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Jour neynen di e

On AOd Earth, the ancients often wondered at the origin of life, and
they created many nyths to explain the nystery of nysteries. There was
Mumu t he not her goddess who swal | owed a great snake which multiplied
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i nside of her and whose nine billion children ate their way through her
belly into the Iight of day and so becanme the aninals of the |land and
the fishes of the sea. There was a father god, Yahweh, who created Earth
and the heavens In six days and who called forth the birds and the
beasts on days five and six. There was a fertility goddess and a goddess
of chance naned Random Mutation. And so on. And so on. The truth is,
Iife throughout the gal axy was everywhere seeded by a race known as the
leldra. OF course the origin of the leldra is unknown and perhaps
unknowabl e: the ultinmate nystery remains.

from A Requi em for Hono Sapi ens by Horthy Host hoh, Ti mnekeeper and Lord
Hor ol oge of the Order of Mystic Mathematicians and O her Seekers of the
I nef fabl e Fl ame

There Is infinite hope, but not for Man. -Franz Kal ka, Hol ocaust Century
Fabul i st

Long before we knew that the price of the wisdomand immortality we
sought woul d be al nost beyond our neans to pay, when nan-what was | eft

of man-was still like a child playing with pebbles and shells by the
seashore, in the tine of the quest for the nystery known as the El der
Eddas, | heard the call of the stars and prepared to |leave the city of

my birth and deat h.

I call her Neverness. The founders of our Order, so the Ti nekeeper once
told me, having di scovered a nei ghborhood of space where the pathways
through the manifold twi st and | oop together |ike a hard knot of string,
decided to build our city on a nearby planet named Icefall. Because such
knots of space were once thought to be rare or nonexistent-the cantors
now call themthickspace-our first Tinmekeeper declared that we coul d
fall through the galaxy until the universe collapsed i nward upon itself
and never find a denser thickspace.

How many billions of pathways converge around our cool yellow star no
one knows. There are probably an infinite nunber of them The ancient
cantors, believing that their theorens proved the inpossibility of an
infinite thickspace, had predicted that our pilots would never find the
topol ogi cal nexus that they sought. So when our first Lord Pilot had
fallen out of the manifold above the small, cold, nountainous island
that was to shelter our beloved and dooned city, he named her Neverness,
in nockery of the nay-saying acadenmicians. O course to this day the
cantors call her the Unreal City, but few pay them nuch attention. |
Mal | ory Ringess, whose duty it is to set forth here the history of the
gol den age and great crisis of our Order, shall follow the tradition of
the pilots who cane before nme. Neverness-so | knew her as a child when
entered the novitiate such a short tine ago; Neverness | call her now,
Never ness she will always remain.

On the fourteenth day of false winter in the year 2929 since the
foundi ng of Neverness, Leopold Soli, ny uncle and Lord Pilot of our
Order, returned to our city after a journey lasting twenty-five
years-four years |longer than | had been alive. Many pilots, ny nother
and Aunt Justine anong them had thought himdead, [ost in the inky
veils of the manifold or perhaps incinerated by the expl oding stars of
the Vild. But he, the fanpbus Lord Pilot, had fool ed everyone. It was the
talk of the city for eighty days. As fal se winter hardened and the |ight
snows deepened, | heard it everywhere whispered, in the cafes and bars
of the Farsider's Quarter as well as the towers of the Acadeny, that
there woul d be a quest. A quest For journeymen pilots such as we were
then-in a few nore days we woul d take our pilot's vows-it was an
exciting time, and nmore a tinme of restlessness and excruciating
anticipation, Wthin each of us stirred a dream ike but deeply felt
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intimation and fear that we would be called to do inpossible things, and
soon. Wat follows, then, is a chronicle of the inpossible, a story of
dreans and fears and pain.

At twilight of the evening before our convocation, ny fat, lazy friend
Bardo and | devised a plan whereby we-1-could confront the Lord Pil ot
before the next day's long, boring cerenmony. It was the ninety-fourth of
false winter. Qutside our dormtory roonms, a soft snow had recently
fallen, dusting the commons of the pilot's college with a veil of cold
whi te powder. Through our frosted wi ndows, | saw the towers of Resa and
the other colleges gleaming in the Iight of the setting sun. "Wy do you
al ways do what you're not supposed to do?" Bardo asked ne as he stared
mournfully at me with his large brown eyes. | had often thought that the
whol e of his conplicated character and cunning intelligence was
concentrated in his great, bulging forehead and in his deep-set

beautiful eyes. Apart fromhis eyes, though, he was an ugly man. He had
a coarse black beard and bul bous red nose. H's gaudy silk robe spilled
over his nountainous chest, belly and | egs, onto the seat of the

i mrense, padded chair on which he sat, next to the wi ndow. On each of
his ten fat fingers he sported a differently colored jeweled ring. He
had been born prince on Sumerworld; the rings and the chair were
articles of great value he had inported fromhis fanily's estate,

remi nders of the riches and glory that coul d have been his had he not
renounced (or tried to renounce) worldly pleasures for the beauty and
terror of the manifold. As he twined his |ong nustache between his thunmb
and forefinger, his rings clicked together. "Wy do you want what you
can't have?" he asked ne. "By God, where's your sense?"

"I want to neet nmy uncle, what's wong with that?" | said as | pulled on
my bl ack racing kamel ai ka. "Wy rmust you answer a question with a
question?"

"And why shouldn't | answer a question with a question?"

He sighed and rolled his eyes. He said, "You' d neet himtonmorrow. Isn't

that soon enough? W'll take our vows, and then the Lord Pilot wll
present us our rings-1 hope. We'll be pilots, Mallory, and then we can
do as we dam pl ease. Toni ght we shoul d snoke toal ache or find a couple
of beautiful whores-a couple apiece, | mean-and spend the night swiving

themuntil our blood's dry."

Bardo, in his own way, was w | der and nore di sobedient than |I. \Wat we
shoul d have been doing the night before taking our vows was to be
practicing zazen, ballning and fugue, some of the mental disciplines

needed to enter-and survive-the manifold. "Last seventyday," | said, "ny
mot her invited Soli and Justine to dinner. He didn't have the decency to
answer the invitation. | don't think he wants to neet ne."

"And you think to repay his rudeness with greater rudeness? If he wants
to waste away drinking with his friends, well, everyone knows how Lord
Soli likes to drink, and why. Leave himalone, Little Fellow"

I reached for ny skates and pushed ny feet into them They were cold and
stiff fromlying beneath the drafty wi ndow too long. "Are you coning
with me?" | asked. "Am | conming with you? Am| conming with you? Wat a
question!"

He bel ched and patted his runbling belly as he | ooked out the w ndow. |
thought | saw confusion and indecision rippling in his dark, liquid
eyes. "If Bardo doesn't come with you, you'll go alone, don't tell me
you won't, goddanmit!" Like many of the princely caste on Sumrerworl d,
he had the pretentious habit of occasionally speaking of hinmself by his
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own nane. "And what then? Bardo will be to blame if anything happens to
you. "

I tightened the laces of nmy skates. | said, "I want to make friends with
my uncle, if | can, and | want to see what he | ooks like."

"Who cares what he | ooks |ike?"
"l do. You know | do."

"You can't be his son, |I've told you that a hundred tines. You were born
four years after he left Neverness."

It was said that | | ooked enough like the Lord Pilot to be m staken for
hi s brother-or son

Al my life | had endured the slander. My nother, so the gossips
prattled, had long ago fallen in love with the great Soli. Wen he had
spurned her in favor of ny Aunt Justine-this is the lie they tell-she
had searched the back streets of the Farsider's Quarter for a man, any
man, who | ooked enough like himto father her son. To father nme. Mallory
the Bastard-so the novices at Borja had whi spered behind ny back, and
sone of them the bolder few, to ny face. At |least they had until the

Ti mekeeper taught ne the ancient arts of westling and boxing. "So what
if you do look like hinfP You' re his nephew. "

"H s nephew by marriage."

I did not want to |ook |ike the fanbus, arrogant Lord Pilot. | hated
that the signature of his chronpbsones was seeningly witten upon ny own.

Bad enough to be his nephew. My great fear, as Bardo knew, was that Sol
had returned in secret to Neverness and had used ny nother for his own
sel fish purposes or ... | did not like to think of other possibilities.

"Aren't you curious?" | asked. "The Lord Pilot returns fromthe | ongest
journey in the three thousand years of our Order, and you aren't even
curious to know what he's di scovered?”

"No, I'mnot afflicted with curiosity, thank God."

"It's said that the Tinekeeper will call the quest at the convocation
Don't you even want to know?"

"If there's a quest,"” he said, "we'll probably all die."

"Journeynen die," | said.

Journeynen Die-it was a saying we had, a warning cut into the marble
archway above the entrance to Resa that is meant to terrorize young
journeynen into | eaving the Order before the manifold clainmed them it
is a saying that is true.

To die anong the stars,” | quoted the Tycho, "'is the nmpbst gl orious
death.”

"Nonsense! " Bardo shouted as he sl apped the armof the chair. He bel ched
and said, "Twelve years |'ve known you, and you're still talking
nonsense. "

"You can't live forever," | said. "I can damm try."

"It would be hell,"
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| said. "Day after day, thinking the same thoughts, the same dull stars.

The sane faces of friends doing and tal ki ng about the sane things, the
rel entl ess apathy, trapped within our same brains, this negative
eternity of our confused and painful lives."

He shook his head back and forth so violently that drops of sweat flew
off his forehead. "A different woman each night," he countered. "O
three very different wonen each night. A boy or an alien courtesan if
things got too boring. Thirty thousand planets of the Cvilized Wrlds,
and |1've seen only fifty of them Ah, |I've heard the talk of our Lord
Pilot and his quest. For the secret of life! Do you want to know the
secret of life? Bardo will tell you the secret of life: it's not the
anmount of time we have, despite what |'ve just said. No, it's not
quantity and it's not even quality. It's variety."

As | usually did, | had let himblather, and he had bl athered his way
into a trap. "The variety of the bars in the Farsider's Quarter," |
said, "is nearly infinite. Are you conming with me?"

"Dam you, Mall ory!
O course | am"”

I put on ny racing gloves and clipped in the blades of ny skates. |

wal ked towards the heavy mahogany door of our room The |ong racing

bl ades | eft dents in the alien-woven Fravashi carpet. Bardo bell owed as
he stood up and foll owed behind me, snmoothing out the dents with the
balls of his black-slippered feet. "You' ve no respect for art," he said
as he put on his skates. He fastened his black shagshay fur cape around
his neck with a gold chain and opened the door. "Barbarian!" he said,
and we skated out onto the street.

We sped between Resa's Mrning Towers tucked |ow and tight with our arns
swi ngi ng and our skates clacking mechanically against the smooth red
ice. The cold wind against nmy face felt good. In no tine at all we shot
past the granite and basalt towers of the high professionals' college,
Uppl ysa, and passed through the marble pillars of the west gate of the
Acadeny, and there she was.

She shimrers, ny city, she shimers. She is said to be the nost

beautiful of all the cities of the Gvilized Wrlds, nore beautiful even
than Parpallaix or the cathedral cities of Vesper. To the west, pushing
into the green sea like a huge, jewel-studded sl eeve of city, the
fragile obsidian cloisters and hospices of the Farsider's Quarter

gl eaned like black glass mrrors. Straight ahead as we skated, | saw the
frothy churn of the Sound and the whitecaps of breakers crashi ng agai nst
the cliffs of North Beach. and above the entire city, veined with purple
and gl azed with snow and ice, Urkel and Attakel rose up |ike vast
pyram ds agai nst the sky. Beneath the half-ring of extinct vol canoes
(Urkel, I should nention, is the southernnost peak and though | ess

magni ficent than the others, it has a conical symetry that sone find

pl easing) the towers and spires of the Acadeny scattered the dazzling
false winter light so that the whole of the Od City sparkled. The
streets, as everyone knows, are colored ice. Throughout the city, the
white shimrer is broken by strands of orange and green and bl ue.

"Strange are the streets of the Gty of Pain," the Tinekeeper is fond of
quoti ng, but though indeed col orful and strange, they are colorful and
strange to a purpose. The streets-the glissades and sli dderies-have no
nanes. Thus it has been since our first Timekeeper announced that young
novi ces could prepare their brains for the pathways of the nmanifold by
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menori zi ng the pathways of our city. Since he understood that our city
woul d grow and change, he devised a plan whereby returning pilots who
had been away too |ong mght still be able to negotiate the ice and not

| ose their way. The plan is supposed to be sinple. There are two nain
streets: the Run, colored blue, which twi sts from Wst Beach across the
| ong sl eeve of the peninsula where it neets the foothills of Attakel and
U kel, and the Way, which is laid straight fromthe Hollow Fields to the
Sound. Any orange sliddery intersects-eventually-the Way. Any green
glissade intersects the Run. The glidderies, colored purple, join with
glissades, and the red | esser glidderies give out onto the slidderies. |
shoul d not confuse matters by nentioning that there are two yel |l ow
streets running through the Pilot's Quarter, but there are. No one knows
how they came to be there. A joke, no doubt, on our first Ti nekeeper

We turned onto the Way at an orange and white checkered intersection
about a mile west of the Acadeny. The street was crowded with harijan
and wornrunners and other farsiders. W passed and bowed to the
eschat ol ogi sts, cetics, akashics, horol oges, the professionals and
academ ci ans of our Order. (We did not come across any other pilots.

Al t hough we pilots-sone will deny this-are the very soul of our Oder

we are outnunbered by the scryers, holists, historians, renenbrancers
and ecol ogi sts, by the programers, neol ogicians and cantors. Qur Order
is divided into one hundred and ei ghteen disciplines; there are too many
disciplines, nore disciplines, it seens, every year.) There was
excitenent in the air, as well as the alien scent of a couple of Friends
of Man, who had their trunks lifted as they tal ked to each other,
spraying out their foul speech nolecules. Next to us skated an

expensi vely dressed Al al oi-or rather a man whose flesh had been scul pted
into the thick, powerful, hairy body of an Alaloi. This kind of
artificial return to the primtive formhad been a fashion in the city
for years, ever since the fanmobus Goshevan of Sumrerworld had tired of
his human fl esh and had gone to live with the Alaloi in their caves on
the islands to the west of Neverness. The fal se-Alaloi, who was wearing
too nmuch purple velvet and gold, pushed one of the slender, gentle
harijan out of his way and shouted, "Watch out, stupid farsider!" The
bewi | dered harijan stunbled, nade a sign of peace across his shiny
forehead, and slunk off into the crowd |like a beaten dog.

Bardo | ooked at ne and shook his head sadly. He had al ways had a strange
enpat hy for the harijan and ot her homel ess pilgrins who conme to our city
seeki ng enlightennent. (And too often, they come seeking riches of a
nmore mundane nature.) He smiled as he edged closer to the barbaric
Alaloi. He insinuated his thick tree-trunk of a | eg between the

purpl e-covered | egs of the unsuspecting man. There was a ringi ng of

steel against steel, and steel grinding against ice, and suddenly the
man pitched forward to the street with a slap and a crack. Bardo

shout ed, "Excuse ne!" Then he | aughed, reached back and grabbed ny
forearm and pulled me through the crush of skaters who were jostling
one another and vying for position in their hurry to reach their
favorite cafes or kiosks for their evening neal. | |ooked back through
the crowmd, but | could not see the man whom Bardo had tripped. "On
Sunmerwor | d," Bardo said to ne between gasps of air, "we brand dung |ike
himwi th red-hot steel."

W crossed into the Farsider's Quarter and canme to the Street of the Ten
Thousand Bars. | have said that the streets of Neverness have no names,
but that is not entirely true. They have no official names, no nanes
that are marked on buil dings or posted on street signs. Especially in
the Farsider's Quarter, there are nmany nanel ess streets that are naned
according to the prevailing enterprise transpiring along its

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/David%20Zindell%20-%20Neverness.TXT (6 of 369) [12/30/2004 2:15:45 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/lncoming/David%20Zindel19%620-%20Neverness. TXT

convol utions of colored ice. Thus there is a Street of Cutters and
Splicers, and a Street of Common Whores, as well as a Street of Master
Courtesans. The Street of the Ten Thousand Bars is actually nmore of a
district than a street; it is a naze of red |l esser glidderies
enconpassing tiny bars that cater to the unique tastes of their patrons.

One bar will serve only toal ache while another m ght specialize in
cilka, the pineal gland of the thallow bird which induces visions in
small quantities and is lethal in larger ones. There are bars frequented
only by the alien Friends of Man, and there are bars open to anyone who
wites hai ku (but only Simom hai ku) or plays the shakuhachi. Near the
edge of the district, there is a bar where the eschatol ogi sts argue as
to howlong it will be before the exploding Vild destroys the |ast of
the Cvilized Wrlds, and next door, a bar for the tychists who believe
that absolute chance is the fundanent of the universe, and that nost
probably some worlds will survive. | do not know if there are as many as
ten thousand bars or if there are nmany nore. Bardo often joked that if
one could i mgine a bar existing, it nmust exist. Sonewhere there is a
bar, he clained, where the Fravashi analyze the angui shed poetry of the
Swarm ng Centuries and another bar where their criticisnms are
criticized. Sonewhere-and why not?-there is a bar for those wishing to
tal k about what is occurring in all the other bars.

We stopped in front of the black, wi ndow ess naster pilots' bar, or,
shoul d say, the bar for master pilots recently returned fromthe

mani fol d. The sun had set, and the wi nd nopaned as it drove flow ng,
ghostli ke wi sps of snow down the darkened gliddery. In the dimlight of
the street gl obes when for a nonment the wind suddenly pulled away the
ragged, drifting snow shroud-the ice of the street was bl ood red.

“This is an ugly place," Bardo said, his voice boom ng fromthe stone
wal I's surrounding us. “lI have a proposition. Since |'min a generous
mood, |'1l buy you a master courtesan for the night. You' ve never been
able to afford one, have you? By God, it's |ike nothing you' ve ever-"

“No," | said as | shook ny head.

| opened the heavy stone door, which was made of obsidian and so snooth
that it felt alnost greasy to the touch. For a nonent, | thought the
tiny roomwas enpty. Then | saw two nmen standing at the dark end of the
narrow bar, and | heard the shorter one say, “If you please, close the
door, it's cold."

W stepped over to the bar, into the flickering light of the marble
fireplace behind us. “Mallory," the man said, “and Bardo, what are you
two doi ng here?"

My eyes adjusted to the dimorange light, and | saw the master pilot,
Lionel Killirand. He shot ne a swift ook with his hard little eyes and
contracted his bl onde eyebrows quizzically. “Soli," he said to the tal
man next to him “allow nme to present your nephew. "

The tall nman turned into the light, and I |ooked at nmy uncle, Leopold
Soli, the Lord Pilot of our Order. It was |ike |ooking at nyself.

He stared at ne with troubl ed, deep-set, blue eyes. | did not |ike what
| sawin his eyes; | remenbered the stories ny Aunt Justine had told ne,
that Soli was a man famous for his terrible, unpredictable rages. Like
nm ne, his nose was |ong and broad, the nouth wide, firm Fromhis |ong
neck to his skates, thick black wool ens covered his | ean body. He seened
intensely curious, scrutinizing me as carefully as | did him | |ooked
at his hair; he looked at nmine. H s hair was | ong and bound back with a
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silver chain, as was the customof his birth planet, Sinbom He had
uni que hair, wavy black shot with red, a genetic narker of sonme Sol
forebear who had tanpered with the fanmily chronosones. My hair, thank
CGod, was pure black. | looked at him he |ooked at ne. | wondered for
the thousandth time about ny chronpbsones, “Mira's son." He said ny
nmot her' s nanme as one says a curse word. “You shouldn't be here, should
you?" “l wanted to neet you," | said. “My nother has tal ked about you
all ny life." “Your nother hates ne."

There was a | ong sil ence broken by Bardo who said, “Were's the
bart ender ?"

The bartender, a tonsured novice who wore the white wool cap of Borja
over his bald head, opened the storage room door behind the bar. He
said, “This is the master pilot's bar. journeymen drink at the
journeynen's bar, which is five bars down the gliddery towards the
Street of Musicians." “Novices don't tell journeynen what to do," Bardo
said. “I'll have a pipe of toalache and ny friend drinks

cof fee-Summerwor |l d coffee if you have it, Farfara if you don't."

The novi ce shrugged his skinny shoul ders and said, “The master pilots
don't smoke toalache in this bar.” “I'lIl have a tunbler of liquid

toal ache, then." “We don't serve toal ache or coffee.” “Then we'll have
an anorgeni c. Sonmething strong to send the hornones gushing. W've a
busy ni ght ahead of us."

Soli picked up a tunbler of a snmoky colored liquid and took a sip.

Behind us a log in the fireplace popped and fell between two others,
scattering glowi ng cinders and ashes over the tiled floor. "W drink
liquor or beer," he said. "Barbaric." This canme from Bardo who added,
"I''1'l have beer, then."

I looked at nmy tall uncle and asked, "What |iquor are you drinking?"
"It's called skotch.™

"I''l'l have skotch," | said to the novice, who filled two tunblers-a
| arge one with foamy beer and a snaller one with anber skotch-and set
themin front of us atop the rosewood bar

Bardo gul ped his beer, and after | had taken a sip of skotch and
coughed, he asked, "What does it taste |like?" | handed himnmy tunbler,
wat chi ng as he brought it up to his fat red lips. He, too, coughed at
the fire of the burning liquid and announced, "It tastes l|ike gul
piss!"

Soli smiled at Lionel and asked nme, "How old are you?"

"Twenty-one, Lord Pilot. Tonorrow when we take our vows, |'ll be the
youngest pilot our Order has ever had, if | may say that without
sounding |like I'm bragging."

"Well, you're bragging," Lionel said.

We tal ked for a while about the origins of such i mense and fathoml ess
beings as the Silicon God and the Solid State Entity, and other things
that pilots talk about. Soli told us of his journey to the core; he
spoke of dense clusters of hot new stars and of a great ringworld that
some god or other had assenbl ed around Betti Luz. Lionel argued that the
great and often insane mainbrains (he did not Iike to use the word
"gods") roam ng the gal axy nust be organi zed according to different
principles than were our own mniscule mnds, for how else could their
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brai ns separate | obes-sonme of which were the size of
nmoons-intercomruni cate with others across |light-years of space? It was
an old argunent. It was one of the nany bitter argunents dividing the
pilots and professionals of our Order. Lionel, and many esc' hatol ogi sts,
programers, and nechanics as well, believed the nai nbrains had mastered
nearly instantaneous tachyonic information flow He held that we shoul d
seek contact with these beings, even though such contact was very
dangerous and m ght soneday force the Order to change in ways repugnant
to ol der and nore ol d-fashioned pilots such as Soli. "Wo can understand
a brain enconpassing a thousand cubic |ightyears of space?" Soli asked.

"And who knows about tachyons? Perhaps the nainbrains think slowy, very
slowy."

To him the origin and technol ogy of the gods were of little interest.

In this he was as stodgy as the Ti nekeeper, and |ike the Ti nekeeper, he
thought that there were certain things that man was not nmeant to know.

He recited a long list of pilots, the Tycho anmong them who had been
lost trying to penetrate the mystery of the Solid State Entity. "They
overreached t hemsel ves," he told us. "They should have been aware of
their Iimts." | smled because this cane fromthe tight lips of a man
who had reached farther than any other, a fanmous pil ot whose di scovery
woul d provoke the great crisis of our Oder

It was a heady drug, to talk with master pilots as pilots, as if we had
| ong ago taken our vows and proved our mastery of the manifold. | drank
my skotch and gathered up nmy courage, and | said, "I've heard there wll
be a quest? WIIl there really be?"

Soli glared at ne. He was a sullen man, | thought, with a sad, faraway
|l ook to his sea-blue eyes, a |look that hinted of freezing mists and
sl eepl ess nights and fits of madness. Though his face was young and
snoot h, as young as mne, it had recently been as old and deeply seaned
as a face could be. It is one of the peculiarities of the manifold that
a pilot sonetines ages, intinme, three years to every year on Neverness.

| imagined, for a nonment, that | had the powers of a cetic and that |
could see the winkled, ancient Soli through the taut olive skin of his
new body, in the same manner one envisions a fireflower drying to a
brittle black, or the skull of death beneath the pink flesh of a newborn
baby boy. A naster horol oge, whose duty it was to determine the intime
of returning pilots according to conplicated fornul ae wei ghting

Ei nsteinian time distortions agai nst the unpredictabl e deformations of
the manifold, had told me that Soli had aged one hundred and three years
this last journey and woul d have died but for the skills of the Lord
Cetic. This nmade ny uncle, who had been brought back three tines to his
yout h, the ol dest pilot of our Order. "Tell us about your discovery,"”
said. | had heard a wild runor that he had reached the gal actic core,
the only pilot to have done so since the Tycho, who had returned

hal f -i nsane

He took a long drink of skotch, all the while watching ne through the
clary bottomof the tunbler. The poorly dried firewood hissed and
groaned, and fromthe street cane the humm ng and steam ng of a zanboni
as it hovered over the gliddery, nmelting and snoothing the ice for the
next day's skaters. "Yes, the inpatience of youth," he said. "You cone
here di srespecting the needs of a pilot for privacy and the conpany of
his friends. In that, you're nmuch |ike your nother. WlI, then, since
you' ve gone to so nuch trouble and endured the vil eness of skotch

whi skey, you'll be told what happened to ne, if you really want to
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know. "

I found it irritating that Soli could not sinply say, "I'll tell you
what happened to me." Like nost others fromthat too-nystical planet,
Si nrbom he usually observed their taboo against using the pronoun 'I""

"Tell us," Bardo said. "Tell us," | said, and | listened with that
strange m xture of worship and dread that journeynen feel toward old
pilots. "It happened like this," Soli said. "A long tine had passed
since ny |eaving Neverness. W were deep in dreantine and fenestering
inward toward the core. The stars were dense. They shined like the
lights of the Farsider's Quarter at night, yes, a great burning fan of
stars disappearing into the blackness at the fan's pivot point, at the
singularity. There was the white |ight of dreantine-you young pilots
think instantaneity and stopping time are all there is to dreantine, and
you have much to | earn-there was a sudden clarity, and voices. My ship
told me it was receiving a signal, intercepting one of a billion or so
| aser beans streami ng out of the singularity."”

He suddenly sl amed his enpty tunbler on the bar and his voice rose an
octave. "Yes, that's what was said! Fromthe singularity! It's

i npossi ble, but true. Abillion lines of infrared |ight escaping the

bl ack maw of gravity." To the novice he said, "Pour sone skotch in here,
pl ease. "

"And t hen?"

"The voi ces, the ship-conputer receiving half a trillion bits per second
and translating the information in the |aser beans into voices. They,
the voices, clained to be-let's call themthe leldra. Are you famliar
with that tern?"

"No, Lord Pilot."

"I't's what the eschatol ogi sts have named the aliens who seeded the
galaxy with their DNA. "

"The nythical race.”
"The hitherto nythical race," he said.

"They have-and many refuse to believe this-they' ve projected their
coll ective selfness, their consciousnesses, into the singularity."”

"Into the black hol e?" Bardo asked as he pulled at his nustache.

| looked at Soli carefully, to see if he was having a joke with us. |
did not believe him | |ooked down at his tense hands and saw that he
was carel essly ungloved. Plainly, he was an arrogant man who had little
fear of contagion or that his enenies nmight make use of his plasm His
knuckl es were white around the curve of his refilled tunbler. The bl ack
di amond of his pilot's ring cut into the skin of his little finger. He
sai d, "The nessage. The white light of dreantinme hardened and
crystallized. There was a stillness and a clarity, and then the nessage.

"There is hope for Man" they said. 'Renenber, the secret of Man's
imortality lies in your past and in your future'-that's what they said.

We nust search for this nystery. If we search, we'll discover the secret
of life and save ourselves. So the leldra told ne."

I think he must have known we did not believe him | nodded ny head
stupidly while Bardo stared at the bar as if the knots and whorls of the
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rosewood were of great interest to him He dipped his finger into the
foam of his beer, brought it to his lips, and nmade a rude sucki ng sound.

"Young fools," Soli said. And then he told us of the prediction. The
leldra, he said, understanding the cynici smand doubtful ness of human
nature, had provided a surety that their comruni cati on would be well
received, a prediction as to part of the sequence of supernovae in the
vild."

"How can they possibly know what wi |l occur according to chance?"

| asked. "Do the Vild stars expl ode at randon?" Lionel broke in. "Ah, of
course they do," Bardo said.

In truth, no one knew very nmuch about the Vild. Was the Vild a discrete,
conti nuous region of the gal axy expandi ng outward spherically in al
directions? O was it a conposite of many such regi ons, random pockets
of hellfire burning and joining, connecting in ways our astronomers had
not determ ned? No one knew. And no one knew how long it would be before
lcefall's little star exploded, along with all the others, putting an
end to such eschatol ogi cal specul ations. "How do we know what we know?"

Soli asked, and he took a sip of skotch. "Howis it known the nenory in
my brainis real, that there was no hallucination, as sone fools have
suggest ed? Yes, you doubt ny story, and there's nothing to prove to you,
even if you are Justine's nephew, but this is what the Lord Akashic told
me: He said that the auditory record was clear. There was a direct

downl oading fromthe ship-conputer to ny auditory nerve. Perhaps you
think ny ship was hallucinating?"

"No, Lord Pilot." | began to believe him | knew well the power and
skills of the akashics. A short half year ago, on a bitterly cold day in
deep winter, having conpleted ny first journey alone into the manifold,

I had gone before the akashics. | renenbered sitting in the Lord
Akashi c' s darkened chanber as the heaunme of the deprogramm ng conputer
descended over ny head, sitting and sweating and waiting for ny nmenories
and mappings of the manifold to be proved true. Though there had been no
cause for fear, | had been afraid.

(Long ago, in the tine of the Tycho, there had been reason to be afraid.

The clunsy anci ent heaunes, so | understand, extruded protein filanents
through one's scalp and skull into the brain. Barbaric. The nodern
heaune-this is what the akashics claimnodels the interconnections of
the neurons' synapses hol ographically, thereby "readi ng" the nmenory and
identity functions of the brain. It is supposed to be quite safe.)

Bardo, as was his habit when he was nervous or afraid, farted |oudly,
and he asked, "Then you think there will be a quest for this ... this,
uh, secret of the leldra? Lord Pilot?"

"The eschatol ogi sts have naned the secret the 'El der Eddas,'" Soli said
as he backed away from him

"And yes, there will be a quest. Tonorrow, at your convocation, the
Ti mekeeper will issue his summons and call the quest.”

| believed him The Lord Pilot, my uncle, said there would be a quest,
and | suddenly felt my heart beating up through ny throat as if it were
fate's fist knocking at the doorway to ny soul. WIld plans and dreans
canme half- forned into my mnd. | said quickly, "If we could prove the
Cont i nuum Hypot hesi s, the quest would be full of glory, and we'd find
your El der Eddas."
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"Don't call them ny Elder Eddas," he said.

| should admit that | did not understand the Lord Pilot. One nonment he
procl ai ned that there were things man was not neant to know, and the
next nmonent he seenmed proud and eager to go off seeking the greatest of
secrets. And yet a nonment later, he was bitter and appeared resentful of
his own discovery. In truth, he was a conplicated man, the second nost
complicated man | have ever known. "Wat Mallory nmeant," Bardo said,
"was that he admres-as we all do, as we all do-the work you' ve done on
the Great Theorem™

That was not at all what | had neant. Soli |ooked at ne fiercely and
said, "Yes, the dream of proving the Continuum Hypot hesis."

The Conti nuum Hypothesis (or, colloquially, the Geat Theorem: an
unproved result of Lavi's Fixed-Point Theorem stating that between any
pair of discrete Lavi sets of point-sources, there exists a one-to-one
mappi ng. Mdre sinply, that it is possible to map fromany star to any
other in a single fall. It is the greatest problemof the manifold, of
our Order. Long ago, when Soli had been a pilot not nmuch ol der than I

he had nearly proved the Hypothesis. But he had becone distracted by an
argunent with Justine and had forgotten (so he clainmed) his el egant
proof of the theorem The nmenory of it haunted him And so he drank his
poi sonous skotch whi skey, to forget. (The powers of a pilot's nind,
Bardo rem nds nme, crescendo at an early age. It is a matter of dying
brain cells, he says, and the rejuvenation we pilots undergo is
imperfect in this respect. W grow slowy stupider as we age, and so why
not drink skotch, or snoke toalache and lie with whores?) "The Continuum
Hypot hesis," Soli said to ne as he spun his enpty tunbler on top of the
bar, "may very well be unprovable."

"l understand you are bitter."
"As you will be if you seek the unobtainable."

"Forgive ne, Lord Pilot, but how are we to know what is obtainable and
what is not?"

"W grow wi ser as we grow ol der,"” he said. | kicked the toe of my boot
against the brass railing at the foot of the bar. The netal rang dully.
"I may be young, and I don't want to sound |ike-"

"You're bragging," Lionel said quickly. "-but | think the Hypothesis is
provable, and | intend to prove it."

"For the sake of wisdom" Soli asked me, "or for the glory? |'ve heard
that you'd like to be Lord Pilot soneday."

"Every journeynman dreans of being Lord Pilot."
"A boy's dreans often becone a man's nightnares.”

| kicked the railing, accidentally. "I'mnot a boy, Lord Pilot. | take
my vows tonorrow, one of ny vows is to discover wisdom Have you
forgotten?”

"Have | forgotten?" he said, breaking his taboo and flinching as he
shout ed out the forbidden pronoun. "Listen, Boy, |'ve forgotten
not hi ng. "

The word "not hing" seened to hang in the air along with the holl ow
ringing of the railing as Soli stared at ne and | at him Then there
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cane too-loud |aughter fromthe street outside, and the door suddenly
opened. Three tall, heavy nen, each of themw th pale yellow hair and
droopi ng nustaches, each of themwearing |ight black furs dusted with
snow, ejected their skate bl ades and stonped into the bar. They cane up
to Lionel and Soli and grasped each other's hands. The |argest of the
three, a master pilot who had terrorized Bardo during our novice years

at Borja, called for three nugs of kvass. "It's spiky cold outside," he
sai d.
Bardo | eaned over to ne and whispered, "Tinme to go, | think." I shook ny

head. The naster pilots-their names were Neith, Seth and Tonot h-were
brothers. They had their backs to us, and they seemed not to have
noticed us. "I'll pay for six nights of master courtesans,"” Bardo
munbl ed.

The novi ce banged three nugs of steaming hot black beer down on the bar

Tonoth backed a few steps closer to the fire and shook the nmelting snow
fromhis furs. Like some of the older pilots who had gone blind fromold
age, he wore jewel ed, nechanical eyes. He had just returned fromthe
edge of the Vild, and he said to Soli, "Your leldra were right, ny
friend. The Gallivare Binary and Cerise Luz have expl oded. Nothing |eft
but dirty hard dust and light. "Dust and light," his brother Neith said,
and he burned his nouth with hot kvass and cursed. "Dust and light,"

Seth repeated. "Sodervarld and her twenty mllions caught in a storm of
radi oactive dust and light. We tried to get themoff but we were too
late."

Sodervarl d orbits Enola Luz, which is-had been-the star nearest the
Gallivare Binary. Seth told us that the supernova had baked the surface
of Sodervarld, killing off every bit of |ife except the ground worns.

The smal |l nmaster pilot's bar suddenly seemed stultifyingly tiny. The
three brothers, | recalled, had been born on Sodervarld. "To our

nmot her," Seth said as he clinked nugs with Soli, Lionel and his
brothers. "To our father," Tonoth said. "Treyd."

"This came fromNeith who inclined his head so slightly that | was not
sure if he had actually nodded or if his imge had wavered in the
firelight. "To Yuleth and El ath."

"Time to go," | said to Bardo

W nmade ready to | eave, but Neith fell weeping against Tonoth, who
turned our way as he caught his brother. H s jewel ed eyes gleaned in the
hal f-1ight when he saw us. "Wat's this?" he shouted. "Wy are there
journeynmen in our bar?" Seth wanted to know.

Neith brushed yellow hair fromhis wet eyes and said, "My God, it's the
Bastard and his fat friend-what's his name?-Burpo? Lardo?"

"Bardo, "
Bardo said. "They were just about to |eave," Soli said.

| suddenly did not feel like leaving. My nouth was dry, and there was a
pressure behind nmy eyes. "Don't call him'Bardo'," Neith said. "Wen we
tutored himat Borja, everyone called himPiss-Al Lai because he used
to piss in his bed every night."

It was true, Bardo's birth name was Pesheval Lai. Wien he first came to
Never ness, he had been a skinny, terrified, honesick boy who had | oved
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to recite romantic poetry and who had pissed in his bed every night.

Hal f of the novices and nasters had called him"Bardo," and the other
hal f, "Piss-All." But after he had begun lifting heavy wei ghts above his
head and had taken to spending the nights with bought wonmen so that he
wet his bed with the liquids of lust instead of piss, few had dared to
call him anything but "Bardo."

"Well," Tonoth said as he cl apped his hands at the novice behind the
bar. "Piss-Al and The Bastard will toast with us before they |eave."
The novice filled our nugs and tunbl ers.

Bardo | ooked at ne; | wondered if he could hear the blood pounding in ny
throat or see the tears burning in ny eyes. "Freyd," Tonoth said. "To
the dead of Sodervarld."

I was afraid | was about to cry fromrage and shane, and so, | ooking
straight into Tomoth's ugly metal eyes, | picked up my tumbler and tried
to swallow the fiery skotch in a single gulp. It was the wong thing to
do. | gagged and coughed and spat all at once, spraying Tonoth's face
and yel |l ow nustache with tiny gl obul es of anber spit. He must have
thought that | was nocking himand defiling the nenory of his famly
because he came at me without thought or hesitation, came straight for
my eyes with one hand and for ny throat with the other. There was a
ragged burni ng beneath ny eyebrow. Suddenly there were fists and bl ood
and el bows as Tormoth and his brothers swept me under |ike an aval anche.

Everything was cold and hard: cold tile ground agai nst ny spine, and
hard bone broke against nmy teeth; soneone's hard nails were gouging into
my eyelid. Blindly, | pushed against Tonoth's face. For a nonent, |

t hought that cowardly Bardo nust have slipped out the door. Then he

bell owed as if he had suddenly renenbered he was Bardo, not Piss-All,
and there was the neaty slap of flesh on flesh, and I was free. | found
my feet and punched at Tonoth's head, a quick, vicious, hooking punch
that the Tinekeeper had taught nme. My knuckl es broke and pain burned up
my arminto ny shoul der joint. Tonoth grabbed his head, dropping to one
knee.

Soli was behind him "Mira's son," he said as he bent over and reached
for the collar of Tonoth's fur to keep himfromfalling. Then | nmade a

nm st ake, the second worst mistake, | think, of ny life. | swing again at
Tonoth, but | hit Soli instead, smashing his proud, long nose as if it
were a ripe bloodfruit. To this day, | can see the | ook of astoni shnment

and betrayal (and pain) on his face. He went mad, then. He ground his
teeth and snorted bl ood out of his nose. He attacked ne with such a fury
that he got me frombehind in a head hold and tried to snap ny neck. If
Bardo had not cone between us, peeling Soli's steely hands away fromthe
base of my skull, he would have killed ne. "Easy there, Lord Pilot,"

Bardo said. He massaged the back of ny neck with his great, blunt hand
and eased me toward the door. Everyone stood panting, |ooking at each
other, not quite knowi ng what to do next.

There were apol ogi es and expl anations, then. Lionel, who had held
hinsel f away fromthe nelee, told Tonoth and his brothers that | had
never drunk skotch before and that | had certainly neant themno insult.

After the novice refilled the mugs and tunblers, | said a requiemfor
the Sodervarld dead. Bardo toasted Tonoth, and Tonbth toasted Soli's

di scovery. And all the while, our Lord Pilot stared at me as bl ood
trickled fromhis broken nose down his hard |lips and chin. "Your nother
hates nme, so there should be no surprise that you do too."
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"I"'msorry, Lord Pilot. | swear it was an accident. Here, use this to
Wi pe your nose.

I offered himny handkerchief, but he pretended not to see ny

outstretched hand. | shrugged ny shoulders, and | crunpled the linen to
sponge the blood out of ny eye. "To the quest for the Elder Eddas," |
said as | raised ny tunbler. "You'll drink to that, won't you, Lord

Pi | ot ?"

"What hope does a journeyman have of finding the Eddas?"

"Tomorrow |I'Il be a pilot," | said. "I've as nmuch a chance as any
pilot."

"Yes, chance. Wat chance does a young fool of a pilot have of
di scovering the secret of life? Were will you | ook? In sone safe place,
no doubt, where you' ve no chance of finding anything at all."

"Perhaps I'll search where bitter and jaded naster pilots are afraid
to."

The room grew so quiet that | heard the spatter of ny uncle's bl ooddrops
against the floor. "And where would that be?" he asked. "Beneath the
folds of your nother's robes?”

I wanted to hit himagain. Tonoth and his brothers | aughed as they

sl apped each other on the back, and | wanted to break nmy uncle's

bl eedi ng, arrogant face. | have always felt the hot pus of anger too
keenly and quickly. | wondered if it had been an accident that | had hit
him perhaps it was ny fate (or secret desire) to have hit him | stood
there on trenbling legs staring at himas | wondered about chance and
fate. The heat of the glowing fire was suddenly oppressive. My head was
poundi ng with bl ood and skotch, and ny eye felt like nolten lava, and ny
tongue was |ike syrup as | nmade the worst mstake of ny life. "No, Lord
Pilot," | blurted out. "I'lIl journey beyond the Eta Carina nebula. I
intend to penetrate and map the Solid State Entity!"

"Don't joke with ne."
"I"'mnot joking. | don't like your kind of jokes; |I'mnot joking."

"You are joking," he said as he stepped closer to nme. "It's just the
silly brag of a foolish journeyman pilot, isn't it?"

Through the haze of my good eye, | saw that everyone, even the young
bartender, was staring at me. "Of course it was a joke." Bardo's voice
booned as he farted. "Tell himit was a joke, Little Fellow, and let's
| eave. "

I looked into Soli's intense, fierce eyes and said, "I swear to you I'm
not joking."

He grabbed nmy forearmwith his long fingers. "You swear it?"

"Yes, Lord Pilot."

"You'l |l swear it, formally?" | pulled away from himand said, "Yes, Lord
Pilot."
"Swear it, then. Say, 'I, Mallory R ngess, by the canons and vows of our

order, in fulfillnent of the Tinekeeper's summobns to quest, swear to ny
Lord Pilot I will map the pathways of the Solid State Entity! Swear it
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to ne!™

| swore the formal oath in a trembling voice as Bardo | ooked at ne,
plainly horrified. Soli called for our tunblers to be filled and
announced, "To the quest for the El der Eddas. Yes, ny young fool of a
pilot, we'll all drink to that!"

I do not remenber clearly what happened next. | think that there was
much | aughter and drinking of skotch and beer, as well as tal k about the
mystery, the joy and agony of life. | renmenber, dimy, Tonoth and Bardo
weepi ng, |l ocking wists and trying to push each other's armto the

gl eami ng surface of the bar. It is true, | now know, that |iquor
obliterates and devours the nmenory. Bardo and | found other bars that

ni ght serving skotch and beer (and powerful anorgenics); we also found
the Street of the Master Courtesans and beautiful Jacarandans who served
our lust and pleasure. At least | think they did. Because it was ny
first time with a skilled woman wonen-1 knew very little of lust and

pl easure, and | was to renenber even less. | was so drunk that | even

al | oned a whore naned Aida to touch nmy naked flesh. My nenories are of
heavy perfume and dark, burning skin, the blindly urgent pressing of
body agai nst body; nmy nenories are nurky and vague, spoiled by the guilt
and fear that | had made enemies with the Lord Pilot of our Oder and
had sworn an oath that would surely lead to ny death. "Journeynen die,"

Soli said as we left the naster pilot's bar. As | stunbled out onto the
gliddery | renenber praying that he woul d be wong.

Chapter 2-A Pilot's Vows
Strange, though alas! are the Streets of the City of pain
Rai ner Maria Hol ocaust Century

We received our pilot's rings late in the afternoon of the next day. At
the center of Resa, surrounded by the stone dormtories, apartments and
other buildings of the college, the imense Hall of the Ancient Pilots
overflowed with the men and wonen of our Order. Fromthe great arched
doorway to the dais where we journeynmen knelt, the brightly col ored
robes of the acadenicians and high professionals rippled |ike a sea of
rai nbow sil k. Because the masters of the various professions tended to
cleave to their peers, the rainbow sea was patchy: near the far pillars
at the north end of the Hall stood orange-robed cetics, and next to
them a group of akashics covered fromneck to ankle in yell ow silKk.

There were cliques of scryers berobed in dazzling white, and green-robed
mechani cs standing close to each other, no doubt arguing as to the
ultimte (and paradoxical) conposition and nature of the spacetine
continuum or sonme other arcanum Just bel ow the dais was the black
wavefront of the pilots and master pilots. | saw Lionel, Tonoth and his
brot hers, Stephen Caraghar and others that | knew. At the very front
stood ny nother and Justine, |ooking at us-1 thought-proudly.

The Ti nekeeper, resplendent and stern in his flowi ng red robe, bade the
thirty of us to repeat after himthe vows of a pilot. It was good that
we knelt close together. The warm reassuring bul k of Bardo pressing ne
fromthe right, and nmy friend Quirin on ny left, kept nme from pitching
forward to the polished narble surface of the dais. Although that
morning | had been to a cutter who had nel ded the ragged tear of ny
eyelid and had taken a purgative to cleanse ny body of poi sonous skotch,

I was ill. My head felt hot and heavy; it seenmed that ny brain was
swol len with blood and woul d burst ny skull frominside. My spirit, too,
was burning. My life was ruined. | was sick with fear and dread.
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t hought of the Tycho and Erendira Ede and Ricardo Lavi, and other fanous
pilots who had died trying to pierce the nystery of the Solid State
Entity.

Imersed as | was in ny msery, | nissed nost of the Ti nekeeper's

war nings as to the deadliness of the nmanifold. One thing he said
renmenber clearly: that of the two hundred and el even journeynmen who had
entered Resa with us, only we thirty remained. journeynmen Die, | said to
mysel f, and suddenly the Ti mekeeper's deep, rough voice vibrated through
the haze of ny wandering thoughts. "Pilots die too," he said, "but not
as often or as easily, and they die to a greater purpose. It is to this
purpose that we are gathered here today, to consecrate .. ." He went on
in alike manner for several mnutes. Then he enjoined us to celibacy
and poverty, the least in inportance of our vows. (I should nmention that
the meaning of celibacy is taken in its narrowest sense. If it were not,
Bardo coul d never have been a pilot. Al though physical passion between
man and woman is exalted, it is the rule of our Order that pilots not
marry. It is a good rule, | think a rule not w thout reason. \Wen a
pilot returns fromthe manifold years ol der or younger than his | over

as Soli recently had, the differential aging-we call it crueltine-can
destroy them) "As you have |learned and will |earn, so nmust you teach,"”

the Ti nekeeper said, and we took our third vow Bardo nust have heard ny
voi ce wavering because he reached over and squeezed ny knee, as if to
inmpart to me sone of his great strength. The fourth vow, | thought, was
the nost inmportant of all. "You nust restrain yourselves," the

Ti mekeeper told us. | knewit was true. The synbiosis between a pil ot
and his ship is as profound and powerful as it is deadly addictive. How
many pilots, | wondered, had been | ost to the nmanifold because they too
often indul ged in the power and joy of their extensional brains? Too
many. | repeated the vow of obedi ence nechanically, with little spirit
or enthusiasm The Tinekeeper paused, and | thought for a nonent he was
going to look at ne, to chasten ne or to nmake ne repeat the fifth vow
again. Then, with a voice pregnant with drama, in a ponderous cadence,
he said, "The last vowis the holiest vow, the vow wi thout which al

your other vows would be as enpty as a cup full of air."” So it was that
on the ninety-fifth day of false winter in the year 2929 since the
foundi ng of Neverness, we vowed above all else to seek wi sdomand truth,
even though our seeking should lead to our death and to the ruin of all
that we | oved and hel d dear

The Ti nekeeper called for the rings. Leopold Soli energed from an

ant eroom adj acent to the dais. A frightened-I|ooking novice foll owed him
carrying a velvet wand around which our thirty rings were stacked, one
atop the other. We bowed our heads and extended our right hands. Sol
proceeded down the line of journeynen, slipping the spun-dianmond rings
of f the wand and sliding themonto each of our little fingers. "Wth
this ring, you are a Pilot," he said to Alark Mandara and Chanta
Astoreth. And to the brilliant Jonathan Ede and the Sonderval, "Wth
this ring you are a pilot," on and on down the |ine of kneeling
journeynen. His nose was so swollen that his words sounded nasal, as if
he had a cold. He cane to Bardo, whose fingers were bare of the jewelry
he usually wore and instead encircled with rings of dead white flesh. He
renoved the |largest ring fromthe wand. (Though ny head was supposed to

be bowed, | could not resist peeking as Soli pushed the gl eam ng bl ack
ring around Bardo's nmamoth finger.) Then it was ny turn. Soli bent over
to ne, and he said, "Wth this ring you are a ... pilot." He said the

word "pilot" as if it had been forced out of him as if the word were
acid to his tongue. He janmed the ring on ny finger with such force that
the di anond shaved a | ayer fromny skin and bruised ny knuckl e tendon
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Ei ght nore tines | heard "Wth this ring you are a pilot," and then the
Ti mekeeper intoned the litany for the Lost Pilot, and said a requiem
and we were done.

We thirty pilots left the dais to show our new rings to our friends and
masters. A few of the wealthier new pilots had fanmily nenbers who had
pai d the expensive passage to Neverness aboard a commerci al deep ship,
but Bardo was not one of these. (H s father thought hima traitor for
abandoning the fanily estates for the poverty of our Order.) W ningled
with our fellows, and the sea of colored silk engul fed us. There were
shout s of happi ness and | aughter and boots stanping on the tiled floor.

My nother's friend, the eschatol ogi st Kol enya Mr, indecently pressed
her plunp, wet cheek next to m ne. She hugged ne as she baw ed, "Look at
him Mira."

"I"'mlooking at him" ny nother said. She was a tall woman and strong
(and beautiful), though | must adnmit she was slightly fat, due to her

| ove of chocol ate candi es. She wore the plain gray robe of a naster
cantor, those purest of pure mathematicians. Her quick gray eyes seened
to | ook everywhere at once as she tilted her head quizzically and asked
me, "Your eyelid has been nelded. Recently, hasn't it?" Ignoring ny
ring, she continued, "It's well known what you said, the oath you swore.
To Soli. It's the talk of the city. '"Mdira's son has sworn to penetrate
the Solid State Entity" that's all 1've heard today. My handsone,
brilliant, reckless son." She began to cry. | was shocked, and | could
not look at her. It was the first tine | had ever seen her cry.

"It's a beautiful ring," ny Aunt Justine said as she came up to ne and
bowed her head. She held up her own pilot's ring for me to look at. "And
wel | deserved, no matter what Soli says." Like ny nother, Justine was
tall with slightly grayed black hair pulled back in a chignon; |ike ny
mot her she | oved chocol ates. But where my nother nobst often spent her
days thinking and exploring the possibilities of her too-anbitious
daydreans, Justine liked to socialize and skate figures and perform
difficult junps at the Ring of Fire, or the North Ring, or one of the
city's other crowded ice rings. Thus she had retai ned the stream ined
suppl eness of her first youth at the expense, | thought, of her
naturally quick mind. | often wondered why she had wanted Soli for a
husband, and nore, why the Ti nekeeper had all owed these two fanous
pilots a special dispensation to marry.

Bur gos Harsha, with his bushy eyebrows, jows and | ong black hairs
pushing out of his piglike nostrils, approached us and said,

"Congratul ations, Mallory. | always expected you to do sonet hing
extraordi nary-we all did, you knowbut | never dreamed you'd break our
Lord Pilot's nose the first time you met himand swear to kill yourself
in that nebula known colloquially-and, I mght add, quite vulgarly-as
the Solid State Entity." The naster historian rubbed his hands together
vigorously and turned to nmy nother. "Now, Mira, |'ve exam ned the
canons and the oral history of the Tycho as well as the customaries, and
it's clear-1 may be wong, of course, but when have you known ne to be
wong?-it's clear that Mallory's oath was a sinple troth to the Lord
Pilot, not a prom ssory oath to the Order. And certainly not a solem
oath. At the time he swore to kill hinself-and this is a subtle point,
but it's clear-he hadn't taken his vows, so he wasn't legally a pilot,
so he was not pernitted to swear a pronissory oath."

"I don't understand," | said. From behind nme cane singing, the sw sh of
silk against silk, and the chaotic humof a thousand voices. "I swore
what | swore. What difference does it make who | swore it to?"
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"The difference, Mallory, is that Soli can rel ease you fromyour oath,
if he wants to."

| felt a squirt of adrenalin in my throat, and ny heart fluttered in ny
chest like a nervous bird. | thought of all the ways pilots died: They
died fenestering, their brains ruined by too-constant synbiosis with
their ship, and they died of old age lost in decision trees; supernovae
reduced their flesh to plasma, and dreantime, too much dreantine, |eft
them forever staring vacantly at the burning stars; they were killed by
al i ens, and nurdered by human bei ngs, and m nced by neteor swarms, and
charred by the penunbras of blue giant stars, and frozen by the

not hi ngness of deep space. | knew then that despite ny foolish words
about death anong the stars being glorious, | did not want glory, and
desperately did not want to die.

Burgos left us, and ny nother said to Justine, "You'll talk to Soli
won't you? | know he hates ne. But why should he hate Mallory?"

| kicked the heel of my boot against the floor. Justine traced her index
finger along her eyebrow and said, "Soli's so difficult now. This |ast

journey nearly killed him inside, as well as out. Ch, I'll talk to him
of course, I'Il talk on until ny lips fall off as, | always do, but I'm
afraid he'll just stare at ne with his broody eyes and say things |iKke,

"If Iife has nmeaning, how can we know if we're neant to find it? ,or, "A
pil ot dies best who dies young, before crueltine kills what he | oves"
can't really talk to himwhen he's like that, of course, and | think
it's possible that he thinks he's being noble, letting Mallory swear to
die heroically, or perhaps he really believes Mallory will succeed and
just wants to be proud of himl can't tell what he thinks when he's al
full of himself but I'Il talk to him Mira, of course | will." | had
little hope that Justine would be able to talk to him Long-ago when the
Ti mekeeper had let themmarry, he had warned them "Crueltine you can't
conquer crueltime," and he had been right. It is conmonly believed that
it is differential aging, the alder, that kills love, but | do not think
this is entirely true. It is age and selfness that kill |ove. W grow
more and nore into our true selves every second that we are alive. If
there is such a thing as fate it is this: the outer self seeking and
awakening to the true self no matter the pain and terror-and there is

al ways pain and terror-no matter how great the cost may be. Soli, true
to his innernost desire, had returned fromthe core enthralled by his
need to conprehend the neani ng of death and the secret of life, while
Justine had spent those sanme |ong years on Neverness living life and
enjoying the things of life: fine foods and the snell of the sea at dusk
(and, sonme said, her lovers' caresses), as well as her endless quest to
master her waltz junps and perfect her figure eights. "I don't want
Justine to talk to him" | Iied.

My nmother tilted her head and touched ny cheek with her hand as she had
done when | was a boy sick with fever. "Don't be foolish," she said.

A group of ny fellow pilots led by the imensely tall and thin
Sonderval, diffused |ike a black cloud through the professionals around
us and surrounded nme. Li Tosh, Hel ena Charbo, and Ri chardess-| thought
they were the finest pilot's ever to cone out of Resa. My old friend,
Delora wi Towt was pulling at her blonde braids as she greeted ny

nmot her. The Sonderval who cane from an exenplar famly off Sol sken,
stretched hinself straight to his eight feet of height, and said, "I
wanted to tell you, Mallory. The whole college is proud of you. For
facing the Lord Pilot-excuse ne Justine, didn't nmean to insult-and we're
proud of what you swore to do. That took courage, we all know that. W
wi sh you well on your journey."
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I sml|ed because the Sonderval and | had al ways been the fiercest rivals
at Resa. Along with Delora and Li Tosh (and Bardo when he wanted to be),
he was the smartest of ny fellow pilots. The Sonderval was a sly nan

and | sensed nore than a bit of reproach in his conpliment. | did not
think he believed | was courageous for swearing to do the imnpossible;
more |likely, he knew that mnmy anger had finally undone ne. He seened very
pl eased with hinself, probably because he thought | woul d never return

But then, the exenplars of Sol sken al ways need to be pleased with
t hensel ves, which is why they have bred thensel ves to such ridicul ous
hei ght s.

