardcopies; even were he to attempt the Test again, he did not intend
for his first target to be a room whose existence the Rulers of Earth did not even
acknowledge.

The computer was his obvious target; the only way it knew who was accessing it
was from the passwords it requested. One who had the correct passwords was able
to read literdly anything in the infobase. Without any exceptions of which Cain
knew, only Rulers were alowed access to the Censored books. If there was a
Worker anywhere in the world with the necessary passwords, Cain never learned of
it.

And so he stole the passwords from the mind of a Ruler.

Alber.

It happened on the afternoon of Winter 81, in the year 1207. Unlike Loukas, Cain
did not believe in fate, or destiny; but it seemed to him that there must be something
besides chance to explain the fact that it was the very day that Cain discovered the
location of Donnertown that the Ruler Alber made it impossible for him to continue
his research.

Can was dtting at an empty termind in one of the reading rooms, scanning
through atext about the Great Schism. There were four broad categories of subjects
to be found on the Censored list. Science was at its head; better than two thirds of
the Censored books dealt with the advanced hard sciences in one way or another.
Y outhbooster was the second subject, and the third and fourth subjects were
historical events. the self-imposed exile of the Sisterhood of the Ring from Earth and
the Great Schism between Donner Almandar and his father Loden, when most of the
technica knowledge of the Rulers of Earth left Earth aboard the fleet Donner
Almandar had built at Donnertown.



Cain browsed through the pages. The text was moderately interesting; it contained
information that Cain had not seen in any other texts on the Schism, concerning the
progress of the debate that had begun in 221, when T'Pau’'s People learned to hed
themselves through the power of the Light, and had blossomed in the following
decade, when a Ruler who was now dead discovered that the same technique could
effectively prevent aging. Almost immediately—only ten years after that climactic
discovery—the Great Schism took place; the Tribuna formally decided to destroy
the youthbooster factories because T'Pau's People no longer needed them. The
response was predictable, of course. Reading the man's writings, Cain fet clearly the
horror that had struck Donner Almandar upon the implementation of that decision.
Donner took some sixty percent of T'Pau's People and some eighty percent of the
rest of the population of the Vdley and went south with them to Donnertown. The
testimonials shed considerable light on how the decisions that had led to the Schism
had been reached; under other circumstances Cain would have found it fascinating.

Now there was no time.

Can touched the button marked "Page," and the screen reformed with the image
of amap. The map was of the Earth, dated 244 at.f., and did not differ very greatly
from the maps of the modern Earth. The Great Dam had aready been built—it was
shown on the map—and the One Ocean had risen far enough that the outlines of the
land approached the outlines Cain was familiar with.

The map contained one thing that no map Cain had ever seen before did. A small
star, at the edge of the Glowing Desert, was inscribed with the words Donner's
Town.

Can stared at the map. This was the twenty-second text about the Great Schism
that he had searched; he'd started to wonder if the books on the Censored list were
themselves censored. He did not dare print out a page from a Censored book;
instead he fixed the map in his mind so that he could not forget it, and continued
with the text.

Perhaps hadf an hour before Cain was due to go on duty, the Ruler Alber
shimmered into existence in the reading room.

Cain had enough warning that Alber was coming. He closed the file he'd been
reading and had opened one more innocuous by the time Alber ceased glowing.
"Lord Alber," he said politely, not looking up from the termind. "What may | do for
you?"

Alber grinned a Cain. It struck Cain as an even more unpleasant expression than
the Ruler's normal look of aggressive self-pity. "Y ou can answer some questions for
me, Cain."

Cain did not blink. "Surely.” He struck the "Page" key as though he were 4ill
reading.

"Did you know, Cain, that every Ruler has a different password for ganing
access to the Library computer?”

"Oh?" Cain lifted an eyebrow. "Actually, my lord, no, | did not know that."



Alber chuckled. "I didn't think so. And I'll bet you didn't know that when you're
signed on to the computer—with my password—I can't get on."

"Oh." Cain stood dowly. "I'm afraid | didn't know that, either. So, what happens
now?"'

"WEell, that's a good question." Alber could not seem to stop smiling. "l suspect
even your good friend Logawill be upset with you when he learns about what you've
been doing, eh? I've only been monitoring you for the last hour or so; once weve
polled the computer for its records of every book that's been accessed under my
password in the last quarter or so, | think there might be sufficient reason to have
you executed."

Cain thought swiftly. In that instant he had aready decided to kill Alber. When he
spoke it was with the most perfect seriousness of which he was capable. "So... even
you think I've got more to fear from Loga than yourself?"

"What?' The smile left Alber. "Explain yourself!"

Can shrugged, taking a step toward Alber. "I mean only that it does not surprise
me that you've decided to leave the handling of this matter up to Lord Loga" Can
thought about it for several seconds before he said it. "It's a shame you haven't the
guts to do it yourself."

The glow covered Alber, and in that instant, for the first time, he actualy
resembled what Cain thought a Ruler should be. Cain was reminded strongly of the
first time he had ever seen a Ruler, when the Lady Elyssa had come to take Misha
away. Alber slapped Cain, twice, as hard as he was able. Cain tasted blood insde
his mouth. He stood motionless, staring straight forward. Alber was screaming at
him, a swift tumble of words that Cain did not even listen to. Alber struck him again,
and the blow jolted Cain down to his shoes.

Enough. He did not even think about the action; he smply did it, as Loukas had
taught him. Time slowed around him, and in the next instant Alber struck a him
again. He leaned out of the way of the blow, brushed Alber's arm aside, and kicked
Alber in the kneecap. He heard the sound of the bone cracking clearly.

Alber shrieked, a sound composed of equa parts fear and rage, and vanished
before he could strike ground.

Can took a quick step forward. He felt something; Alber was not far away. He
made for the door, and Alber appeared before him, a knife in his hand, the leg Cain
had kicked healed in the instantaneous way only Rulers could hed themselves. He
leaned in and touched Cain with the knife, a long slash on Cain's forearm. The glow
never left him; he vanished instantly, and a cut stroked aong Cain's shoulder. Cain
whirled, and the Ruler was gone again, and the cut took him high on the cheek.

Can stood without moving. The knife flickered against his skin, touched him
agan and again. He waited, waited for the moment to come, and then when he felt
the hot touch of the knife at the side of his neck he moved backward with blinding
speed, right hand extended and fingers stiffened. He fdt his fingertips touch Alber's
windpipe and continued, pushing backward until suddenly the flesh was gone and he



was lunging back against empty air.