The Sonderval and the others excused thenselves and drifted off into the
cromd. My nother said, "Mallory was al ways popular. Wth the other
jurneynmen, if not his masters."

I coughed as | stared at the white triangles of the floor. The singing

seermed to grow | ouder. | recogni zed the nel ody of one of Takeko's heroic
(and romantic) madrigals. | was filled instantly with despair and fal se
courage. Confused as | was, vacillating between bravado and a cowardly
hope that Soli would dissolve nmy oath, | raised ny voice and said,
"Mother, | swore what | swore; it doesn't matter what Justine says to
Soli."

"Don't be a fool," she said. "I won't have you killing yourself"

"But you'd have ne di shonor nysel f"

"Better dishonor-whatever that is-than death."

"No," | said, "better death than dishonor." But |I did not believe ny own
words. In ny heart, | was all too ready to accept dishonor rather than
deat h.

My not her nuttered sonething to herself-it was a habit of hers-sonething
that sounded |ike, "Better that Soli should die. Then you'd suffer
nei ther. Death nor dishonor."

"What did you say?" | asked. "I didn't say anything."

She | ooked over ny shoul der and frowned. | turned to see Soli, tall and
sonber in his tight black robe, pushing his way through the sea of
peopl e, He was | eading a beautiful, eyeless scryer by the arm | was
struck i mediately by the contrast of white and bl ack: The scryer's
black hair hung like a satin curtain over the back of her white robes,
and her eyebrows were bushy and bl ack agai nst her white forehead. She
moved slowy and too carefully, like a cold, marble statue brought to
sudden-and unwel cone-life. | took little notice of her heavy breasts and
dark, large nipples so obvious beneath the thin silk; it was her face
that fixed ny stare, the long aquiline nose and full red lips, and nost
of all, the dark, snoothly scarred holl ows where her eyes used to be.

"Kat harine!" Justine suddenly exclainmed as they came closer. "My darling
daughter!" She threw her arms around the scryer and said, "It's been so
I ong!" They enbraced for a while; then Justine wi ped her npist eyes on
the back of her gloves and said, "Mllory, may | present your cousin,
Danmae Kat hari ne Ri ngess Soli."

| greeted her and she turned her head in ny direction. "Mallory," she
said, "at last. It's been so long."

There have been nmonents in ny life when tinme cane to a stop, when | felt
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as if | were living sone dimy renmenbered (though vital) event over
agai n. Sonetimes the sound of thallows screeching in winter or the snell
of wet seaweed will take ne instantly back to that clear night |ong ago
when | stood al one on the desol ate and wi ndy beach of the Starnbergersee
and gave nyself over to the dream of mastering the stars; sometinmes it
is a color, perhaps the sudden orange of a sliddery or a glissade's
vivid greenness that transports ne to another place and tine; sometines
it is nothing at all, at |east nothing nore particular than a certain

|l ow slant of the sun's rays in deep winter and the rushing of the icy
sea Wi nd. These nonents are mysterious and wonderful, but they are al so
full of strange neaning and dread. The scryers, of course, teach the
unity of nowness and thenness and times yet to be. For them | think,
future dreans and sel f-renenbrance are two parts of a single nystery.

They, those strange, holy, and self-blinded wonren and nmen of our Order,
believe that if we are to have visions of our future, we nust |ook into
our past. So when Katharine smiled at ne and the calm dul cet tones of
her voice vibrated within ne, | knew that | had come upon such a nonent,
when ny past and future were as one.

Al though | knew | had never seen her before, | felt as if | had known
her all ny life. | was instantly in love with her, not, of course, as
one | oves another human being, but as a wanderer m ght |ove a new ocean
or a gorgeous snowy peak he has glinpsed for the first tine. | was
practically struck dunb by her cal mess and her beauty, so | said the
first stupid thing which came to mnd. "Welconme to Neverness,"” | told

her. "Yes, welcome,"” Soli said to his daughter. "Wl cone to the City of
Light." There was nore than a little sarcasmand bitterness in his
Voi ce.

"I remenmber the city very well, Father." And so she should have
renenbered since, like ne, she was a child of the city. But when she was
a girl, when Soli had gone off on his journey to the core, Justine had
taken her to be raised by her grandnother on Lechoi x. She had not seen
her father (and | thought she woul d never see himagain) for twenty-five
years, Al that time she had renained on Lechoix in the conpany of

man- despi si ng wonmen. Al t hough she had reason to be bitter, she was not.

It was Soli who was bitter. He was angry at hinself for having deserted
his wi fe and daughter, and he was bitter that Justine had all owed and
even encouraged Katharine to beconme a scryer. He hated scryers. "Thank
you for making the journey," Soli said to her. "I heard that you had
returned, Father."

"Yes, that's true."

There was an awkward silence as ny strange famly stood nute in the
m ddl e of a thousand babbling people. Soli was glowering at Justine, and
she at him while ny nother stole furtive, ugly glances at Katharine. |
could tell that she did not |ike her, probably because it was obvi ous
that | did. Katharine smled at ne again, and said, "Congratul ations,
Mal I ory, on your ... To go off exploring the Entity, that was a brave
we're all very proud." | was a little irritated at her scryer's
habit of not conpleting her sentences, as if the person she was talking
to could "see" what was |eft unsaid and skip ahead to the crest of her
rushing thoughts. "Yes, congratulations," Soli said. "But the pilot's
ring seens a little small for your finger. Let's hope your pilot's vows
aren't too great for your spirit."

My not her cocked her head as she pointed at Soli's chest and said, "What
spirit remains? Wthin the Lord Pilot? Atired, bitter spirit. Don't
speak to ny son of spirit."
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"Shall we speak of life, then? Yes, we shall speak of life: Let's hope
Mal lory lives | ong enough to enjoy the life of a newpilot. If there was
a tunbl er of skotch at hand we'd toast to the glorious but too short
lives of foolish young pilots.”

"The Lord Pilot,"
my nother said quickly, "is too proud of his own long life."

Justine grasped Soli's arm while she brought her full, pouting lips up
to his ear and began whi spering. He broke away and said to nme, "You were
probably drunk when you swore your oath. And your Lord Pilot was
certainly drunk. Therefore, my lovely wife inforns ne, we've only to
announce that the whole thing was a joke, and we are both finished with
this foolishness."

Beneath the silk of nmy robe, | felt hot sweat running down ny sides in
rivulets as | asked, "You would do that, Lord PFilot?"

"Who knows? Who knows his fate?" He turned to Katharine and asked, "Have
you seen his future? Wiat will be done with Mallory? Should he be kept
fromhis fate?

"To die anpbng the stars is the nost glorious death' that's what the
Tycho said before he disappeared into the Solid State Entity. Maybe

Mal lory will succeed where our greatest pilot failed. Should he be kept
fromfate and glory? Tell nme, my lovely scryer.”

Everyone | ooked at Katharine as she stood there calmy listening to

Soli. She nust have sensed their stares because she put her hand into
the side pocket of her robe, "the pocket of conceal nent," where the
scryers keep their tub of blacking oil. Wen she renoved her hand, her

forefinger was covered with a creamso black that it shed no light; it
was as if she had no finger, as if a mniature black hole existed in the
space that her finger occupied. According to the custom of the scryers
she daubed the oil into the hollows of her eyepits, coating the scars

wi th conceal i ng bl ackness. | | ooked at the holl ows above her high
cheekbones; it was |ike |ooking down two dark, mysterious tunnels into
her soul where wi ndows shoul d have been. | |ooked at her for only a
monent before | had to | ook away.

I was about to tell ny sarcastic, arrogant uncle that | would do as

had sworn no matter what he deci ded when Katharine let out a clear,
girlish laugh and said, "Mallory's fate is his fate, and nothing can
change .. . Except, Father, that you have changed it and al ways wil |
have.. ." And here she | aughed again, and continued, "But in the end we
choose our futures, do you see?"

Soli did not see, and neither did | nor anyone el se. Wo could
under stand the paradoxical, irritating sayings of the scryers?

Just then Bardo anbl ed over and thunped ne on the back. He bowed to
Justine and smled before quickly |ooking away. Bardo-he had al ways
tried to keep it a secret, but he could not-lusted for ny aunt. | did
not think that she lusted for him nor did she quite approve of his
brazen sexuality, though in truth, they were alike in one certain way:
They both | oved physical pleasure, and cared little for the past,
nothing at all for the future. After being introduced to Katharine, he
bowed to Soli and said, "Lord Pilot, has Mllory apol ogi zed for his
barbaric behavior last night? No? Well, "Il apol ogize for himbecause
he's much too proud to apol ogi ze, and only | know how sorry he really

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/David%20Zindell%20-%20Neverness. TXT (22 of 369) [12/30/2004 2:15:46 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/lncoming/David%20Zindel19%620-%20Neverness. TXT

is."

"Pride kills," Soli said. "Pride kills," Bardo repeated as he snoot hed
his bl ack nustache with the side of his thunb. "Of course it does! But
where does Mallory get his pride fron? |'ve been his roommate for twelve
years, and | know. 'Soli is mapping the core stars" he used to say.

"Soli al most proved the Great Theoreni Soli this, and Soli that-do you
know what he says when | tell himhe's insane for wasting time
practicing his speed strokes? He says, 'Wen Soli becane a pilot, he won
the pilot's race, and so shall [I'."

He was referring, of course, to the race between the new pilots and the
ol der ones held every year just after the convocation, For many, it is
the high point of the Tycho's Festi val

I was sure that ny face was red. | could hardly bear to | ook at my uncle
as he said, "Then tonmorrow s race should be chal |l enging. No one has
beaten ne for " H's eyes suddenly clouded, and his voice trenbl ed,
slightly, and he continued, "for a long tine."

We spent a short while debating the aerodynam cs of racing. | held that
a low tuck was nmore efficient, but Soli pointed out that in a |ong
race-as tonorrow s race woul d be-a | ow tuck quickly burned-out the
muscl es of the thigh, and that one nust practice restraint.

Qur conversation was cut short when ten red-robed horol oges marched out
onto the dais and took their places by the Ti nekeeper, five to either
side. In unison they sang out, "Silence, it is tine! Silence, it is
time!" and there was a sudden silence in the Hall. Then the Ti nekeeper
st epped forward, and he announced his summons and cal | ed the quest for
the El der Eddas. "The secret of Man's imuortality," he told us, "lies in
our past and in our future." | felt Katharine's shoul der brush ny own,
and | was shocked (and excited) to feel her long fingers quickly and
secretly squeeze ny hand. | listened to the Ti mnekeeper repeat the
message that Soli had brought back fromthe core; | listened and for a
monent | was enraptured with dreans of discovering great things. Then |
happened to | ook at Soli's brooding eyes, and | did not care if | did
great things. In ny single-mnded way | cared about only a single thing:
that | should beat Soli in the pilot's race. "W nust search for the
mystery,"” the Tinekeeper continued. "If we search, we will discover the
secret of life and save ourselves." At that nonent | did not care about
secrets or salvation. Wat | wanted, sinply, was to defeat a proud,
arrogant nman.

I had resolved to return to ny roomand to sleep until the sun was high
above the slopes of Urkel, but | had not counted on the excitenent that
t he Ti mekeeper's summons woul d arouse. The halls of our dornitory-and

i ndeed, all of Resa-rang fromthe happy cries and shouts of pilots and
journeynmen and nmasters. Agai nst my w shes, our roons becane a nexus for
the nights celebrations. Chantal Astoreth and Delora wi Towt arrived
with three of their neologician friends fromLara Sig. Bardo distributed
pi peful s of toalache, and the revelry began. It was a wild, magic night;
it was a night of tremul ously announced plans to reach O d Earth or to
map the Tycho's nebula, to fulfill our vowto seek wi sdomas befitted
our individual talents and dreans. Soon our two adjoi ning roons were
thick with blue snmoke and carpeted fromwall to wall with excited pilots
and various other professionals who had heard about the party. Li Tosh,
who was a gentle man with bright, quick alnond eyes, announced his pl an

to reach the homeworld of the trickster aliens, the Dharghinni. "It's
said that they've studied the history of the nebular brains," he told
us. "Perhaps when | return, 1'll have enough courage to penetrate the

Entity, too." Hideki Smith would sculpt his body into the weird, crue
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shape of the Fayoli; he would journey to one of their planets and try to
pose as one of themin hope of learning their secrets. Not to be

out done, red-haired Quirin proposed to journey to Agathange, where he
woul d ask the porpoise-like nen-who had | ong ago broken the | aw of the
Cvilized Wrlds and had carked their DNA so that they were now nore
than nmen-he woul d ask the wi se Agat hani ans about the secret of human
life. I nmust admit that there were many skeptics such as Bardo who did
not believe that the leldra possessed any great secret. But even the
nost skeptical of these pilots-Richardess and the Sonderval cane
imediately to mnd-were eager to be off into the manifold. To themthe
quest was a wonderful excuse to seek fane and glory.

Around midni ght ny cousin Katharine appeared in our outer room s open
doorway. How she had found her way blind and al one across the confusing
streets of the Acadeny she would not say. She sat next to nme crossl egged
on the floor. She flirted with me in her secretive, scryer's way. | was
intrigued that an older, wi ser wonan paid me such attention, and | think
she nust have realized that | found her tantalizing. | told nyself that
she, too, was a little in love with nme, although | knew that scryers
often act not to satisfy their passions but to fulfill some tenuous and
private vision. In many barbaric places, of course, where the art of
genotyping is printive, cousin nmarriage (and mating) is forbidden. One
never knows what sort of nonsters the mingling of the germplasmwl]|
produce. But Neverness was not one of those places. That we were so
closely related seened only slightly incestuous and very exciting.

W tal ked about what she had said earlier to Soli about fate, in
particul ar about ny fate. She | aughed at ne as she stripped the bl ack

| eat her glove fromny right hand. She slowy stroked the Iines of ny
naked pal mand foresaw that the span of ny years would be "neasurel ess
to man." | thought that she had a keen sense of hunor. Wen | asked if
her words neant that ny life would be very long or absurdly short, she
turned to me with that beautiful, nysterious smle the scryers affect,
and she said, "A nonent to a photino is infinite, and to a god, our

uni verse has lived but a nonment. You rnust learn to | ove the nonents you
have, Mallory." (Towards the early part of norning, she taught me that
monent s of sexual ecstasy and | ove can i ndeed be nade to | ast nearly
forever. At the time | did not know whether to ascribe this mracle to
the tinme-annihilating training of the scryers, or if all wonmen had such
power . )

It was a night of sorrowful goodbyes, as well. At one point Bardo, his
weepy eyes electric with toalache, pulled ne away from Kat hari ne and
said, "You're the finest friend |I've ever had. The finest friend anyone
has ever had. And now Bardo nust |ose you because of a stupid oath, It's
not fair! Why is this cold, enpty universe, which has bestowed upon us
what we so laughingly call life, why is it so barbarically unfair? I
Bardo will shout it across the room shout it to the Rossette Nebula and
to Eta Carina and to Regal Luz: It's unfair! Unfair it is, and that's
why we were given brains, to cozen and plan, to circunvent and cheat.

It's to cheat death that 1'mgoing to tell you what 1'Il tell you. You
won't like this, ny brave, noble friend, but here it is: You ve got to
let Soli win the race tonorrow. He's like ny father, he's proud and
vai n, and he hates for anyone to beat him |'ma keen judge of
character, and | know. Let himwin the race and he'll let you take back
your oath, Please, Mallory, as you love ne, let himw n the stupid
race! "

Late the next morning, | pulled on nmy racing kanel ai ka and met ny not her
for breakfast at one of the cafes that line the Run opposite the flow ng
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Hyacinth Gardens. "You're racing Soli today, and you didn't sleep |ast
night, did you? Here, drink this coffee. It's Farfara prinme. |'ve taught
you strategy since you were four years old, and you didn't sleep |ast

ni ght ?"

"Bardo thinks | should let Soli win the race."
"He's a fat fool

Haven't | told you that for twelve years? He thinks he's clever. Cever
he's not. | could have taught himcleverness. Wen | was four years
old."

From a delicate blue pot, she poured coffee into a marble cup and slid
it across the table. | sipped the hot, black coffee, totally unprepared
for what she said next. "W can | eave the Order," she whispered, tilting
her head as she quickly glanced at the two master mechanics sitting at
the table next to us. "The new acadeny, the one on Tria, you know what
I'"msaying don't you? They need pilots, good ones |ike you. Wy should
our Order tyrannize the fall aways?"

I was so shocked that | spilled coffee on ny Ilap, burning ny leg. The
Merchant Pilots of Tria-those wily, unethical thingists and tubists-for
along tine had tried to break the power of our Order. "Wat are you
sayi ng, Mdther? That we should be traitors?"

"Traitors to the Order, yes. Better for you to betray a few hastily
given vows, than to betray the life |I gave you."

"You al ways hoped |1'd be Lord Pilot soneday."
"You could be a nmerchant prince. O Tria."
"No, Mbother, never that."

"I't would surprise you. That certain pilots have been offered niddle
estates on Tria. Certain programers and cantors, too."

"But no one has accepted, have they?"

"Not yet," she said, and she began drunming her fingers against the
table top. "But there is nore dissension anbng the professionals than
you know. Some of the historians |ike Burgos Harsha think the Oder is
stagnating. And the pilots. The rule against marriage is al nbst as hated
as marriage is hateful." Here she paused to laugh at her little joke,
then continued, "There is nmore disorder in the Order than you' d dream™
She | aughed again as if she knew sonmething | didn't, and she sat back in
her chair, waiting. "lI'd rather die than go to Tria."

"Then we'll flee to Lechoix. Your grandnother will welcone us, even if
you are a bull."

"l don't think she will."

My grandnot her whom | had never met, Dama Oriana Ri ngess, had brought up
Justine and ny nother-and Kat hari ne-properly. "Properly" in the Lechoix
mat riarchy nmeant an early introduction into the feninine nysteries and
severe | anguage rules. Thus nmen are despised and are referred to as
"bulls," or "gamecocks," or sonetinmes "mules." Desire between nman and
worman is called "the sick heat," and nmarriage, heterosexual marriage,
that is, is "the living hell." The H gh Damen, of which ny grandnother
is one of the highest, abhoring the belief that nmen nake better pilots
than wonen, support the |argest and best of the Order's elite schools.
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So it was that when ny nother and Justine arrived at Borja | ong ago
havi ng never seen a man, they were shocked-and in my nother's case,

hat ef ul -t hat such young beasts as Lionel and Soli could be better

mat hemati ci ans than they were. "Dama Oriana,"” | said, "would do nothing
that would shane the Matriarchy, would she?"

"Listen to ne. Listen! | won't let Soli kill ny son!" She said the word
"son" with such a wenching desperation that | felt conpelled to | ook at
her, even as she burst into tears and sobbed. She nervously pulled her
hair fromthe chignon's binding | eather and used the shiny strands to
dry her face.

"Listen, listen," she said. "Brilliant Soli returns fromthe nanifold.
Brilliant as always, but not so brilliant. | used to beat him At chess.
Three ganmes out of four before he quit playing ne."

"What do you nean?"

"I'"ve ordered you bread,"” she said as she held up her hand and notioned
to the domestic. It rolled to the table where it placed before ne a
basket of hot, crusty black bread. "Eat your bread and drink your

cof fee. ™

"You' re not eating?"

Usual | y she had bread at breakfast; |ike her sisters on Lechoix she
woul d eat no foods of animal origin, not even the cultured neats favored
by al nost everyone in our city.

I reached for one of the snmall, oblong |oaves. | bit intoit; it was
delicious. As | chewed the hard bread, she renoved a ball of chocol ate
fromthe blue bow in front of her and popped it into her nouth. "What
if | succeed, Mther?" | asked. She stuffed three nore balls of

chocol ate into her nouth, staring at ne.

Her reply was barely conprehensible, a burble of words forced through a
mout hful of sticky, nelting chocolate: "Sometines | think Soli's right.

My son is a fool ."
"You' ve al ways said you have faith in ne."
"Faith | have; blind faith I have not."

"Why should it be inpossible? The Entity is a nebula nuch |ike any
other: hot gases, interstellar dust, a fewnillion stars. Perhaps it's
mere chance that the Tycho and the others were lost."

"Heresy!" she said as she picked apart a chocolate ball with her |ong
fingernails. "Haven't | taught you better? I won't have you saying that
word. It's not chance. That killed the Tycho. It's She."

" She?"

"The Entity. She's a web of a nillion neshing bioconputers the size of
moons. She mani pul ates nmatter. And She plies energy. And She twists
space to Her liking. The nanifold inside Her is known to be strange,
hi deously conpl ex. "

"Why do you call her ' She'?"
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My nmother smiled and said, "Should | call the greatest intelligence, the
holiest life in our universe 'he' ?"

"What of the Silicon God, then?"

"M snaned. By certain of the ol der eschatol ogi sts who di vi de essences
into male and femal e. She should be called the 'Silicon Goddess.' The
universe gives birth to life; the essence of the universe is fermale."

"And what of men?"

"They are repositories for sperm Have you studied the dead | anguages of
Ad Earth as |'ve asked you to do? No? Well, there was a Ronance
expression; instrumenta vocalia. Men are tools with voices. Mgnificent
tools they are. And sonetimes their voices are sublime. But without
worren, they're nothing.”

"And wonmen wi t hout nen?"

"The Lechoi x Matriarchy was founded five thousand years ago. There are
no patriarchies."

| sometinmes think ny nother should have been an historian or a
remenbrancer. She always seened to know too much of ancient peoples,
| anguages and custons, or at |east enough to turn argunents her way.

"I'"'ma man, Modtther. Wiy did you choose to have a son?"

"You're a foolish boy.

I took a long sip of coffee, and | wondered al oud, "Wat would it be
like for a man to talk with a goddess?”

"More foolishness," she said, And then, "I've nmade our decision. W'l
go to Lechoi x."

"No, Mother. | won't be the only man anong eight mllion wonen who prize
cunni ng above faith."

She banged her coffee cup down on the table. "Then go to your race. Wth
Soli. And be thankful your nother's nother taught me cunning.”

| stared as she stared at ne. We stared at each other for a long tine.

As a master cetic might, | tried to read the truth fromthe flickers of
light reflecting fromher bright irises and fromthe set of her w de
mouth. But the only truth that cane to me was an old truth: | could no
more read her face than | could descry the future.

I sucked the last drops of coffee fromny cup and touched my nother's
forehead. And then | went out to race Soli.

The race of the Thousand Pilots is not supposed to be a serious affair.

(Neither do as nany as a'thousand pilots ever take part in the
festivities.) It is, essentially, a somewhat farcical pitting of old

pil ots against the new, a synbolic rite of passage. The naster
pilots-usually there are about a hundred or so-gather in front of the
Hal | of the Ancient Pilots, and, as is their wont, they drink rmugs of
steani ng kvass or other such beverages, all the while slapping shoul ders
and hands to give each other encouragenent while they shout and jeer at
the smaller group of new pilots. That afternoon there were nobs of
brightly furred acadeni ci ans, high professionals and novi ces crowdi ng
the ice of Resa Commons. There were wind chines tinkling and journeynen
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whistling to the wornrunners as they held up their gloved hands to pl ace
their illegal bets. Fromthe steps of the Hall cane the piping of the

cl ari nas and shakuhachis. The hi gh, keening notes seened to ne like an
angui shed plea full of desperation and foreboding, at odds with the
gaiety all around us. Bardo, too, nmust have felt the nusic inappropriate
because he came up to ne as | tested the edges of ny skates with the ny
thunbnail, and he said, "I detest nystical nmusic. It nakes ne feel pity
for the universe and arouses certain other feelings |I'd rather not have
aroused. Gve ne horns and druns, and by the way, Little Fellow, could
of fer you a pinch of fireweed to get the blood singing?"

I refused his red crystals, as he nust have known | woul d. The race
master-1 saw to my surprise that it Was Burgos Harsha, wobbling on his
skat es because he had no doubt been drinking kvass since the norning' s
preparations-called the two groups to our starting places. W crowded
along the red checkered |line where the | esser glidderies gave out onto
the white ice at the edge of the Commons. "I had sonething inportant to
tell you, but |I've forgotten what it was," he cried out. "And when have
you ever known nme to forget anything? Now what was | sayi ng? Does it
matter? Well, then, may you pilots not |ose your way and nay you return
soon." He reached for the white starting flag that a novice held out to
hi m and nanaged to entangle his forearmin the cotton fabric. The novice
pressed the short, wooden staff into his grasping fingers, and he waved
the flag back and forth in front of his face, and the race began.

I shall nention only a few details of what happened on the streets of ny
Cty that day, because due to the peculiar nature and rules of the race,
that is all a single pilot can do. The rules are sinple: A pilot may
choose any path through the four quarters of the city so long as she or
he passes in sequence through one of the various checkpoints such as
Rollo's Ring in the Farsider's Quarter, or the Hofgarten between the Zoo
and the Pilot's Quarter. The theory is that the smartest and nost
cunning pilot will win, the pilot who had best nmenorized the streets and
shortcuts of our city. In practice, though, speed is at |east as

i mportant as brains.

Bardo bell owed and stroked as he pushed between a cluster of master
pilots who were blocking his way. (Such shoving, | should add, is
permtted if the pilot first shouts out a warning.) Blond-haired Tonoth,
who stroked furiously in a high tuck, alnobst fell as Bardo's el bow
caught himon the shoul der. Then Bardo shouted out, "First anong

equal s!'" and he di sappeared around the curve of the gliddery.

We caught up to himat the Rose Wnb C oisters, that junble of squat

buil dings at Resa's western edge housing the tanks in which we had
floated for a considerable portion of our journeyman years. He was
skating raggedly as we passed him He had pulled the hood of his
kamel ai ka away fromhis dripping head. "First anong ... equals," he said
wheezing and gasping for air. "At least ... for a ... quarter nmle."

At the west gate of the Acadeny we dispersed. Fifteen pilots turned onto
the sout hernnmost of the orange glidderies that lead to the Wy while

ei ght master pilots and six pilots-Soli and myself anong them chose a

| esser gliddery through the gleaming Od City in order to avoid the
arterial's heavier traffic. And so it went. The sky above us was deep
blue, the air dense and cold. In front of me Soli's steel skates
striking smoothly against the ice and the shouts and | aughter of the

onl ookers lining the narrow street were like a racy music. | tucked | ow
and turned as | cradled ny right arm against the small of ny back, and
suddenly | was al one.
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| saw other pilots only a few times during the rest of the race. | did
not want to nake a fal se anal ogy between the streets of Neverness and

t he pat hways through the manifold, yet | could not help thinking about
the sinmlarities: to suddenly pass fromthe cold, shadowed, red | esser
glidderies onto a sliddery and then to the brilliantly illumni nated Way
was |ike fenestering, falling fromthe manifold into the bright |ight
surrounding a star. As a pilot far fromour city segues into a decision
tree where he nmust choose the correct pathway or perish, so we racers
had to match our nenories of the branching streets against the reality
of the tangled knots of glissades and glidderies, or lose. And if
dreantime can be said to be the nost inportant and pl easurable of a
pilot's mindsets, then the ecstasy of cool wind and intensely focused
vision was what we felt, at least for the first five mles or so. Thus
when | entered the checkpoint of the Wnter Ring deep within the
Farsider's Quarter, and | saw Soli and Lionel ten yards in front of ne
and other racers skating onto the opening of ice behind ne, | had enough
breath and enthusiasmto call out, "Five niles alone on the city
streets, and here we gather, as if we were stived around the
fixed-points of a star."

As Soli turned to answer ne, the features of his face narrowed into a
mask of fierce concentration. He was breathing deeply, and he said,
"Bewar e expl oding stars!” And then he was gone, speeding down one of the
| esser glidderies connecting to the dangerous Street of Smugglers.

I did not catch up to himuntil near the end of the race. | circled the
spouting Silver Spune in the Zoo, where Friends of Man and Fravashi and
two races of aliens | had never seen before | ooked on at the curious
spectacle that we provided them At North Ring the race officer shouted,
"Soli first followed by Killirand a hundred yards foll owed by Ri ngess
one hundred fifty yards followed .. .and at the great circle outside the
Hof garten, where the Run intersects the Way, | heard, "Soli first
followed by Ringess fifty yards followed by Killirand three hundred .

.and so it went. At the | ast checkpoint, which was in the Pilot's
Quarter, | saw ny uncle a nmere twenty yards ahead. | knew | woul d not
see himagain until | crossed first into the Conmons and Burgos Harsha
pronounced e the w nner.

I was wong. | was skating west on the Run, cleverly-or so

t hought - doubl i ng back al ong the northern edge of the Od Gty so that
could cut along a little gliddery I knew of that led straight to the
Acadeny's north gate. The blue ice was crowded with novices and ot hers
who had sonmehow guessed that a few of the racers might choose this
unlikely route. As | was congratul ati ng nyself and envi si oni ng Bur gos

pi nning the di anond victory nedal to nmy chest, | glinpsed a streak of

bl ack through the press of skaters in front of me. The crowd shifted,
and there was Soli calmy stroking close to the red stripe separating
the skating lane fromthe sled lane. | was considering shouting out a
chal  enge when | heard raucous |aughter behind nmy back. | turned my head
m dstroke and saw two bl ack- bearded nen-wornrunners | guessed fromthe
fl anboyant cut of their furs-el bow ng each other, clasping hands, and

al ternately whipping each other ahead by snapping their arns. They were
much too old, of course, and the street was nmuch too crowded for a gane
of bunp-and-skate. | should have perceived this imediately. Instead, |
compl eted my stroke because | was determined to give Soli no warning as
| passed him All at once the larger wornrunner smacked into Soli's
back, propelling himacross the warning stripe into the sled |ane. There
came the sudden thunder of a large red sled as he stutter-stepped on his
skates with his arms outstretched. He performed a desperate dance to
avoid the sled' s hard, pointed nose, and suddenly he was down. The sled
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rocketed over himin a tenth of a second. (Though it seemed like a
year.) | crossed the warning stripe and pulled himto the skating | ane.

He pushed ne away with an astoni shing force for soneone who so nearly
had been inpal ed. "Assassin,” he said to ne. He grunted and tried to

st and.

| told himthat it was a wornrunner who had pushed him but he said, "If
not you, then your nother's hirelings. She hates ne because she thinks
you'll be held to your oath. And for other reasons."

I looked at the circle of people standing over us. Nowhere could | see
the two bl ack-bearded wornrunners. "But she's wong, Mira is."

He held his side and coughed. Blood trickled fromhis |ong nose and open
mout h. He beckoned to a nearby novi ce who approached nervously. "Your
nane?" he asked. "Sophie Dean, from The Nave, Lord Pilot," the pretty
girl answered. "Then," he said, "your Lord Pilot in the presence of the
wi t ness Sophi e Dean rel eases Mallory Ringess fromhis oath to penetrate
the Solid State Entity."

He coughed again, spraying tiny red droplets over Sophie's white jacket.

"I think your ribs nust be broken," | said. "The race is over for you,
Lord Pilot."
He grabbed my armand pulled ne closer to him "Is it?" he asked. Then

he coughed as he pushed nme away and began skating towards the Acadeny.

| stood there for a nonent staring at the drops of blood burning tiny
holes into the blue ice. | did not want to believe that ny nother had
sent assassins to nurder Soli. | could not understand why he had
released ne fromny oath. "Are you all right, Pilot?" Sophie asked.

I was not all right. Though ny life was saved, | felt sick to ny
stomach, utterly wetched. | coughed suddenly and vonited up a chyne of
bl ack bread and bl ack coffee and bile. "Pilot?"

Sophi e blinked her clear blue eyes against the sudden wind cutting
beneath my garments, and in ny mnd was a know edge, a conplete and
utter certainty that I would keep my oath to Soli and ny vows to the
Order no matter the cost. Each of us, | realized, nmust ultimately face
death and ruin. It was nmerely ny fate to have to face them sooner than
most. "Pilot, shall | call for a sled?"

"No, I'll finish the race," | said. "You're letting himget a |lead."

It was true. | |ooked down the Run as Soli turned onto the yellow street
| eading to nmy secret shortcut to the west gate. "Don't worry, child," |

said as | pushed off. "He's injured and full of pain, and he's coughing
blood. I'lIl catch himbefore we get halfway to Borja."

I was again wong. Though |I struck the ice with my skates as fast as

could, I did not catch himas we passed the spires of Borja, and | did
not catch himas we circled the Ti mekeeper's Tower; | did not catch him
at all.

The wind against ny ears was like a winter stormas we entered Resa
Conmmons. The nultitudes cheered, and Burgos Harsha waved the green
victory flag, and Leopold Soli, barely conscious and | eaking so mnuch
bl ood fromhis torn lungs that a cutter later had to punp plasma into
his veins, beat me by ten feet.
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It might as well have been ten |ight-years.
Chapter 3-The Ti mekeeper's Tower

The goal of ny theory Is to establish once and for all the certitude of
mat hemati cal methods ... The present state of affairs where we run up
agai nst the paradoxes is Intolerable. Just think, the definitions and
deducti ve net hods which everyone | earns, teaches and uses In mathematics
|l ead to absurdities! If mathematical thinking Is defective, where are we
to find truth and certitude?

David tfilbert, Machine Century
Cantor, from"On the Infinite"

The days following the pilot's race and Leopold Soli's near-nmnurder
passed qui ckly, The clear, dry, sunny weather gave way to winter's deep
powder snows that continually fell on the glissades and kept the
zanboni es busy. Soli's woul d-be assassins were never caught. Though he
made full use of the Order's resources, and the Ti nekeeper set his spies
to listening at doorways and peeking in windows (or whatever it is that
spies do), our Lord Pilot could do little nore than rage and dermand t hat
my not her be brought before the akashics. "Lay her brain bare," he
thundered at the pilot's conclave, "expose her plots and lies!" It was a
measure of his vast reputation that the pilots, many of whom had grown
to adul thood and had taken their vows during his long journey, voted to
try my nother.

On fourthday she subnmitted to the review of Nikolos the Elder. Wth his
conmputers he painted pictures of her brain as vivid as a Fravashi
frescoe. But the plunmp, little Lord Akashic pronounced that he could
find no menmory inside her of a plot to kill Soli

That night, in her little brick house in the Pilots' Quarter, she said
to ne, "Soli goes too far! Ni kolos proclains ny innocence. What does
Soli say? He says, 'It's well known that the matriarchs of Lechoix keep
drugs that destroy specific menories" Destroy! As if |'d destroy part of
my brain!”

I knew how nmy not her treasured the hundred billion neurons that nade up
her brain. | did not believe that she, as those of the aphasic sect
often did, had taken an aphagenic to destroy her nmenory; neither could
trust that she was innocent, not after what she had said to ne the day
of the race. (Even supposing she had used such a drug, | could not very
wel | ask her if she had. Such is the nature of the induced micro-brain

| esi ons that she would have no nenory of her crinme, nor of having

di ssolved the nenory of her crine.) | was angry and nmy voi ce quavered as
| asked, "How did you fool the Lord Akashic?"

"My son doubts me?" she said as she sl unped agai nst the bare brick wal
of her sl eeping room

"How | hate Soli! The Lord Pilot returns. To take away what | |ove npst.
And so | went to the Tinekeeper. And lied, yes | adnmt | lied. | begged
himto ask Soli. To rel ease you fromyour oath."

"And the Ti nekeeper |listened to you?"

"The Ti mekeeper thinks he's cunning. But | told himwe would go to Tria.
To become merchant pilots, if he didn't talk to Soli.

The Ti nekeeper thinks he's fearless, but he fears such a scandal ."
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"You told himthat? He nust think I'mthe worst kind of coward."

"Who cares what he thinks? At |east |'ve saved you. Froma stupid
death. "

"You've saved ne fromnothing," | said as | wal ked toward the door
"Don't ever lie on ny behalf again, Mther."

I told her | had resolved to keep ny oath, and she began to cry. "How I
hate Soli!" she said as | opened to door to the street. "I'Il teach him
about hate."

| spent the next few days in final preparation for ny journey.

consul ted eschatol ogi sts and ot her professionals, hoping to glean sone
bit of information as to the nature and purpose of the inpossible being
known as the Solid State Entity. Burgos Harsha told nme that Rollo
Cal | i vare had discovered the first of the mainbrains, and that he
believed themto be aliens fromanother galaxy. "It is recorded in the
apocrypha of the first Ti nmekeeper that the Silicon God appeared within
the Eta Carina nebula toward the end of the Swarm ng Centuries. And in
the chronicles of Tisander the Wary, we find a simlar assertation. But
when have those sources ever been accurate, | ask you? In the history of
the Tycho, Reina Ede holds that the brains evolved fromthe seed of the
leldra, as did Hono Sapiens. What do | believe? | don't know what |
bel i eve. "

Kol enya Mor thought that the leldra, before they nelded their

consci ousnesses with the bizarrely tortured spacetine of the core
singularity, nust have closely resenmbled the Solid State Entity. "As to
the Entity's purpose, why, it's the purpose of all life, to awaken to
itself." We talked for a long time, and | told her that nmany of the
younger pilots denied that |ife had a purpose. She | ooked at nme with her
horrified little eyes and excl ai med, "Heresy! That ancient heresy!"

I was not the only one, of course, called to quest. The whol e of our
Order seened afire with the dreamof finding Soli's El der Eddas. Wat

i ndeed was the secret of man's imortality? "Find out why the goddamed
stars are exploding,"” Bardo said, "and you'll find your secret." O
course, he was a pragmati st whose nmind did not often turn towards
esoteric problems. Ohers believed that the secret of the exploding Vild
woul d be only the first part of the El der Eddas. (Al beit a vital part.)
VWhere should we | ook for this secret? Wiy hadn't we discovered it |ong
ago? Phantasts and tinkers and pilots-many of us felt that despite the
three mllenia in which our Order had spent accunul ati ng know edge, we
m ght have overl ooked an inportant, perhaps vital thing. Historians
begged the Ti mekeeper for permi ssion to | eave Neverness, to raid the
library on Ksandaria for clues to the nystery. Neol ogici ans and
semanticists | ocked themselves in their cold towers as they set to
creating and di scovering new | anguages, lost in their certitude that the
secret of the El der Eddas-and every ot her kind of wi sdomwas to be found
in words. The fabulists spun their fictions, which they claimed were as
real as any reality, and declared that the El der Eddas is that which we
create. And who was to say they were wong? And the pilots! My brave,
fellow pilots: Richardess and the Sonderval, went forth into the
mani f ol d, seeking | ost planets and strange new alien races. Tonoth and a
hundred other master pilots would try to map the Vild. Soli hinself
woul d attenpt to penetrate the inner veil of the Vild, while Lione

devi sed yet another plan to find Od Earth. Even cowardly Bardo woul d
make a journey, even if he proposed nothing nore daring than his own,
private expedition to Ksandaria. Al though a few cynical professionals
like my mother had no intention of chancing their lives on such a dream
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it was an exciting tinme, and nore, a glorious tinme we would never see
agai n.

The day before my departure, a day of fierce, sudden gal es and stinging
i ce- powder, the Ti nekeeper summoned ne to his tower. As | skated between
the dark gray buil dings separating Resa fromthe great tower, | shivered
beneath my too-thin kanelaika. | wi shed that | had either greased ny
face or worn a mask against the freezing wind. It would be an insult, I
thought, to appear before the Tinekeeper with patches of white,
frostbitten skin blighting nmy face. It was good to enter the warmtower,
good, even, to stand inpatiently in an anteroom bel ow the top of the
tower as | stanmped ny boots on the red carpet and waited for the naster
hor ol oge to announce ny arrival. "He is waiting for you," the horol oge
said in a voice alnost breathless fromhis clinbing up and down the
stairs into the Tinmekeeper's chanbers. "Be careful," he said, "he's in
an ugly nmood today," and then he ushered me up the winding stairs into
the circul ar sanctum of the tower where the Tinmekeeper stood waiting.

"So, Mallory," he said, "the pilot's ring | ooks good on your hand, eh?"

The Ti nekeeper was a grimfaced man with a nane of thick white hair
erupting fromhis taut skin. Mst of the time he seemed very old, though
no one knew just how old he was. Wen he frowned, which he often did,
the muscles of his jaws stood out |ike knots of wood. H s neck was thick
and popping with tendons, as was the rest of his tense, |arge-boned
body. | stood in the spacious, well-lighted room and he stared at ne as
he al ways did when | came to see him H's eyes were black and fathoml ess
I'i ke chunks of barely cool ed obsidian hanmered into his skull; his eyes
were hot, restless, angry and pained. "What would it take to kill you?"

he asked ne.
The nuscles of his bare forearns tensed and rel axed, tensed and rel axed.

Once, when | was a novice, when he had taught me | everage grips and
killing holds and other westling skills, |I had had occasion to view the
power ful body beneath the | ong red robe he always wore. His torso and

| egs were etched with scars; a fine network of hard, white cicatrices
nmore intricate and convoluted than the glidderies of the Farsider's
Quarter began at his neck, tw sted through his dense, white, body hair,
and ran down his groin and muscular legs to his feet. Wen | had asked
hi m about the scars, he had said, "It takes a lot to kill me, you see."

He notioned for me to sit in an ornate, wooden chair facing the southern
wi ndow. The tower, a nonolith of white marble inported from Urradeth at
extraordi nary cost, overlooked the whole of the Acadeny. To the west
were the granite and basalt arches of the professionals' colleges,

Uppl yssa and Lara Sig; to the north, the densely clunped spires of

Borja, and | ooking south towards Urkel, | saw ny bel oved Resa. (I should
mention that the tower wi ndows are nade of fused silica, and cal cium and
sodi um oxi des, a substance the Ti mekeeper calls glass. It is a brittle
substance given to shattering when the gales of midw nter spring come
roaring across the Starnbergersee. Neverthel ess, the Ti nekeeper, who is
fond of archaisnms, clainms that glass allows in a cleaner |ight than does
the clary used in all the buildings of the Cvilized Wrlds.) "Do you
hear the ticking, Mallory, my brave, foolish, young pilot? Time-it

ticks, it runs, it twists, it dilates, shrinks, and kills, and one day
for each of us, no matter what we do, it stops. Stops, do you hear nme?"

He pulled up a chair identical to nmine and rested his red-slippered foot
on the seat. The Ti nekeeper-afraid perhaps that if he ceased his
restless notions, his internal clock mght stop-did not like to sit.
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"You're the youngest pilot in history. Twenty-one years old-a nano in
the life of a star, but it's all the time you' ve had. And the cl ock
beats; the clock tolls; the clock ticks; do you hear it ticking?"

I heard it ticking. Al around us, in the Tinekeeper's circular tower,
were clocks ticking. Interspersed with the curved panes of glass around
the circunference of the room fromthe fur-covered floor to the white
pl aster ceiling, were wooden shelves upon which sat the clocks. O ocks
of every conceivabl e design. There were archai c wei ght-driven cl ocks and
spring clocks encased in plastic; there were wood-covered pendul um
clocks, electric clocks and quartz crystal clocks; there were bio-clocks
powered by the di senbodi ed heart nuscles of various organisns; there
were quantum cl ocks and hourgl asses filled with cobalt and vernmilion
sands; | saw three water clocks and even a Fravashi driftglass, which
measured the tine since the drifting super-galactic clusters had erupted
fromthe prineval singularity. As far as | could determne, no two of
the clocks told the same time. On top of the highest shelf was the Sea
of our Order. It was a small glass and steel atom c clock which had been
set on AOd Earth the day the Order was founded. (The |argest clock of
course, was-is-the tower itself Far below, set into the circle of ice
surrounding it, twenty rows of granite radiate outward and nark the
passing of the sun's shadow. This giant sundial, inaccurate though it
may be, is theoretically the only clock in the city by which we citizens
can direct our activities. The Ti mekeeper abhorred the tyranny of tine,
and so he long ago ordered all clocks banned. This prohibition has
proved a boon to the wornrunners who nmake fortunes smuggling in Yarkona
pocket watches and other contraband.)

A cl ock gonged, and he gripped his forearns, one in either hand. He
said, "l've heard that Soli has dissolved your oath."

"That's true, Tinmekeeper. And | wish to apol ogi ze for nmy mother. She had
no right to come to you, asking you to talk to Soli in my behal f"

Wth his foot he pushed back the chair as he kneaded the tight nuscles
of his forearns, "So, you think |I ordered Soli to release you from your
oat h?"

"Didn't you?"
"No. "
"My nother seens to think-"

"Your nother-forgive me, Pilot-your nother often thinks wongly. |'ve
known you all your life. Do you think I'm stupid enough to believe you'd
desert the Order to becone a nmerchant pilot? Ha!"

"Then you didn't speak to Soli?"
"You question ne?"
"Excuse e, Tinekeeper." | was confused.

Why el se would Soli have released ne fromny oath, unless it was to
shame ne before all my friends and nasters of the Acadeny?

I confided my doubts to the Tinekeeper who said, "Soli has lived three
long lifetinmes; don't try to understand him™"

"it seens there are many things | don't understand."
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"You' re nodest today."
"Why did you send for ne?"
"Don't question nme, damm you! 1've only so nuch patience, even for you

| sat nmutely in the chair |ooking out the window at Borja's beautiful
mai n spire, the one the Tycho had built a thousand years ago. The

Ti mekeeper circled around to ny side so that he could | ook upon ny face
as | stared straight ahead. It was the traditional position of

pol i teness between nmaster and novice that | had been taught when | first
entered the Acadeny. The Ti nekeeper could search nmy face for truth or
lies (or any other enotion) while preserving the sanctity of his own

t houghts and feelings. "Everyone knows you intend to keep your oath," he
said. "Yes, Lord Horol oge."

"It seenms that Soli has tricked you."

"Yes, Lord Horol oge."

"And your nother has failed you."

"Per haps, Lord Horol oge."

"Then you'll still try to penetrate the Entity?"

"Il leave tonorrow, Lord Horol oge."

"Your ship is ready?"

"Yes, Lord Horol oge."

"'*To die anong the stars is the nost glorious death" is it not?"
"Yes, Lord Horol oge."

There was a blur fromny side and the Ti nekeeper sl apped ny face.

"Nonsense!" he roared. "I won't listen to such nonsense fromyou!" He
wal ked over to the wi ndow and rapped the gl ass pane with his knuckl es.

"Cities such as Neverness are glorious," he said. "And the ocean at
sunset, or deep winter's firefalls-these things are glorious. Death is
death; death is horror. There's no glory when the time runs out and the
ticking stops, do you hear nme? There's only bl ackness and the hell of
everl asting nothingness. Don't be too quick to die, do you hear ne,

Mal | ory?"

"Yes, Lord Horol oge."

"Good!" He crossed the room and opened a cabi net supporting a jar of

pul sing, glowing red fluid. (I had always presuned that this
evil -1 ooking display was a clock of sone sort, but | had never had the
courage to ask himexactly what sort.) Fromthe cabinet's dark
interior-the wood was a rare ebony and so dully black that it shed
little light-he renmoved an object that appeared to be an ol d,

| eat her-covered box. | soon saw that it was not; when he opened the
"box," that is to say, when he turned back one section of the stiffened
pi eces of the brown, cracked |eather, there were nany, many sheets of
what seened to be paper cleverly fastened to the middle section. He cane
closer to ne; | snelled nildew and dust and centuries-old paper. As his
fingers turned the yell ow sheets he woul d occasionally let out a sigh or
exclaim "Here it is, in ancient Anglish, no less!" O, "Ah, such nusic,
no one does this now, it's a dead art. Look at this, Mallory!" | |ooked
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at the sheets of paper covered line after line with squiggly bl ack
characters, all of which were alien to ne. | knew that | was |ooking at
one of those archaic artifacts in which words are represented
synbolically (and redundantly) by physical ideoplasts. The ancients had
called the ideoplasts "letters,"” but | could not renenber what the

| etter-covered artifact itself was called. "It's a book!" The Ti nekeeper
said. "A treasure-these are the greatest poens ever dreaned by the ninds
of human beings. Listen to this .. .and. he translated fromthe dead

| anguage he called Franche as he recited a poementitled, "The Cock." |
did not like it very much; it was a poemfull of dark shuddering i mges
and hopel essness and dread. "How is it that you can interpret these
synbols into words?" | asked. "The art is called 'reading,'" he said.

"It's an art | |earned |l ong ago."

I was confused for a nonent because | had al ways used the word "read" in
a different, broader context. One "reads" the weather patterns fromthe
drifting clouds or "reads" a person's habits and programs according to
the mannerisns of his face. Then | renenbered certain professionals
practiced the art of reading, as did the citizens of many of the nore

backward worl ds. | had even once seen books in a nmuseum on Sol sken.
supposed that one could read words as well as say them But how
inefficient it all seemed! | pitied the ancients who did not know how to

encode information into ideoplasts and directly superscribe the various
sense and cognitive centers of the brain. As Bardo woul d say, how
bar bari c!

The Ti nekeeper nmade a fist and said, "I want you to learn the art of
readi ng so you can read this book."

"Read the book?"

"Yes," he said as he snapped the cover shut and handed it to ne. "You
heard what | said."

"But why, Tinmekeeper, | don't understand. To read with the eyes; it's so
clumsy. "

"You'll learn to read, and you'll learn the dead |l anguages in this

book. "

n W]y?ll

"So that you'll hear these poens in your heart."

n \My?ll

"Question me again, damm you, and |I'll forbid you to journey for seven

years! Then you'll learn patience!"

"Forgive ne, Tinekeeper."

"Read the book and you may live," he said. He reached out and patted the
back of my neck. "Your life is all you have; guard it |like a treasure."

The Ti nekeeper was the nmpbst conplicated man | have ever known. He was a
man whose sel fness conprised a thousand jagged pi eces of |ove and hate,

whinsy and will; he was a man who battled hinmself | stood there dunbly
hol di ng the dusty ol d book he had placed in ny hands, and | |ooked into
the bl ack pools of his unfathomable eyes, and | saw hell. He paced the

roomlike an old, white wolf who had once been caught in a wornrunner's
steel trap. He was wary of something, perhaps of giving ne the book. As
he paced, he rubbed the muscles of his right Ieg and Iinped, slightly.
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He seemed at once vicious and kind, lonely, and bitter at his

| oneli ness. Here was a man, | thought, who had never known a single
day's (or night's) peace, an old, old man who had been wounded in | ove
and cut in wars and burnt by dreans turned to ashes in his hands. He
possessed a trenendous vitality, and his zest and love of life had
finally led himto that essential paradox of human existence: He | oved
the air he breathed and the beating of his heart so fully and well that
he had let his natural hatred of death ruin his living of life. He
brooded too much about death. It was said that he had once killed

anot her human being with his own hands to save his own life. There were
runors that he used a nepenthe to ease the panic of lapsing tine and to
forget, for alittle while, the pains of his past and the angry roar of

pure existence. | |ooked at the lines of his scowing face, and
thought the runmors nmight be true. "I don't understand,” | said, "how a
book of poens could save ny life." | began to | augh.

He stopped by the window, snmiling at me without hunor. His |arge, veined
hands were cl asped behind his back. "I'll tell you sonething about the
Entity that no one el se knows. She has a fondness for many things human,
and of all these things, she likes ancient poetry the best."

| sat quietly in my chair. | did not dare ask hi mwhy he thought the
Solid State Entity liked human poetry. "If you |l earn these poens," he
said, "perhaps the Entity will be less likely to kill you like a fly."

I thanked hi m because | did not know what else to do. | would hunor this
somewhat deranged old nman, | decided. | accepted the book. | even turned
the pages, carefully, pretending to take an interest in the endl ess
lines of black letters. Near the middl e of the book, which contained
thirteen hundred and forty-nine brittle pages, | saw a word that |
recogni zed. The word renmi nded ne that the Ti nekeeper was not a man to be
| aughed at or nocked. Once, when | was a young novi ce, the horol oges had
caught a denocrat with a laser burning witten words into the white
mar bl e of the tower. The Ti mekeeper-1 remenber his neck rmuscles withing
like spirali beneath his tight skin-had ordered the poor nman thrown from
the top of the tower in atonenent for the dual crines of destroying
beauty and inflicting his ideas on others. Barbaric, According to the
canons of our Order, of course, slelling is supposedly the only crime
puni shabl e by death. (When slel neckers are caught stealing another's
DNA t hey are beheaded, one of the few ancient customs both efficient and
merciful.) We hold that bani shnent from our beautiful city is punishment
enough for all other crimes, but for some reason, when the Ti nekeeper
had seen the graffito, FREEDOM etched into the archway above the
Tower's entrance, he had raged and had di scovered an exceptionary cl ause
in the ninety-first canon permtting him so he clained, to order that:
"The punishment will fit the crine." To this day, the graffito remains
above the archway, a remi nder not only that is freedoma dead concept,
but that our lives are determ ned by sonetimes capricious forces beyond
our control

W talked for a while about the forces that control the universe, and we
tal ked about the quest. Wen | expressed ny excitenent over the
possibility of discovering the El der Eddas, the Ti nekeeper, ever a nman
of contradictions, ran his fingers through his snow hair as he gri naced
and said, "I'"'mnot so sure | want man saved. So, |'ve had enough of
men-maybe it's tine the ticking stopped and the clock ran down. Let the
Vild expl ode, every damm star from Vesper to Nwarth. Saved! Life is
hell, eh? and there's no salvation except death, no natter what the
Friends of Man say." | waited for his breath to run out as he ranted
about the pervasive-and perverse-effect that the alien mssionaries and
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alien religions had had upon the human race; | waited a |ong tine.

The sky had | ong since grown dark and bl ackened when he hamered the
edge of his fist against his thigh and grow ed out, "Piss on the |eldra!

So they nmmde thensel ves into gods and carked thensel ves into the core?

They shoul d | eave us al one, eh? Man's man, and gods are gods, each to
hi s own purpose. But you've sworn your silly oath, so you go find them
or their Eddas or anything else you think you can find."

Then he sighed and added, "But go carefully." It is strange how often
the small est of events, the nost trivial of decisions, can utterly
change our lives. Having said goodbye to the Ti mekeeper, | reached the

i ce beneath the Tower, and | stole another | ook at the book he had given
me. Poens! A sinple book of clunsy, ancient poems! There on the

gli ddery, which was dark and bare, | stood for a long tine wondering if
I shouldn't throw the book into our dornmitory rooms fireplace; | stood
there brooding over the neaning of chance and fate. Then the icy, danp
wi nd off the Sound began to blow, carrying into my bones the chill of

deat h-whose death | did not then know. The wi nd drove hard snowf | akes
across the ice, stinging ny face and scouring the wi ndows of the tower.

The soft sound of ice brushing against glass was alnbst |ost to the
tinkling of the wind chines hanging fromthe Tower's w ndow | edges.

Shruggi ng nmy shoulders, | pulled the hood of ny kanel ai ka over ny head.

The Ti nekeeper wanted ne to read the book. Very well, | would read the
book.

My hands were nunb as | slipped it into the pack | wore at the small of
my back | struck off down the gliddery in a hurry. Bardo and ny other
friends would be waiting dinner for nme, and | was hungry and col d.

| spent nost of nmy last night in the city naking ny various goodbyes.

There was a dinner in ny behalf in one of the smaller, nore el egant
restaurants of the Hofgarten. As was the custom of the scryers,

Kat hari ne refused to wish ne well because, as she said, "ny destiny was
witten in ny history," whatever that meant. Bardo, of course,
alternately wept and cursed and blustered. He had, perversely, taken a
liking to heated beer, and he drank copi ous anmounts of the foany yell ow
liquid to ease his fear of the uncertain future. He made toasts and
speeches to our friends, reciting sentinmental verses he had composed. He
| apsed into song, until Chantal Astoreth, that wy, dainty |over of
musi ¢, pointed out that his voice was slurry with drink and not up to
its usual fine quality. Finally, he fell stupefied into his chair, took
my hand in his, and announced, "This is the saddest day of ny damed
life." And then he fell asleep

My nother said a simlar thing, and she barely kept herself from crying.

(Though the corner of her mouth tw tched uncontrollably as it did when
she was full of strong enotion.) She | ooked at nme, with her crooked,
dark eyebrows and her nervous eyes, and she said, "Soli severs your oath
because your nother went begging to the Tinmekeeper. And how do you repay
me? You cut ny heart."

I did not tell her what the Tinmekeeper had said to ne earlier that day
in the tower. She would not want to know how easily he had seen through
her lies. She drew on her drab fur, which was shiny gray in patches
where the fine shagshay hairs had worn off. She | aughed in a | ow,
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di sturbi ng manner as if she had a private joke with herself. | thought
she woul d | eave then without saying another word. But she turned to ne,
ki ssed ny forehead, and whi spered, "Cone back. To your nother who bl eeds
for you, who | oves you.

I left the restaurant before dawn (I didn't sleep that night), and
skated down the deserted Way to the Holl ow Fields. There, at the foot of
Urkel, even in the coldest part of norning, its acres of runs and pads
were busy with sleds and wi ndj ammers and other craft. Thunder shook the
ice of the slidderies, and the air was full of red rocket tailings and
soni ¢ boons. Hi gh above, the feathery lines of contrails gl owed pink
against the early blue sky. It was very beautiful. Al though | had cone
here often on duties at this tine of day, it occurred to ne that | had
al ways taken such beauty for granted.

Beneath the Fields, the Cavern of the Thousand Li ght Ships opened
through a half mle of nelted rock. Al though there were not nearly so
many as a t housand shi ps-and have not been since the Tycho's tine-there
were many nore than the eye could take in at a glance. Near the mddle
of the eighth row of ships, | stood chatting with an olive-robed
programer beside ny ship, the Immanent Carnation. Wiile we debated a
m nor augnentation in the ship's heuristics and paradox | ogics, sonmeone
called out ny nane. | |ooked down the wal kway where the row of sl eek,

di amond hul |l s di sappeared into the depths. | saw a | ong shape |inmmed by
the faint light of the luminescent |ichen covering the Cavern's walls.

"Mal lory," the voice rang out, echoing fromthe dark, curving ceiling
above us. "It's tinme to say goodbye, isn't it?" The wal kway sang with
the slap of heavy boots agai nst reverberating steel, and then | saw him
clearly, tall and severe in his black woolens. It was Soli.

The programer, Master Rafael, who was a shy, quiet-loving man with skin
as snooth and bl ack as basalt, greeted himand hastily made an excuse
for leaving us alone together. "She's beautiful," Soli said,
scrutinizing the lines of nmy ship, the narrow nose and the swept-forward
Wi ngs. "That has to be admitted. Qutside she's |lithe and bal anced and
beautiful. But it's the inside that is the soul of a lightship, isn't
it? The Lord Programmer told me you' ve played with the Hilbert logics to
an unusual degree. Wy so, Pilot?"

For a while we tal ked about the things that pilots talk about. W
debat ed the paradoxes and di scussed nmy choosing of Master Jafar's

i deopl asts. "He was a great notationist," he said, "but his
representation of Juste- rini's onega function is redundant, isn't it?"

He suggested certain substitutions of synbols that seened to nake great
sense, and | could not keep the note of surprise fromny voice as
asked, "Wy are you hel ping nme, Lord Pilot?"

"It's ny duty to help new pilots.™
"l thought you wanted ne to fail."

"How coul d you know what was wanted?" He rubbed his tenples as he | ooked
into the open pit of my ship. He seened agitated and ill at ease. "But
you tricked nme into swearing the oath."

"Did 1? Did I?"
"And then you rel eased ne. Wy?"

He reached out and touched the hull of ny ship, alnpbst as one would
stroke a woman. He did not answer ny question. |Instead he pressed his
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|ips together, and he asked ne, "Then you really will journey into the
Entity?"

"Yes, Lord Pilot, I've said | would."

"You'l| do it freely, of your own wll?"

"Yes, Lord Pilot."

"I's that possible? You think you can bend yourself to your own wll,
that you're free? Such arrogance!"

I had no idea of what he was leading up to, so | recited the usua
evasion, "The holists teach that the apparent dichotony between free
will and forced action is a fal se dichotony."

He pulled at his chin and said, "Holists and their usel ess teachings!

Who listens to holists? The question is this: Does your will inpel you
to your death, or will it be blamed on your Lord Pilot?"
O course | blaned him | blamed himso fiercely | felt the bile souring

my stomach and spreading hotly through ny veins, | wanted badly to tel
hi m how nuch | blamed him but instead | stared at his dull reflection
in the hull of ny ship. | |ooked at his bl ack-gl oved hand resting
against ny ship. | said nothing.

He renoved his hand, rubbed his nose, and said, "Wen your tinme cones,
when you're close to it and have the choice between bl am ng ne or not,
pl ease renenber you tricked yourself into failure."

My muscles were hot and tight, and without really thinking about it, |
punched the hull of ny ship where his face wavered in the gl eani ng

bl ackness. | nearly broke ny knuckles. "I ... won't ... fail." | let the
words out slowy, to keep fromscreaming in pain. | could hardly bear to
look at him wth his long nose and his shiny black hair shot full of
red.

He bowed his head quickly and said, "All nmen fail in the end, don't
they? Well, then. Goodbye, Pilot, we wish you well." He turned his back
abruptly and wal ked away, into the depths of the Cavern.

There is not much nore | wish to tell of that unhappy norning. Master
Raf ael returned acconpani ed by the usual cadre of professionals,
journeynen and novices that attend a pilot's departure. There was an
orange-robed cetic who pressed his thunbs against ny tenples and

exam ned ny face for illness. There were journeynen tinkers who lifted
me into the darkened pit of ny ship, and a horologe to seal the ship's
clock. And others. After what seened |like days (already the distortions
were working on ny tine sense), | "faced ny ship," as the naster pilots
say; | interfaced with the deep, profound neurol ogics that are the sou
of a lightship. My brain was now two brains, or rather, a single brain
of bl ood and neurons whi ch had been extended and nel ded into the brain
of ny ship. Reality, the lesser reality of sights and sounds and ot her
sensual inpressions, gave way to the vastly greater reality of the

mani fold. | plunged into the cold ocean of pure mathematics, into the
real m of order and neani ng underlying the chaos of everday space, and
The Cavern of the Thousand Light Ships was no nore. There was, of
course, a brief nmonent of inpatience as ny ship was lifted to a surface
run, the boredom of rocketing through the atnosphere and falling into
the thickspace above our icy planet. | nade a nmapping, and a window into
the mani fold opened to nme. Then our star, the little yell ow sun, was

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/David%20Zindell%20-%20Neverness. TXT (40 of 369) [12/30/2004 2:15:46 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/lncoming/David%20Zindel19%620-%20Neverness. TXT

gone, and there were an infinite nunber of |ights and beauty and terror,
and | left Neverness and ny youth far behind ne.

Chapter 4- THE NUMBER STORM

In the beginning, of course. there was God. And from God arose the El der
leldra, beings of pure |ight who were |like God except that there was a
time before their existence. and a tine would come when they woul d exi st
no nore. And fromthe Elder leldra arose the leldra, who were like the
el der race except they had substance and flesh. The leldra seeded the
gal axy, and perhaps many gal axies, with their DNA. On Od Earth, from
this godseed evolved the prinmtive al gae and bacteria, the plankton,
slime nolds, wornms, fishes, and so on until ape-Man stood away fromthe
trees of the nother continent And ape-Man gave birth to cave- Men. who
were |ike Men except that they did not have the power to end their own
exi st ence.

And from cave-Men at | ast arose Man, and Man, who was at once cl ever and
stupid took to bed four wives: The Bonb: The Computer, The Test Tube,
and Wman.

from A Requi em for Hono Sapi ens, by Horthy Host hoh

It is inpossible to describe the indescribable. Wrds, being words, are
i nadequate to represent that for which there are no words. Having said
this, | shall attenpt an explanation of what occurred next, of ny
journey into the nanel ess pathways of the manifold.

I made ny way along the glittering, spiral Sagittarius armof the

gal axy. | progressed outward in good style across the Iens of the MIKky
Way, though there were of course tinmes when | was forced to | oop back
across my pat hways, kleining coreward towards the hellishly bright and
dense stars of the central bulge. This part of my Journey, | knew, would
be easy. | followed pathways that the Tycho and Jemmu Fl owt ow had | ong
ago discovered. To fall froma red giant such as @ oriana Luz to one of
the hot blue stars of the Lesser Mrbio is easy when the mapping of the
respective point-sources in the nei ghborhood of the two stars has | ong
ago been nade (and proved to be sinply connected.) So easy is it that
the cantors have given these known pat hways a special nane: They cal
themthe stellar fallaways to distinguish themfromthat part of the
mani fold that is unmapped, and quite often, unnappable. Thus, to be
precise | should say | began ny journey through the fallaways,
fenestering at speed fromw ndow to wi ndow, fromstar to star in ny
hurry to reach the Solid state Entity.

| spent nost of this tine floating freely within the darkened pit of ny
ship. For some fearful pilots-such as the failed ones who gui de the deep
ships and long ships that ply the trade routes of the fall aways-the
ship's pit can be nore of a trap than a sanctuary in which to experience
the profounder states of mind; for themthe pit is a black netallic
coffin. For nme, the pit of the I mmnent Carnation was |ike a gentle,
confortabl e heaumre surroundi ng my whol e body rather than just my head.

(I'ndeed, in the Tycho's tinme the ship's conputer fit tightly over the
pilot's head and extruded protein filanents into the brain, in the
manner of the ancient heaunmes.) As | journeyed through the near stars,
the neurol ogi cs woven into the black shell of the pit hol ographically
nodel ed nmy brain and body functions. And nore, the information-rich

| ogi cs infused inmages, inpulses and synbols directly into nmy brain. Thus
| passed the stars of the Nashira Triple, and | faced ny ship's conputer
and "talked" to it. And it talked to ne. | listened to the soundl ess
roar of the ship's spacetinme devouring engi nes opening wi ndows to the
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mani fold, and | watched the fire of the nore distant nebulae as | proved
my theorens-all through the filter of the conputer and its neurol ogics.

This nmelding of my brain with ny ship was powerful but not perfect. At
times the information flooding within the various centers of my brain
becane m xed-up and confused: | snelled the stars of the Sarolta being
born and listened to the purple sound of equations being sol ved and
other like absurdities. It is to integrate this crosstalk of the mnd' s
senses that the holists evolved the discipline of hallning; of a pilot's
mental disciplines | shall |ater have nuch to say.

I entered the Trifid Nebula, where the young, hot stars pulsed with
wavel engths of blue light. At those tinmes when ny ship fell out into
real space around a star, it seenmed that the whole of the nebula's
interior was aglow with red cl ouds of hydrogen gas. Because | needed to
pass to the nearby Lagoon Nebula, | crossed the Trifid at speed,
fenestering fromw ndow to wi ndow so quickly that | had to hurry ny
brain with many nonments of slowtine. For ne, with ny netabolismand ny
m nd speeding fromthe electric touch of the conputer, since | could
think nmuch faster, tine paradoxically seenmed to slow down. In ny m nd,
time dilated and stretched out |ike a sheet of rubber, seconds becomn ng
hours, and hours like years. This slowing of tine was necessary, for
otherwi se the flickering rush of stars would have left nme too little
time to establish ny isonorphisns and nmappings, to prove ny theorens. O
I woul d have dropped into the photosphere of a blue giant, or fallen
into an infinite tree, or died sone other way.

At last | passed into the Lagoon. | was dazzled by the intense |ights,
sonme of which are anong the brightest objects in the gal axy. Around a
cluster of stars called the Blastula Luz, | prepared ny |ong passage to

the Rosette Nebula in the Orion Arm | penetrated the Bl astula and
segued to the thickspace at its nearly hollow center. This thickspace is
called the Tycho's Thick and though it is not nearly so dense as the one
that lies in the neighborhood of Neverness, there are many point-sources
connecting to point-exits within the Rosette Nebul a.

I found one such point-source, and the theorenms of probabalistic

topol ogy built before my inner eye, and | nade a mappi ng. The manifold
opened. The star | orbited, an ugly red giant | named Bl oody Bal,

di sappeared. | floated in the pit of my ship, wondering how long | would
fall along the way fromthe Lagoon to the Rosette; | wondered -and not
for the last time-at the very peculiar nature of this thing we cal

time.

In the manifold there is no space, and therefore there is no tinme. That
is to say there is no outtinme. For nme, inside ny lightship, there was
only shiptine or slowine, or dreantine, or sometines quicktine-but
never the realtinme of the outer universe. Because ny passage to the
Rosette woul d probably be | ong and uneventful, | often quieted nmy brain
with quicktine. | did this to ward off boredom M nentations slowed to
a glacial pace, and tine passed nore quickly. Years becane hours while
| ong segnents of tedious nothingness were shrunken into the nonent it
took ny heart to beat a single tine.

After a while | tired of quicktinme. | thought | mght as well drug ny
mnd with sleep, or drug it with drugs. | spent nost of ny passage in
the nore or less nornally alert state of shiptinme exam ning the book
that the Tinekeeper had given nme. | learned to read. It was a painfu
thing to do. The ancient way of representing the sounds of speech by
i ndividual letters was an inefficient means of encoding information.

Barbaric. | learned the cursive glyphs of that array known as the
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al phabet, and | learned howto string themtogether linearly-linearly-to
formwords. Since the book contained poens witten in several of the
ancient Ad Earth languages, | had to | earn these, |anguages as well.

This, of course, was the easier of ny tasks since |I could infuse and
superscri be the | anguage and nmenory centers of nmy brain directly from
the conputer's store of arcana. (Though few of these poens were conposed
in ancient Anglish, |I learned that ol dest of tongues because ny nother
had | ong nagged ne to do so.)

When | had learned to scan the lines of letters printed across-and,
sonetinmes, down-the old, fibrous pages of yell owed paper, |earned so
well that | had no need to sound out the individual letters in the inner
ear of my brain but could perceive the units of neaning word by word, |
found to my astonishnent that this thing called readi ng was pl easurabl e.

There was pl easure in handling the cracked |eather of the cover,

pl easure too in the quiet stimulation of ny eyes with black synbols
representing words as they had once been spoken. How sinple a thing
reading really was. How strange | woul d have appeared to another pilot,
had she been able to watch ne reading. There, in the illumnated pit of
my ship, | floated and held the Ti nekeeper's book in front of ne as |
did nothing nore than nove ny eyes fromleft to right, left to right,
down the tine-stiffened pages of the book

But it was the poens themsel ves that gave nme the greatest pleasure. It
was wonderful to discover that the ancients, in all their stupendous

i gnorance of the imrensity of spacetinme and the endl ess profusion of
life that fills our universe, knew as nuch of the great secret of
life-or as little-as we know now. Though their perceptions were sinple
and bold, it seemed to me they often perceived nore deeply that part of
reality directly apprehensible to a nere man. Their poens were |ike hard
di amonds crudely cut fromsome primal stone; their poens were full of a
poundi ng, sensual, barbaric nusic; their poens sent the bl ood rushing
and nade the eyes focus on vistas of untouchable stars and cold,

di stant, northern seas. There were short, clever poens designed to
capture one of life's brief and sad (but beautiful) nmonents as one night
capture and preserve a butterfly in glacier ice. There were poens that
ran on for pages, recounting man's lust for killing and bl ood and those
pure and tinel ess nonents of heroi smwhen one feels that the life inside
must be rejoined with the greater life wthout.

My favorite poemwas one that the Ti nekeeper had read to ne the day
before ny departure. | renenbered hi mpacing through the Tower as he
clenched his fists and recited:

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright In the forests of the night, Wat inmmortal
hand or eye Dare frame thy fearful synmetry?

"It is inmportant,"” he had told me, "to rhyme 'synmretry' with 'eye' ." |
read the poens over and over; after a time, | could repeat some of them
wi t hout | ooking at the book. | said the poenms out |oud until they echoed
inside, and | could hear themin ny heart.

And so | fell out in the Rosette Nebula, which lies at the edge of the
expandi ng star-blown region known as the Vild. | |ooked out into the
glowi ng hell of hard light and ruined stars and dust, and | heard nyself
say:

Stars, | have seen themfall But when they drop and die No star is |ost
at all Fromall the star-sown sky.
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(Wen | say | "looked out" at the Vild, | nean, of course, that my ship
illumnated nmy brain with nodels of the Vild that it had nmade. So far

away was the Rosette fromthe Vild in real space-in light-years-that the
light fromnost of the exploding stars had not yet reached the Rosette.)

In contrast to the ugliness of the dying Vild, the Rosette, was
beautiful. It was a giant star-maki ng wonb whose newborn suns flashed
and pul sed with such violent energies that the shock waves and pressures
of light had swept away the whole of its interior, |eaving the nebula
hol l ow |i ke a ruby and di anond-studded eggshell. It was around the
famous Siva Luz, brightest of that splendid, rosy sphere of lights, that
| began the first of the mappings that would |l ead me to the doorway of
Eta Carina and the Solid State Entity.

I continued nmy journey along the nost ancient route of the manswarm |
fell out around stars whose planets were thick with human beings (and
bei ngs who were |l ess and nore than human.) Rollo's Rock, Wakanda and
Vesper-these old planets | passed by as quickly as | could. And Nwarth
and Ccher, Farfara and Fostora, where, it was said, the nen had | ong ago
| earned the art of carking their selfnesses into their conputers, (it
was al so said that the Fostora wonen, disdaining the transfer of human
m nd into "machine," had ventured forth in long ships until they cane to
the planet they called Lechoi x. Wereupon they founded the ol dest of the
mat ri archi es. The historian Burgos Harsha, however, gives a different
expl anation of their origin. He holds that Lechoix was col onized by a
renegade deep ship full of nubile girls bound for the sun dones on
Heaven's Cate. Wo really knows?)

After a long tinme, | passed into that portion of the fallaways little
touched by either the second or third waves of the Swarming. Here were
pl anets so ol d-Freeport and New Earth and Kaarta anong ot hers-that they
had been peopl ed | ong before man had cone to fornul ate the | ans of
civilization. Here were wonman and nmen who had carked their DNA tanpered
with their chronosones and changed their flesh in nany horrible ways to
fit their new habitats as a drillwormfits the hole it chews into a
living skull.

Darrein Luz was a yellow star, beyond which |ay others for which there
exi sted no known mappings. It was ny task, as a pilot, to discover new
mappi ngs, to set up the isonorphisms and prove ny theorens, that or die.

And though as a journeyman | had nade such mappings of the manifold near
our city's little sun, | had never nmade so many nor journeyed so far

At first it was easy. Wth zazen | enptied my nmind of everything except

mat hemat i cal thoughts. | was alert and open to the manifold's
undul ati ons and sudden defornmations. Various spaces fol ded and re-fol ded
around nme. | was afraid as | entered a torison space, but | found a

little theoremthat | et me nake sense of the withing tunnels
threatening to devour nme. "The faithful nmathenmatician nust use his wll
to achieve insight frompattern'-so the cantors say. My will was strong
at first, and with each successful nmapping | made, it grew stronger
still. Sixty-eight stars beyond Darrein Luz, | was so puffed-up with
pride | plunged into what | thought would be a rather sinple thickspace.

It was nothing of the sort. The point-sources were indeed stived as
densely as lice on the head of a harijan, but | could find no mappi ngs
to the point-exits in the nebula which |lay before ne, the nebula called
the Solid State Entity. | wondered why. It seemed beyond all chance that
there should be no mappi ngs. Because | could go no further, | fell out
into real space above a ringed planet. |I felt alone and |lost, and so
naned the faint, yellow star nearest the thickspace "Perdido Luz."
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vowed | would master the thickspace even if it took ne forty days of
realtime.

I do not know how |long |I spent, intine, scurfing the wi ndows of the

thi ckspace. Certainly it was nuch |longer than forty days. It was truly a
bi zarre thickspace, riddled with too many zero-points and enbedded
spaces. Oten | had trouble fixing points; often | tunneled from one
dark wi ndow to another only to find the windows fixed in a closed ring.

The usual rules of interfenestration seemed not to hold. | nust have
mapped si xty-four thousand point-sources, and not one of them could
prove to be sinply connected with any other anong the stars of the
Entity. Once, | laughed so hard ny jaws al nost popped out of joint; then
in despair | bit ny lipuntil | tasted the hot salt of blood. The very
exi stence of this inpossible thickspace nocked ny faith in the trueness
of the Great Theorem | was al nbst certain that no mappi ng from Perdi do
Luz to the Entity could be found. | was ready to give up when | stunbled
upon a beautiful, discrete set of point-sources, all of which connected
to a single white star in the outer envel ope of the Entity. | had only
to nake the mapping, open a window, and | would be the first pilot in
five hundred years to dare the fickle, whirlpool spaces of a living
nebul a.

I made the mapping and fell out around the star. So, | thought this is
the group of stars that has terrorized the pilots of ny Oder; well, it
is not so terrible after all. | told nyself there was no reason for
fear. Then | |ooked out on the gl owi ng hydrogen clouds, and | was not so

sure. The whol e nebul a seened dark and strange. There were fewer stars
than | had thought there would be, perhaps as few as a hundred thousand.

The interstellar dust was too dense, scattering and obscuring the |ight
of even the nearer stars. Grains of graphite and silicates and ices, and
iron particles, too, reddened and pol arized the dimstarlight. Sone of
the individual dust particles were so gigantic that they seemed not to
be dust at all but rather the fragments of planets which had been

pul verized and torn apart. Wiy, | wondered, would the Entity need to
tear planets apart? To gather the nass-the food-for Her fabled

moon-si zed brains? Or perhaps it wasn't She who had stripped of planets
al most every star | cane across; perhaps it was some other natural, if
deadl y, phenonmenon?

The nechanics say that intelligence can warp and shape the fabric of
spacetinme. | now know this is true. As | set out and fenestered inward
toward the heart of the Entity, the manifold within the nebula changed
in subtle ways. | found nyself too often kleining back upon ny pathways.

Once, like a wormswallowing its tail, | thought | was caught in an
infinite loop; | worried that | would die of old age or lose ny mnd
anmong t he inconprehensi bl e pat hways that bunched and withed and | ed
onwards and back, and through and in, into the twisting of this unknown
portion of the manifold. Another time | lost the theme of a theorem!|
was proving. Usually such a trifling, nmomentary distracti on woul d not
have mattered, but | was in the mddle of a wildly segnented space the
Iike of which | had never seen before. | began slipsliding off nmy nornal
fenestering sequence. | had the strangest feeling that the Entity
Hersel f was perturbing the spaces before ne, nmeasuring nmy nmat hematica
abilities, testing ne as pilot and nan.

Suddenly the segnmented space snapped like a twig, and | fell out into
real space. | nearly scudded into the gravity well of a neutron star.

There was bl ackness all around ne. There were unusual bl ack gl obul es of
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matter half a mile in dianmeter floating in the blackness of space. These
bl ack bodi es-there were nmillions of themnust have been the handi work of

the Entity. | could only guess what they were. Because they were so
bl ack that they did not reflect any of the mlKky starlight or any other
radiation, | had to deduce their presence fromtheir gravity fields.

They had crushingly powerful gravity fields, though not so powerful as
the neutron star they orbited. Wiy they were not sucked down the star's
gravity well | could not say.

Were these bl ack bodi es pi eces of manufactured matter whi ch sonehow
regulated the flow of information within the Entity? Wre they tachyon
machi nes or some ot her unnatural engine for producing particles
traveling faster than light? O were they perhaps cancerous grow hs,
sone type of wild, unstable matter |eft over fromthe Entity's
experinments in shaping the universe to Her whins? | did not know. |
wondered if the eschatol ogi sts were wong after all; perhaps the
Entity's brain was conposed of bl ack bodi es nmuch small er than noons.

Could it be that | was looking at the fount of intelligence of a
goddess?

I had no time to explore this fascinating di scovery because the intense
magnetic field of the star-it was a thousand billion times stronger than
that of Icefall's-was ruining my ship. The star's densely packed
neutrons, probably the core remants of an anci ent supernova, were
spinning rapidly, and they had conserved the magnetic field of the

original star. I had to make an instant nmapping, but at |east | escaped
bei ng crushed and pulled apart |ike a seashell. | fell at randominto
the manifold, and | was lucky | did not fall into an infinite decision
tree.

There were ot her dangers and escapes | will not nention. And wonders,
too. | discovered the first of the Entity's brain |obes in a region of
the nebul a where the underlying nanifold was rich with tunnels and

poi nt - sources wi ndi ng through and connecting with every other part.

There was a star punping out light in nmeasured, intense bursts every
nine-teriths of a second. It was a little pulsar which reninded ne of
the beacon atop Muunt Attakel warning the wi ndjamers away fromits
dark, frozen rocks. But it was much, much brighter. In time with the
beating of nmy heart, it pulsed with the energy of a thousand suns. Wth

every pulse, it illumnated the silver noon orbiting it half a billion
mles away. | saw this through my ship's tel escopes, which were ny ears
and eyes. | watched the fabled noon-brain of the Solid State Entity as
it absorbed energy and spun on its axis and thought its unfathonabl e,
infinite thoughts, or whatever it was that a goddess did to fulfill her
exi st ence.

O course, it was a nystery what the Entity did with all this energy. |
saw t hat She used energy faster than a starving hi bakusha coul d swal | ow
a bow of mlk. And, as long as | am speaking of my ignorance, | should
mention that | did not really knowif the Entity's brain was solid state
or if it was put together of some bizarre type of manufactured matter.

(I thought of the black bodies |I had seen near the neutron star, and
wondered.) Certainly Her brain was not solid state in the sense that it
was conposed of silicon crystals or germani umor other such

sem conductors. Long ago, during the |lordship of Tisander the Wary, the
eschatol ogi sts had found a single, dead mainbrain out near the stars of
the Aud Binary. Wen they dissected the noon-brain-it was really only
the size of a large asteroid-they discovered billions of |ayers of
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ultra-thin organic crystals, a vast latticework of interconnecting
proteins which junped to the touch of an electric current. The

latti cework was nmuch |like the neurologics that the tinkers grow inside
the lightships-but infinitely more conplex. It was so conplex that the
programers had never decoded a single one of the mainbrain's prograns,
not even the sinple survival programs which nust have been hard-wired
into the protein circuits. They had renai ned as ignorant of the

mai nbrai n's purpose (and cause of death) as | was of the living brain
orbiting the pulsar

I found a point-to-point mapping and fell to within half a mllion mles
of the moon. Though | nade such anal yses and tests as | coul d,

di scovered little about its conposition. That it really was a brain and
not a natural moon | did not doubt. | had never seen a natural nobon so
featurel ess and uncratered. Its surface was as smooth and satiny as the
skin of a Jacarandan whore. And as | have said, the manifold nearby was
distorted in ways explicable only by the presence of a huge
intelligence. But what was the nature of this intelligence? However

desperately | wanted to know, | could not seriously consider |anding on
the moon's surface to drill a core sanple for analysis. It would have
been a crude, barbaric thing to do, and futile, like drilling into the

pink brain of an autist in an attenpt to map his inner world of fantasy.

And it woul d have been dangerous beyond thinking. Al ready, | knew, | had
been lucky to survive the dangers of the nanifold. If | were stupid
enough to perturb the Entity, as She perturbed the manifold by Her nere
presence, | did not think I would be |ucky rmuch | onger

| should have fled homeward i nmediately. | had fulfilled ny vowto
penetrate the Entity, and | had nmapped at | east a part of Her. |
probably shoul d not have tried to conmunicate with Her. W is nman to
talk with a goddess? It was foolish-so | thought-to bonbard the noon
with information witten into | aser beans, to bathe her silvery surface
with radi o waves carrying ny inquisitive voice and the coded greeting of
the ship-conputer. But | did it anyway. Once in a lifetime a man nust
chance everything to experience sonething greater than hinself.

The Entity, however, did not seemto be aware of my existence. To Her mny
| aser beans nust have been as unfelt and unheeded as is the "ping" of a
singl e photon striking a man's call oused palm M radi o waves were |ike
drops of water in the ocean of radio waves emtted by the pulsar. | was
nothing to Her, | thought, and why should | despair that | was not hing?

Was | aware of a single virus tunbling through the capillaries of ny
brain? Ah, | told nyself, but a virus has al nbst no consci ousness,
whereas | was a nman aware of ny own awareness. Shouldn't a goddess, in
sonme small way, take notice of that awareness? Shouldn't she be aware of
me?

O course it was vain of me to think this way, but | have never been a

hunble man. It is one of nmy worst flaws. Vain as | was, though, | knew
there was nothing | could do to apprehend this fantastic, glistening,
alien intelligence. | was in awe of Her-there is no other word. Wth

| asers | neasured the dianeter of her nmpbon-brain and found that it was a
thousand and forty niles frompole to pole. If | could reproduce ny

brain a trillion tinmes over, | thought, and a billion tinmes again, and
glue the sticky, pink nmass all together, it would still not be as great
as hers. | realized that any bit of her neurologics was a million tines

faster than nmy own sluggishly firing neurons, and that within the
nebul a, around bright stars tens of light-years distant, there floated
probably nillions of noon-sized brain | obes, each pulsing with intense
intelligence, each interconnected in unknown ways with every other
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across and through the rippling tides of space.

Because | was curious and as convinced of ny own inmortality as al

young nen are, | set off to map the Entity nore conpletely. | fell out
around hot red giant stars and di scovered many nore noon-brains. As many
as a hundred noons orbited sone of the stars. There the manifold was

war ped and hi deously conpl ex. There | segued into dangerous deci sion
trees and segnented spaces even wilder than the one | had first
encountered. It was during this long journey inward through the Entity's
brain that | first felt confident of nmy pilot's skills, that | really
becane a pilot. Sometines | was overly confident, even cocky. Were was
anot her pilot, | wondered, who had had to | earn so much so quickly?

Coul d Tomot h or Lionel-or any other naster pilot-have threaded the
torison spaces as elegantly as | did? @l wish | had roomhere to
catalog all the wonders of that unique nebula, for they would fascinate
many, not just our Order's astronomers. Mst wondrous of ny discoveries,
ot her than the wonder of the nebula Herself, was the planet | found
orbiting a red star naned Kam | usa, named not by me but by the people
living on the planet. People! How had they come to be there, | wondered?

Had they fallen through the manifold as | had? Were they perhaps the
descendents of the Tycho and Erendira Ede or other pilots lost in the
Entity? | was astoni shed that people could live inside the brain of a
goddess. Sonehow it did not seemright. |I thought of them as parasites
living off the Iight of their bloody sun, or as drillworns who had
sonehow chewed their way into the brain of an inconprehensibly greater
bei ng.

After greeting the people by radio, | made planetfall on one of the
broad, western beaches of the island continent called Sendai. It was
very warmso | opened the pit of nmy ship. The sun was a hot, red plate
above ne, and birds resenbling snow gulls swooped and sl oshed al ong t he
currents of the noist wi nd, which stank of seaweed and other vegetation

Everything, even the air itself, was too green.

To the naked people Iining the dunes of the beach, | nust have | ooked
very alien as | stood on the packed, wet sand, sweating in nmy bl ack
boots and kanel ai ka. My beard had grown out during the | ong days of ny
journey, and ny body was slightly wasted fromtoo little exercise. Wen
| bowed to the people, ny back nuscles quivered with the strain.

Naturally |I had asked to speak to the lord of the planet. But the people
had no |l ord-nor nmasters, sensei, matriarchs, kings, protectors or anyone
else to direct their day-to-day activities. They were anarchists. As |

| earned, they were probably the descendents of hi bakusha who centuries
ago had fled the oppressive hierarchies of the Japanese Wrl ds. However,
they seened to have only the sketchiest nenories of their passage
through the Entity. No one could tell nme how they had once piloted their
deep ships and scurfed the wi ndows of the manifold because no one
renenbered. And no one cared. They had | ost the noblest of arts, and
nmost other arts as well. The planet's few hundred thousand people were
bar bari ans who spent their |ong days eating, sw ming, copulating and
roasting their bodies brown in the sun's red oven. The society of
Kam | usa was one of those stale utopias where robots did the work of
man' s hands and nmade nore robots to do ever nore work. And worse, they
had programred their conputers to direct their robots, and worse still,
they had let their conputers do all their thinking for them | spent
five hundred-hour days there, and not once did I find a wonan or nman who
cared where life had come fromor where it was going to. (Though nany of
the children possessed a natural, soon-to-be-crushed curiosity.)
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Remar kabl y, no one-except perhaps the conputers-seened to realize that
Kam lusa lay within the brain of a goddess. | record the follow ng
conversation because it is representative of others that | had during
those stifling, hot, nights and days.

One evening, on the veranda of one of the villas built on the beach
dunes, | sat in a plush chair across froman old wonan nanmed Takara. |
had | earned a dial ect of New West Japanese just to talk to her. She was
a tiny, shriveled woman with wi spy strands of hair growing in patches
fromher round head. Like everyone el se, she was as naked as an ani nal.

When | asked her why no one wanted to know about such wonders as the
construction of my ship, she said, "Qur conmputers could design a
lightship, if that was our desire."

"But could they train pilots?"

"Hai, | suppose.”" She took a drink of a clear blue Iiquid one her
domesti c robots had brought her. "But why should we want to train
pi | ot s?"

"To fall among the stars. There are glories that only pilots-" | don't
think so," she interrupted. "One star is rmuch like any other, isn't it?
Stars give us their warnth, isn't that enough? And al so, as you admt,
your travel fromstar to star is too dangerous.”

"You can't live forever."
"Hai, but you can live a long tine," she said. |, nyself have lived .

and here she spoke at one of the conputers built into the sandstone
veranda. It spoke back, and she said, "lI've lived five hundred of your
Never ness years. |'ve been a young woman, oh, perhaps .. ." and she
spoke to the computer again. "l've been young ten tinmes; it's wonderfu
to be young. Maybe 1'll be young ten nore tinmes. But not if | do
dangerous things. Swimrng is dangerous enough, and | don't do that
anynore even though the robots keep the sharks away. Hai, | could al ways
take a cranmp, you know. It's well known how the dangers build over the
years. There is a word for it, oh ... what is it?" Wen her conmputer had
supplied her with the word, she said, "If there is a certain probability
that | will die in any year, then the probability grows greater every
year. It multiplies, |I think. The tiniest risk beconmes riskier as tinme
goes on. In tine, if there is the slightest risk of death, then death
will occur. And that is why | do not leave my villa. Oh, | used to |ove
to swm but ny fourteenth husband di ed when a bird dropped a conch
shell on his head. Ashira-he was a beautiful man-he used to shave his
head. He was bald as a rock. The bird rmust have thought his head was a
rock. The conch shell broke his skull, and he died."

As if she were ever wary of bizarre accidents, she | ooked up into the
starry sky to look for birds. She pointed to the robot lasers lining the
veranda's high walls, ained at the dark sky, and she said, "But |'m not
afraid of birds any |onger."

What she had said was of course true. Life is dangerous. Because of the
Jaws of antichance, pilots -and everyone else in our Oder-al nbst never
lived as long as Soli had. Which explains why the younger pilots called
him"Soli The Lucky."

"It's a dangerous universe," | said. "And nysterious, but there are
beauti es-you admit you're a student of beauty.”
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"What do you nmean by beauty?" she wanted to know as she pl aced her hand
bet ween her breasts, which were brown and withered as ol d | eather bags.
She sniffed the air in ny direction and winkled her tiny nose. Plainly,
she did not like the wooly snell of my sweat-stained kanel ai ka. It was
annoyi ng that she looked at nme as if | were the barbarian, not she.

| pointed to the nmoon shining above us. | told her that the noon was
really a huge bio-conputer, the brain and substance of a goddess. "It
shines like silver, and that's beautiful,” | said. "But it shares its
shining intelligence with a mllion other nmoons, and just to imagine the
possibilities ... that's a different, higher kind of beauty."

She | ooked at me as a logician | ooks at a babbling autist and said, "I
don't think the moon is a conputer. Wiy should you lie to nme? Conputers
aren't beautiful, | don't think."

| said, "I wouldn't lie to you."

"And what do you nean by goddess?" \Wen | had expl ained to her about

hi gher intelligences and the classifications of the eschatol ogi sts, she
| aughed at nme and said, "Ch, there's God, | suppose. O there used to
be-1 can't remenber any nore

But to think the nmoon thinks, well that is insane!"”

Suddenly she glared at ne with her old, old eyes and shook |ike a tent

inthe wind. It must have occurred to her that if | were insane, | m ght
do sonmething risky and was therefore a threat to her longevity. Wen she
| ooked at ne again, | noticed that the robots were pointing their |asers
at nme. She spoke to her conputer and said, "The noon is nade of ... of

el ements: carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen."

"The el ements of protein," | said. "The neurol ogics of computers are
often nade of protein."

"Ch, who cares what things are nade of ? What matters is peace and
har nrony. And you are dangerous to our harnony, | think."

"I''l'l leave, if that's what you want."

In truth, I couldn't wait to | eave that hot, stifling planet. "Hai, you
must | eave. The | onger you stay, the nore dangerous you becone. Pl ease,
tomorrow will you | eave? And pl ease, do not talk to the children

anynore. They would be frightened if they thought the moon was alive."

| abandoned the people to their pleasures and their decadent harnonies.

In the middle of the long night, | rocketed away and fell again into the
mani fold. Again | fenestered inward towards the center of the Entity's
brain. | was nore determ ned than ever to seek the nexus of her
intelligence, if indeed such a nexus existed. The further | fell, the

nmore noon-brains | discovered. Near one hot, blue giant star, there nust
have been ten thousand noons cl unped together like the cells of an
enbryo. | had an intense feeling that | was w tnessing something | was
not neant to see, as if | had caught ny nother naked in her norning
bat h. Were the nobons sonehow reproduci ng thensel ves, | wondered? | could
not tell. | could not see into the center of the clunp because the space
there was as black as a black hole. Even though I knew it would be
chancey to fall any further, | was afire with the possibilities of new,
godly life, so | nade a point-to-point mapping into the center of the
gat hered noons.

I medi ately, | knew that | had nade a sinple mstake. My ship did not
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fall out into the center of the noons. Instead, | segued into a
junglelike decision tree. A hundred different pathways opened before ne,
di viding and branching into ten thousand others. | was sick with fear

because | had only instants to deci de upon the correct branching, or |
woul d be | ost.

I reached out with my mind to nmy ship, and slowine overcame nme. M
brain rushed with thoughts, as snowflakes swirl in a cold wind. As ny
ment ati ons accel erated, time seemed to slow down. | had a |ong,
stretchedout instant in which to prove a particularly difficult mapping
theorem | had to prove it quickly, as quickly as |I could think. The
comput er nodel ed ny thoughts and began infusing ny visual cortex with

i deopl asts that | sunmmoned up from menory. These crystal -l1ike synbols
glittered before ny inner eye; they formed and joi ned and assenbled into
the proof array of ny theorem Each individual ideoplast was |ovely and
uni que. The representation of the fixed-point theorem for instance, was
like a coiled ruby necklace. As | built nmy proof, the coil joined with
feathery, dianond fibers of the first Lavi mapping | enma. | was thinking
furiously, and the ideoplasts froze into place. The intricate enerald

gl yphs of the statenent of invariance, the wedgelike runes of the
sentential connectives, and all the other characters-they forned a
three-di nensi onal array ordered by logic and inspiration. The quicker |
thought, the quicker the ideopl asts appeared as if from nothi ngness and
found their place in the proof array. This mental manipul ati on of synbo
into proof has a special name: W call it the nunmber storm because the
rush of pure mathematical thinking is overwhelmng, like a blizzard in
m dwi nter spring.

Wth the nunber stormcarrying ne along toward the nonment of proof, |
passed into dreantinme. There was an indescribabl e perception of
orderedness; there was beauty and terror as the nanifol d opened before
me. The nunber stormintensified, nearly blinding me with the white
light of dreantine. | wondered, as | had al ways wondered, at the nature
of dreantine and that wonderful nental space we call the manifold. Was
the manifold truly deep reality, the reality ordering the shape and
texture of the outer universe? Sone cantors believe this (ny nother is
not one of these), and it is their faith that when mathematics is
perfectly realized, the universe will be perfectly understood. But they
are pure nmathematicians, and we pilots are not. In the manifold there is
no perfection. There is nmuch that we do not understand.

I was deep in dreantine when | realized | did not understand the type of
the decision tree branching all about me. | was close to ny proof-I
needed only to show that the Lavi set was enbedded in an invariant

space. But | could not show this, and | did not know why. It should have
been a sinple thing to do. Wien the tree divided and split into a
mllion and then a billion different branches, | began to sweat.

Dreamtinme intensified into that terrifying, naneless state | thought of
as "nightmaretime." Suddenly | proved that the Lavi set could not be
enbedded in an invariant space. My heart was beating |ike a panicked
child's. Wth ny panic cane despair, and my proof array began to crash,
to shatter like ice crystals ground beneath a | eather boot. There woul d

be no proof, | knew. There would be no mapping to a point-exit in rea
space. | would not fall out around any star, near or distant. | was not
merely lost in a hideous decision tree, | had stunbl ed-or been
propelled-into an infinite tree. Even in the worst of decision trees,
there is a probability that a pilot will find the correct branch anong
the billion billion branchings. But in an infinite tree, there is no

correct branch, no branch leading to an exit into the warm sunlight of
real space. The tree spreads outward, one branch grow ng into another,
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and into ten centillion others, on and on, dividing and redividing into
infinity. Froman infinite tree there is no escape. My neurons woul d
gradual | y di sassoci ate, synapse by synapse, leaving ne to play with ny
toes as a child plays with the beads of an abacus. | would be insane,

bl i nded by the nunber storm frozen in forever dreantine, forever
drooling into infinity. O, if | turned away from ny shi pconputer and
let ny mind go quiet, there would be nothing, nothing but an enpty bl ack
coffin carrying me into the hell of the manifold.

I knew then that | had lied to nyself utterly. | was not ready to chance
everything to experience a goddess; | was not ready to face death at
all. | renenbered | had chosen nmy fate freely. | could only blame nyself

and ny foolish pride. My last thought, as a screamfornmed up on ny |ips
and | began hearing voices inside nme, was: Wiy is man born to
sel f-deception and |ies?

Chapter 5-The Solid State Entity

If the brain were so sinple we could understand it, we would be so
sinmple we couldn't.

Lyal | Watson, Hol ocaust Century Eschat ol ogi st

Sonewhere it is recorded that the first man, G| ganesh, heard a voice
i nside himand thought it was the voice of God. | heard voices
reverberating through ny inner ear, and | thought ny fear of the
infinite tree had driven nme insane.

Wy? It is a sign of insanity when a nan hears voices born not of |ips
but of his own loneliness and | ongings. Unless, of course, it is the
voi ce of his ship stinulating his aural nerves, suffusing sounds
directly into his brain.

Way is man? But a ship-computer has little free will; it cannot choose
what words or what tone of voice to speak within a pilot. It is possible
for it to receive signals from another ship-conmputer and to translate
these signals into voices, but it is not programmed to generate its own
si gnal s.

Wiy is man born? | knew ny ship-conputer could not be receiving signals
fromanother |ightship because the propagation of signals through the

mani fold was i nmpossible. It was possible, | told nyself, that sonme of ny
shi p's neurol ogi cs had weakened and died. In that case, ny ship was
insane, and as long as | remained interfaced with it, so was |I. Wiy is

man born to self-deception and lies? If | did not like the way ny ship
was echoing nmy deepest thoughts, it terrorized ne when it began speaking
in voices, in a hodgepodge of the dead | anguages of A d Earth.

Sone of these | anguages | understood frommy learning to read; others
were as alien to me as the scent |anguage of the Friends of Man is to
human bei ngs.

Shal om I nstrumentum Vocale, la ilaha il ALLAH tat tyamasi, n'est-ce
pas, kodono-ga, wakiramasu? Hai, and thereto hadde he riden, no nan
ferre, poi s's'ascose nel foco che gli affina which he called the stars
of the Solid State Entity und so wir betreten, feuer-trunken-Ahnest du
den Schopfer? It is I, Mallory R ngess.

So, | thought, this is insanity, to greet nyself as a tool with a voice,
to speak of entering the Entity "drunk with fire," whatever that neant.

| recogni zed the phrase, Ahnest du den Schopfer. It was a |line of a poem
witten in Ad H gh German which neant sonething like, "Do you sense
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your creator?"

"sensed" that ny ship and nyself had gone conpletely nad,
either that or it really was receiving a signal through the warped
mani fold of the Entity. And then | heard:

If thou beest born to strange sights, Things invisible to see, Ride ten
thousand days and nights, Till age snow white hairs on thee.

So, the Entity did like ancient poetry. If any signal were being sent
through the manifold, | thought, it nust be conming fromHer. The voices
began to nodul ate and resonate into a single voice. In a way, it was a
fem nine voice, at once seductive and |lonely, beatific and sad. It was a
voi ce uncertain as to whether or not it would be understood. Hearing
this lovely voice echo the dead | anguages of A d Earth nade ne guess
that She was probing to discover ny mlk tongue. But | was mstrustfu

of this thought the nonent it entered ny mnd. Perhaps | desired too
ardently to speak with Her; perhaps | was only speaking with nyself

No, Mallory, you are speaking with nme. -But |I'mnot speaking at all; |I'm
thinking. Do not flatter yourself that what occurs in your mind is true
t hought. -How can you read ny thoughts ... nmy nmind, then? You are inside
of me and | aminside of you. Yin-yang, |ingamyoni, outside-inside.

aman entity, but I amnot solid. Not always.

-VWhat are you? | amthe frenzy; | amthe lightning I am your refining
fire. -1 don't understand. You are a man. Verily, a polluted streamis
man. What have you done to purify yoursel f?

So, | thought, | had | onged to experience a greater being, and she spoke
tonme inriddles. Quickly I turned my mnd away fromthe manifold and
the infinite tree. | tested the ship's neurol ogics. But they were

heal t hy and sound, and nowhere could | find the source of the Entity's
signal .

There is no signal, as you think of signal. There is only perception and

touch: | look into the electric field of your ship's logics and reach
out and jiggle the electrons to change the hol ogram And so your
conmputer runs ny thoughts and suffuses ny voice into your brain. | would
touch your brain directly but that would frighten you. Yes, yes, it
woul d have. | was already frightened enough. | did not want anything
alien to "jiggle" the electrons in ny brain, to fill me with its inages

and sounds, to make nme see and hear and touch and smell things which did
not exist, to change nmy very perception of reality. Wth this thought
cane a much nore disturbing thought: What if the Entity already were
jiggling nmy brain's el ectrons? Perhaps She only wanted ne to think that
the voice | heard canme fromthe conputer. | did not know what to think

Was | really thinking my own thoughts? Or was the Entity playing with
me, making me doubt that | was thinking my own thoughts? O worse still,
what if it all was a nightmare of madness? Maybe ny ship had

di sintegrated; maybe | was experiencing a final noment before death, and
the Entity-for whatever reasons-had reached into nmy brain to create an
illusion of sane existence. Maybe | was dead or just dreaning; maybe |
what ever

"I" was-was entirely the Entity's dream creation. Everyone, of

course, has these thoughts and fears, but very few have had a goddess
speak to them Wen | thought of Her being inside nmy mind, | was dizzy
with a sense of losing ny self. My stomach churned with a sick feeling

that | had no free will. It was an awful nmoment. | thought that the
universe was a terribly uncertain place where | could be certain of only
a single thing: that in the realmof ny mnd, | wanted no thoughts other
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than ny own to alter ny thinking.

Because | was full of fear and doubt, the Entity expl ai ned how she
mani pul ated matter through the layers of the manifold. But | understood
only the smallest part of the physics, the sinplest of ideas. She had
created a new mat hematics to describe the warp and woof of spacetine.

Her theory of interconnectedness was as beyond ne as a denobnstration of
the different orders of infinities would be to a worm Ages ago, of
course, the mechani cs had expl ored the paradoxes of quantum nechanics.

For exanple, they had shown that both photons in a pair of photons are
connected in fundanental ways no matter how far the two particles are
separated in real space. If two photons fly away froma |ight source
towards the opposite ends of the universe, each will "know' certain of
its twin's attributes, such as spin or polarization, no matter how far
apart they are. And they will know it instantaneously, as if each
instantly "remenbered" it should be polarized horizontally, not up and
down. Fromthis discovery the nechanics theorized that it is possible to
transmt information faster than light, though to their disgrace they
have never succeeded in doing so. But their brains are snmall where the
Entity's is nmeasureless. It seened She had found a way not only to
communi cate but to instantaneously touch and manipul ate particles across
and t hrough the reaches of space. How She did so, | still do not
under st and.

-1 don't understand your definition of a correspondence space; is it

i somorphic to what we call a Lavi space? | can't see ... if only there
was nmore tine! At the beginning of tine all the particles of the

uni verse were crushed together into a single point; all the particles
were as one, in the singularity.

-And | don't renmenber the derivation of your field equation. It nust
be-"

Menory is everything. Al particles renmenber the instant the singularity
expl oded and the universe was born. In a way, the universe is nothing
but nenory.

-The correspondences are superlum nal, then? The correspondence schene
collapses? I've tried to prove that a hundred tines but-

Everything in the universe is woven of a single superlumnal fabric Tat
tvamasi, that thou art.

-1 don't understand. You are not here to understand. -Wy do you think
I'"ve crossed half the gal axy, then? You are here to kneel. -Wat? You
are here to kneel -these are words froman old poem Do you know t he
poenf

-No, of course not. Ahhh, that is a shame. Then perhaps you are here to
die as well as kneel

-1'"lIl dieinthe infinite tree; there's no mapping out of an infinite
tree. O hers have cone before you; others are lost in the tree. -Qhers?

Suddenl y, the voice of the goddess grew as high and sweet as a little
girl's. Like the piping of a flute, the following words spilled into ny
brai n:

They are all gone into a world of |ight

And | alone sit lingering here, Their very menory is fair and bright,
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And ny sad thoughts doth clear

You nust die. Deep inside you know this. Don't be afraid. -Wll, pilots
die-or so they say. |'mnot afraid. | amsorry you are afraid. It was
that way with the others. -Wat others? Eight pilots of your Order have
tried to penetrate ny brains. Wcent |i Towt, Erendira Ede and

Al exandr avondi | a; 1shi Mkku, Ricardo Lavi, |emu Fl owtow and Atara of
Dar kmoon. And John Penhal | egon, the one You call the Tycho.

-Then you killed then? What do you know about killing? As an oyster, to
Protect itself, encapsulates an irritant grain of sand with | ayer upon
| ayer of Pearl, so | have confined all but one of these pilots to the
branchi ngs of a decision tree.

-What's an oyster? The Entity reached into ny conputer's thoughtspace
and placed there an inmage etched in light and touch and snmell. By neans
of this forbidden tel epathy-forbidden to us pilots-1 experienced Her
conception of oyster. In nmy mind | saw a soft, squishy creature which
protected itself with a hinged shell that it could open or close at

will. My fingers closed alnbst against ny will, and in ny hand | felt
gritty sand agai nst a scoop-shaped, hard, wet shell. My jaws noved of
their own, noved nmy teeth against a tender nmeat which suddenly ruptured,
filling my nmouth with living fluids and salt and the taste of the sea.

snel l ed the thick, cloying perfune of naked proteins and heard a sucking
sound as | swall owed the gobbet of raw, living flesh

That is oyster. -1t's wong to kill animals for their nmeat. And you, ny
i nnocent man, are a pretty Pearl in the necklace of tine. Do you
understand the tine distortions? The other pilots are alive, as a pearl
is alive with luster and beauty, yet they do not live. They have died,
yet they remain undead.

-Again, you speak in riddles. The universe is a riddle. -You' re playing

with ne. | like to play. Before ny mnd' s eye, a transparent, glow ng
cube appeared. The cube was segnented into eight other stacked cubes,
each of which flickered with confusing inages. | |ooked inward at the

cubes, and the imges began to coal esce and harden. |In each cube, except
the one on the lower right, a disenbodied head floated within its
prison, as a pilot floats within his ship's pit. Each face was scarred
with the rictus of terror and insanity. Each face stared open-nouthed at
me-stared through me-as if | were air. | recognized the faces, then. The
hi storians had taught ne well, They were the faces of Wcent |i Tow,

I shi Mokku and the others who had cone before ne.

What is death, Mallory? The pilots are each lost in a dividing branch of
the decision tree. They are as lost and forgotten as poens of the
Aeschyl us. But soneday, | will renmenber them

I wondered how she had encapsul ated the pilots (and nyself) in the
infinite tree. There are ways, of course, to open a wi ndow into the
mani fold at random to send a pil ot unmapped and unprepared into an
infinite tree. But She had used none of these ways. She had done
somet hi ng el se, sonething marvel ous. How was it possible, | wanted to
know? Had Her consciousness really nolded the shape of the nanifold,
twisted the very strands of deep reality, nuch as a child braids
toget her ropes of clay?

I did not know. | could not know, | had seen less than a mllionth part
of her, and She had probably needed only the tiniest portion of that
part to speak with me mind to mind. | was like a grain of sand trying to

understand an ocean froma few eddies and currents sweeping it along; |
was like a flower trying to deduce space travel fromthe faint tickle of
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starlight upon its delicate petals. To this day | search for words
describing ny inpression of the Entity's power, but there are no words.

| learned-if that is the right word for know edge which conmes in a
sudden flash of insight-1 was given to understand that She mani pul at ed
whol e sci ences and t hought systens as | nmight string words into a
sentence. But her "sentences" were as huge and profound as the
utterances of the universe itself She had reached truths and ways of
knowi ng far beyond even the neta-phil osophies of the alien Fravashi

She, a goddess, played with concepts which could renmake the universe,
concepts unthinkable to the mnd of Man. Wile nost of ny race |ived out
their days nuddl ed and confused in darkness, She had sol ved probl ens and
found new directions of thought which we had never dreaned of, and

wor se, She had done so as easily as | mght multiply two tinmes one.

The nechani cs often benpan their ol dest paradox, which is this: The
strings weaving the fabric of the universe are so infinitessinal that
any attenpt to study themw ||l change their properties. The very act of
observation perturbs that which is observed. On A d Earth, it is said,
there was a king who carked the atons of everything around him so that
all he touched turned into gold. The fabled king could neither eat nor
drink because his food and wi ne tasted of nothing but gold. The
mechanics are like this king: Everything they "touch" turns into ugly
lunps of matter, into electrons, quarks, or zeta-neutrinos. There is no
way for themto perceive deep reality except through the gol den,
distorting | enses of their instruments or through the touch of their
gol den equations. In some unfathomable way, the Entity had transcended
this prison of matter. To see reality directly, as it really is-this,

t hought nust be the privilege of a godly intellect.

Do you see the pilots, Mallory Ringess? | saw insanity and chaos. |
stared into the cube containing the undead pilots. The black sharp face
of jemu Fl owt ow was | eaking drool fromits narrow |ips.

-You trapped the pilots; then you could free them And nme. But they are
free. O will be free when the universe has remade itself What has been
will be.

-That's scryer talk. The tine distortions: Wen the universe has
expanded outward so that the closest two stars are as far apart as the
Grus Cloud of galaxies is now fromthe Canes Venatici, after billions of
your years, the pilots will be as you see themfrozen into forever
nowness. It is easier to stop tinme, is it not, than to restart it? To
kill than create? But creation is tineless; creation is everything.

-The pilots ... in the tree where the infinities branch into insanity,
have you seen their insane frozen faces, then?

There is no help for insanity. It is the price that some nust pay. -I
feel like I'mgoing insane now down the branching of this tree where it
splits into two and two into for insanity you say there's no hel ping ne
escape from infinity and stop playing games with nmy m nd!

You, Mallory, ny wild nan, we will play together, and | will teach you
all there is to know of instantaneity, and perhaps insanity, too. WII
you join the other pilots? Watch carefully, the enpty cube is for you

I noticed then what | should have seen i mediately: that eight pilots
had been lost within the Entity, but only seven of the ghastly
deat h' s-heads floated within the cubes. In none of themdid | see the
huge, wal rusli ke head of the Tycho.
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-\VWhat happened to the Tycho? | amthe Tycho; the Tycho is ne, part of

me. -1 don't understand. The Tycho exists in a menory space. |nside mny
mnd the little girl's voice returned, only it was no | onger quite so

sweet, no longer quite the voice of a little girl. There were sultry,

dark notes coloring the innocent fluting and | heard:

But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted Down the green hil
athwart a cedarn cover! A savage place! as holy and enchanted As e'er
beneat h a wani ng noon was haunted By woman wailing for her denon | over

He was a savage man beneath his silken robes, a |ovely man, a denon

| over of a man. When | saw what a wild intelligence he had, | severed
his brain fromhis body, and | copied it synapse by synapse into a tiny
pocket of one of ny |esser brains. Behold John Penhal | egon

Suddenly, within the pit of ny ship, an inage of the Tycho appeared. He
was so close to nme that | could have touched his swollen red nose as one
reaches for a snow apple. He was-had been-a thick-faced man with
yel l owi sh incisors too long for his blubbery lips. He had a mass of
shiny bl ack hair hanging in clunmps hal fway down his back- his jow s hung
fromhis bristly chin halfway to his chest. "How far do you fall

Pilot?" he asked in a voice thick with age, repeating the traditiona
greeting of pilots who nmeet in faraway places. His voice rang like a
bell through the pit of ny ship. Apparently the Entity could generate
hol ograms and sound waves as easily as She could jiggle el ectrons.