Alber appeared again, standing just before Cain, the bloody knife ill in his hand.
His eyes were wide with shock. He dropped the knife and reached for his throat with
both hands. Cain sank back against the wall, and sat. Alber staggered forward two
steps and collapsed to his knees; Cain sat, watching him, as the Ruler Alber pitched
forward onto his face. He was Hill grasping his neck as though he were attempting to
strangle himsalf, and succeeding.

His body twitched for perhaps haf a minute before it findly spasmed once,
wildly, and went limp.

Cain was not certain how long he had sat there with the body before it finaly
occurred to him that he should do something about it. He thought briefly about
trying to leave the Library, wak undetected through Parliament, take the monorail
down to Goldriver, and flee to—where? After several seconds of thought he shook
his head and decided to surrender himsdf instead. He got up, carefully cleared away
the book he had been reading, and turned the termind off. His cuts were starting to
hurt.

The first Workers he approached did not believe him; after he showed them
Alber's body, they went into hysterics. Finaly Cain found a Ruler in one of the
Library's reading rooms. He knocked on the open door, and when the Ruler looked
up, he entered and kndlt. "My lady?"

The Ruler was nobody whom Can knew; she examined him curioudy. "Yes?
Why are you bothering me?"

"My lady, I've killed the Ruler Alber."
The Ruler stared at him.

"My lady?' Cain looked up at her. "Forgive me, but I'm not certain what to do
now. In Eastmarch | would surrender to the legate, but | don't think there is one in
Parliament. Is there?'

The Ruler continued to stare at him in shock.
Oh, hell, thought Cain, and reached out. Loga!
Cain? What isit?

I've killed a Ruler, Loga.

Cain sensed a moment's amused disbdief and then, suddenly, a pair of wordsin a
language he did not know: Te rashia, you're serious!

Cain glanced at the Ruler, sitting there with a book opened, pages fluttering in the
fant breeze from the ventilator. She had not moved since being told he'd killed
Alber. Maybe two.



[ 3 [ ]
Cain had not even known that there were prison cellsin Parliament.

The cdl was smdl; wide enough to lie down and deep in, but no more. There was
atoilet in the opposite corner. The cdl was bisected by a monocrystal barrier, very
like the one in the room of the Test.

A pair of ventilators kept the air moving through the cell. There was no entrance
into the cdl itsdf; there was no opening in the barrier a dl. A pair of Rulers, trained
In hand-to-hand combat by Loga himsdf, each one holding him by one arm, had
jumped through with him and left him there. A femae Ruler whom Cain did not
know came twice a day and transferred through a med for him, taking at the same
time the tray from the previous medl.

The days stretched on. Knowing the Rulers as he did, Cain assumed that they
found no reason to hurry in determining what to do with him, and because he could
do nothing about it, he refrained from worrying.

Sunlight did not reach the cell; Cain knew only by the telepathic timecast when the
days changed. Six days had passed when the Ruler Gabriel came for him, manacled
Cain's hands behind him, and without further word of explanation took him away.

They appeared a one end of along, mirrored hal. Immediately behind them there
was a doorway by which a Worker might have entered; before them stretched what
seemed an infinity of reflecting panes.

"Wak with me," said the Ruler Gabriel quietly. He took a step down the way,
without waiting for Cain, and after a moment Cain followed him. Gabriel's melodious
baritone flowed smoothly, the words seeming to come at Cain from al sides. "As
you wak this path, remember. There was a time, Cain, when our survival was
uncertain, when the Light flowed in us but weakly. We fought, Cain, merely to live.
But, see, we have remained while dl else has passed by, and see, we have grown
powerful. The Earth is ours; there is nothing that walks on its surface or flies through
itsairs or swimsin its Ocean that may harm us.

"And yet the reverse is not true. Where there is power, there is responsibility. My
actions, Cain, they are mine; they are not imposed upon me from outside, for there is
no power in the world so great that it could so impose its will upon me. You are a
Worker, Cain, and yet unlike other Workers, your actions, Cain, they are yours, they
are not imposed upon you from outside, for there is no power in dl the world so
great that it can impose its will upon you.

"Shortly you will stand in the Chamber at Parliament, before the Tribunal of the
Rulers of Earth. You are the first Worker to do so, Cain. Workers did not build the
Chamber; we raised it up ourselves, with our own hands we lad its foundations,
shaped the stone that became its walls, and brought the Light within it."

They came to the end of the corridor, and Cain stood motionless, hands bound,



waiting for what would come next.

"The Chamber is only a place, Cain, nonetheless. A place that any Ruler may
appear in without ceremony, for it belongs to us dl. T'Pau Almandar understood
this." Gabrid turned to Cain. "Y et the Creator T'Pau said to us, Cain, 'Build you the
hdl | have described, and line it with mirrors as | have shown you; and time to time
you shal wak that way, and see yourself in the mirrors, and reflect upon yourselves.'
The Creator, Cain, had a sense of humor." Gabriel's lips quirked upward in a brief
gmile. "And then she said, Cain, 'Do not forget." And she killed herself because she
had."

Can said dryly, "Thank you. | will treasure your words."

"She made a mistake, Cain. She gave us an extra gene and made it impossible for
us to merge back with the rest of humanity. In al the tumbling years that have passed
since her death, Cain, uncounted have been the numbers of the Workers who have
died for that mistake. | hope that you do not add to that number."

The Light bound itself to them.

They appeared on the debating floor in the Chamber at Parliament.

Can looked about, curioudy. He had seen holos of the Chamber before, but they
had not served to convey the sheer magnificence of the place; in his young life Cain
had not seen anything remotely like it.

There were more Rulers gathered there than he had ever seen before in one
place—thousands at least. There was not an empty seat anywhere in the upper
Chamber. Eleven seats ringed the edge of the debating floor; seated in those places
were eight Rulers, whom Cain knew ether personally or by reputation: the Rulers
Elyssa, Selene, Michadl, Athd, Maria, Calandra, Julian, and Loga. Three of the
eleven Tribuna seats were empty. One had belonged to Alber, who was dead;
Gabriel stood beside Cain, in the middle of the debating floor, and Loden Almandar
stood behind the black spar of the podium.

No word was exchanged; Loden raised his arms, and the Light showered down
upon the Chamber, the golden radiance flooding through the thronged building.
Alone in the midst of the communion, Cain watched the ceremony transpire with an
empty expression; he fdt its presence, but in the midst of the outpouring, the Light
did not touch him.