"Shalom" he said. Wth his red, sweaty fingers he nade the secret sign
that only a pilot of our Order would know. "You can't be the Tycho," |
sai d aloud. The sound of ny own voice startled nme. "The Tycho is dead."

"I'"'m John Penhal |l egon," the imago said. "lI'mas alive as you are. Mre
alive, really, because | can't be killed so easily."

"You're the voice of the Entity," | said as | w ped the sweat from mny
forehead. "I'mboth."

"That's inpossible.”

"Don't be so certain of what's possible and what's not. Certainty can
kill, as | know. "

| rubbed the side of ny nose and said, "Then the Entity has absorbed the
Tycho's menories and thoughtways-1 can believe that. But the Tycho can't
be alive, he can't have free will, can he? ... can you? If you're part
of the whole ... Entity?"

The Tycho-or the imago of the Tycho, as | rem nded nysel f-1aughed so
hard that spit bubbled fromhis lips. "Nay, ny Pilot, I'mlike you, l|ike
all men, Sometimes | have free will, and sonetinmes | don't."

"Then you're not like ne," |I said too quickly. "I've freedom of choi ce,
everyone does."

"Nay, was it freedom of choice nmade you break your Lord Pilot's nose?"

It scared and angered ne that the Entity could pull this nenory fromny
mnd, so | angrily said, "Soli goaded ne. | lost ny tenper."”

The Tycho wi ped the spit fromhis |lips and rubbed his hands toget her.
heard the swi sh of skin against skin. "Okay. Soli goaded you. Then Sol
was in control, not you."
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"You're twisting ny words. He nade me so nad | wanted to hit him"
"Ckay. He mmde you."
"l could have controlled nyself."
"I's that so?" he asked.

I was angry, and | huffed out, "Of course it is. | was just so mad
didn't care if I hit him"

"You nust |ike being mad."
"No, | hate it. | always have. But then that's the way | am"
"You nust like the way you are."

I closed ny eyes and shook ny head. "No, you don't understand. |'ve
tried ... | try, but when | get mad, it's ... well, it's part of ne, do
you see? People aren't perfect.”

"And people don't have free will, either," he said. My cheeks were hot
and ny tongue was dry. It seened that the Tycho, too, was trying to goad
me into losing ny tenper. As | breathed rhythmically, struggling for
control, | |looked at the phased |ight waves conposing the imago of the
Tycho. His robe was |ike glowing snmoke in the black air.

| asked, "Does a goddess, then? Have free will?" Again the Tycho

| aughed, and he said, "Does a dog have Buddha nature? You're quick ny
Pilot, but you're not here to test the goddess. You' re here to be
tested.”

"To be tested ... how?"
"To be tested for possibilities.”

As | was soon to learn, the Entity had been testing ne since | first
crossed the threshold of her inmense brain. The torison spaces and the
ugly segmented spaces that had al nost defeated me-there were her

handi work, as was the infinite tree inprisoning me. She had tested ny
mat hemat i cal prowess, and-this is what the Tycho told ne-She had tested
my courage. Not the |least of my tests had been my ability to listen to
Her godvoice and not |ose nyself in terror. | had no idea why She woul d
want to test ne at all, unless it was just another of Her ganes. And why
shoul d She use the Tycho to test me when She could look into ny brain to
see all of ne there was to see? No sooner had | thought this when the
godvoi ce rolled through ny head |ike thunder:

Thousands of years ago your eschatol ogi sts napped the DNA nol ecul e down
to the last carbon atom But they still search for the rules by which
DNA unfolds life and codes for new forms of |ife. They are stil

| earning DNA's grammar. As with DNA, so it is with the unfol ded brain.

I mgi ne a baby who has | earned the al phabet but who has no idea what
words nean or the rules for Putting themtogether. To understand the
brain fromits -trillions of synapses would be like trying to appreciate
a poemfromthe arbitrary twi stings of individual letters. You are that
poem There are infinite possibilities. You, nmy Mallory, wll always be
a mystery to ne.

-1 don't want to be tested. Life is a test. -If | succeed, will you free
me fromthe tree? Like an ape, you are free at this nmonent to escape
your tree. -Free? | don't know how. That is too bad. If you succeed, you
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are free to ask nme three questions, any questions. It is an old, old
gare.

-And if | fail? Then the light goes out. Oh, where does the light go
when the |ight goes out?

| tightened ny fists until nmy fingernails cut ny palns. | did not want
to be tested. "Well, ny Pilot, shall we begin?" It was the Tycho
speaki ng as he scratched his jows. "I don't know "

I will not record here in detail the many tests that the Tycho-the
Entity-put to nme. Sone of the tests, such as the Test of Know edge, as
he called it, were long, neticulous and boring. The nature of other
tests, such as the Test of Chaos, | hardly understood at all. There was
a Test of Reason and a Test of Paradox, followed, | think, by the Test
of Reality in which | was nmade to question ny every assunption, habit
and belief while the Tycho bonbarded ne with alien ideas that | had
never thought before. This test nearly drove nme mad. | never understood
the need to be tested at all, not even when the Tycho expl ai ned:
"Someday, my angry Pilot, you nay have great power, perhaps as Lord
Pilot, and you'll need to see things through nmultiplex eyes."

"I'"'mrather fond of nmy own eyes."”

"Neverthel ess,” he said, "neverthel ess .

Suddenly, within ny head, echoed the teachings of the famous cantor,

Al exandar of Sinmoom Al exandar Diego Soli, who was Leopold Soli's

| ongdead father. | was i mersed body, mind and soul in the belief system
of the strange Friends of God. | saw the universe through Al exandar's
dark gray eyes. It was a cold universe in which nothing was certain
except the creation of mathematics. Other forns of creation did not
really exist. Yes, there was man, but what was nman, after all? WAs nan
the creation of the leldra, who had in turn been created by the Elder
leldra? And if so, who had created then? The Very El der |eldra?

And so | learned this strange theol ogy of Al exandar Diego Soli: It was
known that the first Lord Cantor, the great Georg Cantor, with an

i ngeni ous proof array had denonstrated that the infinity of

i nt egers-what he called aleph null-is enbedded within the higher
infinity of real nunmbers. And he had proved that that infinity is
enbedded within the greater infinity of aleph two, and so on, a whole

hi erarchy of infinities, an infinity of infinities. The Simom cantors
believed that as it is with nunbers, so it is with the hierarchies of
the gods. Truly, as Al exandar had taught his son, Leopold, if a god

exi sted, who or what had created him (or her)? If there is a higher god,
call himgod2, there nmust be a god3 and a god4, and so on. There is an
aleph mllion and an al eph centillion, but there is no final, no highest
infinity, and therefore there is no God. No, there could be no true Cod,
and so there could be no true creation. The | ogic was as harsh and
mercil ess as Al exandar of Simoom hinself-If there is no true creation
then there is no true reality. If nothing is real, then man is not real;
man in sonme fundanental sense does not exist. Reality is all a dream
and worse, it less than a dream because even a dream nust have a dreaner
to dreamit. To assert otherw se is nonsense. And to assert the

exi stence of the self is therefore a sin, the worst of sins; therefore
it is better to cut out one's tongue than to speak the word

Wy
As this reality gripped ne, | was transported in space and tine. |

shi vered and opened nmy eyes to the nountain msts settling over
Al exandar's stone house on Sinbom | was in a tiny, bare, inmacul ate
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roomwith gray slate walls, and | | ooked at a young boy kneeling in
front of me. | was Al exandar of Sinpbom and the boy was Soli. "Do you
see?" the Tycho asked ne. And he placed in ny nind Al exandar's nenory of
his son's austere, bitter education: "Do you understand, Leopol d? You
must never say that word again."”

"What word, Father?"

"Don't play ganes, do you understand?"

"Yes, Father, but please don't slap ne again."

"And who do you think you are to be worthy of puni shrment?"
"Nobody, Father ... nothing."

"That is true, and since it is true, there is no reason for you to be
spoken to, is there?"

"The silence is terrible, Father, worse than being puni shed. Please, how
can you teach ne in sil ence?"

"And why should you be taught anything at all?"

"Because mathematics is the only true reality, but ... but how can that
be? If we are really nothing, we cannot create nmathematics, can we?"

"You have been told, haven't you? Mathematics is not created; it is not
athing like a tree or aray of light; nor is it a creation of m nd.

Mat hematics is. It is all that is. You may think of God as the tineless,
eternal universe of mathematics."

"But howcan it ... if it is ... | just don't under-"
"VWhat did you say?"

"l don't understand!"

"And still you profane. You won't be spoken to again."

I, I, 1, 1," ... Father? Please." | did not understand how the Entity
had acquired the nmenories of Al exandar of Sinobom (O perhaps they were
Soli's nenories?) Nor did | [earn how She knew so rmuch of the even

stranger realities of the autists and the brain-nmai mi ng aphasics.

Strange as these realities were, however-and it was-very strange to
enter the internal, self-painted thoughtscapes of an autist-they were
human realities. Human thought is really all the same. Thoughts may
differ fromperson to person and fromgroup to group, but the way we
think is limted by the deep structures of our all too human brains.

This is both a curse and a blessing. W are all trapped within the bone
coffins of our sane brains, inprisoned in thoughtways evol ved over a
mllion years. But it is a confortable prison of famliar white walls,
whose air, however stale, we can breathe. If we woul d escape our prison
only for an instant, our new way of seeing, of know ng would | eave us
gasping. There would be glories and excruciating beauty and-as | was
soon to | earn-nmadness. "Ckay," the Tycho said to nme, "you grasp

Al exandar of Sinmoom and | amme, the solipsist. And now, the alien
realities.”

The Tycho-or rather the phased |ight waves that were the Tycho-began to
blur. The redness of his round nose deepened into violet as the nose
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itself broadened into a bristly snout. Like a piece of pulled clay, the
shout stretched out into a |ong, supple trunk. Hs forehead bul ged |ike
a bloodfruit swollen with rotten gases, and his chin and jow s hardened
into a boxlike organ lined with dozens of narrow, pinkish slits.

Suddenl y, his robe vanished |ike snmoke. H s naked body began to change.

Bal I s of round nuscle and brown and scarlet fur replaced the Tycho's
gray, sagging flesh. H's ponderous testes and nenbrum wi thered |ike
seaweed and shrunk, vanishing within the red fold of skin between the
thick legs. | waited and stared at the alien thing being born within the
pit of ny ship. Soon | recogni zed her for what she was: an i mago of one
of that gentle (if cunning) race known as the Friends of Man

The alien raised her trunk, and the pink slits of her speech organ

vi brated and quivered, releasing a rank spray of nolecules. |I snelled
esthers and ketones and flowers, the stench of rotting meat mingled with
the sweetness of snow dahlia. In a way, with her trunk entwined with the
blue helix of a master courtesan, she reminded ne of Soli's friend (and,
sonme said, mstress) jasm ne Orange.

Behol d jasm ne Orange. | beheld jasmi ne Orange through her own eyes:
becane jasnine Orange. | was at once jasm ne Orange and Mall ory Ringess,
| ooki ng at an alien through human eyes and, through ny trunk, smelling
the essence of a human bei ng. Suddenly, mny consciousness |left nmy human
body altogether, and there were no colors. | watched the scarlets and
browns of ny fur fade-to |ight and dark gray. | |ooked across the pit of
my ship and saw a bearded, young, human pilot staring at ne; | saw
myself | listened for the sound of the Entity's voice, but there was no
sound inside or out because | was as deaf as ice. | did not really know
what sound was. | knew only snell, the wonderful, nutable world of
free-floating scent nol ecul es. There was jasmine and the tang of crushed
oranges as | spoke ny lovely name. | curled my trunk, sucking in the
fragrance of garlic and ice-wine as | greeted the human, Mllory

Ri ngess, and he greeted me. How alien, how bizarre, how hopel essly
stupid seemed his way of representing single units of meaning by a

di screte progression of |inear sounds, whatever sounds really were! How
limted to put sounds together, l|ike beads on a string! How coul d human
beings think at all when they had to progress from sound to sound and
thought to thought one word at a time like a bug crawling along the
beads of a necklace? How very sl ow

Because | wanted to speak with the pilot Ringess, | raised ny trunk and
rel eased a cloud of pungent odors that was to a human sentence what |
supposed a synphony nmust be to a child's jingle. But he had no nose and
he understood so little. Yes, Ringess, | told him the scent-synbols are
not fixed as, for exanple, the sounds in the word "purple" are fixed;
they do not always nean the sane thing. Isn't neaning as nutable as the
snells of the sea? Can you sense the configuration of the mnute
pyram ds of mnt and vanilla bean and nusk in this cloud of odors? And

t he nmeani ngs-do you know that the smells of jasm ne and ol athe and
orange mght nean, "I amjasni ne Orange, the |lover of Man," or, "The sea
is calmtonight," depending on the arrangenent and the proximty of the
unit pyramds to the other nolecules of scent? Can you grasp neani ng as
a whol e? And the logic of structure? Do you understand the conplexities
of | anguage, ny Ri ngess?

| deas bl ossom outward like arctic poppies in the sun growing into other

i deas crosslinked and connected by pungent association |inks, and |ink
to link the snells of roasting neat and wet fur flow outward and

si deways and down, and blend into fields redolent with the sweet perfune
of strange new |l ogic structures and new truths that you nust inhale like
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cool mnt to overwhel mand obliterate your bitter, straightforward ideas
of logic and causality and tinme. Tine is not a line; the events of your
life are rather like a jungle of snells forever preserved in a bottle.

One sniff and you'll sense instantly the entire jungle rather than the
fragrances of individual flowers. Do you understand the subtleties? Do
you dare open the bottle? No, you have no nose, and you don't
under st and.

He understands all that the structure of his brain will let him
under st and.

| understood that a man who dwelt too long inside an alien brain would
go mad, | closed ny eyes and shook ny head as | pinched ny nostrils shut
against the mnd-twisting snells flooding the pit of ny ship. My eyes,
my nostrils!-when | opened them | was human again. The alien inmgo was
gone, though the aftersnells of vanilla bean and wor mwod renai ned. |
was al one inside nmy sweaty, hairy, human body, inside ny old brain which
I thought | knew so well.

-Their logic, the truth structures ... it's so different; | never knew,
The deep structure of their brain is different. But at a deeper |eve
still, the logic is the sane.

-1 can't understand this logic. Few of your Order have understood the
Friends of Man. Like everyone else, | had al ways been suspi ci ous of
these exotic, alien whores. | had supposed they seduced nmen with their
power ful , aphrodi siacal scents in order to proselytize them when they
were drugged with sex, to slyly persuade themto the truth of their
mysterious alien religion. Now | saw"saw' is not the right word-|I
perceived that their purpose was nuch deeper than merely changi ng
manki nd' s beliefs; they desired to change mankind itself

But it is the hardest thing to change the mnd of a nman. You have such a
smal | sense of yourselves

-A man must know who he is, as Bardo says. And what is a Bardo? Wile |
snorted and tried to rid ny nose and mind of disturbing snells,

t hought about Bardo and how he had always had a clear, if flanboyant,
sense of who he was: a man determ ned to experience pleasure as no ot her
man ever had or ever woul d.

Your Bardo defines hinmself too narrowy. Even he may have possibilities.

During the tests which followed, by inplication and deduction, | |earned
much about the Entity's sense of Herself Each noon-brain, it seened, was
at once an island of consciousness and part of the greater whole. And
each noon coul d subdivide and conpartnentalize at need into smaller and
smaller units, trillions of units of intelligence gathering and shifting
|ike clouds of sand. | supposed only the tiniest part of one of her

| esser nobons was occupied with testing me. And yet | was given to
understand that, paradoxically, all of Herwas in sone snmall way inside
my brain, as | was inside hers. Wien | joked about the strange
topol ogi es involved in this paradox, Her thoughts drowned out ny own:

You are like the Tycho, but you are playful where he is savage. -Am|?

Sonetimes | don't know who | am You are that you are. You are a man
open to possibilities. -Qthers used to say | thought too many things
were possible. A wise man knows his limts, they said.

O hers have not survived the Test of Realities. | was delighted that I
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woul d have to suffer no nore alien realities and nore than a little
pl eased with myself, a pleasure lasting no longer than it took for ne to
draw in a breath of air.

There will be one last test -Wat test? Call it the Test of Fate. The
air in front of me flickered, and there appeared an inago of a tal
worman wearing a white robe. Her straight black hair shined and snelled

of snow dahlia. When she turned to ne, | could not take ny eyes off her
face. It was a face | knew well, the aquiline nose and hi gh cheeks and
most of all, the dark smoothly scarred holl ows where the eyes shoul d

have been; it was the face of ny beautiful Katharine.

I was angry that the Entity would pull this nbst private nenory fromny
m nd, When Katharine smiled at me and bowed her head slightly, | hoped
that the Entity would not overhear the words to an anci ent poem whi ch
formed unspoken on ny |ips:

I love, pale one, your lifted eyebrows bridging

Twi n dar knesses of flowi ng depth. But however deep they are, they carry
nme

Anot her way than that of death.

In a voice nysterious and deep, a voice which was a weird bl end of

Kat hari ne' s conpassi onate forebodi ngs and the cal cul ated words of the
Entity, the inago tensed her lips and said, "There is another way, ny
Mal | ory, than that of death. I'mglad you |Iike poetry."

"What is the Test of Fate?" | asked al oud.

As | stared into the caverns beneath her black eyebrows, flickers of
color brightened the twin darknesses. At first | thought it was nerely
an aberration of the inmago's phased |ight waves. Then the wavering

bl ueness coal esced and stilled, filling her vacant eyepits as water
fills a cup. She blinked her newly grown eyes, which were |arge and deep
and shined like liquefied jewels. She | ooked at ne with those |ovely,

bl ue- bl ack eyes and said, "Because of you, | renounce the greater vision
for ... Do you see your fate? Now | have eyes again |'mblind, and

truly can't see, what will ... Your face, you're splendid! |'d preserve
you if | could! If only ... the Test of Fate; the Test of Winsy or
Caprice. | will recite Wrds fromthree ancient poens. If you can

conpl ete the unfinished stanzas, then the light burns on."

"But that's absurd! Should ny life depend on ny knowing a stupid poem
t hen?"

I chewed the edges of the nustache that had grown over mny lip during ny
long journey. | was furious that ny fate-ny life, ny death-should be
decided by so arbitrary a test. It nade no sense. Then | renenbered that
the warrior-poets, that sect of assassins which infect certain of the
Cvilized Wrlds, were runored to ask their victins the lines of a poem
before they nurdered them | wondered why the goddess woul d practice the
custom of the warrior-poets? O perhaps She had originated the custom
eons ago, and the warrior-poets worshi pped her and all Her practices?

How could I know? "And the Tycho," | said. | ground ny teeth. "He didn't
know any of your poens, did he?"

Kat harine smled the nysterious smile of the scryers as she shook her
head. "Ch, no, he knew each poem but the |ast, of course. He chose his
fate, do you see?"
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I did not see. | was rubbing nmy dry, hot eyes, trying to understand when
she sighed and said in a sad voice

The many nen, so beautiful! And they all dead did lie:

She | ooked at nme as if she expected ne to i Mmedi ately conplete the
stanza. | could not. My chest was suddenly tight, ny breathing ragged
and uneven. Like a snowfield, ny mnd was barren.

The many nen, so beautiful! And they all dead did lie:

I was enpty and sick because | knew | had "read" those words before They
were froma |long poemthree quarters of the way through the Tinme
keeper's book. | closed ny eyes, and | saw on page Di ne hundred and ten
the title of the poem It was called, "The Rhynme of the Ancient Pilot."

It was a poemof life and death and redenption. | tried to summon from
my nenory the |ong sequences of black letters, to superinpose them
against the white snowfield of nmy mind, even as the poet had once

witten them across white sheets of paper. | failed. Al though at Borja,
along with the other novices, had cross-trained in the renenbrancers
art (and various others), | was no renenbrancer. | |anented, and not for

the first tinme, that | did not possess that perfect "menory of pictures”

in which any i mage beheld by the |living eye can be sumoned at will and
di spl ayed before the mind' s eye, there to be viewed and studied in vivid
and varicol ored detail.

Katharine's skin took on the texture of Uradeth marble as she said, "I
shall repeat the line one nore tine. You nmust answer or " She put her
hand to her throat, and in a voice as clear as Resa's evening bell, she
recited:

The many nen, so beautiful! And they all dead did lie:

I remenbered then that the Ti mekeeper had told ne | should read his book
until | could hear the poens in ny heart. | closed ny mind' s eye to the
confusion of twisting black letters | was struggling to see. The
renenbrancers teach that there are many ways to nenory. Al is recorded,
they say; nothing is forgotten. | |istened to the nusic and rhyne of

Kat hari ne's poem fragnent. |medi ately distinct words sounded within,
and | repeated what ny heart had heard:

The many nen, so beautiful! And they all dead did lie. And a thousand
slimy things lived on; and so did |I. The Katharine imago smled as if
she were pleased. | had to rem nd nyself that she wasn't really
Katharine at all, but only the Entity's recreation of Katharine. O

rat her, she was ny inperfect menory sucked fromny mnd. | realized that
I knew only a hundredth part of the real Katharine. | knew her |ong,
hard hands and the depths between her |egs, and that she had a

submer ged, burning need for beauty and pleasure (to her, | think, they
were the sane thing); | knew the sound of her dul cet voice as she sang
her sad, fey songs, but | could not look into her soul. Like all scryers
she had been taught to snother her passions and fears within a wet

bl anket of outer calm 1 did not know what |ay beneath, and even if |
had known, who was | to think |I could hold the soul of a woman within
me? | could not, and because | could not, the inmago of Katharine created
fromny nenory was subtly wong. Were the real Katharine was
provocative, her imago was playful; where Katherine | oved poens and
visions of the future for their own sake, her inago used them for other
pur poses. At the core of the imgo was a vast but not quite omi scient
entity playing with the flesh and personality of a human being; at the
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core of Katharine was ... well, Katharine.
I was still angry, so | angrily said, "I don't want to play this riddle
gare.

Kat harine smled again and said, "Ch, but there are two nore poens."

"You must know whi ch poens |'Il know and which | won't."

"No," she said, "I can't see ... | don't know."

"You nust know," | repeated. "Can't | choose to know what | want to know
and what | don't? | |ove suspense, ny Mallory."

"It's foreordained, isn't it?"
"Everything is foreordained.
What has been will be."
"Scryer talk."

"I'"'ma scryer, you know "

"You' re a goddess, and you' ve already deternined the outcone of this
ganme. "

"Nothing is deternined; in the end we choose our futures."

I made a fist and said, "How | hate scryer talk and your seeningly
pr of ound paradoxes!"

"Yet you revel in your mathematical paradoxes."
"That's different."

She held her flattened hand over her |um nous eyes for a | ong nonent as
if their own interior light burned her. Then she said, "W continue.

This sinple poemwas witten by an ancient scryer who could not have
known the Vild woul d expl ode: "

Stars, | have seen themfall, But when they drop and die ... And
replied:

No star is lost at all, Fromall the star-sown sky.

"But the stars are lost, aren't they?" | said. "The Vild grows, and no

one knows why."

"Somet hi ng," she said, must be done to stop the Vild from expl odi ng, How
unpoetic it would be if all the stars died!"

I brushed ny hair out of nmy eyes and asked the question occupyi ng sone
of the finest mnds of our Order, "Way is the Vild expl odi ng?"

Katharine's inago snmled and said, "If you know the lines to this next
poem you may ask me why, or ask ne anything you'd like ... Oh, the
poem It's so pretty!"” She clapped her hands together like a little girl
delighted to give her friend a birthday gift. And words | knew wel |
filled the air:

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright In the forests of the night

I was freel The Solid State Entity, through the lips of a sinple
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hol ogram had spoken the first two lines of ny favorite poem and | was
free. 1 had only to repeat the next line, and | would be free to ask Her
how a pilot could escape froman infinite tree. (I never doubted She
woul d keep Her promise to answer ny questions; why this is so | cannot
say.) | laughed as beads of sweat fornmed up on ny forehead. | recited:

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright In the forests of the night, What inmorta
hand or eye Could frane thy fearful symetry?

"It is inmportant," | said, "to rhynme 'symetry' with 'eye.'" | |aughed
because | was as happy as | had ever been before. (It is strange how
rel ease fromthe i medi ate threat of death can produce such euphoria. |
have this advice to offer our Order's old, jaded academ ci ans so bored
with their daily routines: Place your lives at risk for a single night,
and every nonent of the next day will vibrate with the sweet nusic of
life.)

Kat harine's imago was watching nme. There was sonething infinitely
appeal i ng about her, sonething al nost inpossible to describe. | thought
that this Katharine was at peace with herself and her universe in a way
that the real Katharine could never be.

And then she cl osed her eyes and said, "No, that is wong. | gave you
the lines to the poenis |ast stanza, not the first." It is possible that
my heart stopped beating for a few monments. In a panic, | said, "But the

first stanza is identical to the |ast."
"No, it is not. The first three |ines of either stanza are identical
The fourth lines differ by a single word."

"In that case, then," | asked, "how was | to know which stanza you were
reciting? Since, if the first three lines are identical, so are the
first two?"

"This is not the Test of Know edge," she said.
"It is the Test of Caprice, as | have said. However, it is my caprice,"

and here she smled, "that you be given another chance." And, as her
eyes radi ated from burning cobalt to bright indigo, she repeated:

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright In the forests of the night.

I was lost. | clearly -very clearly, as clearly as if | did possess the
menory of pictures-1 renenbered every letter and word of this strange
poem | had recited correctly; the first and | ast stanza were identical

And | heard again, Tyger! Tyger! burning bright In the forests of the
ni ght. What Imortal hand or eye ... "Wat is the last line, Mllory?

The one the poet wrote, not the one printed in your book."

I wondered if the ancient academ cians, in their transcribing the poem
frombook to book (or from book to conputer), had nade a m stake?

Per haps the m stake had occurred during the | ast days of the hol ocaust
century. It seemed likely that some ancient historian, in her hurry to
preserve such a treasure before the marrow death rotted her bones, had
carelessly altered a single (though vital) word. O perhaps the nistake
had been made during the confusion of the swarm ng centuries; perhaps
some revisionist, for whatever reason, had objected to the single word
and had changed it.
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However the m stake had been made, | needed desperately to discover-or
renenber-what the original word had been. | tried nmy little trick of
listening for the words in ny heart, but there was nothing, | applied
ot her remenbranci ng techni ques-all in vain. Far better that | should

guess which word had been changed and pick at random a word-any word-to
replace it. At least there would be a probability, a tiny probability,
that | mght pick the right word

Kat harine, with her eyes tightly closed, licked her |ips then asked,
"What is the last line, Mallory? Tell ne now, or mnust | prepare a pocket
of nmy brain in which to copy yours?" It was the Ti nekeeper who saved ne
fromthe Entity's caprice. In nmy frustration and despair, as | ground ny
teeth, | happened to think of him perhaps to revile himfor giving ne a
book full of mstakes. | renmenbered himreciting the poem At |ast, |
heard the words in nmy heart. Had the Ti nekeeper spoken the true poenf

And if he had, how had he known the nore anci ent version? There was
somet hi ng very suspi ci ous, even nysterious, about the Tinekeeper. How
had he even chanced to speak the sanme poem as the goddess? Had he, as a
young nman, journeyed into the heart of the Entity and been asked the
very same poen? The poem which had passed fromhis nouth Iike a grow,
was indeed different fromthe poemin the book, and it differed by a

si ngl e word.

I clasped ny hands together, took a deep breath, and said:

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright In the forests of the night. What Inmmorta
hand or eye Dare frame thy fearful symetry?

"Dare frane," | repeated. "That's the altered word, isn't it? Dare
frane." The imago of Katharine renmi ned silent as she opened her eyes.

"Isn't it?" And then she smiled and whi spered:

Tis evening on the noorland free, The starlit wave is stil: Home |Is the
sailor fromthe se, The hunter fromthe hill.

"Goodbye, my Mallory. Who dares frane thy fearful symmetry? Not |." As
soon as she said this her hol ogram vani shed fromthe pit of ny ship, and
I was al one. Oh, where, oh, where, | wondered, does the light go when

the light goes out?

You are al nmost hone, ny sailor, ny hunter of know edge. -The poem. ..

remenbered it correctly, then? You may ask ne three questions. | had
passed Her tests and | was free. Free-this time | was certain | was
free! In my mnd, one hundred questions danced, |like the tease of a

troupe of scantily dressed Jacarandan courtesans: |s the universe open
or closed? What was the origin of the primeval singularity? Can any
nat ural nunber be expressed as the sumof two prine nunbers? Had ny

mot her really tried to kill Soli? How old was the Ti mekeeper, really?
Wiy was the Vild expl oding? Wiere does the Iight go when ... ?
The light goes out. -That was not ny question. | was just thinking ..

wonderi ng how - Ask your questions. It seenmed | had to be very careful in
asking my questions, else the Entity might play games with ne. | thought
for a long tine before asking a question whose answer might hint at nmany
other nysteries. | licked ny dry teeth and asked al oud a questi on which
had bothered ne since | was a boy: "Wy is there a universe at all; why
is there sonething rather than nothing?"

That | would like to know, too. | was angry that She hadn't answered ny
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question, so without thinking very carefully |I blurted out, "Wy is the
Vild expl odi ng?"

Are you certain this is what you really want to know? What would it
Profit you to discover the "why," if you do not know how to stop the
Vild from expl odi ng? Perhaps you shoul d recast your question.

-Al'l right, how can |I-can anyone-stop the Vild from expl odi ng?

Presently, you cannot. The secret of heating the Vild is part of the
hi gher secret. You must discover this higher secret by yourself

More riddl es! More ganes! Wuld She answer any of ny questions sinply,
wi t hout posing riddles? | did not think so. Like a Trian merchant queen
guardi ng her jewels, She seemed determi ned to guard Her precious w sdom

Hal f in hunor, half in despair, | said, "The nessage of the leldra-they
spoke in riddles, too. They said the secret of man's imortality lay in
the past and in the future. Wiat did they nean? Exactly where can this
secret be found?"

I did not really expect an answer, at least not an intelligible answer,
so | was shaken to ny bones when the godvoi ce sounded within ne:

The secret is witten within the ol dest DNA of the hunman species. -The
ol dest DNA of ... what is that, then? And how can the secret be decoded?

And why should it be?
-You have asked your three questions. -But you've answered with riddles.

-Then you must solve your riddles. -Solve then? To what end? I'll die
with nmy solutions. There's no escaping an infinite tree, is there? How
can | escape?

-You shoul d have thought to ask ne that as your |ast question. -Dam you
and your ganes! There is no escape froman infinite tree. -But are you
sure the tree is not finite?

O course | was sure! Wasn't a pilot weened on the Gallivare mapping
theorens? Hadn't | proved that the Lavi set could not be enbedded in an
i nvari ant space? Didn't | know an infinite tree froma finite one?

Have you exam ned your Proof? | had not examined ny proof. | did not
like to think that there could be a flawin nmy proof But neither did
want to die, so | faced ny shipconputer. | entered the thoughtspace of

the manifold. Instantly there was a rush of crystal ideoplasts in ny
m nd, and | began building the synbols into a proof array. Wile the
number stormswirled, | made a mathematical nodel of the manifold. The
mani f ol d opened before ne. Deep in dreantime, | reconstructed ny proof
It was true, the Lavi set could not be enmbedded in an invariant space.

Then a thought occurred to ne as if fromnowhere: Was the Lavi set the

correct set to nodel the branchings of the tree? What if the tree could
be nodel ed by a sinple Lavi set? Could the sinple Lavi set be enbedded

in an invariant space?

I was trenbling with anticipation as | built up a new proof array. Yes,
the sinmple Lavi could be enmbedded! | proved it coul d be enbedded. |
wi ped sweat frommy forehead, and | made a probability nmapping.

Instantly the trillions of branches of the tree narrowed to one. So, it
was a finite tree after all. | was saved! | made another mapping to the

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/David%20Zindell%20-%20Neverness. TXT (68 of 369) [12/30/2004 2:15:46 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/lncoming/David%20Zindel19%620-%20Neverness. TXT

point-exit near a blue giant star. | fell out into real space, into the
swarm of the ten thousand noonbrains of the Solid State Entity.

-You please nme, ny Mallory. But we will neet again when you pl ease me
more. Until then, fall far, Pilot, and farewell.

To this day | wonder at the nature of the original tree inprisoning ne.

Had it really been a finite tree? O had the Entity
sonmehow- i npossi bl y-changed an infinite tree into a finite one? If so, |
thought, then She truly was a goddess worthy of worship. O at |east She
was worthy of dread and terror. After |ooking out on the warm blue |ight
of the sun, | was so full of both these enptions that | nade the first
of the many nmappi ngs back to Neverness. Though | burned with strange
feelings and unanswered questions, | had no intention of ever neeting
Her again. | never again wanted to be tested or have ny |ife depend upon
chance and the whinsy of a goddess. Never again did | want to hear the
godvoice violating ny mind. | wanted, sinply, to return hone, to drink
skotch with Bardo in the bars of the Farsider's Quarter, to tell the
eschat ol ogi sts and Leopold Soli, and the whole city, that the secret of
life was witten within the ol dest DNA of man.

Chapter 6-The | mage of Man

For us, humanity was a distant goal toward which all nmen were noving,
whose i mage no one knew, whose | aws were nowhere witten down.

Emi| Sinclair, Holocaust Century Eschatol ogi st

My honecomnming was as glorious as | hoped it would be, marred only by
Leopold Soli's absence fromthe City. He was of f mapping the outer vei
of the Vild, so he could not appreciate ny triunph. He was not present
in the Lightship Caverns with the other pilots, cetics, tinkers and
horol oges as | energed fromthe pit of ny ship. How |l w sh he had seen
themlined up on the dark steel wal kway al ong the row of ships, to see
their shocked faces and listen to their furious, excited whispers when
announced that | had spoken with a goddess! Wuld he have cl apped his
hands and bowed his head to ne as even the nost skeptical and jaded of
the master pilots did? Wuld he have honored ne with a handshake, as did
St ephen Caraghar and Tonoth and his other friends?

It was too bad he wasn't there when Bardo broke fromthe line of pilots
and stonped towards me with such reckl ess enthusiasmthat the whole

wal kway shook and rang like a bell. It was quite a nonent. Bardo threw
out his huge arns and bel l owed, "Mallory! By God, | knew you couldn't be
killed!"™ His voice filled the Caverns |ike an expl odi ng bormb, and he
suddenly whirled to address the pilots. "How many tines these past days
have | said it? Mallory's the greatest pilot since Rollo Gallivare

G eater than Rollo Gallivare, by God if he isn't!" He | ooked straight at
Tonot h who was watching his antics with his hideous, nechanical eyes.

"You say he's lost in dreantime? | say he's schooning, scurfing the
veils of the manifold, and he'll return when he's damm ready. You say
he's lost in an infinite loop, snared by that bitch of a goddess call ed
the Solid State Entity? | say he's kleining homeward, tunneling with

el egance and fortitude, returning to his friends with a di scovery that
will make hima nmaster pilot. Tell me, was | right? Master Mallory-how |
like the sound of it! By God, Little Fellow, by CGod!"

He cane over to nme and gave ne a hug that nearly cracked ny ribs, all
the while thunping ny back and repeating, "By God, Little Fellow, by
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God! "

The pilots and professionals swarnmed around me, shaki ng hands and aski ng
me questions. Justine, dressed sleekly in woolens and a new bl ack fur,
touched ny forehead and bowed. "Look at him" she said to ny nother, who
was weepi ng unashanmedly. (I felt |ike weeping myself) "If only Sol

coul d be here!™

My not her forced her way through the swarm and we touched each other's
forehead. She surprised ne, saying, "I'mso tired. O these fornal
politenesses."” Then she kissed ne on the |ips and hugged ne. "You're too
thin," she said as she dried her eyes on the back of her gloves. She
arched her bushy eyebrows and wrinkled her nose, sniffing. "As thin as a
harijan. And you stink. Cone see nme, Wen you' ve shaved and bat hed and
the akashics are through with you. |I'm so happy."

"We're all happy,"

Li onel said as he bowed, slightly. Then he snapped his head suddenly,
flinging his blonde hair fromhis eyes. "And | suppose we're fascinated
with these words of your goddess. The secret of life witten in the

ol dest DNA of nman-what do you suppose She nmeant by that? Wsat, after
all, is the ol dest DNA?"

Even as the akashics dragged ny griny, bearded, enmciated body off to
their chanber to de-programne, | had a sudden notion of what this

ol dest DNA might be. Like a seed it germnated inside ne; the notion
qui ckly sprouted into an idea, and the idea began growing into the

wi | dest of plans. Had Soli been there | mght have blurted out ny wld
plan just to see the frow on his cold face. But he was off trying to
penetrate the warped, starblown spaces of the Vild, and he probably
thought | was |ong dead, if he thought about nme at all

| was not dead, though, | was far fromdead. | was wonderfully, joyfully
alive. Despite the nmanifold' s ravagi ng nmy poor body, despite the
separation fromny ship and the return to dowmntine, | was full of
confidence and success, as cocky as a nan can be. | felt invincible, as

if | were floating on a cool wind. The cetics call this feeling the
test ost erone hi gh, because when a man is successful in his endeavors,
his body floods with this potent hornone, They warn agai nst the effects
of testosterone. Testosterone nakes nmen too aggressive, they say, and
aggressive nmen grasp for success and generate ever nore testosterone the
nmore successful they becone. It is a nasty cycle. They say testosterone
can poison a man's brain and color his judgnents. | believe this is
true. | should have paid nore attention to the cetics and their
teachings. If | hadn't been so full of nyself, if | hadn't been so

swol len with tight veins and racing blood and hubris, | probably woul d
have i medi ately dismissed my wild plan to discover the ol dest DNA of
the human race. As it was, | could hardly wait to win Bardo and the rest
of the Order over to ny plan, to bathe nyself in ever nore and greater

gl ory.

During the next few days | had little time to think about my plan
because the akashics and ot her professionals kept me busy. N kol os the
El der, the Lord Akashic, examined in detail ny every menory fromthe
monent | had | eft Neverness. He copied the results in his computers.

There were nechani cs who questioned ne about the black bodi es and ot her
phenonmena | had encountered within the Entity. They were properly

i npressed-astounded is a nore accurate word-when they |earned that She

had the power to change the shape of the manifold as She pl eased. A few
of the ol der nmechanics did not believe ny story, not even when the
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cetics and akashics agreed that ny nenories were not illusory but the
result of events that really happened. The nechanics, of course, had
known for ages that any nmodel of reality nust include consciousness as a
fundanmental waveform But Marta Rutherford and M nima Jons, anobng
others, refused to believe the Entity could create and uncreate an
infinite tree at will. They fell into a vicious argument w th Kol enya
Mor and a coupl e of other eschatol ogi sts who seened nore interested that
people lived within the Entity than they were in the esoterics of
physics. The furor and petty antagonisns that ny di scoveries provoked
anong the professionals anmused ne. | was pl eased that the progranmers,
neol ogi ci ans, historians, even the holists, wuld have nuch to talk
about for a long tine to cone.

I was curious when the nmaster horologe, with the aid of a furtivel ooking
young programer, read the nenory of the ship-conputer and opened the
seated ship's clock. A though there is a prohibition against imrediately
telling a returning pilot how much inner time has el apsed, it is al nost
al ways ignored. | learned that | had aged, intinme, five years and
forty-three days. (And eight hours, ten mnutes, thirty-two seconds.)
"What day is it?" | asked. And the horologe told me that it was the
twenty-eighth day of mdwi nter spring in the year 2930. On Neverness,

little nore than half a year had passed. | was five years older, then
whi |l e Katharine had only aged a tenth as nmuch. Crueltinme, | thought, you
can't conquer crueltime. | hoped the differential ticking of Katharine's

and ny internal clocks would not be as cruel to us as it had been to
Justine and Soli.

Later that day-it was the day after ny return-I was sumoned to the

Ti mekeeper's Tower. The Ti nekeeper, who seened not to have aged at all,
bade me sit in the ornate chair near the glass wi ndows. He paced about
the bright room digging his red slippers into the white fur of his
rugs, all the while looking ne over as | listened to the ticking of his
clocks. "You're so thin," he said. "My horologes tell me there was nuch
slowtine, too dam nuch slowtine. How nany tinmes have | warned you

agai nst the slowtinme?"

"There were many bad nonents," | said. "I had to think like light, as
you say. If | hadn't used slowine, |I'd be dead."

"The accel erati ons have wasted your body."

"I''"l'l spend the rest of the season skating, then. And eating. My body
will recover."

"“I'''mthinking of your mnd, not your body," he said. He nmade a fist and
massaged the knuckles. "So, your mnd, your brain, is five years older."

"Cells can always be made young again," | said. "You think so?"

I did not want to argue the effects of the manifold's tinme distortions

with himso | fidgeted in ny hard chair and said, "Well, it's good to be
hone. "
He rubbed his winkled neck and said, "I'm proud of you, Mallory. You're

famous now, eh? You're career is nmade. There's tal k of naking you a
master pilot, did you know that?"

In truth, ny fellow pilots such as Bardo and the Sonderval had tal ked of
little el se since nmy return. Even Lionel, who had once despised ny

i mpul si ve bragging, confided to me that ny elevation to the Coll ege of
Masters was al nost certain. "A great discovery," the Tinekeeper said. He
ran his fingers back through his thick white hair. "I'mvery pleased.”
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In truth, | did not think he was pleased at all. Ch, perhaps he was

pl eased to see ne again, to runple ny hair as he had when | was a boy,
but I did not think he was at all pleased with nmy sudden fane and

popul arity. He was a jeal ous man, a nman who woul d suffer no challenge to
hi s preeni nence anong the wonen and nen of our Order. "Wthout your book
of poens," | said, "I would be worse than dead." | told him then,
everything that had happened to nme on ny journey. He did not seem at al
impressed with the powers of the Entity. "So, the poens. You | earned
them wel | ?"

"Yes, Tinekeeper."

"Ahhh." He sniled, resting his scarred hand on ny shoulder. H's face was
fierce, hard to read. He seened at once kindly and aggrieved, as if he
coul d not decide whether giving ne the book of poems had been the right
thing to do.

He stood above ne and | | ooked at ny reflection in his black eyes.
asked the question burning in ny mnd. "How could you know the Entity
woul d ask me to recite the poens? And the poens She asked-two of them
were poens you had recited to me!"

He grimaced and said, "So, | couldn't know. | guessed,"”

"But you nust have known the Entity plays riddl e ganmes with ancient
poetry. How could you possibly know that ?"

He squeezed ny shoul der hard; his fingers were |ike clutching, wooden
roots. "Don't question ne, damm you! Have you forgotten your manners?"

"I"'mnot the only one who has questions. The akashics and ot hers,
everyone will wonder how you knew. "

"Let them wonder."

Once, when | was twelve years old, the Tinekeeper had taught me that
secret know edge is power. He was a man who kept secrets. During the
hours of our talk, he secretively noved about the room giving ne no
opportunity to ask himquestions about this past or anything else. He
ordered coffee and drank it standing as he shifted fromfoot to foot.

Frequently, he would pace to the wi ndow and stare out at the buildings
of the Acadeny, all the while shaking his head and cl enching his jaws.

Per haps he longed to confide his secrets with me (or with anybody)-I do
not know. He | ooked like a strong, vital animal confined within a trap

I ndeed, there were some who said that he never |left his tower because he
feared the world of rocketing sleds and fast ice and nurderous nen. But

I did not believe this. | had heard ot her gossip: a drunken horol oge who
cl ai red the Ti nekeeper kept a double to attend to the affairs of the
Order while he took to the streets at night, hunting like a | one wol f
down the glissades for anyone so foolish as to plot against him It was
even runored that he left the City for long periods of time; some said
he kept his own lightship hidden within the Caverns. Had he duplicated
my discoveries a lifetinme ago and kept the secrets to hinself? | thought
it was possible. He was a fearless man too full of life not to have
needed fresh wi nd against his face, the glittering crystals of the
nunber storm the cold, stark beauty of the stars at midnight. He, a
lover of life, had once told nme that the nonents of a man's life were
too precious to waste sleeping. Thus he practiced his discipline of

sl eepl essness, and he paced as his nuscles knotted and rel axed, knotted
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and rel axed; he paced during the bright hours of the day, and he paced
all the long night driven by adrenalin and caffeinated blood and by his
need to see and hear and be.

| felt a rare pang of pity for him (and for nyself for having to endure
his petty inquisitions), and | said, "You |ook worried."

It was the wong thing to say. The Ti nekeeper hated pity, and nore, he
despised pitiers, especially when they pitied thensel ves. "Wrry! Wat
do you know of worry! After you've |listened to the nechanics petition ne
to send an expedition into the Entity's nebula, then you may speak to ne
of worry, damm you!"

"What do you nean?"

"So, | mean Marta Rutherford and her faction would have ne nmount a mgjor
expedition! She wants ne to send a deepship into the Entity! As if | can
afford to | ose a deepship and a thousand professionals! They think that
because you were lucky, they'll be, too. And al ready, the eschatol ogists
are demanding that if there is an expedition, they should lead it."

| squeezed the arnms of the chair and said, "I'msorry ny discovery has
caused so nmany problens.” | was not sorry at all, really. | was
delighted that my discovery-along with Soli's-had provoked the usually
staid professionals of our Order into action. "Discovery?" he grow ed
out. "What discovery?" He wal ked over to the wi ndow and silently shook
his fist at the gray stormclouds drifting over the City fromthe south.

He didn't like the cold, | remenbered, and he hated snow. "The Entity .
She said the secret of life-"

"The secret of life!l You believe the lying words of that |ying

mai nbr ai n? Goddl edygook! There's no secret to be found in 'man's ol dest
DNA" what ever that m ght be. There's no secret, do you understand? The
secret of lifeis life: It goes on and on, and that's all there is."

As if to punctuate his pessimsm just then the I ow, hollow bell of one

of his clocks chimed, and he said, "lIt's New Year on Urradeth. They'l
be killing all the marrow sick babies born this past year, and they'l
drink and they'll couple all day and all night until the wonbs of all

the women are full again. On and on it goes, on and on."

I told himl thought the Entity had spoken the truth. He | aughed
harshly, causing the weathered skin around his eyes to crack like sheets
of broken ice. "Struth!" he said bitterly, a word | took to be one of
his archaisms. "A god's truth, a god's lies-what's the difference?"

I told himl had a plan to discover man's ol dest DNA. He | aughed agai n;
he | aughed so hard his lips pulled back over his long white teeth and
tears flowed fromhis eyes. "So, a plan. Even as a boy, you always had
pl ans. Do you renenber when | taught you slowtinme? Wen | said that one
must be patient and wait for the first waves of adagio to overtake the
m nd, you told ne there had to be a way to slow tinme by skipping the
nornmal sequence of attitudes. You even had a plan to enter slowine

wi thout the aid of your ship-conputer! And why? You had a problemwth
pati ence. And you still do. Can't you wait to see if the splicers and

i mprimaturs-or the eschatol ogists, historians or cetics-can discover
this oldest DNA? Isn't it enough you'll probably be nmade a naster

pi | ot ?"

| rubbed the side of ny nose and said, "If | petition you to nmount a
smal | expedition of ny own, would you approve it?"
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"Petition me?" he asked. "Wy so formal ? Why not just ask nme?"

"Because," | said slowy, "I'd have to break one of the covenants."
"gQ "

There was a'long silence during which he stood as still as an ice
scul pture. "Well, Ti nmekeeper?"

"VWi ch covenant do you want to break?"
"The eighth covenant," | said.

"So," he said again, staring out the windowto the west. The eighth
covenant was the agreenent nade three thousand years ago between the
founders of Neverness and the prinmitive Alaloi who lived in their caves
six hundred nmiles to the west of the Cty. "They're neandertals," |
sai d. "Cavenen. Their culture, their bodies ... so old."

"You'd petition me to journey to the Alaloi, to collect tissues from
their living bodies?"

"The ol dest DNA of man," | said. "lIsn't it ironic that | might find it
so cl ose to hone?"

Wien | told himthe exact nature of ny plan, he | eaned over and gri pped
my wists, resting his weight on the arns of the chair. H's massive head

was too close to mne; | snelled coffee and bl ood on his breath. He
said, "It's a damm dangerous plan, for you and for the A aloi, too."
"Not so dangerous,"” | said too confidently. "I'Il take precautions. 1"l
be careful ."

"Dangerous, | say! Damm dangerous."

"WIIl you aprove ny petition?" | asked.

He | ooked at ne painfully, as if he were making the nost difficult

decision of his life. | did not like the | ook on his face. "Ti mekeeper?"
"I'"ll consider your plan," he said coldly. "I'Il informyou of ny
deci sion."

I 1 ooked away fromhimand turned ny head to the side. It was not |ike

himto be so indecisive. | guessed that he agoni zed between breaking the
covenant and fulfilling his own sunmons to quest; | guessed wongly. It

woul d be years, however, before | discovered the secret of his

i ndeci si on.

He di sm ssed ne abruptly. Wien | stood up, | discovered the edge of the

chair had cut off my circulation; nmy legs were tingly and nunmb. As |
rubbed the life back into my nmuscles, he stood by the wi ndow talking to
hi nsel f. He seened not to notice | was still there. "On and on it goes,"

he said in a |l ow voice. "On and on and on."

I left his chanber feeling as | always did: exhausted, elated and
conf used.

The days (and nights) that foll owed were the happiest of ny life. |

spent ny nornings out on the broad glissades watching farsiders fight
the thick, mdwinter snows. It was a pleasure to breathe fresh air
again, to snell pine needles and baking bread and alien scents, to skate
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down the famliar streets of the City. There were | ong afternoons of

cof fee and conversation with nmy friends in the cafes lining the white
ice of the Way. During the first of these afternoons, Bardo and | sat at
alittle table by the steaned-over w ndow, watching the swarns of
humanity pass while we traded stories of our journeys. | sipped ny

ci nnanon cof fee and asked for the news of Delora wi Towt and Quirin and
Li Tosh and our other fellow pilots. Mst of them Bardo told ne, were
spread through the gal axy like a handful of dianonds cast into the
nighttine sea. Only Li Tosh and the Sonderval and a few others had
returned fromtheir journeys. "Haven't you heard?" he asked, and he
ordered a plate of cookies. "Li Tosh has discovered the honeworld of the
Darghinni. In another age it woul d have been a notabl e discovery, a
great discovery, even. Ah, but it was his bad luck to take his vows at
the sane tine as Mallory R ngess." He dunked his cookie in his coffee.

"And," Bardo said, "it was Bardo's bad luck to take themthen, too.
"What do you nean?"

As he nmunched his cookies, he told me the story of his journey: After
fenestering to the edge of the Rosette Nebula, he had tried to bribe the
encycl opaedi sts on Ksandaria to allow himinto their holy sanctum

Because the secretive encycl opaedi sts were known to be jeal ous of their
vast and precious pools of know edge, and because they hated and feared
the power of the Order, he had disguised hinmself as a prince of
Sunmerworld, for himnot a very difficult thing to do. "One hundred
maunds of Yarkona bluestars | paid those filthy tubists to enter their
sanctum " he said. "And even at that skin price-you'll forgive nme, mny
friend, if | admt that, despite our vow of poverty, | had hoarded a
part, just a small part of ny inheritance-ah, now where was |? Yes, the
encycl opaedi sts. Even though they gouged a fortune fromne, they kept me
fromtheir sanctum thinking that an ignorant buffoon such as | would be

content to fill my head fromone of their |esser pools of esoterica.
Well, it did take ne a good twentyday before | realized the information

I was swal |l owi ng was as shallow as a nelt puddle, but I'mnot stupid, am
I? No, I"mnot stupid, so | told the wily naster encyclopaedist 1'd hire

a warrior-poet to poison himif he didn't open the gates to the inner
sanctum He believed nme, the fool, and so | dipped ny brain into their
forbi dden pool where they keep the ancient histories and AOd Earth's
ol dest comentaries. And .. ."

Here he paused to sip his coffee and nunch a few nore cookies. "And |I'm
tired of telling this story because |'ve had ny brains sucked dry by our
akashics and librarians, but since you're ny best friend, well, you
shoul d know | found an arcanurn in the forbidden pool that led right to
the guts of the past, or so | thought. On O d Earth just before the
Swarming, | think, there was a curious religious order called

ar kaeol ogi sts. They practiced a bizarre ritual known as

"The Di ggi ngs."

Shall | tell you nore? Well, the priests and priestesses of this order
enpl oyed arm es of slave-acolytes to painstakingly sift |ayers of dirt
for buried fragments of clay and other relics of the past.

Ar kaeol ogi sts-and this was the prinme datumfromthe forbi dden pool -were,
and | quote: 'Those followers of Henrilsheman believing in ancestor
veneration. They believed that comunion with the spirit world could be
made by coll ecting objects which their ancestors had touched and in sone
cases, by collecting the corpses of the ancestors thensel ves! Ah, would
you like nore coffee? No? Well, the arkaeologists, like all orders, |
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suppose, had been riven into many different factions and sects. One
sect-1 think they were called aigyptol ogi sts-foll owed the teachi ngs of
one Flinders Petr and the Chanpollion. Another sect dug up corpses
preserved with bitumen. Then they pounded the corpses to a powder. This
powder -woul d you believe it?-they consuned it as a sacranment, believing
as they did that the life essence of their ancesters would strengthen
their own. When generation had passed into generation, on and on, as the
Ti mekeeper woul d say, well, they thought eventually man woul d be
purified and they'd be imortal. Am 1 boring you? | hope not because
must tell you of this one sect whose high priests called thensel ves
kurators. just before the third exchange of the hol ocaust, the kurators,
and their underlings, the daters, sorters and the lowy acolytes, they

| oaded a nuseum ship with old stones and bones and the preserved corpses
of their ancestors that they called numiyah. It was their ship-they
named it the Vishnu-which | anded on one of the Darghinni worlds. O
course, the kurators were too ignorant to recognize intelligent aliens
when they saw them Sad to say, they began delving into the dirt of that
ancient civilization. They couldn't have known the Darghi nni have a
horror of their own past-as well they should. And that, ny friend, is
how the first of the Man-Darghinni wars really began."

We drank our coffee and tal ked about this shaneful, unique war-the only
war there had ever been between mankind and an alien race. Wen
congratul ated himon making a fine discovery, he banged the table with

his fat hand and said, "I haven't finished nmy story! | hope you're not
bored because | was just about to tell you the climax of ny little
adventure. Well, after my success with the encycl opaedi sts-yes, yes, |
admt | was successful-1 was filled with joy. 'The secret of nman's
imortality lies in our past and in our future' -that was the leldra's
message, wasn't it? Well, I'mnot a scryer, so what can | say about the
future? But the past, ah, well, | thought I'd discovered a vital l|ink
with the past. And as it happens, | have. My num yah may prove to
contain some very old DNA, what do you think? Anyway, the climx: | was
so full of joy, | rushed hone to Neverness. | wanted to be the first to

return with a significant discovery, you see. You rnust visualize it: |
woul d have been fampus. The novices woul d have stunbl ed over each other
for the privilege of touching my robes. Master courtesans woul d have
paid me for the pleasure of discovering what kind of man |ives beneath
these robes. How pungent my life would have been! But Bardo grew
careless! In ny hurry through the wi ndows, | grew careless."

I will not record all of nmy friend's words here. In short, while
fenestering through the dangerous Danl adi thinspace he nade a ni st ake
that woul d have nade the youngest of journeynmen blush. In his mapping of
the decision-group onto itself, he neglected to show the function was
one-to-one, so he fell into a |oop. Now any other pilot would have

| aboriously searched for a sequence of mappings to extricate hinself
fromthe | oop. But Bardo was |azy and did not want to spend a hundred or
nmore days of intine searching for such a napping. He had an idea as to
how he might instantly escape the loop, this lazy but brilliant man, and
he played with his idea. After a nmere seven hours of intine, he tasted
the pungent fruit of genius. He proved that a mapping of points present
to points past always exists, that a pilot could always return to any
poi nt along his i mmedi ate path. Mreover, it was a constructive proof;
that is to say, not only did he prove such a napping existed, he showed
how such a mappi ng coul d be constructed. Thus he made a mapping with the
star just beyond Ksandaria's. He fell out into the fallaways, into the
fam liar spaces he had recently passed through. And then he journeyed
homeward to Neverness. "I'm sought after, now," he |laughed out. "It's
ironic: |, innmy stupidity, | stunbled into a |oop but |I've proved the
greatest of the | esser unproved theorens. Bardo's Boonerang
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Theoremthat's what the journeynmen have named ny little napping theorem

There's even talk of elevating me to a mastership, did you know that? |

Bardo, master pilot! Yes, |I'msought after now, by Kol enya and ot hers
with their luscious lips and beautiful, fat thighs. My seed flows |ike
magme, ny friend. |1'm fanous! Ah, but not as fampus as you, eh?"

We tal ked all afternoon until the light died fromthe gray sky and the
cafe filled with hungry people. W ordered a huge neal of cultured neats
and the various exotic dishes favored by Bardo. He poked his finger into
my ribs and said, "You' ve no neat on your skinny bones!" He praised ne
again for nmy discovery, and then | told himabout nmy new plan. "You want
to do what?" he said, wiping neat jelly fromhis lips with a cloth. "To
journey to the Alaloi and steal their DNA? That's slelling, isn't it?"

Real i zi ng he had spoken that awful word too loudly, he | ooked around at
the other diners and | owered his voice conspirationally. He | eaned
across the table, "We can't go slelling the Alaloi's DNA can we?"

"It's not really slelling," | said. "It's not as if we'd use their DNA
to tailor poisons or clone themor-"

"Slelling is slelling,"” he interrupted. "And what about the covenants?

The Ti nekeeper woul d never allow it, thank God!"
"He might."

| told himabout nmy petition, and he grew sullen and argunentative. "By
God, we can't just take a windjamer and | and on one of their islands
and ask themto drop their seed in a test tube, can we?"

"I have a different plan,” | said. "Ch, no, | don't think | want to hear
this." He ate a few nore cookies, wiped his lips and farted. "We'll go
to the Alaloi in disguise. It shouldn't be too hard to |learn their
customs and to scrape a few skin cells fromthe palms of their hands."

"Ch, no," he said. "Oh, too bad for Bardo, and too bad for you if you
insist on this mad plan. And how do you think we coul d disguise

ourselves? Ch, no please don't tell me, |I've had enough of your plans."
| said, "There's a way. Do you renmenber the story of Goshevan? We'll do
as he did. W'll go to a cutter and have our bodies scul pted. The Al al oi

will think we are their cousins."”

He farted agai n and bel ched. "That's insane! Please, Mallory, |ook at ne
and admt you know it's insane. By God, we can't becone Alaloi, can we?

And why should you think the Alaloi's DNA is ol der than any other?

Shoul dn't we concentrate our efforts on the main chance? Since |'ve
di scovered nmum yah fromthree thousand years before the Swarm ng, why
don't we-you, | and Li Tosh, nmount an expedition back to the Darghinni?

After all, we know there are the remains of a nmuseum ship on one of
their worlds."

I coughed and | rubbed the side of ny nose. | did not want to point out
that as of yet, we had no idea where to | ook for the wreckage of the
museum ship. | said, "The Alaloi DNA is probably fifty thousand years
old."

"I's that true? We don't know anything about the Al aloi except that
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they're so stupid they don't even have a | anguage!"

I sml|ed because he was being deliberately fatuous. | told him
everyt hi ng known about the Al aloi, those dreaners who had carked their
humanness into neandertal flesh. According to the historians, the

Al aloi's ancestors had hated the rot and vice of civilization, any
civilization. Therefore, they had fled Od Earth in |long ships. Because
they wanted to |live what they thought of as a natural life, they
back-nmut at ed sone of their chronpsonmes, the better to grow strong,
primtive children to live on the pristine worlds they hoped to

di scover. In one of their long ships, they carried the frozen body of a
neandertal boy recovered fromthe ice of Tsibera, which was the

nort hernmost continent of Od Earth. They had spliced strands of frozen
DNA; with the boy's replicated DNA they performed their rituals and
carked their germcells with anci ent chronpbsonmes. Cenerations |ater,
generati ons of experinment and breeding, the cavenen-to use the ancient,
vulgar termlanded on Icefall. They destroyed their ships, fastened
their hooded furs, and went to live in the frozen forests of the Ten
Thousand | sl ands.

"That's interesting,"” Bardo said. "But |I'm bothered by one thing. Wll,
I'"m bothered by everything you' ve said, of course, but there is one
thing that bothers ne stupendously about this whole schenme of searching
for man's ol dest DNA. "

He ordered sonme coffee and drank it. He | ooked across the cafe at a
pretty journeyman historian, and he began flirting with his eyes. "Tel
me, then," | said.

He reluctantly | ooked away, |ooked at nme, and said, "Wat did the
goddess nmean that the secret of life is witten in the ol dest DNA of the
human speci es? We nust think very carefully about this. Wat did She
mean by 'ol d' ?"

"What do you nean, 'what did She nmean by ol d?"

He puffed his cheeks out and swore, "Damm you, why do you still answer
my questions with questions? Ad-what's ol d? Does one race of nan have
ol der DNA than another? How can one |iving human have ol der DNA t han
anot her ?"

"You're splitting words |like a semanticist,” | said. "No, | don't think
I am" He renmoved his glove, fingered his greasy nose and said, "The DNA
inm skinis very old stuff, by God! Parts of the genonme have been

evolving for four billion years. Now that's old, think, and if you want
me to split words, | shall. Wat of the atons that make up ny DNA? O der
still, 1 think, because they were made in the heart of stars ten billion
years ago."

He scraped along the side of his nose and held out his finger. Beneath
the long nail was a snear of grease and dead, yellow skin cells. "Here's
your secret of life," he said. He seened very pleased with hinself, and
he went back to flirting with the historian

I knocked his hand aside and said, "I adnit the Entity's words are
sonmething of a riddle. We'll have to solve the riddle, then."

"Ah, but | was never fond of riddles."

I caught his eyes and told him "As you say, the genone has been
evolving for billions of years. And therefore any of our ancestors' DNA
is older than ours. This is how |l'll define old, then. W'll have to
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start somewhere, The Al al oi have spliced DNA froma body fifty thousand
years old into their own bodies. W can hope this DNA-and the nessage in
the DNA-hasn't nutated or degraded."

"But the Al aloi are not our ancestors,'
neandertals of Ad Earth were."

' he said. "Yes, but the

"No, by God, they weren't even nenbers of the hunman species! They were
sl ack-j awed, stoop-shoul dered brutes as dunb as dodos."

"You're wong,"

| said. "Their brains were larger than those of nodern man."

"Larger than your brain, perhaps,"” he said. He tapped his bul ging
forehead. "Not larger than Bardo's, no, | can't believe that."

"We evolved fromthem"

"Now there's a revolting thought. But | don't believe you. Does Bardo
know his history? Yes, | think I do. But why should pilots argue

hi story?" He held his head up, stroked his beard and | ooked at the
historian. "Why not let an historian settle an historical argunent?”

So saying, he excused hinsel f, bel ched, stood up, brushed cookie crunbs
fromhis beard and squeezed by the crowded tabl es. He approached the

hi storian and said sonething to her. She | aughed; she took his hand as
he gui ded her back toward our table. "May | present Estrella Dom ngo of
Dar kmoon. " Estrella was a brightl ooking journeynan and nicely fat, the
way Bardo |iked his wonmen to be. He introduced ne, then said, "Estrella
has consented to resolve our argunent." He pulled up a chair so she
could sit down. He poured her a cup of coffee. "Now tell us, ny young
Estrella," he said. "Were neandertals really our ancestors?"

In truth, I do not think Bardo had any hope of wi nning his argunent.

After a while, it became obvious that he had invited this pretty,

i mpressionable girl from Darknmoon to our table not to listen to a

hi story | esson, but to seduce her. After she had patiently expl ai ned
that there were different theories as to nman's recent evolution and told
him yes, it was nost likely that the neandertals were our direct
ancestors, he exclainmed, "Ah, so ny friend is right once again! But you
must admit, it's too bad that man once | ooked |ike cavemen. They're so
ugly, don't you agree?"

Estrella did not agree. So coyly observed that nany wonen |iked thick,
muscul ar, hairy nmen. Wi ch was one of the reasons it had becone

fashi onabl e years ago for certain professionals to sculpt their bodies
into the shape of Alaloi. "Hnmm" Bardo said as he tw sted his nustache,
"that is interesting."

Estrella further observed that the difference between neandertal s and
nmodern man was not so great as nost people thought. "If you | ook
carefully," she said, "you can see neandertal genes in the faces of
certain people on any street in any city on any planet of the Cvilized
Wrlds." (As | have said, she was a nice, intelligent young woman, even
if she had the irritating habit of stringing together too many
prepositional phrases when she spoke.) "Even you, Master Bardo, with
your thick browidges above your deepset eyes surrounded by such a fine
bear d- have you ever thought about this?"

"Ah, no, actually | never have.
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But it would be interesting to discuss the matter in greater detail
woul dn't it? We could scrutinize various parts of ny anatony and
determ ne those parts which are the nost primtive."

After Bardo and she had nade plans "to discuss the matter in greater

detail," she returned to her table and whi spered sonething in her
friend's ear. "What a lovely girl!" he said. "lIsn't it wonderful how
these journeynen acqui esce to established pilots?" And then, "Ah,

per haps the neandertals were our ancestors ... or perhaps not. That's
still no reason to scul pt our bodies and |ive anong cavenen. | have a
better plan. We could bribe a wornrunner to capture an Al aloi. They
poach shagshay, don't they? Well, let them poach a caveman and bring him

back to the city."

| took a sip of coffee and tapped the bridge of nmy nose. "You know we
can't do that," | said. "OF course, all the wornrunner would really need
is alittle blood. He could render a caverman unconsci ous, bleed hima
little, and return with a sanple of his blood."

| sloshed the coffee around in ny nouth. It had grown cold and aci dy.
sai d, "You've always accused nme of being too innocent, but I'll admt
that |'ve thought about doi ng what you suggest."

"Wl | 2"

| ordered a fresh pot of coffee and said, "One nan's bl ood woul d not be
enough. The neandertal genes are spread anong the Alaloi famlies. W
have to be sure of getting a | arge enough statistical sanple."

He bel ched and rolled his eyes. "Ah, you always have these reasons,
Little Fellow. But | think the real reason you want to nake this nad
expedition is that you like the idea of scul pting your body and living
anong savages. Such a romantic notion. But then, you al ways were a
romantic man."

I said, "If the Tinekeeper grants ny petition, I'll go to the Al al oi
WIl you cone with ne?"
"WIl | cone with you? WIIl | come with you?

VWhat a question!" He took a bite of bread and bel ched. "If | don't come
with you, they'll say Bardo is afraid, by God! Well, too bad. | don't
care. My friend, 1'd follow you across the gal axy, but this, to go anong
savages and slel their plasm well ... it's insane!"

I was not able to persuade Bardo to ny plan. | was so full of optimsm
however, so happy to be hone that it didn't matter. As a returning pilot
I was entitled to take a house in the Pilot's Quarter. | chose a small,
steeply roof ed chal et heated by piped-in water fromthe geyser at the
foot of Attakel. Into the chalet | noved ny | eather-bound book of poens,
my furs and kanel ai kas and nmy three pairs of skates, nmy chessboard and
pi eces, the mandolin | had never |earned to play, and the few other
possessions | had accunul ated during ny years at Resa. (As novices at
Borja, of course, we were allowed no possessions other than our
clothes.) | considered ordering a bed and perhaps a few wooden tabl es
and chairs, such minor tubist indulgences being at that tine quite

popul ar. But | disliked sleeping in beds, and it seened to ne that
chairs and tables were only appropriate in bars or cafes, where many

coul d make use of their convenience. Too, | had another reason for not
wanting ny house cluttered with things: Katharine had begun spendi ng her
nights with ne. I did not want her, in her world of eternal night,
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tripping over a msplaced chair and perhaps fracturing her beautiful
face.

We kept our nightly trysts a secret fromny nother and ny aunt, and from
everyone el se, even Bardo. OF course | longed to confide in him |

wanted to tell him how happy Katharine made me with her hands and tongue
and rolling hips, with her passionate (if anticipated) whi spered words
and nobans. But Bardo could no nore keep a secret than he could hold his
farts after consum ng too nuch bread and beer. Soon after our
conversation in the cafe, half the Order, it seened-everyone except ny
cowardly friend-wanted to acconpany me on what woul d conme to be called
the great journey.

Even Kat hari ne, who had seen enough of the future not to be excited, was
excited. Long after mdnight on fiftieth night, after a night of slow,

i ntense coupling (she seened al ways to want to devour tinme slowy,
sensuously, as a snake swallows its prey), she surprised me with her
excitenent. She lay naked in front of the stone fireplace, flickers of
orange and red playing across her sweating, white skin. She snelled of
perfume and woodsnoke and sex. Wth her arns stretched back behind her
head, her heavy breasts were spread |ike perfect discs against her
chest. Eyel ess, as she was, she had no body shane, nor any appreciation
of her beauty. At ny leisure | stared at the dark thick triangle of hair
bel ow her rounded belly, the long, crossed | egs and deeply arched feet.

She stared upward at the stars, scrying. That is, she would have stared
at the stars if she had had eyes, and if the skylight between the
ceiling beams hadn't been covered with snow. Wo knows what she saw
gazi ng down the dark tunnels to the future? And if she had suddenly been

able to see again, | wondered, could the sparkle of the milky, mdw nter
stars ever have pleased her as nmuch as her own interior visions? "Ch,
Mal | ory!" she said. "What a thing I've ... | must cone with you to your

Al al oi, do you see?"

| smled but she could not see ny smile. | sat cross-1legged by her side,
a fur throwm over ny shoulders. Wth ny fingers, | conbed her I|ong,
bl ack hair away from her eyepits and said, "If only Bardo had your

ent husi asm "
"Don't be too hard on Bardo. In the end, he'll cone, too."

"Conme too? Conme where?" | wasn't sure which disturbed nme nore: her
descrying the future or her insistence | take her with nme to the Al al oi

"What have you seen?"

"Bardo, in the cave with his big ... he's so very funny!"

"You can't conme with nme," | said. "I"'msorry."

"But | must cone with you! I will come because | have .. . Oh, Mllory?"
O course, it was inmpossible for her to cone with ne. | told her it was
i mpossible. | said, "The Alaloi |eave their crippled and blind out on
the ice when it blizzards. They kill them" | had no idea, really, if

this were true.

She turned toward me and snmiled. "You' re not a very good liar," she
said. "No, I"'mnot, am| But | don't understand why you woul d want to
come with nme."

"It's hard to explain."
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"Tell ne."
"I"'msorry, Mallory, but | can't tell you."

"Because of your vows?"

"Of course, but ... but nore because the words don't exist to describe
the future."

"1 thought you scryers had invented a special vocabulary."

"I wish | could find the words to tell you what |I've seen.”

"Try," | said. "I want to grow eyes again so | can see the faces of your
it's there, on the ice in deep winter you'll find your ... Ch, what

should | call it, this thing | see, this inage, the inmage of man? 1"l

break my vows, and |'Il grow eyes to see it again for a while before

before | see."

Silently | rubbed the bridge of nmy nose while | sat sweating in front of
the crackling fire. Gow eyes indeed! It was a shocking thing for a
scryer to say. "There," she sighed. "You see, |'ve said it so badly."

"Way can't you just say which events will occur and which will not?"
"Sweet Mallory, suppose | had seen the only event which really matters.

If I told you that you nust die at a certain tine, every nonment of your
Iife woul d be agony because ... you see, you'd always dwell on the
monent of ... it would rob every other monent of your |ife of happiness.

If you knew. "

| kissed her mouth and said, "There's another possibility. If | knew I
had a hundred years before | died, |I'd never be afraid of anything ny
whole life. | could enjoy every instant of living."

"Of course, that's true,"” she said. "But that's a paradox."”

She | aughed for a while before admtting, "W scryers are known for our
par adoxes, aren't we?"

"Do you see the future? Or do you see possible futures? That's sonet hing
I've al ways wanted to know. "

I ndeed, nobst pilots-and everyone else in our Order-were curious to know
the secrets of the scryers. "And seeing the future," | said, "why not
change it if you w sh?"

She | aughed again. At tines, such as when she was relaxed in front of
the fire, she had a beautiful laugh. "Ch, you've just stated the first
paradox, did you know? Seeing the future of .. . if we then act to
change it, and do change it ... if it's changeable, then we haven't
really seen the future, have we?"

"And you would refuse to act, then, nerely to preserve this vision of
what you'd seen?"

She took ny hand and stroked my palm "You don't understand."” | said,
"In sone fundanental sense, |'ve never really believed you scryers could
see anything but possibilities."

She dragged her fingernail down ny lifeline. "OF course .
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possibilities."

Because | was frustrated, | |laughed and said, "I think it's easier to
understand a mechanic than a scryer. At least their beliefs are
quantifiable."

"Sonme nechanics,” she said, "believe that each quantum event occurring
in the universe changes the .. . They've quantified the possibilities.

Wth each event a different future. Spacetinme divides and redivides,
like the branches of one of your infinite trees. An infinity of futures,
these parallel futures, they call them all occurring simultaneously.

And so, an infinity of parallel nows, don't you see? But the nmechanics
are wong. Nowness is ... there is a unity of immanence ... A Mallory,
only one future can ever be."

"The future is unchangeabl e, then?"

"W have a saying," she told me. "'We don't change the future; we choose
the future.'"

"Scryer talk."

She reached up to me. She ran her fingers through ny chest hair and nmade
a sudden, tight fist above ny heart, pulling at ne as she said, "I wll
have gone to a cutter named ... He'll grow ne new eyes. | want to see
your face when you ... one tine, just the one tinme, is that okay?"
"Wul d you really do that?" | wondered al oud. "Break your vows? Wy?"
"Because | love ..." she said. "I love you, do you see?"

During the next few days | could think of little else except this

strange conversation, As a returning pilot | was required to teach, so
agreed to tutor two novices in the arts of hallning. | nmust admt | did
not performny teaching duties with as nmuch attention as | shoul d have.

Early one norning in the classroomof ny chalet, as | was supposedly
denmonstrating sinple geonetric transformations to little Rafi and Geord,
I found nyself thinking back to my journey to the Entity, renenbering
how the i mago of Katharine had grown eyes and | ooked at nme. | wondered:
Had She known what Katharine would one day say to nme? | was nulling over
the inplications of this while | showed the novices howit is inpossible
to rotate a paper, twodi nensional tracing of a right-handed glove to
match and fit the tracing of a | eft-handed glove, if the nption was

restricted to rotations within a plane. | failed to notice they were
bored. | picked up one of the glove tracings fromthe wooden fl oor,
flipped it over and placed it on top of the other tracing. | said, "But

if we lift it off the plane |like so and rotate it through space, it's
trivial to match the two tracings. Sinilarly-"

And here the gangly, inpatient Rafi interrupted me, calling out,
"Simlarly, it's inmpossible to rotate a three-dinensional |eft glove
into a right handed glove. But if we rotate the glove through
four-space, it's sinple to superinpose the two gloves. W know t hat,
Pilot. Are we done now? You prom sed to tell us about your journey to
the Al al oi -renmenber? Are you really going to drive dogsl eds across the
ice and eat l|iving nmeat?"

My distractions, | saw to ny dismay, had apparently infected even the
novices. | was a little annoyed at Rafi, who was too quick for his own
good. | said, "True, the gloves can be superinposed, but can you
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vi sual i ze the rotation through four-space? No? | didn't think so."

Two days later | took themto a cutter who nodified their |ungs, and
then down to the Rose Wnb Cloisters. | put theminto the hexagona
attitude chanber, which occupied nost of the rose-tiled tank room There
they floated and breathed the super-oxygenated water while performng
the day's exercises. Wth their sense of right and left, and up and
down, dissolved by the dark, warm salty water, they visual ed
four-space; they rotated the image of their own bodi es around the

i magi nary plane cutting through their noses, navels and spines. They
were trying to rotate thenmselves into their own nmirror images. Even
though it is really a sinple exercise, akin to reversing the |line

di agram of a cube by staring at until it "pops,"” | should have paid them
close attention. But again, | let nmy mnd wander. | was wondering if

Kat hari ne woul d be able to find a cutter to nake her new eyes when |
happened to | ook through the wi ne dark water at the novices. Rafi,

noti ced, had his arnms wapped around his knees, and his eyes were
tightly closed as he breathed water. How long had | left himlike this?

If I left himtoo long in the fetal attitude, he would build a
dependency on sightl essness and closure. | rem nded nyself that he was
to be a pilot, not a scryer, so | removed himfromthe tank. "The
exercise was ... too easy," Rafi said. He stood there naked, beads of
water dripping off him Due to his altered |lungs, he was having trouble
breathing. "Once one sees one transformation, the other's are easy."

"That's true with geonetric transformations," | said. "But the
topol ogi cal transformations are harder. | renmenber when Lionel Killirand
made me reverse the tube of ny body, inside out. Now that was a horrible
exercise. Since you' ve found today's exerci se so easy, perhaps you'd
like to play with the topol ogical transformations, then?" He sniled a
haughty smile and said, "I rather play at a real transformation, |ike
you, Pilot. Are you really going to scul pt yourselp. Is that as severe a
transformation as altering one's lungs? Wuld you take a novice with
you, to the Alaloi? Could | come?"

"No," | said, "you're just a boy.

Now, shall we practice notions through five-space? | don't think you'l
be able to visualize five-space so easily."

The excitenment that mny proposed journey provoked throughout the O der
was not wholly surprising. Man is man, and even civilized nan-especially
civilized wonen and nmen-will sonetines long for sinplicity. In each of
us, there is the lure of the primtive, an atavistic desire to
experience life inits rawest form there is a need to be tested, to
prove our worth as natural (and ferocious) aninmals in a natural world.

Sone said the Alaloi led a truer, nmore purely human life than could any
modern man. Too, the story of Goshevan and his marrow sick son

Shani dar, had fired the inmagination of an entire generation. To return
to nature as strong, powerful, natural nen-what woul d be nore romantic
than that? No day passed that sone semanticist didn't offer advice as to
the conplexities of the Alaloi |anguage or a fabulist recite the epic of
Coshevan's dooned journey to |live anong the cavenen; no ni ght ended

wi t hout one pilot or another drugging hinself with toal ache and beggi ng
to acconpany ne to the Alaloi.

Toward the end of that brilliant, happy season of romance and deep snows
and plans, | was elevated to ny mastership. Strangely enough, although I
was by far the youngest pilot ever to becone a nmaster, | no |onger took

pride in ny relative youth. Having aged five years intinme on ny journey,
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| suddenly felt ageless, or rather, old-as old as the gl azed | edges of
the Hall of Ancient Pilots where the naster pilots welcomed ne@to their

college. | remenber waiting for their decision at the far side of the
Hal I, near the dais where Bardo and | had received our rings. | tapped
my boot against the cold floor, listening to the sound vanish into the
arched vault above ne. | exam ned the conclave room s |ong, black doors,

whi ch were nade of shatterwood and carved in bas-relief with the faces
of Rollo Galivare and Ti sander the Wary, the Tycho and Yoshi, all three
hundred and eighty-five of our Lord Pilots since the foundi ng of our

O der. Near the center of the left door, | found Soli's hard profile,
with the | ong, broad nose, the hard chin and the conbed hair bound in

its silver chain. | wondered if nmy own profile would ever be carved in
the old, brittle wood, and if it were, | wondered if anyone woul d be
able to distinguish it fromSoli's. Then the doors opened, and the

anci ent Salmalin, who was the ol dest pilot next to Soli, pulled his
white beard and invited me into the circular conclave room and | no

| onger felt very old. | sat on a stool at the center of a huge, ringlike
table. Around the table sat Tonmoth, Pilar Capri ndashavill i, the dour

St ephen Caraghar, as well as Lionel and Justine and the other master
pilots. Wien Salnmalin stood up to welconme ne to the master's coll ege,
all the pilots stood and renoved the gloves fromtheir right hands. In

that sinplest and nost touching of all our Order's cerenonies, | went
around the table shaking hands. Wen | took Justine's long, elegant hand
in ny own, she said, "If only Soli had been here to see this, |'msure

he woul d have been as proud as | am"

I did not remind her that if Soli had been present, he would probably
have vetoed ny el evation

After she and Lionel (and others) congratulated me, ny nother net ne
outsi de the conclave room W wal ked through the al nost deserted Hal
together. "You're a master now," she said. "The Ti nekeeper will have to
pay nore attention to your petition. And if he approves it, we'll scul pt
our bodies. And go to the Alaloi where there will be fame and glory. No
matter what we find or don't."

I thought it was funny that even ny nother had been infected with the
general excitenent. | bit nmy lip, then said, "You can't seriously think
of coming with nme, Mther."

"Can't 1? I'myour nother. Together we're a famly. The Alaloi would
regard us as a fam|y-what could be nore natural ?"

"Well, you can't cone."

"I'"ve heard that to the Alaloi, famly is everything."

"The Ti mekeeper," | said, "will probably deny nmy petition.”

She cocked her head and | aughed, al nbst to herself
"Can the Ti nekeeper
deny you this chance? | feel not. W'll see, we'll see,"”

Later there was feasting and drinking. Bardo was so happy for nme that he
practically cried. "By God!" he said. "We'll celebrate! The City wll
never be the sane!"

H s words, along with nmy nmother's instincts, would prove to be curiously
prophetic. (Sometimes | thought nmy nother was a secret scryer.) Two days
after ny elevation, on eighty-fifth day, a day of cold, nashy snow and
deep irony, Leopold Soli returned fromthe Vild. He was enraged to find
me alive-so it was runored. Qut of spite and revenge -Bardo told me
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this-he went to the Timekeeper to demand that mny petition be denied. But
the Ti nekeeper fooled him The Ti nekeeper fool ed everyone, and fool ed ne
most of all. He granted ny petition, but added a proviso: | could nount
an expedition to the Alaloi provided | took ny fanmily, ny nother and
Justine and Katharine, along with ne. And Soli, too. Soli, who was ny
uncl e, nust conme or else there would be no expedition. And since Sol

was Lord Pilot, Soli nust |ead the expedition - this was Tinekeeper's
galling, ironic proviso. Wien | heard this news | could not believe it.

Nor did | suspect that Bardo was right, that as a result of our
expedition, the Gty would never be the sane.

Chapter 7-Rainer's Scul pture

I was an experinent on the part of Nature, a ganble within the unknown,
perhaps for a new purpose, perhaps for nothing, and nmy only task was to
allow this game on the path of prinmeval depths to take its course, to
feel its will within ne and make it wholly nmine. That or not hing!

Em | Sinclair, Holocaust Century Eschatol ogi st

| spent the next few days sul king about nmy house. | am ashaned to admt
this, but the truth is the truth: | brooded |like a boy upon | earning of
the Ti nekeeper's proviso. | told Katharine to stay away; | told her |

was angry with her for not warning me the Ti nekeeper woul d hunbl e ne
with his proviso. (This was a lie. How could | be angry with a beauti ful
scryer sworn to keep her visions secret?) | read nmy book of poens or
split firewood or set up ny wooden chess pieces, replaying the ganes of
the grandmasters, all the while cursing Soli for ruining ny expedition.

That Soli had persuaded the Ti nekeeper to allow himto steal the
| eadership fromne, | could not doubt.

Soon after his return, Soli cane to visit me, to discuss plans for the
expedition and to gloat-or so | thought. | received himin the fireroom
in front of the cold, blackened fireplace. He i medi ately noticed the
mnor insult of the unlit fire, but he could not appreciate the greater

insult, that | invited himto sit atop the same furs on which | had
swi ved his daughter. | shanel essly savored the know edge of this insult.
As Bardo often reminded ne, | had a cruel vein running into ny heart.

I was surprised at how nuch Soli had aged. He sat cross-legged on the
furs, touching the new lines on his forehead, pulling at the | oose flesh
bel ow his long chin. He | ooked twenty years older. | had heard that he
had al nost penetrated the inner veil of the Vild. But the price he had
paid for attenpting those inpenetrable spaces was tine, crueltinme. Hs
voi ce was ol der, deeper, cut with new inflections. "There should be
congratul ations on your journey," he said. "The College did well to nmake
you a master."

| had to admt he could be graci ous when he wanted to be, even though he
was obviously lying. | wanted to tell himnot to waste his breath |ying.

But | renenbered ny manners and said, "Tell ne about the Vild."

"Yes, the Vild. There's little to tell, is there? The stars flare, then
di e.

The Vild grows. And the rate that it grows, grows. Wat do you want to
know? That it's inpossible to map those spaces? That a pil ot nust use
slowtine al nost continuously in the Vild? Look at me, then, and you'l
see that that is so."
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We tal ked of our respective journeys; | thought he was bitter that | had
succeeded where he had failed. And then he surprised ne, congratulating
me again for the mappings | had made through the Entity. "That was

el egant piloting," he said. Pointedly, however, he refrained from
ment i oni ng nmy di scovery.

I offered himcoffee but he refused, saying, "Coffee speeds the brain,
and there's been enough of that, hasn't there?"

"Wbul d you |like sonme skotch, then?"

"No thank you, Pilot," he said. "There's no joy drinking skotch in front
of a dead fireplace, is there?"

"I could light the fire, if you'd like."
"Pl ease. "

| heaped some green logs onto the grate and lit the fire, and he cane to
the purpose of his visit. "It seens there will be an expedition to your
Al al oi after all."

"And you're to lead it?"
"Yes."
I ground ny teeth, then said, "I understand. You want the glory."

"I's that true? No, you don't understand. The Ti nekeeper orders ne to
lead it."

" \My?ll
"Who knows what his reasons are?"

Liar, | thought, liar! "I'll speak to the Ti nekeeper," | said. "You'd
question hinP"

"I't was ny discovery. The Alaloi ... ny plan. It's nmy expedition." He
bowed his head and said, "Yes, it's clear, you want the glory."

"No, | want the know edge."

"So you tell yourself," he said, and he sipped fromthe tunbler of
skotch | had handed him "It would weaken the expedition if you cone." |
| ooked at his long nose, the nose | had broken. "There's bl ood between
us," | said.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. He said, "No, you' re nistaken. There's
no bl ood between us."

| gul ped a quarter of nmy own tunbler of skotch. My eyes were burning

fromthe piney snoke escaping into the room | said, "If the Ti nekeeper
doesn't rescind his proviso, I'll withdraw fromthe expedition. | won't
go with you.

Soli smiled and told ne, "Yes, your pride is hurt. But you don't have a
choi ce. "

"What do you nean?"

"This is the reason for ny visit; you nust be told: The Ti nekeeper
orders you to come with nme."
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"Orders me?" | half-shouted. "Ten days ago, he wasn't even going to
all ow an expedition!"

"The Ti mekeeper," Soli said, "apparently has changed his m nd. Don't ask
me why." He sipped his skotch, then continued, "There will be six of us.

Justine and Bardo, your nother, too, are ordered to acconpany us."
"That's only five."
Hi s voice was unnaturally calmas he said, "The sixth will be Katharine

The Ti nekeeper has ordered ny daughter to grow new eyes and conme with
us."

So, | thought, Soli nust have gone to the Ti mekeeper and asked that his
wi fe and daughter come with him How gratified he nust have been that
Kat hari ne woul d renounce her scryer's vows and grow eyes, he who

despi sed scryers! | could not understand, though, why my nother and
Bardo had been included in the expedition's roster, unless it was to
appease nme and keep nme from doi ng somet hing foolish, such as breaking mny
vow of obedi ence and running off to the Alaloi on ny own. Then, by way
of explanation Soli said, "W'll pose as distant relatives of the Devak
tribe of the Alaloi. The Ti mekeeper believes we'll have a better chance
if we pretend to be an extended famly. And since sone of us are really
related, it should be that much easier of a deception."

Yes, | thought, Soli was indeed a deceitful man. | said, "Let nme guess;
we'll pretend that Bardo is your son, and ny cousin.”

"No," he said, "that's not the plan. His face suddenly turned sour as if
he had swal | owed gull piss, not skotch. He seened very unhappy. "You're
to pose as ny son."

"What ? That's imnpossible!"
"As ny son," he repeated quietly, "since you |look so nuch |like ne.
Katharine will be your sister."

"That's insane! It won't work!" | was suddenly on ny feet, fingers

cl enched, shaking ny fists on either side of ny head. "You and

we'd fight and what would the Alaloi think? The whole plan ... Katharine
my sister, insane! |'ll break down the doors of the Tinekeeper's tower
if I have to but I won't let himorder this insane plan!"

"Agai n, you nust be rem nded, you have no choice. Sorry." Indeed, | had
no choice. | was furious because | had no choice. | was a pilot who had
taken vows-so | rem nded nyself while pacing through the fireroomafter
Soli had left nme. Later that day | called for an audience with the

Ti mekeeper, but he would not see nme. In a bare anteroom | waited al

af t ernoon pl ayi ng over chess ganes in ny head to cal mnyself, to keep
nmysel f from breaking into his chanbers. Finally, he sent a journeyman
horologe to informnme that he was neeting with a nerchant prince from
Tria and woul d not be able to see anyone for a good tenday.

I did not believe him The Ti nekeeper was testing ny obedience,

t hought, and hunbling nme because he was jeal ous of ny discovery. Bardo,
too, shared this opinion. Around midnight we net in the master pilot's
bar. He was drunk, and oddly, for him quite subdued. H s bearded head
was | oose on his shoulders as he kept dipping his lips into his beer
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"It's a pity," he said. "It's a very pity. By chance you didn't ask the
Ti nekeeper to .. ." He bel ched and conti nued, to order ne on this
mad expedition, did you? Ch, of course you didn't, stupid of nme for even
suspecting. Wiere's ny dam faith in friends? Ch, too bad, where's ny
faith in anything? You' re always sayi hg success begets success but |
think not. You and your damm testosterone high! You conme back fanobus,
full of pride and seed, ready for anything, but that's not the reality,

oh, no. Shall | speak in netaphor? | shall, | shall: W're |like
thall ows, you and |, the higher we soar, the greater the fall when the
wi nd turns against us. | have a bad feeling about this expedition,

Little Fell ow "

Bardo, of course, had bad feelings about anything which put his life at
risk. He was a natural pessinist always waiting for calamity to occur,
and the greater his happiness, the greater his fear it mght nonmentarily

be taken away fromhim Thinking to soothe him (and myself), | drank
more skotch, threw nmy armaround him and said, "It will be all right."
"No, no, Little Fellow, |I think I'lIl die out on the ice, yes, |I'msure
of it."

"I didn't know you were a scryer."

"Well, it doesn't require any special vision to see |I'm dooned." He
pulled a small mirror fromhis pocket and held it in front of his face.

Wth drunken fingers, he w ped beer foamfromhis nustache as he spoke
to hinself. "Ah, Bardo, ny friend, what's happened, what's to becone of
you? Ch, too bad, too bad!"

Despite Bardo's foreboding and ny nainmed pride, despite Soli's and ny
anti pathy for each other, despite everything, the initial planning for
the expedition went well. Each of us, except Bardo, took on a different
task. Lionel, who was nmiffed at not being included in the expedition,
neverthel ess hel ped us learn to handle the sled teans. Soli prepared his
inventories of the spears, furs, oilstones, icesaws and krydda spheres,
all the hundreds of tools and things we would need to pose as Al al oi
(and, if need be, to survive). Justine and ny nother consulted the
akashic records and histories, |earning as nmuch as they could of the
culture of the Devaki tribe. It was nmy taskand it was clever of Soli to
assign me this crucial, delicate task, a sop to ny pride-to hire and
supervi se the cutter who woul d scul pt our bodies into the shape of
neandert al s.

On the tenth day of false winter | made arrangenments with a Mehtar
Haj i me, whose shop was the largest and finest on the Street of Cutters.

(Which is itself one of the straightest and broadest streets in the
Farsider's Quarter.) The shop front was jacketed with sheets of rare,
bl ue obsidian carved with bizarre shapes, sone of which were

human-t hough barely so-and others bearing as little resenblance to
humans as humans do to nonkeys. There were grotesque bearded nen whose
parts had been broadened and | engthened until their nmenbruns hung
pendul ously al nost to their knees, and there were others as tall and
thin as exenplars. There seenmed to be no pattern or logic to the

pl acement of the figures: A cluster of the double-sexed in orgy was set
next to a breastl ess madonna wearing the binding fiber of a Vesper
priestess around her elongated head. Bizarre, how bizarre and barbari c!

The largest of the figures, | saw, was nmelted into the stone above the
doorway. It advertised the type of scul pting for which Mehtar was nost
famous: An Alaloi man, with his thick jaw firnmy set, held a spear and
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stood with his arm cocked as he sighted on the eye of an enraged,
chargi ng mammot h. | recogni zed the scul pture of CGoshevan, he who had
heroically killed a marmmoth with a single stroke of his spear. Mehtar
took obvious pride that it had been a cutter nuch |ike hinmself who had
once made Goshevan into an Al al oi

I knocked at the door, and a donestic opened it and | ed nme through the
stone hallway into the warm disgustingly plush tearoom where | sat at
the single table. It served nme a fair coffee that | could not quite
identify. | drunmed ny fingers against the table top, all the while
exam ni ng the expensive wall tapestries, the many expensive objects atop

the polished furniture. | was annoyed because this venal cutter, whoever
he was, was not there to nmeet nme. "Many pay well to be nore than they
were born to be," | heard sonmeone say. | |ooked up to see a man who nust

have been Mehtar standing in the doorway |eading to his changing roons.

He | ooked as nuch |ike a caveman as any Alaloi. He was thick and

obvi ously powerful, with great bunches of nuscles gathering beneath his
hairy skin. His browidge jutted so far out fromhis forehead that |
could barely see his quick brown eyes. He | ooked very famliar; | was

al nost certain | had seen him before, though |I could not renenber where.

Wth the flat of his palm he thunped his chest and said, "Do you see
this magnificent body? As |'ve done for nyself, so | can do for you.
sipped nmy coffee (it was Sol sken coffee, | guessed, which is treasured
more for its rarity than taste), and | asked him "How do you know
haven't cone to have ny nose shortened?"

"You're the master pilot Mallory Ringess,"” he said. "And | know why
you've come to nme." He took the chair opposite mne and sat stroking his
heavy jaw. He | ooked at me as if he were appraising a piece of art.

Abruptly he said, "Look at the Fravashi tondo," and he pointed to the
wal | behind ne.

I turned to look at the tondo. The alien painting, a culture of

vari egat ed, programed bacteria pressed between two sheets of clary,
nmut at ed and shifted colors and shape as | watched. The pretty, flow ng
col ors depicted the epic of Goshevan of Summerworld and the birth of his
son, Shanidar; it was an inpressive display. OF course, private

possession of such technology was illegal, but | said nothing. "A fanous
castrato who had |l ost his voice-1'msure you know his nanme-gave ne this
painting in trade for his restoration. Restore himl did! |I cut at his
larynx until he sang like a bell, and to prove nmy good will, | stitched
new testes into his enpty ball sacks for free. So that he could be a man
again while he sang with a young boy's voice! No, I'mnot a venal nan,

no matter what ny enenies say."

I expl ai ned what | needed, and he closed his nostrils and said, "The
price will be six thousand city disks, a thousand for each body | scul pt
and-"

"You're joking! Six thousand city disks?"

"Have some nore coffee,”

he said, pouring the pungent liquid into ny nug. "The price is high
because | amwho | am Ask any cutter or splicer on the street, and
they'Il tell you who is the best. Did you know | apprenticed to Rainer?

The cutter who scul pted Goshevan?"

He was lying, of course. | had consulted the City archives before
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choosing a cutter. Mehtar, although he | ooked decently old, was really
qui te young, much too young to have been Rainer's apprentice. He had
conme to Neverness as a young boy having witnessed the death of his

pl anet, Alesar, in one of those rabidly hateful religious wars which
occasionally destroy isolated societies. H's fam |y had bel onged to a
schismatic sect of spiritualists-1 do not recall the exact nature or
substance of their belief-and he had watched them di e the marrow death
as he vomited bl ood and swore he woul d never again put his faith in

i deal s he could not see or feel or possess. He had conme to Neverness
determned to enrich hinself while w eaking vengeance on any flesh that
came his way. Therefore in little time he had becone the best-if
strangest-cutter in the Cty. "Six thousand disks!" | repeated. "Nobody
needs access to that nuch information. It's indecent."

"You won't buy my services by insulting ne, Pilot,"
"We'll pay you a thousand disks."
"That's not enough.”

"Two thousand." He shook his head and nade a tisking sound with his
tongue. "That will buy you the services of Al varez or Paulivik, any of
the | esser cutters. Maybe you should go to them™

"Three thousand, then."

"I don't |ike ampunts containing the nunber three! It's a superstition
of mne."

"Four thousand," | said, realizing that | should have persuaded Bardo to
cone with ne. | had rarely paid noney for anything in ny life, while he
had a lifetine of experience arguing over the value of |land or haggling
wi th whores over the price of their bodies. "I can scul pt four of you
for that price."

"Five thousand city disks. Five thousand."
“No, no, no, no, Pilot."

| slapped the table so hard that nmy nug rattled and cof fee sl opped over
the rim | nuttered, "You would think you' d sculpt us for free. Doesn't
t he quest mean anything to you?"

"No, it doesn't, Pilot."

"Well, five thousand is all | can pay." | was certain that if | had
brought Bardo with nme, he woul d never have agreed to pay the six
t housand di sks that Mehtar had originally asked for. "If that is all you

have," he said, "that is all you have. But you will never know how fine
it feels to wear an Alaloi's body, how good it is to be strong." So
sayi ng he grasped his enpty mug with his hand and squeezed. It shattered
into crunbs and slivers, one of which drove through his palm He held
his hand up so | could watch himslowy draw the bl oody white sliver
fromhis punctured flesh. At first the wound spurted blood in rhythnmic
pul ses, and Mehtar said, "Clearly, |'ve sliced the artery." He cl osed
his eyes, and the nuscles of his upraised hand began to trenble. The
pul ses of red slowed to a steady flow and then to a trickle. Wen he
opened his eyes, the bleeding had stopped altogether. "I can give you
powers over your scul pted body as well as strength. There are hornobnes
to keep your balls overflowing with seed, or a neurotransmitter wash to
di ssol ve your need for sleep. And, nore practically, with alittle
splicing, various of your tissues can be programed to punp out
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gl ycopetides, to keep your flesh fromfreezing on your expedition. |
Meht ar Constancio Hajinme can do this. My price will be six thousand one
hundred city disks,"

"Six thousand ... one hundred?"

He pointed to the pieces of the nug scattered across the table. "I nust
factor in ny advertising costs. They bl ow these nmugs on Fostora, and you
must know, it was precious."

| pounded the table with the edge of my fist and felt porcelain crunbs
grinding into thin |leather of ny glove. "You're a filthy, greedy
tubist," | said.

He | ooked at ne quickly as his nostrils opened and cl osed. "A tubist,
you call me. Yes, it's true, | serve nyself, and why not? | used to
serve ny God, but He betrayed ne." He pointed to the tondo and at the
case of priceless Darghinni jewelry standing next to it. "Now | coll ect
things. Things do not betray."

"Too many things," | said. "You're a thingist and a tubist."

"And why not? Certain things possess a luster and beauty that do not
fade with age. W arise in the norning to greet our things, a place for
each finely made thing, and each thing in its special place. W buy

t hi ngs, perhaps a chair carved of fine-grained shatterwood or a

beauti ful Darghinni hangnest, and we can be certain that the having of
it will increase our worth."

"l don't believe that."

He smled and said, "Nevertheless, it's true. Wen we own many things,
we may trade themto acquire nore things, each nore beautiful, each nore
preci ous, each containing real value against the day of disaster when

things will have to be traded to preserve that nost precious thing of
all: our precious lives."

"Nobody lives forever," | said. | stared at the silvery strands of the
hangnest glittering in its case. | thought of the thousands of Darghinni

nynmphs who nust have di ed when their nest was stolen. "Mybe you val ue
yoursel f too nuch."

"Well, Pilot, this flesh I wear, it's all | am What should | value
more? Six thousand one hundred city di sks-a heavy sum but there's never
enough to insure the sanctity of a man's flesh. Never, never enough."

In the end | paid the anbunt he asked. It was bad enough having to dea
in noney; it was far worse to argue over it. The next day when | told
Bardo the details of our arrangenent he was aghast. "By God, you've been
pl undered! | really should have cone with you. What did the Ti nekeeper
say? He's a miserly old wolf and ... ahhh, he doesn't know, does he?"

"He won't know unl ess the master bursar tells him"

"Good, good." And then, "Do you really trust this Mehtar Hajine to
scul pt us?"

Did | trust the cutter? How could one trust a man who wore snuggl ed
shagshay furs stolen fromthe flayed body of a once-living animal? "
trust his greed,” | said. "He'll do what we pay himto do on the hope
that our friends will cone to himfor scul pting."

Four days later | was the first to |lie beneath Mehtar's lasers. | was

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/David%20Zindell%20-%20Neverness. TXT (92 of 369) [12/30/2004 2:15:46 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/lncoming/David%20Zindel19%620-%20Neverness. TXT

surprised to learn that the difference between an Alaloi and a ful

human was really very little. Unfortunately, these little differences
had to be added or deleted fromevery part of ny body. He renmade ne from
i nside out, |eaving no part of ne untouched. He did the bone work first,
t hi ckeni ng and strengtheni ng one hundred and ei ghty of ny body's bones.

It was during this period, which |asted a couple of tendays, that | felt
the worst pain of the entire procedure. Wistling to hinself and
occasionally telling me bad jokes, Mehtar would | ay open | ayers of skin
and nuscle and cut anong the plates and spicul es of a bone's honeyconbed
interior as | clanped ny jaws shut and sweated. He steened the walls

wi th new bone and strengthened the shafts and tendon attachnments. "Bone
pain is deep," he said, all the while opening and closing his nostrils
as he drilled down the length of my thigh bone. "Deep and hot but it
doesn't last long."

There were a few tines when ny pain blocks failed and Mehtar had to
render ne unconscious. | suspected he used these tines to introduce
colonies of illegal, programred bacteria into nmy body. The bacteria-|I
was never able to prove this-found their way into those parts of ny
bones Mehtar could not reach with his drills. There sone of the bacteria
di sassenbl ed and i ngested ny natural bone while others manufactured and
spun out a webwork of collagens and mineral crystals, |ayer upon |ayer
of new bone with a tensile strength greater than steel. Once, when

hi nted how afraid | was of this technol ogy, Mehtar |aughed and said,
"You should think of the bacteria as tools, tiny machines,

infinitessinmal robots programmed to a certain biochenical task. Do

machi nes rebel ? Can a conputer take charge of its own programm ng? No,
no, no, Pilot, there's no danger in these tools, but of course, all the
same, | would never enpl oy them because to do so would violate your City
canons, archaic as those canons are."

| rubbed the glued skin of my arm he had been working on the hunerus
that day-and | said, "No one likes to be col onized by bacteri a,
especially intelligent bacteria."

"Ch, noble Pilot, even if | was one of those cutters who ignore your
foolish laws, | would programthe bacteria to die after they had
compl eted their task of course |I would!' You have my prom se!"

Sonehow his pronmises did not reassure ne. | said, "And vhat of Chinene
and the April cluster, then?"

"Those nanes nmean nothing to ne."

I told himthat Chinmene was one of those planets where a col ony of
bacteria had mutated and escaped, consunming all life in the biosphere,

di sassenbling and totally remaking the planet's surface into a mat of
purpli shbrown, hugely intelligent bacteria-all in a matter of days. "And
the eschatologists think it only took a few years for themto infect the
whol e April cluster,"” | said. "Ten thousand stars swarming with your
harm ess bacteria.” O all the gods in the gal axy, the eschatol ogists
feared the April colonial intelligence the most. "Ancient history!"

Meht ar scoffed. "Such carel essness coul d never happen today. Wio woul d
permt it? Again, | assure you, you have nothing to fear."

Wiile | was healing, he worked on the others in succession. Soli was the
second to feel the marrow pain, followed by Justine, Katharine and ny
nmot her. Bardo, wanting to see the results of as many scul ptings he
could, went last. "I've heard terrible things about these cutters," he
confided to ne one day in the changing room "Aren't | thick enough that
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he coul d | eave ny bones al one? No? By God, | wish he'd avoid the

spi ne-so nany delicate nerves there. Wat if he sneezes at the wong
moment? One little slip of the laser and Bardo woul d never nopunt anot her
woman. |'ve heard of it happening. Can't you inmagine: Bardo's nighty
pol e rendered as linp as a soba noodl e because of a sneeze?"

To help himrel ax and bl ock his nerves, | massaged the heavy, fanlike
muscles at the top of his spine. |I tried to reassure him pointing out
that many peopl e underwent cuttings rmuch nore extensive solely for the
sake of fad or fashion. | did not tell himny suspicions about Mehtar's
bacteria. "Well, this my be a mnor alteration,” he admtted after we
had tal ked about certain pilots who had found it useful to pose as one
or another species of alien. "But there's another thing. Doesn't this
cutter look like that rude Alaloi | tripped the day you broke Soli's
nose? Do you renenber?"

Suddenly, 1 did remenber. Suddenly, | knew where | had seen Mehtar
before. To reassure Bardo, | said, "I"'msure this isn't the sane man."

It was a lie, but what could | do? "Ah, but what if you re wong?

Suppose he remenbers me? Suppose he di snenbers nme, forgive the pun, out
of vengeance, do you know what | nean?"

It seened, though, that Mehtar did not renmenber him Either that, or he
did not hold a grudge. If anything, Mehtar did his snpoothest work on
hi m probably because he had had all the rest of us to practice on

Bardo, of course, was not satisfied until he had tested his virility on
hi s whores. Everything nust have functioned properly because he cl ai med
he had swi ved twelve whores in a single evening, which was a record,
even for him

The work on ny face began soon after this, in late false winter. Mehtar
built me a newjaw filled with larger teeth. The enanel of the molars
was thick and | ayered; the jaw itself was massive and jutting in order
to provide greater |everage for the toughened jaw nuscles. | would be
abl e to crack bal do nuts or gnaw bones w thout trouble or pain. The work
was delicate, especially around the eyes. Because ny entire face, as
seen fromprofile, projected at a greater angle fromny skull, Mehtar
needed to scul pt great browidges to protect the vul nerable eyes. This
he did slowy, taking great care with the optic nerves. | was blind for
the better part of two days. | was afraid | would never see again, and
wonder ed how Kat hari ne made her way through the black prison surrounding
her head.

When the cutter finished this painstaking procedure and | could see
again, he held a silver mirror in front of ne. "Behold," he said. "You
are magnificent, yes? Note the nose, which | broadened while you were
pai nbl ocked and blind. Note the flaring nostrils. Wggle themfor ne,

pl ease. Very good, open, now close, and open again. A protection against
the cold,"” he said proudly, all the while opening and closing his, own
nostrils. "This planet is so cold."

| looked at the reflection in the nmirror; it was not really like |ooking
at nyself. O rather, it was like |ooking at some nutation of nyself
conmposed of two thirds Mallory R ngess and one third beast. My face was
strong and well| proportioned, at once primtive and as expressive as any
human face. My ancestors on Earth, | thought, nust have | ooked as | did.

I could not decide if | was handsone or ugly (or neither). | placed ny
fingertips on nmy forehead feeling the browidge; it was like the
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overhang of a cliff. | was not used to seeing nmyself in a thick beard,
nor could | keep ny tongue from probing the slippery contours of ny
huge, new teeth. For a noment | was disoriented and despondent. | had a
feeling of intense depersonalization, as if | didn't know who | was, and
worse, as if | didn't really exist. Then | | ooked at ny eyes, and though
they were set deeply into ny skull, | saw that they were ny sane bl ue
eyes, the eyes | knew so well.

I nmust admit that no one else suffered this same sense of |oss of
identity as | did. My nmother and Justine, and of course, Soli, had nore
than once experienced the shock of having their old bodi es made new.

This is not to say they each were wholly pleased with Mehtar's

scul pting. In particular, Soli hated it that after so many drastic
alterations, we still nearly resenbl ed each other. (Though as usual, he
kept his silence.) Justine hated everything about her new self Wen she
saw what Mehtar had done to her, she said, "Ch, no, |ook at ne! They'l

| augh at nme when | skate at the Hofgarten, and as for that, | ook how ny
wei ght has been redistributed, I've lost nmy center and |I'm so ungainly!"

and she sul ked for three days. Wen Soli told her that the Alaloi would
consi der her beautiful, she asked him "And do you think |I'm beautiful ?"

And Soli, who liked to pretend he was a truthful man, said nothing.

Just before the first stormof mdw nter spring, we underwent changes
not quite so severe. Mehtar stippled our skin, cutting away many of our
sweat gl ands so we woul d not soak our furs and freeze to death encased
in a sheath of lice. He also stimulated the individual hair follicles,
and we each of us, the wonen as well as the nen, sprouted a forest of
hair fromneck to ankle. (For sonme reason Mehtar could not explain,
thick sprigs of black hair erupted from between Bardo's toes and al ong
the tops of his feet. As Mehtar said, there are sone genetic quirks
beyond the control of the finest cutters.) During this tine we lifted
stones and perforned vigorous exercises to stinulate nmuscul ar grow h.

Mehtar took us into his weight chanber and rubbed our |inbs as he

subj ected us to the Fravashi deep-space nethod of |ocally inducing
supergravities along the nuscles of our arnms and |l egs. Soli hated this
as nmuch as he hated it whenever Mehtar touched him "If this continues,"”

he said, flexing the great ball of nuscle of his upper arm "I'Il be as
bul ky as Bardo."

There were thought exercises as well. One by one, we visited an

i mprimatur who nade us visualize the coordinated firing of individua
muscl e fibers. She inprinted our neural pathways with certain skills we
woul d need to pose as Alaloi. Thus, for instance, we learned how to
flake a bl ade of flint without ever touching hand to stone. And where
the Alaloi nen practice for a decade before they can hit their narks
with their spears, we learned this art in a single day.

There was one m nor surgery | have neglected to nention. The Alaloi, it
seenms, with their sharp flakes of flint nutilate the nenbruns of their
mal e children at the onset of manhood. The tribal elder slices off the
foreskin covering the bulb of the menmbrum and he makes tiny cuts in the
delicate skin along the shaft. Into these cuts he rubs ashes and salt
and col ored powders. The wounds fester and sear, and the man-the boy who
has becone a man-is left with rows of minute, nulticol ored kel oi ds
decorating his menbrum from base to bulb. Naturally, Bardo was terrified
when he | earned Mehtar woul d have to duplicate the effects of this
barbaric ritual. (I had withheld the foreknow edge of it until the |ast
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possible nmonent.) I, nyself, was a little apprehensive, especially when

Meht ar grasped ny nenbrurn and joked that if he ruined it beyond repair,
he could easily transformnme into a worman, and no one | net would be the
Wi ser. Again, everything went smoothly, though for days afterward

could not bear to | ook down when | stood up to piss.

The last thing Mehtar did, or so | thought at the time, was to make

Kat hari ne new eyes. He inplanted themin the vacant hol |l ows beneath her
dark, enlarged brows. They were beautiful eyes, eyes that | had seen
before in dreams; they were the eyes of the Entity's Katharine inmago,
deep and lovely like blue-black, liquefied jewels. | held a mirror to
her so she could see her eyes, but she pushed ny hand away, sayi ng,
"I"ve | ooked inside for so long; now |l want to | ook at things."

Like a child gazing through a tel escope for the first time, she took joy
in examning the things of Mehtar's changing room the hard white tile,
the intricate tubular mcroscopes, the |asers, pessaries, and other
gleam ng instruments. Wien | took her to the Hofgarten to watch the
skaters, she sighed and said, "Ch, it's good to see again! 1'd forgotten
how deeply colored the ice is, the blueness.”

The next day, in the privacy of ny house, she probed ny body with her
hands as well as her eyes. Wth her hot, dry hands, she grasped ny
menbrum runni ng her fingers over the colored bunps along the shaft. It
excited her, | think, and | wondered if the Al aloi decorate their
menbrunms in order to please their wonen. (Though ny studies of their
culture indicated that little the Alaloi nen did was solely for the

pl easure of their wonen.) Later as we panted and pushed our thickened
| oi ns agai nst each other with zest and abandon, at our nonent of
ecstasy, she opened her eyes and | ooked at ne as if she were seeing ne
for the first tine. "Your face," she said after we had separated. "It
was |like the face of a rutting ... It was so bestial!"

| rubbed ny beard and felt my huge jaw, and | told her that indeed | now
possessed the face of a beast.