After a moment of silence had passed, Loden Almandar fixed his gaze on Cain.
Behind Loden, Cain could see the entire Vdley, spread out like a map. The view was
astonishing.

Loden's voice struck out like a weapon. "Cain, you stand accused of the murder
of the Ruler and Tribunal member Alber I'chai‘andra. What say you?"

Can was uncomfortably aware of being the focus of thousands of pairs of eyes,
most of them clearly hostile. Their attention disturbed his concentration, made it hard
to focus upon what was transpiring. Nonetheless, he cleared his mind as best he



could and made his reply. "My lord, except that | dispute the word murder, | do not
argue the fact of the event. As | admitted when | summoned Lord Loga, | did kill the
Ruler Alber."

It was a blunt, single word.
IlWhy?l

"My lord, in self-defense. The Ruler Alber and | were arguing, and he struck me
severd times. After the third blow | struck him back. He brought the Light to him
and vanished; he returned with a knife and cut me as you have seen. | bear the marks
dill. I could not even flee, else | would have. His last cut touched me on the neck,
Lord Loden, not a centimeter from the jugular vein. When next he appeared, |
ddivered him a blow to the throat that crushed his windpipe, and of that blow he
died. My lord, so it happened.”

Loden nodded. "Cain, you are not the first Worker in history to recelve a
blow—even an unearned one—from an angry Ruler. Most Workers have the sense
to endure the blows. You are not afool, Cain, and | do not think you are a hothead.
Why did you strike back?"

"Because, my lord," said Cain evenly, "of overwheming pride. | am not a thing
to be used in whatever fashion a Ruler may choose. The Ruler Alber made the
mistake of thinking otherwise, and for that mistake he died. | am a Worker, my lord.
The Workers are my people, and | do not disown them. But | am first aman, no less
so than any person in this Chamber. | stand by my deeds. If you strike me, my lord,
| shall strike you back. It is the first law of living creatures, Loden Almandar, that
they will defend themselves when threatened. Y ou can kill me, and perhaps you will,
but you cannot take from me the will to defend myself where | may."

"What do you think we should do with you, Cain?'

"Return me to my post in the Library." Cain turned dightly, hands manacled
behind him, and looked around the Chamber at the Rulers who were watching him.
"l have done nothing wrong."

"Gabrid," said Loden, "we have heard enough. Take Cain back to his cdl. We
will wait for your return before attempting a consensus.”

The Ruler Gabriel bowed his head dightly. One hand touched Cain's shoulder. "I
ghdl return shortly."

They vanished together.

Can sat in his cdl. In the afternoon, the Ruler Gabriel came to Cain and informed
him that he would be brought before the Tribuna again in the morning.

With nothing else to do, Cain waited.
The day passed, and became night.



They flickered into existence in a cellar warehouse near the south end of the city
of Parliament.

Sdene said irritably, "What isit you have to show us, Loga, which could not wait
until morning?'

Her father stood behind her, expressionless.

Loga glanced quickly between the two of them. "This." They had materidized in
front of a huge brace. In the poor light, it looked as though there were nothing at dl
in between the brace's grips; Loga rapped against the empty space, and his knuckles
struck a barrier. "It's the replacement for the wal Cain shattered Testing."

Loden sighed. "So? My daughter isright, Loga. It's late."

Loga said carefully, "l believe it is generdly agreed that | am among the more
powerful Rulersin my ability to control the Light—am | not?"

They were intdligent enough; Loga saw them both get his point.

"Guys, | can't break this. I've tried for a couple of hours, and | can't do it. It
shivers, and once when | made mysalf incredibly dizzy concentrating, | made it ring
like a bell."

"So," said Selene, "Cain shattered one. Are you afraid hell break the barrier in his
cdl? If that's your worry, | wouldn't concern mysdlf, Loga. He was unconscious for
three days last time."

"That's not my point. My point is," said Loga intensdy, "that he did it—and |
can't." He gestured to them. "You try, if you like. Or yourself, Loden. Bresk it." He
walked around to the other side of the barrier. "What is it makes us Rulers? The
ability to control the Light? Or isit just the ability to deny them youthbooster?"

They smply stared at him.
"Break the barrier, Loden. Break the barrier," he whispered, "and live forever."
Loga vanished, and left them aone with the unbroken barrier.

It was Winter 88, 1207 a.t.f.

They brought him to stand in the center of the Chamber, in the center of the circle
of Rulers, once again. Again the Chamber was packed, and again there were three
empty seats among the eleven reserved for the Tribunal.

Can stood slently, with the Ruler Gabriel a pace behind him. There was no
rasing of the Light; Cain guessed that the ceremony had been performed before he
was brought to them. That boded nothing good.

Loden wasted no time in ceremony. From behind the podium he spoke as soon
as Cain had oriented himsdf. "Worker Cain, you have been found to be guilty of the
murder of the Ruler Alber. It is the judgment of this Tribuna that two days hence, on
the first day of Spring, you be exiled from the town square a Goldriver, into the
Glowing Desert, so that by your remova from the company of Rulers and Workers



dike you may be rendered unable to cause further harm.”
Cain absorbed the words slowly.
They were going to kill him.

He was a young man; the thought of his own death was something he could not
quite credit. It was not even the thought of death that shook him the most; it was
smply the very idea that the most powerful beingsin his world had decided to take
his life from him.

For, though the Rulers might speak of "exile," and thus preserve for themselves
the fiction of mercy, an unprotected man would die within a day from the radiation in
the Glowing Desert, il letha better than twelve centuries after the Fire.

Oddly, it was the thought of Loukas that brought Cain the strength to raise his
head and meet the hostile glares of the crowd without flinching. Loukas would not
have wanted Cain to show weakness before the Rulers; and therefore Cain would
not.

He became aware that the assembled Rulers were waiting. For what? Cain stood
dlently, looking around the immediate circle of Rulers. Truly, they were not, for the
most part, even acceptable telepaths, most of them Cain could read like a book.
Where he did not find hogtility he found, at best, resignation. Loga aone Cain could
not read at dl; the bright blue eyes, the lines around the man’'s mouth, held nothing at
dl for Cain.

Can came back, at last, to Loden. The silence had stretched through a minute,
unbroken. Cain said mildly, "Are you waiting for me to say something?"

"Twice since the coming of our people to this Valey," said Loden, "a Ruler has
dan another Ruler. In both instances we granted them the right to speak after they
had been judged. It seems fitting to us that we extend the same courtesy to you."

"May | ask a question of you, my lord Loden?"
The ancient Ruler nodded. "Y ou may."

"Is there anything | can say that will persuade this Tribunal to reverse its
judgment?"

Loden Almandar actualy smiled. "I am afraid there is no likelihood of that."

Cain nodded. "Thank you. | appreciate your frankness." He took a deep breath.
"l do, in fact, appreciate your concern for ethics, even while judging my life forfeit.
But then, that is something a which you have had considerable practice—ethics
become an art to justify the killing of folk who do not have the power to harm you."
With a smdl part of his attention Cain saw a startled expression touch Loga, and
vanish; his voice grew stronger. "You speak of ethics. The teaching of ethics is one
of the primary reasons, so | have been told, for the existence of Academy. For nine
hundred and thirty-six years, ever since the Great Schism, the Rulers of Earth have
kept as daves a people as noble, as wise, and in their own way as talented as any of
T'Pau's People. Because they cannot do a ssimple thing; because they cannot control



the Light as do T'Pau's People; because of this, the Rulers of Earth have denied
them youthbooster."

Cain paused at that point. He had been amost certain of his response; he got it. A
babble of sound and thought exploded around him, a risng wave of reaction more
hostile and no less severe than that Loga had exhibited on the shores of the lake
T'Pau. He stood in the center of the Chamber and rode out the pandemonium.

When it was quiet enough, Cain addressed the Tribuna Elder. "May | continue?"
"Where did you learn that word?"

Cain turned dightly and grinned directly at Loga. Surely nobody in dl that vast
crowd missed it. "Does it matter, my lord Loden?"

"Perhaps not. Y ou may continue, Worker."

"Thank you. There is, Rulers, a contradiction here. | know you are aware of it. |
know what fraction of your writings on ethics has gone to explaining away the
contradiction. Erebion exists as atribute to your willingness to honestly face the grim
redities of your decision to deny youthbooster to the Workers. There is only one
way for you to justify this to yourself, is there not? For you to alow Workers to die
so, you must believe, deeply believe, that we are not your equals, that in some way
our right to live is less red than the rights of the Rulers to their power and ther
security." Cain said quietly, so that those in the higher tiers of the seats must strain to
listen, "The power of the Light is an astonishing thing. Its control must be a source
of wondrous pride to you, and rightly so. And yet—it is only power. Your own
philosophers tend to reject the notion that there is any inherent morality to be found
in the exercise of that power."

"It is," said Cain again, "only power. And therefore your rule is based not in
mord right, but only on the fact that you can rule, that there is no force on this Earth
sufficient to prevent you. There is in the Light a great power, for hedling, for
building. Yet thereis also init a great power for destruction; and it is that power that
has subjugated a people as deserving of freedom as your own for nearly a
millennium.

“In dl that time," said Cain of Eastmarch, "the Workers have persisted. Despite
you they have survived as a people, they have retained a dignity; as Erebion shows,
they have retained their courage, and, with knowledge, their will to act. Therefore
there is some greater force than the force that you are capable of widding; and if
force is the only basis of law that you acknowledge then there is some higher law
than the law of the Rulers of Earth.

"To that law | adhere.
"l rgject you. | reject your authority.
"l have no more to say."

They took him back to his cdll.



Loga came to see him late that afternoon. He did not use the door, of course; he
shimmered into existence on the other side of the cdl barrier.

Cain was haf aseep on the cdll's cot; he sat up at the edge of the cot, yawning
dightly. His greeting was not particularly civil. "What do you want?'

There was a single chair on the other side of the barrier. Loga sank into it, and sat
slumped in the chair. His depression was honest, and evident. "I'm sorry, Cain."

"I'm going to die, and you're sorry?' Cain shook his head. "Go to hell."

“In Goldriver, last night,” said Loga, "somebody tacked up hundreds of posters
about you, about the fact of Alber's murder. We were trying to keep it quiet. There
was a very good chance, Cain, that you'd have been dlowed to return to your post
a the Library, that eventually you'd have been alowed to take the Test again. But the
posters changed that. They didn't mention youthbooster, but they hardly needed to.
The Rulers can't dlow it to be known that a Worker killed a Ruler and was not
punished for it. You're right, yes, the Rulers govern through force. But things aren't
as black and white as you'd like it, either. We smply aren't the villains you'd like us
to be. We've kept a peace the likes of which this sorry old world has never seen;
weve prevented another Fire War from destroying us and dl our works utterly.
You've studied Rationa Ethics; the first precept is that intelligence must exist to
contemplate ethics, for without the existence of inteligence there can be no vantage
from which to contemplate questions of ethics. Therefore the surviva of intelligence
Is the first good. Our rule has prevented another Fire War like the one that nearly
wiped out self-aware intelligence on this planet. That has been, bluntly put, a good
thing."

Can cocked his head dightly to one side. "Eloquently said. You argue wel,
though I'm not sure why you bother."

"Cain, were the posters necessary? Were you looking to blow this into something
that could not be settled quietly?’

Cain shrugged. "l didn't place the posters, Loga. | wasin a cdll. And before you
say it, | don't know who did place them either. That's the truth. Until you told me, |
didn't know it had been done." He thought about it a moment and then looked up
agan. "But I'm not sorry for it. | only wish the damned posters had mentioned
youthbooster. | doubt you'd have razed Goldriver the way you razed Erebion, to
prevent spread of the news." He paused. "Of the truth. There is this about the truth,
Loga. | misdoubt it is any more powerful, in and of itself, than alie lies are believed
so easlly by so many. But because it is the truth, it can be rediscovered when the lie
Islong forgotten. Long-lived as you are, you will appreciate the power of time in this
regard.”

"Cain," Loga whispered, "you could have lived forever."

"Live forever? With the likes of you?' Can stared a Loga. "Damn you for the
hypocrite you are. I'd rather die.”



Loga's voice held obvious pain. "Y ou're getting your wish."
Can laughed bitterly. " Sometimes things work out."

The days did past. Winter 89 passed, and Winter 90; Winter 91 was of course a
SunDay, and the hush that had falen over dl of Parliament, and dl of Goldriver as
well, seemed to reach Cain in his cell. He spent the day lying quietly on his cot,
remembering the people whom he had known, saying good-bye to the memories. He
expected to die the day following; and while the thought did not frighten him, he did
not fed prepared to die.

There was so much |€ft to do.

Not entirely to his surprise, he found that he could not deep; the idea of passing
wha few hours remained to him in an oblivion that would soon enough be
permanent was revolting.

The night crept away.

Just before midnight the door to Cain's cell opened, very dightly. A single figure
in a traveler's cloak, hood pulled far forward, slipped in through the door, and the
door shut quickly behind him.