But she said, "No, you don't understand. |'ve seen sonething | haven't
realized since | was a little girl. Al nmen are beasts if you | ook at
themjust right."

During the days that foll owed we were very busy. It was not enough, of
course, that we nerely scul pt our bodies to look like Alaloi. W had to
become Al al oi, which nmeant |earning their |anguage and inprinting
mllions of bits of specialized know edge. The correct nethod of
slitting a snow hare's belly, the aligning of one's head towards north
during sleep, the words and intonations for the burial of the dead-al
nmust be | earned before we coul d pose as cavemen. The | anguage of the
Devaki, the tribe of Alaloi we planned to join, proved nore difficult
than | had imagined. | do not mean that it was difficult to learn or
articulate. It was not. My nother discovered that the akashic's
conmputers had once laid bare the mnd of the Alaloi nanmed Rai ner and had
recorded his thought, deeds and menories. It was a sinple thing to

i nfuse our nmenories with his, with the words and grammatical rul es of
the Devaki |anguage. It was a sinple thing to find our |ips snoothly
articulating the soft, round vowels, to listen to the liquid consonants
rolling easily off our skilled tongues. To be sure, the mastering of the
tones took a little time. A few of the Devaki words were distinguishable
fromeach other solely by the tones of their vowels. For instance, sura
m ght nmean either "purple" or "lonely," depending on whether the first
vowel was pronounced in a sing-songy, rising tone, or in alow falling
tone. But in the end, everyone except Bardo found these few words sinple
to nmenorize. What was not sinple was the understandi ng. The norphol ogy,
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particularly of the Devaki verbs, proved to be subtle and conpl ex. The
verbs were not inflected according to our basic notions of past, present
and future tense, because the Devaki do not understand tine as we do.

(As | was to learn later, the Devaki deny the existence of past and
future.) How do the Devaki inflect their verbs? They inflect them
according to the state of consci ousness of the speaker. Thus a man ful

of fear might scream Lo nora Li Tuwa, | killed the mamoth!, while a
man deep in dreantine-what the Devaki call dreantime-will say, Lo
nmori sha Li Tuwa, which neans sonmething like: |, in the ecstasy of the

eternal Nowmonent, amjoined by the spirit of the mammoth who opened his
heart to nmy spear. There are one hundred and eight verb inflections,
each corresponding to a different enotion or state of nmind. Wiat worried
me was that at |east seven of these states were alien to me and woul d be
i nconprehensi ble to any woman or man of our Order. How could we choose
the correct word ,forns, how could we understand primtives who sliced
up and understood reality in ways very different from ours?

My nmother and |, Justine too, spent nuch time discussing the probl em
with the semanticists, Yannis the El der, who was taller than any man |
have ever known, as thin and fragile-looking as an icicle, suggested
that the Friends of Man m ght help us to duplicate these

i nconprehensi ble states of mind. "I understand you have achi eved a
partial understanding of the aliens' scent |anguage,"” he said to ne,
referring to my experiences within the Entity. "Now to understand alien
thi nki ng, which I think we understand the Devaki m ndsets to be, why not
approach true aliens as to their understanding of thoughtways which may,
or may not, be considered by themto be understandable to anyone who
under stands that that which cannot be understood, cannot be understood
sol ely on account of the context of the m sunderstanding."” (That is how
the master semanticists, those mserable, pedantic seekers of

wor d- meani ng often talk. I amnot joking.) In the end, his suggestions
were of little help. Wien deep winter canme and hardened, snothering the
City in a sea of alnost liquid air, we were forced to break off our
research into these esoteric matters. There was only so nmuch we coul d

| earn of the Devaki | anguage and custons. Sone things, it seemed, would
have to be faked.

Leopol d Soli, however, was not pleased with this fakery. In his own way
he was a careful, neticulous nan, despite the fantastic chances he had
taken on his journeys into the manifold. As the tine of our departure
drew nearer, he becanme increasingly critical of ny planning and
preparations. W argued over a hundred little things, fromthe nunber of
dogsl eds we should take to ny insistence that one radi o woul d be enough
to sumon help fromthe City if we found ourselves stranded or otherw se
needed rescue. W argued inportant questions, too. It was our argunent
over one vital, blindingly inportant question that nearly wecked the
expedition before it began. At the very edge of the high professionals'
col l ege, Upplyssa, is a row of buildings knowmn as the Brain Boxes. The
pink granite buildings-there ar seven of themare squat and | ow, roofed
with triangul ar panes of glass. On snowfree days, the interiors of the
buil dings are bright with a clean, natural light. Before all such
enterprise had been noved to the factories south of Urkel, in the tine
of Ricardo Ladi, the tinkers and programmers had grown the neurol ogics
for their conputers in these seven buildings. During the winter before
our expedition, the huge, enclosed spaces were given over to journeymen
who scul pted great blocks of ice and others needing (or wanting) to
mani pul ate material things. In the fourth and third buil dings the
fabulists created their three-di nensional tone poens while in the second
buil ding, certain historians were reconstructing in mniature the
underground cities of Od Earth. Soli had chosen the enpty seventh
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building to store the equi pment for our expedition. Al ong the bare wall
nearest the Acadeny's west gate were stacked |ong, heavy nammoth spears,
bal es of silky white shagshay furs, l|eather straps and slats of supple
wood whi ch could be bent into | ong skis or fashioned into the chassis of
our sleds. There were strips of raw, frozen nmeat wapped in oil skins,
and snow goggl es, oilstones, heaps of flint, and a hundred other things.

On sixtieth day, early in the norning, | was alone in the cold building
maki ng harnesses for the dog teans. Because Soli did not trust our hasty
i mprinting, he had suggested that we practice working | eather or flaking
flint and other Devaki skills. | sat punching holes in a stiff piece of

| eather with a bone awm. Next to ne crouched a sl eek beautiful sled dog
naned Liko. | had made friends with this intelligent beast, and he |iked
to watch ne work, even as he |licked and worked at the clean marrow bone
I had given him | was talking to Liko-and occasionally running ny
fingers through the gray fur covering his broad head-when he cocked his
ears and let out a whine. There canme the grindi ng speed-stop of a skater
fromthe gliddery outside. The doors opened with rmuch creaki ng and
scrapi ng agai nst frozen snow, and the dark figure of Soli stood Iimed
in the soft light streaming in fromthe street. Despite the bitter cold,
he wore only a kanel ai ka and a thin wool jacket. H's scul pted head was
bare. For all the weight of the new bone grafted onto his face, he held
hinself rigidly erect. As he crossed the building his steps were
measured, full of grace-1 will admt that-but full of a dangerous new
power as well. "It's early,"” he said, picking up a chisel and | aying out
a mammot h tusk. He stroked his beard, which was black and thick and shot
with stiff red hairs. H s eyes were deeply pouched as if he had not
slept well; he | ooked worn and middling old. He was too thin from having
eaten too little. He whistled at Liko and watched nme as | punched a
hol e, and he said, "That's no way to hold an awl. Careful you don't
punch a hole in your leg."

We worked for a while in silence. The only sounds were the scraping of
flint agai nst wood, and the soft popping of the aw punching through

| eather. (And the clack of Liko's teeth as he nunched his bone.)
Cccasionally Soli would shrink his neck down into his wool collar and

|l et out a huff of steany air. Wen | told himhe was foolish for
exposing his naked head to the wind, he asked, "Is it stupid to prepare
for the deep cold of the Ten Thousand |slands? To toughen ourselves, to
plan for the worst? You seemto be afraid of planning."

"What do you nean?" | ground ny teeth and punched a hole in the cold
| eat her.

He exam ned ny handi work and said, "Careful you space your holes evenly.

W don't want the Devaki to think we do carel ess work." He shook his
head at ne, then saidyour plan to collect tissue sanples-it's really no
plan at all, is it?"

Again | asked, "Wat do you nean?" | had planned to collect Devaki nai
clippings and strands of hair and other bits of cast off tissue in the
hope of deci phering the El der Eddes fromtheir plasmas circunspectly as
possi bl e. This was the Tinekeeper's ruling: The Devaki nust never know
we were breaking the covenant between the founders of Neverness and the
tribes of the Alaloi; they nust never know who we really were. "Your
plan is careless," Soli said. "It may not be as easy as you think to
gather up skin scrapings and the Iike."

"And you have a better plan, then?"

"There is a better plan. It's the wonen's plan; it's not ny plan." He
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shivered violently and rubbed his hands together. Hi s teeth chattered as
he fitted the | ong bone runner to the wood chassis he held clanped in
his white hand. "Tell nme about this plan," | said.

He rubbed the side of his nose and told me, "It's sinple: The Devaki are
known to be promi scuous in their sex. As Justine has pointed out, it
woul d be a sinple thing for our wonen to collect samples of the Devaki's
semen. "

"But that would be adultery!" | shouted. "Justine and you ... and if you
think ny nmother will swve-"

"Nei t her your nother or Justine will collect the senen. No one could ask
your nmother to do the inpossible, and Justine, well it would be unseemy
for a married wonan to do that, wouldn't it? No, as Justine rem nds ne,
the semen nmust be collected by an unmarried woman. And that's why
Katharine will collect the semen.”

"Kat harine! "

"Yes."

"Your daughter? You'd nake your daughter into a whore?"
"I't was Katharine who suggested the plan."

"l don't believe you!" He shot ne a swift look, and | realized |I had
protested too strenuously.

Until that nmonent, he probably had not suspected | had a passion for
Katharine. | clanped ny jaws shut and gripped the aw tightly. The
hardness of it hurt ny fingers. "My daughter?" He snmiled and | wanted to
push the sharp tip of the awl into the black spot at the center of his
eye. Never had | struggled so hard to swallow ny rage and restrain
mysel f. "Yes, she was ny daughter, wasn't she?"

"l don't understand you."

He felt the sled' s runner with his thunb tip; he stared at it with
unfocused eyes as if he were examining a cast-off piece of his life
rather than a material thing nade of wood and bone. How | hated this

i nwardness of his! | hated that he found in every person or problemor
thing an excuse to guiltily exam ne the scars and contours of his soul

"It used to be," he said slowy, "when Katharine was a little girl, we
coul d understand each other just by | ooking at each other. She was w se
beyond her years, a beautiful, beautiful girl. But when she becane a
scryer, not a pilot according to my will, but a damed scryer-when she
took her scryer's vows it was inpossible to | ook at her eyes because she
had pl ucked themout. No, Katharine |eft ne |ong ago."

I told himl could not believe that a woman of the City-mnmy cousin,
especially-would willingly lie with the Devaki men, though in truth it
was all too easy for ne to imagine her coaxing the liquids of life from
the menbrums of brutal, rutting cavenmen. "Perhaps she's tired of the
arms of civilized nmen," he said. | thought he was | ooking at ny knotted
hands, at ny trenmbling arms. "O perhaps she's just curious-she was

al ways a curious girl." | pushed hard with the awl, carel ess of what |
was doi ng, There was a sharp, hot pain in ny thigh; | yelled and | ooked
down to see the bone point puncturing ny woolens. A dark w dening circle
of blood spread out fromthe hole. Liko, who had been anxiously worrying
hi s bone, was up on his legs whining, sniffing, and | ooking back and
forth between Soli and ne.
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Soli shook his head, all the while watching ne peel back the fabric from
the edge of my wound. "Do you need help, Pilot?" he asked. "So
careless," and he canme over to nme and reached for nmy leg. "Dam you!" |
shouted, | stood up and grabbed his forearnms as he grabbed ne. Hot
trickles of blood ran down ny | eg, and Li ko was barki ng because he
didn't know what to do. "Damm you!"

We stood there for a nonment, grappling. | felt the power of his new body
runni ng along the nmuscles of his forearns. | fought to get a hand free
so | could dig nmy fingers into the soft area beneath his ear, to rip his
jaw away fromhis face. But he held ne as tightly as | held him | could
see in his frosty eyes a know edge, an utter certainty, that with our
toughened |igaments and new, popping tendons, we could destroy each
other. We could pull each other apart, snap each other's bones, pulp
each other's precious brains. Strong nmen can quickly kill strong nen-|
knew t his suddenly; suddenly | was certain that he could see the

know edge in nmy eyes. W |et go of each other at the sanme nonment. Never
again, | knew, could | touch himin anger unless | was prepared to kil
hi m

I withdrew the awl fromny thigh and threwit at the bale of shagshay
furs. It bounced twi ce across the topnost fur, |eaving red skidnmarks on
the stretched, white leather. | tried to stop the flow of bl ood much as
Meht ar had stanched his bl eeding hand. The nind can control the body, |
t hought; how wonderful that brain is the naster of nuscle. | was trying
to renenber this, trying hard to quiet ny raging nuscles when Sol
patted Li ko on his head, nodded at ne and said, "It must hurt you bad."

I did not knowif he was referring to ny wounded leg or to ny outrage at
Kat harine's planned infidelities. He never said another word about
either. (Nor woul d Katharine answer me when | demanded to know if she
had really volunteered to collect the semen sanples.) Ten days later,
before dawn on the first of deep winter's dead days, Bardo and the
menbers of ny unhappy famly drove our three | oaded sleds out of the
buil di ng. W paraded through the streets of the Acadeny down to the
Hol | ow Fi el ds where a wi ndj amer was waiting to carry us six hundred
mles over the western ice.

Chapt er 8- Kweit kel

And so Man dropped his seed into the Test Tube, and fromthe artificia
wonbs came many races of nen, and races that were men no |longer: the
Elidi grew wings and the Agathanians carked their bodies into the shape
of seals and dove beneath the waters of their planet; the Hoshi | earned
the difficult art of breathing nmethane while the Al aloi rediscovered
arts ancient and ageless. On the Civilized Wrlds there were many who
sought to inprove their racial inheritance in sone snmall way. The

exenpl ars of Bodhi Luz, for exanple, desired children of greater stature
and so, inch by inch, generation by generation, they bred human bei ngs
ten feet tall. Chaos reined as human beings fromdifferent planets found
that they were unable to mate and bear children in the natural nanner.

Thus Man formul ated the third and greatest of his |laws, which cane to be
called the Law of the Cvilized Wrlds: A man may do with his flesh as
he pl eases but his DNA belongs to his species.

from A Requiem for Honb Sapi ens, by Horthy Host hoh

The Thousand |slands is a vast archipelago scattered across four
thousand nmiles of ocean. In a broad crescent the islands reach from
Landasalia in the utternost west, to Neverness in the southeast.
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Al t hough there are many nore than a thousand i sl ands, many, nany nore,
most of themare small, vol canic upspillings worn alnost flat by w nd
and ice and the pull of gravity; they are barren wastes of tundra and
sedge and w nd-packed snow. (In fact, the name

"The Thousand Islands" is

a mstranslation of the Devaki, hel ahel asalia, which nmeans

"The Many,

Many |slands." The Devaki, indeed all the tribes of the Al aloi, have no
expression other than hela for quantities greater than twenty.) It is on
the larger islands that the thirty-three tribes of the Al aloi make their
hones. The islands of the southern group, which are called the
Aligelstei (or

"CGod's Gittering jewels"), teemwith I[ife. They are very

beautiful. There the Al aloi hunt shagshay and trunpeting manmot hs
through the evergreen forests; there they shield their eyes fromthe
colors and brightness of the snowfields, and at night, they huddle in
their snowhuts and caves drinking their blood tea and wondering at the
light of the stars.

The sixteenth island is called Kweitkel, naned for its great white peak
rising fifteen thousand feet above the sea. According to ny nother, who
had inprinted the nore relevant of the Alaloi Rainer's nenories, we
woul d find the Devaki gathered in a cave bel ow the southern foothills of
Kwei tkel . Every winter, when the sea freezes fast, the scattered
famlies of the tribe drive their dog teans across the open ice. They
conme from nearby islands such as Waasalia and Jal kel and Alisalia, and
ot her islands, Sawel salia and Aurunia, which are not so near. They cone
together to find wives for their sons and to performtheir cerenonies of
initiation into manhood; they conme to tell stories and give gifts to
each other, and they cone because the dark of deep winter, when the air
is so cold it sucks the soul fromyour breath, is a terrible tine to be
al one.

Qur plan was to approach Kweitkel fromthe south, a single famly group
seeki ng our ancestral hone. Here was the ruse toward which all our
fakery had been aimed: W would pretend to be the descendants of Senwe,
a brave man who had left the Devaki four generations ago to found a
tribe his owm. (I hoped that the nenory of Rainer was clean and true,
that there had actually been a man naned Senwe. Had be really ventured
across the southern ice seeking Pelasalia, the fabled Bl essed |slands?

There are, of course, no islands to the south of Kweitkel, blessed or
otherwi se. Senwe, if he had really set out to the south, had no doubt

di ed 1 ong ago when the pack ice broke up under false winter's harsh sun;
he and his doonmed fam |y had nost |ikely been sucked down into the cold,
fat hom ess sea.) Under the shroud of darkness we would set down ten
mles fromthe southern shore of Kweitkel. There, where the wind roars
unceasi ngly and unhi ndered over thousands of mles of ice, we would

har ness our dogs and fasten our furs and make the short journey to our
new hone.

We |eft the City in the hold of a silvery w ndjamrer, and we rocketed
across the six hundred mles separating Neverness fromthe first of the
Quter Islands. Two generations ago Coshevan had cone this way, alone on
the ice mles below us. Qur journey was far easier and nmuch qui cker than
his had been. In little tine we passed over the fifteen Quter Islands, a
famous poachi ng ground for wornrunners who risk death by laserfire in
their lust to smuggle priceless, real furs to the tubists of the Gty.

Bel ow us, covered by the ink of night, were forested nountains and herds
of white shagshay. Below us-again | had to rely on Rainer's nenory-was

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/David%20Zindell%20-%20Neverness. TXT (101 of 369) [12/30/2004 2:15:47 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/lncoming/David%20Zindel19%620-%20Neverness. TXT

the ancestral hone of the Yelenalina and Reinalina, two of the |argest
famlies of the Devaki tribe

We | anded to the south of Kweitkel, according to our plan. At least, |
believed we | anded there. W had to rely on the navigation skills of a
Mar kov Ling, a journeyman pilot fresh out of Borja. (It is ironic that
we pilots, who easily journey from Uradeth to the Gelid Luz, are

notoriously inept at the nuch sinpler task of flying a windjamrer.) In
near silence we unloaded our three sleds and our fifteen whining dogs.

We wor ked quickly so Markov could be off before the sun rose to expose
our fakery to anyone who ni ght be watching fromthe di stant shore.

It was cold and black as | funmbled with the harness traces; the
starlight was too faint to fully illumine ny snarling dogs. But | could
hear them growl i ng and snappi ng at each other, biting at the freezing

| eat her straps binding them The wi nd bl ew dark, flow ng sheets of
spindrift over them and they began to snort and sneeze and shiver. Next
to nme Bardo cuffed his |l ead dog, Alisha, with his open hand. Wth the
hood of his shagshay fur pulled tightly around his head, he | ooked |ike

a great white bear. He cursed and spoke to Justine; | could not nake out
what he said because the wind rose |like a how and bl ew his words out
across the ice. Soli, who seened i mune fromthe w nd, harnessed his

dogs and bent |low to check his | oad. The wonen, according to the Al al oi
custom hel ped where they could. But Justine grew carel ess. She pulled
the harness too tightly around ny third dog, Tusa's, chest. He slashed
at her, nearly tearing her mtten fromher hand. Instantly ny nother
fell upon the vicious dog with a | eather whip. She lashed his

hi ndquarters until he yel ped and pushed his belly down agai nst the snow.

"That Tusa is a beast," she said into the whistling wind. She turned to
me. "Didn't | tell you? That we shoul d have used bitches instead of
mal es?"

Al this tine Soli was staring at her, although it was too dark to see
the expression on his face. He said sinply, "Males are stronger,"” and he
signaled to Markov that we were ready to be off. Markov, who never |eft
the warnmth of the ship, nade a sign to Soli and fired the rockets. Wth
a roar, the w ndjamer shot forward and angled upward into the dark
eastern sky. The thunder echoed across the ice, then died.

I did not renmenber ever having felt so alone as | did that norning upon
the sea. |, who had journeyed far into the manifold, billions of miles
from anot her human being, stood to the east watching the red rocket
tailings of the windjamrer. To be alone inside a |ightship-or any
ship-was to be not really alone. There was the security of the wonblike
pit, the reassuring and famliar touch of the neurologics, the safety of
human design. On the ice there was only bitter wind and cold so thick it
was like liquid in ny eyes and nose; on the ice there were things that

kill, no matter the help of famly or friends. For the first time in ny
life I would be intimately close with the things of life. | would kil
animals for food and make ny clothes fromtheir bl oody skins; | would

fashi on bl ocks of hard-packed snow into a house to keep fromfreezing to
death. The wind cut beneath nmy parka, and | suddenly knew, in a
tangi bl e, inmedi ate way, just how delicate nmy skin really was, despite
its coverings of black hair and white fur. |ce-powder stung ny greased
face, and | listened to the noaning wind; | listened to the wi nd npaning
fromny chilled lungs and felt tiny needles of ice fracturing and
reformng inside ny nose with every breath taken and rel eased, |
wondered, neither for the first nor last time, if what | would find on
the island of Kweitkel would be worth the price of aching teeth and
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frozen flesh. After a while, Soli whistled to his | ead dog, and

realized it was tinme to go. Since | was pretending to be an Alaloi,
thought | should practice their rituals. | turned to the four points of
the world, giving thanks for the norning. In the east there was a | ow,
red light the color of glow ng blood where the ice joined the sky. Wsps
of pink and gray hung fromthe blue-black donme, illuninated by the sun
beyond the curve of the world. To the south, gray mist and endl ess ice.

The west was dark, the outline of Sawelsalia still lost into the fold of
night. | bowed to the north, and there was Kweitkel rising in the
di stance |like a massive, white god. (The word "kel," which neans

mountain, is also the Devaki word for god.) Its |ower slopes were green
and dark white, alnost slaty against the sky, but the snowfields of the
upper cone glared orange in the streamng light. "Kweitkel, nu la
lurishia," | whispered, hoping no one woul d overhear me greeting the
mount ai n. "Shantih, shantih."”

We poi nted our sleds north and whistled four short | ow notes foll owed by
a |l ong, keening, high note, that peculiar tiralee by which the Devaki
urge their dogs forward when they wish to spare the I ash. The dogs, wth
their black noses and lolling pink tongues, |leapt at their harnesses and
dug their feet into the snow Soli drove the lead sled followed by
Bardo. Mbst of the time the wonmen rode in the beds of the sleds. At

| east twice that norning, though, ny nother pestered ne to take the
rails of ny sled. But | would not |et her. Devaki wonmen, | told her to
her annoyance, do not drive sleds. | had the rear sled, which was the
easiest to handle for two reasons: firstly, ny |lead dog, Liko, was by
far the smartest and strongest of the dogs, and secondly because | had
only to follow the track already broken by Soli and Bardo. The snow
itself was hard-packed and clean; the iced runners of our sleds glided
snmoothly in their parallel grooves. The Devaki call such snow saf el

fast snow, and fast it was. By midnorning we had covered nost of the

di stance to the island, and we woul d have gone even further but for the
ragged and pitiful condition of the dogs, | nust admit here that | was
to blane for starving the dogs. Fromthe first, this cruelty was ny
plan. O all the hurtful things | have done in ny life -and there have
been many things, many-in sone ways | regret this torture of innocent
beasts npst of all. It was necessary, so | told nyself and the others,
necessary that we put forth the appearance of having traveled a great
distance. If we had really crossed a thousand mles of ice, as we were
pretendi ng we had, our dogs would be thin with toil and hungry from
eating half rations for too many days. To this end, against Soli's

wi shes, | had denanded that the dogs be fed very little.

Furthermore, | had-1 nyself did this-before we left the City | had
rubbed salty, frozen slush into their paws until they bled and froze. As

they whined and | ooked at ne with their trusting eyes, | had starved and
mai med them | did this so the Devaki woul d accept us as brothers, and
we m ght discover the secret of life. (I amnot, | know, forgiven this

barbarity nerely because | starved nyself The others did the same. Wat
is man but that being who can stand any barbarity, misery or pain?)

It was a pity, too, that Bardo and | had to whip the dogs. Al the way
to the island, Bardo used his whip freely. He shouted and cursed and
flailed at the hindquarters of his rear dog. Curiously, Soli, whose dogs
had the task of breaking trail, did not use his whip. He had | earned
another trick fromLionel, learned it better than Lionel hinself I
remenber how Soli's clear whistle pierced the norning air. It was a
beautiful whistle, full of rmusic; to this day | can hear the keening of
his whistle. There was an urgency in the clean, high notes and al so an
understanding, as if Soli well knew the agony of shrunken bellies and
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freezing, bleeding paws. He whistled over and over the short tiralee,

and his dogs panted and pulled hard at their traces. Soon, | hoped, if
our luck held, they would be rewarded with a roaring -fire and bl oody
hunks of fresh-killed neat.

Thus we approached the rocky shore of the island. There was a thrilling
spray of wind, the scrape and glide of the sled over the snow M face
was so nunmb fromthe cold |I could barely speak. But there was little to
say and much to listen to: the yel ping of the dogs and Bardo's

bl ustering voice; the screanms of the thallows as they dove fromthe
cliffs beyond us and beat their w ngs against the wind; the ice
particles etching the rock pronontories rising out of the sea; and when
the wind died and the living things were quiet for a nonent, the sudden
rush of silence, vast and prof ound.

About'a mle fromthe shore, | sawthat there would be difficulty wt
our landfall. The southern coast of Kweitkel was broken with high

cliffs; spires of volcanic rock pushed out of the coastal waters like
great, ragged, black fingers eaten away by a disease of salt and snow.

At the high strand, the sea was frozen upon the rocks, the ice crusty
and fol ded and thick glazed ripples running across the beach in uneven
bands of white and blue. | thought we would do better to circle the

i sland and drive our sleds up the gentle slope of the western coast.

When we stopped for our nmidday nmeal of baldo nuts and cold water, Sol
di sagreed, saying, "If we pretend we're of the far south, we nust be
seen to approach fromthe south.”

"But the western slope would be quicker," | said in a voice slurry with
cold. "You're always hurrying, aren't you?"

"Per haps the Devaki have been watching us approach," | said. "They've
had the whole norning to watch us." | |ooked at the stark southern
cliffs, and | felt a rawness in ny throat, a presentinent of disaster
and doom But | was no scryer, so all | said was, "I don't |ike these
cliffs."

I wondered how our three sleds would have appeared as seen fromthe

ri dge above the Devaki cave. There could be nothing as tiny and
insignificant as nen and the artifacts of men noving agai nst the spread
of the endless ice. Three tiny lines strung out across infinite
whi t eness, creeping nore slowy than a snow wormthat, | inmagined, is
what anyone woul d have seen | ooking out to sea.

Soli tightened his lips, which were shiny with grease. "The universe
doesn't turn around Mallory Ringess or any of us." As if to reassure
hi nsel f, he | ooked at Justine, who was sitting on his sled s bed. "Wy
shoul d the Devaki be watching us?"

I rubbed the side of ny nose; the hardened grease was sticky and cold.
said, "If we take our dogs up through the cliffs, they'll think we're
stupid."”

"No, that's not so." He held his hand over his brows, squinting as he
pi cked apart sections of the beach with his hard eyes. He pointed at a
break in the sea cliffs where the beach rose up to neet the forest.

"There," he said, speaking the Devaki |anguage as if born to it. "W
will drive our sleds along the tongue of ice where it licks the edge of
the forest."

"I't will be hard going."
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"Yes, that is true," he said.

That afternoon we performed the hardest work of our lives. Near the

i sland, the sea was frozen into a patchwork of green and blue ice

bl ocks, a jungle of crystals the size of a house, of cracks and hunps
and jagged spears of ice which snagged the harnesses, al nost inpaling
the dogs. There were nonments when the sl eds jamed against the fissures
and folds of the ice ridges, or worse, dangled over the edge while the
dogs howed in frustration and fear. At least three tinmes we had to
unharness the dogs and stand at the top of a ridge, pulling hand over
hand at the | eather traces, hauling our |oads up and over. Once we had
to unl oad the sleds completely. Bardo, of course, hated effort of any
sort which did not occur in bed, and at every opportunity he bel |l owed
and cursed the instance of his birth. Each of us, in his or her own way,
reacted according to type: Justine sang a cheerful little tune and

| aughed at every difficulty just because she | oved being outside in the
snow next to her husband; Katharine, distracted and di sassoci ated from
her | abor, was fascinated by the ice's glitter and the texture of the
di stant forest, and she could not stop |ooking all around at the things
of the world; Soli seened to relish problens of any sort, probably as a
test of his cleverness and ability to endure pain. Only my nother-and
here was one of the great surprises of ny life-seened at ease with the
muscl e- poppi ng work. She noved across the dangerous ice crusts lithely
and surely; she seened to relish the strength of her new, Al aloi body.

Thi s newfound pl easure of being was apparent in the rel axed way she
pull ed at the harness traces and | eaned into the wind, driving forward
with her hips as she set her boots against the slippery ice; it was
apparent in the set of her scul pted face, which, for all its thickness
of nose and jaw, was very beautiful

It was | ate afternoon when we reached the edge of the forest. The
nmuscl es along ny forearns were swollen and burning. | had strained ny
knee when Katharine | ost her footing and slipped, and the whol e wei ght
of the near-dangling sled had fallen upon nme. | had slipped too,
twisting the joint with a ligament-tearing force. | owed it to Mehtar, |
knew, that the liganents had held. | linped along the snowine where the
beach gave way to the dark forest, and | found nyself-absurdly-giving
thanks to the tubist cutter that | was not a cripple.

Bardo, who pretended to be crippled with exhaustion, sat on a rock

hol ding his head in his hands as he noaned, "By CGod, |I'mtired! See ny
hands? Why can't | close then? This is nadness. Ah ... but it's cold,
col d enough to freeze your piss before it hits the ground as |I'd show
you if | weren't too tired to stand. Goddamm Shiva Lai and goddamm
Drisana Lai for spreading her |egs and having himand having me. Dam
Govi nda Lai and damm Tinur, too, and Hanif and .. ." He went on in this
manner cursing his ancestors for inflicting upon himthe pain of I|iving;
he went on for quite a while. The princes of Sunmerworld, | knew too
wel |, had an excellent menory of their |lineage. He cursed his

great - grandf at her' s grandfather, and he cursed the unreasonabl eness of
water for permtting itself to freeze into the greenish-white icicles
hangi ng down his nmustache. At that nmoment | did not pity him even
though | knew that before coming to Neverness he had never seen snhow or
i ce.

Wil e ny not her took one of the dogs and went into the woods on skis to
survey the terrain, Justine began w appi ng skins around the other dogs
bl oody paws. Katharine, | noticed with a m xture of annoyance and
wonder, bent over a bristly bush, holding her naked hands spread above
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the petals of a fireflower. "It's warm" she said. "The colors, |ook how
they change, red into burning carnmne, carmne into .. ."

Soli crunched up the beach over to ne, and we i Mmedi ately started to

argue. | was eager to drive on to the Devaki's cave, but he shook his
head and said, "It's late. The forest is no place to be at night."
"By nightfall," | said, "we'll be in the Devaki's cave. There's only

four mles of easy forest ahead."
"Yes, if Rainer's nmenory is true."

"Don't you have faith?" | asked himslyly. "Faith!" he said, and he
knocked the snow fromhis boots. "We've two hours before twilight."

"Do we, Pilot?"

| looked to the west but we were too near the base of the cliff to see
the position of the sun. | wi shed we had brought a clock with us. It
woul d have been an easy thing to do. | renmenbered seeing in the

Ti mekeeper's Tower a clock no bigger than the nail of my little finger

(The nail of my little finger, that is, before Mehtar carved ny hands.)
The cl ock was a wafer of sone alive substance which gl owed and shifted
colors to mark the passing of the seconds and hours, much as Katharine's
flowers nutated fromnagenta to flame-purple. If | had hi dden one of
these wafers in ny furs, | could have predicted the moment when the
turning edge of the world would obliterate the sun. "W could have had
the tinker attach a clock to the radio,” | said, reopening the old
argunent. "But you wouldn't break the Tinekeeper's edict."

The radio itself was hidden inside the false bottomof Soli's sled al ong
with the spheres of krydda we would need to preserve the cull ed Devak
tissues. O course, it was not easy to get at the radio; we would use it
only to signal the wi ndjanmer when we had finished this dangerous

busi ness of posing as cavenen.

It seenmed that Soli regretted he had not broken the Ti nekeeper's edict
agai nst clocks. It nust be difficult, | thought, to be the Lord Pilot.

He stared at the base of the cliff, at the banded | ayers of rock; it was
as if he were staring through ancient marls and sedi ments down to the
heart of the world. "The Timekeeper is right, isn't he, to hate time?

Why should we care what tine it is? Wiy do we need a cl ock when we have
Mal | ory Ringess to reassure us we have two hours before the |ight dies?"

When ny nother returned to report that the way through the woods was
clear and not very steep, our decision was nade. "There's deep show, "

she said. "But the crust is thick. Look at Ivar. Wth his hard, little
paws- he didn't break through the crust."

It was while we were harnessing the dogs for our final run through the
forest that a terrible thing happened. | should have been forewarned
because Kat hari ne suddenly dropped the traces, stood erect and gazed off
into the sky as if she were looking at a painting. But | was tired, too
busy with Liko to realize she was gazing at the reenactnent of a past
vision. | was pulling the harness around Liko's deep chest when there
came a flurry frombehind a rock near the edge of the forest. A snow
hare, its ears laid back flat, bounded across the snowin a wld
zig-zag. Liko let out a trenendous bark, and before | could grab hold,
he bolted after the hare.
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VWhat happened next is difficult to tell. Difficult not only because ny
menory is disturbed and opaque but because the telling of it hurts.

Li ko, sprinted across the snow, a blur of near-white against white
pursui ng a bounding ball of white. Bardo was up off his rock, |ooking
skyward, shouting, "By God, |ook at it!" There cane another blur from
over the lip of the cliff The hare hopped nearer to the forest, and

| ooked up to see a great blue shape spread agai nst the blueness of the
sky. It was a thallowwith its talons pointed, diving toward the hare,
diving toward Liko, diving toward one or the other-1 did not know

whi ch-but diving fast and true, its rear talon pointed |like a falling
spear. It drove the talon into Liko's neck. There was a terrible high
cry. O perhaps it was the mingling of two cries: the victorious cry of
the great bird joining Liko's terrified yelp-1 do not know. The dog
dropped to the snow, squealing, working his jaws. | was running toward
him and | wondered why he didn't try to escape the thallow. | was
running toward him too blind fromthe dazzling snow and fear to realize
that the thallow had probably broken his neck. Wiile | was running
toward him intent on pulling the wings fromthe thall ow and breaking
its neck, the bird looked at ne with its bright eye as it dug its talons
into Liko's side. It turned its head as if puzzled, and then it dipped
its hooked beak into Liko's frothy nouth. There was another terrible
scream and then silence. The thallow held its head up-and all this
time, which was alnost no tinme, | was running-the thallow held Liko's
pink tongue in its beak. It snapped its head suddenly, swallow ng the
bl oody tidbit, and it fixed ne with its eye. It dipped its beak again,

as if it had endless tine to performthis violation. | heard nyself
scream and the tip of the beak tore into Liko's eye, which all the tine
had been open and alive with terror. | beat the air with ny fists; the

thall ow threw back its head and opened its throat, and then, |ooking
al nost leisurely at me, it sprang into the air with a cry and a thunder
of wings and soared off into the sky.

| stood over Liko, opening and cl osing ny hands, helpless. Soli cane
over to nme, and Bardo, and the others cane too. Soli |ooked at Liko, who
was whi npering, and he said, "Can't you see he's dying?"

I was silent, staring at the red stains on the snow. "Your dog, Pilot,
he's your dog." The bl oody slush froze while | watched, and Soli said,
"You'll have to kill him"

No, | thought, | can't kill Liko, ny lead dog, ny friend. "Do it now,
Pilot. Quickly."

"No," | said. "I can't." Soli, who rarely cursed, shouted, "Damm you!"

and he bent quickly as he whipped his balled fist with a terrible force
agai nst Liko's head. | heard the skull crack, and Liko was still, a
pi ece of fur and neat |ying dead agai nst the snow.

Soli cursed again, and he bowed his head and pressed the flat of his
hand agai nst his tenple as he wal ked away.

Bardo cane over to nme, and | said, "Liko's dead." He draped his heavy
arm around ny shoul ders and squeezed. "Little Fellow, " he said.

I tried to ook at Liko but I could not. "He was alive," | whispered,
"and now he's dead."

Bardo dropped to his knees. He renpved his mtten and felt beneath
Liko's fur for a heartbeat. "Too bad," he nuttered as he shook his head.
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"Too bad."

I wanted to throw ny arns around Liko to touch his fur, to hold ny hand
agai nst his freezing nose. But | could not touch him He was not an
alive being to be touched; he was a thing of fur and hardeni ng bl ood and
bone, and soon, when the thallow returned or the wol ves worked at his
meat, he would be nothing nore than a stain on the snow. "He was so
pretty," Justine said. And then, so softly her words were nearly lost to
the wind, she said, "Liko, m alasharia |a shantih," which is the Devaki
prayer for the dead.

| tried to repeat the prayer, but, | could not nake ny lips formthe
words. | had never before seen an aninmal die. | did not believe that
Liko's spirit would rest in peace on the other side of day. "There's no
glory when the ticking stops,"” the Tinekeeper had told me. "There's only
bl ackness and the hell of everlasting nothingness." | |ooked at the
dog's body, and | saw not hi ngness. The wind roared in ny ear and rippl ed
through his fur |ike waves upon false winter's sea, and | renmenbered

had seen death before. Once, when | was a boy on the beach outside the
Hof garten, | had seen a seagull pecking the corpse of one of his
brothers. | remenbered this first vision of death very well: the torn,
oily feathers dirty with seaf oam and sand, the bright red jewels of neat
hol ding ny fascinated stare. And | ater that same day, the day | had
ended ny solitary wal ks on the beach, | had seen the skeleton of a
beached whal e reveal ed by the ebb-tide as it withdrew into the sea.
remenbered the great fingers of white bone curving upward fromthe wet
sand as if to grasp the wind's breath fromthe sky. Yes, | had seen
death before, but never the dying, never. The broken, seagull's w ngs,
the whal e's naked ribs-these were things capriciously cast upon the
beach, bone reminders that there was a horror and final nystery to be
avoi ded at any cost. | |ooked at Liko's fine body, the thick neck, the
deep chest, and | saw that he was at once a thing and sonething nore; he
was a unique being | had watched pass fromlife into death. It was this
passage that terrified ne. It was the dying that nade ny teeth ache and
robbed ny muscles of will. | |ooked at Liko and felt tears freezing in
my eyes; | looked at Liko and | despised nyself because | realized he
was far beyond ny pity or pain.

I woul d have buried himbut the snow was too hard for digging. Down the
beach, Soli whistled to his dogs, a rem nder that soon the forest woul d
be dark, that we had no tine for burials. Justine, that innocent,

beauti ful woman who t hought she could never die, said a few foolish
words of consolation to ne and went to join him M nother stood over

Li ko, rubbed her heavy eyebrows and cocked her head. "He was only a
dog," she said. "What is left to bury? W should go back to the sleds.

Before it's too dark." She left me there, too. | watched her unharness
Tusa and put himat the lead of the sled in Liko's place. "Barbarians!"

Bardo shouted at them "By Cod, |ook at this poor dog!" He lifted his
head to the sky and let | oose a thunderous curse. He cursed the thallow
for killing Liko, and he cursed the gods for letting himdie; he cursed
Liko's sire and dane for whel ping him he cursed Soli and last of all he
cursed me. He bent low to the beach, cursing, and in his arns he hefted
a granite boul der which he placed over Liko's body. | lifted a rock a
smal l er rock, and did the sanme. In this manner, working |ike nmadmen, we
qui ckly built a cairn over the dog

When we were finished, Katharine canme over with handfuls of fireflowers
she had picked in the woods. She laid thematop Liko's grave. "I'm
sorry, Mallory," she said. "You saw the thallow, didn't you? In a
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dream you knew this woul d happen.”

"I saw ... possibilities. | knew but | didn't ... There's no way | can
make you see it, is there?"

I watched the flowers shrivel and lose their red fire; it only took a
few nonents for the light to die. "You shoul d have warned ne, what you
saw. | could have saved him"

"I"'msorry."
"I don't think you are."
"I"'msorry for you."

There is not nmuch left to tell of our long day's journey to the Devaki's
cave. Qur passage through the forest was as qui ck and easy as | had
hoped. | remenber that the island was beautiful. The green trees agai nst
the soft, white slopes, the white and green hills where they touched the
bl ue skycuriously this perfection of colors cones instantly to mind
whenever | recall the tragic events of our journey. (I do not nmean the
death of Liko; | amreferring to the tragedi es which were soon to cone.)
Qur dogs pulled us gliding over the gentle, gradually rising upland. It
was not so cold as it had been out on the ice, but it was cold enough to
crack trees. A fewtinmes we passed the shredded, fallen corpses of the
shatterwood trees half-buried in the snow. Though we never saw one

expl ode, the thunder of dying trees reverberated fromhill to hill.

There was wood-dust and |long white splinters driven into the drifts; |
saw that Soli was right, that the forest was no place to be at night.

At last, as the |ight faded and our shadows grew al nbst as |ong as trees
we cane around the curve of a small hill. Before us was a larger hill,
and set into its northeast face |like a black nouth was the cave of the
Devaki . Above us, to the north above both hills, high above the |esser
undul ati ons of the world stood Kweitkel, vast and white and holy-or so
the Devaki believe. But standing there in the half-light and still ness,

| ooking up into the depths of the cave | did not feel holy at all;

felt tired, desecrated, and very, very profane.

Chapter 9-Yuri the Wse

From Man and the Bonmb were born the Hi bakusha, the worlds of Gaiea,
Terror, Death, and the First Law of the Civilized Wrlds, which was that
man was forbidden to expl ode hydrogen into light. And the H bakusha fled
and took to bed Law, and so were born the Aphasics, the Friends of GCod,
the Astriers, Autists, Mggids and Arhats of Newania. And Terror wed
Death, and so were born the Vild and the great Not hi ngness beyond. And
Terror wed Law as well and begat the Hive Peoples, who valued life less
than Order, and so they surrendered their Free WIl to the |l esser god of
Order. O the Hive Peoples we know al nost not hi ng.

from A Requiem for Honb Sapi ens, by Horthy Host hoh

Qur entrance to the cave was a confusi on of barking dogs and shouts and
children running between our sleds. Wth their little hands they peel ed
back the sled covers to see if we had brought with us namoth tongues or
shagshay liver or any other of the Devaki's favored delicacies. They
rapped the |l eather barrels of baldo nuts and shook their heads,

di sappoi nted that our only remaining food was so neager and poor. They
seenmed not to suspect that we were not their distant cousins but
civilized people come to steal their plasm W stood near our sleds
waiting as their parents enmerged fromthe nmouth of the cave. | turned ny
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face to the entrance fires and let the heat nelt the ice fromny beard.

There were babies crying, the snell of roasting neats as well as the
stench of wet fur and rotting blood. | was unready for this stench, and
it made me sick. The cloying thickness of old piss sprayed on rocks, the
woodsnoke and cut pine, the reek of skin oils and baby vonmt wafting
fromthe furs of the curious Devaki women-though Rainer's nenory had
proven accurate it seened that it was also inconplete; | had no nenory
inmy mnd of these terrible snells. (This, | believe, is a flawin the
wor ki ngs of the akashic conputers. The nenory of snells is captured deep
within the linbic brain, sonetinmes too deep for the akashics to reach.)
The area between the firepits was strewn with gnawed bones and pi eces of
hi de and flesh; | had to step carefully lest | squash one of the
nunerous, hal ffrozen piles of dog dung atop the snow. The nmen of the
Devaki -t hi ck, rude men dressed as we were in shagshay furs-surrounded
us, touching our furs, touching our sleds, touching each other as they
spoke their words of welcone, ni luria la Devaki, ni luria la. Then
Soli, who was patting the head of one of the children, said, "I am Soli
son of Mauli who was the son of Wlanu, the Walekiller, whose father
was Rudol f, son of Senwe who | eft the Devaki nany years ago to seek the
Bl essed Isles." He turned to ne and put his arm around ny shoul ders.

"This is ny son Mallory; we are the people of Senwe, who was the son of
Jamaliel the Fierce.”

I hated the touch of Soli's hand on ny shoulder; | hated having to pose
as his son. | hated the stench of the cave and the running wounds on the
bl unt hands of the nmen, and | hated the crush of stinking bodies
pressing ne, the odor and intimations of disease and death. | hated all
these things and nore, but | had little tine to savor ny hatreds because
Soli's recitation of our fake |ineage had aroused great excitenent.

There were | aughs and shouts and gasps of astoni shment. A huge, one-eyed
man |inmped forward and cupped his hand around the back of Soli's neck

He did the same to ne and said, "I am Yuri son of Nuri who was the son
of Lokni the Unlucky." Yuri, with his bristly gray beard and weat hered
skin, was past mddling old and taller than any of the forty nen of the
cave except Bardo. He had a huge, high nose cutting between his

prom nent cheekbones. While he spoke to us, he turned his head back and
forth like a thallow, his single eye scrutinizing our sleds and our
gaunt, grow ing dogs. He seemed to be searching for something he could
not find. He continued, "Lokni's father was Jyasi, son of Omar son of
Payat, who was Senwe's ol der brother and Jamaliel's son." He threw his
arms around Soli, pumreling his back with his fists. "W are
near-brothers," he said, and his great brown eye glistened in the |light
of the fires. "Ni luria, ni luria, Soli w Senwelina."

He led us inside the entrance to the cave. Thirty feet fromthe fires
there were two snow huts, small dones nade of cut snow bl ocks carefully
trimmed and fit together. The small hut nearest the rear of the cave had
a hole in the wall big enough to stick a head through. The ot her hut,
which was pitted with the shall ow pocknmarks of dripping water, was even
smal ler. After Soli introduced ny nother and Bardo as his sister-hby
-marriage and nephew (this, too was part of our deception), Yuri stared
at themwith his eye and told themthat they were wel cone to share the
smal l er hut. He cane up to Bardo and he squeezed his upper armand felt
the nmuscles of his chest. He said, "Bardo is a strange nane, and you are
a strange nman, | think, strange but very strong." He | ooked ny nother up
and down as if doubting that she was Bardo's nother, and told her, "You
shoul d have naned him Tuwa, the mammth." He indicated that Soli and |
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and Justine and Katharine, were to share the larger hut. | thought | had
m sheard him Surely he could not really expect all of us to craminto
such a tiny space? | |ooked through the hole in the wall but it was too

dark to see anything. The snells of rotting fish and piss nade ne want
to kick the hut in. "You may lay your sleeping furs and patch the hol e,
and you will be warm" Yuri said. "Now, | will show you the cave of
Jamal i el son of |an whose father was Mal np the Lucky, son of.. ." and as
we went deeper into the cave, he recited our line of ancestry hal fway
back to the nythical Manwe, who was the son of Devaki, nother of the
peopl e. (According to the myth, the god Kweitkel thrust the tip of his
cone inside Devaki where it erupted, thus filling her wonb with Yel ena
and Reina and Manwe, and the other sons and daughters of the world.)

The cave was a | ava tube opening seventy yards into the depths of the

hill. It had been forned, no doubt, when some gigantic bubble of gas was
trapped within a pocket of molten | ava flowi ng fromone of Kweitkel's
erupting vents. (The real Kweitkel, | nean, not the god.) The |ava had

cool ed and the gases had bl ed away through cracks in the hardened rock

At sonme tinme in the distant past, a quake had fractured the end of the
tube, opening the cave to wind and snow, and to the tiny band of Al aloi
who had nmade it their hone. Qpposite our two snow huts, but deeper
inside the nearly cylindrical cave, were the huts of one of the smaller
famlies of the tribe, the Sharailina. Mdway into the cave -it was
difficult to see very nuch-a pendant of cooled |lava hung fromthe
ceiling to the cave floor. The lava, perhaps nolded and shaped by the
pressures of the wild, priml gases, had cool ed unevenly; if one | ooked
at the pendant from behind, facing the entrance fires, the bul ges of
rock and shadowy indentations took on the profile of an old man smling.

"He is the A d Man of the Cave," Yuri told us, "and he is sniling
because deep winter has come and all his children have returned to him"

We went deeper into the cave, past the huts of the Reinalina and

Yel enalina famlies, until we cane to the Manwelina's six huts, as deep
as | thought we could go. Then | heard a baby squalling, and Yuri

poi nted into the darkness. "Deeper still are the birthing huts; it is ny
gr anddaught er you hear crying."

We sat on the dirty furs laid between the huts of the Manwelina famly.

Strictly speaking we were not of the Manwelina because our pretend
ancestor, Senwe, had left the fanily to formone of his own.

Nevert hel ess, Yuri welcomed us as famly. He notioned for Liam and Seif,
his two huge sons, to sit with us while his wife served us bow s of hot
soup. Her nanme was Anal a, which neans "lifefire," and she was a stout,
wel | -fornmed woman with gray hair hanging to her waist. She smiled too
readily and too much, and | did not like it when she inmediately

befriended nmy nmother. | was suspicious of the way they hugged each other
and alternately cupped their hands and whi spered in each other's ear. My
mot her, | thought, had beconme a Devaki wonman a little too quickly.

Yuri said, "My wife is happy to neet her near-sister, and who can bl ane
her?" Then he | ooked into the sick yellow glow of the burning oil stones
as if he were not happy at all. Plainly, he did not like nmy nmother. To
Soli he said, "Tell us of your journey, tell us of Pelasalia, the

Bl essed Isles."

Wiile Soli told the carefully forged lies, the fake story of our
"m racul ous" journey, the people of the Devaki gathered around us. Were
they could not sit, they stood with necks stretched and ears turned
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toward Soli, hoping to hear his nenorable words. When he had fini shed,
there were surprised gasps and cries of woe. Wcent, who was Yuri's
younger, shaggy brother, said, "It was a great tell. A sad tell, but a
great tell. We will pray for the spirits of our near-nothers and fathers
and children who died on the frozen sea."

What Soli had told themwas that Senwe had not found the Bl essed Isles,
that he had found instead a frozen, barren waste where the |living was
hard and grim Soli's ancestors, he lied, had neither prospered nor
multiplied. Wien his father, Mauli, had died, Soli said he had
determned to return the survivors of the famly to their ancestra
honme. "But Mallory's wife, Helena, and ny three grandchildren took a
fever and died on the journey. And Bardo's wife died in childbirth
before we ever set out."

I rubbed the side of ny nose in enbarrassnent because it was hard to
listen to such a fraudulent story. To ny surprise (and, | suppose,
satisfaction), the Devaki seened to believe every word of it. "W will
pray for the children especially,"” Yuri said. "Wen you arrived without
your children | was afraid to ask you what had happened. "

Wth feigned bitterness Soli rubbed his temples and said, "The Bl essed
Isles are a dream To the south there is nothing but bare rocks and i ce;
the ice goes on forever." He told themthis, as we had planned, so that
none of the Devaki would kill thenselves journeying south, seeking a
dream

But Liam whose blue eyes were wild with bravery and dreans, said, "You
shoul d have gone farther south instead of returning to Kweitkel. South,

where the ice is not endless but gives way to the Blessed Isles. The air
is so warm snow falls as water fromthe sky."

"There is only ice and death to the south,” Soli said.

Li am | ooked at Katharine as she threw back the hood of her furs, and he
munbl ed, "Perhaps it is good that you canme north."

I did not like the pugnacity of his strong face; | did not |ike the way
he | ooked at Katharine as she brought the bow of soup to her lips and
bl ew on the steaming broth..Even by civilized standards of beauty he was
too handsome a man, with his straight nose and | ong, pretty eyel ashes.

His hair and his |uxurious beard were golden, a color | never liked to
see on a human being. | suppose he had a charm ng snil e-everyone said he
di d- but when he opened his nouth to smle at Katharine, all | could
think was that his teeth were too large and fine, his lips too red, too
full, too sensual. "To the south," | said, for once agreeing with Soli
"There is only ice and death. Only a fool would seek death by ice."

"It is said, what is foolishness to a weak nman, a strong man does
bravely."

"After you've crossed a thousand niles of ice," |I said, "and had to kil
your | ead dog, then you may speak of bravery."

Liam | ooked at ne quickly, as if realizing he could achieve nore with
flattery than insults. "OF course all the Senwelina were strong and
brave to cross the frozen sea. To survive the storms, the cold of the
Serpent's Breath. My near-brother, Mallory, is very brave, and ny
near-sister is very brave and beautiful. It is good you have returned
honme so that such a beautiful woman does not have to marry Bardo, her
brave cousin."
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| hated the way Katharine smled at himas he said this. It was a bold

smle, an intimate snmle laden with curiosity. | hated having to pose as
her brother. | wanted to grab Liamby the collar, to shake him to tel
himthat | was Katharine's cousin, not Bardo. | wanted to tell him to

tell everybody that as soon as we returned to the City, Katharine would
marry her cousin, her real cousin. Instead |I clanped ny jaws shut and
sai d not hi ng.

Yuri got up and wal ked to the front of the cave. He renpved severa

ropes of neat hanging fromthe spit above the fire. He carried these
back to us slung over his arm careless of the juices |eaking fromthe
cracks in the bl ackened flesh. One of these ropes he presented to Soli
whi | e he kept one and handed the remaining one to his brother. "W

wat ched you comng fromthe south,” Yuri said. "It has been a poor year;
the shagshay and the silk belly have fled to the Quter Islands, and Tuwa
is so sick with nouthrot and his nunbers so di m nished that we nmay not
hunt him" He brought the charcoal ed nmeat to his nose and sniffed.

"We've had to hunt Nunki, the seal. But his nunbers too are di m nished
because the fish do not swimas they used to. Nunki does not |leap to our
spears. This seal neat is the last of our neat. Liamwould have eaten it
for breakfast, and who coul d bl ane hin? But we saw you coning fromthe
south; and we knew that if you were nmen, not spirits as Wcent said you
must be, you would have a hunger for neat."

So saying he threw back his head and opened his nouth. He dipped the
meat rope in and severed a section of it with his strong, white teeth.

The neat, | saw to ny horror, was raw beneath the black crust, Yuri bit
and chewed quickly and swal | owed and bit agai n; he swall owed and chewed
and bl ood fromthe near-living neat ran over his red lips. As he chewed
he made a sucking, sl obbering sound as of wetness being sl apped agai nst
wet ness. He chewed with his nmouth open, gustily pul ping the tough neat.

Soli watched himcarefully and then did as the old nan did, devouring
the neat |ike a beast. Yuri ate a few nore nmouthfuls of neat, and he

passed what was left to his oldest son, Liam Soli, with his face held
rigidly inpassive as his jaws worked, offered ne the disgusting,
nmutilated rope of meat. But | could not touch it. I, who had so eagerly

pl anned this romantic quest for the secret of life-1 was sickened and
frozen by the piece of life dangling from Soli's greasy fingers

Li am | ooked at ne as he tore at his neat. Yuri, too, had his eye turned

to ne, obviously wondering why | did not accept the neat. "It is good,
fat neat," he said as he winked at ne and |licked his nustache. "I hate
to kill Nunki, but | love the taste of his neat."

Soli was staring at ne, and Wcent and his sons, Wnilo and Haidar, were
staring too. My nother and Katharine and a hundred curi ous Devaki nen
and wonen-everyone was staring at nme. Bardo, sitting cross-legged next

to ne, nudged me with his elbow. | reached out to take the neat. It was
still warmfromthe fire, hard on the surface, hot and soft and yielding
within. | held it lightly, as if afraid nmy nervous fingers would bruise
the nmeat. Greasy juices oozed fromthe broken crust, running over ny
hands. | felt hot juices squirt inside ny nouth, the sudden hot nausea
deep in ny throat. The snell of roasted neat nade ne want to retch.
turned ny head, swallowi ng saliva, and | said, "I should give this neat

to ny cousin, Bardo. He is bigger than | and hungrier than a bear at the
end of mdw nter spring.”

I glanced at Bardo, who was indeed eyeing the neat as he chewed his
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must ache. Bardo, | thought, despite his layers of acquired culture and
taste, despite the deep repugnance of a civilized nan for anything other
than cultured meat, despite the sheer barbarity of eating |iving neat,
Bardo if he were hungry enough woul d eat anyt hi ng.