Can sat up on his pallet, somewhat wearily. "By the Light, is it too much to ask
to be alowed to get some deep before you dl kill me?”

The voice sent a chill through him like nothing he had heard in six years. "I'm
afraid it is." The man pulled the hood back from his face, and Loukas said smply,
"Wdll, thisis a damn foolish thing you've done."
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Can stood, staring a him in wild amazement. "Loukas? By the Light..." His
voice was rising.

"Cdm yourself!" said Loukas sharply. "If you were not taught the proper
breathing exercises at Academy, you surely learned them from me."

The tone penetrated. Cain stood slently, until he could control his pulse again.
His voice was almost steady. There were too many hundreds of things he wanted to
say or ask, dl at once. Finadly he said only, "Hello, Loukas."

The man moved forward, until he was right before the monocrystal barrier.
"Hello, Cain. Let me look at you."

Can searched the face in return. The same warm eyes, the same well-tended
beard and mustache; he felt the years dide away, and for one very strange moment
fdt young again for the firgt time since the Ruler Selene had taken him to Academy.
"Loukas, you haven't changed." Cain took a step forward, until the barrier blocked
him, and realized with dight but rea shock that he was tadler than L oukas.



Loukas seemed to be redizing the same thing. "You have, Can. You're not a
child anymore."

Cain hardly heard him. "By the Light, Loukas, it's good to see you. I've missed
having you to talk to."

"Oh?" Loukas lifted an eyebrow. His voice was dry. "Have you, now?"

"Yeah." Cain heard the thought that Loukas did not say aloud, and smiled. "I've
missed you."

Loukas nodded thoughtfully, and then grinned. "Fair enough. I've missed you,
too. | wished to come to you, you must know that, but it wasn't safe. Loga fastened
on you too quick; by the time I'd arrived in Goldriver he was watching you almost
constantly." The grin did not fade. "After a while, | came to wonder whether you
would even redly want to see me."

Cain flinched as though he'd been struck. "How could you think that?"'

"Six years had passed, Cain. You were a boy the last time | saw you; you're a
man now, and such a man as the world does not often see. I'd been your teacher,
and your friend, but there is not much left for me to teach you, and | was not certain
the friendship would survive exposure to the Rulers. Power is seductive, Cain, and
it'sadrug that | think would please you."

The words troubled Cain for a moment, before he shrugged them off. "Wédll, you
were wrong. I'm glad to see you. | could never change so much | would not be,
Loukas."

"Okay." Loukas said nothing more, but stood there, smiling a Cain, eyes roving
over the young man's form. "By the Light, | can't get over how you've grown."

Can let him look, and said after a moment, "There's a problem. Unfortunately..."
"Yes?

"Our reunion isliable to be short."

"Oh, yes."

"Y ou see, they're going to kill me tomorrow."

L oukas nodded. "Perhaps we can do something about that."

Cain let out a breath he was not even aware he had been holding. "I was hoping
you were going to say that. Loukas?'

"Yes?'
"l found Donnertown. | know whereit is."

Loukas' grin grew even wider. "Sit down, then." He appropriated the lone chair,
on the other side of the barrier. "Let's talk."

They spoke for only two hours before Loukas said he must go. Most of that two
hours did not concern the immediate problem of arranging for Cain to survive the



exile of the Glowing Desart; that problem Loukas solved smply enough at the
beginning of their conversation. "The Glowing Desert," he said, "is not so hostile as
men believe. | rode through it once, with a personal Shield set to wide dispersion; it
kept both me and my horse dive long enough to get through the desert before we
died of thirst. You won't have a horse, so you won't be able to get through the
desert as quickly; but by the same token, your Shield will need to protect only you,
rather than the greater bulk of your horse. Itll last longer, I'm saying." Loukas
withdrew a personal Shield from within his cloak.

Can had seen them before; a Ruler who intended to spend any significant time
outside the Valey wore one as a matter of course. Even a small amount of radiation
damage to neurd tissue was irreversible, and over the course of centuries those small
amounts added up. The persona Shields protected Rulers from that danger. "How
will you get it to me? There's no opening in this damn barrier, Loukas. They even
have a Ruler jump my meals across it."

Loukas glanced a Cain. "As you say. Bide a moment." His eyes dropped shut,
and his breathing evened into a gentle rhythm. The Shield held between his hands
began to glow, not with the orange radiance that meant it was working, but with the
warm ydlow-white incandescence of the Light. Cain watched in disbelief, amost
unable to credit his eyes. The Light built dowly, creepingly, pooling between
Loukas hands.

There came a thunderclap as the Shield disappeared, and ar rushed in to replace
the space it had filled, and a smaller clap as it appeared in the ar in front of Cain, a
meter above the ground.

Purdly by reflex, Cain caught the Shield before it could fdl to the floor of the cell.

Sitting on the other side of the barrier, Loukas was nearly drenched with sweat. "I
must be getting old. | swear that didn't used to be so hard."

"Loukas?"
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Cain turned the Shield over in his hands. "Loukas, when you were—when the
Rulers said you had failed the Test and sent you home to Erebion—could you do
this then?"'

L oukas produced a cloth from inside his cloak and wiped his face dry. "Yes."
"l see

Loukas shrugged. "But it's hard for me, Cain, very hard. | can't move mysdf; |
mass too much. They weren't impressed; any Ruler child can do better."” He put the
cloth away. "I suspect you could do that, Cain, and perhaps better. | heard what you
did to the barrier in the room of the Test."

Cain turned his attention to the Shield. "So... | turn this thing on just before I'm to
be transported into exile? Y ou're sure they can't stop the sending at that point?'

"No. But it's a reasonable gamble. That's an awful damn lot of power to be raised



up without sending it somewhere."
"My hands are liable to be bound.”

Loukas repeated, "1've heard what you did to the barrier in the room of the Test."
He chuckled. "If you can't snap the chain of apair of iron manacles, you can bloody
wdl fry in the Glowing Desert."

Cain nodded. "As you say." He tucked the smal Shield within the waistband of
his breeches and covered it with his shirt. It was completely hidden; unless they
searched him, they would not discover the Shield, and Cain doubted they would
search him—after dl, they would think nobody but a Ruler could have gotten
anything to him, and no Ruler would.

They talked, after that, of the things Cain had seen and learned in his time in the
city of Parliament. They talked, as much as Cain could dlow himsdf, of Ellian; and
about her, Loukas smply listened, and did not waste his time trying to tell Cain what
his mistakes had been. Cain knew what they were, and told Loukas about them, not
so much in what he said as in what he did not say about the woman.