But Yuri shook his head back and forth and said, "Does a son refuse the
life his nother and father gave hinf? No, and so he may not refuse the
meat his father offers himnor the drink his nother makes. Are you si ck,
Mal | ory? Sometinmes the cold and wi nd make a man so sick with hunger he
cannot eat. Then his hunger dies and his nmeat falls away from his bones,

and his hungry ghost is too eager to see the other side of day. | think
you are a hungry man who has denied his hunger too long: This a blind
man could see. Shall | send Anala to nmake sone bl ood tea? To awaken your
hunger ?"

I held the rope of nmeat in nmy hands and | swal |l owed back ny vomit and

said, "No, | will eat the neat." Fromthe |ore of Rainer's akashic
records | suddenly renenbered the recipe for blood tea. Geat as ny

di sgust was at the eating of neat, | had a greater horror of drinking
the tea, an unbelievable m xture of seal's blood, urine, and the bitter
root of the shatterwood tree. | tilted nmy head back and dangl ed the neat
above ny nouth. | took a bite of neat.

I will not pretend the nmeat tasted very different fromthe cultured
meats ny nother had made nme eat as a child. It did not. True, the neat
was fattier and rimed with char and rmuch, nuch rarer than any neat
should be. But it was still nmeat. "Meat's neat," Bardo said, stuffing
hinself with neat after | had eaten ny share, No, it was not the taste
of meat that bothered ne; it was the idea of chewing flesh that had once
junped to the command of a living brain, flesh that had been alive. |
chewed and swallowed sliny proteins little different fromthose cl oned
from de-brained nuscle cells and cultured in vats. | ate ny portion of
meat horrified yet fascinated at this need of |ife to feed from other
life. The tastes of iron and salt filled ny nouth, and ny cold,
exhaust ed body awakened to its urge to life. | took another bite of neat
and then another, and still another. It tasted good. | was so hungry |
filled my mouth with bl oody gobbets; | chewed so quickly | bit ny
cheeks, | swallowed nmy own bl ood along with that of the seal's and ate
until | felt the urge to vomit. When | could eat no nore | handed the
meat to Bardo

The rest of our meal was even nore disgusting. And worse, the old,
decayed foods Anala and the wonen brought forth did not even taste good.

The Devaki men and wonen, their children too, cracked bal do nuts between
their teeth. They ate the plunp nut-neats, which were yell ow and nol dy,
covered with a white fuzz. Wcent's wife, Liluye, a skinny, nervous
worman with stunpy yellow teeth, prepared us a soup of rotten thallow
eggs. The big blue eggs had incubated too |ong, but the Devaki ate them
anyway, straining out only the eyes of the enbryos. (They did this
because thallows are blind at birth, and they did not wish to acquire
this blindness.) There were other foods as well, foods | could not
believe a human could eat: raw chunks of seal fat swal |l owed as ny nother
woul d a ball of chocolate; the raw intestines of thallows and other
birds; year-old mammoth bones whi ch had been buried and allowed to
soften and rot; and of course, the ever-present bow s of reeking bl ood
tea. (I do not nmean to inply that the Devaki took no care of the

subst ances they swal |l owed. This was not so. Curiously, they would drink
no water containing the tiniest particle of dirt. And as to the

af orenenti oned foods, they ate themonly because they were hungry.

Hunger is the great spice of life. Later that winter, when we were
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nearly starving, worse horrors were to cone.)

After we finished our nmeal, Yuri massaged his belly and said a prayer
for the souls of the aninals we had eaten. "The wi nter has been cold and
hard," he said. "And last winter was hard, and the one before that. And
the winter before, when Merilee died, that was a bad year.,But if you
had conme five winters ago you woul d have feasted on mamot h steaks." He
yawned and squeezed Anal a's thigh. She sat next to hi msearching through
his head hair with her fingers. "But tonorrow Tuwa is sick with the

mout hrot and the Devaki are hungry, and so we hunt the seal," Anala
removed an insect-l1 think it was a |ouse-fromthe gray hair above his
ear. She crushed it between her dirty fingernails and swallowed it. Yuri
nmotioned to Soli, Bardo and nyself

"Are the nen of the Senwelina, who

are Devaki as | am Devaki, are they too tired to hunt the fat, gray sea
with us tonorrow?"

I should have let Soli answer since he was the supposed head of our
famly. But | was full of seal meat and horror, and | could not bear the
t hought of nurdering so intelligent an aninal as a seal. "W are tired,"

| blurted out. "We are tired and our dogs need rest."

Soli flashed me a fierce | ook as Liamrubbed his greasy hands over the
face of his younger brother, Seif (Was this a protection agai nst the

col d? A barbaric benediction? | searched nmy nmind, but | had no nenory of
such a custom) Wth a broken fingernail Liampried a strand of neat
frombetween his teeth. "You were not too tired to eat the seal," he

poi nted out.

He bent over ne suddenly, and | snelled his thick reek as he ran his
cal l oused hand under ny furs and tested the muscles of ny neck and back.

How | hated the Devaki custons! | hated this intimte touching; | hated
the cold, greasy touch of a strange man's hands, the horror of another's
skin touching mne. "Mallory is thin but still strong,"” he announced.

"Strong enough to hunt the seal, | think. But he is tired; perhaps he
should rest in his furs while his near-brothers bring himfat-rib and
tenderl oin and other delicate pieces of neat."

I twisted away fromhim How easy it would be, | thought, to grab his
wi ndpi pe and tear it fromhis throat. | twisted and | pulled ny collar
tight around ny neck, and then | said a thing that made Bardo and Sol i
and the others fromthe Cty, ook at ne strangely. "W are tired," |
said, "but not too tired to hunt. On the southern ice there are no
manmot h so we hunt the seal often. | have killed nany seals; tomorrow |
shall kill a seal for Liamand give himthe liver,"

As | said this | was rem nded of ny brag to penetrate the Entity. But
where that brag had been inpul sive and had nearly cost ne ny life, to

Liam | had bragged to a purpose, | would kill a seal. Sonehow | woul d
kill a noble animal. | would do this in order to shame Liaminto silence
and to gain approval for ny "famly." Then, | thought, we mght nore

qui ckly find what we were | ooking for and leave this filthy, barbaric
pl ace.

We sat there on the furs for a while telling stories-fal se stories-of
hunting seals on the southern seas, Anala's pretty daughter, Sanya,
served bl ood tea, which the Devaki slurped noisily, smacking their |ips
and tongues. Later | was shocked to see Sanya's baby sucking milk from
her nude, blue veined breast. Everything seened to shock ne that night,
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especially the uninhibited cries of delight coning fromthe nearby huts
of the Yelenalina. | overheard a wonan gasping out intinmate instructions
to her husband-1 hoped it was her husband-and | |listened to the ragged
breathing and rustling furs, the sounds of human- beasts rutting.

ImMersed as | was in these new sensations, | hardly noticed Yuri noving
closer to me. | stared at the faint petals of fire fluttering above the
oilstone in front of me, and | was shocked when he softly said, "You
should not kill the seal. Nunki is your doffel. That is why you had
troubl e eating seal nmeat-1 should have seen this inmrediately."

The Devaki, | renenbered, believe that every man's soul is mrrored in
the soul of a particular animal, his doffel, his other-self whom he may
not hunt.

I |1 ooked around quickly, but no one was paying us any attention. Sol
and Justine had returned to our hut. My nother and Katharine sat with
Anal a while Bardo entertained-if that is the right word-the others with
a song he conposed as he sang it.

| turned to Yuri and said the first thing that cane to mnd, "No, Ayeye,
the thallowis ny doffel. My grandfather told me so when | becane a
man. "

He grabbed my arm suddenly, looking at nme with his sad eye as he said,
"Sonmetimes it is very hard to determ ne which ani mal hol ds our
other-self It is hard to see and m stakes are nade."

"My grandfather,” | lied, for | had no grandfather whom| knew, "was a
very wi se man."

just then everyone started | aughi ng because Bardo had m spronounced two
words of his song, which had conpletely changed their meaning. He had
meant to sing:

I ama lonely man fromthe southern ice Searching for an el egant wife.
But he had gotten the vowels all wong, and the lines cane out as:
I ama purple man fromthe southern ice Searching for an el egant lice.

He seenmed not to notice his m stake, not even when Anala cackled like a
snow | oon, sl apped her thighs and started searching through Lianms
bl onde hair to see if she could find Bardo any "el egant lice."

Apparently, everyone thought his nistake was intentional, that he was a
great wit, not just a silly buffoon

Yuri smled and gripped ny armnore tightly. H s hands were as huge as
Bardo's but harder, toughened by years of work and cold. "Sonetinmes," he
sai d-and there was a peculiar urgency to his voice-"sometines
grandfathers, who are very near to their grandsons, cannot see the sou
hi di ng behind the eyes. And you have difficult eyes, a blind man could
see that. They are blue and fierce as an ice-mst, and they | ook far
away. Can you bl ane your grandfather, Mauli, for mstaking your soul for
the angry soul of the thallow? But Ayeye is not your doffel, | need only
a single eye to see that. Nunki the seal, who |oves the taste of
sea-salt and the ocean's cold peace-he is your doffel."

It is inpossible to explain here the beliefs of the Alaloi. There is no
space to record the rich nythol ogies, the totem system devised to
conmmune with the spirits of aninmals and with what they call the
World-soul. (In any case | amnot sure | really understand the concept
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of telepathic comunications with trees and thallows and seals, even
rocks. | do not understandeven now, after all that has happened-how the
Al al oi creates the world nonment by nmonent in the trance of the eterna
Now-nmonment.) It is a conplicated systemand old, so old the historians
have no record of its begi nnings. Burgos Harsha believed the origina

Al al oi had borrowed pieceneal bits of Sufi mysticismand other ancient
phi | osophi es that would suit their new environment. They had al so

adopt ed, he thought, the totem systemand dreantine of AOd Earth's
ancient Strailia tribes. There, in the deserts of that isolated
continent, man had had fifty thousand years of solitude to develop this
system of synbol and thought. It was an el aborate system logically
consi stent, dependent on strange hierarchies of thought and mind. There
were rules by which nmen and wonen lived their lives. A nman's nethod of
building a fire, the direction in which he pisses (to the south, always
to the south), the tines he is permtted copulation with his wife-every
aspect of life is determined by this refined system No natter how
primtive and naive it seenmed to ne, it represented the | ongest unbroken
intellectual schene in nan's history. And since Yuri, as eldest of his
tribe, was a master of this system | should have accepted that he could
determine the one animal | was not permitted to hunt. But | did not
accept this and | said, "Tonorrow | shall hunt Nunki as | said | would."

Yuri shook his head back and forth. He whistled the long, |ow note the
Devaki whistle when they mourn for the dead. "It is sad," he said, "It
is not well known that once in a great while a man i s born who does not
accept his other-self. And not accepting this he is vul nerabl e because

the other-self will seek to destroy himrather than be |eft al one
forever. For himthere can be no joining, no unity. And so he nust kill,
he is doomed to kill this half of hinself-do you understand? If he does

not do this, the remaining half-the deathless-self-can never grow to
fullness. It is very painful and hard, and | nust ask you: Are you
willing to be a nurderer?"

We sat there talking for a long tine, gazing at the cave's walls. Al

the others had | ong since gone to bed, and there | sat |listening to the
words of a superstitious old man. Yuri had a richly resonant voice. Wth
the intonation of a master storyteller-or shaman-he held ne with his

voi ce, speaking, on and on, far into the night. H's words contained
echoes of arcane phil osophies and nysteries. H s words were too sinple
to be taken seriously, yet they disturbed ne even so. He told ne that
the fear of this self-murder would make nme sick; he prophesied that a
day woul d come, and soon, when ny courage would flee |ike a snow hare
into the forest, a day when | would gnash ny teeth and cry: Al is
false! "For what is the great fear?" he asked ne. "It is not the dread
of cold nor of the white bear's teeth. These are fears of flesh, fears
we forget sitting by the warmfire or playing with our wives. It is not
even the fear of death because we know that if the tribe prays for our
ghosts we will live forever on the other side of day. No, the great fear
is the fear of the self inside. W fear beconing this deathless-self. To
di scover the unknown within is like junping into the nouth of the

vol cano. It burns the soul. If you kill your doffel, you will come to
know this fear. And you nust understand, this is pain wthout neasure or
end."

I finally linped back to our hut in a state of utter exhaustion. It had
been the |l ongest day of ny life. (Excluding, of course, those days in
the mani fol d-they were not really days-spent in slowine.) | craw ed
through the entrance tunnel into the hut's glowing interior and found
that sonmeone had laid out ny sleeping furs on a bed of snow | clinbed
into them The pain of ny knee and the other pain rmade ne lie uneasily.
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The oil stones were burning and they cast a warmyellow |light over the

sl eeping figures on their snow beds. Katharine lay next to me, her
breathing as even and gentle as the | apping waves of the sea. Soli,
noticed to nmy astoni shment, was hol ding Justine in his arns as he sl ept
fitfully. (I do not know which was the greater shock: this tenderness of

his or to see that he, the broody Soli, was actually capabl e of sleep.)
I was exhausted but | was also trapped in that overly stinulated state
of wakeful ness beyond exhaustion. | thought about Yuri's words. | could

not sleep. Soli's grinding teeth, the plip-plop of water falling from
the roof in syncopation with the overly Ioud beats of ny heart, the

hi ssing of the wind through the ice-patched hole in the wall-these
sounds kept nme awake. The snow walls were too good of an insulation

agai nst the cold. The hut was too warmand it stank. The heat of the

sl eepi ng bodi es brought out the reek of rotting piss and my own sour
sweat and other odors |I could not identify. So awful was this reek that
I could hardly breathe. The air snothered nme like an old fur soaked with
vomit. | felt a sickness and dread in the pit of ny stomach. | flung off
the furs, dressed quickly and ran fromthe hut to the nouth of the cave
where | spewed ny feast onto the snow. | thought of ny pronise to nurder
a seal the next day, and | retched until my stomach was knotted and dry.

As | stunbl ed outside the cave a dog grow ed and snapped, and then
anot her and another. | turned in a half-crouch back toward the cave.

There, in the ragged, orange light, against the flickering tongues of
fire, the dogs were |leaping at their |eashes. Tusa, and Nura, Rufo and
Sanuye, mny poor, starved sled dogs, fought anobng thensel ves, snapping up
hal f - di gested pi eces of seal nmeat fromthe pink slop steam ng on the
snow. Tusa growl ed and sl ashed at gentle Rufo, who yel ped and contented
hinself with | apping up one of the smaller puddles of vomt. Then Tusa
ri pped open Nura's ear, and Sanuye ate the slushy snowred with Nura's
bl ood.

I pulled the dogs apart. There was a junble of snapping nuzzles and
barks and surging fur. One of the dogs bit ne. | tied themtighter to
their stakes, and | scooped nounds of snow over the nmess | had nade.

VWhat a terrible thing true hunger was! How wong | was to have starved
the dogs! My bl eedi ng hand burned as | thought about this, and there was
a painin m enpty stomach. Was this life, then? Was this enptiness
inside and desire for food the price of living? No, | thought, it is too
terrible a price, and I wondered at the vanity which had brought nme to
the Devaki seeking the meaning of life. The secret of life-could it
really be enbroi dered upon the chronosones of these filthy,

bl ood-dri nki ng peopl e? Could their ancestors really have captured wthin
their DNA the nystery of the leldra?

I imagined | had the skills of a splicer and an inprimatur, that | could
unravel the strands of Yuri's DNA as an historian, in his search for
know edge, mght pull apart an ancient tapestry. Whuld | find coded
anong the twi sting sugars and bases information that the leldra had
woven | ong ago? Was there sone nessage coiled within the testes of
Wcent or Liam sone secret of neaning, a right way of living for al
manki nd? And if this nessage existed, why should it be shrouded in
mystery? If the leldra could tell us to |look in our past and future for
the secret of life, why couldn't they tell us what this secret was?

Way couldn't the gods, if they were gods, sinply talk to us? | |ooked up
at the stars, at the bright triangle of Wakanda, Eanna and Farfara

twi nkli ng above the eastern horizon. Beyond themthe core of the gal axy
was streaming with [aser pulses in a way the nechanics coul d not

explain. If | opened ny eyes as wide as | could, would they burn with
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the light of the gods? If |I turned ny face to the distant solar w nd of
the core stars, would | hear the gods whispering in ny ears?

| listened but the only sound was the sigh of the wind sifting through
the forest below. Fromthe western slope of Kweitkel cane the how of a
wol f calling out to the sky. |I stood there for a while |istening and
wat chi ng, watching and waiting. After a while | turned back to the cave.

Tomorrow | would kill a seal and perhaps understand, if not the secret
of life, the meaning of death.

Chapter 10-The Aklia
Man cannot bear too little reality.
saying of the cetics

Early the next norning | awoke to a chorus of coughing and spitting, the
sounds the wonen and nmen of the Reinalina famly in the huts across the
cave nmade as they hawked up clots of phlegmand cleared their sore
throats. My throat, too, was raw fromthe intensely cold air of the
previous day's journey. (Was it only a day ago, | wondered, that the
thall ow had killed Liko? It seened |ike a year.) Dressing was pai nful

My leg was so stiff | could hardly straighten it. Although | was very
hungry, | could not eat the nuts Justine offered me. "All our throats
are sore," she said while she roasted nuts over the fire at the center
of the hut. "It hurts to swallow them | know, but they don't taste bad
if you chew them quickly, and you'll need your strength if you're really
going to hunt a seal. Are you?"

Kat hari ne, who was on her knees dressing, |ooked at ne as if she knew
exactly what | would do. She said nothing. Soli sat by the oil stones
scraping ice fromhis furs. | nmarvel ed at how erect and straight he
could hold hinmself even when sitting-and this despite the pain of his
new y scul pted spine. (For some reason, Soli had taken | onger to hea
than the rest of us. Mehtar had hypothesized that there was a lint to
the resiliency of rejuvenated cells and that Soli, who had thrice been
brought back to youth, was close to that limt.) He | ooked up, and for a
monent his eyes noved over the objects and features of the hut: the
rectangul ar bl ock of snow used to stop the tunnel way agai nst the

drilling wind, the cracked, peeling drying rack above the oil stones, the
| ong, serrated snow knife, the hide-scrapers, spears, bows, drills and
other tools stacked against the curving walls, the soft, still-warm

sl eeping furs atop the snow bed on which he and Justine had so recently
lain. He said, "Yes, Mallory will hunt the seal."

I looked at himand |l owered ny voice, "W spent half a year planning
this expedition but we forgot one thing."

He contracted his black eyebrows and stroked his beard. "Wat thing?"

"Coffee," | said, feeling the ache in ny head. "I'mdying for the taste
of coffee.™

"You're hungry," he said. "That's why your head aches."
"I didn't say ny head aches."

"You didn't have to say anything." And then, "Do you think you're the
only one who craves coffee?"

I coughed and | ooked at Katharine conbing her long, black hair. | said,
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"Perhaps this journey was a stupid idea."
"Eat some nuts," Soli said.

"Eat; don't think about coffee or your stupidity. You'll have tine
enough for both when we return to Neverness."

| picked up a handful of nuts and popped themin ny nouth. They tasted
dry and bitter. "You have to chew them" Justine said. To Soli she held
out a bow of roasted nuts, which he took in the follow ng manner: He

pl aced his | ong hands over hers and watched her eyes as she slowy drew
her hands away, slowy allowing himto take the weight of the bow. Wth
this intimate gesture they touched each other's skin and caressed with
their eyes. Qohviously, despite their very different notivations and
dreans, despite years of nutual neglect and rancor, despite the
bitterness of crueltime, they |oved each other deeply. It was a |ove,

t hought, renewed by their sense of isolation, by the clarity of frozen

i ce and open sky. And how not to |ove the beautiful Justine with her
endl ess optinism her zest and happiness at nmerely being alive? Yes,
could see why Soli |oved her, because we all |oved her; what | could not
under stand was why she | oved him

After we had munched down our breakfast, Bardo and my not her crowded
into our hut to drink a few bows of herb tea. Wiat a strange little
group we were, sitting elbowto elbowin a circle, hunched over, sipping
fromour bone bowl's, pretending to be Alaloi! Wiat a nmiracle that we had
fool ed the Devaki into believing we were their near-brothers! In a way,

I was gl ad enough to be posing as Soli's son. Everyone had accepted Sol
as ny father, whereas Li am had nmade j okes about Bardo's conception. "I
don't like that man," Bardo said to me, all the while rubbing the sleep
fromhis large, brown eyes. (It was a pity, | thought, that Mehtar had
little altered the ugliness of his great bul ging forehead or his bul bous
nose.) "Did you hear what Liam said? He said your nother shouldn't be

| eft al one when we go hunting, or else she mght be raped again by a
bear and give birth to another Bardo. \Wat a joke!"

I was gl ad none of the Devaki knew | was ny nother's son, not Justine's.

If they had known, they probably would have joked that Soli had raped ny
mot her. "If they knew ny nother," | whispered to Bardo, "they' d fee
sorry for any bear-or anyone el se-who tried to rape her." As far as
knew, nmy nother had lain with a man only once in her life, the night she
had concei ved ne.

Soli finished his tea and announced it was time to go. He reached for
his seal spears. "Yuri and his famly will be waiting." He was frowning,
| ooki ng at Katharine when he said, "W'll |eave you wonen to do your
women' s work. "

Sonehow | did not think Soli was referring to the sewing of skins or the
suckl ing of babies, the everyday work of the Devaki wonmen. Clearly, he
suspected that Katharine and | were |lovers. Cearly, he wanted to
tornment nme with thoughts of her lying beneath the Devaki men. Either
that or he wanted to tornent hinself-1 amnot sure which, But | did not
t hi nk Kat hari ne woul d have nmuch of a chance to "do her work" that day,
Most of the men would be away hunting, and | did not think she would
have any luck collecting senmen from young boys.

As we put on our furs, nmy nother was |ooking fromne to Soli to

Kat hari ne, and then back at ne. | did not |ike the way she | ooked at
Katharine. It was a |ook, | thought, of envy, probably because Katharine
was capabl e of work that she was not. "Go hunt your seals," ny nother
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said. "And while you are gone we wonenwi | | prepare your beds. To lie in
when you return.”

We joined the other nmen and boys of the Manwelina famly at the entrance
of the cave. The many teans of dogs gobbled their food as the men laid
out the harnesses and iced the runners of their sleds. The work was cold
and painful in the pink light of the dawn. Beneath ice-gl azed boul ders
and fir trees heavy with snow, Yuri and Wcent, and Liam Seif, Haidal,
Jinje and the other nmen of the Manwelina, had their sleds belly-up
towards the still dark sky. Since ice would not adhere directly to bone,
they plastered a paste of vegetable rmuck and pul verized dirt mxed with
wat er and urine over the runners, repairing the nicks and divots with a
thick shoeing of frozen nud. The norning air was so cold that the paste
froze i medi ately upon contact, making it difficult to shape and
snoothe. It was frustrating work. | expected to hear grunbling and
curses, but the Devaki men joked and | aughed, all the while dipping
their fingers into the bag of warm nmud they wore inside their furs next
to their skins. Quickly, precisely and quickly, they daubed bl obs of mnud
over bone. Ten feet fromne Liamartfully snoothed over a divot with his
fingers and then quickly stuck themin his mouth so they woul dn't

freeze. The air was thick with little shouts and puffs of steam and
muddy spittle as the men sucked their fingers and | aughed and tal ked and
spat. Bardo was having a difficult time with his sled, and so was |I. He
nmoved over next to ne and nuttered, "lIsn't it romantic? The cold, clear
air, the lonesome cry of the wolf, peace, nature's sweet kiss,
serenity-and the taste of pissy nuck, Thank you, Little Fellow, for
bringing me to this enlightened pl ace."”

I watched Liam spray | ukewarmwater fromhis nouth. He sneared the

qui ckly freezing liquid over the mud shoeing. In little tine, the
runners of his sled glistened with layers of ice. | |ooked around the
clearing. Yuri's cousins, Arani and Bodhi, and their sons, Yukio, Jemu
and Jinje were spraying their sleds, too.

Bardo shook his head at jaywe and Arwe, who were also Yuri's cousins,
and he said, "They've had a lifetinme of this stinking work. How do they
stand it?" Then he bent and spat water along the runners of his sled,
doing as he saw the others do, binding ice to frozen nmud. "This is what
I truly hate," he said as he hefted his waterskin. | |oathe having to
carry this bag of water next to ny belly. What is man-a heat nachine to
keep water from freezing? The dam sl oshing galls e, by God!"

Soli saw us whi spering and strode over to us. "Quiet," he said. And
then, "Situ wanya, manse ri damya," which m ght be translated as:
Children conpl ain; men restrain (thensel ves).

We | oaded the sleds and harnessed the dogs, and Yuri gathered his famly
around him He said, "Mallory has promised to take a seal, and so
Mal | ory nust tell us where Nunki is waiting."

The nen | ooked at nme, and | renenbered that anong the Al aloi pronises to

take neat are not made lightly. A hunter may promise a kill only when he
perceives that his nmeat animal is ready to "leap to his spear." To do
this he nust fall into the state of auvania, or open-waiting, a sort of

trance state in which he feels wild and fey and can see through the
bl ack sea of death to the other side of day. Such visions he may not
seek-they are a gift of the to-be-slain animal's living spirit, his
anima. | faced Kweitkel's white cone and let ny eyes focus on infinity.

| tried to practice this seeing, tried to askeer, as the Al aloi say;
tried too hard. No vision came to ne. But the nmen were waiting, so
pretended the seal's anima had appeared before me. | said-1 lied: "Lo

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/David%20Zindell%20-%20Neverness. TXT (121 of 369) [12/30/2004 2:15:49 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/lncoming/David%20Zindel19%620-%20Neverness. TXT

askaratha ni Nunki, nmi anaslan, to moratha wi Nunkiyan ima. | sagely
poi nted west because the western islands, Takel and Alisalia, seened
i ke gol den mountains of snow and | felt an urge to be closer to them

Yuri nodded his head and turned his eyes east to greet dawn. "Eura
sawel, "he said, and we repeated after him "Lura sawel, "all the tinme
standing in that curious position in which the Alaloi do reverence to
the sun: Like insects | had once seen in the zoo, we stood with our arns
together and raised to the sun, our fingers closed and pointed towards
the snowy ground. Wth our heads bowed, we stood on one |leg, the other

| eg bent up behind. Wt stood in this ridiculous position for a long tine
because the great Manwe, on the tenth norning of the world, had so
honored his uncle, the sun. Then Yuri grasped the rails of his sled,
whistled to his dogs and we were off.

The day broke cold and calmwith the hills snothered in near-silence.

The only sounds were the schussing of the sleds and the snow | oons
warbling as they glided and circled, circled and dived, |ooking for
their norning nmeals. On the far ridges the shagged linbs of the fir
trees stood out clearly, so clearly | could al nost distinguish the
separate needl es, W drove straight down the gently sloping forest to
the sea. The land was folded and in places cut with ravines and granite
cliffs. I was wary of those cliffs because thall ows rmade their aeries
there, above the dark green trees. There were no thallows that day,
however, even though the snow hares and sleekits were busy digging for
berries. Once | saw an arctic fox, and nore than once we cane upon wol f
tracks frozen in the snow. But they were old tracks; nost of the wolves,
Yuri said, had abandoned the island to follow the shagshay heards.

When we reached the sea there was sonme trouble crossing the frozen
breakers, though far | ess than we had encountered the previous day on
the ragged southern shore. By late morning we were free of the icy
jungle, running fast over the cotton cake snow of the Starnbergersee.

About five mles fromland | nodded to Yuri and we scattered. | say
"about" because the air was heavy as liquid over the ice, a huge, blue

|l ens distorting distances, making far things seemnear. Four sleds
glided northwest towards Alisalia, which wavered on the horizon across
mles of white ocean; nine sleds-Yuri's and Liams anong t hem headed in
the direction of Jakel and Waasalia. W fanned out over a circle of ice
perhaps two mles in dianeter. | halted ny sled at a likely spot. |
presunmed all the other hunters did the sane. | unharnessed Nura, who had
been trained to sniff out seal holes. To the north, sone fifty yards
away, Bardo had his seal dog |eashed, though it was not clear who was

| eadi ng whom The powerful Sansa pulled Bardo in jerks across the snow,
trotting this way and that, occasionally sticking his black nose in the
snow and bl owi ng out a cloud of white powder. To the south was Soli, and
to the west, across the brilliant ice, Yuri and his sons had apparently
found their holes and were cutting snow bl ocks to build a wall against

t he wi nd.

The Alaloi call the seal's hole the aklia. | held Nura on a | eash of

brai ded | eather as he pawed the snow and sniffed, searching for his
aklia. He seened happy to be free fromthe sled; twice he lifted his |eg
and yell owed the snow just for the fun of it, Then he caught a scent,

| et out an excited bark, and lunged at the | eash. He started digging at
the snow. After marking the spot with a stick, | dragged the

di sappoi nted dog downwi nd and staked himto the ice. | did the same with
my ot her dogs, Rufo, Sanuye and Tusa. Seals are practically blind but
their sense of hearing is extraordinarily keen, and I did not want the
dogs' barks to alert nmy seal. | returned to the aklia carrying ny
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feeler-stick and ice-saw, and other nore nurderous gear

Seal s, being earth-type mammal s, cannot breathe water, as can certain
pecul i ar orders of carked manmals bred to the seas of Agathange and

Bal ani ki and other watery worlds. They nmust have air, and so each sea
keeps many holes in the ice open throughout the winter. A bull seal-and
perhaps a cowwill bob up and down in the water as the ice crusts are
forming in early winter, breaking and rebreaking the thin, frozen sheets
as the ice builds and builds around the aklia. He visits his nmany hol es,
bobbi ng up and pl ungi ng down, breaking through to the air, breathing and
swiming on to his next hole. When wi nter deepens to its |ongest,

col dest days, the walls of the hole are nearly ten feet thick. As the
snows fall and blow and freeze and nelt and refreeze, a snowbridge forns
over the hole, obscuring it fromthe eyes of the hunter, but not from
the dogs' sensitive noses. Beneath the snowbridge, the seal comes up to
sit on the sloping ice | edges on either side of the hole. There, under
the arch of packed snow, in midw nter spring, the cows give birth to
their furry pups. There the seals huddle and play, safe fromthe w nd
and drowning and the teeth of the killer whal es-but not safe from nen.

I took ny curved feeler-stick and pushed it down through the snowbridge,
down into the hole I could not see. By rotating it around in a circle
felt out the size of the hole and deternmined its center. Then | lifted
my face to the north wind, which stung me even through |ayers of grease.

It was cold, not so cold as deep cold, but colder than blue cold. My
eyes watered and ny toes were a little nunb. | thought it mght be a
long wait for the seal, so | cut blocks of snow and built a wall around
the north rimof the aklia to shield against the killing wind. Next |
slid my wooden marker-bob down through the center of the hole until it
touched the water. As the seal cane up to breath, he-1 prayed it would
be a bull because | dreaded killing a pregnant fenal e-he woul d displ ace
a large quantity of water, causing the marker to bob up. Wen it sank, |
woul d know the water had fallen back to the ocean's surface and the sea
had risen. "Lo luratha lani Nunki," | prayed, and | spread a square of
silk belly fur in front of the hole. | stood on it wiggling nmy stiff
toes, hoping its insulation would keep ny feet fromfreezing |ike bl ocks
of ice. The last thing | did was to rest my harpoon across two forked
sticks that | shoved into the crusty snow. The detachabl e head of the
har poon, the wi ckedly sharp, barbed, nurderous head, was nade of

whal ebone and had a carved ring at its base. Knotted to this ring was a

| ong, braided |leather cord. | wapped the end of the cord around ny hand
and wat ched the marker-bob. Wen it rose | would pick up nmy harpoon, and
when it fell-when the seal had risen and the marker fell-1 would thrust
the harpoon into the center of the aklia. | would do this nurderous

thing because in ny jealousy and pride | had pronised to do so. And so
waited. Precisely howlong | waited | do not know. Wat is time wthout
a clock with which to neasure it? Howlong did | stand in that difficult
attitude of the hunter, feet together, buttocks high, |ooking down,

al ways down, watching the marker-bob in the seal's hole? How | ong, pela
Nunki ? How | ong nmust a hungry man wait until his enptiness is filled?

"Three days," Yuri had told me the night before. "Three days is not too
long to wait because Nunki has many holes. At the last nonment his aninma
m ght be too frightened to make the great journey, and so he will nake
the shorter journey to another hole."

I watched and | waited bent over like a crippled old man. | stood
absolutely still while the nuscles along the back of ny | egs began to
knot and burn; | waited a long tine.
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It is said that patience is the supreme virtue of the hunter. Very well,
I told nyself, | would be patient. | listened to the wind slash across
the ice; | listened to the individual whorls and eddi es which flowed
together into gusts and then nearly died before building and surprising
me with stronger, colder blasts. Occasionally the wind would die

al together, and there would be silence. These long spells filled ne with
unease and restless anticipation. | did not want to hear the rmurnur of
my own heart, nor was | eager for the explosive rush of air when the
seal came up to breathe, when he cane, if he cane at all. There were
many things | did not want to hear. | knew that the great white bears
hunt ed seal s and hunted hunans, too. According to Yuri, Totunye liked to
sneak up close to an aklia, tolie in wait before pouncing and bashi ng
in the hunter's head with his nurderous paw. Wen stal ki ng across the
snowdrifts the bears are inpossible to see, and they nake al nost no
noise. | listened for the swi sh of bear fur against ice, waiting. From
the north there came a distant noan. It was the wind again, and it
swelled into a | ow how , whipped across the ice and began to roar. |
waited a long tine and | was very cold. My bladder filled. Far above ne
the yellowi sh glare off the icefields vibrated agai nst the bl ueness of
the sky. The Devaki call this cold shimrer of yellow chrone an iceblink

| suppose because the brightness makes themblink. | blinked nmy eyes,
all the while staring at the marker-bob set into the aklia. | thought of
the pain in ny bladder and the pain of the bear's teeth, and other
pains. | tried to concentrate. | inagined the seal's anim was

whi spering in nmy ears, calling out to me, but it was only the wind. The
wind cut my face, and | waited, and | blinked ny eyes, and ... The
mar ker - bob rose. | picked up nmy harpoon, waiting for the marker-bob to
fall. As it disappeared into the aklia, with both hands | grasped the

| ong harpoon high above ny head. | drove it down into the snow. It slid

easily through the crust, and then there was the sickening resistance of
the harpoon's barb piercing the seal. A deep, anguished bell ow resounded

beneath the snow as the seal called to ne. | shouted, "Lo noras |
Nunki!" and | gripped the |leather cord attached to the harpoon's head.
There was a violent pull which nearly jerked ne off ny feet. | dug ny
heel s into the snow, |eaning backward, straining against the cord while
I wapped it around ny back. "Mallory nmoras |i Nunki!" | heard Bardo
call out. And then, echoing across the ice fromaklia to aklia, grow ng
ever fainter, the cry: Mallory nmoras |li Nunki!"

I heaved backward trying to pull the seal fromhis hole. There was a

stab of pain in ny sore knee. | gained a few feet. And then, forward
again as the seal fought ne and backward, and suddenly, beneath the
snowbri dge, the seal surged with I[ife and pulled me off ny feet. | slid

toward the aklia with my face and chest scraping the snow. If | did not
|l et go, the seal would pull ne down through the crunbling snowbridge,
down into the killing sea. | gripped the cord nore tightly. | tried to
flip onto ny back and rotate ny heels forward, to dig theminto the
snow. But | fouled ny legs on the cord even as the snowbridge began to
buckl e and col |l apse. | was hel plessly ensnarled by the tightening cord.

"Let gol" a voice boonmed out. But | could not let go. Then the cord
ti ghtened behind ne. | turned to see Bardo, with his eyes bul ging and
his fat red cheeks puffed out, heaving against the cord. "Pull, damm
you! " he shout ed.

I found ny feet and pulled at the cord. | stared down into the open
aklia. From beneath the bl ocks of snow floating and bobbing atop the
churning sea there enmerged a great, black seal. H gh on his side, above
the flipper, the base of the harpoon's head stuck out of a bl oody hole
in his skin. I heaved so hard | thought the harpoon would pull free. But
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it held, and foot by foot we hauled the seal out of the aklia onto the
snow. | was horrified because the old bull was still alive. He let |oose
a cough that sounded |ike an exhausted sigh, and bright arterial blood
sprayed fromhis nouth onto the snow.

"Mori-sel" | said to Bardo, "kill him"

But Bardo shook his head and pointed north at Yuri and Liam who were
running to help us. It was ny privilege and duty to kill the seal, as
cowardly Bardo reninded ne. | had promised to do so, but | could not.

"Ti Mori-te," Bardo said, and he handed ne a stone naul. "Quickly,
Little Fellow, before | start crying."

I swung the maul in an arc down against the seal's forehead. There was a
thwack of granite against flesh and a whoosh of air as if the seal were
expressing gratitude at being rel eased fromhis agony. And then silence
and stillness. | looked into the seal's dark, liquid eyes but the life
was gone. Yuri and Liam stopped at the edge of the aklia. They were
puffing for air. Yuri exam ned the seal and i medi ately prayed for his
spirit. "Pela Nunkiyanima," he said, "m alasharia |a shantih Devaki."

He turned to ne and said, "Look at him Mallory! Never have | seen such
a seal! He is a grandfather of a seal, a great-grandfather of a seal! It
is a mracle that you and Bardo al one could pull himfromhis hole."

Soli cane running to us, as did Wcent and the rest of the Manwelina
fam ly. They surrounded the seal, nudging his blubber with the toes of
boots and touching his dark skin. Liampulled at his thick lower lip and
said, "This is a four-man seal. Once, when | was a boy, ny father and
Wcent and Jaywe pulled up a three-man seal, and that was the |argest
seal | have ever seen." He | ooked at Bardo and me with a mixture of envy
and awe and asked, "How did two nen pull up a four-nan seal ?"

Yuri turned his eye to his son and explained sinply, "Bardo is as strong
as two nmen, | think and today Mallory killed his doffel, and so you nust
not wonder how two nmen pulled a great-grandfather of a four-man sea
fromthe sea.” But for a long tine he | ooked at the huge carcass |ying
on the snow as if he wondered how we had done such a thing.

I had killed a seal. | scooped a handful of snowinto ny nouth. | |eaned
over and opened the seal's nouth. His snell was ferny and strong. From
my lips, | let a streamof cold water trickle into his nouth, giving him

a drink so he would not be thirsty on his journey to the other side.

Soli caught ny attention and gave nme a slight nod. Anong the Alaloi it
is a given, the nost basic thing, that hunters who have taken an ani nal

will imrediately eat their fill. Since | had killed the seal, it was ny
privilege to begin the butchering. But | hesitated so long |I could
al nost feel Soli's eyes drilling into ne. Then | picked up ny knife. |

split the seal's belly open, and | cut around the liver. It was bl oody,
horrifying work. To Liam as | had pronised, | handed the purple,
steaning liver. He sullenly cut it into strips and distributed them
anong the other hunters. "Ml lory was |ucky," he said.

| ate a piece of liver. The taste was rich and steely and good. | could
hardly believe | had killed a seal. "Mallory Seal killer has brought us
luck,"™ Yuri said. "Bardo the Strong and Mallory Sealkiller, they have
brought us luck. Tormorrow, | think, there will be many seals.”

Al nost everyone was smling and seenmed happy. There was one nan,
however, Yuri's cousin's son, who was not so happy. H s name was Jinje,
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and he was a stocky, ugly man with a crooked |l eg. He had frozen his feet
wai ting for his nonexistent seal. Yuri hel ped himget his boots off,
then held himwhile he stuck his ugly, hairy, white, frozen feet into
the seal's carcass to thaw them Then Liamcut hima piece of |iver

whi ch he gulped as if he were a dog.

The nen fell on the seal with their knives, hacking out choice organs
and cuts of neat. Wcent's youngest son, Choclio, opened the stonmach and
found it full of notothins and ice perch and other fish. Wth his

i mpi sh, beardl ess face and his small hands, he was really nore of a boy
than a man, but he was an expert with his fish knife. In no time at al
he scaled an ice perch, gutted it and found yet a smaller fish inits
stomach. After cutting off its head and scal es he swallowed it whol e.

Al'l around ne the other nen were busy cutting and swal |l owi ng. The snow
near the seal was slippery with fat and spattered blood. It was a
terrible thing, this hunger of nen. Their bellies groaned and runbl ed
while their teeth tore at huge chunks of neat. It was astoni shing how
much nmeat a single man could eat. | nyself ate nobst of the heart because
that is where the Alaloi believe the soul dwells. W fifteen hunters,

our bellies bloated and our beards crusty with frozen bl ood, nust have
eaten a hundred pounds of neat. It was a serious business, this
devouring of ready flesh, and we ate wi thout pause or conversation. The
only sounds were the cracking of our jaws and snmacking lips, and the
fatty bel ches of Bardo and Chocl o conpeting to see who could | et |oose
the | oudest. Like beasts we first ate the choicer cuts of nmeat and then
put our teeth to less desirable tidbits. Liam perhaps inpatient with
the pace of the feast, tore out a rib which he broke apart with his fine
teeth. He sucked down the marrow as a baby does mlk. W ate for a |ong
time, stopping only because dusk was approaching and it would be deadly
to be caught in the open after dark

The nen of the Manwelina returned to their aklias to build snowhuts for
the night. After noving our sleds and dogs closer, we fed the whining
beasts a slop of intestines, blubber and lungs. Then Soli and | built
ourselves a hut near the aklia. | cut blocks of snow which Soli stacked
one atop the other, filling in the chinks with ice-powler. Bardo held
his belly and bel ched, watching us work. "Ch, my poor stomach," he
moaned, "what have | done to you!" To Soli he said, "It's selfish of ne,
I know, to watch while you work, but you're doing so well without nme."

I ndeed, Soli was doing well, trimming out the hut and fitting the key

bl ock as expertly as any Al aloi. Soon the hut was done and we fl opped
out sleeping furs inside. The north wind blew a conti nuous sheet of
spindrift across the darkening sea. In silence we each turned to the
south and performed our "piss-before-sleeping." Bardo went to bed while
Soli and | staked Tusa near the tunnel of the hut. W hoped he would | et
out a how or bark in case a bear sniffed out the seal's carcass and
came to explore

For a while we watched the stars wink into brightness in the sky. Sol
drew the hood of his parka tightly over his head. "You were lucky to
kill the seal -such extraordinary |uck."

So, | was lucky to have killed a great, noble animal. "You can't al ways
count on luck," he said. "One day the weight of antichance will fal

agai nst you. You'll be standing under a building at the wong tine or
per haps one night on a back gliddery you' |l cross paths with a poor
harijan only to find he's a slel necker cone to steal your plasm O
perhaps you'll try to pierce the Vild' s inner veil and | ose yoursel f-"

"l don't believe in chance,” | said. "Yes, how forgetful of me, Mllory
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must pursue his fate."

"Don't you think it's strange beyond coi nci dence that the seal chose ny
aklia?"

"Yes," he nocked, "the seal's ani ma sought your hole so you could grasp
your fate. Well, how does it feel to be a killer?"

I wiped the water fromny nose and said, "It feels ... natural." In
truth, it did feel natural, although | did not tell himhow | dreaded
taking ny place in the natural order of things. "Is that true?" he asked
ne.

| placed ny mittens over ny face to warmthe muscl es. Tal ki ng was
difficult and ny words were coming out like slush. | did not want to
discuss ny fears with himso | said, "You're a tychist, aren't you?"

"You think so?"
"It's the creed of older pilots, |I've heard."

He rubbed his tenples and said, "Yes. Those pilots who rely on
possessing a fate grow carel ess and do not grow old."

"But you've taken greater chances than | have. 'Soli the Lucky' the
journeynen used to call you when | was at Resa."

"Cal cul ated chances, every one."
"But chances, neverthel ess.”
I think he smled then, but it was already so dark | could not be sure.

He stonped his boots against the snow, trying to keep warm "One day the
wei ght of antichance will fall against ne, too." And again he nocked ne,
saying, "lIt's ny fate."

I worked ny jaws silently before asking him "You don't believe it could
be a man's fate to be |ucky, then?"

"No," he said, "not forever."

Then he yawned, knocked the spindrift fromhis furs, and entered the hut
to sleep for the night. |I stood | ooking at the purpl e-black nountains of
Alisalia outlined against the gl ow ng horizon.

It was ny fate to have killed a great, noble seal. At last the w nd
found ne beneath my furs, and | began to shiver. | crowded into the
smal | hut and col | apsed next to Bardo, who was snoring loudly. | lay
stiffly awake for a long tine before the warnmth of ny furs lulled ne and
| slept. But | did not sleep soundly. It was a night of tw sting and
sweating, a night of dreans. One of my dreans | renmenber well: | dreaned
I killed a great seal; | dreanmed that the seal's sons and daughters, not
wanting to be alone, |leapt to our spears so they could join their father
on the other side of day.

The next norning we killed nine seals, and Soli said that we were very
| ucky.

Chapter 11-The A d Man of the Cave
Li ve? Qur servants can do that for us.

fromAxel, by Villiers de L'Isl e Adam Machi ne Century Fabuli st
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The Devaki say the firefalls is the nmost beautiful sight in the world.

It is awall of Iight created by the excitation and di scharge of oxygen
atons high in the atnosphere. (The Devaki, of course, do not know this.

They believe the pale, ghostly fire is alive with the spirits of their
ancestors. Sonetimes they whistle to the cold lights, hoping to draw
them nearer.) On certain nights in deep winter the firefalls hangs from
the northern sky like a lumnous curtain of green and rose. It has a
delicate, alnost other-worldly beauty, But there is beauty and there is
beauty. The Devaki have two words for beauty: shona, which they use to
descri be sunsets and nountains and trees fresh with snow, and hall a,

whi ch has a different nmeaning altogether. In essence a thing-or event-is
halla if it is in harnony with nature, nore precisely, if it "sees the
intention of the world-soul." Thus it is halla for the Devaki not to

sl aughter sick manmoths, just as it is halla to die at the right tine.

Al nost anything can be halla. A spear, if properly bal anced and
wel | made, is also halla. The Devaki have come to call halla many things
that would not at first thought seemto possess beauty of any kind.

Bei ng human, they often confuse the world-soul's intention with their
nost basic desires. Even though the scooped-out carcass of a seal is the
ugliest of sights, | have heard Yuri declare it halla. Does not a single
seal feed the entire Manwelina famly for three days? And is it not the
worl d-soul's intention that the Devaki nourish thenselves and thrive? So
a gutted seal is halla, and ten seals laid out on the sleds of returning
hunters are hallahalla because in reality nothing is nore beautiful to
the Devaki than the sight of fresh nmeat. The night of our [ucky hunt we
unl oaded our sleds near the entrance fires, and the whol e cave enptied
of wonen, nen and children, each of themtouching the seals and crying
out, "Losna halla! Li pela Nunki losna-nu hallahalla!"™ Only one of them
an ol d wonan named Lorel ei, happened to notice the firefalls shinmering
in the north. "Loshisha shona," she said, |ooking at the lights, which
that evening were |like an evanescent, scarlet robe. "Lo norisha wi shona

gelstei." Wiile we were dividing up the beautiful seals, Yuri cane up to
me and said, | nust find someone to take a neat offering to the dd Man
of the Cave."

| | ooked deeply into the cave, at the |lava pendant alnpost lost in the
shadows. | was confused because | thought the Devaki did not nake
offerings to idols or to natural rock formations accidentally shaped in
the imge of an old man. | do not understand," | said.

He rubbed his forehead with his bloody fingers. He said, "There is one
of the Devaki who lives alone in a chanber off the side of the cave. He
is your great near-uncle, and |I nust ask you, since you killed the first
seal and it is your privilege, will you do the honor?"

"Why does he live al one?"

"He lives alone," Yuri said, "because he conmitted a great crine |ong
ago, and no one wishes to live with him He is the other 'O d Man of the
Cave.'"

"Did he nurder soneone?" | asked. "No, it is worse than that. He |ived
when he should have died. Wen it was time for himto rmake the great
journey, his father became filled with the vol cano spirit and saved him
fromthe death-by-ice. And is it not said that nmany try to die too late
but few too soon? W are obliged, are we not, to die at the right time?
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Well, this nan did not die at the right tine. He was born a narasi ka
wi thout |egs, and when the nmidwife tried to snother him his father beat
her and stole his son back to life."

Yuri's story seemed achingly famliar. | tried to ignore the shouts of
all the happy people kicking up the snow and swarm ng around the neat,
and | asked, "Wat is this man's name?"

And he covered his eyes with his scarred hand as he said, "His nane is
Shani dar, son of Goshevan. Goshevan, who killed ny grandfather, Lokni,
for trying to prevent this crinme. Goshevan canme to the Devaki to |ive,
but when his son was born without |egs, he stole Shani dar away across
the eastern ice to the Unreal Cty where the shadow nen nmade hi m new

| egs. And when Shani dar had grown to be a man, he returned and said, '
am Shani dar, and | have cone to live with ny peopl e" But everyone knew
it was too late for himto live, and so ny father, Nuri, told himhe
could spend the rest of his days in the chanber off the side of the
cave."

W wal ked into the cave and he pointed at a |ong, dark gash in the

cave's wall behind the huts of the Sharailina fanmily. | assunmed it was a
side vent |eading to Shanidar's chanber. He blinked his eye and said,
"Now he is an old man who cannot kill his own nmeat. And who can bl ane

hinP Ho is a little crazy fromthe hell of the |iving-death, this poor,
| onely man named Shani dar."

I nodded ny head as if it all nmade sense. "Meat mnust be taken to
Shani dar so that he does not make the double crinme of dying too soon.”

I nodded ny head that this was so. "Shanidar woul d be eager to hear the
story of your journey across the southern ice because he hinself has
made a | ong journey."

I nodded ny head very slowy and asked, "There is no one else to fetch
his neat?" | did not want to see this old man who had once known the
cutting shops-and other sights-of the City.

Yuri sighed. "The honor usually falls to Choclo. But tonight, | nust ask
you: WIIl you take Shanidar his portion of this beautiful neat?"

I tried | ooking through the side vent into Shanidar's chanber, but | saw
not hi ng except bl ackness. "Yes," | said, "I will take Shanidar his
meat . "

I piled sone hunks of neat together and wapped themin a skin. Through
the side vent of the cave | clinbed, stunbling against bl ocks of rock
projecting fromthe upward-sloping, black floor. The walls were cold and
close around ne. | bunped ny head on a bl ade of rock and cursed. Ahead
of me and above was a faint yellow glow, as of coldflane lighting a

di stant wi ndow. Sonmewhere water was dripping; the plip-plop was too | oud
and very near. | snelled wet rock and a sickly, sweet aroma that nade ny
throat gag and clutch. Fromthe walls of rock surroundi ng nme
reverberated a npbaning that was at once full of irony and sorrow, pity
and pain. Cccasionally the npaning would break into a high-pitched

ululation and then soften to a sing-song gurgle. | drove nyself upward
towards this pitiful, denented wailing, dreading what | would find.
wondered that the fabul ous Shani dar should still be alive. He nust be

very old, | thought, very old.

But what can a young man understand of old age? How to understand the
aches and fears, the nostal gic | ooking backward to the days of youth?
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Al't hough | had been anobng many old nmen-Soli and the tineless Timekeeper
came imrediately to mnd-their ol dness had been transnuted by the arts
of civilization; they were old souls brought back to young, vital flesh,
men who had tasted little of decrepitude or hel pl essness. And |, too,
was a civilized man-of the slow death of shaking Iinbs and cankers and
sudden | apses of nenory | had no wish to know.

I had never before seen a truly old nman. He was sitting cross-legged in
the middle of a stone chanber so small that two nen woul d have had
trouble lying | engthwi se, toe to head. In front of himburned a small,
wood fire, which sent plumes of smoke curling up toward a crack in the
ceiling high above. | could see himplainly, holding his frail, bony
hands in front of the fire, watching nme approach. "Mallory Sealkiller,"”

he said. He sniled at ne nicely, but he had no teeth. "Ni luria, ni
luria. | am Shanidar."

"Ni luria," | said, and | dunped the neat onto a slab of rock next to
the fire. "How did you know ny nane?"

"Choclo, ny little near-grandson, visits me often, you know. Yesterday
mor ni ng, before the hunt, he told me that men had cone across the ice.

Such a tale he told me. OF course, he hinmself likes to hear tales of the
Unreal City, even though he doesn't believe ne when | say the shadow nen
build boats that sail anbng the stars. Who coul d believe such a thing,
hmm??

Nevertheless, it's true. | have seen it with ny eyes."

He carefully touched his tenples and smiled again. The skin around his
eyes was inelastic and heavy, drooping so rmuch that he seened sl eepy.

The eyes thensel ves were of sone indeterm nate bluish color and m | ky
with cataracts-1 did not think he could have appreciated the silvery
lines of a lightship with those eyes, though perhaps they were stil
sensitive to the rhythns of |ight and dark. He was an old, old man whose
wasted | ower jaw nmet the upper without the interference of teeth. The
effect of this mutilation was to foreshorten his face so that his chin
nearly touched his nose. It was an ugly thing. H's cheek skin,

noticed, hung fromhis face bones in | oose, white, winkled sheets; his
skin was thin and delicate and shot with a webwork of ruptured bl ood
vessels. | did not Iike to ook at him but the sheer grandeur of his
ugl i ness made ne stare.

He saw at once-if "saw' is the right word-he detected nmy horror and
fascination, and he said, "The shadow nen of the Unreal City trap their
spirits inside young flesh, you know, you know, and so their animas are
very old when they nake the journey to the other side of day. Did you
bring me neat? I'msorry: too old, you know. It's said that there is a
barren island on the other side where these spirits how wth outrage
because they are so old-old, old, old, old-they have been cheated their
enlightenment. Seal neat isn't it? They won't be redeened fromtinme, of
course you know that listen | nust interrupt nyself often because |I'm

afraid if | don't then I'Il forget sonmething inportant-they won't be
redeenmed so they'll wander their lifeless island stuck in the eterna
Then-nmoment. The pity-that's the real hell. W nust grow old, and we

must die at the right tinme. That's the key, did you know?" And then,
"Seal neat is full of life, hmm? WIIl you be kind and cut ne a snall
pi ece of bl ubber?"

I did as he asked and he popped the cube of fat into his nouth. | did
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not like it that he spoke so often of the Unreal City, and so | repeated
the skeptical (and wi shful) saying of the Devaki: "I had a dreamt hat
shadownen live in a city under the silver fog of dawn, unreal, unreal. |
had a ni ghtmare and when | awoke the city was gone, unreal, unreal."

He ate another piece of blubber while he stared in ny direction with his
cloudy eyes. "That is good," he said. "WIIl you cut nme some neat? Cut
the pieces small, you know, | have to swallow them whole. This is good
meat -did you know the neat in the Unreal City grows in ponds? | have
seen it with ny eyes. But this meat tastes better-careful, you know, cut

the pieces smaller or 1'll choke." He |laughed and said, "And that would
be an undignified way to go over, you know, choking with a throat ful
of seal nmeat. O course, there are sone who will tell you I should have

gone over |ong ago, when | was a baby born w thout |egs. But ny father
had a dream and brought me to the Unreal Gty which | have seen with ny
own eyes. My father, whom| |oved, had a dream"”

As he ranbl ed on about his father's dream of escaping the nightnare of

civilization, | cut tiny cubes of seal neat and gl anced about the
chanmber. | was surprised that the grooved and rippled walls were covered
with paintings. How he had acquired the nagenta, pink and green pignents
to Color his paints | could not guess. Along one wall, the silvers and
reds and purples flowed together in a brilliant fusion of colors. | had
the inpression he had tried to capture a vision of his Unreal City. It
was beautiful, if inelegant work The paintings on the other wall were

quite different; the other wall ran with ochers and dark greens and
puce. The light in the chanber was poor, but | saw that Shani dar had
daubed red spl otches everywhere, seenmingly at random They could have
been anything: a predator's eyes peering frombehind a nottled curtain
of vegatation or expanding red giant stars gone nova-or drops of bl ood.

The spl otches-indeed, all the rest of the paintings-were very
di sturbi ng. He must have known what | was | ooking at because he said,
"You see ny glories? You see? You see?"

| saw that this old man was neither truly civilized nor savage.

thought his paintings were mrrors for both the terrors of the prinmtive
worl d and the (to him marvels of civilization. Here, in a dark crack in
the ground, he lived apart from other men, an outsider who had no hone.