He did not say he had loved her.

They discussed Loga briefly; they had both of them, during ther years a
Academy, enjoyed the same sort of relationship with the wild Ruler, and things Cain
had not understood about the mutant came clear in the course of ther talks. Loga
was, as Loukas pointed out, alone as no human had ever been in dl the history of the
world; not one of T'Pau's People, not a Worker, nor yet a barbarian such as the
siver-eyes from whom Donner Almandar had rescued him.

Loukas told him, briefly, about the eventsin Eastmarch in the year before Loukas
had left. Not much had changed; Eric Malachor had died, and his eldest son taken
over his duties. Siva recelved a proposal of marriage from the youngest son of a
rather poor Merchant family, which was still being negotiated when Loukas had |eft.
All else was essentialy unchanged; and that, five years old, was the most recent
news Loukas had for Cain. Their conversation ended abruptly; Loukas looked up
suddenly. "The second hour's nearly done. They'll be changing the guard outside
your cdl shortly. | have to leave before that happens; the Warrior replacing the night
guard is not one of ours." He stood, closing his cloak about himsdf. He did not
look a Cain. "l wish we had more time together, Cain. Still, if wishes were horses,
wed be belly-deep in horseshit, eh?' He finished lacing his cloak shut and turned
back to Cain. "Live well, Cain."

Cain whispered, "Loukas."

Loukas looked away from him briefly. "I must go, lad. I'd hate to have to kill one
of the Rulers come to see you before your execution." He turned back, amost
unwillingly it seemed to Cain, and met Cain's eyes. "If I'm found here insde the
buildings of Parliament itsdlf... I've spent along while placing people inside here. |
can't endanger that."

“I'll do what you've said, Loukas."



"Good-bye, Cain."
Can found it very hard to say the words. "Good-bye, Loukas."

Loukas did not leave. He stood looking through the barrier a Cain. It was as
though he were waiting for something.

"Loukas?'
"Yes, Can?'
"l..." Cain swallowed. "... Loukas, you are the only friend | have ever had."

Loukas' eyes closed, and he stood still a moment longer. Then he smiled, and
there was no pain in the smile. He opened his eyes and said, "l understand.” He
brought the hood back up to cover his features, knocked quietly on the door behind
him, and spoke the last words Cain ever heard from him.

"A martyr and a returning hero; | think that'll do it. Come back, Cain. Just come
back, and it will dl have been worth it." He left swiftly, through the crack in the
opening door. After he had gone, Cain told the empty cell, "I love you."

[ ] 5 (]
The day on which Cain was supposed to die dawned bright and beautifully clear.

Cain knew, because his sadistic morning guard made a point of telling him.

The day wore on dowly. The ceremony of banishment was not to take place until
midday. Cain smply sat, and waited.

And waited.
Eventudly they came for him.

The crowd came from dl over the south end of the Valley, to see the spectacle of
the murderer Cain's exile. Such a thing had not happened within living memory; the
curious and the foolish flooded into Goldriver, filling the inns to bursting, deeping in
the streets and in the horse-drawn carts they had arrived in. They were ill arriving
that morning, on the first day of Spring, jostling for positions at the edge of the town
square. The whipping post a the center of the square, where commoner sorts of
criminals were punished for their crimes, was set up to receive Cain. Goldriver's
entire contingent of Warriors was there, keeping the center of the square clear of
Workers, so that the Rulers, when they came, might perform the sending without
interruption from the gaping Workers.

The day was a glorious one, the skies an achingly clear blue, without clouds. The
sun was bright and warm, and gentle breezes wandered through Goldriver with as
much ease as the pickpockets moved through the crowds of Workers.

Goldriver was a Worker city; a noon the bells rang, five times. Before the find
bell had ceased echoing through the town square, a group of some thirty persons



smply appeared in the center of the square. The thunderclap of their appearance was
huge; wind blasted away from them like a hurricane, buffeting the crowds at the edge
of the square.

At first the watching Workers could not make out the murderer among the
massed rank of the Rulers. Excited Workers called out the names of the Rulers they
recognized, with as much familiarity as though the Rulers had been members of ther
own family. Loden, some called, and Loga, Elyssa and Selene and Gabrie—all were
eadly recognizable. It took the massed crowds of Workers some time before
someone redlized that the tal man waking beside Loden Almandar, for dl his bearing
suggested that he, and not the Rulers, controlled the situation, was in fact waking
with his hands behind his back because they were chained so.

Many of them had brought rotten fruit and eggs for just that moment;
unfortunately, the condemned man was surrounded by Rulers, who likely would not
take kindly to being showered by the Worker's missed throws. Then the Rulers led
Cain up to the platform atop which sat the whipping post and wrapped the links of
the chains that bound his hands behind his back to the post. Then they descended
from the platform, and many in the crowd let fly.

Perhaps a haf dozen of the missiles reached their target; then the Tribuna Elder,
Loden Almandar, flickered, vanished, and appeared on the platform with Cain. The
Ruler looked around at them. It did not seem that he raised his voice, but somehow
his voice was amplified so that it boomed like the voice of a Giant. "You will stop
that now."

Can endured it stoically; one egg had been truly foul, and the odor nearly made
him sick right there on the platform.

In that same booming, artificidly amplified voice, Loden said, “"We have come
here today to punish the Worker Cain. He is convicted by his own words of the
murder of the Ruler Alber, whom he came upon unawares and strangled in a fit of
madness. Bear this day in mind as long as you live, for thisis the fate of those who
disobey the Rulers of Earth. We shall send him forth into the Glowing Desert, and
there his skin shall ped from his muscles, and his muscles in time decay from his
bones, until there is nothing left but the skeleton of the murderer. Bear this man's
fate," said Loden Almandar, "in mind."

Standing immediately behind him, Cain said loudly enough for Loden to hear him,
"Good advice, that." Something was moving, at the very edge of the crowd.

Loden Almandar touched a dight discoloration on the collar of his tunic, and
when he turned to face Cain, his voice was normal again. "You had potential. | regret
this, Cain."

Can met the Ruler's eyes and gave him a hard grin. "Not as much as you're going

to.

L oden nodded thoughtfully and backed away from him, out into the empty square
where the other Rulers were waiting.

Cain endured, waiting, standing in the village square, while the Rulers, ignoring the



ydls and cheers from the crowd, began the summoning of the Light. Only Loden did
not join in the raising, but stood watching Cain. Cain fdt the hot tingle of ther
power, assembling itsdlf in the square before him. A sending such as they were
performing, where the object must be sent without a Ruler to guide its passage
through the otherworld, was vastly more difficult than a traditional jump. Fifteen
Rulers, working together, took as long to prepare for it as Loukas had taken to send
the Shield through the cdll barrier.

A dlent voice reached out to Cain. Now.

While the power of the Light grew in front of Cain, Cain summoned what power
was his own and concentrated on the chains restraining him. The manacles on his
wrists snapped cleanly. Without trying to hide it, Cain brought his hands around, to
show the masses the broken chains. The roar of the crowd took a quantum lesp
upward.

The Rulers raised the Light and brought it down upon him, and as the Light grew
around him, pulsing and sharp, Cain spoke to Loden as though they were the only
two in the square.

He met the old Ruler's gaze head-on. He shaped the words slently, concentrating
upon the sending with dl his might; Loden would never have heard Cain's voice over
the roar of the crowd. I'll be back.

Perhaps Loden read his lips; perhaps the sending reached him. The Ruler smply
shook his head no. His thoughts touched Cain clearly. | don't think so, Cain.

Cain waited until what he judged was nearly the last possible moment and then,
without pause, withdrew the smooth oval of the Shield from beneath his tunic and
turned it on. The Shield caught the glow of the gathering Light, reflected it in a fierce
glare back at the crowd of Rulers and Workers.

Loden understood instantly what was happening. Cain could almost see the swift
thoughts as they passed like clouds across the surface of Loden's face. His first
impulse would be to stop the sending, but it was aready far too late for that. The
other Rulers could not have ceased the gathering of the Light had ther lives
depended on it. Cain watched Loden as a slow, amost glacid anger descended
upon him; and Cain smiled grimly. In aimost the same instant Cain saw Loga shake
himsdf free of the rest of the Rulers and come forward to join Loden, with a terrible
knowledge come to him in that moment.

The glare was very fierce now. Cain could barely see his tormentors. From the
edges of the crowd atdl manin dark clothing was making his way through the press,
forging steadily to where the Rulers Loden and Loga stood watching Cain.

The crowd had grown momentarily slent at the sudden unexpected glare, and
Cain's last words to Loden rang clearly across the square.

“I'll be back, you son of a bitch."

Cain's last sght was of the man whom the world knew as Artemis of Erebion.
Severad Rulers who had attempted to stop him lay dead in the square; light blade in



hand, he was crossing the square to where Loga and Loden stood.

And then it was over, and Cain of Eastmarch was gone before he could see how
it was that Artemis of Erebion met his death.

The youngest children in that crowd were old when he findly returned.
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... and so he wandered, children, wandered through the ruins of the world. On
that first night, after killing Artemis, the Lords of Light hunted him, and on several
nights thereafter, their forms flickering into existence over the Glowing Desert and
blowing away again like candles in the wind. But they did not find him, for it was
not Cain's destiny to die at the hands of the Rulers; and in time the Lords of Light
fooled themselves into believing that Cain had died in the Glowing Desert, and
ceased to search for him. Even I, who did not believe he had died, did no more
than save a belt buckle and a slver bracelet; Artemis dying request of me was
that | give themto Cain, and in time| did so.

How he survived the Great Desert | do not know, but survive it he did, and
began his own hunt, for what was, by then, the nearly mythical

Donnertown, where Donner Almandar lifted himself, and those who would
follow him, away from the Earth in a fleet of starships the likes of which this tired
world had never seen before and never will again. For in Donnertown, as
nowhere else on the planet, could be found the tools Cain desired: machines, and
knowledge, and what was, for him, the key to everything—the blood-burning
youthbooster ... what? Oh, child, of course he found it

He did not believe, pitted as he was one man against the entire might of the
Lords of Light, that he could not succeed, though any sensible man would have
told him so.

Yes, child, you are correct. He was quite mad.
He was also, sadly, right.

PART TWO

TheRing of Light
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The antigrav crane lifted the huge dab of white and gold marble into position and
lowered it gently into the dloy guides. The crane Ieft the dab there and was going
back for the ferrocrete panel to which the marble would be bonded, when the marble
dab cracked and fdl, dowly and with as much maesty as a Giant, and with much
the same effect; it shattered when it struck the ground. None of them had any
construction experience; Allain, the Worker with the misfortune to be in charge of
that group, stood looking at the mess, and then went in search of the supervisor.

He listened for the sound of swearing.
"... ar too bloody thin..."

The work area stretched out across nearly fifteen square kilometers, a patchwork
of dirt and building materias, of ferrocrete and filler cement, hardening beneath the
bright false suns. Stacks of marble and lumber reached ten and fifteen meters into
the sky. Near three thousand Workers, men and women both, labored there.

"... suns too damn hot, and too bloody many of them..."

Artificid suns glittered in low orbit, warming the planet. On Earth the Rulers had
divided one full day into ten hours; this new planet turned on its axisin just over nine
of those hours. The orbits of the atificia suns were designed so that they made a
complete circuit of the equator once every four and a haf hours, so that they
matched the period in which the planet's sun was in the sky. The planet was set
much too far back from its sun for comfort. The sun was a mild G-2 star not quite
forty light years from Earth, and smilar to Sol. The planet itself, though very like
Earth in size and gravity, had been, only ten years ago, a cold world utterly without
animd life, with an atmosphere smilar to that of Earth over a billion years in its past.
What plants had existed were smple things resembling mosses and ferns.

"... too heawy ..."

That much, at least, was undeniable. The planet's gravity was 1.15 times that of
Earth; not uncomfortable, redly, unless one was engaged in heavy labor.

Asthe Workers were.

Allan came upon a group of some fifteen of his fellows, standing around a
flooded basin where plumbing was being laid. Every person there cast a total of five
shadows, one from each of the four fase suns, one from the rea one. Water
sprayed into the air, came down in a blessedly cool rain.
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Perhaps that was why nobody was in any hurry to do anything about the disaster;
and even the supervisor—a man of middle years and florid complexion who went by
the name of Pauli, who had been a house builder back on Earth before the work
crews had taken him away from Earth, along with most of the rest of the province of
Turrin—even he, standing there with a video tablet in his hand that showed a section
of the blueprints, merely continued with his litany of complaints:

"... and to top it dl, as the Light shines on my words, this marble is shit! Maybe
it's beautiful and maybe it ain't, but it doesn't work the way they want to use it!
Maybe the wood we build with is ugly—but a least wood don't shatter,” Pauli
finished in disgust.