(I did not consider his stinking chanber, with its piss-soaked furs and
neat, conical piles of dung, to be a hone.) | pitied him but as we
talked it became clear that he had little pity for hinself. "How | |ove
the taste of seal neat!" he exclained. "It was better, you know, when
had teeth to release the juices, but it is still very good. Mllory
Seal killer-it is said that Nunki is your doffel and you killed him is
that true?"

"Yuri believes the seal is ny doffel."

"He is a wise nan, it is said."

"My grandfather told nme Ayeye, the thallow, is nmy doffel."
"And who was your grandfather?"

I recited ny fake |ineage, and he confided, "Wen | was a boy | had no
grandfather to nane ny doffel. So | had to discover it for nyself. Could
you cut ne nore neat, hmm® Cut the pieces small, you know. That way you
rel ease nore juice. Ah, that's good! Such a taste-1 love the taste of
Nunki, who doesn't?"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/David%20Zindell%20-%20Neverness. TXT (131 of 369) [12/30/2004 2:15:49 PM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/Incoming/David%20Zindel%20-%20Neverness. TXT
"Wbul d you |ike some nore bl ubber?"

"When | was a young man | crossed the eastern ice fromthe Unrea
Cty-yes, blubber tastes good, hmm® | crossed the ice. Wy do

renmenber every crevasse and snowstorm of that journey when | cannot
renmenber young Chocl o's birth, which happened only thirteen winters ago?

O was it twelve? But | renmenber ny doffel.’
expectantly. "And who is your doffel, then?"

He grinned and | ooked at ne

I cut hima handful of diced neat and gave it to him He rolled the neat
around in his nouth, swallowed, and said, "l've lived such a life. There
is nothing like the taste of seal meat, is there? |'ve lived al one and
apart but I've lived a rich life, no nan richer. Sometimes a nman nust
live apart fromhis brothers, outside of his famly's cave. It is a hard
life then, you know, but rich and beautiful because living apart is |ike
bei ng a mountain above hills, |like being a god anong nen The glories! On
the top of a nountain there is loneliness and terror, but there are
glories, too. The drop is terrible, but the view, oh, the glorious view

And you know this, so why listen to an old man? Because you are
kind-Mallory the Kind I will call you. It will be our secret, you know.

Now wi Il you cut nme sone of this delicious seal neat? It is delicious,
isn't it, this neat of Nunki's, who is ny doffel, too. Did Yuri tell you
that? When | was younger, one tine | killed a seal just to see if |
could. Yuri thought | would be too afraid, but I killed himjust the
sanme. "

I cut himslices of neat, all the while wondering how | could run from
hi s chanmber without offending him | did not want to agree that the sea
was nmy doffel. | hated that there should be a correspondence of any sort
between us. | did not want to share the infany of having killed our

mut ual doffel, nor did | desire the lonely kinship of nen who nust stand
apart fromother nen. What | wanted, sinply, was to discover the secret
of life sol could live it nore fully in the conpany of other wonen and
nen.

The A d Man of the Cave ate as he waited for ny reply. He slurped his
meat into his toothless mouth and swall owed it unchewed. He consuned so
much meat | thought his old, shrunken belly would burst. As | watched,
his skin took on ugly sallow tones as if his bile were poisoning him He
began to cough. H's stomach runbled and he farted so | oudly even Bardo
woul d have been inpressed. "It is too much, you know. Ch, the pain, it
cuts like ice through ny bowels." He hunched forward on his hands and
knees, gasping, trying to stand. "A nan should not eat his neat like a
dog," he said. And then, "Help me."

I helped himto his feet. | hated touching him | hated the frail ness of
his thin, birdlike bones, the obscene feel of the hunp between his

shoul ders where the spine had cracked and bent with age. He opened his
lips to thank me, and | could not help looking into his mouth. H's nouth
was a horror. The tongue was coated and thickened, and his guns were

bl eedi ng, covered with sores. The odor was |like nothing | had ever
snel |l ed before. He hobbled to the end of the chanber where he carefully
vom ted over one of the piles of excreta. Wien he returned to the fire,
his skin seenmed white, alnost translucent |ike glacier ice. He took ny
armin his cold, wilted hands. "Nunki's neat is good but it is tough,
you know? Ch, | think you are smling because you still have all your
teeth. They are strong, aren't they, hmm®? WII| you be kind enough to
chew ny nmeat for ne with your strong teeth?"
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I did not want to chew his neat for him | was full of neat; the thought
of chewi ng nore neat nmade ne sick. "Choclo sonetinmes chews ny neat, you
know. Such a kind boy."

I could not bear to watch him place a nmeaty wad moist with ny saliva
into his mouth. "I can't," | said. "Please, Mallory, |'m hungry."”

I quietly cursed and bit off a chunck of nmeat. | chewed it thoroughly.

As | spat out the brownish-red mass into ny hand, he said, "You know, |
used to chew nmy father's neat when he was ol d." He scooped up the
contents of nmy hand with his own and gobbled it down. "That's good, very
good. But you don't have to chew it so nuch. You'll chew out the juices
if you are not careful, and neat is best when it is juicy, hmmP"

He reached out feeling the nmeat | had brought him kneading his hands
through the seal blubber. Wth his greasy fingers he rubbed his face
thoughtfully and then returned to his explorations. "Wat's this?" he
cried out. "Under the ribs-if feels like liver!"

"Yes, |'ve brought you some liver," | said. "I thought you m ght like
it."
"But | may not eat liver, don't you know?"

"I's it too rich?"

"It istoorich and that is why | may not eat it. Yuri says liver nust
be reserved for the hunters and pregnant wonen. And sonetines the
children. They need its richness nore than | do, you know. "

"It's just a little liver," | said. "Wuld Yuri deny you a taste of
liver?"

"Li sten, he would deny me nore than that, of course. Before you cane |
had not eaten much for twelve days. \Wen tinmes are hard, you know ...
well, I amold and the children nust eat, hmm?"

I did know about this cruel customof the Alaloi's, and thoughtlessly,
said, "Children nmust eat, then, but it is evil for a man's famly to
make him starve."

In truth, | did not really think it was evil that the old should die so
the young could live. But that the Al aloi should have to live so close
to life-and death-that, | thought, was sonehow evil. "Evil, hnmm ...

woul d you cut nme a piece of liver, please?" He stared at the fire for a
long tine, pulling at the |oose skin of his throat. Orange fingers of
Iight played across his greasy face. Wth his scrawny neck and
toot hl ess, puckered nouth opening and closing in anticipation of his
dessert, he looked like a hellish, glowing bird. "What is evil, hmm®

VWhat is good? Do you know?"
He turned around and rummaged in a pile of decaying offal and ol d bones.

He grunted, turned back to nme, and held up a piece of organ neat. "This
is the stomach of Ayeye, the thallow who flies above-did you know Yuri
hates nme because | once freed a young thallow fromone of his traps? the
thallow flies above mountains, and it is bad to eat Ayeye, but Yuri
wanted the thallow for Liams initiation, not for eating. But | freed
the bird anyway because | pitied him you know? O course | woul d have
freed himeven if Yuri had been hungry and wanted to eat hi m because it
is wong to eat-do you see the stomach of this thallow that Choclo has
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brought nme, that ny hungry peopl e have eaten?"
"I seeit," | said. "Put it away, it stinks."

He jabbed his pale, crooked finger through the | ower opening of the
stomach. As one puts on a glove, he pulled the glistening nuscle in

fol ds down around his hand until the finger energed fromthe upper
opening. He wiggled his finger and said, "Death is evil, do you think?

You know, we are wornms in the belly of God, and so we perceive only two
of God's attributes, hnm® Like a worm" and here he again wiggled his
finger inside the bird s stomach, "one part of us |ooks up through the
throat and nouth of God into the light, and we call this good-did you
know that Yuri's doffel is the thallow?-we ook into the light of life
and call it good while our other part crawls down into God' s bowel s,
down into bl ackness and dung and evil. You know, nost people, caught in
the stomach of God as they are, tend to see these two attributes only,
but there are many nore beyond our conprehension. Can you pl ease slice
me anot her piece of |iver?"

I cut hima piece of liver and said, "Try to eat it slowy. Else you'l
waste it, and that would be evil."

"Thank you. That was good, hmm® Good for an old nman to eat the tender
liver of the seal, but not so good for Nunki, hmm® If Nunki could talk,
he m ght even say it was evil that he should go over to the other side

while still so young and full of life?
But what can an ani mal know? What does a man know? Listen, little Choclo
likes to talk to ne-shall | sing the song | taught hinf-he tal ks about

what he sees, you know, and he said that Mallory Sealkiller |ooks at his
sister, Katharine, the way Liam | ooks at Katharine. And that is wong,
he says, that is evil, but what can he know of either? He thinks he
knows good and evil, of course, but | did not tell himthat sone nen,
men who stand apart high on nountain tops, sonme nmen can inagi ne what it
is like to | eave the belly and view the whol e body of God. | nyself have
al nost seen it once or twice. It is a mghty thing, you know, with a

gol den beak and silver w ngs stretching across all the universe unti

the tips touch at the far side. | heard its cry once or twice as a child
so | can tell you the deepest thing | know. The nature of God is beyond
good or evil."

I smiled as | sliced soft, jellylike pieces of liver. | remenbered that
the Alaloi believe God is a thallow so great it can devour the world as
easily as a loon swallows a berry; they believe that God and the

uni verse are one. | chewed quickly and spat a purple bolus of liver into
my hand. Because | doubted that any man coul d know the true nature of
CGod, be it a thallowor a ball of light or an ultimte system of
describing the infinite structures of the manifold (as certain pilots
bel i eve), because | doubted many things, | said, "Perhaps your vision of
the thallow was only a dream Dreans can sometines seemreal. But npst
dreans are false, aren't they?"

He snapped the liver fromny hand and ate it. "You nen of the southern

i ce have strange dreans, hmm? Fal se dreans, too, | see. You know, you
are a kind man but sonetines your words cut like the wind. I will tell
you the sinplest thing | know, hnmm? A hungry nman is not nore certain of
the existence of hot neat than | am of God."

Thus | passed nost of the evening, feeding himas a beast feeds its
young. W tal ked about many things, but nost of all we-I should say
Shani dar -t al ked about good and evil. | was surprised that he tal ked so
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freely with me, but then the Alaloi are natural philosophers and they
love to talk. Also, | think he was too aware of his own nortality; he
must have been desperate for conpani onship of any sort, even mine. It
puzzl ed me, though, that he seened to |like ne, because | did not |ike
him | pitied him especially when he reached out to grasp ny hand, and
he said, "Once at night, years ago, | dreaned of having a son but none
of the Devaki would marry a man who had not died at the right tine, you
know, you know? | had a dreamat night-Listen, the lights in the sky are
the eyes of God watching us. The lights in the m dnight sky are stars,
and there real men live in the radiance of God's eyelight, though no one
believes ne that this is so. If | had been blessed with a son | would
have taught himthe truth-Listen, there is sonmething | want to ask you
hmm?? When it is tinme for ne to go over-clearly it is not tine yet
because this liver lies so cleanly in ny belly-when it is time, just
before I-Listen, don't let Yuri know you brought ne the seal liver
because he would think | amstealing it fromthe nouths of the nothers,
and if it were true that would be evil, hmm®-Wen it is tinme for God to
devour my neat, would you carry ne out of the cave so | can sit beneath
the night? | want to feel the starlight once nore before I make the
great journey."

| prom sed to do as he asked and he squeezed nmy hand. He thanked ne for
bringi ng hi m enough neat so he could go to bed and not |ay awake

t hi nki ng about his hunger. He patted his belly, smling. | was glad to
be done with my | oathsone task and | smiled too. W sniled together. It
shoul d have been a good nmonment, with both of us smiling, but it was a
monent of horror. | was seized with a sudden, inexplicable panic. The
cave walls drowning in vivid colors, the fiery |logs crackling and
spitting cinders, the putrid snells of blood and breath, Shanidar's
too-fanmiliar smle-all these sensa filled ne with a deep fear of ny own
exi stence. The sheer hopel essness of life terrified me. Shanidar smled
at me fromacross the fire, and it seened as if his head were floating
above a sea of orange flanmes. | could see only his head, sunken in flesh
and the folds of tine, smling as | smled. | stared at his eyes, at the
| enses frosted and white with the ice of cataracts. | stared through ny
eyes at eyes simlar to mne. Al men, | realized, would come to have
such eyes if only they lived | ong enough. | was shaken with the fear,
the bone know edge, the utter certainty that the shape of Shanidar's
smling face was the shape of ny own. No skill or force could keep me
fromthis fate should the ticking of ny inner clock slow down as his had
slowed for him | was young now, but soon, very soon according to the
measure of universal tinme, | would be old. My fear was so great that I
felt an overwhelm ng urge to screamfor help. There was no escape,
thought, and ny stomach knotted and | began to sweat. No matter the arts
of the cutters and the cetics-they could fold flesh back to youth a few
times, perhaps even many tines, but they could do nothing to prevent the
mutability of one's selfness and soul. There was no way | coul d keep
mysel f young, no way to stop nyself from changing inside, where it
mattered. It was ny fate to change, as it was everyone's fate. Shanidar
smled, and he had no teeth, and | realized that the whole of ny life
until this nonment had been false. | |ooked at the solid walls of rock
running with paints, and | squeezed ny achi ng knee, and everything at
once, the rocks and bl ood and bones seenmed utterly unreal

As if he could hear ny thoughts, he turned his head in ny direction and
suddenly stopped smling. "You know, even kind nen such as you and
must grow old, hmm® That is why we nust go over at the right tine.

O herwi se there is no peace forever."

He tal ked about the peace and enlightennent awaiting on the other side
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of day, and he tal ked about his love for his people who had al nost
conpletely rejected him | nust admit | paid himlittle attention. |
wanted to run back into the main cave, to find Soli and the others, to
make them understand that our quest for the secret of |ife was stupid
and neani ngl ess. There was nho secret; there was only the crushing
bondage of being, and finally when it was tinme to be no nore,

not hi ngness.

| stood up abruptly, nearly ignoring the Od Man of the Cave as be said,
"There is one thing | should tell you before you | eave, hmm® | forgot
to tell you this, but you should know. God's wings touch at the far end
of the universe-did | tell you this before?-his wings are silver and
they touch, but his eyes are cl osed because he hinself is sleeping.

Li sten, one day God will wake up and be able to see hinself as he really
is. | can alnobst hear his scream the beating of his wi ngs. But unti
then, good and evil will not exist because only God can truly see what
is good and what is not. And this is the thing that | wanted to tel

you: Men such as you and |, kind nen who kill their own doffels, we nust
do as we will because for us all things are permitted. But there is

al ways a price, hhnm?" He ran his trenbling finger along the guns inside
his mouth and repeated, "The price nust be paid."

I returned down the rock vent as fast as | could. | wanted to find

Kat harine, to stroke her hair, to ask her what she had seen; | wanted to
make her tell me what | would be like when | had grown old. As | hurried
through the dark passageway, the O d Man of the Cave began to sing a
mournful song, and | tried not to listen

Chapter 12-The Little Death

What an extraordinary thing, that the ripples in the spacetine conti nuum
should ripple in such a way that the ripples could control their own
rippling! That energy captured and bound should lead to greater
concentrations of energy instead of gradually bleeding away into the
heat death and universal calm How nysterious that consci ousness shoul d

| ead to greater consciousness and |ife beget life greater and nore

conpl ex!

from A Requi em for Hono Sapi ens, by Horthy Host hoh

VWen | returned to the main cave, the Devaki and ny "famly" were
feasting on seal meat. (bsessed as | was with thoughts of decay and
death, | was unprepared for joy, the joy of a hundred and twenty happy
people filling thenselves with their beautiful nmeat. It was a feast of
flesh, a celebration of love and life with little respite or pause.

Everyone except the unweaned babi es and children gorged on roasted sea
steaks and bl ubber. (At first, of course, many were so inpatient and
hungry they ate their neat raw.) The cave was alive with the snell of
bur ni ng sweet breads and the happy chatter of the children as they |icked
down fingers of grilled liver dipped in nelted fat. Yuri and the rest of
the Manwel ina were glad to share the food with the Yel enalina and
Reinalina famlies. Their hunters had returned earlier that day from
their shagshay hunt with enpty sleds, but Yuri announced they would fill
their bellies anyway because he knew that in the next hunt the |uck

m ght go the other way. Even the Sharailina, who possessed the | owest
status of all the famlies due to an unfortunate and unsavory acci dent
that happened years ago, even the lowy Sharailina partook of the rich
meat. Around all the huts the cave floor was littered with cracked
bones; the bl oated, distended bodi es of those who had eaten too much
(nearly everyone) were sprawed in front the fires. There were grunts
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and bel ches and nmobans. And to ny surprise, nany of the Devaki were
telling | ewd jokes and touching each other openly. | stal ked through the
cave, and | saw a nubile Yel enalina wonan-1 think her nane was

Pual ani - gi ggl i ng and whi spering sonmething in young Choclo's ear. They
fondl ed each other and di sappeared into one of the Yelenalina' s huts.

Al'l around the oilstones, in the soft, flickering light, it seened the
men and wonen were pairing and touching, quietly vanishing into the

darker recesses of the cave. | found Bardo with his arns thrown across
the backs of two pretty Senwelina girls as he sat between them singing.

I wal ked closer to huts noisy with gasps of passion, and he wi nked at ne
and bel |l owed, "Two's not too many for one, but it's too few for two such
men as we! But when Bardo is content, Bardo is willing to share.” And
then, "Wiere have you been? You | ook white as bird puke."

"Where's Katharine?" | asked him "Forget about Katharine," he said,
pulling at his beard. "Why do you care where she is?"

I did not think it was a good time to tell himthat Katharine and | were
| overs, though fromthe look in his crafty brown eyes, | think he nust
have guessed the truth well before we had | eft Neverness. "Have you seen
her?" | asked.

He licked his lips, ignoring ny question. He nuzzled the neck of the
youngest girl, the one with the small nose and beautiful high |augh. He
said, "Her nane is Nadia, daughter of Jense. She's curious, she tells
me, to see if the spear of Mallory Sealkiller is Iong and straight
enough to pierce her aklia."

Nadi a gi ggl ed again and seened di sappoi nted when | shook ny head. "I
have to find Katharine," | said. "Ah, too bad." He shook hinself free of
the girls, stood up, and took nme aside. "Wat's wong with you?"

| started to tell himabout ny visit with Shanidar, but | found nyself
biting ny lip instead. All | could force out was: "This expedition, the
quest ... everything, it's all meaningless."

"OF course it is. And that's why you should live while you can. Life is
bori ng and neani ngl ess, but when you expl ode inside a woman, for a
nmonent your boredom di es and-am | boring you?-and you feel |ike you
could die fromthe pleasure, or fromanything else, and not care a dam.

Wien you die the little death and she screans and cl aws your back
because ,she's dying, too-well, is there anything better than that?"

| tried to tell himthat the problemwas much nore complicated than he
thought. But he just stood there, squeezing ny shoul der and shaking his
head. "How hard |1've tried to educate you!" he said. "All in vain, al
invain!" In a lowvoice he said, "But thank you, Little Fellow, for
bringing me to this enlightened pl ace.”

When | warned himof the dangers of swiving ripe, young wonen, he pulled
his beard thoughtfully. He had always feared fathering children. It was
a bizarre, irrational fear: He had hal f-convinced hinself that if his
seed ever sprouted inside a wonan, then sonmehow he would have fulfilled
his purpose in life and woul d therefore be obsolete and |iable to death.

"It's too bad," he said, "that | can't train ny spermto die the instant
they leave ny body. But if | ... ah, that is to say, if one of these
hai ry wonen did becone pregnant, who could ever know who the father
was?"
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He sighed, then licked his nmustache as he turned back to the girls. For
men such as Bardo, | amafraid, lust will always conquer fear

| stal ked through the cave | ooking for Katharine but | did not find her.

No one could tell me where she was. | returned to our hut and al nost
enbarrassed Soli and Justine in the mddle of their |oveplay. Quietly, I
linped away toward the huts of the Manwelina. | saw nmy nother and Anal a

sitting together. They were scraping seal skins, talking and | aughi ng.
over heard Anal a braggi ng about her son Liamis virility. He would nmake
any young wonman a good husband, she said. | renenbered that in ny
wanderings in the dark | had not seen Liameither. Fromthe soft, round,
gl owi ng hut behind them cane a rhythm c gaspi ng and sudden, private
cries. | ground ny teeth and | eaned agai nst the cold cave wal |,
wonderi ng why this contagi ous conmunal passion had been no part of

Rai ner's nenory.

What occurred that night and for the next two days was not precisely an
orgy. As far as | could tell, the Devaki did their sex in couples and as
privately as possible. Wth one exception (I shall discuss Bardo's
peccadi |l os and exploits presently), there were no groupi ngs of three or
nmore, no voyeurism or drunken perversions. The Devaki, it seened, knew
little of the failed arts of civilization. But they were very famliar
with prom scuity, or | should say, they practiced a zestful coupling
that was free and wild within a rigid systemof rules and taboos. (No
man or worman, for instance, could lie with another's mate, and sex among
fam |y nmenbers was an abonination.) The young and unnarried "shared the
vol cano' s explosion" often and with nany different partners. Especially
when they had eaten great heaps of neat and the blood grew hot and full

t hey sought each other in the darkness of the cave and furiously coupled
and feasted and found another with whomto share their fire. They did
this, Yuri told ne, because eros was the gift of Devaki to the god
Kwei t kel and shoul d be practiced with energy and passion until the wonbs
of the wonen (or the girls who had thus become wonen) were full of new
life. "Do not wait too long for your spear to rise," he warned me around
m dni ght, when he found me sitting with the dogs by the entrance fires.

"Soon the young wonen's aklias will be exhausted and you will have

m ssed your fun." He threw some wood on the fire and sighed as it began
to crackl e and roar. "Perhaps you are thinking how hard it was to kil
your doffel, and who could blame you? But it is not good for a man to
think too much." Wth his huge finger, he tapped his forehead above his
eye socket and adnoni shed, "In you I think there is too nuch

di straction, too many voices inside. You must quiet the word stormin
your head, and what better way than to | ose yourself in a woman? Haven't
you seen how the Sharailina girls, Mentina and Lilith, |look at you?"

What better way indeed! How | envied Yuri his purity and innocence! He
knew not hi ng of contagi on or the di seases that had ruined many of the
Civilized Wrlds. He was ignorant of the touch of slel neckers who
tailor genotoxins to rob a man of his selfness and soul. | desperately
wanted to lose nyself in a wonan, to | ose nyself in sonething, anything
to drown out Shanidar's quavering old voice, to extinguish his inmge
burning within ne. But | was a civilized nan, despite ny prinmtive body.

| dreaded intinmately touching these unwashed, |ice-ridden wonen. How
could | explain this to Yuri? Howto explain that I, who sought the
secret of life, was afraid of life?

There was one Yel enal i na woman, however, who seened different than the
others. Her nane was Kamalia, and she was beautiful. Her hair seened
|l ess full of grease than that of her cousins and near-sisters; her teeth
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were white and not so worn. After Yuri had gone off to bed with Anal a,
she sat with me by the fire. She snmled at me coyly, covering her pink
lips with her hand. She began pulling at ny furs, and | found her thick
odor sonmehow pl easant, intoxicating even. The fire was hot on ny face,
the air full of sweet snmoke and Ka'malia's |laughter. Suddenly | was
tired of searching, tired of thinking, tired of everything but the touch
of Karmalia's clever little hands. | nuzzled her neck (the Devaki do not
practice the barbaric art of kissing, thank God!), and we found an enpty
hut in which to do our sex. W sw ved each other to exhaustion and sl ept

and awoke and swived sone nore. | died the little death. | felt wild and
pure and invul nerable. | swived her four tines during the day that
followed, trying to escape boredom and fear of living. | sw ved her, and
it was good. But it was not enough, and | sought out her younger sister,
Pilaria, and | swived her as well, and she screanmed and cl awed ny back,
and it was very good, but it was not enough to soothe nme. | was hungry

so | ate some neat and found nyself in Arwe's hut where | coaxed shy
Tasarla into sex play. Later that day-1 did not care what day it was-|
swi ved Mentina, who hunmed a little nmelody as she massaged ny chest and
rocked back and forth astride ne, back and forth, rubbing and humm ng.

When Bardo | earned of ny private quest to find oblivion, he spread the
runor that |, too, was a great hunter of wonmen and very skilled with ny
spear, which was long and thick if not quite so |long and thick as his.

(But then, whose was?) | sw ved wonen whose nanes | have forgotten or
never |earned. They were each beautiful in their own way, even
cross-eyed Mentina and Lilith, with her fishy snell and crooked teeth.
took great pleasure with them but it was not enough, never enough to
silence the noise inside ny head. Early in the third night of this
revelry, during a rare nonent of sleep, Kamalia and | were awakened by
the cries and bell ows echoing fromthe hut next to us. | listened to a
| ong, barbaric rondo of npans and gi ggl es and bel ches, an obscene
synphony of unrestrained squeals of delight. "Ten!" a voice called out,
and | recogni zed Bardo's basso profundo boom ng beneath a waterfall of
hi gh-pitched, girlish laughter. And later, "El even!" and later still,
"Twelve and thirteen!" | heard | ow sighs, the voices of different wonen.

"Fourteen!" Bardo cried, and | realized he was-stupidly-keeping a count
of his copul ati ons. Wien he reached the nunber "nineteen," towards dawn,
I was afraid he woul d have to lapse into civilized | anguage because, as
I have said, the Al aloi have no nunbers for quantities greater than
twenty. (it would be ridiculous, |I thought, for himto call out hela, or
"many," after each woman he swived.) Kanmalia and | shared a piece of
seal nmeat as we waited for himto breach his twentieth woman. But he
never called out nunber twenty. Instead there was a | ong silence, broken
when he shouted, "By God, what trick is this? Wat poison?" And then,
"It won't go down!" He called out ny nane, and there was pani c and
desperation in his voice. | smiled at Kamalia, quickly dressed and went
into Bardo's hut. "Mallory," he gasped, "look at it, it won't go down!"

He paced hel plessly at the center of the hut, entirely naked. On one of
the snow beds two wonen hal f-covered with furs sat watching him They
hel d hands, giggling and pointing at his enormous, rigid nenbrurn, which
stood out beneath his round belly like the spout of a teapot. "Bardo wos
Tuwal ankal " one of the wonen said as she held her hands spread in front
of her, "Fuwal ankal" (It was true, Bardo did have the "spear" of a
manmot h. So | arge was his menbrum in fact, that when he was younger, he
used to fear that the blood needed to engorge it would be diverted from
his brain, robbing it of oxygen and thus damagi ng that nost precious of
organs.)
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| told the wonen to dress, and | shooed themfromthe hut. "Wat's
wong?" | asked. "I don't know," he said. He grasped the shaft of his
menbrum pulling it horizontal. "I won't get soft. Ah, | don't knowit
must be poison, this has never happened before."

"You've nmerely overstinulated yoursel f."
“No, no, Little Fellow "

"Si x or seven wonen in three days has drugged your body with adrenalin

and sex." In truth, I, too, felt insatiable and prepotent-who woul d not
with a succession of young wonen eager to rouse one's spear? "El even
wonmen and | don't think that's it at all. | feel the hornones gushing

inside. It's poison, by God!"

From a distance | exam ned his nenmbrum | noticed a curious thing. On
the underside of the shaft, the small, round nulticol ored kel oids
scarring his "mamoth spear” did not seemto be arranged at random The
red dots twi sted anong the green and blue, formng a famliar pattern.
moved cl oser and hal f-squatted, peering at the ugly patch of skin just
beneath the bulb. | remenbered the verses and the dead | anguages of the
Ti mekeeper's book of poens, and the pattern becane clear: The red dots
forned the ancient Japanese pictogramfor the word "revenge." Mehtar,
that cunning pointillist, had tattooed Bardo's nenmbrum wi th what he had
obvi ously believed to be an undeci pherabl e nessage. So, Mehtar had
renmenbered Bardo, after all. The wily cutter had revenged hinmself for
Bardo's pushing himto the ice the day we had met Soli in the naster
pilot's bar. Most likely he had inplanted ti med hornones in Bardo's
flesh, afflicting himw th unending tumescence. It'was a cruel thing he
had done, a nasty joke. It was cruel and treacherous and distressing,
but it was also, for sone reason | could not quite understand,

hil ariously funny, "What do you see?" he asked ne. "I don't know "

"Don't lie to ne, Little Fellow "

"You'l| be fine," | said. "Mallory!"

"It's nothing, really," | reassured him and | began to |augh. "Tell ne,
by God!"

I laughed for a while as his face reddened and his nmenbrum grew even
stiffer. | laughed until the tears ran fromny eye; | |aughed so hard
began to hiccup and cough. "Ch, you're cruel," he said. "You're a hard

man. "

| cal med nyself and expl ai ned what | thought Mehtar had done. He said,
"I'"ve heard of such things. He's altered nmy chemistry, by God! |'m being
killed by poisons fromthe gonads! Revenge is it? Wien we return to the
Cty I'll show himrevenge! I'll cut off his pissroot and nail it to the
sign above his shop, by God | will!"

"Shhh, keep your voice low" | said. "No one can hear me!"

But obvi ously sonmeone had heard him Either that or the two wonen had
spread the news of his turgid condition throughout the cave. Yuri and
his brother Wcent entered the hut and | ooked at Bardo in astoni shrment.

"W heard your shouts," Yuri said. | will never forget the hel pl ess
expression on Bardo's face as Yuri exam ned his nmenbrum freely feeling
the shaft with his greasy fingers. "Woever initiated you was very
careful ," Yuri said. "A great shaman nade these scars, but then he had a
great spear to carve on. Truly, Bardo has a mammoth spear, Seratha and
Oma di d not exaggerate."
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Bardo pulled away from himand began putting on his furs. H's face was
as red as a bloodfruit. "The wonmen are curious to view such a spear,"

Yuri said. "And who could bl ame then?" He | eaned cl oser to Bardo,
speaking in a |low, confidential voice. "They are too curious, | think

We woul d not want the married wonen sneaking into your hut to verify the
great ness of your spear, would we? That woul d cause di sharnmony. You nust
satisfy their curiosity now while they are sick of sex and nen's spears.

What is seen and known often creates |ess desire than the hidden. Cone
outside the hut; Anala and Liluye are waiting."

Bardo stared at himand did not nmove. "Quickly now, before it softens
like a worm" Bardo | ooked at ne as an array of enotions crossed his
face. One who did not know hi mwoul d have t hought he was too npdest to
expose hinself to the wonen's stares. But he was not a nodest man. He
was afraid, | thought, that Soli and the others would view his engorged
menbrum and thus witness Mehtar's huniliating revenge. It seened
unl i kely, though, that anyone except nme, and possibly ny nother, had
studi ed anci ent Japanese. | nodded to himreassuringly. He nust have
somehow under st ood because he shrugged and said, "I hope they don't
faint at the sight of this," and he backed out of the hut. Wth a
shagshay fur thrown |ike a cape across his nmassive shoul ders, he strode
nearly naked anmong the gl owi ng huts, stopping to pose and preen in front
of the Od Man of the Cave. The Devaki women-there nust have been fifty
of them surrounded him (1 should add that the nmen were al so very
curious. They stood peering from behind the wonen's shoul ders, plainly
envious.) A few of the nore fascinated wonmen, Anala and nervous Liluye
anong them pointed and gasped and vied with one another to grasp his
menbrum as if to palpably verify its size. A sea of snakelike arns
reached out for him touching, fondling. Mdst of the wonmen, however,
groaned and sadly shook their heads and | ooked away. Bardo ignhored them

He paraded around nmaki ng obscene thrusting notions with his hips as he
announced, "Tuwa the mammoth does not have a bi gger spear. Behold!" And
then he recited a little poemthat was a favorite of his:

short and thin
Has little in; it's long and thick
That does the trick

Mul i ya, who was Mentina's fat, cross-eyed nother, |aughed and asked,
"Does a wonan |lie dowmn with a beast?" Anala stroked her gray hair and
said, "You are supposed to nake fire inside a wonan, not kill her with
your spear." And everyone, including Bardo, |aughed. "Ah, but it's
cold,"” he said, all the while strutting with his hands on his hips. "So
cold," soneone called out, "that your spear is frozen."

This seemed to renmind himof the seriousness of his condition. "Ah, yes
frozen. Too bad." He wi nked at me, shivered, and returned to the hut
to fetch his clothes.

The nen and wonen joked for a while and went back to their feasting and
sl eeping. Yuri caught ne by the armand said, "Bardo is a strange nan.

Al the nen of the southern ice-you sons of Senwe are strange. Brave and
strong, but strange."

I didn't say anything because | was worried Bardo's obscene antics, and
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perhaps my own foolish inhibitions, had caused himto suspect our
civilized origins. But he continued and it was clear that Bardo and
weren't the only ones he considered strange: "Soli, too, is a strange
man. Never have | seen anyone take so little joy fromliving. He | oves
Justine like the sun | oves the world, but when he di scovers she cannot
refl ect the whol eness of his radiance, he grows as cold as a star. He
forgets that such love is the soul's hopeless attenpt to escape its own
| onel i ness. Strange. And you, Mallory, the strangest of all-you have

mur dered your own doffel. Wat strangenesses will come of all this?" He
| ooked at ne with his deep, single eye, plainly worried. | do not know,"

he said, | do not know. "

| stared over his shoulder at the huts of the Manwelina. As he spoke,

Li am energed fromthe nearest hut. He conbed back his |long, blond hair
and went over to the neat pit where he picked up an axe and hacked at a
pi ece of seal neat. Mnents |ater Katharine backed out of the hut's
tunnel way. She stood up and smled at himin a way that nmade me want to
grind rock between ny teeth. She began wal king toward the entrance
fires. | stepped into the shadow of the A d Man of the Cave so she

woul dn't see ne. | quickly | ooked back at Yuri. | don't know either," |
said. | don't know. "

| foll owed Katharine back to our hut. | didn't want her to think that I
was a spy, so | waited a while before joining her inside. As silently as
I could, | crept through the dark, icy tunnelway. Wen | reached the
mai n chanber, all the oilstones were lit and the interior was awash in a
sea of golden light. Soli was gone, probably out feeding the dogs or
skiing through the forest, which he liked to do at daybreak. | did not
know where Justine could have been. | pushed ny belly close to the snow,
wat chi ng. Kat hari ne was kneel i ng above her snowbed, |ooking around at
the white, curving walls as if to examne themfor flaws. She lifted
back the fur draped over the edge of the bed, exposing the bare, packed
snow. She began to dig. It was so quiet | could hear her deep breathing
above the sounds that her fingers nade scooping out clunmps of snow. In
little time she had excavated a hol |l ow perhaps two feet deep. She pulled
her head back-despite ny jealousy | could not help thinking how
beautiful she was-she | ooked around the hut once nore before reaching
into her secret crypt. One by one she renoved five krydda spheres, which
were each a translucent green and slightly smaller than a snow | oon's
egg. She opened the first sphere carefully. Very carefully, fromthe

i nner pocket of her fur, she renpved a snipping of blond hair. She
twisted it into a golden ball and pushed it into the sphere. She
performed a simlar procedure with the other spheres in turn, storing in
them nail parings, a child' s tooth, and, amazingly, the bl ackened,
anputated little toe of Jinje, whose flesh had run to gangrene after his
feet had thawed. The last thing she did | could not see clearly because
she was squatting with her back to me. She reached down into her furs
bel ow her stomach and renoved sonething. | guessed it was a pessary, no
doubt full of Liams seed. | think she enptied it into the |ast sphere.

When she finished this private work she repl aced the spheres and cl osed
the hol e beneath her bed.

I was so angry | forgot that | was not supposed to be spying on her.
stood up and said, "I hope you have enough sanples."

She junped suddenly; her whol e body contracted at once as it sonetines

did at night when she lay near me in that floating state of

consci ousness just before sleep. "Oh," she said, "I didn't know you were
" She pulled the fur over her handiwork and sat on the bed. She

thrust her hands beneath her crossed arms to warm them
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I wanted to take her cold hands in nine, to let the flush and heat flow
into them But | was very angry so | asked, "How nany sanples do you
have?"

"I"'mnot sure | know. "

"You've had three days to skul k about the cave," | said. "How nuch

| onger do you think you'll need?" Oiginally, we had planned to take at
| east twenty sanples of the Devaki's plasmand tissues, five fromeach
of the four famlies. According to the master inprimtur, that should
have contained a sufficient expression of the tribe's chronmpbsones. "I'm
not sure," she repeated. "Wiy don't we count the sanples, then?"

"Why are you al ways so obsessed with nunbers?”
"I'"'ma mat hematical nan."

She rubbed her naked hands together and blew on them The air was steany
with her breath. "You nmean to ask how many nmen |'ve been withnot enough,
do you see?" And then, that infuriating saying of the scryers: "Wat

wi | | happen has happened; what has been will be." She flexed her
intertwined fingers and said, "lI'mnot Bardo; | haven't counted ny-"
"How many?" | asked.

She | ooked straight at ne. "It would be cruel of ne to tell you," she
sai d. "How many men?" | asked. "Seven? Eight? The barbaric orgy |asted

three days."

"Fewer than you might think. | don't like nen as well as you or Bardo
i ke wonen. "

I crossed the space between us and grasped her hands. "Two? Three?
couldn't find you for days," | said. "How many?"

She smled sadly as | held her hands. "There was only one man, don't you
see?"

| did see. Al at once the hateful inmages of her and Li am naked toget her
canme unbidden into ny mind. | tried to think of other things, but |
could not. My beautiful Katharine |lying beneath him pulling at his
buttocks with her hands-this i mage burned inside ne. It was an obscene
imge, like the lewd and colorful flesh frescoes which withe beneath
the pal e skins of farsider whores. | clenched ny teeth and asked, "You
spent all your time with Lian? Wy?"

"It's best | don't tell you," she said. "It would be cruel of nme to tel

It was stupid of me to insist that she tell ne, but | was stupid that
day, so | repeated, "Wy?"

She twi sted her hands away and said, "Liam.. . he's different than
other nen, different than civilized nmen."

"Men are nmen," | said, rubbing my nose. | was thinking furiously.
asked, "Different how?"

"When |'m .
when he's ... when we're together, he isn't thinking of diseases or
of other nen |'ve been with or the consequences of ... he isn't always
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t hi nking don't you see? Do you know what it's like to be with soneone
who exists in the monent solely with you? Solely for you?"

"No," | said truthfully. "What is it |ike?"

"Ecstasy," she said.

I was silent and | stared into her eyes. "Ecstasy," | repeated. | was so
sick with jealousy the veins in ny neck ached. "Wth Liam it's as
natural as breathing ... he's patient, do you see?"

Ecstasy. | closed ny eyes, and | could see it all too easily, this
ecstasy of Katharine's. | saw her with her eyes tightly closed, with her

head t hrown back, lost in pleasure. Perversely, ny jeal ousy began to
change into desire even as ny anger gave way to the quick swelling of
lust. There was a pressure all through ny body, the heavi ness of
poundi ng bl ood. Despite the excitement of the past three days, perhaps

because of it, | was eager to swive her; | was dying to sw ve her.
found nysel f whi spering apologies in her ear while | lost ny hand in the
raw sil k of her hair. Barbarically, | kissed her neck. And all the

while-even as | pulled the furs fromher-she stared at ne with eyes both
open and blind. She nodded suddenly as if she had seen a clear and vivid
i mmge of her own. She pressed her pal ns agai nst ny cheeks and slowy

said, "lIt's ... so ... dangerous!" But | didn't care about danger just
then; | trenbled with a need to act and do, so |I threw off ny furs and
began caressing her. "You don't see," she murnured, "you don't.. ." She

| ay back against the bed, and |like a farsider whore, she threw her arns
up above her head and bent her knees to reveal the dark wedge of hair
bet ween her | egs. The tendons strained beneath her skin, and she snelled
of sex. "Mallory," she said, and | rested ny knees between hers, and

did not care that | heard scraping sounds outside the hut; | did not
care at all.

How can | explain this nysterious inpulse that overcame us every tinme we
were al one? We used to joke that although we often didn't |ike each
other, the cells of her body loved the cells of nmine. It was |ove, |
like to think that drove us together that day in the hut. W rutted

qui ckly like beasts, and it was an artless but ecstatic copulation

Unl i ke nost wonen, Kat harine was qui ck and easy to arouse. However, once
her bl ood was hot she liked to spread her pleasure out for hours,
savoring each nonent one by one. This had often annoyed nme because | was
al ways eager for the finish, for that blinding moment when our ecstasy
crescendoed and we died the little death together. | was eager for
ecstasy, and we had only a few nonents, so we thrust furiously, in
rhythm pushing and panting and sweating. Her heels were hard agai nst

t he backs of ny |legs as she urged on and on. | nust have kicked aside
the old furs covering the floor because | felt ny naked toes gripping
and digging into the snow. | was dying to be done, and | noved faster,
moaning |i ke a beast. "No, wait," she said, and | opened ny eyes, and
she opened hers, staring through ne into herself, into her |um nous,
crystalline interior where she could view her own pleasure as a voyeur

peers at a rutting couple through a crack in anicy wall. But | was
dying and | couldn't think of waiting; | couldn't think of anything at
all. | gasped to feel nyself hot and alive inside her, burning drops of

life leaving me in spasns. W gasped together too |loud and too |ong, but
I did not care.

Afterwards she lay still for a long time, clutching the back of my neck,
openi ng and cl osing her fingers. She seened both sad and anused; her
face was open with resignation and anxi ety, but w th, happiness, too.
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"Ch, Mallory," she said, "poor Mallory." | wondered if what we had done
had happened against her will, but then | renenbered she was a scryer
who denied her individual will. "It's all so intense for you, isn't it?"

she said. Wien she held her hands over her eyes and shook with both
| aughter and tears, | realized that | would never understand her.

She separated fromnme and stood up to dress. She turned to ne,

whi spering her scryer's whisper: "How | |oved the nenory of the |ast

you; how | always shall." Then she fled fromthe hut, leaving ne to
renew the oil stones' flanes, which had burned too brightly and were pal e
yel l ow and di m Chapter 13-Hunger

If we becone too many, we will kill all the mamoth and have to hunt
silk belly and shagshay for food. And when they are gone, we will have
to cut holes in the ice of the sea so to spear the seals when they cone
up to breathe. Wen the seals are gone, we will be forced to nurder
Kikilia, the whale, who is wiser than we and as strong as God. Wen all
the aninmals are gone, we will dig tangl eroot and eat the |arvae of
furflies and break our teeth gnawing the lichen fromthe rocks. At |ast
we will be so many, we will nurder the forests to plant snow apple so
that nen will come to lust for land, and sonme nmen will cone to have nore
| and than others. And when there is no land left, the stronger nen wll
get their sustenance fromthe | abor of weaker nen, who will have to sel
their wonen and children so that they might have mash to eat. The
strongest nen will make war on each other so that they mi ght have stil
more land. Thus we will become hunters of men and be dooned to hell in
living and hell on the other side. And then, as it did on Earth before
the time of the Swarming, fire will rain fromthe sky and the Devak
will be no nore.

fromthe Life of Lokni the Unlucky, as told by Yuri the Wse

A few days later | confessed everything to Bardo. Because he was as
terrified of his own nortality as anyone | have ever known, he pretended
to boredomand a false calmwhen | told himof ny experience in

Shani dar's chanber, ny great "vastation," as he called it. But he was
nmore than curious to hear the details of ny tryst with Katharine. Upon

| earning that we had been | overs since the night we received our pilot's
rings, he was full of advice. "Your jeal ousy unmans you, Little Fell ow.

Let her swive as many nmen as she needs to-why else did we cone here? A
man shoul d | ove wonen, of course, but he should not |ove a worman too
well. It poisons himto do so." W were standing in the woods outside
the cave, drilling yellow holes in the snow as we performed our
"piss-after-drinking-the-norning-tea.” The wind was up, blowing in gusts
fromthe south. This nade our urination awkward and peril ous, because as
I have said, the Devaki nust always face south when they relieve

t hensel ves. Bardo shook hinself dry and said, "By God, it's cruel the
way this wind blows down the trousers." And then, "Poisons! | should
tell you this poison of Mehtar's is peculiar, indeed. Here, |ook at
this," he said showing me his menbrum which was Iinp and wi nkl ed,
though still very large. "Wo ever heard of such a poison? During the
day it hangs like the hammer of a bell, and there is nothing | or these
hairy wonen can do to nmake it rise. But at night-ah, at night it splits
the air, so what else is there to do but find a woman to drain it dry?

You shoul d be glad the Devaki share their sex so freely, ny friend. Do

you want sone advice? | will give you sone advice: Let Katharine collect
her samples, and then we'll go hone."
Kat harine, | should nention, was not the only one who nmanaged to coll ect
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bits and pi eces of Devaki flesh. As head of our family, Soli was called
to help hold Jinje when Yuri decided that his frozen, rotten toes mnust
come off. | was not present at the anputation so | never |earned how
Soli pocketed one of the toes and snuggled it to Katharine for storage
in her krydda sphere. And of course | was not allowed near Marya at the
rear of the cave when she gave birth to her baby boy. The nen, being
men, were forbidden to witness this deepest of fenminine nysteries. But
my nother was there helping (I would not doubt that she took charge of
the entire labor), and she returned to our hut with a snmall section of
Marya's afterbirth. Even though | had instigated, had once believed in
this expedition, | found it difficult to think there could be any great
secret hidden in the slelled tissues of an afterbirth. Surely, |
thought, the Entity had deceived ne. Surely it was all a joke, or
perhaps a gane in which we were pieces to be noved, frozen, starved or
sliced into parts at the caprice of the goddess or according to the

whi nsy of the greater gods. Surely there was no secret at all

Qur life anmpbng the Devaki soon settled into a routine. After we had
finished the last of the seal meat, every norning the men woul d ari se,
ice the sleds, and go off hunting on the ice or skiing through the dark
forest. Although we had bad luck with the animals, | cane to cherish
these nonents of clean air and exhilaration away fromthe smoky cave,
away from Katharine's nightly forays into the huts of different Devaki
men. Qut on the ice there was peace and privacy, even in waiting for the
seal s that never cane. And in the forests where the shagshay used to
herd, | cane to | ove the hunters' keen whistles ringing across the
ridges; | loved the feel of the silky snow beneath ny skis; | |oved the
silence of the nmorning trees, the greenness against the quiet white, and
above the trees and the snow and the silence, the blue wi ndow of the

wi nter sky. | often think of those Tugged hills beneath Kweitkel, for it
was there that | first began to see the Devaki for what they were. To
wat ch Yuri stalking an arctic fox or setting his snares for the eiders
and other birds was to appreciate the care which attended every aspect
and nonent of the hunt. The Devaki were neither wanton nurderers nor

but chers, nor did they do their killing wi thout thought. Wen a seal was
taken, water had to be passed fromthe hunter's lips into the seal's
mout h, or else his anim would have to go over to the other side
thirsty. A kittiwake's eyes had to be rubbed with ice, and so on. There
were a hundred rituals to be performed, one for each of the different
animls. The Devaki, | realized, did not really see the animals as neat
at all, at least not as long as their spirits remained to be honored.

They | oved the aninmals; they could not conceive of |ife or the world

wi t hout aninals; they even thought of thenselves as aninals, or rather,

as spirits who had duties and responsibilities to the spirits of each of
the animals they hunted. They were intimately connected to the world of

animals, and to the world itself, in countless different ways.

Once, on a cold day near the end of deep winter when we were all a
little hungry, | watched Yuri let a white bear escape fromthe ring of
spears pointed at her chest. Wiy did he do this? Because, as he
observed, the bear's third claw on the right paw was broken, and
everyone knew (or should have known) that such bears were imakla, nmagic

animals who may not be killed. Killing, | discovered, was not the rea
pur pose or end of the hunt. This was a hard | esson for nme to learn. |
spent nmany bad nmonents hating that | nust kill to live. Mst of all |

hated the rush of intense aliveness which punped through ne Iike a drug

whenever | speared an innocent animal and | saw the spurting of his

bl ood as drink that would soon quicken my own. The Devaki did not share

nmy hatred, although | believe they never felt so alive as when they were
close to killing their prey. | do not claiml| was ever able to enter
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into the hunter's nmindset, but | think I glinpsed at |east a portion of
their worldview. To hunt was to absorb the wind's nyriad sounds or the
di stant snell of the mamrmopths, to see the patterns in the ermine's
droppi ngs and scratchings in the snow, to see patterns in the folds of
ice and in the undul ations of the |l and and sky and world; to hunt was to
be a part of this pattern, just as the rocks and trees and birds were
parts, too. Nothing was so inportant as the perception of this pattern,
of the beauty that is the intention of the Wrld-soul. And nothing the
hunter said or thought or did should disturb this beauty, this halla.

"It is better to go over to the other side hungry," Yuri said as he
wat ched the bear di sappear into her snowcave, "than to go over deranged
and drunk with the bl ood of an inmakla blinding our souls."”

This attention to the interconnectedness of all the animls, events and
things of their world was not a question of norality, but of survival

The Devaki believe they can only survive nonent by nonent, generation by
generation, if they pay attention to what the world requires of them

And by behaving, by learning to perceive what is halla and what is not.

I do not nean that any of the Devaki |learned this art perfectly. There
were always inperfections, uncertainties and little evils in their
everyday |life. Soneone, | renmenbered, had killed Shanidar's thallow for
food even though all thallows were imakla. Certain of the Devaki,

al t hough they knew the rul es of inpeccabl e behavior, could not conceive
of a world in which they had to starve while the thallows soared free

How coul d such a world be halla? And so they killed the sacred birds, or
killed imakla bears, or, rarely, they killed seals or other aninals
whi ch happened to be their doffels.

In truth, the Devaki never really starved. The forest was not really
enpty, but rather like a cafe which had run out of the choicer foods.

When we were hungry we began eating those disgusting things we had so
far disdained. W ate-1 should say the Manwelina and the other famlies
bolted down this sline, for we of the City held back as long as we

coul d-we ate unbelievable things. Wcent and his son Wil o uncovered a
cache of fish heads they had buried during the previous fal se winter.

The sharp bones had decayed to a dead grayi sh-white and were as soft as
flesh. Liluye collected the rotton bones in a bow and kneaded the
reeking mass into a paste from which she nade small round cakes,
flipping themback and forth between her nervous little hands. She baked
themin the glowing coals of the fire, and the nen ate themslowy as if
they were being forced to eat dirt. Ot her foods were worse. The dogs
were fed slinme scraped fromold hides stinking of the putrefied brains
used in the tanning process. Yuri killed a silk belly, and with his
singl e eye half shut and twi tching, he gobbled down the contents of the
stomach, all the while smacking his lips and insisting, for the benefit
of the children, that the goo tasted sweet as roasted nuts. The children
often foraged through the snow for whatever they could find. Oten they
ate sleekit droppings, which they munched like berries. Yuri's cousin,
Jaywe, split apart years-old nmamoth bones swarm ng with maggots. Jaywe,
a short, funny man whose peculiar palate had |ed himto savor the slip
of birds' eggs, licked his |ips and sucked down handful s of squirm ng
white naggots and said that they were nore delicate than year-old snow

| oon enbryos. | did not doubt him Thereafter the rest of his famly
jokingly referred to himas Jaywe Maggoteater. | nyself ventured to eat
thawed oysters. The squishy bl obs of neat ruptured inside ny nmouth; the
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squirt of juices and salt instantly reninded ne of ny experiences inside
the Entity. | marveled that the taste of real oysters was exactly the
sanme as the taste the Entity had placed inside nmy mind-just as real and
just as bad.

In truth, the Devaki were-and are-a smart, resourceful people. They are
tough and hard to kill. During our brief stay in the cave, | heard tens
of stories of resourceful ness and survival. Yuri once told me that when
he was a boy, his imediate famly had al nost been exterminated while
crossing the ice in early false winter.

"When | was five years old," Yuri told ne, "ny father and ny nother
decided to nmake the pilgrinmage to I nakel, where ny nother's ancestors
are buried. But one night the ice opened unexpectedly, as it sonetines
does. W | ost one of our sleds, and all of our harpoons, furs,

oi | stones, spears-everything. And we |ost nobst of our dogs, too. My
father had only his snowkni fe, and ny not her-her name was Eliora-had
not hing but her teeth and a few old seal skins. W had no way to spear
seals, to hunt, or even to make a fire. | was afraid, and who could

bl ame me? But ny nother and father never |ost their courage."

I will not relate the whole story here because it is too |ong. But
briefly, Nuri, who was Yuri's father, fished his dead dogs out of the
sea (his heavy sled had sunk like rock), and he and his famly and the
remai ni ng dogs ate them Sonehow they nanaged to reach the nearest

i sland, which was so small and barren that it had no nanme. Wth his
snowkni fe Nuri cut blocks of snow and built a hut. Somehow, Nuri and
El i ora made new weapons and tools fromthe poor materials they found on
the island. Nuri hunted and Eliora skinned the aninals he killed, and
she nade their clothing. They ate snow hare and sleekits, and
kittiwakes, gulls and chinocha-anything they could find. They fed

t hensel ves, and they fed their dogs; Yuri grew quickly and one of the
dogs bore a litter the following false winter. The two of them husband
and wife, over the course of that winter and the winters that followed,
re-created from al nost nothing nost of the tools and artifacts of their
culture. It took themthree years of collecting pieces of driftwood and
savi ng bones to gather together the materials to build a new sl ed. They
i mprovi sed and i nvented new ways of putting together hides and bones,
and when they were done, they did not return to Kweitkel. They conti nued
on to Imakel, conpleting their pilgrimge. They placed fireflowers on
the grave of Eliora's grandfather and grandnother. They visited with
Eliora's family. And when Ellora's father, Narain, offered to give them
a sled for their journey hone, Nuri pointed at his patchwork creation
and told him "Thank you, but you see, the Manwelina know how to build
sl eds." And everyone | aughed because his sled could not have carried
them another nmle, let alone the two hundred niles back to Kweit kel

I often thought that this ability to shape random materials into usefu
things lay at the heart of the Alaloi's culture. G ven the requirenents
of their world, there was nothing they could not make. If a tool or item
of clothing required a particular combination of flexibility, strength,
texture or insulative properties, they would experiment until they

di scovered the right combination. Their know edge of the things of the
worl d was detail ed and precise: Lubricants were extracted fromthe
shagshay hoof because they had di scovered the fats in the joints
furthest fromthe body froze at |ower tenperatures; they made the

wi ndows of their huts (when they desired wi ndows) fromthe tough,
translucent intestines of the bearded seal; shagshay horns were flexible
and so were bent into the side prongs of fish spears; and so on.

They were geni uses at nmking things, the wonen as nuch so as the nen.
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Among ot her things, the wonen were responsible for making and caring for
that nost vital of all survival tools: the marvel ous Al al oi cl ot hing.

At night after hunting-and this, too, was part of our daily routine-we
woul d sit around the oil stones, eating what food we had, talKking,

wat chi ng the wonen naki ng our clothes. The wonen's nouths were al ways
busy because they were either chatting about the events of the day or
chewi ng skins with their stubby, worn teeth. Their teeth were tools, and
they used themeffectively, to soften the frozen parkas of their
husbands and to work new skins into |l eather. By early mdw nter spring,
with the first storns of the new year bl ow ng outside the cave, ny

nmot her and Justine, Katharine too, had becone used to this grueling
wor k. They had al so becone experts at sew ng waterproof sealskins into
boots, or making waterproof kanelaikas, or tailoring the ruffs of the
shagshay parkas with wolf fur, a fur which would shed the ice crystals
condensed fromone's breath. Wth their bone needl es and sinews they
made their precise stitches, stitches which would swell when wet,
keeping cold and noisture fromentering the clothing. | was glad they
had inprinted these skills because an Alaloi hunter is utterly dependent
upon the wonen in his famly. As ny nother put it one night, holding a
hal f - nade kanel ai ka up to ny shoul ders, "Were would Yuri be today? If
not for the skills of his nmother? If not for the clothes she nade, the
fish spears, the oilstones, if not for her mlk, the very flesh of his
flesh? I's there anything a wonan cannot nake?"

There was one part of our daily routine | wish | could forget. During
this cold, hard time of hungers and chilblain and petty miseries, |
began suffering another mnisery, in sonme ways the nbst mserable msery

of all. | discovered | had lice. The hair of ny body and head a