"Sir?

The supervisor turned on Allan and screamed, red-faced. "What?"

Allan eyed the supervisor. "I've got a problem, sir. You want to listen to it?"

Standing in the drizzle, water dripping down his cheeks, Pauli visbly bit off his
immediate reply. "What is it?"

"We're trying to mount a marble facing so we can bond the ferrocrete, but the
marble keeps cracking before we can get the ferrocrete slabs in place.”

Pauli closed his eyes and stood stock-still. He counted to ten once, and then
again, and when he opened his eyes to look a the mess his voice was amost
controlled. "Try mounting the ferrocrete slabs first."

"Oh." After a second, Allan nodded. "That would work, wouldn't it?'

The supervisor said gently, dangeroudly, "Yes." After Allan had left, Pauli shook
his head. "They give me Giant-sized equipment to work with, and idiots with
midget-sized brains to run the equipment." He screamed at the Workers standing
around him. "Is it any wonder things are behind schedule?

"So poorly you're treated, Pauli." His assistant, with a dight motion of his head,
gestured up the hill behind them to where the watchers came to observe when they
had a mind. "Why don't you discuss it with them? Y ou're lucky, they're together."

"Oh, hdl." Pauli turned afull hundred and eighty degrees, and there, at the top of
the hill looking down upon the work area, were a woman on a horse and a Giant
dressed in pale, flowing green robes. "How long have they been there?'

"l just noticed them, myself." His assistant paused and said, "Pauli, we ought to
do something about the water. | can hear Rome, in that booming damn voice of
his—"Y ou mean we built this whole mechanical heaven and you can't stop a leak in
the garden? "

"Rome's an ass,” said Pauli irritably. "Even for a Giant."

"Pauli! His assistant's eyes went wide with fear.

"What now?'

The Worker spoke in a panicked whisper. "The Ruler Senta is up there with him!



They say the Rulers can read minds!™

"It wouldn't take a mind reader,” Pauli said, "to guess how we fed about them.
Somebody, please," he said wearily, "go down to the water main, and turn the bitch
off."

After two solid days spent touring an entire planet turned into a playhouse, it was
actudly a pleasure to see something that was not perfect.

The Ruler Senta, daughter of the Elder Ruler Loden and the Ruler Elyssa, laughed
until there were tears in her eyes. She sat eadly astride her palomino near the edge of
the drop, right leg draped casudly over the saddle horn, enjoying the cool breeze
from behind them. In the distance to their rear rose a city of gleaming silver and gold
and ivory: New Parliament. When she found her voice, she said, "It's like watching
one of the old movies, Rome! Charlie Chaplin, or the Three Stooges." Under the
light from the suns, her pae blonde hair gleamed. A Ruler or a Worker would have
found her desirable, attractive by virtue of a swift smile and quick laughter, easy
enthusiasms, and a figure more appropriate to an athlete than to one of the indolent
Rulers. Had she been told she resembled her mother, she would have
disagreed—her fedlings for her mother were, at best, mixed—but she would not
have been displeased.

She was 4ill, even by the standards of the short-lived Workers, quite young.
"Have you recorded them at work?"

The Giant Rome, standing dightly behind her, shook his massive head. His voice,
gentle and incredibly deep, drifted down to her. "No. | don't see the need." Fully
four meters tall, twice the height of even atdl man, he stood well back from the drop
overlooking the work camp, which would soon be a garden of surpassing loveliness.
Simply tripping could be fatal to a Giant, as their vast weight came crashing down to
impact the ground with bone-shattering force. "Whenever we do not supervise them
personally, they behave so. They are an irresponsible, lazy people.” Beneath the
flowing green robes, Rome's legs were solid columns, tapering only dightly before
becoming feet. His dightly misshapen skull sat atop shoulders so broad and
muscle-corded they were more reminiscent of a wild anima than of a sentient being.
His forearms were larger than a strong man's thighs.

Rome's people were one of the more gruesome leftovers of the Fire Wars; out of
the union of genegineers designing for a superior race of warriors, and the inevitable
mutations to the genome that had followed in the days after the firsd world's
destruction, had the Giants been born. In military bunkers benesth the North Pole,
they had survived the Fire Wars, and survived aso the smdl ice age that followed
them, through a skill in engineering that only the Rulers had ever been able to match
in dl the history of the world. Since Donner Almandar had led his fleet off Earth,
over a thousand years past, the Giants had not had competition as the premier
machinists of Earth.

They were a grim people, the Giants. Nature had never intended a frame shaped



like that of a man to grow so large in the gravity field of Earth. Here, on the planetary
retreat that the Rulers had not yet named, with gravity even stronger than that of
Earth, Rome ached dl over, constantly, from the smple struggle to keep himsdf
upright.

Senta turned back to him after another moment watching the Workers. "Can we
go down?"

Rome winced at the very idea. "I would recommend against it. It's extremely hot
down there."

"Oh?" She looked surprised. "It's cool here. The work camp's not that far from

us.

"The atmosphere converters have not yet been ingtaled in that work area. Oh, the
ar is breathable, but it's hot and very dry, not cooled and filtered as the arr around
New Parliament is. The converters aren't due to go in until the gardens are nearly
complete; the ferrocrete dries faster that way."

Senta twisted in her saddle to look back the way they had come. "You instdled
the converters at New Parliament? | didn't see them."

"The converters are, of course, out of sight." It was quite an accomplishment,
injecting that dry tone into a voice so soft and deep; nonetheless Rome managed it.
"We wouldn't want to spoil the view of your beautiful garden world with crude
mechanica devices."

"Y our engineering is brilliant, Rome," Senta told him sincerely. "My father will be
very pleased. They will dl be pleased, | think." Suddenly she grinned a him. "Maybe
even Logawill find this 'heaven' tolerable.”

Rome smply shrugged; his mind was on something else. Coming from a Giant,
even a shrug was an impressive gesture. His opinion of the Ruler Loga was well
known.

Senta looked down upon the disorganized mass of Workers, laboring at tasks for
which they were trained poorly or not a al—and achieving results despite those
handicaps. "Have the Workers caused you much trouble?"

"Eh? Oh, them. Laar and | have overcome the problems. Oh, there's no love
lost," he said with a short laugh. "They'd harm us if they could. My brother Laar
especially, who's supervised them most days; he's not popular. We lost an entire
colony of ther fellows restructuring the atmosphere. That didn't help us at dl, I'm
afraid." With sardonic understatement, he said, "They don't want to wo